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Introduction 

 

What, precisely, is Socrates trying to accomplish when he engages in 

conversation?  His conversations are anything but casual.  While he will often enough 

begin with standard salutations, it seldom takes him long to find some reason, sometimes 

substantial, but often enough a sheer pretense, to start down his peculiar path of moral 

enquiry. 

When he engages others in conversation, does he have any particular goals?  Does 

he possess a method (whether self-consciously employed or merely observable in 

practice) by which he pursues his goals?  Will he really, as he sometimes professes, 

discuss ethical questions with just anyone?  I begin with such questions because the 

practice of Socrates—or at least Plato‟s vision of that practice—is crucial to the 

formation of Plato‟s more mature thoughts about conflict and contradiction.  The chief 

scene of conflict in Plato‟s philosophical writing, from his earliest works right through 

his last volume, is the conversation of his characters.  This is no merely dramaturgical 

coincidence.  As will be shown, Plato is a master at developing interpersonal conflict into 

intrapersonal conflict. 

The scholar who searches for a peculiarly Socratic method is beset by a number 

of difficulties.  There is, first, the assorted evidence.  Our two primary sources for the 

historical Socrates are Plato and Xenophon: the former‟s Socrates is too varied and 

interesting to be adequately described as practicing some single method with unique 

contours; the latter‟s too pedestrian to be described as engaged in much of anything 

uniquely his own.  Given this situation, I must start by marking certain definite 
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demarcations of the boundary of my search.  I have little hope in finding a unique 

Socratic method in the works of Xenophon.  Painting a unique or peculiar picture of 

Socrates was not his objective.  At the same time, the lion‟s share of valuable scholarship 

on the question of Socrates‟ method has increasingly congregated around Plato‟s shorter 

ethical dialogues.  So, in the interest of keeping this project manageable, my Socrates will 

be exclusively Plato‟s Socrates. 

This presents its own problem, since Plato has left us such a rich and perplexing 

portrait, or rather many (often conflicting) portraits, that the task of rigorous 

interpretation can scarcely be done justice without considerably narrowing its confines.  

Bearing this in mind, I will aim to describe Socrates‟ procedure as it emerges in the so-

called “dialogues of search.”  By this phrase I intend the dialogues, often deemed “early,” 

“definitional,” or “elenctic,” in which Socrates searches for definitions of moral virtues, 

such as piety (Euthyphro), courage (Laches), temperance (Charmides), justice (Republic 

I), and the fine (Hippias Major).  Each of these dialogues gives us a model of Socrates 

doing what he does best—driving his interlocutor to despair.   

What I am interested in here are the various ways in which Socrates reduces his 

interlocutors to a state of perplexity.  Though scholars often speak of “refutation” and of 

Socrates‟ “refutation” of various proffered definitions, this term does not always fit, 

whether as a matter of logic or of rhetoric.1  Socratic interlocutors can, and many do, 

realize that their attempts to satisfy Socrates‟ requests have come to naught, and are 

unable to proceed, and yet, all while betraying precious little sign of abandoning their 

beliefs or feeling themselves refuted.  Usually, and sometimes justly, they feel abused.  

So where “refutation” is a matter of contention, perplexity is ubiquitous among the early 

                                                 
1
 Whether the term “definition” fits is itself a matter of contention; it will be taken up later. 
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dialogues.  In fact, it is a feature of virtually every dialogue that maintains some 

interlocutive autonomy—even the later, thoroughly “constructive” ones. 

“Elenchus2” has come to be the standard term used to refer to the Socratic practice 

of examining, challenging, and perhaps refuting certain pretenders to, especially, ethical 

knowledge.3  Our term derives from the Greek term, ἔιεγρνο, which refers to the testing 

or critical examination of some claim, and itself derives from the sharper verb, ἐιέγρσ, 

which involves the act of shaming or belittling, usually some speech act, and by softened 

extension, simply examining some argument or account.  The result of the process, 

described above as interlocutive perplexity, is referred to as aporia, from the Greek 

ἀπνξία, which literally refers to the state of being without a means of proceeding, and 

comes later to be used for puzzles or other, often conceptual, difficulties.  It derives from 

the rather odd cognate verb “ἀπορέω” which denotes being puzzled or at a loss.4  In the 

sense that I will ultimately come to use them, “elenchus” and “aporia” function as 

coordinate terms.  Elenchus is the process that results in aporia.  

To get some idea of how this is done, I will need to develop a clearer picture of 

Socratic practice.  Toward this end, I begin with a review of the scholarship which has set 

the framework of contemporary discussions of the Socratic elenchus.  My review will be 

selective.  In particular, I will limit it to a relatively small cast of players interested in 

bringing the more precise tools of logical analysis to the study of Plato, and so, more 

broadly, to remove Plato from the exclusive domain of classical philology, and 

                                                 
2 The plural form, in English, is “elenchi.” 
3
 There is some debate over the appropriateness of the term.  It has recently been suggested that the term 

exetasis provides a more accurate description of Socratic practice (Tarrant, 2002).  Vlastos, on the contrary, 

thinks that Socrates uses “elenchus,” when he uses it, “to describe, not to baptize, what he does” (1994, p. 

2). I retain the term here merely for ease of exposition, but will find the occasion shortly to clarify what I 

take it to mean. 
4
 Odd only in the ambiguous sense that it presents us with an active verb that denotes a sort of inability to 

act. 
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reincorporate his thought into the context of modern academic philosophy.  This task 

took a mighty step forward with the publication of Richard Robinson‟s now classic work, 

Plato’s Earlier Dialectic.  Robinson had the talents of both an able translator of classical 

Greek, and a formidable modern logician.  For reasons that will become clearer as I 

proceed, it is difficult to exaggerate the effect of this book on subsequent work on 

Platonic argumentation.  Robinson set the stage for future scholarship by both setting out 

a number of reasonably clear and corrective canons of Platonic interpretation, and 

conferring upon his successors a parsimonious technical vocabulary to apply to Socrates‟ 

practice. 

Robinson‟s work would ultimately spawn a voluminous reaction.  In particular, 

Vlastos‟ highly influential view of the elenchus will develop, or so I shall argue, from a 

long-running dialogue between Robinson and his critics.  The first chapter will describe 

Robinson‟s view of the elenchus while simultaneously attempting both to reclaim some 

of its overlooked merits, and to correct some prevalent, but largely unfounded, criticisms 

of it.  In the second chapter, I will describe Vlastos‟ slow conversion from a non-

constructivist to a constructivist, and review some of the main responses to his now 

canonical 1983 essay on the elenchus.  The third chapter marks my turn toward direct 

examination of the dialogues.  In it, I will sketch Socrates‟ testimony about the elenchus 

in the Apology.   

These three chapters, which together will make up the first part of the work, form 

something of a dramatic as well as an argumentative backdrop for the second part.  

There, over the course of six chapters, I will focus on one particular shorter definitional 

dialogue, the Euthyphro.  The Euthyphro has been taken by scholars to provide a 
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paradigmatic series of Socratic elenchi.  It will serve as something of a test case against 

which to examine the views—and questions—that emerge in the first section.  The 

structure that I offer here, then, itself has something of an elenctic character.  Part of the 

broad purpose of this prima facie odd grouping of chapters will be to see how the various 

developed views of the elenchus that emerge in the first part survive close encounters 

with a short definitional dialogue that is, at least according to academic consensus, 

superlatively elenctic.  The final section, consisting of one more reductive chapter, will 

explore the results of this confrontation.  In it, I will elaborate my own view of the 

Socratic elenchus by reference to the Euthyphro and an assortment of other definitional 

dialogues. 

Before setting out, a note of caution is in order.  When we seek some criterion by 

which to make a selection of Plato‟s elenctic dialogues, we immediately face three 

monumental axes of contention.  First, there is a distinction between unitarians, who hold 

the view that Plato had some more or less unitary philosophical program that he 

elaborated from various vantage points, possibly in the service of different pedagogical 

goals, and developmentalists, who think that his philosophical views evolved over time 

and that his dialogues reflect this evolution.  This is, strictly, a debate about Plato‟s career 

and goals as an author, and the relation between his published works and his own 

philosophical progress.  There is, next, the so-called Socratic problem, which concerns 

the justification for our beliefs about the historical Socrates.  One portion of this debate 

concerns the historical accuracy of Plato‟s portrait of Socrates in the various dialogues. 5  

                                                 
5 The literature these debates have generated is large enough to make the project of even sorting its main 

contenders daunting.  That said, probably the most widely cited case for the developmental view is made in 

Vlastos, 1991, ch. 2.  That chapter also details Vlastos‟ view on the evidentiary value of the dialogues as 

portraits of the historical Socrates.  A nuanced version of the unitarian view is defended in Kahn, 1996; see 
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Finally, there is the question of the use of the elenchus. So-called constructivists will 

argue that the elenchus (as portrayed in several paradigmatic shorter Platonic dialogues) 

is a tool for the development of Socrates‟ own moral beliefs.  Non-constructivists deny 

this.   

The two modern philosophers who loom largest in my reconstruction, Vlastos and 

Robinson, were parties to each of these disputes.  Though they would ultimately disagree 

over the goal of the early elenchus, they both agreed that Plato‟s work developed over 

time, and that the shorter dialogues of definition, as well as other shorter ethical works 

like the Crito and Apology provide us with a reasonably historical portrait of Socrates. 

For the purposes of this discussion, I will remain largely neutral with respect to the 

Socratic problem as well as the broader debate between developmentalists and unitarians, 

notwithstanding my occasional, conventional use of terms like “early” and “mature” to 

distinguish between different types of dialogue.  That said, I will be centrally concerned 

in subsequent chapters to adjudicate the debate between constructivists and non-

constructivists.  Interestingly, this debate is usefully partitioned from those others, since 

we can identify certain shared features of a number of short, definitional dialogues by 

which to demarcate elenctic activity.  The broader question of how my own portrait of the 

elenchus might affect the other debates will be taken up briefly in the final chapter, after I 

have provided my own view of the Socratic elenchus. 

                                                                                                                                                 
also Kahn, 1992 for his review of Vlastos, 1991.  While the two debates are usefully distinguished, it is 

obvious that a scholar‟s stance in one will often impact his views of the other.  It is thus not coincidental 

that developmentalists are usually more inclined toward the view that the early dialogues bear the greater 

influence of the flesh and blood Socrates, and so are of greater historical evidentiary value, while unitarians 

tend to downplay any such supposed historical connections.   
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Part One 

 

Toward a View of the Socratic Elenchus 
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Chapter One 

Robinson‟s Analysis of the Elenchus 

 

Robinson‟s work focuses on the argumentative method of what he deems Plato‟s 

early and middle dialogues.  He excludes only what he deems the later dialogues, which 

he identifies by their illustrations of the method of division.6  The overarching layout of 

his work is broadly chronological, since he marks a distinction between Socrates‟ use of 

the elenchus as a tool to refute his interlocutors in those dialogues that he deems early, 

and the development of constructive dialectic in the middle dialogues, which by 

Robinson‟s account is simply the elenchus reoriented toward the task of providing 

support for Plato‟s own positive philosophical system.  Because I am concerned primarily 

with the early dialogues, this section will focus on the first part of his book, which 

contains a broad overview of the negative elenchus.   

My discussion of Robinson‟s reconstruction will fall in three parts:  First, I will 

provide a short overview of his widely marked canons of interpretation; the second 

section will show how Robinson portrays the broader characteristics of the elenchus.  The 

third section will review his reconstruction of the logic of the elenchus, and his separate 

arguments about Plato‟s conception of that logic.  This itself would become a matter of 

contention; the final section will attempt to elucidate the difficulties upon which 

Robinson‟s extraordinary analysis foundered.   

                                                 
6 Because he uses the method of division as his demarcation line, he includes the Phaedrus, Sophist, 

Statesman, and Philebus among the late dialogues.  He follows Ross‟ lead, with the exception of the 

Phaedrus, in including the Symposium, Phaedo, Republic, Parmenides, Theaetetus, Cratylus, in the middle 

period, including the Meno as a boundary work between the early and middle dialogues, and including the 

remainder of the dialogues among the early period. 
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I.  ROBINSON‟S CANONS OF INTERPRETATION 

The first edition of Plato’s Earlier Dialectic was published in 1941, and owing to the 

war, suffered from both a limited printing (500 copies) and a small reception, ultimately 

garnering critical review only in America and Great Britain (Robinson, 1953, p. vi).7  It 

began by laying out five common mistakes of interpretation—really over-

interpretation—that he attributed to his predecessors, arranged in order of increasing 

generality.  First, some authors indulge in mosaic interpretation, “laying any amount of 

weight on an isolated text or single sentence, without determining whether it is a passing 

remark or a settled part of your author‟s thinking” (p. 1).  A second error is 

misinterpretation by abstraction, in which the interpreter, noticing that some passage 

seems to illustrate what he would call a particular case of the abstract concept F-ness, 

infers that Plato must be examining that abstract concept itself.  It is often an open 

question whether Plato has marked the inferred abstraction.  More generally, the exegete 

may misinterpret by inference.  Some proposition, when read by a modern author, can 

and often will suggest some further consequent propositions.  But where the text provides 

no mention of those further propositions, there is no direct way of attributing them to our 

author.  What various readers infer, Plato may well fail to imply.  He can—indeed, he 

often does—make inferences that seem fallacious to us; this should at least put cautious 

commentators on guard against attributing to him inferences that he might not have 

considered, or indeed that might have struck him as fallacious.   

A fourth mistake is to insinuate the future:  to take the Sophist, for example, to 

distinguish clearly between existential and predicative uses of the copula, or, more 

                                                 
7
 This helps to explain Bröcker‟s longer review of the second edition of 1953, which notes that the first 

edition “blieb aber nicht nur in Deutschland (wie zu der Zeit verständlich), sondern überhaupt auf dem 

europäischen Kontinent unbeachtet“ (1958, p. 510). 
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modestly, the use of some item of vocabulary like ἰδέα to suggest an elaborate 

metaphysical doctrine that may or may not have been worked out at the date of the 

composition in which it occurs.  Plato obviously has no technical equivalent of our 

“existential” or “predicative,” and though he clearly does use the term ἰδέα, in some 

dialogues, to suggest a theoretical explanatory entity, there is little reason to suspect all of 

his uses imply that specialized meaning, especially when there is every reason to believe 

that his interlocutor is, by all appearances, ignorant of any such possibility.  Finally, 

Robinson advises against “going beyond a thinker’s last word,” a caution against 

assuming that an author‟s thinking on one topic must march in step with the gradual 

progress of his ideas on another.  No author is ever fully aware of all the complex 

interrelations between her different thoughts; and where an author is silent about a topic 

earlier taken up, the interpreter should avoid inferring an updated stance.   

Robinson explains his canons by appeal to a distinction between interpretation 

and original thought.  Indulging in a picture of interpretation that is simultaneously 

austere and a tad naïve, Robinson asserts that the task of the interpreter is “to make 

himself and others rethink the very thoughts that were thought by someone long ago” (p. 

4).  That this austere project is dubious is evident from a consideration of Robinson‟s 

own principles.  Insofar as texts give us a record of the thoughts of our ancient authors, 

the interpreter has little work left to do; but it is precisely our judgment that the text fails, 

sometimes severely, to accomplish this task that impels the work of interpretation, and 

makes it a more difficult and error-prone than mere reading.  This impulse, to make sense 

of some text composed very long ago in a very different place which itself is the unique 
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product of the historical conditions from which it has emerged, faces a number of 

hurdles. 

More recently, Palmer, paying homage to Grice (much as Robinson paid homage 

to Bergson), has spoken of four obstacles to a smooth transition from a speaker‟s 

meaning, whether intended or literal,8 and its correct interpretation.  First there is a 

missing performative dimension.  Like the plays of Shakespeare, the dialogues of Plato 

are affected by how later interpreters project their staging.  Texts are often poor 

conveyors of humor, sarcasm, rudeness, and the like; one interpreter‟s humorous aside 

will be another‟s snide remark.  This naturally leads to the second obstacle, the “shared 

cultural presuppositions that facilitated understanding” are obscure (Palmer, 1999, p. 11).  

For example, when Socrates speaks of “piety,” he clearly raises in the minds of his 

audience a network of concepts and emotions that are quite foreign to a contemporary 

audience.  He is speaking a distinct language, with its own internal rules which are 

unarticulated and, more problematically, of which the speakers themselves are often not 

consciously aware.  Worse still, the practical, ceremonial aspects of Greek piety, which 

almost certainly loomed larger to Plato‟s audience than any particular doxological 

trappings, are all but lost to us.  Modern audiences can only imagine the associated 

emotional responses by distant proxy.  A third obstacle is formed by a reader‟s distinct 

cultural semantic associations, which may often send her down blind alleys.  This is, I 

suspect, a frequent explanation of many of the forms of over-interpretation identified by 

                                                 
8 The two should be kept distinct, as is frequently shown in ironic or sarcastic statements.  The haughty 

restaurant diner, who, disdainfully glancing at the rude children at a nearby table, remarks, “Such charming 

ambience!” means precisely the opposite of what his phrase literally conveys. 
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Robinson.  Finally, the later recipient may be more concerned to use the text for her own 

distinct purposes than to understand it as an independent signifying act.9 

These are obstacles, yet they are only insuperable if our desire is quite literally to 

“rethink the very thoughts” that Plato thought.  This strikes me as an understandable, 

though flawed, picture of the work of interpretation.  The interpreter wants to provide the 

most cogent explanation of the observable features of the text.  When our author 

transitions from one question to another, or one premise to another, she rightly asks for 

elucidation of the impulse underlying the change.  The interpreter indulges, here, in a 

spot of speculation, but where she sees similar transitions across a body of work, she has 

reasonable ground to suspect a fairly uniform motive, and the motive which is best will 

be that which most parsimoniously explains the greatest number of shared features.  

These are exactly the sort of criteria by which some interpretation ought to count as 

empirical.   

Interestingly, Robinson‟s work reveals that, in practice, he attempts to maintain a 

rigid distinction between what could be called interpretation and exegesis.  That is, he 

attempts to distinguish between the actual logical form of Plato‟s arguments, and their 

author‟s conception of their form.  This distinction emerges most clearly in his treatment 

of the elenchus, in which Plato‟s consciousness of the difference between direct and 

indirect refutation is questioned only after Robinson has reviewed what he takes to be the 

logical form of the Socratic elenchus.  Once we realize that Robinson treats these as two 

separate issues, it is immediately clear that his work is not one of pure interpretation, as 

                                                 
9 As an aside, while living in the Dallas area, I have been amused to find a local Plato reading group, whose 

members have no discernible philosophical training, and whose interest in Plato focuses on the mystical 

strains in his work.  Their interaction with the text is more devotional than analytic.  A similar impulse is at 

work in those who try to recruit Plato into modern liberal or conservative political camps. 
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he conceives it.  Perhaps the most poorly understood—perhaps even by Robinson—

feature of his canons of interpretation is that they place no prohibitions on modern, 

formal reconstructions of Plato‟s arguments; instead, they prohibit later authors from 

attributing to Plato a conscious awareness of his procedure, or its logical framework, 

without attempting to give such intentional claims a thorough grounding in the text.  A 

number of features of his own tools of exegesis will make this distinction difficult, if not 

impossible, to maintain, since they require him to interrogate the text using the very terms 

and concepts of which he is seeking to establish Plato‟s awareness.10  In fact, a failure to 

appreciate this will lead a number of critics to misconstrue his argument at crucial points.   

In attacking his more fanciful contemporaries, Robinson is closer to the mark.  

The various mistaken inferences that he is concerned to avoid arise, he thinks, from a sort 

of “creationist” mentality—one that assumes that “[s]uch and such a truth…must have 

been obvious since man was man” (p. vi).  Against this he identifies his own rules of 

interpretation as thoroughly “evolutionist.”  He assumes, contrary to the creationists, 

“that there is an evolution of ideas, transcending the lives of individuals, that even the 

most obvious ideas were once obscure and still earlier unknown, and that this evolution, 

which, often proceeding by leaps or „mutations,‟ often also advanced by gradual 

„variations‟” (p. 6).  To this fundamental assumption, he adds two more: First, “that to 

possess a single name for an idea is a later stage than to be able to express it only in a 

                                                 
10 In particular, the order of his treatment of these two features of the dialogues will obscure his broader 

intentions, since he begins with a discussion of the actual logical form of the elenctic arguments before 

going on to review the more self-conscious comments about those arguments in the dialogues.  Had he 

begun with a discussion of Plato‟s conception, and then elucidated the ways in which that conception, at 

least apparently, failed to capture the logical form of the elenchi, he would have produced far less 

perplexity among his critics.  This procedure would also have enabled him to see more clearly the problems 

generated by his own logical apparatus, since, once he has noted that Socrates has no specialized logical 

vocabulary or rules of inference, it becomes much more difficult to accuse him of committing some 

specific fallacy, rather than, e.g. speaking rhetorically or highlighting the conflicting intuitions of his 

interlocutors. 
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sentence”; and second, “that if the author neither names nor states the idea, it requires 

very special evidence to say he had it” (p. 5).  

Here Robinson is announcing his methodological naturalism.  He is attempting to 

explain the various features of Plato‟s texts, and to do so he has adopted a developmental 

framework.  His first subordinate assumption enables him to infer, for example, that 

dialogues that explicitly mention the method of hypothesis are probably more advanced, 

hence later than, those that only show Socrates engaged in testing the hypotheses 

advanced by others without offering any methodological commentary.  The second 

functions as a sort of corollary to Hume‟s dictum that “a wise man proportions his beliefs 

to the evidence,” namely, that the less direct textual support there is for attributing a 

certain idea to Plato, the more extraordinary the evidence needed to make the case for 

attribution. 

Interestingly, Robinson‟s canons drew both praise and condemnation, sometimes 

from the same source. For example, Cherniss, having just reviewed their recently 

published works, writes that the “books of Moreau and Brommer would have offered 

Professor Richard Robinson many examples of the five types of misinterpretation against 

which he protests” (Cherniss, 1947, p. 133). Moreau had argued that Plato was essentially 

an absolute idealist in the modern tradition.  Cherniss had objected, not only that 

idealism‟s refusal to draw any strict distinction between ideas and operations of the 

intellect did a poor job making sense of Plato‟s frequent suggestions that the lines of 

ontological dependence run not from some thinking agent to the agent‟s thoughts, but 

from the real independently existing Forms standing as conditions for the possibility of 

whatever value and knowledge thinking agents possess.  Using Moreau‟s primary 
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evidence for his ontological thesis, Republic 507c-509d, Cherniss notes that “even in the 

figurative language of this passage it is in the light of the good that [the other Platonic 

Ideas] have their being and know-ability and not through the fact of being known by a 

subject any more than the visible objects are "unrealized" apart from their relation with a 

seeing subject” (p. 117). He also points to the difficulties posed by, e.g., Parmenides 

132b-c apparent rebuke of a thesis that looks quite like idealism.  In a more caustic vein, 

Cherniss argues that  “Brommer's insistence upon finding in εἶδνο and ἰδέα the distinctive 

technical meanings that he has assigned them ex hypothesi is responsible for most of his 

difficulties of philosophical interpretation and for the distortions and mistranslations of 

the Greek which alone would be sufficient to disprove his thesis” (p. 129). 

Of course, like the dialogues of Plato, Robinson‟s work appears at a certain time 

in history, and itself represents what he should readily admit is a step in the evolution of 

our interpretations of Plato.  In this light, it would be most charitable to see in Robinson‟s 

canons a reasonable response to what Cherniss, too, recognized as the more flamboyant 

excesses of his scholarly peers.  However, acknowledging this, Cherniss takes aim at 

Robinson‟s fundamental assumption:  “some notions held by some individuals to be true 

have become obscure, have been forgotten, and after many years have been rediscovered 

by other individuals.”  Noting that Robinson‟s canons demand that we not infer from a 

fact‟s being obvious to us that it must have been similarly obvious to Plato, Cherniss 

retorts, “it is no less objectionable to believe that what is obvious to any intelligent person 

was not obvious to Plato, just because he lived a long time ago, or even that a true 

proposition of which I have only recently become aware could not have been obvious to 

Plato for the same reason” (p. 134).   
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Cherniss‟ retorts are both unfair and unsubstantiated.  They are unfair because 

they distort Robinson‟s claims.  Of course Robinson never claims that anything is “not 

obvious to Plato, just because he lived a long time ago” (emphasis added).  That is simple 

misrepresentation.   They are unsubstantiated because they make no effort to provide 

evidence of the phenomenon that is so confidently asserted:  the independent death and 

subsequent genesis of some single thought.  In effect, Cherniss is doing little more than 

displaying his affinity for the creationist mode of interpretation, for the simple reason that 

his attack succeeds only if his opponent assumes the point in contention:  that the precise 

“notions” held by some predecessor may be “rediscovered” by a later figure without any 

clear causal line connecting the earlier thought with its successor.  But it is precisely in 

regarding such transitions that the interpreter must be most cautious.  Not only does a 

similarity in verbal form between two expressions often betray a host of different 

underlying preconceptions,11 one expression may mean different things to different 

audiences,12 and different people may come to accept a common set of claims, but for 

very distinct reasons,13 or (what is frequently indistinguishable in practice) in virtue of 

very distinct causal histories.  Here the case of evolution provides intriguing parallels.  

Though zebras, horses, and salamanders all have tails, the tidiness of our vocabulary 

obscures an array of distinct biological traits, even where those traits have a common 

                                                 
11 Ancient atomists confer upon modern atomists an item of technical vocabulary, but though one may 

refer to each using the same term, it must readily be admitted that the two uses have widely different 

meanings. 
12 As illustrated, e.g., in Vlastos‟ wonderful piece on “isonomia” (1953) which, when wielded by Solon, 

conveyed one set of ideals to Athenian aristocrats, and another to their relatively poorer democratic 

counterparts.  Similar remarks could be made of virtually every political term of art, as Orwell usefully 

satirizes. 
13 Thus the frequent “strange bedfellows” phenomenon.  Fodor and Dembski may both agree that the 

proposition, “Darwinian natural selection” does not adequately explain the evolution of complex life” is 

false, but they do so for very different reasons. 
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ancestor.  We must be careful not to mistake superficial phenotypic similarities for either 

phenotypic or genotypic identities. 

Of course, at this level of abstraction neither Robinson nor Cherniss does more 

than gesture in the direction of their own distinct interpretive intuitions.  The value of 

Robinson‟s canons of interpretation, no less than his rigor in employing them, is best 

judged by reference to his interpretative work.  To this I now turn. 

II. THE GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS AND EFFECTS OF THE ELENCHUS 

Robinson uses the term “elenchus” as a broad label for Socrates‟ method.  He divides 

discussion of the elenchus into two chapters, the first discussing characteristics and 

effects of Socrates‟ method, and the second describing its logical forms.  “Wide” 

elenchus consists in Socrates common habit of examining an interlocutor by eliciting an 

initial statement from him, and going on to ask him a series of questions in order to 

determine whether the initial statement is true.  “Narrow” elenchus, deemed “the most 

striking aspect of the behaviour of Socrates in the early dialogues,” nominates the 

peculiarly Socratic practice of refuting the claims of his interlocutors (p. 7).14   

The elenchus may be schematized so as to reveal three steps.  Socrates first 

elucidates a primary statement, usually about abstract ethics, which he targets for 

refutation.  He then asks a number of secondary questions, which are (1) often apparently 

unrelated to the primary statement, and (2) usually phrased as rhetorical questions that are 

expected to elicit unreflective agreement.  Finally, Socrates argues that agreement to the 

                                                 
14 Oddly, Robinson thinks that the only exception to this pattern of refutation among the early dialogues is 

Socrates‟ conversation with Cephalus in Republic I.  This is odd because Socrates explicitly does both 

(rather unfairly) take Cephalus to have offered a definition of justice, and then go on to refute that 

definition, which is precisely what prompts his son to switch tactics to rescue the proffered definition. 
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statements implied in the secondary questions entails the negation of the primary thesis 

(p. 7).15 

In addition to these procedural remarks, Robinson made a number of critical and 

ultimately controversial judgments about Socrates‟ tone, sincerity, and ultimately, 

honesty.  He calls our attention to three types of frequent dissonance between Socrates‟ 

words and deeds, which he collectively labels “Socratic slyness or irony” (p. 8).  First, 

Socrates‟ refutations are so methodical that they convey the frequent impression to his 

interlocutors that he is an expert in the subject under investigation.  This he always 

denies. Second, Socrates sometimes denies that the interlocutor is refuted, focusing 

instead on what he terms the logos or initial statement.  Third, Socrates often denies that 

he is engaged in conscious refutation, and treats the logos as something distinct from 

either himself or the respondent, being jointly and impartially examined by both.  In each 

of these ways, Robinson judges Socrates‟ practice to conflict with his words sufficiently 

to deem his denials and descriptions of his activity as “insincere,” “sly,” and even frankly 

deceptive.   

Similarly harsh is his evaluation of the characteristic effects of elenctic 

examination.  Perhaps the most neutral result of the elenchus is “bewilderment,” the state 

of aporia that Meno so memorably compares to the sting of an electric ray (80a-b).  

Socrates‟ questioning almost inevitably turns a pleasant conversation into a quarrel, 

occasionally even between friends, as in the Laches; it provokes anger toward Socrates 

from the interlocutor; and tends to amuse bystanders in ways that simply reinforce the 

                                                 
15 As shall become evident, there is little, so far, to distinguish Robinson‟s view from Vlastos‟ earlier 

discussion of the logic of the elenchus in his introduction to the Protagoras. 
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aforementioned sources of anger; and would ultimately lead, though indirectly, to 

Socrates‟ execution.  Robinson‟s visceral description merits quotation: 

The elenchus involved persistent hypocrisy; it showed a negative and destructive spirit; it 

caused pain to its victims; it thereby made them enemies of Socrates; it thereby brought 

him to trial, according to his own admission in Plato‟s Apology; and so it brought him to 

his death. (p. 10) 

  

This harsh judgment would provoke later detailed defenses of Socrates‟ comportment.  

Friedländer perhaps summed up the reaction of Socrates‟ modern admirers best:   “When, 

time and again, on the first few pages the words „insincerity,‟ „hypocrisy,‟ and „lie‟ were 

alleged of Socrates, I had some difficulty in believing that Mr. Robinson and I had 

common ground” (Friedländer ,1945, p. 253).  Oddly, most of the later defenses aimed at 

defending Socrates from Robinson‟s charges tended to misrepresent those charges.  For 

example, Vlastos, analyzing the passage that Robinson uses from the Charmides (165b) 

to illustrate Socrates‟ frequent denial that he knows the answers to the questions he poses, 

points out that Socrates can sincerely disclaim knowledge, so long as he conceives 

knowledge “in a sense in which the claim to know something implies the conviction that 

any further investigation of its truth would be superfluous” (Vlastos, 1994, p. 10).  But 

Robinson never suggests that Socrates‟ claims not to know are insincere.  Instead, he 

denies the sincerity of Socrates‟ claims to be impartially investigating, and not actively 

attempting to refute, the putative knowledge claims of others, pointing out that each 

secondary question that Socrates asks of his interlocutors almost invariably becomes a 

tool of the primary thesis‟ refutation. 

Some years later, Santas would attempt to buttress this defense by articulating a 

number of distinct “pragmatic contexts” framing Socrates‟ different “roles” in his 

interactions with various interlocutors.  Noting that the “asking of the same question may 
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have different pragmatic presuppositions in different contexts while the non-pragmatic 

[i.e. semantic and syntactic] presuppositions of the question itself remain the same,” 

Santas distinguishes broadly between the “information-seeking” context, which 

presupposes that the questioner is ignorant of the answer to his question, and believes his 

respondent to possess the knowledge that he lacks, and the “teaching” context, in which 

the questioner asks his questions to test the knowledge of his respondents (Santas 1979, 

pp. 68-9).  He further distinguishes two sub-types of the teaching context, the first of 

which he dubs the “know-it-all respondent” context, in which the questioner supposes 

that the student knows less than he thinks, and asks questions in order to illustrate this to 

the student.  The second sub-type, the “don‟t-know-it” context, presupposes that the 

student knows the answer to some primary question, but is unaware of possessing the 

knowledge.  The teacher thus asks questions with the intent of making the student 

explicitly aware of what she already knows.  Having made these divisions, Santas 

defends Socrates from Robinson as follows: 

Robinson seems to suppose that Socrates is operating in one pragmatic context, the 

examining-of-candidate or teaching context, while pretending to operate in another, the 

information-seeking context.  In Robinson‟s view, Socrates would be cleared of the 

charges of insincerity and deception if he proclaimed openly that he is asking questions in 

the „examining-a-candidate‟ context, and with the intention to refute any answers one 

might give, at that!  But this is not so.  Socrates is operating, asking questions, both in the 

„seek-an-answer‟ context and in the „teaching context‟ (of which „examining the 

respondent‟s answer‟ is a sub-species).  Socrates is doing several things at once, rarely 

any single one of them.  (p. 71) 

 

Unfortunately, if we take Santas‟ turn toward pragmatic contexts seriously, it is 

easy to see that he has succeeded less in refuting Robinson than in providing a slightly 

more nuanced description of exactly the problem that Robinson highlights.  It is no 

defense of Socrates to say that he is operating simultaneously in multiple pragmatic 

contexts when the different suppositions of those contexts are inconsistent with one 
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another.  Both the information-seeking and the teaching contexts suppose that there is a 

basic epistemic asymmetry between questioner and respondent; the problem is that those 

asymmetries run in opposite directions.  As Santas illustrates them, the information-

seeking frame supposes that the respondent has just that information that the answerer 

lacks, and naturally, the teaching context supposes that the teacher has that information 

which her students lack.  To attempt to maintain both frames at once with one respondent 

in reference to a single overarching question is to court incoherence. 

There is, to be sure, a subtlety worth pondering here, since any good teacher will 

have at her command a number of broad and difficult questions which raise issues 

profound or complex enough to provoke an almost reverential attitude of epistemic 

humility, and Socrates‟ apologists will often defend his conduct by pointing out that these 

are the very sort of questions with which he is concerned, and consequently such humility 

is appropriate. But this, while true, still fails to acquit Socrates of the charges of 

insincerity and occasional deception.  This emerges more clearly when we notice a 

distortion introduced by Santas‟ information-seeking frame.  In garden-variety 

information-seeking modes, one supposes that the information she seeks is at hand, as 

soon as she finds the appropriate respondent.  However, there is no reason to suspect, and 

plenty of reason to doubt, that Socrates makes any such supposition about either his 

questions or his respondents.  Indeed, one of the principle benefits of Socratic elenchus is 

to illustrate a variety of ways in which this assumption is likely to lead astray his 

admirers and critics alike.16 

                                                 
16 It bears mentioning that this feature of Socratic questions makes basic trouble for both Santas‟, and much 

more recently, Benson‟s, use of Belknap‟s work in the logic of questions as a tool for illustrating the 

syntactic presuppositions of those questions.  Belknap‟s procedure is to start with complete and rigorous 

question-answer sets, and use the answer sets to precisely discern the presuppositions of those questions.  It 
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Consider, further, that “information-seeker” is much too neutral a pragmatic 

descriptor for one of Socrates‟ frequent poses.  Many of Socrates‟ initial ploys to engage 

an interlocutor in discussion involve the adoption of what could be termed the “eager-

student” context, in which Socrates appears to suppose, not simply that his respondent 

possesses knowledge that he lacks, but that the respondent will be able to teach him that 

knowledge by uttering some appropriate simple sentence in response to Socrates‟ request.  

In fact, with figures such as Euthyphro, Hippias, and Meno, Socrates clearly employs 

both the “know-it-all” and the “eager-student” contexts simultaneously.17  Such conflict 

is precisely why Robinson charges him with insincerity. 

Worse still, Socrates persistently claims not to teach or know anything of value, 

all while constantly confounding his interlocutors.  This is rightly counted as deceit, not 

because Socrates really knows, in the then-peculiar sense in which he employs the term, 

what he claims not to know, but for the simple reason that, in common practice, the act of 

teaching is always a comparative affair.  It is engaged any time one person displays more 

insight into or skill at elucidating a given topic or problem than her partners in discussion, 

and this, surely, Socrates does in spades.  Socrates offends his interlocutors, not simply 

by rejecting answers to his questions that would ordinarily be found acceptable or even 

commendable by most of their peers and elders, but worse, by forcing them to learn the 

idiosyncratic rules that he takes to govern appropriate answers to those questions, not by 

direct instruction, but by laborious trial and error, and then going on to claim, contrary to 

                                                                                                                                                 
is obvious, though, that this procedure is not available for Socrates‟ questions, for the simple reason that he 

never identifies any adequate answers to them.  Given this persistent failure, one is left to wonder even 

whether the questions themselves are posed in the spirit of open inquiry or attempted refutation.  

Obviously, if the latter is the case, we should be forced to reconsider the basic purpose behind Socrates‟ 

requests.  See Santas, 1979, pp. 72-83, and Benson, 2000, pp. 102-8. 
17 Santas identifies these three as recipients of the “know-it-all” treatment (1979, p. 69). 
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the very experience that they are at that very moment suffering, that he is not a teacher, 

and even more bizarrely, that he knows nothing.  In effect, Socrates is teaching his 

interlocutors a new style of critical analysis, in which ordinary terms are being employed 

in extraordinary ways.  But when he refers to his own practices, he constantly speaks as 

though his questions were perfectly garden variety; and by repeatedly pleading his own 

ignorance, strongly implies that he comes to the discussion free of the very sort of 

presuppositions that he in fact constantly employs to direct the conversation.  In such 

situations, anger is not an unfathomable reaction.  Some might go so far as to describe 

such comportment as a form of sophistry. 

Turning his attention to Plato‟s own identifiable discussions of the elenchus, 

Robinson points out that Socrates illustrates both a negative and a positive aspect of that 

practice.  In both the Meno (84a ff.) and the Apology, Socrates stresses the ways in which 

his fellows‟ false conceit of knowledge forms an obstacle to their open inquiry into how 

they ought to live.  The negative purpose of the elenchus is to undermine this false 

conceit.  Here the positive aspiration of the elenchus comes into view, for Socrates tends 

to suppose that once he has caused men to doubt the truth or reliability of their own 

beliefs on moral matters, they will naturally desire to acquire the knowledge that they 

falsely believed themselves to possess.  He supposes that, between the man who falsely 

believes that he knows something important and the one who recognizes his ignorance, 

the latter has the better portion, if only because he will naturally possess the curiosity that 

his conceited counterpart lacks.18  A third passage, from the much later Sophist (229e-

230e), contrasts the elenchus favorably against another form of corrective education, 

                                                 
18 I will comment on both passages more fully below. 
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admonition.19  Painting a rather fanciful picture, the Stranger describes the fellow who 

undergoes elenctic examination as being “relieved of great and overbearing opinions 

about himself,” and, like the patient of a surgeon who has had the obstacles to his healthy 

recovery removed, consequently kinder and gentler toward his peers.20  Robinson rightly 

notes that the description of the elenchus in the Apology grounds the practice in Socrates‟ 

own religious mission.  This dimension is, curiously, simply missing from the later 

descriptions.21   

Turning his attention to the personal aspect of the elenchus, Robinson notes that if 

Socrates expects any actual moral reform to follow from the elenchus, he must expect 

those he examines to assert only what they believe, and to be convinced that the 

conclusions that they draw, which contradict the primary thesis, follow logically from 

those beliefs:  “The whole essence of the elenchus lies in making visible to the answerer 

the link between certain of his actual beliefs and the contradictory of his present thesis” 

(p. 16).  Here he draws our attention to those very passages in the Gorgias that will 

spawn Vlastos‟ later influential view, and by drawing this inchoate distinction between 

an interlocutor‟s “actual beliefs” and “present thesis” (both of which must be represented 

as “actual beliefs” by Robinson‟s own lights), prepares the ground for Vlastos‟ 

distinction between “overt” and “covert” belief.  He also provides a speculative 

                                                 
19 The Eleatic Stranger describes a practice that is clearly Socratic, though he does not give it any label. 
20 That this depiction of the elenchus is fanciful is amply attested, not just by Socrates‟ own trial and 

conviction, but by the many Socratic interlocutors who react with visceral anger to Socrates‟ questions. 
21 The discussion of these passages is marred by a failure to indicate the rather obvious ways in which they 

misrepresent both Socrates‟ practice and his respondents‟ reactions in the earlier aporetic dialogues, about 

which see the analysis below.  In Robinson‟s case, this is more a structural flaw of the book than one 

specifically of analysis, since Robinson‟s treatment of these discussions occurs prior to his discussion of 

specific elenctic arguments.  He fails to triangulate Socrates‟ methodological remarks with his practice in 

the elenctic dialogues because he uses those remarks in developing his initial picture of that practice.  This 

procedure, unfortunately, is likely to foster a distorted picture of the elenchus. 
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thumbnail sketch of how Socrates might have come to practice elenchus, which, 

curiously, disregards the evidence of the Apology (p. 16-17).22   

One may also perceive in this section, though dimly, the roots of Vlastos‟ 

“problem of the elenchus,” which will be discussed at length below.  In the Introduction, 

I hesitated to refer to the result of elenchus as “refutation,” and in our current passage, 

Robinson is clearly struggling with just this issue.  The problem is straight-forward. The 

requirement that the interlocutor only state his beliefs is present throughout the elenchus.  

For elenctic examination to succeed as a refutation in Socrates‟ sense, the respondent 

must count his reasons for rejecting the initial account as stronger than his reasons for 

accepting it, but Socrates seldom makes any direct inquiry into those competing reasons.  

Worse still, should the interlocutor come away from the elenchus having rejected his 

initially held conviction and accepted its negation, he would run the risk of having simply 

replaced a less reflectively held belief with a successor belief that he will now hold more 

confidently than the precursor.  This hardly matches Socrates‟ portrait of the elenchus as 

a tool to provoke awareness of our ignorance and its attendant curiosity, and it leaves too 

little room for the characteristic cognitive dissonance of aporia.   

 To his great credit, Robinson sees the problem.  In answer to his own criticism 

that the “elenchus only tells you that you are wrong, and does not also tell you why,” he 

defends the procedure by noting that it “is not satisfied by any exchange of one set of 

opinions for another”:  “The aim of the elenchus is to wake men out of their dogmatic 

                                                 
22 Interestingly, the sketch gives no weight to the Apology‟s stated religious motivations.  Robinson‟s 

thoroughly naturalized sketch holds Socrates out as a curious youth with sufficient insight to perceive the 

shortcomings of the sorts of explanation probably most popular among his comrades.  This in turn would 

be the engine that would ultimately lead to the destructive use of the elenchus, when Socrates came to 

notice that his peers were unaware of the insufficiency of their proffered solutions to his questions, and 

concluded that their unconscious ignorance was in fact worse and more morally destructive than his own 

epistemically humble search.  What reasons he might have to suspect his peers to share in that view after 

being publicly shamed by him is one of the mysteries seldom faced plainly by his later admirers. 
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slumbers into genuine intellectual curiosity” (p. 17).  To make room for the difference he 

alludes to, allow me to soften his earlier remark.  The elenchus shows the interlocutor 

that he has apparently conflicting intuitions.  It tells him nothing, strictly, about the extent 

to which he is justified in preferring one of the pair to the other.  Robinson goes on to 

note the mismatch between the edifying aspirations of the elenchus and its obvious 

tendency to produce, rather than the meek and temperate fellow imagined in the Sophist, 

the wrath of an Anytus or Meletus.  It is against this disparity that Robinson explains the 

gradual disappearance of irony in Socrates‟ middle-period elenchi, and their attachment 

to a constructive philosophical program. 

III. THE LOGIC OF THE ELENCHUS 

Robinson‟s chapter on the logic of the elenchus serves as something of a cautionary tale 

to later interpreters.  In it, he rather curiously errs by applying his own canons of 

interpretation both excessively and insufficiently.  His primary error arises from a 

persistent refusal to subject the text to any rigorous, hands-on analysis.  By maintaining 

too great a distance from the text, he leaves his readers with the formidable puzzle of 

ascertaining how they are to apply his own analysis to the arguments it is purported to 

treat.  This task is made more difficult by Robinson‟s attempt to reduce a great variety of 

argumentative forms into a binary analysis.  By virtue of these shortcomings, he invited, 

and ultimately was subjected to, a variety of criticisms, many of which had 

(understandably) failed to fully appreciate his highly abstract discussion.   

 To appreciate the confusion that would emerge among critics, as well as the 

source of his own difficulties, let me recall several separate passages from Robinson‟s 

discussion of the elenchus: 
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(1) [Discussing the distinction between the primary and secondary questions:  Secondary 

questions] often seem at first irrelevant to the primary question, and sometimes they 

seem to fall into two disconnected groups among themselves.  But at last Socrates 

says:  „Come now, let us add our admissions together‟ (Prt. 332D); and the result of 

doing so turns out to be the contradictory of the primary answer.  Propositions to 

which the answerer feels he must agree have entailed the falsehood of his original 

assertion. (p. 7) 

(2) [Referring to Ion 539e, the conclusion of an elenchus:] This moment of syllogizing is 

the moment when all is made clear.  The purpose of the separate premises, the way 

they fit together, and the fact that they entail the falsehood of his thesis now become 

evident to the answerer.  In the earlier stage, while the premises are being obtained, 

Socrates is not concerned to reveal the tendency of his questions.  (p. 22) 

(3) The syllogisms of the Socratic elenchus fall into many types.  For some of them we 

can easily find names from the textbooks on logic….But there is one great division 

which is interesting in itself and important for Plato‟s theory of hypothesis, the 

division between direct and indirect argument” (pp. 22-3). 

(4) Every indirect argument is in outline a destructive hypothetical syllogism:  „If A, 

then B; but not B, therefore not A‟.  In this formula let us call not-A the conclusion; 

not-B the minor premiss; „if A then B‟ the major premiss; B the falsehood and also 

the consequent; A the assumption and also—when the argument is a refutation—the 

thesis or the refutand.  Now in some indirect arguments the consequent follows from 

the assumption immediately, but in others it does not.  From the assumption that all 

men are immortal it follows immediately that all wicked men are immortal; but that 

Bonzo is immortal does not follow unless we add the extra premiss that Bonzo is a 

man.  Indirect argument may therefore be divided into those that require extra 

premises in order to deduce the falsehood from the assumption and those that do not.  

(p. 25) 

(5) When the questioner uses independent premises in an indirect refutation, he will 

naturally obtain them first, or one of them first.  For the thesis is, in this case, barren 

of consequences until married to another proposition….  When no independent 

premiss is used, the elenchus sometimes begins with an elaboration of the thesis, and 

this turns imperceptibly into the deduction from the thesis of an intolerable 

consequence. (pp. 25-6) 

(6) In an indirect elenchus the falsehood to which the refutand is shown to lead may be 

of any kind or sort whatever, provided that the answerer recognizes it to be a 

falsehood . . . .  In general the two most striking and most useful kinds of falsehood 

to which to reduce a refutand are absurdity and the contradiction of plain empirical 

fact….  The most striking form of absurdity is contradiction; and this is frequently in 

Socrates‟ mind. (p. 26) 

(7) Failing to distinguish direct from indirect argument, he thought of elenchus as being 

always indirect….[I]n stating or discussing any or every elenchus, [Plato] habitually 

spoke as if the elenchus consisted in making the refutand lead to a falsehood, which 

is what we mean by „indirect argument‟.  Failing, furthermore, to distinguish the 

indirect elenchus which uses no independent premiss from that which does, he 

thought of the elenchus as never using an independent premiss….  [H]e habitually 

wrote as if the falsehood followed from the refutand without the aid of any extra 

premiss.  Failing, thirdly, to distinguish the indirect elenchus which reduces the 

thesis to a selfcontradiction from that which reduces it to another kind of falsehood, 

he habitually thought and wrote as if all elenchus consisted in reducing the thesis to a 

selfcontradiction.  It simply did not occur to him that an elenchus might sometimes 

not be an indirect argument reducing a thesis to selfcontradiction without the aid of 

extra premises, just as many men have lived to whom it simply never occurred that 

the earth might go round the sun. (pp. 27-8) 
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 The first two quotations make clear that Robinson realizes the complexity of the 

elenchus, by which I mean both that the arguments occur in a variety of different logical 

forms, and that each utilizes diverse premises.  When I accuse him of too hastily reducing 

this welter of forms into a binary analysis, I have in mind the move he makes in the third 

passage, and reinforces in the fourth.  He treats the Socratic elenchus as a mode of 

refutation, and so, in describing the logic of the elenchus, he has to find a way to 

represent the relation of the refutand to its subsequent downfall.  The most efficient 

model for representing this process is obviously the destructive hypothetical syllogism, 

and a variety of Socratic examinations at least superficially fit that bill.  But it is equally 

obvious that a number of them do not.  Socrates sometimes refutes a thesis via 

constructive argument, as he does whenever he gives a separate argument in favor of 

some conclusion that conflicts with an interlocutor‟s initial claim.23  Given this 

asymmetry, he marks what he takes to be an exhaustive and exclusive distinction between 

elenchi that have the form of indirect (destructive hypothetical) syllogisms and those that 

have the form of direct (constructive hypothetical) syllogisms.  In fact, though, he notices 

the trouble for his own dichotomy.  Not only are the two forms often difficult to 

distinguish in individual texts; worse, the two forms are logically inter-convertible:  

Because (P→Q) is equivalent to (⌐Q→⌐P), the addition of the minor premise P to either 

elicits the conclusion, Q.24 

                                                 
23 Robinson points to the refutation in the Gorgias that culminates at 457e, as well as the three refutations 

of Polus, as “direct” (p. 29). 
24 Robinson defines “direct” refutation as “any refutation that is not indirect,” and similarly defines indirect 

refutation by contrast with direct (p. 23).  This has the unfortunate effect of obscuring the distinction he has 

in mind, though the difference, in terms of Socratic practice, is often quite straight-forward.  An indirect 

elenchus is a destructive hypothetical syllogism of the following form: (1) P→Q; (2) ⌐Q; (3) ∴⌐P.  In 

contrast, a direct elenchus is a constructive hypothetical syllogism:  (1) Q→⌐P; (2) Q; (3) ∴⌐P.  In each 

case, P is the refutand, and Q may represent some conjunction of further premises.  The question of 

whether some elenchus is direct or indirect, then, amounts to the question of the relation between the 
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 In one respect, Robinson should have paid greater heed to his own canons.  By 

adopting the later device of Aristotelian syllogism as his main tool of analysis, he tends to 

lose sight of various ways in which both Socrates‟ initial requests and his interlocutor‟s 

initial responses often leave the broader purpose of Socrates‟ investigation 

underdetermined.  Socrates tends to neglect logical quantifiers, and his quickest 

“refutations,” while most easily explained retrospectively by reference to the logic of 

class inclusion, do more to motivate direct examination of Socrates‟ constraints on 

definition than to illustrate any particular logical maneuver.  By importing the syllogistic 

to these dialogues, Robinson must sometimes distort the form of the argument.  So for 

example, when Socrates first asks Euthyphro to teach him about piety, and the latter 

responds that it is prosecuting injustice, Socrates only responds that he calls other things 

“pious” too.  If one wished to present this as a destructive hypothetical syllogism, this 

could be accomplished, as follows: 

(1) If all acts of piety are acts of prosecuting injustice, then prayer will be an act of prosecuting 

injustice; 

(2) Prayer is not an act of prosecuting injustice; 

(3) Not all acts of piety are acts of prosecuting injustice. 

 

 However, this maneuver distorts the text in various ways.  The text merely 

provides us with an approximation of the antecedent of (1) without the quantifier, along 

with the interlocutor‟s admission that he recognizes other pious things, too.  When an 

interpreter adds to this presentation quantifiers, the hypothetical form, a specific false 

antecedent, and its quantified negation, in order to produce a logically valid indirect 

refutation, she has thereby engaged in her own form of “misinterpretation by 

abstraction.”  To be somewhat more precise, the abstraction occurs when she presumes 

                                                                                                                                                 
introduction of the refutand and its subsequent refutation.  In practice, the distinction is often maintained by 

sorting those (direct) refutations in which P is asserted independently of the complex argument that serves 

to refute it, or instead serves as an initial step in its (indirect) refutation. 
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that the argument is a form of indirect destructive syllogism, a term of art for which Plato 

provides no clear parallel in the early dialogues.  We may note the error when we 

illustrate the various ways that this presumption distorts the text, and correct it by 

attempting to distinguish more clearly than Robinson does between the logical 

requirements that Socrates‟ questions invoke and the various ways in which the 

interlocutors‟ responses fail to meet them.  It is ironic, in light of his developmental 

interpretation of Plato, that Robinson misses the didactic aspects of Socrates‟ opening 

requests for definition in the elenctic dialogues. 

 The text which would provoke the most sustained criticism of Robinson‟s work 

occurs in (7) above, against which (5) and (6) form the relevant background.  Vlastos‟ 

criticism, in particular, is worth noting: 

A third mistake is the suggestion that the consequence which contradicts the thesis is 

drawn from that thesis.  This notion is an invention of Richard Robinson. He had 

maintained that Plato “habitually thought and wrote as if all elenchus consisted in 

reducing the thesis to a self contradiction.”  If that were true, Socrates‟ procedure would 

have been as follows:  when the answerer asserts p, Socrates would derive not-p either 

directly from p or else by deriving from p further premises which entail not-p—in either 

case deducing the negation of p from p “without the aid of extra premises.” (1994, p. 3) 

 

 This criticism rather badly misrepresents Robinson‟s claim.  Hewing closely to 

his own canons of interpretation, Robinson attempts to distinguish sharply between the 

observable logical form of the elenchus, and Plato‟s conception of it.  He maintained this 

distinction by providing separate treatments of each.  In the present chapter, he marks this 

distinction by providing different sections labeled, successively, “Direct and Indirect 

Elenchus” and “Plato‟s Awareness of this Distinction” (pp. 22, 27).  His remarks on 

Plato‟s procedure occur in the former, on his conception of that procedure, the latter.  

Vlastos simply elides the two issues, in effect ignoring the Robinson‟s more insightful 

logical remarks. 



31 

 

 One might well wonder, though, what would lead Robinson to mark so broad a 

distinction between Socrates‟ practice in the dialogues and Plato‟s conception of it.  Let 

me approach this question by taking a closer look at the last quotation from Robinson, 

above:  

Failing to distinguish direct from indirect argument, he thought of elenchus as being 

always indirect….[I]n stating or discussing any or every elenchus, [Plato] habitually 

spoke as if the elenchus consisted in making the refutand lead to a falsehood, which is 

what we mean by „indirect argument‟.  Failing, furthermore, to distinguish the indirect 

elenchus which uses no independent premiss from that which does, he thought of the 

elenchus as never using an independent premiss….  [H]e habitually wrote as if the 

falsehood followed from the refutand without the aid of any extra premiss.  Failing, 

thirdly, to distinguish the indirect elenchus which reduces the thesis to a selfcontradiction 

from that which reduces it to another kind of falsehood, he habitually thought and wrote 

as if all elenchus consisted in reducing the thesis to a selfcontradiction.  It simply did not 

occur to him that an elenchus might sometimes not be an indirect argument reducing a 

thesis to selfcontradiction without the aid of extra premises, just as many men have lived 

to whom it simply never occurred that the earth might go round the sun. (pp. 27-8) 

 

 Despite its significant flaws, Robinson‟s analysis is quite exacting.  He seeks to 

explain, in the subsequent section, how each of the failures he specifies leads to just those 

suppositions that he takes the text to support.  Plato‟s apparent failure to distinguish 

between direct and indirect argument is blamed on his failure to distinguish those cases in 

which some interlocutor asserts, at different times, two contradictory theses from cases of 

explicit self contradiction, in which a thesis implies its own contradiction.  Robinson tries 

to diminish the mistake somewhat by having Plato take the elenchus to be the 

independent agent of assertion:  “The fact that every successful elenchus persuades the 

answerer to deny his former opinion, that is, to contradict it, made it easier for Plato to 

assume that every elenchus achieves this result by showing that the former opinion 

contradicts itself” (p. 30).  The assumption of elenctic agency, in turn, is the mistake that 
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warrants the belief that contradiction can result without the addition of further premises.25  

The admission that elenctic refutations were only accomplished by the importation of 

further premises would somehow, he thinks, diminish the power of that tool in the eyes of 

its chief wielder (p. 31). 

 Robinson‟s key piece of textual evidence is the Phaedo‟s 101d, which he takes to 

commit Plato to three beliefs:  (1) that a single proposition may imply contradictory 

results; (2) that this would disprove the proposition; and (3) that such a contradiction can 

result directly, without importing further premises (p. 30).  Robinson‟s scrutiny of this 

passage had been prompted by a previous controversy between Jackson and Archer-Hind, 

who advocated excising the text on logical grounds, and Goodrich, who advocated 

retaining it, but via the dubious expedient of importing assumptions into the discussion of 

hypothesis that are not independently well-attested.  Robinson was thus seeking a middle 

ground, arguing that Plato accepted what seem in hindsight to be three logical absurdities, 

but that such mistakes were themselves due to his own identifiable confusions.  Cherniss 

would point out that Robinson himself provides the key to the first puzzle, in noting that 

a single premise may well have contradictory implications if it is non-atomic, and further 

that even given the tools of modern analysis, the distinction between atomic and non-

atomic propositions is itself a matter of contention.26 

 Let us pause for a moment to take note of the difficulties upon which Robinson‟s 

analysis foundered.  The first obvious source of Robinson‟s confusion, which he notes, is 

                                                 
25 Robinson takes Plato‟s frequent reliance of the phrase kata ton logon (“according to your argument”) to 

abet this mistake, confusing again the argument under consideration with the agent engaged in it, together 

with his complex set of beliefs. 
26 Cherniss, p. 136, citing Robinson, p. 137.  Cherniss, like Vlastos, tends to elide Robinson‟s separate 

discussions of the actual logic behind some passage, and Plato‟s conception of that logic, but he had earlier 

in his view attacked the canons upon which Robinson rested that distinction (p. 134).  See Vlastos, 1978, 

pp. 541-2 for further discussion.  Vlastos excludes the passage from consideration on the grounds that it is 

not, by his lights Socratic, since it falls into Plato‟s mature period. 
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the absence of any self-conscious technical vocabulary in our dialogues. Socrates has no 

distinct word for “premise,” no label for “direct” or “indirect,” and no clear way to 

distinguish between a self-contradiction and an inconsistent set.  In effect, Robinson is 

struggling against his own canons in describing the elenchus. In his short review of 

Charmides 170, Robinson claims that “from the thesis that temperance is knowledge of 

knowledge only, Socrates professes to deduce without the aid of any extra premises the 

unacceptable consequence that temperance, when it knows knowledge, does not know 

what that knowledge is knowledge of” (p. 25).  But of course, he also notices that 

Socrates has no precise parallel terms for either “deduce” or “premise” in their modern 

logical deployments. 

 To this deficit, three distinct sources of confusion may be added.  The first, 

illustrated above, is Robinson‟s tendency to interpret those frequent refutations-by-

counterexample as indirect hypothetical syllogisms.  As the previous example shows, 

Socrates does argue as though his refutation were complete, without providing anything 

that could plausibly be identified as a definite consequent to the major premise, or any 

definite minor premise.  If commentators interpret such refutations as syllogisms, it is no 

great stretch for them to infer that Plato was not fully conscious of the logical structure 

that he habitually employed. 

 In addition, as Robinson notes in the fifth quotation, Plato often does transition 

“imperceptibly” from a discussion of some thesis to the inference of some falsehood.  In 

the last section of the Euthyphro, for example, Socrates will deduce from the supposition 

that piety is a form of service the absurdity that it must improve the gods.  This is not a 

direct contradiction of the original claim, and yet it is an absurd consequence.  It also 
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illustrates another sense in which Vlastos misrepresented Robinson‟s claim.  Vlastos, as 

will be shown in detail below, counts Socrates‟ “secondary questions” as introducing 

additional premises into the elenchus which lead to the refutand‟s demise.  Robinson does 

not uniformly count the (secondary) questions that separate the statement of the definition 

from its demise as leading to the introduction of additional premises in the sense in 

which he uses the term.  Instead, they are merely illustrations of the use of the proffered 

term, “service,” that show why the initial refutand implies an absurd conclusion.27  In 

fact, the proffered examples of “service” are each, on Robinson‟s account, minor 

premises to sound hypothetical syllogisms, which serve as analogues to the unsound 

result obtained when putting gods in the place formerly reserved for animals.   

 To these two may be added Robinson‟s tendency to translate certain of Socrates‟ 

reflexive descriptive remarks too literally.  Friedländer, noting this tendency, would 

write: 

But does Socrates' statement (Rep. 343 A) ὁ ηοῦ δικαίοσ λόγος εἰς ηοὐνανηίον 

περιειζηήκει really mean that "the thesis entailed its own contradictory"? This translation 

conveys the misleading impression of a strictly defined logical process: yet "entailed" is 

not in the text, and "contradictory" is too technical. The fact is that Plato puts at the 

beginning of this discussion the thesis: "Justice is the advantage of the stronger man"; at 

the end the opposite thesis is reached: "Justice is the advantage of the weaker." He might 

have given this final thesis the form "Justice is not the advantage of the stronger": he 

preferred the radical contrast, not because he believed in it but in order to make the shock 

still more intense. (1945, p. 253) 

 

 Robinson, rather curiously failing to consider possible rhetorical motives behind 

Socrates‟ tendency to personify the logos as the motivating agent of the investigation, 

tends to over-interpret Socrates‟ claims that logos conflicts with itself as claims of logical 

                                                 
27 Robinson, working securely within the frame of syllogistic logic, would require an additional premise to 

provide information not “contained” in either the major or minor premises of the syllogism.  The fact that 

“service,” in one of its senses, implies the improvement of the objects served counts as an analysis of the 

term, rather than a new premise in the refutation.    This is why Robinson can speak as though the absurd 

conclusion that piety improves the gods follows “without the aid of any extra premises” from the 

supposition that piety is service to the gods (28).  Robinson‟s own methodological framework was 

obscured by his intentionally hyperbolic description of Plato‟s oversights in pp. 27-9. 
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self-contradiction, rather than as comments on the inconsistency of the interlocutor‟s 

diverse claims.28  That this constitutes over-interpretation should have been evident to the 

Robinson who denies that the early Plato has within his grasp a mature system of logic.   

 As I remarked above, an unfortunate consequence of the order of Robinson‟s 

treatment is that it opens, without consciously exploring, a rift between the work of 

retrospectively reconstructing an argument of the text with the conscious aid of tools that 

Plato most definitely lacked, and Robinson‟s own idea that the goal of philosophical 

interpretation is to rethink just those thoughts that led the philosopher to write the object 

texts being scrutinized.  Having first provided a fairly adept analysis of the logical form 

of the elenchus, he goes on to ask whether Plato is aware of the distinction between its 

direct and indirect forms; or between the production of a recognized falsehood or a direct 

contradiction; or between self-contradiction and mere inconsistency.  It is obvious that, 

once our interpreter has come to grips with the paucity of technical vocabulary, she must 

use one of two expedients to answer such questions:  Either she must attempt to find 

Greek phrases that approximate our logical terms, and so run the risk of just the sort of 

distortion by over-translation encountered above, or she must make inferences about 

Plato‟s conceptions that are not directly supported by the text, the very expedient that 

Robinson is attempting to avoid, precisely because it risks distorting the author‟s own 

conceptions. 

                                                 
28 The diverse passages to which Robinson appeals include Gorgias 457e and 487b; Republic II.380c and 

V.457c, and Theaetetus 155b (p. 29).  I take this to underlie Cherniss‟ apt remark: “There is a highly 

questionable literalism about Robinson's interpretation of most of these examples” (1947, p. 136).  As to 

possible rhetorical motivations behind Socrates‟ personification of logos, the fact that these personifying 

remarks tend to come at or near the point of refutation, when he is concerned both to avoid direct blame for 

the refutation, and to give the interlocutor an acceptable way to continue on in the conversation by 

distancing himself from his own failed performance, would seem to be sufficient to explain this practice. 
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 I blame this predicament on his order of exposition for the simple reason that, had 

he begun with Socrates‟ self-conscious remarks, he would have lacked the apparatus even 

to formulate the precise questions that he raises after having reviewed the logic of the 

arguments.  In effect, one of the main reasons that Robinson‟s distinction between the 

different logical forms of the elenchus is valuable is the obvious one that Socrates almost 

never directly addresses his own modes of argumentation.  In effect, by beginning with 

his logical remarks, Robinson moves a critical distance away from the conversational 

settings and rhetorical dimensions of the dialogues; when he proceeds to interrogate the 

author from the vantage point of his own logical apparatus, he courts just the sort of 

distortions mentioned above.  So, for example, it is only after he has translated Socrates‟ 

remarks in terms of “entailment” and “contradiction” that he is in position to accuse Plato 

of committing a definite fallacy that, in those precise terms, is quite gross.   

 In spite of the various obstacles posed by his interpretation, Robinson‟s picture of 

the elenchus would set a new standard for the rigorous analysis of Plato‟s work.  A 

number of the broader features of his elenchus will be preserved, with minimal alteration, 

by Vlastos.  In addition, as alluded to above, and shown in detail below, it is primarily 

through his dialogue with Robinson and his later critics that Vlastos came to develop his 

own singular view of the elenchus. It is to this development that I now turn. 
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Chapter Two 

 
Vlastos‟ Two Pictures of the Elenchus 

 

While Robinson‟s initial picture of the elenchus would focus on its destructive 

uses in the early dialogues, the second, longer portion of his book made the case that in 

the middle dialogues, the elenchus was put to use in support of Plato‟s own metaphysical 

doctrines. In particular, Robinson saw a direct link between the elenchus and Plato‟s later 

method of hypothesis, which arises in the Meno and is more broadly described in the 

Phaedo.   

 Largely preserving Robinson‟s picture of the early elenchus, but more concerned 

than Robinson to give an account Socrates‟ positive moral beliefs, later scholars, and 

Vlastos, in particular, would come to draw attention to the mismatch between Socrates‟ 

primarily destructive form of argument, and his own apparently strongly held moral 

convictions.  This mismatch has spawned a broad debate over the uses of the Socratic 

elenchus.29  So-called “constructivists” argue that Socrates uses the elenchus as a tool to 

support his views.30  On the other side, non-constructivists argue that the elenchus is ill-

suited to provide any such support.  As a result, they tend to give separate consideration 

to Socrates‟ own moral beliefs and his examination of the beliefs of his interlocutors.  

                                                 
29

 As it turns out, there is little current scholarly consensus about the elenchus.  Disagreements persist over 

whether Socrates has anything that could properly be called a method; over the defining features of his 

style of argumentation; whether such features exist; and even over whether “elenchus” is an appropriate 

description of Socrates‟ mode of investigation and refutation, as reviewed in the previous note.  For now I 

will shelve these larger concerns.  The divide that I will review here will straddle a number of possible 

positions on these issues, since even some commentators who reject the view that Socrates has anything 

like a method often see him as engaging in constructive moral arguments in the “early,” or “elenctic,” 

dialogues.  
30 This use of “constructive” should be distinguished from Robinson‟s use of it as a term denoting a type of 

syllogism.   
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Both camps tend to agree that Socrates has the negative aim of refuting, or at least 

confounding, his interlocutors.  They disagree over the existence, and scope, of 

constructive uses of the elenchus. 

I. VLASTOS‟ EARLY NON-CONSTRUCTIVISM 

Gregory Vlastos holds the singular position of having published two widely-influential, 

and ultimately opposed, accounts of the Socratic elenchus.  The first, non-constructivist 

account, published for a popular audience as an introduction to Plato‟s Protagoras, 

portrays a Socrates who is thoroughly—and necessarily—agnostic as to the truth of the 

claims made by interlocutors during the course of elenctic investigation.31  That earlier 

picture holds that the elenchus is bereft of positive results.  The later essay attempts to 

reconcile Socrates‟ disavowal of knowledge with the use of the elenchus as a tool for 

progress toward ethical knowledge.  However, despite initial appearances, both portraits 

share a great deal in common.   

As practiced by Socrates, the elenchus involves an often confrontational search 

for knowledge in what we would call the moral domain.32  Socrates poses his famous 

“What is F?” question, where “F” usually designates some moral virtue, such as justice, 

courage, or reverence.  The interlocutor offers up his considered judgment, say P.  In 

turn, Socrates asks a series of further questions.  In the course of his questioning, he gains 

the interlocutor‟s assent to various other premises, say Q, R, and then goes on to show 

that Q and R imply not-P, the contradiction of the initial claim.  This presents a situation 

in which the interlocutor, through some series of questions, assents to both some 

proposition, and its negation. 

                                                 
31

 Vlastos, 1956,pp. xxx-xxxi. 
32

 What follows is a brief discussion of a topic to be treated much more thoroughly in subsequent sections. 
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In his provocative later essay, first published in 1983,33 Vlastos begins by 

correcting three fairly common mistakes made in describing Socrates‟ procedure.34  First, 

Socrates doesn‟t manage to get his interlocutors to “draw” the contradictory of their 

initial assertions35; nor does he draw the contradictions from them.36  He himself supplies 

the contradictory, and the intervening steps toward it, to them for judgment.  Third, 

unlike Zeno‟s dialectical approach, he never argues from hypothetical premises; instead, 

he demands that the interlocutors themselves sincerely believe the propositions to which 

they assent.   

This latter point is one of two main constraints that Socrates places on elenctic 

exchange.37  Vlastos refers to it as the “say what you believe” requirement (Vlastos, 

1994, pp. 7-11).  This requirement, suggests Vlastos, has three broadly pragmatic 

motivations.  It is meant to test the honesty of the interlocutor; his seriousness in the 

search for truth; and the very condition of his soul.  The first motivation is a shield 

against argumentative frivolity.  The second helps to distinguish Socrates‟ practice from 

the more usual eristic disputes of the day.  Opponents in an eristic match aim to win at 

any cost, irrespective of the truth of what they say, or the seriousness with which they 

assert it.  Socrates is involved, not in debate for debate‟s sake, but in determining what 

                                                 
33 The essay was first published in the inaugural issue of Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, though 

Vlastos makes clear that prior to publication, drafts has been delivered to a number of audiences.  

Throughout, my page references to this essay will be to its 1994 reprint in Vlastos Socratic Studies. 
34

 Notably, although he mentions right away that his earlier discussion of the elenchus was mistaken, the 

errors he catalogues at the beginning of his essay don‟t appear in his own earlier work, which, in fact, had 

already developed the criticism of Robinson.  See Vlastos, 1956, p. xxvii, n. 11, and references therein. 
35

 Both this and the third point are directed at Hall, 1967. 
36

 Contra Robinson, 1953, p. 28, though as we have seen, this distorts Robinson‟s claim. 
37

 Here I focus only on the second of Vlastos‟ constraints.  The second, the demand to stick to brief 

responses, will be treated later. 
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his interlocutor really thinks.38  The third motivation is perhaps the most important.  It 

provides a link between the argumentative testing of various propositions and the 

examination of the respondent‟s soul.  Insofar as each interlocutor does answer each 

question honestly and to the best of his ability, it can be said that his answers provide a 

window into his own beliefs.  Socratic questioning, because it demands the interlocutor‟s 

personal identification with the judgment involved in each response, amounts to an 

interrogation of, and virtually always a challenge to, his most sincerely held beliefs. 

Vlastos summarizes his slightly more elaborate description of the elenchus as 

follows: 

Socratic elenchus is a search for moral truth by question-and-answer adversary argument 

in which a thesis is debated only if asserted as the answerer‟s own belief and is regarded 

as refuted only if its negation is deduced from his own beliefs. (Vlastos, 1994, p. 4) 

 

So far, it is fair to say that the later Vlastos is in broad agreement with his earlier 

incarnation.  Both agree, that is, that Socratic searches occur in the moral domain, that 

they are adversarial in character, and that they aim at the refutation of some proposition 

initially asserted by an interlocutor as a reply to a “What is F?” question.  Further, they 

agree that that refutation is accomplished only when the interlocutor comes to assent, by 

some series of steps, to the contradictory of the original proposition.39   

The disagreement between the earlier and the later Vlastos emerges only in the 

latter‟s description of what he dubs the “standard elenchus”:   

                                                 
38

 Though this, too, will prove contentious.  How should we present the balance between the two goals in 

view here?  The first goal, of seeking (so far elusive) knowledge of the moral domain should be kept 

distinct from the separate goal of testing the (claimed) expertise of others.   
39

 The description of the elenchus just given is usefully compared to Vlastos, 1956, xxvi-xxvii.  

Interestingly, Robinson had reached much the same conclusion, while pointing out, correctly, that not all 

successful elenchi lead to the contradiction of the refutand:  “[T]he elenchus succeeds, however dubious 

the falsehood of the consequence may seem to us, if it seems false to the answerer himself.  This is the only 

thing that can be said about the falsehood universally” (p. 26).  Robinson emphasizes here the role of the 

interlocutor‟s assent to successful refutation, recalling Socrates‟ description of his style of refutation at 

Gorgias 471e-472d. 
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(1) The interlocutor asserts a thesis, p, which Socrates considers false and targets for 

refutation; 

(2) Socrates secures agreement to further premises, say q and r (each of which may 

stand for a conjunct of propositions).  The agreement is ad hoc:  Socrates argues 

from {q, r}, not to them.  

(3) Socrates then argues, and the interlocutor agrees, that q & r entail not-p.  

(4) Socrates then claims that he has shown that not-p is true, p false. (Vlastos, 1991, p. 

11).  

 

Briefly put, the earlier Vlastos would deny the final stage of the description.40  To 

see why, we need only consider the logical structure of the first three stages.  Using 

Vlastos‟ framework, it is obvious that the elenctic procedure generates at most an 

inconsistent triad.  As the earlier Vlastos notes, “the upshot of the argument is to face the 

interlocutor with a forced choice between the original proposition, P, and the premise(s) 

from which the contradictory of P was deduced” (Vlastos, 1956, p. xxvii).  So while it is 

often enough Socratic practice to present the interlocutor, at the summation of a specific 

refutation, with a choice between p and not-p, in point of logic, the interlocutor is free to 

choose between p, q, and r; he is precluded only from maintaining all three.41   

The earlier Vlastos, struck by the apparent tension between (1) Socrates‟ own 

repeated disavowal of knowledge and (2) the apparent firmness of some of Socrates 

stated moral beliefs, responded by downplaying any supposed link between the elenchus 

and those beliefs.   Vlastos sought to resolve the conflict by portraying his elenctic 

Socrates in the manner of Grote‟s overtly agnostic, classically skeptical Socrates—as 

someone indifferent to the truth or falsehood of any of the premises employed in the 

                                                 
40

 In the later essay, Vlastos admits that his earlier writings on the elenchus (i.e., both the 1956 Introduction 

and 1958‟s “The Paradox of Socrates”) “maintained that Socrates never went beyond (3) in his elenctic 

arguments” (p. 17).   
41

 Assuming, as Vlastos does, that not-p is deduced from the conjunction of q and r, but not necessarily 

from either in isolation. 
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elenchus, and hence interested, at least in the elenctic mode, only in crippling the 

dogmatic certainty of his interlocutors.42 

II. DEVELOPMENT OF THE LATER VIEW 

What changed?  One can actually track Vlastos‟ progress from two distinct vantage 

points.  First, his voluminous publications give us a window on his professional research 

interests, and provide more than a few clues about the trajectory by which his thoughts 

turned progressively toward a reevaluation of the elenchus.  Second, his own later 

publications provide a number of autobiographical insights into the puzzles which drove 

him to develop the new, constructive picture of the elenchus.  The later autobiographical 

remarks provide a nice framework for the bit of sleuthing that will follow. 

In his magisterial Socrates:  Ironist and Moral Philosopher, the last of his works 

he would live to see published, Vlastos provides a brief review of the work‟s long 

gestation.  He dates its beginning to a year (1953, almost forty years prior to the book‟s 

own 1991 publication, and the same year that would see publication of the second edition 

of Robinson‟s Plato’s Earlier Dialectic) spent in Princeton at the Institute for Advanced 

Study, which he dedicated to the production of a book-length treatment of Plato‟s 

Socratic dialogues.  Although the year would see a manuscript, the manuscript would 

never see publication; it failed, he thought, to adequately convey a sense of Socrates 

ἀηνπία, his “strangeness” or even “outrageousness.”  While describing the book as “a 

lemon,” he counted both its production and his decision not to publish it as fortunate, 
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 See Vlastos, 1991, p. 4, as well as Grote, 1865, v. 1, pp. 265-80.  Grote takes the liberty of recreating 

Socrates‟ depiction of his characteristic activity, and its value, to the jury:  “‟False persuasion of knowledge 

is almost universal:  the Elenchus, which eradicates this, is salutary and indispensable:  the dialectic search 

for truth between two active, self-working minds, both of them ignorant, yet both feeling their own 

ignorance, is instructive, as well as fascinating, though it should end without finding any truth at all, and 

without any other result than that of discovering some proposed hypotheses to be untrue‟” (v. 1 p. 265).   
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since it forced him to remove the paradoxical figure of Socrates from the margins of his 

treatment and place him “dead center” (Vlastos, 1991, p. 2).  This reexamination would 

begin with the publication of the introduction to the Protagoras mentioned above. 

His later criticism of that work was direct.  He had maintained both (a) that 

Socrates‟ method could not be used to attain demonstrative certainty; and (b) that “its 

practice is quite compatible with the suspicion of judgment as to the material truth of any 

of its conclusions” (1956, p. xiii; quoted in 1991, p. 4).  In reconsidering his view, he 

would continue to assert (a), but deny that (b) was its consequent, following the 

fallibilistic compromise that Dewey had reached in his Gifford Lectures of 1928-9, later 

published as The Quest for Certainty. 

The allusion to Dewey was not incidental, for Vlastos‟ own constructive picture 

of the elenchus was itself the product of a very late flurry of activity, beginning with the 

publication, in 1977, of Irwin‟s now-classic Plato’s Moral Theory.  The event is 

noteworthy primarily because the very public, but civil, controversy it sparked between 

Irwin and Vlastos in the Times Literary Supplement, over whether Socrates held an 

“instrumental” conception of virtue, would itself lead to Vlastos‟ invitation to deliver the 

Gifford Lectures of 1980-81.  It is to their preparation, and aftermath, that we must look 

to discover the roots of the 1983 paper. 

In addition to his debate with Irwin, the year 1977 would see another important 

precursor to Vlastos‟ later view, the posthumous publication of Cherniss‟ collected 

papers, under the editorship of Tarán.  This proved to be something of an event itself, 

since the work would comprise most (not all!) of Cherniss‟ published articles and reviews 

over a writing period spanning half a century.  The collection would run to almost six-
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hundred pages, many of which were direct reprints of the original articles, preserving the 

original small print spread through multiple columns.   

Vlastos would take the occasion to write a highly idiosyncratic review.  In what is 

surely one of the strangest specimens of tit-for-tat in the recent history of Plato 

scholarship, Vlastos would write, under the cover of a book review, what in essence was 

a critical note about one narrow section of a much longer review piece written by 

Cherniss in 1947, precisely thirty years prior. The piece was not chosen at random.  

Owing to the outbreak of war, and the consequent lag in scholarship, and especially 

critical review of European work, Cherniss was asked by the editor of The American 

Journal of Philology to write a collective review of some of the major publications on 

Plato to emerge over the previous seven years.   Over the course of the very dense series 

of reviews, Cherniss would take up Robinson‟s work. 

There were ostensibly good intentions behind Vlastos‟ procedure.  He provides 

two, the first being a suspicion that the independent essays will fare better with later 

audiences than the reviews, and the second being that this review, in particular, could 

usefully be compared with the work of the best contemporary Platonists at the time.  

Vlastos argues that Cherniss‟ review compares favorably to those of Cornford and 

Friedländer, by illustrating the ways in which Cherniss‟ criticisms added compact 

argumentation to close textual scrutiny.43  However, having highlighted the successful 

aspects of Cherniss‟ review, Vlastos turns his attention to two oversights.  First, Cherniss 

had demurred at Robinson‟s criticism of the priority of what he called Socrates‟ “What is 

                                                 
43 Cherniss‟ review appears significantly later than those others—Friedländer‟s had appeared two years, 

and Cornfords, a full five years, earlier.  Curiously, Vlastos omits mention of his own shorter 1943 review 

of Robinson, which appeared in no less a journal than The Philosophical Review.  Interestingly, Vlastos‟ 

earlier review scarcely mentions Robinson‟s views on the elenchus, which is compared favorably to the 

later method of hypothesis, to Robinson‟s account of which Vlastos directs the majority of the review.  
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X” question.  This priority was just that which would later be derisively dubbed the 

“Socratic Fallacy” by Geach, and ultimately issue in its own voluminous secondary and 

tertiary literature.  Second, and more importantly for our focus, Cherniss had failed to 

properly analyze the conceptual difficulties underlying Robinson‟s account of the logic of 

the elenchus. 

In particular, Vlastos accuses Cherniss of missing the opportunity to diagnose the 

difficulties underlying Robinson‟s treatment of the elenchi from the Gorgias.  He writes: 

What happens in the elenchi of Gorgias (460A5-461B2) and of Polus (474C4-475E6) is 

that each is manoeuvred into self-contradiction by assenting to premises, not entailed by 

their initial thesis, which entail the negation of that thesis. In citing (b) [487b3-4] in 

support of his charge Robinson is confusing the interlocutors' self-contradiction with the 

self-contradiction of their initial theses. In citing (a) [457e1-3] for the same purpose he is 

confusing contradiction within the premise-set admitted by each interlocutor with the 

self-contradiction of one member of that set. Only by patent circularity of argument—by 

assuming the very thing that needs to be proved-could either of those mistakes be 

imputed to Plato. If we approach these texts with a mind free of the two confusions, there 

would be nothing in what he wrote to convict him of either. This is what needed to be 

said here, and then again in the assault on Robinson's last text, Tht. 155B4-C1: to say that 

three premises which are consistent among themselves κάρεηαη αὐηὰ αὑηνῖο ἐλ ηῇ 

ἡκεηέξᾳ ςπρῇ when conjoined with further premises, is not to assert or imply that any 

one of those premises contradicts itself. Failing to explain this in his review of the texts 

from the Gorgias and the Theaetetus, Cherniss leaves us wondering if he has grasped it 

clearly himself. For if he had understood exactly where Robinson goes wrong in the case 

of (b) above, why should he feel called upon to deny (loc. cit.) that Socrates there is 

referring to a "direct" refutation of Gorgias? (Vlastos, 1978, p. 542) 

 

As should be obvious from the previous chapter, the confusion here belongs not so much 

to Robinson as to Vlastos, since Robinson distinguishes, as Vlastos does not, between the 

actual logical form of Socratic elenchi, and Plato‟s conception of that form.  Cherniss‟ 

complaint at Robinson‟s “highly questionable literalism” is closer to the mark.  Vlastos‟ 

remarks do, however, take us closer to the heart of Robinson‟s difficulty—his failure to 

provide critical analyses of those passages that he took to be examples of direct or 

indirect elenchi.  As we saw, Robinson‟s logical remarks tend to stand some distance 

from the text; had he chosen to regiment some particular examples, he would have been 

in a far more suitable position to discuss their logical form, and might have avoided the 
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peculiar difficulties that he courted by using the destructive hypothetical syllogism as his 

primary tool of analysis.  So although Vlastos‟ particular criticism of Robinson is off the 

mark, his corrective advice is surely on the right track.  In addition, the review shows 

quite explicitly how engagement with Robinson‟s treatment of the elenchus would focus 

Vlastos‟ attention on just those passages from the Gorgias which form the backbone of 

his later, constructive, view. 

 The years leading up to his Gifford lectures would see Vlastos teaching a number 

of preliminary seminars in which the material of those lectures would take form.  These 

would include not only his regularly scheduled seminars at Berkeley, but regular National 

Endowment for the Humanities sponsored summer seminars.   He specifies two seminars, 

in particular, that would function as trial-runs for the Gifford Lectures.  The first was to 

be at Toronto in 1978, the second at a “Summer Seminar for College Teachers in 

Philosophy” held at Berkeley, and sponsored by the National Endowment for the 

Humanities.44 

 Among the finished Gifford lectures with which Vlastos would remain 

dissatisfied, he prominently counted those on the elenchus.  Interestingly, he felt that the 

broad outlines of those lectures had been correct.  Vlastos had argued that the elenchus 

was “a method of philosophical investigation,” which he asserted as a counterpoint to 

Robinson‟s description of it as a “mere device for exposing confusions in his 

interlocutors” (1991, p. 14).  Also pace Robinson, Vlastos held that though the elenchus 

                                                 
44 Vlastos would retain a binder (Vlastos, 1978), now housed in the Gregory Vlastos Archive at the Harry 

Ransom Center, bearing the headings “Elenchus,” alongside both “Toronto 1978” and “NEH.”  That binder 

contains some of the raw material of his seminars, along with often ample discussion notes and 

correspondence between Vlastos and the various seminar participants.  In Socrates, he thanks the various 

participants in the Toronto and the NEH seminars, as well as his Berkeley students.  The rosters of those 

acknowledged read like something of a who‟s-who list among current Plato scholars (1991, p. 11, nn. 46-

48), and include those who will make the most immediate critical attacks on Vlastos‟ constructive view. 
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was an instrument of refutation, hence “adversative,” it aimed at the discovery of truth.  

He would also maintain that its scope was limited to the moral domain; and recognize the 

pervasive requirement that the interlocutor assent only to premises that he believed.  In 

this, he would agree with Robinson, while providing a novel justification for it:  “to 

exclude debate on unasserted premises” (1991, p. 14). 

 The one feature of the later paper that remained to be discovered was his novel 

solution to what he had called in earlier seminars “the puzzle of the elenchus” (1991, p. 

15).  The puzzle may be stated simply:  If the primary result of the elenchus is to convict 

the interlocutor of holding inconsistent beliefs, how might it be used to justify positive 

moral beliefs?  He would come upon a solution to this puzzle by way of an intriguing, but 

thoroughly dubious, question:  “Is it not just possible that Socrates was making certain 

assumptions, without any philosophical theory to support them, which would have made 

it seem reasonable to believe that the elenchus did more than show the inconsistency of 

his interlocutors‟ false belief with those other beliefs of theirs from which Socrates 

deduced its negation” (1991, p. 15)?  Let us now turn to his attempt to work through that 

question. 

III. VLASTOS‟ CONSTRUCTIVIST ELENCHUS 

Vlastos had come to be struck by Socrates‟ claims to have proved the truth of one of his 

own statements, and the (corresponding) falsehood of one of the interlocutor‟s.  The 

principal evidence comes from the Gorgias, where Socrates claims that Polus has been 

refuted, and that his own statement proved true.45  Whereas Vlastos, along with Grote, 

had previously posited a (somewhat uneasy) distinction between the negative aims of the 
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 Gorgias 479e:  “Has it not been proved that what was asserted [by myself] is true.”  Vlastos‟ translation, 

emphasis added (19).   
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elenchus and Socrates‟ own apparently dogmatic moral commitments, Vlastos, on the 

weight of a number of texts in which Socrates seems to take his elenctic refutations to 

lend support to his own moral theses, found himself forced to reconsider the question of 

whether the elenchus could, in good faith, be used to establish Socrates‟ own ethically 

controversial claims.  He provides a clear and revealing description of his own troubles 

with his previous analysis: 

[H]ow could Plato be telling us, I used to ask myself, that his Socrates undertakes to 

prove that his interlocutors‟ theses were false and his own true, if all he shows Socrates 

doing is proving the inconsistency of his interlocutors‟ theses with other, unargued-for, 

concessions of theirs?  But neither was that picture trouble-free.  It left me with this 

question:  if that were all Socrates expected to get from the elenchus—exposure of his 

interlocutors‟ inconsistencies—where did he find positive support for those strong 

doctrines of his on whose truth he based his life?  If the elenchus, his only line of 

argument, gave those doctrines no rational grounding, what did? (Vlastos, 1991, 18) 

 

A review of the evidence at least suggested that Socrates attempted to lend weight 

to his own controversial beliefs by way of the refutation of their contradictories—

contradictories either asserted or affirmed by various interlocutors.46 

Vlastos, then, clearly viewed the interpretive situation as a dilemma.  Note that 

Vlastos characterizes the elenchus as Socrates‟ “only line of argument.”  A fortiori, it 

must be Socrates‟ only line of argument for his own ethical views.  The dilemma, then, is 

that either (1) Socrates supports his views by means of the elenchus, or (2) he holds them 

dogmatically, in the absence of any support from his own form of argumentation.  Horn 

(1) looks logically untenable, since the elenchus cannot obviously be used to conclusively 

establish the falsehood of any particular premise, but only the inconsistency of some 

complex set of premises.  Horn (2) spoils Plato‟s portrait of Socrates as an honest and 
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 In addition to above cited claim from the Gorgias, Vlastos lists other: Gorgias 472b-c, 474a5-6.  He also 

claims (though without argument) that Socrates establishes some of his own most controversial theses in 

just this way.  He simply lists these instances on pp. 11-12.  We shall need to take more sufficient account 

of them shortly.  As we shall see, the elenctic structure of the Gorgias is quite singular. 
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open seeker after moral truth and “missionary of the examined life” (Vlastos, 1991, p. 

19).47 

Vlastos approaches this dilemma by attempting to rehabilitate horn (1), which he 

famously casts as “the problem of the elenchus.” He explains that problem as follows:  

“[H]ow is it that Socrates claims to have proved a thesis false when, in point of logic, all 

he has proved is that the thesis is inconsistent with the conjunction of agreed-upon 

premises for which no reason has been given in that argument” (Vlastos, 1994, p. 21)?  

More simply, how can Socrates plausibly support his ethical views with an argumentative 

tool seemingly ill-suited to the task?  Even prior to treating Vlastos‟ own way out of this 

problem, it is obvious that the solution cannot be provided from within the elenctic 

framework that Vlastos has provided, for two reasons.  First, Vlastos‟ Socrates explicitly 

does not provide his own arguments for the premises that he introduces into an elenctic 

exchange; as Vlastos puts it in the second step of his outline, “[t]he agreement [over 

additional premises] is ad hoc:  Socrates argues from {q, r}, not to them.”  The extra 

premises are unsecured.  Second, because the elenchus only demonstrates the 

inconsistency of the premise set, it provides no internal guidance as to which premise 

should be rejected. 

Vlastos‟ solution to this problem is both startling and ingenious.  It‟s easiest to 

approach from the standpoint of the problems just outlined.  The logical problem involves 

the question of which premise to reject.  Socrates sometimes (as in the Gorgias) neglects 

this indeterminacy, instead claiming that his thesis has been proven true, and his 

interlocutor‟s false.  This would make good sense, if Socrates simply presumed the truth 
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 Of course, the term “missionary” itself suggests an unhappy compromise—the call to examine one‟s life 

in light some more or less arbitrary idée fixe.  Just such a reading of the Apology has been intriguingly 

advanced by Forster, 2007.  The final chapter will briefly consider this interpretive possibility. 
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of every additional premise to which he gains assent in an elenctic exchange.  However, 

two further problems remain.  First, why would Socrates think that the premises he 

supplies are, in fact, true?  A second and perhaps more difficult problem is that even if he 

introduces only true premises into the elenchus, why should he be confident that his 

interlocutors will assent to at least enough of these further truths to generate a 

contradiction to the original premise?  Socrates, Vlastos boldly argues, must accept two 

meta-elenctic premises.  I will refer to the first as the “Moral Optimism” constraint; the 

second, the “Socratic Coherence” constraint: 

(MO)  Whoever has a false moral belief will always have at the same time true beliefs entailing the 

negation of that false belief.48  

(SC)  The set of [elenctically tested] moral beliefs held by Socrates at any time is 

consistent.49 (Vlastos, 1994, pp. 25, 28) 

 

By themselves, these premises are fairly extraordinary.  Their supposed 

implications are even more so.  Let us begin with (SC).  What impact does (SC) have on 

Vlastos‟ picture of the elenchus?  Recall first that Vlastos thinks that the elenchus is 

Socrates‟ only line of argument. Were Vlastos to specify Socrates‟ moral beliefs without 

reference to the elenchus, he would be forced either to provide some further manner of 

establishing moral claims on which Socrates could rely, or to fall back on the dogmatic 

picture of Socrates. On Vlastos‟ picture, the propositions Socrates supplies to his 

interlocutor will include all and only those to which he assents because they have 

survived elenctic testing; that is, those that do not, at least so far as his investigation has 
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 This is Vlastos‟ rather idiosyncratic interpretation of Gorgias 482b2-4:  “So you must either refute her 

[philosophy personified] saying those very things that I was asserting—that to commit injustice and do so 

with impunity is the greatest of evils—or, if you leave this unrefuted, then, by the dog, god of Egypt, 

Callicles will not agree with you, Callicles, but will dissent from you your whole life long” (Vlastos tr., 

1994, p. 24). 
49

 The bracketed material was added in the Burnyeat-edited 1994 anthology of Vlastos‟ latest work.  It 

presumably was intended to blunt some of the criticism generated in the aftermath of the original (1983) 

publication.  Unfortunately, the emendation only adds urgency to the critics‟ charge of circularity, since it 

amounts to claiming that the elenchus generates true beliefs by relying only on elenctically-tested claims.  

See Woodruff, 1992, pp. 89-90.   
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been able to reveal, conflict with any of Socrates‟ other moral beliefs.50  Of course, this is 

relevant to the problem of the elenchus only on the further assumption that each 

additional premise that Socrates supplies to his interlocutor in an elenctic exchange is one 

of his own beliefs.51 

This assumption alone, though, will hardly suffice for a successful elenctic 

exchange.  This can be shown by considering the possibility of the coherent sociopath.  

Casting Russell‟s famous critique of the coherence theory of truth in moral terms, one 

might imagine an interlocutor who possessed a perfectly consistent, though invariably 

false, set of moral beliefs.  Such an interlocutor would, presumably, foil the elenchus, 

since he could always provide consistent, though false, answers to Socrates‟ questions.  

To avoid this problem, Vlastos has Socrates subscribe to an optimistic form of moral 

realism, according to which moral claims are either true or false, and everyone has a 

sufficient store of true ethical beliefs to generate some contradiction with any one of his 

false moral beliefs.   

As the alert reader has probably noticed, whereas (SC) describes Socrates‟ moral 

beliefs in terms of coherence, (MO) describes the interlocutor‟s moral beliefs in terms of 

truth.  Taken together with his depiction of the elenchus, Vlastos takes them to jointly 

imply that all of Socrates‟ [elenctically tested] moral beliefs are true.  This is perhaps the 
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Needless to say, this is an oversimplification.  It avoids the more formative period of the elenctic method 

as well as any process of Socratic belief revision leading up to the coherent belief set.  Unfortunately, 

although Plato often portrays Socrates in ways that suggest reflective elenctic inspection, the dialogues do 

not obviously depict him subjecting his own claims to the elenchus.  The suggestive passages include, most 

prominently, the playful allusions in Hippias Major to his insulting questioner—presumably himself—at 

285c ff., as well as the two separate depictions of Socrates in the Symposium apparently engaged in solitary 

thought (first on the way to Agathon‟s house at 174d-175c, and later in Alcibiades‟ encomium at 220c-d). 

Needless to say, such passages are more suggestive than discursive. 
51

 An assumption criticized most forcefully in Benson, 1995, and its minimally revised successor, Benson, 

2000, pp. 57-95.  
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most extraordinary—and extraordinarily odd—implication of the meta-elenctic 

constraints.  Let‟s refer to this as the Socratic Truth conclusion, or (ST): 

(ST) The set of Socrates‟ moral beliefs at any given time is true.52 

With (ST) we discover Vlastos‟ bold solution to the problem of the elenchus.  

How is it that Socrates can use the elenchus as a foundation for his own moral beliefs?  

He relies only on mutually accepted true assertions to refute the false beliefs of his 

interlocutors.  Because the argument that Vlastos supplies for his constructive elenchus is 

deductive in form, Brickhouse and Smith have called his position “deductivist 

constructivism.”53  This is somewhat misleading, insofar as it neglects Vlastos‟ 

(admittedly underdeveloped and moreover, problematic) assertion that the collection of 

beliefs that Socrates offers up to his interlocutor in form of further premises have gained 

their status by the inductive process of surviving repeated past elenctic challenge.54 

IV. CRITICIZING VLASTOS‟ CONSTRUCTIVISM  

From its initial publication, Vlastos‟ later essay, and especially his attribution to Socrates 

of the two “meta-elenctic” premises, has generated a good deal of comment, much of it 

critical.55  The first critical note, written by Vlastos‟ student Richard Kraut, was 

published in the same edition of Oxford Studies.  Though not, perhaps, as tightly argued 

as some later contributions, Kraut‟s piece has the merit of providing one of the more 
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 In the original (1983) edition of the essay, this is formally presented as a conclusion from (MO) and 

(SC).  In the 1994 edition, Vlastos maintains that those premises imply the truth of Socrates (elenctically 

tested) moral beliefs, but no longer explicitly formalizes it as a deductively valid conclusion from the 

previous two premises.   
53 See Brickhouse and Smith, 2000, pp. 77-80. 
54 The procedure envisioned is obviously peculiar.  Recall that Vlastos wants to know why Socrates ought 

to think that the elenchus can be used as a constructive tool.  He obviously cannot, without begging the 

question, appeal to the very procedure he is seeking to justify as the tool that inductively produces the 

supposedly true premises which, in turn deductively justify the truth of Socrates‟ further conclusions. 
55

 Kraut‟s comments (1983) would be followed by Brickhouse and Smith 1984a, and Polansky 1985.  Each 

will be reviewed. 
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usefully broad discussions of Vlastos‟ construction.  Against Vlastos, Kraut argued, first, 

that elenctic arguments can yield proofs of moral claims without presuming either (SC) 

or (MO); second, that Socrates does not, and needs not, subscribe to either (SC) or (MO); 

and third, that evidence from the early dialogues renders Socratic support of (SC) 

dubious.  Let us take each claim in turn. 

First, Vlastos‟ argument that the elenchus is, by itself, incapable of generating 

proofs, rests on his contention that every premise in an elenchus is either ad hoc or 

deductively proved from prior ad hoc premises.  But of course, many elenctic exchanges 

involve epagogai—more or less empirically-based inductive arguments used to support 

generalizations which serve as premises in elenctic exchanges.56  Further, Kraut suggests 

that “Grote‟s idea of Socrates as a dogmatist” should be “refuted by every passage in 

which Socrates argues for his principles or says he has done so” (1983, p. 60).57  These 

passages, by Kraut‟s lights, tell against Vlastos‟ negative depiction of the elenchus. 
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 Kraut cites the epagogē at Republic I to show that experts do not try to “outdo” (pleonektein) one another 

at their respective fields of expertise (349e-50a) and the Gorgias‟ argument to establish that good and bad 

people experience similar amounts of pleasure and pain (498c).  Kraut‟s claims strike me as flat-footed.  

The deductive arguments are subsidiary to the elenctic exchange; they are inductive arguments provided as 

evidence in favor of an intermediate elenctic premise.  They are, rhetorically, (sometimes deceptive) tools 

for eliciting the consent of wary interlocutors.   This conflation of (subsidiary, non-deductive) arguments 

for (ostensibly deductive) elenctic arguments is a regrettable consequence of indiscriminately using the 

term “elenchus” to designate all Socratic argumentation.  That said, there is a more immediate (and 

appealing) target for Kraut‟s intuition here:  the fact that Socrates‟ added “premises” are often little more 

than appeals to the diverse meanings of ordinary language terms.  Indeed, the various inductive epagogai 

are often used to highlight one particularly common use of a term in contention.  This will be shown more 

fully in our exploration of the final section of the Euthyphro, below. 
57

 Of course, this reply, posed rhetorically by Kraut as a question, itself raises more puzzles than it 

addresses.  For while Socrates often enough claims to be persuaded only by arguments, and further to have 

generated arguments for his views in the past, it would be question-begging of the highest order to suggest 

that such claims about past arguments serve as evidence of the arguments to which they allude.  Further, 

the claim that the dialogues contain definite arguments in support of Socrates‟ moral beliefs must be 

independently substantiated by textual exegesis, which Kraut (perhaps understandably, given his target) 

eschews.  The framing of Kraut‟s rhetorical question, however, in combination with his failure to provide 

any specific examples of positive arguments in the dialogues in support of Socratic moral theses, invites the 

suspicion that he is accepting the allusions as proxies for the arguments.  Even were he to provide putative 

examples of such arguments, the question of Socrates‟ acceptance would still remain to be settled.  Vlastos‟ 

“say what you believe” constraint, which (I argue below) has strong Socratic credentials, places certain 
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As Kraut notes, one broader problem which Vlastos faces in trying to build his 

constructivist account is the paradoxical58 nature of Socrates‟ own moral doctrines.  

Vlastos had argued that such paradoxes could only be reached by means of question-

begging.59  This is so because Socrates (1) refuses to appeal to either convention or self-

evidence in grounding his elenctic premises; and (2) reliably generates “contra-

endoxic”60 conclusions, even when one or more of the premises of the elenchus are 

endoxic.61  However, there is simply no reason to think that the only means of generating 

contra-endoxic conclusions is by means of contra-endoxic premises.  Many, if not most, 

paradoxes are generated from premises that at least appear to be utterly conventional.62   

                                                                                                                                                 
limitations on the force—and availability—of Socratic endorsement.  Finally, we should note that there is 

no inconsistency between the dogmatic acceptance of some claim and the provision of arguments in its 

favor.  The religious dogmatist, for example, may hold his beliefs dogmatically; but his missionary zeal 

may nevertheless prompt him to arm himself with as persuasive a set of arguments for his position as he 

can muster. 
58

I follow Kraut‟s use of the term “paradox” here, although it strikes me as a more traditional than technical 

usage, denoting simple conflict with convention.  Kraut seems to be using it to cover the joint territory of 

both “unconventional” and “non-self-evident.”  As both Kraut‟s criticism and the comment noted in the 

following footnote show, Vlastos does not seem to have in mind the use of “paradox” which denotes an 

(apparently) absurd conclusion reached on the basis of individually (apparently) plausible premises. 
59

 “[W]ithout some contra-endoxic premises how could he [Socrates] hope to get to contra-endoxic 

conclusions” (Vlastos, 1983, p. 43, n. 41)?  In the 1994 reprint, Vlastos notes that his critics “have given 

[him] good reason to renounce my former claim, but none to convince [him] of its contrary” (Vlastos, 

1994, p. 16, n. 45). 
60

 “Endoxa” is an Aristotelian coinage which refers both to (i) common (in the sense of being wide-spread, 

hence often conventional) belief, and (ii) the consensus of expert belief in a given domain.  See Topics 

100a29-b23.  As Vlastos notes, Aristotle explicitly contrasts a more limited “peirastic” argumentative 

technique, which remains within the limits of an interlocutor‟s answers, and an expert approach, wherein 

one speaks as “one who knows,” and identifies the former approach as Socrates‟.  See Vlastos, 40-42 and 

42, n. 39, as well as his later essay, “The Elenchus and Mathematics,” in Vlastos, 1991, pp. 107-31, and 

especially pp. 111-15. 
61

 Vlastos provides two cases of this, both from the first book of the Republic.  In the first, Socrates asserts 

that harm to horses or to dogs is whatever makes them worse at their respective (specific) excellences 

(aretai).  From this he generalizes that harm, to a given member of any sort of thing, is whatever makes it 

worse in its specific excellence.  It is far from evident, though, that all the things we regularly classify as 

“harms” also make those who suffer them less just.  As Vlastos asks rhetorically, “does stealing a man‟s 

wallet make him „worse in respect of human excellence‟?  Socrates‟ argument, if accepted, would force us 

to radically reconceptualize the class of actual harms.  Is this generalization better classed, though, as a 

counter-conventional claim, or as a dubious instantiation of an already dubious generalization? 
62

 Kraut points to Arrow‟s paradox as an example. 
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Kraut devotes the lion‟s share of his critique to the problem of the elenchus.  As 

he sees it, the central question at issue is why Socrates should think that the premises of 

an individual elenchus are true.63  Vlastos provides (MO) and (SC) as underwriting his 

confidence.  As Kraut notes, though, to demand that some argument not only prove its 

conclusion, but also its premises, is to ask it to do the impossible.  All that is necessary to 

warrant Socrates‟ belief in the success of an elenctic refutation is that Socrates believe the 

premises that generate the conflicting claim.  Needless to say, belief by Socrates will not 

alone certify the truth of the premises, but it does suffice to explain how he could 

reasonably accept the conclusion of any given elenchus.  Insofar as Socrates accepts the 

truth of the premises he suggests and takes the conclusion to follow validly from those 

premises, he will have little recourse but to accept the conclusion.  Because any given 

elenctic examination will rely on only a limited set of premises, he need not suppose that 

all of his moral beliefs are true, or consistent. 

What about (MO)?  Why should Socrates need to suppose that, whatever false 

belief some interlocutor holds, she will invariably hold true beliefs sufficient to refute 

that true belief?  Vlastos‟ reason for making this claim so general is presumably a 

concern to give the interlocutor as much freedom as possible to revise previous elenctic 

commitments.  When Socrates backs a hapless interlocutor into a corner, then as a simple 

matter of logic, the interlocutor has two options.  Either she can accept defeat, and give 

up the original claim, or she can rescind her agreement to some previous premise in the 

argument which resulted in the refutation. 

Just how free, though, are Socratic interlocutors to revise their previous 

commitments?  On a strong reading of (MO), the interlocutor may, in principle, revise 

                                                 
63

 This is properly a question of their warranted assertability, not truth per se.  See Kraut, p. 61. 
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any given prior commitment, but would still have a sufficient stock of true beliefs to 

generate a conflict with his initial false moral belief.  As Kraut notes, this strong reading 

of (MO) is both overconfident and psychologically implausible.  The relevant passage on 

which Vlastos grounds (MO) comes at Gorgias 482b: 

If Callicles does not refute Socrates‟ argument, then Callicles will „disagree‟ with himself 

and will „dissent‟ from himself his „whole life long‟. (Vlastos, 5264) 

 

By interpreting this text to imply (MO), Vlastos seems to be assuming that 

whatever belief revisions the interlocutor might make, Socrates will be able to make 

trouble for an initial false belief.  Kraut recommends a much more limited reading of the 

text:   

Callicles cannot help accepting the premises Socrates has used in his arguments against 

them, since they are a deep-seated part of his rigid moral outlook.  …Socrates is 

assuming a certain amount of psychological and moral fixity in all of his interlocutors: 

they are all compelled to live with the premises he uses in his arguments against them.  

(Kraut, 1983, p. 67) 

 

The passage also highlights a psychologically implausible implication of a strong 

reading of (MO).  Interlocutors are not free to reject any previous commitments.  They 

may be free to review their prior commitments, and also free to reject some of them; but 

to assume that they may reject any of their prior commitments is to wreak havoc on their 

basic psychological integrity.  What‟s more, at least some of the elenctic commitments 

are so nearly self-evident that it is difficult to see how they might plausibly be resisted.65 

                                                 
64

 I retain Vlastos‟ translation. 
65

 Prominent here are examples of opposition.  E.g., at Gorgias 495e, Socrates asserts, and Callicles agrees, 

that doing well and faring badly are opposite states. See Kraut,1983, pp. 63-4 for discussion.  As Kraut is 

careful to note, to claim that some principle is evidently true is not to say that it is beyond rational scrutiny, 

or what is the same, to claim that (apparent) self-evidence is a ground for epistemic certainty.  It is simply 

to claim that, absent strong reasons to call such claims into suspicion, it is not unreasonable to accept them.  

As noted above, a great many of the premises employed by Socrates are grounded in no more than an 

appeal to ordinary language usage.  When such appeals are available, they are obviously preferable to more 

extravagant assumptions about “psychological and moral fixity,” however independently interesting the 

latter. 
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Kraut‟s criticism here, while off the mark, is instructive.  It is off the mark 

because it saddles Vlastos with a stronger claim than he makes.  I intended as much in 

referring to Kraut‟s reading of (MO) as “strong.”  Kraut‟s weaker reading of (MO), 

according to which any given interlocutor will have a sufficient stock of standing true 

beliefs to make trouble for his denial of Socratic principles, is a cogent conclusion to 

draw from Vlastos‟ own considerations, especially in light of his own elucidation of the 

“say what you believe” requirement.66  Vlastos‟ depiction of the interlocutors, no less 

than Kraut‟s, relies on their having some stable set of beliefs on the basis of which 

elenctic examination may proceed.  This is also an obvious inference from the evidence 

that Vlastos considers in grounding (MO).  He notes that part of the dialectical 

framework of the Gorgias involves the progressive refutation of different interlocutors, 

each phase of which attempts to carry the presumed refutand further by jettisoning some 

commitment made by the previous interlocutor.  This device, of changing interlocutors, is 

used precisely to maintain the plausibility of revising previous commitments without 

calling into doubt the psychological coherence—or sincerity—of the previous 

interlocutor.  Indeed, the very presumption of the “say what you believe” requirement 

renders Kraut‟s strong reading of (MO) incoherent; that requirement rests on the 

availability of a more or less rigid set of beliefs from which it derives its content.   

Finally, Kraut considers a number of passages as evidence against (SC).  In 

particular, he takes certain Socratic dilemmas to be honest admissions of perplexity.  

                                                 
66

 Kraut gets to his hyperbolic reading of (MO) by giving an implausible interpretation to Vlastos‟ claim 

that “regardless of which conceded premises they [his interlocutors] choose to retract, there will always be 

others in their belief system which entail the Socratic thesis” (Vlastos, 1983, p. 52; text slightly revised in 

the 1994 reprint, p. 25; Kraut‟s brackets, 1983, p. 67).  The purported psychological implausibility of this 

claim disappears when we consider the context-independent construal of “choose” that draws Kraut‟s 

objection is largely overruled by the “say what you believe” requirement. 
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First, the closing puzzle of the Protagoras is over the following inconsistent triad:  (1) 

Virtue is not teachable; (2) Virtue is knowledge; and (3) Whatever is knowledge is 

teachable.  The second puzzle arises in the Hippias Minor, where Socrates remains in 

doubt over whether it is better to commit justice willingly or unwillingly.  The third piece 

of evidence is Socrates‟ admission to Callicles in the Gorgias that they should refrain 

from the political life because they “never think the same about the same things” (527d).  

Fourth and finally, Kraut takes the scattered admissions of perplexity that tend to mark 

the early aporetic dialogues to be evidence against (SC).67 

I will refrain from commenting in detail about these passages here.  However, it 

would be remiss not to note an oddity of Kraut‟s purported evidence of inconsistency.  

There is a fairly obvious distinction to make between perplexity and belief.  To claim that 

Socrates is perplexed is not to claim that he holds both of a pair of inconsistent beliefs.  It 

is, rather, to show that, of two inconsistent but plausible assertions, he is unsure which to 

accept.  Perplexity operates, especially in the Socratic dialectic, by opening up a space 

between suggestion and acceptance.  That Socrates himself often occupies that space is 

not evidence that his beliefs are inconsistent—but that he is more cautious than most 

about the business of accepting some assertion. 

Subsequent critics of Vlastos‟ variety of constructivism have tended, following 

Kraut, to focus on (i) the provenance of particular elenctic premises; and relatedly (ii) the 

meta-elenctic argument supposed by Vlastos.  Brickhouse and Smith bring out the 

connection between the two points.  As they note, Vlastos must have something like a 

developmental reconstruction in mind in arguing for the eventual acceptance of the meta-

elenctic premises by Socrates.  Arguing with various interlocutors over time, Socrates 

                                                 
67

 See Kraut, 1983, pp. 68-70 for discussion. 
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notices first that he shares a number of beliefs with his interlocutors.  He further notices 

that these shared beliefs inevitably conflict with other beliefs of his interlocutors which 

he does not share.  This process amounts to something like a deductive inference to 

(MO)—the interlocutor suffering from false moral beliefs always has had (hence 

generally will have) other, true, moral beliefs that entail the negation of those false 

beliefs.  In turn, the fact that his own elenctic method consistently relies on his own moral 

beliefs is evidence for (SC)—the consistency of his own moral beliefs.   

The difficulty for this picture is spelled out by Brickhouse and Smith in the form 

of a dilemma (Brickhouse and Smith, 1984a, pp. 188-90).  The presumptive strength of 

the inductive evidence for (MO) is only as strong as Socrates‟ confidence in the truth of 

the agreed elenctic premises.  Either Socrates has (elenctically) independent justification 

for the elenctic premises he accepts, or he does not.  If he does, he need not appeal to the 

meta-elenctic premises to secure the truth of his refutation.  If he does not, those premises 

will be as ungrounded as the elenctic episodes upon which they are supposedly 

founded.68 

Worse still, Brickhouse and Smith show that Vlastos‟ argument from (MO) and 

(SC) to (ST) is invalid.  To see why, consider, first, that a consistent set of statements 

need not all be true, and second, that (MO) does not assert that a person‟s other moral 

beliefs will conflict with the false moral belief, but that her other beliefs, simpliciter, will.  

                                                 
68

 This problem is highlighted in the revision of Vlastos‟ original essay published in 1994.  Presumably in 

response to the issues raised by Brickhouse and Smith, Vlastos‟ essay includes the phrase “elenctically 

tested” before “moral beliefs” to (SC).  This addition merely underscores the question-begging nature of 

the meta-elenctic argument.  Recall that the meta-elenctic assumptions are supposed to show how the 

elenchus itself could provide a sort of proof for Socratic moral beliefs.  The inserted words, however, 

merely reintroduce the same question, since the revised premise can succeed in validly reaching (ST), if at 

all, only by assuming that elenctic testing yields true moral beliefs—which is precisely the question at 

issue! 
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Brickhouse and Smith unpack Vlastos‟ meta-elenctic argument as a proof by 

contradiction, as follows: 

(1) Assume that the set of Socrates‟ moral beliefs contains at least one false moral belief;  

(2) The set of moral beliefs held by Socrates at any given time is consistent;  

(3) Anyone who ever has a false moral belief will always have at the same time true beliefs 

entailing the negation of that false belief; hence  

(4) The set of Socrates‟ moral beliefs includes beliefs entailing the negation of his hypothesized 

false moral belief;  

(5) But not (4); hence  

(6) Not (1); hence  

(7) All of Socrates moral beliefs are true.69  

 

The problem, of course, is that (4) does not follow from (1) and (3).  It would 

follow only if (3) is emended to 

(3)* Anyone who ever has a false moral belief will always have at the same time true moral 

beliefs entailing the negation of that false belief; 

 

This emendation, however, purchases validity at the price of textual fidelity:  

Socrates regularly resorts to elenctic premises that are innocent of any moral content.  

Some, such as the claim that praying is begging the gods (Euthyphro 14c8-9) are merely 

generically descriptive.  Others, such as the claim that every character has only one 

opposite, are more in the character of logical stipulations.70 

Similarly, if (3) is altered to make room for a rider including the non-moral 

beliefs among the conjuncts that make trouble for the false beliefs, it still fails to generate 

the conclusion that all of Socrates‟ moral beliefs will thereby be true, for the simple 

reason that the consistency of those beliefs (still) will not guarantee truth (Brickhouse and 

Smith, 1984a, p. 191-2). 

Retraining his focus on the elenctic premises, Polansky points out that Vlastos 

gives no explanation for why the interlocutors accept Socrates‟ proffered premises.  

                                                 
69

 Reconstructed from Brickhouse and Smith, 1984a, p. 190. 
70

 In addition to these examples, Polansky (1985, p. 256) cites the distinction between action and affection 

at Euthyphro 10c, as well as a similar stipulation (sometimes taken to be evidence of the “transmission 

model” of causation) at Gorgias 476d. 
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Recall that Vlastos considers the Socratic additions both ad hoc, since Socrates does not 

argue for them, but more often simply introduces them into discussion, and contra-

endoxic, on the grounds that Socrates specifically refuses to accept the authority of even 

very wide-spread convention.71  Unfortunately, this leaves little room for Vlastos to 

explain either why the interlocutors so reliably agree to Socratic premises, or why, having 

come to grief after the initial acceptance, the interlocutors so rarely renege on their prior 

agreement.  Noting this problem, Polansky argues that Vlastos has misconstrued 

Socrates‟ rejection of convention.  This rejection operates at the level of the specific 

doctrines under consideration, such as whether committing injustice is worse than 

suffering it.  It need not equally apply to the premises on which such doctrines are based, 

and Polansky takes Socrates‟ assertion to Polus at Gorgias 474b, that “you and I and the 

rest of the world believe that doing wrong is worse than suffering it” to rest implicitly on 

the appeal to the endoxic premises on which these doctrines are (supposedly) based.72  

Polansky, then, contra Vlastos, finds it reasonable to suppose that Socratic premises are 

endoxic, either in the sense of being conventional, or in the sense of being the knowledge 

of moral experts.73 

                                                 
71

 Appeals to common belief are dismissed by Socrates in the Gorgias, 472b-c, 474a-b.   
72

 Polansky (1985, p. 249) is right to point out that explicit Socratic appeals to endoxic authority would be 

at least rhetorically counter-productive.  He is over-generous, however, in granting to Socrates an argument 

in favor of this doctrine that relies exclusively on widely-shared beliefs.  It is precisely the absence of such 

straight-forward deductions that makes for the problem of the elenchus in the first place.  It is one thing for 

Socrates to believe that people do, in general, accept his doctrine implicitly.  It is something else for him to 

show how or why they believe it.  It would, however, be preposterous for him to claim either (i) that such 

belief is explicit or evident, or (ii) that it is reliably generated by adherence to a specific set of common 

beliefs.  The interlocutors themselves testify against (i), and the diversity of patterns of premise acceptance 

and rejection among various interlocutors is evidence against (ii).  Polansky does not discuss Aristotle‟s 

identification of the “peirastic” method with Socrates.  See n. 29 above. 
73

 Polansky takes the “expert” prong to be available on the basis of Socrates‟ frequent analogy between 

craft knowledge (techne) and moral knowledge: “Socrates‟ frequent appeal to the possibility of a moral 

expert analogous to the experts in the crafts…suggests the availability of endoxic propositions in the moral 

field which are authoritative because they are the views of the wise, and not just anyone” (252).  Such 

“suggestions,” however, suffer the fatal flaw of appealing to a standard—the wise human being—that 
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Vlastos‟ picture of the elenchus, along with the various criticisms of that picture, 

serve the important function of underscoring, albeit sometimes obliquely, a number of 

both focal and peripheral questions surrounding the proper interpretation of Socrates‟ 

elenctic practice.  In the following section, I will pause to highlight a number of these 

controversies.  Obviously, the debate as characterized so far has taken place at too great a 

distance from the text.  Subsequent chapters will begin to redress this deficit by 

examining, in some detail, a series of elenctic exchanges. 

V. VLASTOS‟ POSTSCRIPT:  PECULIARITIES OF THE GORGIAS AS AN ELENCTIC DIALOGUE 

In a Postscript to his essay on the elenchus that appears in that work‟s posthumous 

reprinting (Vlastos, 1994, pp. 33-7), Vlastos admits to two apparent difficulties with 

taking the argument of the Gorgias to provide compelling evidence about the elenctic 

procedure of the other elenctic dialogues, all of which he takes to predate that dialogue.  

First, Socrates‟ claim, in the Gorgias (508e-509a), to have “proved” his own position 

true, and his interlocutors‟ false, is unparalleled in those prior works.  Second, Vlastos 

thinks that only the Gorgias provides evidence that Socrates is assuming (MO)—that is, 

that the interlocutors already implicitly believe the true position, despite protestations to 

the contrary.   

The earlier dialogues show “Socrates arguing for his views much as other 

philosophers have done before or since” by “pick[ing] premises so eminently 

reasonable…and…well-entrenched in his interlocutors‟ beliefs” that they are less willing 

                                                                                                                                                 
Socrates frequently denies having discovered.  The closing section of Polansky‟s article attempts to make 

trouble for Vlastos‟ meta-elenctic argument, mostly covering ground more thoroughly treated by 

Brickhouse and Smith.  Somewhat oddly, Polansky treats (ST) [Vlastos‟ (C)] as a truth criterion for 

elenctic premises, rather than the conclusion of a separate deductive argument for their truth.  Because I do 

not deem his closing remarks to add substantively to Brickhouse and Smith‟s discussion, I will not address 

them here. 
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to revise their previous commitments than to give up their initial theses.  The explicit 

confidence that Socrates evinces in the truth of his own views in the Gorgias, though a 

distinctive feature of that dialogue, is explained by Vlastos as a product of Plato‟s “new 

insight into his teacher‟s method,” to which that dialogue is a tribute (Vlastos, 1994, p. 

35). 

In a moment, we will see another challenge to Vlastos‟ picture of the elenchus.  

Before reviewing the nonconstructivist alternative, however, allow me to point out a few 

more basic, structural problems with Vlastos‟ account.  Note, first, that although earlier 

elenctic dialogues do, on occasion, feature Socrates arguing in favor of views that strike 

his interlocutors as odd,74 many elenctic exchanges do not feature Socrates explicitly 

advocating one position over its contrary.  Among the earlier elenctic encounters, the 

Gorgias stands alone in presenting Socrates not simply as advocating a position that is 

taken up in explicit opposition to his interlocutor‟s views, but as expressing his open 

contempt for those views.  More problematically, a number of the earlier “definitional” 

elenctic exchanges cannot plausibly fill the role that Vlastos envisions for them.  When, 

for example, Socrates refutes Laches‟ contention that courage is an endurance of the soul 

(Laches 192c), or that piety is that part of the just concerned with service to the gods 

(Euthyphro 12e), our interpreter would be very hard pressed to go on to claim that his 

having done so proves these statements‟ “contrary” true, for the simple reasons that (1) 

the statements are not formed in the comparative mode; and (2) the negation of either is 

utterly uninformative.  Obviously, the definitions offered by various interlocutors are 

seldom if ever formulated comparatively, and the negation of a standard definition, in 

which the subject term is the definiendum, and the predicate the positive definiens, is 

                                                 
74 Indeed, this is the unifying feature of the so-called Socratic paradoxes! 
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simply a non-starter, as is evident immediately once we imagine such negations offered 

in reply to Socrates‟ requests for definition. 

Still worse, this picture suggests, at least superficially, a very misleading 

inference.  From the fact, e.g., that Nicias is unable to defend the view that courage is a 

sort of wisdom (Laches, 194d), or Euthyphro the view that piety is service to the gods, 

from Socrates‟ elenchus, an interpreter would go quite astray in inferring that Socrates 

categorically rejects the idea that courage is a sort of wisdom or that piety is service to 

the gods.  It is simply much more plausible to infer that Socrates finds Laches‟ and 

Nicias‟ respective abilities to clearly articulate the different virtues under examination 

insufficient to meet Socrates‟ stringent definitional constraints.  In this way, many of 

Socrates‟ bouts of “refutation” are more appropriately counted as illustrating the 

conceptual incoherence of his various interlocutors than as decisively “proving” the truth 

or falsehood of the various statements on offer. 

VI. BENSON‟S NON-CONSTRUCTIVIST ALTERNATIVE 

Another of Vlastos‟ NEH students, Hugh Benson, has argued vigorously against Vlastos‟ 

constructive view.  Benson argues, pace Vlastos, that the elenchus is not intended as a 

truth-seeking procedure.  Instead, it is a method employed entirely to expose the 

ignorance and conflicted beliefs of the various interlocutors, in order to rid them of their 

epistemic conceits.  To substantiate this picture, Benson has attempted, in effect, to 

“dissolve” the problem of the elenchus, arguing that that problem arises only if one 

supposes that the elenchus is a tool that independently aims to establish true conclusions.  

This is simply a supposition he does not find well-supported by our texts. 
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Recall that according to Vlastos‟ view, Socrates should only admit into the 

elenchus premises that he accepts. One problem with this suggestion, though, is that 

Socrates sometimes appears to disagree with additional premises admitted by the 

interlocutor, but which nevertheless are used by Socrates to produce the refutation of the 

interlocutor‟s original position.  There are two types of evidence that Socrates employs 

premises which he fails to believe.  The less ambiguous evidence is Socrates‟ own direct 

testimony.  In the Euthyphro, Socrates allows Euthyphro‟s premise that the gods quarrel 

to play a part in the refutation of Euthyphro‟s assertion that piety is what the gods love.  

At the same time, Socrates clearly disavows the premise that the gods quarrel (5e-6b).  

The other, indirect evidence comes in the form of conflicting evidence from different 

dialogues.  This occurs when Socrates admits a premise into an elenctic exchange that he 

has expressly argued against in other dialogues.  For example, in the Protagoras (358a-

358c), Socrates admits into the elenchus the premise that goodness and pleasure are 

identical—a position he explicitly targets for refutation in the Gorgias (500a).  In fact, 

similar, though less direct, conflicts pepper the early dialogues, which often feature 

interlocutors defending positions that are at least superficially Socratic in form.  One such 

conflict that will be reviewed more closely below is between Euthyphro‟s argument that 

injustice ought to be punished and the position that Socrates defends in the Gorgias.75  

This is fairly strong evidence against the view that Socrates is only willing to admit 

premises that he believes into his refutative elenchi; and obviously, if he allows premises 

                                                 
75 There are others.  In the Laches (194c-d), for example, Nicias consciously formulates his definition of 

courage by reference to his familiarity with Socrates‟ own attempts.  Similarly, in the Charmides (161b ff.) 

Critias defends, and Socrates refutes, a definition of ζσθξνζύλε (as ηὸ ηὰ ἑαπηνῦ πξάηηεηλ) that looks quite 

like Socrates‟ definition of justice in the Republic (ηὸ ηὰ αὑηνῦ πξάηηεηλ, see IV.433a-b).  Such putative 

conflicts are explored more fully in Beversluis, 2000. 
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that he thinks are false into the elenchus, then he will have no reason to subscribe to the 

negative elenctic conclusion. 

Against Vlastos‟ requirement that Socrates allow only those (veridical or truth-

seeking) premises he believes into the refutation of the interlocutors‟ false accounts, 

Benson argues that Socrates requires only a weaker condition, which he calls the 

“Doxastic Constraint” (DC), according to which “[b]eing believed by the interlocutor is a 

necessary and sufficient condition for being a premise of a Socratic elenchus” (2000, p. 

38; see also 2002, p. 105).  This enables him to put Vlastos‟ “say what you believe” 

requirement center stage.  According to this picture, the primary aim of the elenchus is to 

expose doxastic inconsistency in an interlocutor by appealing only to those premises 

which the interlocutor independently believes. 

Of course, even if we agree with Benson that (DC) is “a very unique constraint on 

premise acceptability” and that it tends to produce inconsistencies, and not necessarily 

true conclusions, this still falls short of showing that the elenchus cannot be employed 

constructively (Benson, 2002, p. 107).  In particular, three types of text have often been 

taken to show that the elenchus must do more.  First, there are those texts, such as the 

Gorgias, which claim that the interlocutor‟s argument has been proven false, Socrates‟ 

true.  Second, there are numerous passages where, even after an interlocutor has either 

admitted defeat or refused to continue in the exchange, Socrates continues his 

investigation.76  Lastly, there are passages in which Socrates appears to be searching for a 

true account, irrespective of the beliefs of his interlocutors.77 

                                                 
76 See Brickhouse and Smith, 1994, 22; and Benson, 2002, 106, n. 15. 
77 He points, in particular, to Gorgias 505e4-6. 
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Interestingly, Benson does not deny that Socrates seeks true moral beliefs. He 

simply denies that the elenchus is employed in that capacity.  He takes the doxastic 

constraint to be the elenchus‟ uniquely identifying feature, and its unique goal is the 

production of interlocutive aporia.  For example, those stretches of dialogue (e.g. much 

of the Crito or Apology) in which Socrates constructs positive arguments without 

continuously expressed agreement of an interlocutor show Socrates engaged in 

constructive argument, but not clearly refuting an interlocutor, and certainly not 

attempting to reduce his audience to perplexity.  Similarly, Benson explains those patches 

of dialogue when Socrates continues his investigation after his interlocutor has forfeited 

as (often necessary) attempts to reveal the interlocutor‟s ignorance, since this is not 

always (or perhaps even usually) signaled by an interlocutor‟s first refusal to continue 

taking part in the elenchus.78 

Benson‟s picture of the elenchus, however, has been criticized, most notably by 

Brickhouse and Smith, on three grounds.79  First, it is not clear that (DC) actually 

excludes several of the patches of dialogue that Benson supposes it does from inclusion 

among the elenchi.  For example, although Socrates does give the long speech of the 

Laws in the Crito without pausing at every stage to gain his friend‟s consent, there is no 

reason to suppose that Crito balks at any of the premises, and the one premise that 

Socrates warns is the most controversial—that it is always better to suffer, than to 

commit, injustice—is explicitly accepted after the warning (49a-b).  There is simply little 

reason to suspect that any section of Socrates‟ subsequent argument fails to meet (DC).  

                                                 
78 As our review of the Euthyphro will show.  Benson takes the same line with regard to similar behavior 

from Socrates at Charmides 161b-c, Hippias Major 293d, and Lysis 214-16.  See Benson, 1989 and its 

follow-up at 2000, pp. 86-90. 
79 See Brickhouse and Smith, 2002, pp. 147-149. 
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Worse, there are a number of texts in which Socrates continues to examine some claim, 

even after his interlocutor has explicitly refused to commit himself to the premises under 

review.80  Finally, since belief is not a fixed quantity, and one‟s doxastic commitments, as 

well as the levels of credence to certain premises, can (and sometimes should) change as 

the evidence under consideration and the various possible interpretations of those 

premises are reviewed, we ought to question how uniformly (DC) can be invoked through 

the course of an elenctic exchange.  Along this vein, it should be recalled that Socrates 

often asks his interlocutors to affirm statements without placing any emphasis on the 

supposed credence they attach to the offered claim.  Moreover, Socrates frequently 

resorts to driving the discussion toward a form of reply that he finds more salient than his 

interlocutor‟s beginning attempts, as becomes apparent, most notoriously, at Euthyphro 

12a-d.  In cases like this, the question of credence arises, not from within the 

interlocutor‟s own frame, but only within a more specific context supplied by Socrates. 

 To these critical remarks, two more may be added.  First, Benson offers very little 

motivation for the doxastic constraint.  Though the interlocutor‟s acceptance, not only of 

the account under review, but also of the subsequent premises suggested by Socrates, is 

clearly a matter of some importance to Socrates, Benson fails to explain why that ought 

to be so.  The need to motivate this constraint becomes all the more urgent when we 

notice that Socrates is almost never interested in having his interlocutors give a full and 

faithful account of their views.  In fact, he often goes out of his way to prevent them from 

                                                 
80 The clearest cases of this occur with Callicles in the Gorgias (505d ff.) Protagoras in his eponymous 

dialogue (333c ff.) and Thrasymachus in the first book of the Republic (I.350d ff.).  See Brickhouse and 

Smith, 2002, p. 148. 
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giving their views a more ample airing.81  The second, more problematic aspect of 

Benson‟s account is the extent to which it neglects Socrates‟ own positive, meta-elenctic 

contributions to his investigations.82  Socrates imposes definite sufficiency constraints on 

acceptable answers; constraints of which, moreover, the various interlocutors betray no 

pre-elenctic awareness.83  He seldom offers any clear arguments in favor of accepting 

these constraints, and on those few occasions when his interlocutors balk (e.g. Meno 

73a4-5), Socrates responds, not by commenting on the requirements, but simply by 

continuing to invoke them, often while supplying prima facie (but not uncontroversially) 

analogous cases.84 

Setting these remarks aside for a moment, Benson‟s account of the elenchus has a 

certain elegant parsimony.  He retains an obviously important feature of Vlastos 

account—the “say what you believe” requirement, and formulates relatively straight-

forward and uncontroversial criteria for the elenchus (the use of (DC) and the production 

of interlocutive aporia) that seem to handle a larger variety of obviously elenctic 

                                                 
81 This gets to the heart of what Vlastos‟ takes to be Socrates‟ second requirement for participating in an 

elenctic exchange:  that the interlocutor refrain from making speeches.  Indeed, one of the more ironic 

oversights of Vlastos‟ commentary on Socrates twin commitments—that an interlocutor say only what he 

believes and that he refrain from speechmaking—is his neglect of the very real ways that those 

commitments can come into conflict with one another.  We can hardly imagine, e.g., the cantankerous 

Socrates of the elenctic dialogues letting the more prosaic Socrates of the Republic get by with his 

expansive comments about, say, the formation conditions of the ideal state without subjecting him to 

constant interruption and prima facie irrelevant interrogation.  I am inclined to think that this apparent 

conflict is what drives Plato‟s later incarnation of Socrates to continuously beg his audience‟s indulgence. 
82 As we shall see, this oversight is not unique to Benson.  It is a common feature of the secondary 

literature, which tends to distinguish rather rigidly between the formal structure of specific elenctic 

episodes, and the constraints, especially on definition and expertise, that Socrates has to teach each 

interlocutor to heed.  This fact, that Socrates must instruct his interlocutors on how to answer his questions, 

is clear evidence against taking these constraints as representing any pre-elenctic commitments of the 

various interlocutors. 
83 These constraints are treated at length in the final chapter. 
84 See Sharma, 2001, pp. 198-9, and the previous chapter for an exacting discussion of the theoretical 

framework underlying Socrates‟ constraints.  Sharma correctly notes that Meno‟s balk is clear evidence that 

Socrates‟ insistence that a single “characteristic” underlies every case of virtue “has no obvious, pre-

theoretical appeal” (198). 
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exchanges than Vlastos‟ account, which works best with the Gorgias, and has precious 

little to say about the resultant confusion of the various interlocutors.  It is precisely here, 

though that a sharp eye can perceive one particularly pertinent criticism of Benson‟s 

account, which puts a point on the third of Brickhouse and Smith‟s critical replies:  

Insofar as any given elenchus is successful in producing interlocutive aporia, the 

effective pull of the doxastic constraint must be weakened.  If the process of undergoing 

the elenchus is actually effective at undermining an interlocutor‟s allegiance to his own 

pre-elenctic views, then it will be increasingly unfeasible to continue appealing to (DC) 

as the elenchus proceeds along its course toward aporia.  This is true for the obvious 

reason that the interlocutor‟s acceptance of his own beliefs should, rationally, weaken as 

those beliefs continue to be called into serious doubt. 

Of course, not all interlocutors are equally rational, nor do they all find Socrates‟ 

challenges equally convincing.  Bear in mind that the phenomenon of aporia, as it 

appears in the dialogues, might signal an interlocutor‟s awareness of his own conceptual 

shortcomings, which, of course, is what Socrates‟ descriptions of the intended effects of 

the elenchus would lead us to suspect.  It might equally, though, signal an interlocutor‟s 

frustration with Socrates‟ line of questioning, without engendering any of the special self-

doubt or curiosity that Socrates claims to produce. 

Given the fact that our dialogues are packed with independently interesting 

arguments, this focus on the beliefs of either Socrates or his interlocutors might strike a 

contemporary reader as irrelevant.  After all, Socrates often seems to be engaging in just 

the sort of conceptual analysis that has subsequently become the most ubiquitous calling 

card of the philosophical tradition; and as members of his modern audience, we can 
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examine, critically engage with, and even admire his analyses all without any question of 

credence arising.  However that may be, it is necessary to take questions of belief 

seriously when analyzing the Socratic elenchus for the simple reason that Socrates puts 

the issue of credence center stage, both in his requests that the interlocutors answer his 

questions honestly, and in his second-order descriptions of the elenchus, as we have seen.  

In formulating a clear picture of Socrates‟ procedure, the interpreter must pay attention, 

not just to what he says, but to how well his second-order descriptions of his behavior 

match his actual performances, at least as they are depicted in the dialogues.  For Vlastos‟ 

constructivism, the fact that Socrates believes some premise will be the key feature upon 

which the truth of the argument‟s conclusion hangs.  Against this, Benson‟s non-

constructivism has made the interlocutor‟s consent the only jointly necessary and 

sufficient condition for each premise in an elenchus.  For these reasons, when we come to 

analyze a specific elenctic exchange, we will need to pay special attention to the various 

signs of Socratic, no less than interlocutive, credence. 

VII. RE-EXAMINING THE ELENCHUS  

The broadest issues raised in interpreting the elenchus can be reasonably grouped as 

questions of scope.  To what does the term “elenchus,” employed interpretively85, refer?  

On Vlastos account, it applies to all of Socrates‟ argumentative activity.  One response to 

this suggestion has been to try to attempt to dissolve the elenchus itself.  Socrates‟ 

argument strategies, and his interlocutors, it is urged, are variable enough to elude any 

                                                 
85

 I include this modifier to make clear that I am not interested in how Socrates himself employs the term.  

His uses are fairly scattered.  I am interested, rather, in the uses (and one might argue abuses) of the term in 

the secondary literature, along with considerations of the various motivations for restricting or extending its 

scope. 
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single, unified method consistently employed over the various “elenctic” dialogues.86  

Clearly this strategy will be more successful as our interpreter comes to include more and 

more of Socrates‟ own diverse activities under the term, “elenchus.”  Of course, it is also 

possible to restrict the use of the term to cover only the negative or refutative aspect of 

the elenchus—the first three steps of the “standard elenchus,” or equivalently Vlastos‟ 

own earlier picture.87   

Such scope stipulations are at least partly a matter of interpretive intent.  

Constructivists, seeking to bridge Socrates‟ refutation of interlocutors with his own 

paradoxical doctrines, will be drawn to accounts that leave the scope of the elenchus as 

broad as possible, often drawing on textual suggestions and allusions to other arguments 

to fill the apparent logical gap between the confusion of an interlocutor and his definitive 

refutation, and the corresponding gap between such presumptive refutation and positive 

support for Socrates‟ own beliefs.88 Non-constructivists89, on the other hand, will be 

drawn to a more limited application of the term, including only the inquiry into and 

eventual difficulty over an interlocutor‟s own moral beliefs.  They will have a difficult 

time accounting for the precise relevance of Socrates‟ own moral beliefs to the elenctic 

exchange, as well as accounting for Socrates‟ reliance on certain general stipulations 

regarding proper definitions.90  I am convinced that the best (indeed, the only) way to 

prevent the choice between these alternatives from being arbitrary is to base it on a 

consideration of Socrates‟ own stated and reasonably inferred goals, as well as a close 

                                                 
86

 See Brickhouse and Smith, 2002, pp. 145-57. 
87 Though the mere fact that a piece of argument is intended as a refutation should not be sufficient to 

count it as a Socratic elenchus.  The variety of elenchi in the Socratic dialogues is ably documented in 

Carpenter and Polansky, 2002, pp. 89-100. 
88

 It is, I suspect, at least in part this pull that leads Brickhouse and Smith to abandon the attempt to give a 

unified theory of the elenchus, while retaining their commitment to constructivism. 
89

 Of whom probably the most committed is Benson.   
90

 A topic to be more amply treated in a subsequent chapter. 
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review of the most salient elenctic texts.  For this reason, we will need to ask what 

Socrates hopes his elenctic activity will accomplish, and check his (second-order) 

testimony against his own behavior.  Luckily, on this score there is a great deal of direct 

(as well as indirect) textual evidence.   

Narrowing in on Vlastos‟ “problem of the elenchus,” recall that the problem rests 

centrally on two points, both of which are controversial.  First, Socrates does not provide 

proof—valid deductive arguments—for his own moral doctrines.  Second, Socrates 

believes, and thus holds to be true, each premise that he supplies an interlocutor in a 

standard elenchus. These points raise two corresponding questions.  First, does Socrates, 

in the elenctic dialogues, give voice to positive arguments for his moral beliefs?91  As has 

been noted, he often enough alludes to such logoi.  Are these allusions given any specific 

textual support?  Second, does Socrates, in fact, believe each premise that he supplies to 

an interlocutor in the course of any given elenchus?   

This second question sets us on the path of a third general topic of dispute:  What 

properties might plausibly be attributed to elenctic premises?  I have shown that Vlastos‟ 

account requires that each premise has (or is believed by Socrates to have) at least three 

properties.  First, it is believed by Socrates; second, it is believed by the interlocutor; and 

third, it is true.  Of these three properties, none is uncontroversial.92  Further, as has been 

made clear in a previous section, there are also different kinds of premise.  So far we have 

only distinguished between moral and non-moral premises, but it would be worthwhile to 

                                                 
91

 I will refrain, at least at this stage, from posing the more acute question of whether Socrates provides 

cogent, sound, or valid arguments for those beliefs. 
92

 Of the three, the least controversial is the second—belief by the interlocutor, which follows 

unproblematically so long as we take the “say what you believe” constraint to be effective.  One can, 

though, make trouble for it precisely insofar as the status and force of beliefs is also a target of Socratic 

inquiry.  
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inquire into whether any more general pattern of premise-types might be identified, and 

further into what sort of roles are envisioned for those different types. 

We should also, along with Socrates, inquire into the presumed or expressed 

characters of our interlocutors. What motivations, beliefs, and more generally, 

psychological profiles do they bring to their discussion with Socrates?  To use Kraut‟s 

language, how much “psychological fixity” do they display?  What effect does the 

elenchus have on them?  How far do their responses align with Socrates‟ expectations?   

Given the variety of Socrates‟ interlocutors, it would be wildly optimistic to expect a 

single set of answers to these questions.  Rather, we should expect to find Socrates 

dealing with various people with very divergent conceptions and concerns.  And that is, 

in fact, just what we find in the dialogues.   

 Before taking up the more challenging work of looking at a specific elenctic 

exchange, let me review Socrates‟ longest unbroken testimony about his life‟s work.  

This will provide something like a baseline against which we can check his behavior in 

specific elenctic dialogues.  To be sure, this procedure might be questioned by those 

scholars who have taken the Apology itself to be an elenctic dialogue.  After all, it is an 

elenctic dialogue, both in the very wide sense that Socrates is presented with a series of 

charges which he is hoping to refute, and in the narrower one that he engages with 

Meletus and directly refutes at least one of the charges against him.  But, whatever one 

might think about refutation generally, or even forensic refutation of the sort Socrates 

provides in the Apology, it is clear that his general procedure there is far from 

uncommon, however strange the particular contents of his defense may strike both us and 
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his contemporaries.93  Socrates‟ short discussion with Meletus (24c-27a) does employ a 

number of the standard tools of Socratic argument, but my chief concern will be to look 

at Socrates‟ testimony about his more usual elenctic pursuits—his life-long attempt to 

serve the oracle by revealing to his conceit-filled contemporaries their actual ignorance. 

 

 

                                                 
93 It should not go unnoticed that the Apology, formally at least, bears more similarity to a standard defense 

speech from Lysias or Demosthenes than to the sort of back-and-forth exchanges characteristic of the short 

definitional dialogues.  Indeed, I am in sympathy with Burnyeat 1997‟s view that it is best read as a 

challenge to the reader to imagine herself a member of the jury, however well or poorly it might fare as a 

piece of testimony about the historical Socrates. 
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Chapter Three 

Socrates‟ Description of the Elenchus in the Apology 

 

Plato‟s dialogues contain two different kinds of evidence about Socrates‟ mode of 

investigation.  The so-called early, or elenctic dialogues, show a Socrates actively 

engaged in questioning some interlocutor.  These dialogues, as a rule, contain very little 

direct testimony about the goals of Socratic conversation.  They depict Socrates engaging 

in the elenchus, not explaining it.  It is for this reason that the Apology has achieved a 

central place in the discussion of Socrates‟ elenchus.  Alone among the early dialogues, it 

also contains a lengthy examination, by Socrates, of his motivations for engaging in 

philosophical inquiry.  In ferreting out Socrates‟ goals in practicing the elenchus, we need 

to distinguish three questions.  First, what initiates Socrates‟ practice of the elenchus?  

Second, what specific goals does Socrates announce in explaining his elenctic practice?  

Finally, how are these various goals related to one another? 

I. THE DELPHIC ROOTS OF THE ELENCHUS 

In addition to providing a central framework from which to discuss Socrates‟ typical 

elenctic behavior, as displayed in the shorter ethical dialogues, the Apology reports a 

religious motivation.  His long-time friend, Chaerephon, undertook a pilgrimage to 

Delphi to ask the Pythia whether anyone was wiser than Socrates.   The Pythia returned a 
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negative reply:  “no one is wiser” (21a7).94  Socrates clearly identifies this oracular 

pronouncement as the triggering event of his later elenctic inquiry. 

Given that Socrates draws an explicit connection between the oracle and his later 

elenctic enquiry, going so far as to describe his investigation as “according to the god” 

(θαηὰ ηὸλ ζεόλ), it is worthwhile to distinguish two questions:  First, why should this 

pronouncement result in specifically elenctic examination?; Second, for what reason(s) 

does that investigation come to focus more or less exclusively on moral considerations?95   

Socrates‟ response to Chaerephon‟s news is striking.  He interprets the oracle‟s 

reply as a riddle.  On the one hand, Socrates is convinced that he is “wise in neither great 

nor small matters” (21b4-5).  On the other hand, he knows that it is not lawful (νὐ γὰξ 

ζέκηο), in a sense implying impossibility, for the god to speak falsely (ςεύδεηαη) (21b6).  

This generates the apparent inconsistent triad: 

(1) No one is wiser than Socrates; 

(2) Socrates is not wise; 

(3) The oracle does not speak falsely. 

 

Here, the first statement (1) is simply Socrates‟ report of the oracle‟s proposition.  

The third (3) is an article of fixed Socratic belief, held dogmatically, mandates Socrates‟ 

acceptance of some interpretation of (1).  Lastly, the second (2) is the result of Socrates‟ 

own introspection.   

                                                 
94 It is likely that rather than this fuller comparative proposition, the oracular response was simply a 

negative response to the original question.  Of the two methods of consulting the oracle—the more 

expensive method involving animal sacrifice, but resulting in a written reply—it is probable that the less 

expensive method of the “two beans” was used, a form of reply by lot.  This is suggested both by 

Chaerophon‟s poverty and by the description of the Pythia as “drawing forth” (aneilen) the reply (21a6).  

See Reeve, 2002, 32, n. 30; Burkert, 1985, 116-17. 
95 Formulated explicitly by Reeve, 1989, p. 25.  He also distinguishes a third question—why Socrates 

interprets the oracle as an imperative.  This question, though, rests on a mistake.  Socrates does not initially 

take the oracle as a command, and descriptions of it as such come much later in the Apology, in passages 

that are more accurately described as explaining the continued practice of the elenchus after a correct 

interpretation of the initial oracle has already been reached.  See, e.g., 33b-c. 
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Unfortunately, little evidence remains of Socrates‟ pre-Delphic career.96  It is 

probable that Socrates had garnered something of a reputation, at least among his close 

associates, for his intellect.  It is difficult, otherwise, to explain why Chaerephon would 

consult the oracle about Socrates‟ wisdom.97  At the same time, the Apology provides no 

evidence for attributing the elenchus as displayed in the early dialogues to a pre-Delphic 

phase.  Most intriguingly, though, Socrates‟ interaction with the oracle is itself fully 

elenctic in character.  After a long period of puzzlement, Socrates determines to examine 

(ἐπὶ δήηεζηλ) the oracle by trying to produce a counter-example, and so refute the most 

obvious interpretation of (1), namely, that Socrates is wise, or as he later puts it, wisest 

(21b5).  He does this by seeking out those purported to be wise, and then testing to see 

whether they are in fact wise, or are merely (falsely) believed to be so.   

The oracle‟s pronouncement, as represented in (1), displays two types of 

ambiguity.  The ambiguity which draws the brunt of Socrates‟ attention is the semantic 

ambiguity of the term “sophos,” or “wise,” which I shall inspect shortly.  It is important 

to note, though, that even supposing a definite, unequivocal meaning of that term, the 

oracular statement‟s truth is compatible with at least four distinct states of affairs.  

Restricting the domain of the subject to people, “no one is wiser than Socrates” is true if: 

                                                 
96 Scholarly opinion has converged on 430 as a likely date for Chaerephon‟s trip to the oracle, though the 

evidence is rather thin.  Two passages in particular are relied upon.  The first is Apology 28d-e, in which 

Socrates compares the Apollo‟s command to practice philosophy with his commanders‟ commands to 

remain stationed at Potidaea (432), Amphipolis (422), and Delium (424).  The second is Nicias‟ testimony 

(Laches 187d-188a) to the effect that after childhood, since Socrates has become older, he forces each 

person with whom he converses to give an account of himself, which most commentators take as an 

allusion to elenctic practice.  See McPherran, 2002, pp. 114-15, n. 1 for a brief review of the most recent 

speculations.  In light of the difficulties involved in the historical case, McPherran eschews the historical 

questions, opting instead to treat the work of Plato and Xenophon “as constituting a mosaic of the 

characteristics, methods, views, and activities of a transdialogical, fictional Socrates.” 
97 On this topic and the controversy surrounding it, see Reeve, 1989, pp. 28-32.  Whether this reputation 

was based on some kind of proto-elenctic activity is a step farther in the direction of speculation than I care 

to venture. 
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(a) no one is wise; or (b) some people are (equally) wise, and one of them is Socrates; or 

(c) Socrates is the only person who is wise; or (d) all people are (equally) wise.  Letting 

“W” stand for the predicate “is wise,” “s” for the constant, Socrates, and “x” for an object 

variable, these four possibilities are98: 

(a) ∀x (¬Wx) 

(b) ∃x (Wx & Ws) 

(c) ∃!x (Wx & x=s) 

(d) ∀x (Wx) 

 

As I will show, Socrates‟ final interpretation of the oracle advances two different 

conceptions of wisdom.  Socrates will argue, first, that no one possesses “true” wisdom; 

infallible moral knowledge is the province of the divine alone.  Thus specified, Socrates 

accepts (a).  This is what could be called the oracle‟s negative message.  At the same 

time, Socrates becomes convinced that he is epistemically superior to every interlocutor 

he has encountered, because he does not claim to possess knowledge of matters of which 

he is ignorant. Only as a bearer of this “human” wisdom does Socrates endorse (c).  This 

explains why, at least in order of inquiry, the resolution of the semantic ambiguity of 

“sophos” takes precedence over what could be called the “satisfaction” ambiguity of the 

oracle as a whole. 

It is important to note the close formal correspondence between Socrates‟ 

interpretation of the oracle and his later elenctic activity.  First, the Pythia, Socrates‟ 

Delphic interlocutor, offers a proposition, (1), the apparent meaning of which strikes 

Socrates as false, and which he in turn targets for refutation.  Second, Socrates offers a 

putative counter-example (the analogue of a contradictory proposition) in the form of 

                                                 
98 I have chosen, at this stage, to symbolize these states of affairs with a monadic predicate rather than the 

relational predicate “wiser than” first for simplicity, but less obviously, because it better represents 

Socrates‟ conception(s) of wisdom than the comparative would.  My reasons for thinking this are spelled 

out below. 
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someone with a reputation for wisdom.  Were he to find someone wiser than himself, he 

would refute at least the most obvious interpretation of the oracle.99  The completely 

general character of (1) also helps to explain the demotic100 character of the later101 

Socratic elenchus.  Anyone—whether she claims to be wise or nor—can serve as a 

putative counter-example to (1).102  As it turns out, of course, he is unable to find anyone 

relevantly wiser than himself, and so the elenctic episodes with the putatively wise turn 

out to serve as inductive evidence for the Pythia‟s claim (1).  That claim thus serves as 

the early paradigm of later counter-intuitive103 Socratic beliefs which survive elenctic 

attack, but lack independent deductive proof sufficient to meet Socrates‟ criteria of expert 

knowledge.104 

In addition to the formal correspondence, there is a material correspondence.  

Elenctic investigation is often spawned by some claim about a given virtue of one or set 

of actions or individuals.  Socrates responds by demanding a definition of the virtue 

under discussion.  Correspondingly, the oracle makes a disputable claim about the 

wisdom of Socrates.  Socrates‟ resultant investigation will require a more exact account 

of wisdom.  As in the case of problematic moral virtues, interpreting the oracle will 

                                                 
99 As we shall see, this is just that Socrates possesses knowledge of civic and human excellence, or moral 

knowledge. 
100 “His [Socrates‟] is the aggressive outreach, the indiscriminate address to all and sundry, of the street 

evangelist” (Vlastos, 1983, p. 34). 
101 I use “later” to distinguish the early programmatic phase, during which Socrates seeks out specifically 

those with reputations for their wisdom. 
102 Socrates has pragmatic reasons to begin with people with some reputation for wisdom:  “I approached 

one of the people thought to be wise, assuming that in his presence, I could refute the pronouncement” 

(21c1).  On the role of reputed wisdom, see below. 
103 Or alternatively, contra-endoxic. 
104 Here I allude to, without resolving, three separate ambiguities. The first is the ambiguity of meaning of 

the oracular pronouncement.  If Socrates is to consistently maintain that the oracle cannot speak falsely, 

then he will, a fortiori, be unable to refute the oracle, tout court.  He must, instead, seek to give a correct, 

though unobvious, interpretation of the oracle.  Second, we will need to distinguish between different 

senses of “wise.”  The third is that between proposition and person.  Each will be taken up more amply in 

subsequent sections. 
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require Socrates to answer two questions:  What ought to count as wisdom, and who 

ought to count as wise? 

  Notice that the terms of this “meta-elenchus” with the god are people.  This is a 

straightforward consequence of Chaerephon‟s formulation of his initial question, which 

concerned (directly) the wisdom of Socrates as well as (indirectly) of everyone else.  

Socrates‟ interpretation of the oracle as a riddle requires an act of self-examination.  He 

must judge whether, and indeed, in what sense, he is wise, before concluding that he is 

not, and so directly clashing with the Pythia.  Correct interpretation of the oracle, in turn, 

requires his examination of others, to determine (somehow) whether anyone is wiser than 

he is, and so serve as an independent check on the oracle‟s pronouncement.   

This elenctic character of the oracle‟s response is sufficient to underwrite both the 

logical frame of the elenchus, and its description by Socrates as “θαηὰ ηὸλ ζεόλ” [“on 

behalf of the god”] (22a4).  At the same time, it is often suggested that Socrates‟ response 

to the oracle has a peculiarly Apollonian motivation.  The temple is marked, most 

famously, by the commandments “γλζη ζαπηόλ” and “κεδὲλ ἄγαλ,” traditionally 

translated as “know thyself” and “nothing in excess,” respectively.  Both mark out 

Apollo‟s character as a punisher of hubris, and are, thematically at least, related to 

Socrates‟ elenctic mission.105  He must seek to know himself to correctly interpret the 

oracle, and his later exposure of pretenders to knowledge can (and should) be interpreted 

as exercises in limiting the epistemic excesses (ἁκαξηήκαηα) of those who falsely claim 

                                                 
105 Other attested inscriptions prove the point:  ζπκνῦ θξάηεη (“curb the spirit”); ὕβξηκ κείζεη (“hate 

hubris”); πέξαο επηηέιεη (“observe the limit”); πξνζθύλεη ηὸ ζείνλ (“bow before the divine”).  The character 

of Apollo is discussed more fully in Guthrie, 1955, ch. VII (pp. 183-204).  He lists the reported 

transcriptions and their provenance on p. 184, n. 1). 
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to be wise.  Nevertheless, while these thematic elements are important to the drama of the 

Apology, they add little to an explanation of the form of the elenchus. 

Some commentators venture further, pointing to specific Apollonian 

pronouncements as evidence of a historical trend of ambiguity designed to chasten 

arrogant human conduct.106  However, the independent evidence for a historical trend of 

oracular ambiguity is weak.107  The Apology contains no hint of such a trend.  Indeed, 

Socrates‟ immediate reaction is best described as one of shock.  He makes no comparison 

between his experience with the oracle and previous puzzling oracular 

pronouncements.108  Nor, on my account, does he need to.  Notice further that such 

ambiguity is not in any way a precondition for chastening the arrogant.   

 Why, though, should the elenchus turn out to be centrally concerned with the 

ethical domain, with questions of how one ought to live?  This question is somewhat 

complicated by the absence of a technical vocabulary with which to specify what are now 

                                                 
106 Reeve, for example, writes, “[m]any of the attested Delphic pronouncements were riddles.  Delphi 

seems to have encouraged care in their interpretation, treating a cavalier acceptance of them at face value as 

an example of the hubris it condemned” (2002, p. 33, n. 33).  Reeve (1989) develops the point at a bit 

greater length at 1.5 (pp. 28-37).  The most notorious example of ambiguity from an Apollonian oracle is 

the advice to Croesus—that if he went to battle, he would destroy a mighty empire, which he mistakenly 

took to refer to his enemy‟s, rather than his own.  See Herodotus‟ History, I.53, as well as I.55, 71, and 91.   
107 See Fontenrose, 1978, pp. 42-44, as well as Reeve, supra, and Woodruff, 2000, pp. 141-3.  Reeve, 

contra Woodruff (and Fontenrose) accepts a historical tradition of oracular ambiguity.  There is, of course, 

a path to reconcile the conflicting claims, for it is certain that by the time of the Apology‟s composition, 

there was a literary motif of oracular ambiguity, of which the reports of Herodotus are a prime example.  

That said, Plato gives us only this one possible entrant into this trend. 
108 It should be recalled, of course, that the Apology, like later elenctic dialogues, treats at least some 

pronouncements of poets and religious figures more or less interchangeably as divinely inspired (22b-c).  

Other dialogues, however, treat such inspired utterances as equally true, but virtually impossible to 

correctly interpret.  See Woodruff, 1982, p. 136.  But this point, the general ambiguity of sacred verse, is 

not taken up in the Apology.  There the point is rather that poets themselves are generally inferior 

interpreters of their own work.  Here the emphasis is not on ambiguity, but accuracy of interpretation.  The 

claim thus rests implicitly on some ability, however partial, to infer the correct meaning of such work, 

without which the comparison would be baseless.  Furthermore, we should be careful to distinguish 

divinely inspired works from the extant writing of poets, tout court; Socrates would presumably make no 

bones over rejecting certain unambiguous lines of poetry, such as those that depict the gods as quarreling, 

as false.  See Euthyphro, 6a9-10.   
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commonly called “moral” questions.109  That said, Socrates has a variety of ways to 

single out this field.  As we have seen, Socrates‟ search focally involves generating a 

correct account of “wise.”  In what follows, I will approach this question from three 

angles. First, what role, if any, is played by plausibly inferred social expectations about 

wisdom?  Second, given Socrates‟ commitment to his own ignorance, in which areas 

might he most likely look for counter-examples?  Third, what are the alternatives to 

ethical wisdom? 

II.  THE USE(S) OF SOPHOS 

It should be noted that an answer to the first question need make no use of Socrates‟ own 

specialized conception(s) of wisdom.  It concerns, rather, the common meaning of the 

term, “ζνθόο” (sophos), as deployed by Socrates‟ contemporaries.110  In its original 

meaning, sophos is an adjective applied to agents in their capacities in some given craft, 

meaning simply “skilled.”  After its origin in the crafts, the term becomes increasingly 

applied to people with more precise knowledge of religious and legal customs.111  

By the fifth century, the term had become simultaneously vaguer and broader.  

Like the English “wise,” sophos could be applied to any individual who had 

demonstrated a high level of excellence in some field, including, notably, statecraft and 

                                                 
109 On which see Vlastos, 1983, 34. 
110 My remarks at this point will be limited to the Apology.  I intend here not a thorough investigation of 

the extant uses of the Greek term in the time of Socrates (or Plato), but rather a much more streamlined 

investigation of probable use which Socrates makes of it in introducing his response to the oracle.  It should 

go without saying that the Apology gives us at best indirect evidence about contemporary usage.  It can be 

taken, though, as evidence of Plato‟s best judgment—and perhaps an honest recording of Socrates‟—about 

common expectations regarding wisdom, precisely because Socrates describes himself as seeking out those 

people who are reputed to be wise.  In this vein, it is worth remembering that the Apology is uniquely a 

piece of philosophy and of forensic oratory.  The text even provides an ongoing guide to the audience‟s 

response, in the form of Socrates‟ repeated request that the jury not raise a ruckus (e.g. 20e4, 21a5). 
111 See Dover, 1974, pp. 118-23 for a review of the principal evidence.  Well in line with Socrates‟ own 

initial expectations (on which, see below), we frequently find orators praising the wisdom of great poets 

and statesmen.  We also have the poets‟ application of the term to their own ruling creations.   
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poetry, but had also acquired a more diffuse use closer to “θξόληκνο,” well-rendered as 

“thoughtful” or “intelligent.”  Along with this came its extension into the moral field.  A 

democratic statesman would need creative intelligence to formulate and agree upon the 

best laws for his compatriots; success in their formulation would be hailed as both just 

(δίθαηνο) and sensible (ζώθξσλ).  A poet, in turn, would require knowledge of such 

matters to accurately depict the actions of such men. 

 Socrates‟ early mentions of sophos merit special treatment.  In his defense, 

Socrates makes the tactical move of distinguishing between two groups of accusers.  His 

current accusers include those responsible for the specific indictment against which he is 

defending himself. His former accusers include all those in the past who have spread 

rumors that Socrates is a “wise” man, and hence foster the widespread belief that 

Socrates is a sophist.  These old accusers have been more dangerous, claims Socrates, 

both because they have made their accusations in private, against which he has been 

unable to make any defense, and because they had often spread these reports among the 

young, at least some of whom, having in youth become convinced of the truth of those 

rumors, now sit in judgment as members of Socrates‟ jury.112  The common thread 

running through the claims of both accusers is that Socrates is a sophist, and thereby, an 

atheist: 

[The old accusers say] that some Socrates is a “wise man” [ζνθὸο ἀλήξ], someone who 

thinks about things in the sky and makes a habit of investigating all the things under the 

earth and makes the weaker argument stronger….  The people who hear them think that 

those who investigate these things don‟t believe in113 the gods [νὐδὲ ζενὺο λνκίδεηλ].  

(18b7-c1; c3-4) 

                                                 
112 It is interesting to note that Socrates‟ description of his early accusers echoes some of the most frequent 

complaints against sophists—that they spread falsehoods to the young in private, unchallenged forums. 
113 It is now usual to translate λνκίδεηλ with the prepositional verb phrase “believe in,” though this fails to 

preserve some of the etymological force of the verb, which relates to the acceptance and preservation of a 

custom or law (λόκνο).  Given the charges and the rumors, the suspicion Socrates records here likely has 
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Socrates famously denies both the charge and its implication.  It is important for us here 

because it shows Socrates acknowledging a novel (but by the time of his trial, 

widespread) use of sophos—to designate someone of that famous class of itinerant paid 

teachers who aroused so much of Plato‟s ire, the sophists.  The ethical valence of this use 

of the term is implicitly negative.114  Given the acknowledged democratic character of the 

dikasteria115, it is unlikely that the jurors look favorably on specialized and private 

education by foreigners in rhetoric—often implicitly statecraft—afforded only to, 

because affordable only by, the idle rich.  This negative polarization explains116 why 

Socrates neglects to include the sophists among those people who have reputations for 

their wisdom.   

In denying the charge, Socrates denies ever having discussed those types of 

things.117  Interestingly, though, he does not deny that there could be knowledge about 

them, and moreover explicitly ties knowledge of some field of enquiry to wisdom.  In 

discussing the reputed expertise of sophists, he remarks:  “I don‟t intend to belittle this 

sort of knowledge [ἐπηζηήκελ], if anyone is wise about those sorts of things [εἴ ηηο πεξὶ 

                                                                                                                                                 
more to do with the preservation of religious tradition via expected modes of comportment than any 

specific (failure of) doctrinal or creedal endorsement. 
114 Given Plato‟s own campaign against the sophists, it would be foolhardy to trust his account implicitly.  

How much of this negativity is Plato‟s own construction is a separate, highly vexed topic.  See, e.g., 

Kerford, 1981 (alongside Woodruff, 1984, Woodruff, 2006; Gagarin and Woodruff‟s contribution to Curd 

and Graham, 2008, 365-82; and Adorno‟s cautionary essay in Natali, 1992.  It is good to recall Grote‟s 

warning:  “I know few characters in history who have been so hardly dealt with as these so-called Sophists” 

(1872, 43).  That said, Socrates‟ own portrait of the sophists in the Apology, while to some extent ironic, is 

far from derisive (see, e.g. 19e-20a), and his treatment of sophists must have some basis in fact if we accept 

his claim that his reputation for being a sophist is the unifying belief that motivates both sets of accusers. 
115 Attested at 21a1-2, in reference to Chaerophon‟s shared plight with the democrats during their exile and 

restoration. 
116 The explanation is partial.  The other part of this explanation remains to be drawn from Socrates‟ 

investigations of specific sophists.  In brief, it will amount to the complaint that sophists are parasitic upon 

diverse, and often incompatible commonly accepted community standards that ground more traditional 

ethical positions. 
117 That is, what we traditionally call physical science and rhetoric. 
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ηλ ηνηνύησλ ζνθόο ἐζηηλ]” (19c7-8).  This suggests an equivalence between knowledge 

and wisdom, summarized as follows: 

(KW) x knows θ iff x is wise about θ 

where “x” denotes some agent, and “θ” denotes some field of inquiry; or alternatively, 

the set of acts or objects with which the given field deals.118  This in turn shows that 

“sophos” has a restricted use:  It refers to an agent‟s knowledge in reference to some 

body of knowledge, however delimited. 

 Is there, in addition to this restricted use of “sophos,” also a generic use?  

Socrates‟ testimony, even prior to investigating the oracle, suggests that there is.  The key 

evidence comes from Socrates‟ narration of his recent encounter with Callias.  Callias, 

Socrates tells us, has two sons, and has spent more money on sophists to educate them 

than all other men combined (20a3-6).  He decides to ask Callias whether he is 

acquainted with anyone who might provide his sons with a sound moral education119: 

Callias, I said, if your two sons had been born colts or calves, we could appoint and pay a 

knowledgeable overseer [ἐπηζηάηελ] for them—one of the expert horse breeders or 

ranchers—to make them fine and noble in their proper virtues.  But since they are men, 

who do you have in mind to appoint as their overseer?  Who is a knowledgeable overseer 

of this sort of virtue—the human and political virtue [ηῆο ηνηαύηεο ἀξεηῆο, ηῆο 

ἀλζξσπίλεο ηε θαὶ πνιηηηθῆο]? (20a7-b5) 

 

When Callias replies that Evenus, a sophist from Paros, has just this knowledge, and 

teaches it to others, Socrates replies that he “would count Evenus happy if he truly 

possessed this craft [ηέρλε]” (20b9-c1).120  Like the previously mentioned kinds of 

knowledge, Socrates speaks of this new type of knowledge in relation to its special field 

                                                 
118 Socrates‟ practice in some elenctic dialogues indicates that these distinctions, though perhaps implicit in 

the KW equivalence and ordinary uses of “epistēmē” and “sophia,” are not often distinguished in ordinary 

discussion. 
119 It should be born in mind that there is a clear forensic motive for introducing this topic, irrespective of 

its philosophical relevance.  Socrates has been accused of harming the city‟s youth, and so has good 

grounds to present himself as enquiring about their improvement.   
120 Here Socrates is using ηέρλε as a synonym for ἐπηζηήκε.  
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of concern.  In this case, though, that field of concern is broad enough to qualify as 

generic, precisely because it is the type of knowledge that would, ex hypothesi, count as 

valuable to any human being living in a community, just so far as she is a human being—

knowledge of human and political excellence, or what we would refer to simply as 

“moral knowledge.”121   

In the passage immediately following the above quotation, Socrates‟ takes up the 

part of an imagined interlocutor, who complains, in effect, that Socrates has foreclosed all 

plausible explanations for his reputation for wisdom.  Naturally, this is not the whole 

story.  The imagined accuser does not claim that knowledge of rhetoric, physical science, 

or political virtue is the only grounds of being counted wise.  Given Socrates‟ procedure, 

the more probable complaint is that Socrates has a reputation for his “wisdom,” yet is 

known not to be a politician, poet, or craftsman, the traditional public works bound up 

with such a reputation.  Given his further denial of investigating either rhetoric or 

physical science, the last remaining plausible line of explanation—and owing to its 

breadth, the one most likely to spawn a reputation having to do with wisdom—is that 

Socrates must claim to have just the sort of knowledge that Evenus claims to possess.  

This is just the political craft, the generic wisdom of civic virtue which politicians 

exercise in public, but sophists claim to teach their pupils in private. 

Along with the evidence of Socrates‟ review of sophistic wisdom, there is 

additionally the evidence of his response to the oracle.  Having long considered and then 

                                                 
121 This generic use is thus, while superficially similar to, also different from the mere extension of the 

term into the moral realm mentioned above.  Socrates retains the practice of demarcating “wisdom” relative 

to a subject matter, but in Socrates‟ hands that subject matter becomes the virtue pursued in common by 

each civilized human being.  The jury would surely be alive to the moral use of sophos.  What is less clear 

is the extent to which they would be sympathetic either to the idea that this sort of wisdom could be the 

private stock-in-trade of the sophists, or that such wisdom could be as elusive as Socrates later represents. 



88 

 

decided upon his plan of attack, Socrates seeks out people with reputations for their 

wisdom.  His choice among the reputed wise is not arbitrary, but tracks agents who 

occupy traditional, highly esteemed public cultural roles.   

III.  SOCRATES‟ SEARCH 

In responding to the oracle, Socrates decides to seek out people with a reputation for 

wisdom (21b9).  Socrates divides his search for a counter-example into three phases.  In 

the first phase, he examines politicians; in the second, poets; and craftsmen in the third.  

Here his testimony bears directly, and emphatically, on the expectations of his 

contemporaries:   

By the dog, men of Athens—for in front of you I must speak the truth—I really 

experienced something of this sort:  in my investigation in response to the god, I found 

that, with regard to being wise [πξὸο ηὸ θξνλίκσο ἔρεηλ], those who had the best 

reputations were practically the most lacking, whereas those who were thought to be their 

inferiors were much better off. (22a1-6) 

 

The passage presents us with two axes of evaluation.122  The first contrast is 

reputational, distinguishing those who are held in higher esteem (eudokimountes) from 

their social inferiors.  The second contrast is epistemic, distinguishing those who are 

“most lacking” as regards knowledge, from those who are “better off.”  This raises two 

questions.  First, what is the scope of “investigation”?  Does it refer to the whole span of 

Socrates‟ investigation, or only the first stage he has just announced, dealing with the 

politicians?  Second, how precisely ought one to coordinate Socrates‟ contrast with the 

different individuals or groups he discusses? 

The precise interpretation of the passage is vexed by questions about its relation 

to what immediately precedes, as well as what immediately follows.  In the preceding 

                                                 
122 The explanation of the passage, detailing Socrates‟ dealings with the politicians, poets, and craftsmen, 

contains a third, performative aspect of comparison, which will be explored momentarily. 
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lines, Socrates describes his procedure of “investigating one person after another” (21e2) 

and further “going to everyone with any reputation for knowledge” (21e5-22a1).  

However, Socrates‟ fuller elaboration of his three stages occurs after our selected 

quotation.  There is thus some uncertainty as to whether his description of his findings 

applies to his longer elenctic career, or only to his initial investigation of politicians 

announced in the immediately preceding lines.  Let us refer to this latter interpretation as 

the restricted reading.  In contrast, let the former interpretation be the general reading.  

The restricted reading is lent some credibility by the fact that Socrates explicitly marks a 

distinction between the reputations of his first two political interlocutors.  The second 

politician he approaches, he tells us, is “thought to be wiser than the first” (21d8-9).    

Under the restricted interpretation, our text could be introduced as a comment about how 

the different politicians fared under the elenchus, to the effect that those with the worse 

reputations fared better, while those who were reportedly wiser fared worse. 

The Achilles heel of the restricted interpretation is that although Socrates does 

mark a distinction with regard to the repute of his respective politician interlocutors, he 

makes no corresponding epistemic distinction.  In contrast, he marks clear epistemic 

distinctions between (a) the poets and the politicians, who both apparently lack 

knowledge of anything fine, and (b) the craftsmen, who know “many fine things.”  Given 

this evidence, I take his initial contrast to be between poets and politicians, on the one 

hand, who are reputedly, though not actually wise, and craftsmen, on the other, who are 

epistemically superior to poets and politicians—so far as the performance (exergazesthai) 

of their respective crafts goes, but reputationally inferior.123  The general reading is 

                                                 
123 As I read this passage, Socrates begins a more thorough account of his investigation of different 

political figures, and breaks off from that account from 21e2-22a8 to give a concise summary of Socrates‟ 
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superior to the restricted.  If this is correct, the obvious implication is that poets and 

politicians are the most renowned for wisdom.124   

 Unfortunately, this alone still leaves us little hint of the features bound up with a 

reputation for wisdom.  Moreover, Socrates makes little reference to the specific subjects 

of knowledge he took up while examining the three primary types of interlocutor.  He 

recalls nothing specific about his examination of politicians.  Of the poets, he does claim 

that he “examined those of their poems on which they seemed to have most toiled, so as 

to question them about what they meant, in order that at the same time [he] might learn 

something from them” (22b3-5).  Socrates provides no additional details, however, about 

the specific poems discussed or the questions he addressed to their authors.  Similarly, 

though he acknowledges the limited wisdom of the craftsmen, he gives little hint of what 

he discussed with them.  In fact, there is no evidence to suggest that Socrates suggested 

exclusively ethical matters; and as was shown above, his remarks about both the poets 

and the craftsmen suggest that he had questioned them about their poems, and their crafts, 

respectively. 

 At the same time, the passage clearly indicates that he had discussed ethical 

matters with representatives of each class.  He directly mentions knowledge of “the most 

important things” as precisely the sort of knowledge that eludes the politicians, poets, 

craftsmen, and him.  Socrates clearly identifies this sort of knowledge with wisdom (20a-

b).  From his first investigation of a politician, he discovers that “neither of us knows 

anything fine and good” [ἡκλ νὐδέηεξνο νὐδὲλ θαιὸλ θἀγαζὸλ εἰδέλαη] (21d4-5).  

                                                                                                                                                 
elenctic career and a general judgment he has reached about it.  The long passage which follows—

introduced as an account of Socrates‟ (one suspects Heraklean!) labors—from 22a8 to 22e6 is thus 

epexegetical. 
124 As we shall see, Socrates‟ interlocutors often avail themselves of the testimony of poets and statesmen 

to support their own ethical views. 
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Similarly, the poets (and prophets and soothsayers) “say many fine things, but know 

nothing of those things of which they speak” (22c2-3), while the craftsmen lack 

knowledge of “the most important things” (22d7)125.  That each class has been found to 

lack ethical knowledge is implied by the singular diagnosis of error that he makes for 

each, finding, for example, that “the craftsmen too seemed to make the same mistake 

[ηαὐηόλ κνη ἔδνμαλ ἔρεηλ ἁκάξηεκα126] as the poets:  Because he accomplishes 

[ἐμεξγάδεζζαη] his craft well, each of them also thought himself to be wisest about those 

other things, the most important ones” (22d6-8)  Since Socrates has already denied any 

knowledge to the poets, he cannot mean here that the poets possess craft knowledge.  The 

point of commonality between poets and a craftsmen is that both believe, incorrectly, that 

they know “the most important” things. 

 The most reasonable explanation, both for the order of Socrates‟ investigation of 

the three classes, and their respective reputations, lies in the distinction between what I 

have called “generic” and “specific” knowledge.  Because they are held up as standard-

bearers of “political excellence,” the general virtue common to all human beings insofar 

as they are members of a society, politicians (or more generically, rulers) will be 

considered generically wise.  Poets, in turn, will portray the actions (and interactions) of 

rulers.  Insofar as they do this well (or more probably, in a way that pleases large 

audiences), they will be thought generically wise, precisely because of their ability to 

                                                 
125 Socrates denies that the poets and politicians know anything θαιόλ.  We cannot take θάινο to refer 

exclusively to ethical matters, since he also says that the craftsmen know many fine things (πνιιὰ θαὶ θαιὰ 

ἐπηζηακέλνπο; 22d2), while lacking knowledge of the most important things, which are identified along 

ethical lines at 29e1-30a2.  At the same time, the categorical form of his denial must include ethical 

matters.  Thus the passage must imply that Socrates has questioned each class about virtue.  
126 The term I have rendered as “mistake,” ἁκάξηεκα, is the near cousin of ἁκαξηία.  The latter term had a 

long poetic usage indicating something like “error committed out of ignorance” but often (mis)translated 

simply as “flaw.”   Obviously this poetic sense is a precise fit for our passage, with an added irony—being 

ignorant of their ignorance, both poets and craftsmen err.  See Dodds, 1973, pp. 65-9. 
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portray the actions of the (reputationally, at least) best practitioners of civic craft.  

Finally, craftsmen127, in performing their (restricted) crafts, work “for the people,” often, 

if not exclusively, at the behest of politicians.  Thus the social expectations for wisdom 

rely on the command structure between the three classes, with politicians in the most 

prominent and consequential command roles.  The products128 of both poets and 

craftsmen depend on the actions of rulers.129   

 In upsetting his jury‟s expectations about the respective wisdom of the three 

classes, Socrates also indicates a “performative” axis of comparison.  The craftsman who 

excels at his craft knows many fine things, which are illustrated in his products. The poet 

who is divinely inspired says many fine things in his poems.  The well-reputed politician 

simply “seem[s] wise to many other people, and most of all to himself” (21c6-7).  

Socrates‟ portrait of the performance of the three classes clearly conflicts with the 

expectations of his audience.  The conclusion Socrates draws from this evidence is that, 

although these people claim to care more for human excellence or virtue, they in fact care 

more for public honor (whether deserved or not) and wealth (29d7-e3).  There is an 

inconsistency between what they claim and how they live. 

                                                 

127 The noun we translate as “craftsman” is δεκηνπξγόο, which literally means worker (from ergon, “work” 

or “task”) for the people (dēmos). 
128 Both equally well rendered by πνίεκα, literally “things made,” the ancestor to our own “poem.” 
129 Two caveats are worth mentioning.  First, I am not arguing for, nor need Socrates accept, any intrinsic 

ranking principle for his inquiry or its objects.  As is clear from the fact that the second politician he seeks 

out has a better reputation for wisdom than the first, Socrates does not, at least initially, adopt a consistently 

“top-down” approach.  He might in principle investigate his interlocutors haphazardly.  He does not, 

however, and the fact that he explicitly lists the three classes in chronological fashion, in combination with 

his judgment about them, implies some principle of rank.  Second, the “command” ranking system I have 

described need not be endorsed by Socrates.  In his considered judgment, it dare not be, since it reverses the 

epistemic status of the three classes.  In stating it, I mean only to provide what I take to be the best 

explanation for Socrates reported behavior; an initial reliance on the common judgment.  Indeed, I am 

convinced that the fact that he finds this common judgment to be so thoroughly backwards helps to explain 

his frequent and forceful antipathy to the judgment of “the many.”   
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 To correctly interpret the oracle, Socrates has decided to search for someone 

wiser than he is.  Although he initially relies on the public‟s estimation of Athens‟ 

leading figures, over the course of his investigation, he comes to distinguish three sorts of 

wisdom.  Ranked in terms of importance, from lowest to highest, they are:  craft wisdom, 

the province of the various crafts, involving specialized expertise in producing artifacts; 

human wisdom, paradigmatically possessed by Socrates, involving the recognition of 

one‟s own epistemic limitations; and divine wisdom, infallible moral knowledge.  Divine 

wisdom is just the sort of wisdom that Socrates had hoped to find in his search.  In fact, it 

is through this search that the knowledge he originally conceived of as “human” and 

“political” comes to merit the term “divine”—precisely because no one possesses this 

knowledge.  Socrates is now in the position to give a more precise interpretation of the 

oracle.  Using “wiseh” to denote human wisdom, and wised to denote divine wisdom, 

Socrates has made the following judgments: 

1. No one is wised; 

2. Socrates (alone) is wiseh; 

 

From 1, we can infer: 

3. No one is wiserd than Socrates; 

From 2, we can infer: 

4. No one is wiserh than Socrates. 

The final section of this chapter will briefly take up the question of Socratic wisdom.  

IV. SOCRATES‟ ELENCTIC GOALS 

So far, I have discussed Socrates‟ goals only obliquely.  As I have demonstrated, he aims 

initially at interpreting the oracle.  During his investigation, though, he shows himself to 
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be committed to a number of different, though related goals.  In the Apology, Socrates 

commits himself to at least the following nine goals:130 

(1) to correctly interpret the statements of others (including the oracle) (21b3-c2; 21e5-22a1); 

(2) to test the supposed wisdom of others (21b3-c2; 22b1-5; 22e6-23b7); 

(3) to reveal their ignorance to those who falsely think themselves wise (21c7-d1; 22e6-23b7); 

(4) to learn from those who are actually wise (22b1-5131); 

(5) to examine oneself (28e5-6); 

(6) to exhort others to a philosophical way of life (29d2-30b2; 30e5-31a1); 

(7) to examine the lives of others (29d-30b); 

(8) to attain moral knowledge; 

(9) to obey Apollo (28e4-5; 29d2-4). 

 

There is an obvious narrative order to the first four goals.  Having become 

perplexed by the oracle (1), Socrates begins to search for a counterexample to the most 

obvious interpretation of the oracular claim.  To validate a counterexample, he must test 

the claims of others who are thought to be wise (2).  If he judges that they lack the 

knowledge they claim they possess, he tells them so (3).  If they should turn out to have 

that knowledge, he will seek to learn from them (4).132  After examining Meletus and his 

charges, Socrates returns to the description of his elenctic mission and attests to the 

remaining goals.  Each of these goals is a logical extension of one or several of the first 

four.   

Socrates‟ initial analysis of the oracle requires an act of self-examination (5).  

Further, this act must be repeated whenever Socrates investigates the reputed wisdom of 

                                                 
130 Here I follow the identification scheme of Benson, 2000, 17-20.  His scheme has the advantage of 

incorporating other previous commentary discussions, including Brickhouse and Smith, 1991, and 

Woodruff, 1987.  See also Brickhouse and Smith, 1994, 1.2, pp. 10-16.  The final goal is my addition. 
131 Benson takes 20a6-c3 as evidence of this goal (supra, 19). I do not include it for two reasons.  First, 

Socrates‟ reported exchange with Callias is simply not elenctic.  He makes no mention of challenging 

Callias‟ choice of Evenus, or asking him for proof of Evenus‟ purported wisdom.  Further, the exchange 

occurs prior to Socrates‟ discussion of the oracle and the investigation that it spawned; prior, that is, to 

Socrates‟ discussion of the elenchus.   
132 This order is something of a departure from Socrates‟ practice in the shorter ethical works.  In fact, he 

often begins conversation with interlocutors with a plea to teach him what they know.  It is difficult not to 

suspect some posturing here, precisely because Socrates so reliably exhibits the pretense of his 

interlocutors.  I take it that such posturing is not, though, incompatible with an honest desire to have one‟s 

conditioned expectations upset. 
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another.  After all, he must judge precisely whether he is wiser than the interlocutor.  

Socratic investigation is, as a simple matter of analysis, the co-investigation of Socrates‟ 

wisdom viz. the reputed wisdom of his interlocutor (7).  This activity, the examination 

and pursuit of wisdom, is referred to as philosophizing (θηινζνθεῖλ), the proper goal of 

which might be, for Socrates, the attainment of moral knowledge (8).    And because 

Socrates conceives of this knowledge— commanding or generic knowledge—as having 

uniquely to do with the proper care of one‟s soul, Socrates exhorts others to search for it 

(6).  Given Socrates apparent claim that human knowledge is worth little or nothing, the 

status of (8) is problematic; in fact, it is the crux of the debate between constructivist and 

non-constructivist readings of Socratic activity.  In contrast, (9) is textually well 

confirmed, and achievable irrespective of Socrates‟ success or failure at attaining moral 

knowledge.  Having laid out the bare bones of Socrates‟ goals, let us see whether we 

might make more sense of their relations to one another. 

V. ORDERING ELENCTIC GOALS 

Benson (2000) distinguishes these various goals in terms of their proximity or remoteness 

from some end.  In so doing, he provides us with what could be called a teleological 

ordering of the goals.  By way of illustration, suppose that I would like to have dinner at 

home tonight, but have an empty refrigerator.  I am likely to adopt the intermediate, 

proximate goal of driving my car to the grocery store.  The goal is proximate insofar as it 

is a necessary condition133 for my more remote goal of restocking my refrigerator, which 

                                                 
133 For the sake of simplicity, let us assume that there are no other means of achieving my goal than driving 

to this one grocery store, and no other means of eating in than preparing food from my refrigerator.  (Both 

assumptions are, thankfully, false!) 
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is in turn a necessary condition for my final goal of eating in.  Utilizing this framework, 

Benson provides the following sketch: 

Testing the individual‟s knowledge is the immediate aim of Socrates‟ method: its remote 

aims are interpreting the oracle and learning from the individual, if he passes the test, or 

exhorting the individual to learn, if he fails:  the step between the test and the learning is 

direct, while the step between the test and the exhortation to wisdom involves the 

intermediate aim of making the individual aware of his lack of wisdom or eliminating the 

individual‟s false conceit of wisdom.  (Benson, 2000, p. 22) 

 

About the other goals, Benson is more circumspect. He suggests an equivalence between 

(2) (wisdom-testing) and (7) (other-examining), and, relying on evidence from the 

Protagoras (333c7-9), seems to favor an interpretation of (5) (self-examination) as 

contemporaneous with (7).134  He is equally cautious about (8) (moral knowledge 

attainment), deeming it “[p]erhaps the ultimate aim of the Socratic method,” and though 

not explicit in the Apology, is still implicitly “a consequence of Socrates‟ examination of 

the wisdom of others” (p. 23).135 

 Let me attempt to be a bit more precise.  As Benson states them, each of these 

goals is generic.  It is easy to see, however, that any of them could be specified in 

reference to some specific elenctic episode.  In addition, several of these goals are aspect-

variable; that is, they can refer either to a specific goal of a single elenchus, or to the 

more remote goal of a series of elenchi.  I will refer to a goal of a single elenchus as an 

intra-elenctic goal.  Some goals, such as interpreting the oracle, cannot be intra-

elenctic.136  Their achievement will be the culmination of a trend of elenctic activity. I 

will refer to such goals as inter-elenctic.  Socrates often involves himself in interpreting 

                                                 
134 He entertains an alternative, writing that “insofar as [the Apology] is concerned the aim of self-

examination may be totally independent of the other aims of the method” (22).  For reasons that I hope to 

have made evident, I find this claim unpersuasive. 
135 Benson does not include my (9). 
136 Even had Socrates been able to produce a putative counter-example to the oracle, this would not have 

resolved the initial puzzle of generating a correct interpretation, though it would have justified returning to 

the oracle for clarification, as suggested at 21c2.  See also Reeve, 1989, 23. 
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the statements of others, but if we are to rank this goal in terms of its proximity or 

remoteness to others, we need to do so by reference to the statements in question.   

 Although there are, in principle, a variety of ways to individuate elenctic 

episodes, two, in particular, stand out.  At least since Robinson published Plato’s Earlier 

Dialectic, the usual method has been to individuate elenchi in terms of the refutations of 

specific propositions under review.  This method has the advantage of focusing the 

interpreter‟s attention on the logical apparatus of the elenctic investigation, and thereby 

providing a means of discerning different types of elenchi.  She may, however, recast her 

focus at the level of the individual interlocutor.  As Vlastos and others have pointed out, 

Socrates is committed to a “dual-role” explanation of the elenchus.  Of course, Socrates 

investigates the statements of others.  At the same time, he takes himself to be 

investigating lives.   Let us refer to the investigation of a single interlocutor as an 

elenchusi, and to the investigation of a specific proposition asserted by some interlocutor 

as an elenchusp.  Now in the elenctic dialogues, we are commonly faced with one or more 

interlocutors, each of whom will usually assert a number of propositions for 

investigation, so in most cases, an individual elenchusi will be analyzable into several 

individual elenchip. 

 From this analytical framework, we can sketch a three-frame view of Socrates‟ 

activity.  At the most basic level, we see Socrates engaging in the examination of some 

individual proposition.  At the next level of complexity, we have him examining a series 

of such propositions, and hence, more properly some individual interlocutor.  Finally, at 

the most generic level, we have Socrates‟ larger philosophical career, comprised of 
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multiple token elenchii.  Given this framework, what can we say about Socrates‟ goals?  

We should expect each elenchusp to include the following intra-elencticp goals: 

(1') to correctly interpret a specific target proposition; 

(2') to examine oneself; 

(3') to elicit assent to one or several further propositions which may together imply the 

contradictory of the target proposition; 

(4') to reveal the apparent inconsistency of some number of the interlocutor‟s beliefs. 

 

Correspondingly, each elenchusi should include the following intra-elenctici goals: 

(1'') to correctly interpret the stated beliefs of some interlocutor; 

(2'') to examine oneself; 

(3'') to test the supposed wisdom of the interlocutor; 

(4'') to reveal his ignorance to the interlocutor who falsely supposes himself wise; 

(5'') to exhort the interlocutor to a philosophical way of life.  

 

Finally, at the most generic level, it is possible to produce a thumbnail sketch of Socrates‟ 

own philosophical career: 

(1''') to correctly interpret the oracle; 

(2''') to examine oneself; 

(3''') to test the supposed wisdom of multiple interlocutors; 

(4''') to reveal their ignorance to those who falsely think themselves wise 

(5''') to exhort those who lack wisdom to a philosophical way of life. 

 

It is obvious, from this framework, that the proximity or remoteness of some given 

elenctic goal will depend on two factors—first the specification of the goal in question; 

second, the specification of the goal in relation to which it is being ordered.  So, for 

example, correctly interpreting some interlocutor‟s assertion is more proximate than 

reaching a determination about his possession of knowledge, and both of these goals are 

more proximate than interpreting the oracle.  On the other hand, “interpreting the 

statements of others” and “examining oneself” are, as stated, too indefinite to be assigned 

a specific priority:  If, for example, Socrates aims to correctly interpret the oracle‟s 

statement, that goal is indeed (at least initially) more remote than testing the wisdom of 

others.  If, alternatively, Socrates is examining the statement of a specific interlocutor, the 

goal of interpreting it correctly must be prior to reaching an informed judgment about its 
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defender‟s wisdom.  So too with examining oneself.  Self-examination is necessary at 

every level.  Slightly less obvious, though, is that the self examination serves different 

ends in its various specifications.  At the level of the elenchusp, self-examination will be 

required to generate the added elenctic premises which make trouble for the target 

assertion.137  At the level of the elenchusi, it will be required to make a judgment about 

Socrates‟ wisdom relative to the interlocutor‟s.  Finally, at the level of interpreting the 

oracle, it will be required to generate a more precise interpretation of the oracle‟s use of 

sophos.   

 Of these three levels of examination, arranged in order of increasing generality, 

the Apology provides direct evidence mainly for the third.  We will need to check the first 

two against Socrates‟ own practice in the shorter dialogues.  Before unpacking that 

evidence, though, let us consider the lesson that Socrates draws from his interpretation of 

the oracle, and how it relates to Socrates‟ more remote elenctic goals. 

VI. A GLIMPSE AT SOCRATIC WISDOM 

Having just reviewed his examination of the politicians, poets, and craftsmen, Socrates 

tells the jury the lesson he has drawn from this attempt to interpret the oracle: 

From this examination, Athenian men, much enmity has come about toward me—the sort 

that is the most onerous and difficult to bear—so that many slanders have come about 

from these quarters, and this name [ὄλνκα] is used—I‟m said to be wise.  Those present 

whenever I investigate others think that I‟m wise with regard to those things about which 

I examine another.  But the fact is that it is the god who is wise, gentlemen, and in saying 

that, in this oracular pronouncement, he was saying that human wisdom is worth little or 

nothing.  And referring to this Socrates, using my name [ὀλόκαηη], he seems to be making 

me an example [παξάδεηγκα], as if he were saying “that one of you, humans, is wisest, 

who, like Socrates, knows that he is of no worth as regards wisdom.  And because of this 

                                                 
137 As Vlastos notes, these assertions are ad hoc.  That does not mean that they have no source.  They are 

supplied by Socrates, hence a necessary product of his own self-examination.  I should hasten to add, 

though, that this does not imply that Socrates believes these assertions, though he may.  As I see it, he is 

teasing out the implications and tensions among the propositions the interlocutor is willing to accept, 

precisely as thoughtful people do when sounding out the background assumptions that inform the beliefs of 

other people.   
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I still, even now, go around seeking out and investigating whomever—citizen and 

foreigner alike—I might think is wise.  And if he should not seem wise to me, in 

obedience to the god, I demonstrate that he is not wise.  Because of this business, I have 

luxury, in truth, for neither public nor even private affairs, but because of my service to 

the god, I am in unending poverty. (22e7-23c1) 

 

In providing this summary of the lesson he has taken from the oracle, Socrates 

emphasizes both main terms of the original pronouncement, “Socrates” and “wise.”  As 

both his initial puzzlement and his later investigation have made clear, the meaning of the 

oracle is underdetermined by its form.  In particular, because no one has any reason to 

think that Socrates is a craftsman, poet, or politician, the most natural interpretation by 

the jury will be that he is a sophist, and so claims to possess expert knowledge about civic 

and human excellence, precisely what he has referred to as super-human wisdom (20e1).  

Reading this earlier passage from our newfound standpoint, we can drop the hedging 

particles and the optative mood.  Socrates is denying that anyone he has ever come across 

possesses this super-human wisdom. All of his purportedly wise interlocutors have made 

the same error—they have taken themselves to know things which they do not know, and 

Socrates judges that his own curious, searching ignorance is superior to their pretense of 

knowledge.   

 If we are to take his statement at face value (and I see no reason not to), it follows 

that, in pursuing his ongoing investigation, Socrates can have little hope of finding a truly 

wise human being.  The god is wise.  Human beings, in contrast, are stuck with a wholly 

asymptotic wisdom—the power to investigate, and eventually know, that what wisdom 

they possess is worth little or nothing, and so trade their customary epistemic hubris for 

Socrates‟ own superior humility.  This is the wholly peculiar paradigm Socrates provides 

to others.  Having examined himself, he finds that he knows nothing of value.  By 

examining others, and showing them that they are not wise, he can simultaneously exhort 
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them to examine themselves, and also the others from whom they have learned their false 

pretenses of knowledge, and counteract both their own and their compatriots‟ 

overconfidence.  Socrates‟ search, then, has confirmed both that he is not wise in the 

positive sense of possessing some specialized, positive knowledge that is not shared by 

everyone, but also that no human being is wiser than he is.  From the standpoint of divine 

wisdom, human wisdom is a paltry affair.  At the same time, in terms of human 

wisdom—knowledge of one‟s own epistemic limitations—Socrates has turned out to be 

superior to everyone he has yet questioned. 

 What implications does this have for Socrates‟ oft-supposed remote goals of 

learning from the wise and attaining moral knowledge?  In particular, does it show that he 

does not really hold those goals, and so expresses them ironically, or that he merely 

judges their fulfillment doubtful?  Notice first that however one comes down on this 

question, Socrates is perfectly capable of achieving one positive goal merely by 

practicing his elenctic activity—his service to Apollo.  This, he has come to believe, is 

fulfilled in each elenchus at any level of consideration.  Given what he has said, though, 

it seems highly unlikely that he expects to attain moral knowledge from other people, and 

least of all from those with some reputation for wisdom.  At the same time, it is clear that 

he conceives of his own judgment about human wisdom and its deficiencies to be the 

positive result of the investigation spawned by the oracle:  Socrates‟ wisdom has a divine 

benefactor.  He may simultaneously doubt the wisdom of any of his interlocutors, and 

hope for the attainment of moral knowledge; though not from a human source. 

The passage that Benson cites for the goal of learning from the wise does not 

speak to this conclusion.  At 22b1-5, Socrates expresses the no doubt sincere hope of 
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learning from the poets by examining their poems in their company.  It is precisely this 

hope that his examination dashes.  Given this condition, it is appropriate for Socrates‟ 

goals to change over time.  After all, at the beginning of his mission, he had hoped to find 

someone wiser than himself; instead, he has unexpectedly concluded that he is wisest.  At 

the same time, his claim that the examination of others is a service to the god—serving as 

an example to others—is probably a retrospective judgment that he had not reached 

during his early elenctic investigation.  In fact, the words that Socrates puts in the mouth 

of the god parallel his own earlier imagined rebuke to the same god.  Where at 21c2, 

Socrates imagines himself producing a counter-example to the oracle with the words, 

“This one is wiser than me” [νὑηνζὶ ἐκνῦ ζνθώηεξόο ἐζηη], at 23b2, the god explains that 

“That one of you is wisest…” [νὗηνο ἡκλ . . . ζνθώηαηόο ἐζηηλ].   

This indicates a certain chronology of the Socratic elenchus.138  In the first stage, 

Socrates attempts to refute the oracle.  When repeated attempts fail, he draws the 

conclusion that he is wisest because he knows that he knows nothing, and that the god is 

using him as an example.  During the second stage, he goes on questioning others in what 

has become typical fashion, now with the explicit goal of showing them that they, too, 

know nothing, and that their lives would be superior if they, too, realized this.  They 

would be superior, Socrates thinks, in two respects.  First, they would no longer commit 

the error of claiming to possess knowledge that they lack, and so they would become 

epistemically superior to their former selves.  Second, they would come to care more 

                                                 
138 I follow Reeve in the identification of these two stages (1989, pp. 45-6).  Reeve also argues for the 

inclusion of an earlier, pre-oracular stage of (proto-)elenctic activity, which would help to explain 

Chaerophon‟s  
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about wisdom, truth, and the condition of their souls, and correspondingly less about 

wealth, honor and reputation, and so would become morally superior (29d-30b).139   

Here the puzzle of the elenchus lurks, albeit at a higher altitude.  If Socrates 

claims to have been totally unsuccessful in coming to know anything of value, how can 

he remain so convinced about the relative value of virtue over traditional goods like 

wealth and reputation?  Nor does Socrates find virtue to be merely relatively valuable.  It 

is, rather, the highest value, upon which is conditioned the value of all other human 

goods:  “Virtue does not come about from money, but money and all other human goods, 

both private and public, come about from virtue” (30b2-4).  

Socrates states, but does not explain, this evaluation.  This is probably due, in 

part, to the limits of a forensic speech.  Bearing that in mind, though, Socrates‟ silence 

has a ready explanation.  He takes the claim to be comprehensible to his audience.  There 

are two dueling default assumptions at play here.  The first is that all people will seek to 

accumulate money and prestige.  The second is that success at these endeavors depends, 

or at least ought to depend, on the possession of virtue.  The problem is that monetary 

and social success is often accepted as the customary concomitant of excellence.  This 

correlation foreshadows a dilemma which will be explored more closely in the 

Euthyphro:  are wealthy, publicly honored people wealthy and well-reputed because they 

are virtuous, or are they (deemed) virtuous because they are wealthy and socially 

honored?  In investigating, and finding ignorant, the very people at issue, Socrates is 

denying the possibility of the first horn, and so also indirectly impugning the jury‟s 

                                                 
139 In other dialogues (see, e.g., Crito 44d8-10), Socrates explicitly equates knowledge to virtue, and 

ignorance to vice, but there is little hint of that view here, however well that view may help to explain some 

of the more puzzling moral claims in the Apology (e.g., that a better man cannot be harmed by his inferior, 

30d1-2). 
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presumed evaluation about its city‟s leaders.  At the same time, he is embracing the moral 

core of the first horn:  that wealth, honor, and esteem should depend on the possession of 

virtue, or more strongly still, that the accumulation of real goods must depend on it.   

As these alternative formulations make clear, there are two different ways of 

construing this moral point.  Socrates could have claimed that goods ought to come from 

virtue, though often they do not.  While this is perhaps more palatable, it is not Socrates‟ 

claim.  He says rather that all human goods arise out of virtue.  The implication is that 

people are often, if not always, mistaken about what they count as goods.  How could 

Socrates seek to substantiate such a claim?  How well is his portrait of the elenchus 

reflected in the shorter elenctic dialogues?  These are difficult questions, and their 

treatment demands us to make some hard choices.  In the next section, I will follow what 

may seem a rather curious procedure.  When Vlastos claims that Socrates‟ only tool of 

argumentation is the elenchus, the cautious interpreter ought to be prepared to take him 

seriously.  Doing so, however, will make for hard work, because it will require her to pay 

attention to even the slightest details of Socrates‟ encounters.  Obviously, though I am 

occasionally plagued by the desire to do just that, I lack the time to take such a fine-

grained approach with every recorded Socratic exchange in the Platonic corpus.  At the 

same time, if I find that there is something unique and definite enough to count as a 

proper Socratic “method,” I shall need to survey a number of dialogues.   

In what follows, I propose to split the difference.  First, I will take a detailed look 

at a dialogue that is not only universally agreed to be a chief exemplar of the Socratic 

elenchus, but to provide some of the most compelling evidence for the various constraints 

that Socrates appears to invoke when searching for definitions of ethical qualities:  the 
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Euthyphro.  Having taken this broader look, I will close with a much more reductive 

section.  This section will seek, first, to bring together the various threads of the elenchus 

that have been located in that dialogue and their analogues in others; and second, to 

present a unified account of the Socratic elenchus. This account will seek to illuminate 

those peculiar features of the Socratic elenchus that serve to decisively distinguish it from 

its refutative forerunners, while at the same time overcoming some of the puzzles that 

have cropped up in our review of the secondary literature. 
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Part Two 

  

Plato‟s Euthyphro
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Chapter Four 

 

The Strange Case of Euthyphro 

 

As has been shown, Socrates‟ Apology contains a general description of Socrates‟ 

own elenctic practice.  Let us, for a moment, imagine the Apology as offering a set of 

criteria by which we might recognize an elenchus.  If my procedure thus far has been 

sound, we should find the elenctic dialogues containing at least the following elements:  

(1) an interlocutor claiming to possess moral knowledge; (2) an array of questions posed 

by Socrates; (3) some set of statements agreed to by the interlocutor; (4) the finding that 

the set of statements to which the interlocutor agrees are prima facie inconsistent. 

In moving from that description to the so-called “elenctic” dialogues, interpreters 

commonly suppose that at least part of the purpose of those dialogues is to illustrate the 

elenchus by showing it in action.  It should be noted, though, that at this stage, this is no 

more than a supposition, and indeed, a rather problematic one.  To see why, consider the 

criteria listed above.  If the interpreter demands that Socrates‟ interlocutor claims to 

possess moral knowledge, does she thereby exclude Socrates‟ exchange with Charmides, 

who certainly makes no such claim, from our list?  Or suppose she takes agreement (or 

belief) to be necessary.  Does she thereby exclude all those instances where Socrates both 

offers and critiques his own responses, with only grudging participation from his 

interlocutors, such as occurs with Callicles toward the end of the Gorgias or Protagoras 

in his eponymous dialogue?   
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The would-be exegete of the elenchus confronts here a surprising dilemma.  

Because there is little scholarly consensus about which, and in virtue of what, passages in 

the Platonic corpus ought to count as elenctic, the advance selection of elenctic criteria 

would appear to beg the question at issue.140  On the other hand, to blindly proceed as 

though any passage in the Platonic corpus is meet for elenctic analysis is to court an 

unworkable ruin.  It is perhaps best, in such situations, to attempt a tertium quid.  

Although we lack any consensus on the universal features of Socratic elenchus, there is 

broad agreement that several particular dialogues must be counted as elenctic.  Over the 

course of this and the subsequent five chapters, I will examine Plato‟s Euthyphro in 

minute detail.  I choose to start with this work because it meets all of the criteria gathered 

from the Apology and because there are no widely-supposed elenctic criteria which it 

fails to meet, at least in the terms in which those criteria are offered.141  In addition, the 

Euthyphro has often been used as something of a model for illustrating the requirements 

by reference to which Socrates tests definitions.  Because these requirements often form 

the rocks against which proposed definitions founder, they turn out to be key to any 

discussion of the elenchus. 

 It has become somewhat standard to discuss elenctic exchanges from some 

altitude, relying on either argument schemas (as in Vlastos, 1983), or regimented lists of 

                                                 
140 The absence of any consensus is well attested in Scott, 2002.  The essays in the second part of the book 

are instructive, especially the contribution of Brickhouse and Smith, pp. 145-60.  I shall subsequently 

comment more thoroughly on problems posed by the different criteria relied on in various recent 

treatments. 
141 My procedure is thus comparable to Benson‟s.  Benson includes these dialogues, along with the 

Charmides, as “paradigmatic of the method Socrates describes himself practicing in the Apology” (2000, 

57-8; see Benson, 1995, pp. 50-65 for his argument supporting this status).  Socrates‟ exchanges with 

Charmides are problematic for scholars who suppose that the interlocutor must claim to possess moral 

knowledge, though his later exchanges with Critias pose no such difficulty.  Charmides‟ initial response to 

Socratic questioning is marked by reticence (cf. 158c-159b). 



109 

 

propositions in the form of a standard argument analysis (as in Benson, 2000).142  Such 

tools are vitally important to understanding the logical form of an individual exchange.  

That said, a great deal of the scholarly controversy about the elenchus revolves around 

fairly tendentious claims about Socrates‟ and the interlocutors‟ mental attitudes toward 

individual elenctic propositions.  In analyzing the elenctic exchanges, my aim will be, in 

large part, to answer five questions: First, what does the interlocutor initially believe?  

Second, by what process, if any, does Socrates challenge the interlocutor‟s beliefs?  Does 

Socrates believe those propositions that pose trouble for the initial belief?  What is the 

interlocutor‟s attitude toward those propositions he initially accepted at the close of an 

elenchus?  Finally, to what (if any) constructive moral lessons may be plausibly drawn 

from the elenctic exchanges?  We should not be surprised to find that different dialogues 

offer us different answers to these questions; the interlocutors have widely divergent 

conceptions of the world, and accordingly respond to Socrates‟ interrogation in different 

ways, and, naturally, Socrates is sensitive to these differences.  Of course, how an 

interpreter comes to answer these questions will have an important bearing on whether 

she takes the elenchus to be a constructive tool used to bolster Socrates‟ moral beliefs.  It 

is my hope that, by paying stricter attention to these differences, we may develop a more 

accurate picture of Socrates‟ procedure and its limits. 

I.  AN EXTRAORDINARY CASE: THE PORCH OF THE KING-ARCHON 

Plato‟s Euthyphro is a natural companion piece to the Apology.  Both dialogues centrally 

concern the intersection of piety and law; in fact, the heart of the Euthyphro will 

explicitly take up the question of the relation between the two.  Euthyphro greets Socrates 

                                                 
142 Wolfsdorf, 2002, provides an excellent example of this trend, along with its dangers. 
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on the porch of the king archon, the Athenian judicial official who oversees religious 

cases and homicides.  Socrates has come to answer Meletus‟ indictment of him for 

impiety (γξαθὴ ἀζεβείαο), and Euthyphro has come, we soon find out, to prosecute a 

homicide (δίθε θόλνπ).   

The text does not directly reveal much information about its title character.143  

Socrates attests to his relative youth, and his father is still alive and vigorous.  Euthyphro 

is familiar enough with Socrates to know that he is more often found at the Lyceum; to be 

startled at the prospect of Socrates‟ prosecution of a case; and to know of Socrates‟ 

famous divine sign, or daimonion.  About his own background, we are told scarcely 

more.  Euthyphro presents himself as one who shares with the assembly his intimate 

knowledge of religious matters and (he thinks) unerring powers of prophecy, activities 

that lead to his regularly being publicly mocked.  Notably dismissive of the criticism, he 

compares his own mistreatment by the assembly with Socrates‟ mistreatment by Meletus; 

in both cases he blames the people‟s envy of their different divine predictive gifts.144   

Euthyphro‟s extraordinary business with the court forms the dramatic background 

against which the remainder of the dialogue is set.  He has come, he tells a shocked 

Socrates, to prosecute his father for murder.  The victim, a day-laborer, related to 

                                                 
143 Indeed, whether our character has any historical precursor is an open question.  No other texts attest to a 

case like the one described in this dialogue, and the only other mention of a Euthyphro in the Platonic 

corpus occurs in scattered references in the Cratylus (396d ff.), where he is portrayed as an enthusiast in the 

etymology of divine names.  There are then two questions to resolve:  First, whether these two characters 

name the same individual; second, whether that individual is a Platonic invention.  Thankfully, because the 

resolution of these questions does not impact my analysis, I am content to mention them without attempting 

their resolution.  That said, various details about the case bring its status as a piece of historical fact into 

suspicion.  See below. 
144 Euthyphro‟s professed similarity to Socrates is somewhat puzzling.  Although Socrates sheds no light 

on the matter here, those dialogues that speak to his divine sign show it to be entirely restrictive in 

character; it bids Socrates not to continue down a certain path of enquiry or endeavor, but offers no further 

justification or prediction.  See Ap. 31c-d).  See Brickhouse and Smith, 1994, 6.3 (pp. 189-95) for a review 

and discussion of Socrates‟ scattered remarks about his daimonion. 
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Euthyphro by neither blood nor bond, had become drunk and murdered one of 

Euthyphro‟s family‟s slaves at their Naxos estate.  Euthyphro‟s father “bound together 

his hands and feet, threw him in a ditch, and sent a man straight here145 to the official 

religious advisor (exēgētēs) to find out what he ought to do” (4c5-d1).  While awaiting 

the official advice, the murderer, neglected by his captor, died.146  Euthyphro, citing the 

“pollution” (miasma) attendant upon unprosecuted murderers, has written a lawsuit 

against his father.147 

The case is highly unusual.  Euthyphro informs Socrates that his father and other 

relatives are, as one might expect, angry with him.  Their anger has, according to 

Euthyphro‟s report, three grounds, which (in all likelihood) collectively constitute his 

father‟s defense.  First, they doubt that Euthyphro‟s father killed the man.148  Second, 

they believe that even if he did, the act would not merit prosecution, since the victim was 

himself a murderer.  Third, they believe that Euthyphro‟s prosecution of his father is a 

                                                 
145 The messenger was sent to Athens, distant from the island of Naxos by over two hundred kilometers, 

much of it water; the journey would likely take several days.  This fact in the narrative has given rise to 

much spilt ink.  The conjecture that the dialogue is set near the date of Socrates‟ trial dates it to 399, but 

Athenian defeat at Aegospotami in 405 and subsequent surrender in 404 ended its jurisdiction over Naxos, 

as well as any land rights of its cleruchs.  This would imply that Euthyphro is just now managing to indict 

his father for a crime that is, in all probability, not less than five years old.  If fear of pollution is, as many 

commentators assert, Euthyphro‟s primary motivation, it has been a rather ineffective impetus to action.  

This, alongside the fact that neither character makes any mention of the lapse or any related events in the 

long lag, leads me to suspect, along with Heidel (1902, p. 43), that this is a deliberate Platonic 

anachronism.  Allen‟s attempt to resolve this by reference to Euthyphro‟s concern with public pollution as 

grounds for claiming Athenian jurisdiction over the case has no basis in the text (Allen, 21, n. 3).  

Euthyphro appeals not to the danger pollution poses to the broader polis, but more self-interestedly at the 

danger the pollution poses to himself and his family.  It is also obvious that his family fails to share his 

peculiar concern for their welfare. 
146 It is noteworthy that Euthyphro‟s father apparently did not think that consulting his son on this matter 

was sufficient; nor is there any evidence that Euthyphro attempted any steps to prevent the man‟s death. 
147 The Athenian legal system had no analogue of our system of public prosecution; private parties were 

responsible for bringing charges against suspected murderers, an obligation that would traditionally pass to 

members of the victim‟s family.   
148 All parties are presumably agreed that the father lacked any specific intent to kill the man.  The two 

unresolved issues are whether death as a result of negligence can properly be counted as killing ; and if it 

can, whether the killing at hand was unjust, and so an instance of murder.  Lacking any codified system of 

stare decisis, Athenian law left such questions to the discretion of the jurors, subject to the claims of the 

prosecution and defense. 
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grave act of impiety (4d-e).  Euthyphro, in turn, blames their anger on their ignorance of 

piety and impiety.  In contrast to his relatives, Euthyphro claims to possess exact 

knowledge of piety, so much so that Socrates ironically proposes that he become 

Euthyphro‟s pupil, and defend himself against Meletus either by invoking Euthyphro‟s 

expertise in his defense, or if the expertise is contested, transferring the charges to 

Euthyphro as the teacher responsible for Socrates‟ misinformation and its attendant 

impious behavior.149   

Before going over Socrates‟ contribution to the exchange, let us review 

Euthyphro‟s justification for his course of action.  Though Euthyphro is a creature of high 

comedy, he is not so totally devoid of resources as some commentators imagine. 

II. EUTHYPHRO‟S LEGAL AND SOCIAL DILEMMA 

Socrates, like the interlocutor‟s family, is shocked that Euthyphro is prosecuting the 

family‟s patriarch for murder.  In explaining his decision to prosecute his father, 

Euthyphro takes exception to Socrates‟ surprise, proclaiming: 

It is absurd, Socrates, for you to think that it makes any difference whether the victim is a 

relative or a stranger.  One must safeguard this alone:  whether the killer killed justly [ἐλ 

δίθῃ] or not; if justly, let him be, and if unjustly, prosecute him; at least if he shares your 

hearth and table, for the pollution [κίαζκα] is equal, should you knowingly associate with 

him and not purify [ἀθνζηνῖο]  both yourself and him by bringing him to justice (4b8-

4c3).   

 

Here he explains both the general principle according to which he believes his father 

should be prosecuted and the circumstance that makes Euthyphro the appropriate 

prosecutor.  His answer is designed to deflect his family‟s most pressing criticism:  that 

the prosecution of his own father is impious.  However that may be, they surely have 

                                                 
149 That this suggestion is put forth ironically can hardly be missed by Euthyphro, who has obviously had 

limited contact with Socrates prior to his current indictment.  The gung ho jocularity of Euthyphro‟s 

response can leave little doubt that Plato is writing in a highly comical vein.   



113 

 

reason to worry about the practical consequences of the prosecution.  If Euthyphro‟s suit 

is successful, he will have convicted his father of murder, and so tarnished his family.  If 

it fails, he will most assuredly bring public scorn upon himself and his family, who will 

be thought to bear some responsibility for his foolish conduct.150  The extent to which 

Euthyphro is aware of this later possibility is an open question, but fears over such an 

outcome would surely give him added motivation to openly mock the judgment of his 

contemporaries.151  In addition, then, to the subjective pressure Euthyphro feels to bring 

his father to justice, there is a social dilemma that is entirely the product of his decision to 

bring the case to trial.   

Indeed, whether Euthyphro even has standing to prosecute the case is in doubt.  It 

is traditional for family members of a murder victim to prosecute the case against the 

alleged murderer, and Euthyphro‟s family has almost certainly impressed upon him the 

idea that his own connection to the case is so incidental as to make his suit capricious.152  

                                                 
150 Pace McPherran, 2005, p. 3, who takes the family‟s worry as evidence that the suit is legally 

permissable, on which see below. 
151 The flow of Euthyphro‟s remarks from 3b4-3d3 is worth examining in this light. 
152 The laws of Draco contained a stipulation analogous to our own modern notion of standing in requiring 

a prosecutorial oath establishing certain relations to exist between the victim of the crime and the 

prosecutor.  Demosthenes addresses the topic directly:  “For the law, men of the jury, ordains that 

prosecution shall be by relatives within the degree of children of cousins; and that in the oath inquiry shall 

be made as to what the relationship is, even if the victim be a servant; and it is from these persons that 

criminal actions shall proceed” (Demosthenes, 47.72; Murray translation, 1939; the details of the case 

addressed are contained in sections 55-73).   On the strength of this testimony, Euthyphro has often been 

held to lack proper standing to bring suit, the victim being neither his blood relation nor his property.  The 

case is instructive.  In it, the speaker discusses how he had dealt with the assault and consequent death of 

his family‟s freed former slave, who, on being widowed, had returned to her former quarters at his house.  

After her death, the speaker sought the counsel of the same sort of officials that Euthyphro‟s father had sent 

his messenger to consult.  By request, they provided two services, acting both as interpreters of the law and 

advisors about the case at hand, and in the latter capacity (and interestingly, not the former), advised that 

the man had no standing to prosecute the attackers for murder.  One of the more curious features of the 

dialogue is Euthyphro‟s failure to mention any advice from the recognized religious officials.  He speaks 

neither of their view as to the appropriate handling of the original murder case, nor of any subsequent 

consultation with them about his own.  As Demosthenes‟ case makes clear, there were means of purifying 

one‟s house of pollution that did not involve bringing charges before the king-archon.  See 47.70.  The 

definitive treatment on the issue of standing in homocide cases is that of Tulin (1996).  Gagarin‟s review 

(1997) of Tulin is appropriately skeptical of Tulin‟s contention that prosecution by non-relatives of a victim 
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It is this concern—to establish his own essential connection to the case—that prompts 

him to refer to the notion of religious pollution.  This point deserves some comment, for 

two reasons.  First, it is often asserted that Euthyphro‟s prosecution is largely motivated 

by his self-centered desire to escape pollution.153  Second, nothing Euthyphro says 

indicates that his family has challenged his standing to bring the suit; in fact, Euthyphro‟s 

statement of his family‟s objection does not speak to his relationship with the victim. 

 No one need doubt Euthyphro‟s fervent desire to avoid religious pollution.  In the 

dramatic tradition, probably the most famous case of this is the pollution accruing to 

Oedipus for killing his father; but even (then) contemporary Athenian history is 

punctuated by fear of religious pollution, the most dreadful spawned by cases of unjust 

murder.  Probably the most famous historical example involved the city‟s complex and 

evolving relationship with the Alkmaeonidae.  In 632, some two-hundred-thirty-three 

years prior to the setting of our dialogue, the eponymous archon and patriarch of the 

Alkmaeonidae, Megacles, put down the famous coup of Cylon, and had the leaders of the 

coup, who had taken refuge at the temple of Athena as supplicants, summarily executed, 

                                                                                                                                                 
is not permitted.  As Gagarin points out, the speaker‟s testimony relates the counsel of the officials, not 

their interpretatio of the law; and the speaker is not a neutral source of Athenian jurisprudence, but a self-

interested party to the case being heard.  Tulin‟s conjecture about the strictness of the standing requirement 

strikes me as both anachronistic and implausible; anachronistic because Athenian legal officials exercised a 

great deal of latitude in their application and interpretation of written law, which was itself quit “gappy” 

(see Gagarin, 2005, pp. 35-6; Gagarin specifically mentions Draco‟s homicide laws as “intended to guide 

litigants and judges/jurors in actual cases,” though this does not settle the matter of judicial latitude (37)); 

implausible because even the much more comprehensive legislation of the modern world does not by itself 

work to render cases impermissible at the outset.  As Gagarin (1997) notes, “Even today, when the law has 

far greater precision and clarity than it had in classical Athens, a lawyer may assert that certain conduct is 

legal, while fully aware that the law could be interpreted differently.”  One has only to ponder the number 

of cases which have made it to our own Supreme Court, only to be dismissed for lack of standing, to be 

wary of an approach that treats any given filed legal action as void ab initio.  In the ancient world (as in the 

modern), virtually any dispute may be taken to court; the action‟s validity then rests on the judgment of the 

constituted authorities.  Rhetoric aside, the authority of law is neither more nor less than their own. 
153 McPherran 2002 gives a detailed account of the role of pollution in the case. 
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after having lured them out of the temple by the grant of safe passage to stand trial.154  

Owing to the perceived irreverence of unlawfully executing supplicants, the council 

responded to the murders by exiling the entire family from the city, even going so far as 

to disinter the remains of their dead, and cast them out.  Though they were allowed back 

in 594, and were subsequently to play several significant roles in Athenian political 

history, the “curse” was still in the time of Socrates occasionally brandished as a political 

weapon against contemporary Alkmaeonidae like Pericles and his ward (and subsequent 

Socratic companion) Alcibiades.  However superstitious claims about pollution may have 

been, the practical effects of perceived pollution were certainly real enough, and a good 

cause for concern among those in danger of falling under that perception.   

 Given the currency of this fear, it is certainly plausible that part of Euthyphro‟s 

goal is to escape the effects of pollution.  That said, Euthyphro clearly treats pollution as 

a consequence of unjust action.155  His fear of pollution would, by his own lights, be 

irrational, were he to deem his father guiltless.  He explicitly states that the only thing 

relevant in deciding whether to prosecute killing is “whether the killer killed justly.”  He 

goes on to explain that all unjust action should be prosecuted, and expresses concerns 

over proximity to the resultant pollution as grounds, not for the prosecution itself, but for 

                                                 
154 Here Plutarch‟s (“Solon”) account is the most dramatic (though probably the least reliable).  According 

to his version, the supplicants, having been granted passage to the court, tied a thread around the statue of 

Athena, and using it to extend the godess‟ protection, walked along it towards the court.  In transit—next to 

the temple of the Furies!—the thread broke “of its own accord,” which Megacles‟ party interpreted as a 

sign from Athena that her protection had been revoked, and hence as license to kill the would-be usurpers.  

The story is recounted, with slightly divergent details in Herodotus, 5.71, Thucydides, 1.126. 
155 McPherran describes the relationship between injustice and pollution rather oddly, at one point 

speaking of “the incentive driving the principle of impartial justice constituted by Euthyphro‟s appeal to 

miasma” (5), and at another remarking that “Euthyphro‟s view that only the justice of his father‟s deed is 

relevant rests on the claim that it is because of the attendant pollution that one should proceed against those 

unjust individuals who „share one‟s hearth and table‟” (6).  This appears to get both the text and the 

relationship backward.  As explained, miasma might provide incentive to prosecute one‟s unjust associates, 

but in what sense could it cohently be used to ground an appeal to any “principle of impartial justice”?  

Euthyphro‟s notion of justice is necessarily conceptually prior to that of pollution, which itself is produced 

by unjust action. 
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the urgency of prosecuting those acts of injustice committed by one‟s most proximate 

associates.  Notice that while this explanation does not directly address the matter of legal 

standing, it does constitute a direct reply to the family‟s charge that Euthyphro‟s action is 

impious:  It is his father who has acted unjustly and so brought pollution upon the family, 

and it is Euthyphro who is attempting to save the family from the resultant ruin of his 

father‟s injustice. 

 It should not escape our attention that this course of action would most certainly 

be seen as highly controversial by Euthyphro‟s contemporaries—as indeed it looks to us.  

Quite apart from questions of legal standing, Euthyphro has taken up the cause of a 

murderous, probably foreign, laborer to whom his attachment is—at least so far as he 

tells us—merely coincidental.  Worse, this action has set him directly at odds with his 

own father.  In the highly patriarchal Greek world, fathers form the core of filial piety.  

Indeed, Euthyphro appears to be utterly insensitive to the possibility that his action 

against his own father might be seen by citizen jurors as posing a greater threat to the 

community than his father‟s indifference to the demise of a murderous foreign day-

laborer. 

To justify his action, Euthyphro has to substantiate a very strong claim:  He must 

show that his knowledge of (divine) piety is more secure, and hence his path of action 

more compelling, than the common belief that it is his filial duty to refrain from 

prosecuting or otherwise antagonizing his own father, whatever the elder man might have 

done.  To undertake such action in the absence of very compelling grounds would be 

either extremely arrogant or extremely stupid, and probably some mixture of both.  In 

seeking to secure knowledge of piety from Euthyphro, Socrates is in effect throwing 
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down a gauntlet.  Euthyphro must either prove that he is very wise, or reveal himself as 

very foolish. 

III. EUTHYPHRO THE SOCRATIC FOIL 

When Euthyphro first attempts to answer Socrates‟ request for an account of piety, he 

similarly states his answer in terms of prosecuting acts of injustice:  “I say that piety is 

just what I‟m now doing, prosecuting one who has committed injustice, whether it be 

murder, temple robbery, or any other sort of wrongdoing, whether the offender happens 

to be your father, mother, or any other person whatever, not to prosecute is impious” 

(5d8-e2).  It was long argued that this answer failed to satisfy Socrates because it cited an 

example of piety rather than providing a general account, but this is obviously false.156  In 

fact, given the setting in which the question is posed, it would seem a rather appropriate 

answer.  So far, the conversation between Socrates and Euthyphro has concerned piety in 

the context of prosecution.  Where Socrates has asked for an account of piety and 

impiety, “concerning both murder and other things [tōn allōn; emphasis added]” 

Euthyphro naturally infers that Socrates is asking for an account of the types of act that 

are typically prosecuted under the charge of impiety, which he proceeds to list.157  It 

bears emphasizing that his list includes types of action, and makes no mention of 

particular examples of those types (apart from his own current action). 

 In addition, Euthyphro cites divine precedent as “proof” (or at least “evidence”) 

[tekmērion] of the correctness of his conception of the law.  Both Zeus and his own father 

                                                 
156 Nehamas, 1975 ably documents and corrects this misconception. 
157 Parker, 2005, pp. 63-8 contains an overview of the main forms of prosecutable religious offenses.  It is 

worth noting that the Athenian system distinguished between the specific charge of impiety, something of  

a grab-bag category that included prosecutions like Meletus‟ and Euthyphro‟s, and temple robbery, which 

was a different charge, though prosecuted as a religious crime in the same court. 
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Chronos punished their respective fathers for similar acts of injustice158.  His relatives all 

agree that Zeus is the most just of gods; if they are correct (an assumption it would be 

impious to deny), and if Euthyphro‟s actions are analogous to Zeus‟, his relatives can 

fault his prosecution only at the cost of contradicting themselves.  They must, thinks 

Euthyphro, absurdly claim that human and divine justice run along separate tracks.159 

Euthyphro, then, is initially committed to at least three propositions.  

(PJ)  It is pious to prosecute anyone who has committed an injustice; call this “Piety as 

Justice” 

 

(IPIJ)  It is impious not to prosecute those who have committed an injustice; call this 

“Impiety as Injustice” 

 
(CJ)  Divine justice is the same as human justice, so that similar cases should be treated 

similarly; call this “Continuity of Justice.” 

 

 Let us imagine, for the moment, that Euthyphro‟s defense of his action ends here, 

and further that we are not well acquainted with the remainder of the dialogue.  How 

sound is Euthyphro‟s defense of his action?160  In the first case, his analogy with Zeus 

and Chronos is quite weak.  Neither god prosecuted his father; each simply punished him, 

in each case for a putatively unjust act of which the avenger was a primary victim.  In the 

case of the gods, the consanguinity is a key feature of the initial act of injustice; in 

Euthyphro‟s it is a mere coincidence. 161  Second, the principle upon which Euthyphro 

bases his prosecution, though one that Socrates‟ himself defends in other contexts, is 

dubiously applied.  For what Euthyphro needs to show, but has so far neglected entirely 

                                                 
158 The classical account of both incidents is found in Hesiod‟s Theogony:  for Chronos‟ castration of 

Ouranos, see 37-210; for Zeus‟ revenge on Chronos, 456-508.  Both gods punished their fathers for the 

mistreatment—in effect, the forced captivity—of their respective children.  As we proceed, it will be useful 

to bear in mind that this is the very first great myth that Socrates‟ purges from the education of the very 

young in Kallipolis (Rep. II.377e ff.). 
159 Needless to say, one might, and many ancients did, think just this.  What is important for us here is that 

Euthyphro denies it. 
160 For now let us set aside skeptical worries about the theological basis of these claims. 
161 It is, in each case, the gods‟ fear of being overthrown by their offspring that motivates them to 

(unjustly) restrict them in various ways. 
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to treat, is that his father has acted unjustly.  What is worse, he clearly recognizes the 

need to substantiate this claim, as his explanation of his family‟s anger at him shows.162 

 At the same time, this Euthyphro is more than vaguely Socratic.  He has stated a 

general principle, which is comparable to one defended by Socrates in the Gorgias.163  He 

advocates his own notion of piety against the more traditional conception of filial piety 

invoked by his own family, and so, like Socrates, seems to think that injustice should be a 

more basic motivation than family loyalty.  His is (at first glance, at least) a principled, 

though suspect, piety.  He serves as something of a foil to Plato‟s Socrates, probably 

intended to highlight, and slowly pick apart, a popular caricature of Plato‟s mentor.  As 

Grote noted over a century ago, Plato‟s Euthyphro is also a wonderful counterpoint to 

Aristophanes‟ Pheidippides.  Where the comic poet had used his character to emphasize 

the potentially tragic consequences of neglecting traditional values in pursuit of the 

power of sophistry, Plato uses Euthyphro to portray a similarly tragic consequence of 

taking those values seriously.  Pheidippides merely beats his father164; Euthyphro 

prosecutes his for murder. 

IV. EUTHYPHRO THE ZEALOT 

Though Euthyphro‟s opening moves look vaguely Socratic, the course of the dialogue 

will show that those of his religious views that he reveals are, on balance, quite 

traditional.  Indeed, one of the most intriguing and overlooked features of our dialogue 

are the ways in which Euthyphro‟s pattern of responses increasingly illuminates a 

                                                 
162 A point soon to be emphasized by Socrates (7b-e).  As mentioned (n. 7), their disagreement with 

Euthyphro goes even farther, as they might deny that Euthyphro‟s father killed the laborer at all. 
163 See Gorgias, 480c-d; there Socrates defends the proposal that one should, if one cares about a person, 

cleanse them of injustice by ensuring that they are punished for committing injustice.  He goes so far as to 

recommend preventing one‟s enemies from being punished so that they might more acutely suffer the 

effects of an impure soul.  The similarity has been noted at least since Grote (v. I, p. 439, n. 2). 
164 See Clouds, 1321ff. 
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traditional conception of the divine, and not coincidentally, a number of tools that 

Socrates uses to criticize that tradition.  Perhaps the most salient clue to Euthyphro‟s 

views does not emerge until the dialogue is almost finished.  Plato cannot be faulted for a 

failure to provoke. 

 While the full emergence of Euthyphro‟s religious views will take some time, let 

me pause for a moment to note some features of my initial reconstruction of Euthyphro‟s 

model of piety that will come under fire as the dialogue proceeds.  The most obvious 

weak spot is (CJ).  (CJ) looks vaguely Socratic because the most obvious way to enliven 

it is via the assumption that there is some feature of the world called “justice” that is the 

same—or at least suitably similar—in those diverse token actions and individuals that are 

correctly called “just.”  This assumption would make easy work of two otherwise more 

difficult features of the dialogue.  First, as has been shown, it helps to explain how 

Euthyphro can use divine actions as a precedent for his own.  Were he to concede that 

“justice” has no central or focal meaning shared by gods and men, his procedure would 

appear capricious.  Second, it helps to explain Euthyphro‟s ready assent to Socrates‟ 

constraints on proper definition, as we shall see. 

 That said, his commitment to the very myths which inform his proof should make 

us—as they do Socrates—extremely skeptical of Euthyphro‟s supposed commitment to 

(CJ).  How is it that gods who ostensibly share some single conception of justice could 

treat their offspring so unjustly, and punish their fathers so viciously?165  These myths are 

                                                 
165 Questions such as this offer no small insight into the connection traced by Socrates between 

intellectualism and the semantic unity of moral terms.  For to suppose that knowledge of the good must 

result in unanimity among the gods is to suppose (at least) that there is some singular standard upon which 

they all agree.  Of course, Euthyphro might well agree to this while rejecting the assumption that correctly 

grounded agreement on the good is sufficient for uniformly just action.  Chronos might well know that he‟s 

committing an injustice against his offspring, but prefer his status to their freedom.  Of course, from such a 

reply it is difficult not to infer that Chronos is drawing upon different, and perhaps incommensurate, 
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indicative not so much of morally informed virtuous action as of vengeance and victory.  

Zeus‟ “punishment” of Chronos, like his own earlier treatment of his father, is a symbol 

of the revolutionary usurpation of power perpetrated by the younger generations over 

their elders.  Zeus is victorious, not because he has any specialized knowledge of justice, 

however that might be parsed out in such a conflict, but because he is the most powerful 

of the gods.  Indeed, it is this very power—Zeus, with his terrible and awe-inspiring 

lightning bolt, is above all an irresistible force—that makes him the ideal guardian of 

justice.  Perhaps nothing captures this irresistible power better than the wonderful boast 

that opens Book 8 of the Iliad, a boast greeted by the other gods‟ fear and silence: 

Hangs me a golden chain from heaven, and lay hold of it all of you, gods and goddesses 

together--tug as you will, you will not drag Jove the supreme counsellor from heaven to 

earth; but were I to pull at it myself I should draw you up with earth and sea into the 

bargain, then would I bind the chain about some pinnacle of Olympus and leave you all 

dangling in the mid firmament. So far am I above all others either of gods or men. (Iliad, 

8.18-27, Pope translation) 

 

 Zeus is, of course, the god of justice, and famous for his impartiality.  Indeed, the 

boast is a warning to the other gods not to interfere with the actions among the warring 

mortals on the planes of Troy.  His impartiality is depicted graphically by his appearances 

sporting scales.166  This impartiality, however, is hardly a specimen of moral insight or 

action.  It bespeaks only a commitment to let roughly equal powers resolve their conflicts 

as equals, without the (decisive) interference of their divine superiors.  No judgment is 

issued on the inherent rights or wrongs of the conflict.  Indeed, a quick glance at this 

guardianship of justice reveals that beneath the single label lurks a host of different, and 

often conflicting, social relations.  Burkert sums up the situation well: 

                                                                                                                                                 
notions of the “good” to justify his actions.  Alternatively, he might simply believe that moral virtue and 

power run along separate tracks.   
166 Iliad 8.69, 16.658, 19.223, 22.209-13. 



122 

 

All sovereignty among men proceeds from Zeus.  The kings in Homer are „nourished by 

Zeus‟, the scepter of the Atreidai comes from Zeus; the city and its council enjoy the 

special protection of Zeus Polieus and Zeus Boulaios.  The head of every household 

places his court and possessions under the protection of Zeus Herkeios and Zeus 

ktēsios….[W]herever order is preserved, Zeus is present.  In particular, all law comes 

from Zeus:  the men who administer justice receive their ordinances from Zeus; Hesiod 

enthrones Dike, Justice, alongside Zeus her father.  Justice is of Zeus, Dios dika; but this 

is not to say that Zeus is just, dikaios; only someone who respects the ordinances in a 

dispute with an equal can be called just; Zeus stands above all disputes.  He gives now 

good, now evil; often no one knows why; but the very fact that a planning father holds 

power in his hands makes justice among men possible.  Themis, Ordinance, is therefore 

his first true spouse. (Burkert, 1985, p. 130) 

 

Beneath this welter of protective roles lies the ever-present possibility of conflict.  

At the level of an individual polis, this can occur between different men of the same 

social rank, or—more commonly—between different classes of men, in which case 

Themis offers little defense.  At the same time, any Greek who had spent time in different 

poleis would be well-acquainted with the fact that the constitutions of different states are 

not uniform.  As Xenophanes had shown an earlier generation, Themis is in many ways a 

local phenomenon.  With different lawgivers and traditions come different conceptions of 

order—different customs and laws, these categories equally captured by the single term, 

nomos.   

 The history and movement of the reformation and counter-reformation that 

formed the intellectual background to Plato‟s career is rich and fascinating.167  Although I 

will only touch on it briefly, I point to it here to give a brief preliminary depiction of the 

roles most fully suggested by Socrates and Euthyphro in our dialogue.  Mirroring the 

complexity and conflict among different Greek people, peoples, and states, we find a 

mixture of religious traditions that offers its own rich interpretive possibilities.  One 

reason that our dialogue is both more intriguing and less realistic than it might otherwise 

be is that it contains frequent lacunae; the reader is left with only vague impressions of 

                                                 
167 Although much has been written about this period of religious upheaval, still one of the richer and more 

suggestive volumes in this history belongs to Dodds (1951). 
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Euthyphro‟s background religious beliefs, or of Socrates‟ moral beliefs, for that matter.  

A flesh and blood religious zealot will refuse to remain silent about the religious stories 

that inform his beliefs.  They are often all that the zealot will concede as relevant to the 

correct judgment of the controversy under review.  In this dialogue, though, Plato is not 

interested in the least in showing the ways in which the (often divergent) mythical 

traditions are used to inform the zealot‟s judgment.  His Socrates has nothing to gain 

from becoming involved in a sectarian dispute about the proper interpretation of what 

Murray called the “inherited conglomerate.”168  Instead, he is concerned to show that the 

most general moves available to this standpoint suffer from basic, structural epistemic 

flaws.  Indeed, this is proven by Euthyphro‟s admission that the gods disagree.  That 

basic fact makes their intentions and agreements subject to impeachment or possible 

refutation; fallibility is not a property Socrates is willing to ascribe to divine agents. 

 At the same time, Euthyphro‟s final pattern of responses makes the most sense if 

we suppose that he continues to accept—indeed, fervently believe—that there are 

conflicts between the gods.  The very diversity of the inherited conglomerate—its wealth 

of stories and complexities—is what enlivens Euthyphro‟s sense, not only that prayer and 

sacrifice will require specialized, idiomatic knowledge, but that he has a unique sense of 

propriety, a unique way of explaining the conflicts among the gods and appealing to the 

appropriate gods in the appropriate ways to solve the very different kinds of problem that 

present themselves to any human being.   

                                                 
168 The phrase uses a geological metaphor to explain the motley collection of Greek myths that come under 

critical scrutiny in the fifth century under the twin pressures of early Ionian speculations about natural 

science and the later sophistic movement.  See G. Murray, Greek Studies, 1946, 66 ff, as well as Dodds, 

supra. 
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This interpretation helps us to resolve, or rather brush away, an otherwise 

perplexing problem about Euthyphro.  Is he intended to be a religious traditionalist, or 

some brand of innovative mystic that had popped up over the long run of the 

Peloponnesian war?169  The dialogue simply fails to address the question, for two 

reasons.  First, it is irrelevant to Socrates‟ request.  Whether he is a traditionalist or a 

religious innovator, Euthyphro accepts enough of the conflicting patterns of the inherited 

conglomerate to serve as easy prey to counter-reforming moves of Socrates‟ elenchus.  

This fact informs the broader rhetorical purpose of the dialogue, which is to show that the 

Socratic elenchus works equally well against traditionalists and innovators alike.  This, 

then, is the second reason.  The greater the extent to which Euthyphro can be identified 

with a certain religious sect or tradition, the more limited the effect of the Socratic 

critique.  Socrates is not interested in attacking a sect.  Instead, he wants to show that a 

very common approach to questions of piety—one that crosses over many different 

sectarian boundaries—is simply not feasible. 

V. A FIRST LOOK AT SOCRATES‟ REQUEST 

Curiously, Socrates does not engage in the type of critique just envisioned.  He doesn‟t 

ask Euthyphro for any further details of his father‟s case; he doesn‟t ask Euthyphro to 

substantiate his anchoring claim that his father has acted unjustly; he doesn‟t yet consider 

any points of the analogy.  Socrates will deal with Euthyphro‟s claims obliquely, by 

opening up two different avenues of exploration, which together form the twin 

                                                 
169 For the opening charge in a now long-standing debate over whether Euthyphro was intended as 

representative of “traditional” religion in Athens, see Burnet‟s case to the contrary (1924, pp. 84-7).  The 

pro-traditionalist case is taken up, largely from the dramatic context of the dialogue, by Furley (1985).  

Edwards (2000) and McPherran (2005) each attribute to Euthyphro rather more progressive theological 

views.   
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undercurrents of his critique of Euthyphro.  On the one hand, Socrates will offer an 

indirect critique of the mythical underpinnings of Euthyphro‟s claim.  Concurrently, he 

will offer a dialectical critique of Euthyphro‟s conception of piety.   

 I have looked briefly at Euthyphro‟s defense of his prosecution.  Let me now turn 

to the question that prompted it, the springboard of Socrates‟ dialectical critique.  The 

request runs as follows: 

Soc:  Now tell me, in the name of Zeus, what you just now claimed to know so clearly:  

[1] What sort of a thing do you say piety and impiety are, [2] in regard both to murder 

and other things?  Or [3] isn‟t piety itself the same as itself in every action, and again [4] 

isn‟t impiety entirely the opposite of piety, [5] itself similar to itself and [6] having some 

single feature170 covering impiety as a whole [θαηὰ ηὴλ ἀλνζηόηεηα πᾶλ], should it turn 

out to be impious? 

Euth:  Absolutely [πάλησο δήπνπ], Socrates. (5c8-d6) 

 

This exceedingly strange series of questions constitutes Euthyphro‟s introduction to 

Socrates (in)famous “What is F” question.171  I shall take up this series momentarily, but 

first let us consider Euthyphro‟s initial response.  As soon becomes clear, Euthyphro has 

scarcely a clue as to what Socrates is after.  Given that, and the sheer verbal oddity of the 

question, why does Euthyphro instantly and enthusiastically affirm Socrates‟ suggested 

conditions? 

 To answer this question, we must turn to the context in which it arises.  Euthyphro 

sees that his judgment that his prosecution is pious is directly at odds with his family‟s 

(and doubtless many of his peers‟) judgment that it is impious.  He has diagnosed this as 

a conflict in their common notion of piety.  They accept both of a pair of (according to 

                                                 
170 I have opted for the admittedly bland “feature” as a translation of idea, a term which groans under the 

weight of later attempts at clarification.  I have chosen “feature” chiefly because it isn‟t quite so laden with 

metaphysical connotations as various other contenders, e.g., “form,” “idea,” “property,” “quality,” or even 

“attribute.”  I do this in order to avoid creating the impression that Socrates is frontloading his questions 

with controversial metaphysical assumptions.  I shall occasionally depart from this usage and adopt the 

more traditional “form” when discussing issues in the modern literature. 
171 Although a great deal of ink has been spilt over the appropriate formalized rendering of this question, I 

here stick with the simple, traditional form, hoping that not much is lost in abandoning the “-ness” suffix, 

and certain that very little is gained by its addition. 
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Euthyphro) inconsistent propositions:  (1) It is pious for Zeus to prosecute his father for 

acting unjustly; (2) It is impious for Euthyphro to prosecute his father for acting unjustly.  

Because he sees the action of the god as underwriting the general moral principle (PJ), 

and because he judges his own situation to invoke that principle, he rejects (2) as the 

product of confusion.  Further, because he views (IPIJ) as the natural complement to (PJ), 

he can, by a simple act of substitution, demonstrate the incoherence.  (1) implies:  (3) It is 

pious for Euthyphro to prosecute his father for acting unjustly; while (IPIJ) implies:  (4) 

It is impious for Euthyphro not to prosecute his father for acting unjustly.  The 

substitution is allowed by Euthyphro‟s acceptance of (CJ), which tells us that principles 

of justice apply equally to divine and human agents.172   

The three principles just invoked are offered in answer to Socrates‟ complex 

question, and tell us something important about how Euthyphro interprets it.  He takes 

Socrates‟ criteria to be no more than a comment on consistency:  Piety is one thing, 

impiety its opposite, and we, unlike some other people, should not confuse the two.  This 

interpretation is confirmed by the close of Euthyphro‟s defense of his action. Other 

people—the ones with an incoherent concept of piety—“tell themselves opposite things 

about the gods and me” (6a5-6). 

 Of course, Socrates isn‟t satisfied with this answer.  Rather than explain his 

trouble with the reply, though, he makes two very interesting claims, which together form 

the basis of an indirect critique of the mythological undercurrents of Euthyphro‟s account 

of piety.  First, Socrates admits to difficulty accepting the kind of stories about the gods 

that Euthyphro has cited as underwriting (PJ).  Socrates will shortly go on to explain the 

                                                 
172 As some readers have doubtless noticed, this exchange forms a prelude to Socrates refutation of 

Euthyphro‟s later definition of piety as “what‟s loved by all the gods.” 
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root of his difficulty, but for now he leaves his worries at bay.  Second, he acknowledges 

his own ignorance about the divine, and thence goes on to admit that he should accept 

Euthyphro‟s judgment, given his superior religious knowledge.  Socrates is not claiming 

to be ignorant of the traditional stories of the gods; his allusions to both myths and their 

various depictions in the poetic tradition show this to be false.  Instead, he is claiming not 

to know about the gods‟ activities, irrespective of the myths, and is consequently willing 

to be advised by anyone who possesses such knowledge.  Here again, contrary to what 

we might expect, Socrates eschews any discussion of Euthyphro‟s peculiar knowledge of 

myth, and instead asks only whether Euthyphro believes that the myths are true.  

Euthyphro assures Socrates that he does.  I shall return, in a moment, to the dialogue‟s 

mythological undercurrent.  For now, let me turn to Socrates‟ request for an account of 

piety. 

VI. THE COMPONENTS OF SOCRATES‟ REQUEST 

In the Euthyphro, after he states his complex request, Socrates makes three kinds of 

dialectical move in relation to it.  He will repeat, clarify, and extend it.173  Before 

investigating how Socrates‟ later comments relate to his initial request, allow me to pause 

for a moment to consider its various components, which I have numbered for ease of 

reference. 

[1] What sort of a thing do you say piety [ηὸ εὐζεβέο] and impiety [ηὸ ἀζεβέο] are, [2] in 

regard both to murder and other things?  Or [3] isn‟t piety itself [ηὸ ὅζηνλ αὺηό] the same 

as itself in every action, and again [4] isn‟t impiety [ηὸ ἀλόζηνλ] entirely the opposite of 

piety [ηνῦ ὁζίνπ], [5] itself similar to itself and [6] having some single feature [ἔρνλ κίαλ 

ηηλὰ ἰδέαλ] covering impiety as a whole [θαηὰ ηὴλ ἀλνζηόηεηα πᾶλ], should it turn out to 

be impious [ἀλόζηνλ]? (5c9-d5) 

 

                                                 
173 A fourth alternative, which Socrates does not pursue in this dialogue, would be to retract some part of 

the request.  Euthyphro, it turns out, lacks the dialectical skill to force this tactic. 
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Socrates utilizes a familiar feature of the Greek language to formulate his question.  He 

converts two roughly synonymous174 adjectives (eusebes and hosion) and their opposites 

(asebes and anosion) into substantives by using the neuter singular form of the adjectives 

with a neuter article.  In the first section [1], Socrates simply states our dialogue‟s “What 

is F” question.  The remaining five sections place various restrictions on an acceptable 

answer.  Interpretation of these restrictions is hampered by two different kinds of 

problem.  First, Socrates provides no internal commentary on the suppositions guiding his 

examination.  Second, Socrates has no logical tools for formalizing his request.175  The 

interpreter is left, then, to pose her own explanatory schemas and criteria of adequacy and 

defend them against what rivals may come.   

 It is customary to treat Socrates‟ “What is F” question, at least in the context of 

the elenctic dialogues, as a request for a definition of some moral virtue, variously 

conceived as a quality, property, universal, or whatnot.  Rather than following in that 

vein, I propose that to pay attention to the various dialectical moves that Socrates makes 

as the elenchus proceeds, and use those moves to clarify the force of Socrates‟ criteria.  It 

will frequently be appropriate, as we proceed, to reflect on similar cases, as a sort of 

independent assessment of Socrates‟ manner of pursuing the elenchus.  Before going on, 

though, two provisional remarks about the request are in order.   

 First, Socrates is not asking for what is sometimes called a “nominal” definition.  

Neither he nor Euthyphro is confused about the normal usage of terms like eusebes and 

hosion in Greek, nor is Socrates interested in having Euthyphro simply stipulate some 

                                                 
174 Though ὅζηνλ has a somewhat broader range of application, Socrates clearly treats the terms as 

synonyms, and Euthyphro raises no objections. 
175 While many commentator no doubt find this state of affairs problematic, I would submit that it is 

precisely the theoretical under-determination of the dialogues that has proved such a challenge and delight. 
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peculiar usage rule to fit the occasion.  The force of the request, to put it somewhat 

inelegantly, is to have Euthyphro provide the single feature which all and only pious 

things have; and again the single feature which all and only impious things have; and to 

be sure that there is no comingling of the two.   

 Second, though a great deal has been said about the form of the “What is F” 

question and its possible answers, I am not convinced that much hangs on it.  Let me 

illustrate with some examples.  Imagine the following, Socratic-style question:  “What is 

glamorousness?”  Other ways to put this question might be:  “What is the glamorous?”; 

“What do all and only glamorous things have in common?”  How might one go about 

answering a question of this type?  One might say, “Glamorousness is…”; or “The 

glamorous is…”; or equally, “Everything that is F is glamorous and everything that is 

not-F is not glamorous.”  Absent further comment, these can each function as alternative 

frames of asking and answering the same question.  The respondent is free to choose one 

way over others in order to impose some uniformity on his presentation.  Such a choice, 

however, does precious little to answer ontological questions about the types of entity 

being represented by his statements.  Even to comment on the superiority of one way of 

speaking over another, while possibly courting the realm of ontology, need not enter it; 

given that Socrates is seeking an account from a putative expert, any such move would be 

premature.176  To be sure, Socrates is free to ask his questions as he likes, and he will, but 

he is not free to mandate, at the outset, all possible constraints on an adequate answer, nor 

could he consistently do so and plead ignorance.  To what extent he can consistently 

                                                 
176 See Woodruff, 1982, pp. 161-180, as well as Dancy, 2004, pp. 65-68 for cautionary remarks against 

straying from ontologically innocent statements to their ontologically laden counterparts.  For a useful 

discussion of the general distinction at play, see Hofweber, 2007. 
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diagnose inadequacies in the accounts of others while pleading ignorance is, of course, 

another matter.177 

VII. The DEMISE OF EUTHYPHRO‟S FIRST REPLY 

After having Euthyphro commit to believing the myths to be true, rather than permitting 

him to recount even “more amazing” stories about the gods, Socrates registers his 

objection to Euthyphro‟s answer.  The objection is that Euthyphro has not adequately 

answered the question.  He has said that his prosecution of his father is pious, but has 

failed to reveal the “one characteristic,” the “feature itself, by which all pious things are 

pious.” This objection, absent further explanation, isn‟t entirely fair; Euthyphro has not 

merely claimed that prosecuting his father is pious, but has explained the piety of that 

action via the application of a general principle, (PJ).  Socrates‟ further comment, 

however, shows the insufficiency of (PJ) as an answer to his request.  After repeating that 

his prosecution of his father is pious, Socrates retorts, “Perhaps.  But surely, Euthyphro, 

you also say that many other things are pious” (6d6-7). 

A. DEVICES FOR EXPLAINING EUTHYPHRO‟S FAILURE: (I) LISTS AND RULES 

Commentators have made something of a cottage industry out of the search for which 

precise formal requirements Socrates means to invoke in cases like these.178  They want 

to understand why Socrates sometimes rejects initial definitions outright without further 

consideration, whereas he agrees to investigate others more thoroughly.  In the absence of 

                                                 
177 I leave for a later section questions of whether and to what extent our dialogue courts the realm of 

ontology. 
178 Cf. Santas, 1979, Benson, 2000, Dancy, 2004.  The standard explanation, prior to Nehamas, 1979, was 

that Socrates‟ interlocutors provided particular examples of some universal, rather than the universal itself.  

Benson, in particular, attempts to formulate an account of Socrates‟ definitional criteria that takes account 

of Nehamas‟ revision, but Benson‟s revisions strike me as ad hoc.  See Benson, 2000, pp. 99-111 (Ch. 5), 

for a succinct guide to contemporary debates. 
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compelling counter-evidence, I will proceed on the assumption that the difference is a 

function of (at least) (1) Socrates‟ immediate awareness of the definition‟s shortcomings; 

(2) the perceived variety of paths to take to its refutation; and (3) Socrates‟ interest in 

each of these paths, respectively.  At least in the context of the Euthyphro, there is little 

reason to think that there is some set of features uniquely possessed by the later 

definitions that the first definition lacks.  Indeed, Socrates‟ comments upon refuting each 

successive definition are usefully compared.  In each case, Socrates chides Euthyphro for 

failing to answer his question.  Technically, none of Euthyphro‟s replies gives the right 

sort of answer.179 

Socrates does not elaborate on the objection, but it is best seen as a clarification of 

[2] from Socrates‟ request.  As we have seen, Euthyphro thinks his principle, (PJ) has met 

the second condition.  To see how, let us imagine Socrates and Euthyphro working 

together to generate a rule from an idealized list of data; in this case, true statements.  As 

Euthyphro is thinking, his list would require some set of statements including (but not 

limited to): 

1. Prosecuting murder (=df.unjust killing) is pious. 

2. Prosecuting temple robbery (=df.unjust acquisition) is pious. 

3. Prosecuting (e.g.) blasphemy (=df.unjust religious speech) is pious. 

4. Prosecuting…is pious 
 

Obviously, each item on our list can be explained as an application of (PJ), which we 

may simplify as stating “Prosecuting injustice is pious.”  Our idealized list also helps to 

capture the force of Socrates‟ objection.  Whereas Euthyphro had limited his response to 

the prosecutorial domain, Socrates wants the rule generalized from a list that includes 

every true utterance that uses the term “piety,” or to simplify a bit, every true utterance 

                                                 
179 So, this text is usefully compared with 8a-b, 11a-b, 14b-c, and 15c-d. 
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that contains “pious” as the predicate term.  When Socrates reminds Euthyphro that he 

also “say[s] many other things are pious,” he is expanding the list from which Euthyphro 

needs to generalize.  So for example, we might add: 

5. Sacrificing to the gods is pious. 

6. Solemn prayer is pious. 

7. Giving gifts to temples is pious. 
 

The device of the list allows us to put several questions in sharper focus.  Socrates 

is often diagnosed as making what is called the intellectualist assumption,180 according to 

which one must possess a fully general account of the meaning (or definition) of a term 

prior to being able to know anything about whatever it is to which the term truly applies.  

The closest Plato comes to writing anything of the sort in our dialogue is Socrates‟ 

assertion that Euthyphro must “think that [he] know[s] precisely…about piety and 

impiety” to “not fear acting impiously in bringing [his] father to trial” (4e5-8).  

Euthyphro concurs, and implies that he does know all such things precisely.181  This 

agreement allows Socrates to treat Euthyphro, dialectically at least, as an expert, someone 

with infallible knowledge of his field of expertise.  This expertise plays two distinct roles 

here. It tells us, first, that Euthyphro‟s list will contain only true statements.  When 

Socrates points out that Euthyphro “say[s] many other things are pious,” then, there is the 

                                                 
180 Also called the “priority of definition.”  It is usually analyzed as the conjunction of two separate 

principles, owing to the syntax of the sentences in which the target terms appear.  For instance, we might 

want to know whether some action is pious.  Alternatively, we might want to know whether piety is 

teachable.  In the former case, the general principle is “To know that x is F, one must possess a definition 

of F-ness.”  In the later, it is “To know that F is G, one must possess a definition of F-ness.  This is treated 

more fully in the final chapter. 
181 I say “implies” because Euthyphro replies with a conditional statement:  “If I didn‟t know all such 

things precisely, I would be of no worth, and Euthyphro would be no better the mass of men.”  Euthyphro 

does not tend toward self-deprecation.  Dancy has extricated from Euthyphro‟s claim about his family‟s 

ignorance at 4d9-e3 the principle that knowing what piety is is sufficient to say of some act that it is pious.  

He contrasts this with his analysis of Socrates‟ reply, which he analyzes as the principle that knowing what 

piety is is a necessary to say of some act that it is pious (Dancy, 2004, pp. 42-4).  Given Euthyphro‟s quick 

assent, in a reply that essentially replicates Socrates‟ question, I see no reason to worry too much over the 

proper conditional analysis of Euthyphro‟s initial claim.   
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presumption that the other statements will be true.  Second, Socrates takes this expertise 

to require the possession of some general rule governing the contents of the list.  

Euthyphro‟s first response has given us an instance of such a rule, but it is overly 

restrictive, because it fails to account for other true statements in Euthyphro‟s list, of the 

sort represented in 5-7 above.182   

B. DEVICES FOR EXPLAINING EUTHYPHRO‟S FAILURE: (II) THE TECHNICAL CONCEIT 

Notice, though, that the initial exchange does not speak at all to the intellectualist 

assumption.183  Recall, that assumption makes a perfectly general claim. In this case, it 

would amount to the following:  To know, whether any sentence containing “piety” is 

true, one must possess a definition of piety.  Socrates‟ claim, though, doesn‟t invoke this 

general rule; rather, it marks Euthyphro‟s claim, that prosecuting his father is pious, as 

being particularly controversial.184  Euthyphro goes on to agree that he is, indeed, an 

expert, and at this point Socrates is free to invoke or assume criteria of expertise that can 

either be accepted or rejected by Euthyphro, but he nowhere in our dialogue claims that 

only experts can know anything about piety.  Indeed, Euthyphro‟s quick assent renders 

such a move otiose.185  

                                                 
182 Interestingly, Socrates does not provide any further kinds of pious activity here.  Fortunately, he doesn‟t 

need to, since (1) Euthyphro readily agrees that other things besides those he has mentioned are pious; and 

(2) Euthyphro will later mention different kinds of pious activity, most notably asking for, and receiving 

from, the gods. 
183 Of course, this leaves open the question of whether the assumption is made in other dialogues.  This 

vexed question will be taken up in the concluding chapter. 
184 In asserting this, I do not mean to align myself with those commentators who have attempted to extract 

Socrates from commitment to the priority of definition by attempting to reduce those various texts from 

which it is often adduced to comments on some distinction between controversial and uncontroversial 

knowledge.  The issue of Socrates‟ purported commitment to the priority of definition will be taken up 

explicitly in the final chapter. 
185 I am somewhat mystified at Benson‟s comment on this passage.  He makes much of the distance 

between (1) knowing pious and impious things [ηλ ὁζίσλ ηε θαὶ ἀλνζίσλ] (4e5-6) and (2) knowing piety 

and impiety [ηὸ εὐζεβέο . . . θαὶ ηὸ ἀζεβέο (5e9).  The first phrase is employed, however, by Socrates in an 

expanded comment on what Euthyphro had just described using the second phrase, “piety and impiety,” in 
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What relation does Socrates envision between the general rule and the list?  I have 

so far used two different terms for referring to that relation.  On the one hand, we might 

say that sentences in our list can be explained by the rule.  Conversely, we might say that 

the principle is generalized from the list.  What is the difference between the two 

italicized expressions?  One natural way to answer this question is by invoking the 

difference between an ongoing, and a completed, inquiry.  Imagine that Euthyphro‟s 

peers are attempting to ascertain the general feature of all pious acts, but have as yet no 

clear idea of what that feature is.  In this case, Euthyphro‟s first answer might be taken to 

provide them with a decent starting point for further inquiry; for surely any of his fellow 

Greeks would have agreed that prosecuting acts of injustice is pious.  At the same time, 

they would agree that the types of act falling under that general rule didn‟t capture all of 

the types of pious activity.  They would need to generate some list of target sentences, 

and then to generalize some feature shared by every member of the list, presumably 

engaging in some form of reflection to modify either their list, or their principle, as they 

pondered the ramifications of successive changes.186 

                                                                                                                                                 
describing the (religious) ignorance of those who thought he was acting impiously.  Benson notes that when 

Euthyphro affirms his knowledge, he says that he “knows all such things accurately,” using the plural “ηὰ 

ηνηαῦηα πάληα,” but he thinks that this limits Euthyphro‟s affirmation to knowing “pious and impious 

things” (as in (1)), not “the pious and the impious” (as in (2)).  Of course, the phrase ηὰ ηνηαῦηα πάληα is 

completely general in scope.  Euthyphro is affirming his knowledge of the divine quite generally, all while 

accepting (without objection) Socrates‟ gloss on Euthyphro‟s original phrasing.  Indeed, Socrates‟ “ηλ 

ὁζίσλ ηε θαὶ ἀλνζίσλ” is itself an expansion upon “πεξὶ ηλ ζείσλ ὅπῃ ἔρεη”—Socrates‟ inference from 

Euthphro‟s dismissal of his relatives to his own belief that he possesses precise knowledge of “how things 

stand regarding matters divine and [Socrates expands] both pious and impious things.”  ηὰ ηνηαῦηα πάληα, 

then, isn‟t even grammatically limited to ηλ ὁζίσλ ηε θαὶ ἀλνζίσλ.  Benson further claims that “Socrates 

does not simply suggest that knowledge of the nature of piety is necessary for Euthyphro to know in 

general which things are pious; he also appears to think that this knowledge is in some way required for 

Euthyphro to be acting in the way that he does.  It is required to explain Euthyphro‟s lack of fear and 

shame.”  Of course, Socrates thinks no such thing.  Ignorant belief is perfectly sufficient to explain 

Euthyphro‟s behavior.  See Benson, 2000, 124-5, and n. 50). 
186 The process later famously dubbed “reflective equilibrium” by Rawls in his Theory of Justice (1971), 

though the concept was pioneered in modern logical contexts by Goodman (1955).  I imagine that Plato‟s 

method of hypothesis, as well as the later method of collection and division, has such roots.  For a review 

of the recent history of reflective equilibrium in the modern context, see Daniels, 2003. 
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In cases like ours, when the interlocutor claims expertise, Socrates eschews this 

procedure.  He is indulging in what I referred to in the head of this section as the 

technical187 conceit.  He imagines that his interlocutor is an expert, working from the 

standpoint of a completed inquiry: a situation in which the list is complete, the rule 

discovered.  It has often been argued that Socrates rejects some attempts at definition on 

the grounds that the proposed definitions cite one or several particulars, rather than the 

universal which they share.  This is wrong in two respects.  First, as we have seen, 

because the stated definitions all point to a type of feature, rather than to token instances 

of it; second, because it mischaracterizes the point of the rejection, which is to elicit the 

more general rule which is imagined as enabling the expert to include his various sub-

types in the list.   To be sure, since he is involved in testing the completeness of the 

inquiry, Socrates is free to point, as it were, obliquely at the features of a completed 

inquiry, which can then be used to challenge different answers, but these tests play out 

against the dialectical assumption of a completed inquiry.188  Of course, this is mere 

Socratic posturing.  As the dialogue plays out, and Euthyphro exhausts his options, the 

technical conceit will be ever harder to maintain.  Indeed, by the end of the dialogue, it is 

                                                 
187 From the Greek ηέρλε, denoting specialized skill or expertise. 
188 The topic broached, however partially, is what Santas has dubbed the “pragmatics of Socrates‟ 

questionings” (Santas, 1979, 66-72).  Socrates, as here, commonly represents himself as an honest and 

ignorant interlocutor, as against the expertise of his interlocutor.  Two things are telling about this 

presentation, though.  His professed expert interlocutors never think to approach him from the standpoint of 

investigation, often because they have antecedently proclaimed their expertise, either by provocation from 

Socrates, or by explicitly being recognized as experts by their audience.  Second, and tellingly, Socratic 

instruction about the appropriate style of answer is limited exclusively to professed experts.  The 

interlocutors who admit ignorance about the topic at hand are never rebuked for giving an inappropriate 

sort of answer.  The passages that have often been diagnosed as instances of a confusion between 

universals and particulars are in the Euthyphro, Charmides, Laches, Meno, Hippias Major, and Republic I.  

See Nehamas, 1975, for an excellent diagnosis of this long-standing confusion, including discussion of the 

relevant passages. 
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little more than a groaning piece of derision, neither credible nor polite, a pretense uttered 

far too often. 

VIII. SOCRATES ATTEMPTS TO CLARIFY: (I) AMPLIFYING THE REQUEST 

In rejecting Euthyphro‟s first proposal, Socrates offers the following comment: 

You recall, then, that I didn‟t ask you for this—to teach me some one or two of the many 

pious things—but for this—the form itself [αὐηὸ ηὸ εἶδνο] by which [ᾧ] all pious things 

are pious?  For didn‟t you say that it is by one feature [κηᾷ ἰδέᾳ] that all impious things 

are impious, and all pious things pious?  Or do you not remember? (6d9-e2) 

 

There is something quite uncharitable about this reply, insinuating, as it does, both a 

failure of Euthyphro‟s memory, and the falsehood that Euthyphro asserted something that 

he merely assented to.  Setting that aside, it is clear that the reply gives us a repetition, 

clarification, and extension of the initial request.  In this second formulation, Socrates 

assimilates the phrase “piety itself” [ηὸ ὅζηνλ αὺηό] from [3] with the “single feature” had 

by all impious things in [5].  He employs the dative singular (“by which”) to emphasize 

the relation between “having the single feature”—piety—and “being pious.”  Lastly, he 

extends the formulation “by one feature” to cover explicitly both pious and impious 

things. 

The extension deserves special comment, since, in addition to serving as putative 

evidence for a later criticism of Plato‟s theory of Forms, it contains a notable ambiguity.  

When Socrates first poses his question, its last stage [6] explicitly mentions only impious 

things as “having some one form” insofar as they are impious.  One might, then, suspect 

that the “having” clause applies only to the feature (ἰδέα), impiety, and that Socrates is 

simply silent about whether there is another singular feature—piety—had by pious 

things.  This suspicion is somewhat allayed by the fact that Socrates treats piety and 

impiety in closely parallel terms in every qualification prior to this.  Indeed, the Greek 
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has an almost chiastic pattern:  Where [3] gives us a piety, itself the same as itself in 

every action, [5] gives us an impiety, itself similar to itself, with [6] serving as a natural 

way of expounding the relation between the character and the various constituents of 

“every action,” on the one hand, and the “whole,” on the other. [4], in turn, offers a 

natural inflection point by stating a precisely symmetrical relation, that of opposition.189 

That said, [6] explicitly commits Euthyphro only to impious things possessing one 

form, insofar as they are impious.  The analysis of the last paragraph offers only an 

argument that the parallel case is implied.  Socrates‟ later comment takes us a step closer 

to confirming the parallel, but we can only do so by working through the ambiguity of the 

phrase employed.  Here Socrates, ostensibly recalling his own words, says, “it is by one 

form [κηᾷ ἰδέᾳ] that all impious things are impious, and all pious things pious,” which 

obviously echoes the language of [6], replacing “having one feature” with “by one form.”  

The ambiguity lies in the relation between the dative phrase, “by one form,” and the 

conjunction it modifies, “all impious things are impious, and all pious things pious.”  

Does Socrates mean to say that one feature distinguishes all pious things from all impious 

ones (let‟s call this the “unipolar” reading); or that one feature marks out all pious things, 

and a separate, opposite feature marks out all impious things (call this the “bipolar” 

reading)? 

Those commentators who are accustomed to think in terms of Plato‟s mature 

theory of Forms, and especially its normative dimension, will incline toward the unipolar 

reading of the conjunction.  It is one, singular, Form—Piety itself—by which all pious 

things are pious and all impious things impious.  Otherwise, the objection runs, Socrates 

                                                 
189 By which I mean simply that the relation of opposition is symmetrical.  Let us be somewhat more 

precise:  If we use “O” to designate the binary relation of opposition:  (x)(y)((Oxy→Oyx) & (x≠y)). 
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is committed to accepting one or both of a pair of absurdities—negative Forms or vicious 

Forms.   

Here the first objection is semantic:  On the bipolar reading, Socrates‟ argument 

would force him to accept Forms corresponding to negated adjectival expressions, so that 

in addition to recognizing the need for a Form of Piety, he also would accept a Form of 

Not-Piety, or (its supposed semantic equivalent) im-piety.  The objection would seem to 

gain some force by noting that the Greek term rendered here as “impiety” is formed by 

adding an alpha-privative prefix to the root of the adjective corresponding to our “piety,” 

much like the formation of our own “impiety.”  The semantic point counts as an objection 

simply because of a supposed existential corollary.  While any competent speaker of a 

language will recognize that negative expressions can be perfectly meaningful, there is 

often simply no clear set of truth conditions for their application.  So, for example, 

although the fact that a cup is yellow (all over) implies that it is not-green (all over), there 

is no obvious analytic relation between the two statements, and quite a few of our more 

austere ontologists would be loathe to admit any character of non-green-ness into their 

ontologies as a truth ground for proper attributions of the corresponding negative 

predicate expression.  To put the point somewhat colloquially, the goal of ontology is to 

account for what‟s there, not what‟s not. 

The second objection is normative.  Platonic Forms serve, in large part, as the 

locus of (implicitly positive) value in Plato‟s universe.  They are the sole evaluative 

standards which ground true moral judgments.  Given this function, the objection runs, it 

makes little sense to recognize Forms of vice, as little sense as to recognize, say, a malign 
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sort of (true, objective) justice, or a sickly form of (true, objective) health.  Being good is 

somehow constitutive of being a Form. 

IX. SOCRATES ATTEMPTS TO CLARIFY: (II) A STANDARD TO LOOK UPON 

These objections to the bipolar reading would appear to be buttressed by Socrates‟ 

additional description of his request, offered immediately after his reminder to Euthyphro 

of the original question: 

So teach me whatever that feature itself is, so that by focusing steadfastly [ἀπνβιέπσλ] 

on it and using it as a standard (paradigm), I may say that anything similar to it that you 

or anyone else might do is pious, and say that anything not similar to it is not. (6e4-7) 

 

This passage is a locus classicus of what is sometimes called Socrates‟ paradigm 

requirement. I will take a closer look at it in a moment, but for now, let us see how it 

might be taken as evidence in favor of the unipolar reading.  By referring to the feature as 

a paradigm, this line of thought goes, Socrates must be treating the feature as a moral 

standard, which in turn serves a kind of sorting function.  Everything similar to the 

standard will be pious, everything dissimilar impious.  There are various ways of meeting 

or falling short of the standard, but there is no need for an additional, counter-standard.  

Indeed, once one has begun to think of vice in terms of falling short of some independent 

standard, the idea of separate standard of vicious action takes on a tinge of repugnance.  

This interpretation of the paradigm requirement, which escapes the normative objection 

by projecting a positive moral valence upon what are revealed to be Platonic Forms, 

disposes of the semantic objection by a happy coincidence.  One need no longer posit a 

negative Form—a Form of Not-Piety, because there is no such thing.  Impious things are 

simply those things which are relevantly dissimilar to the Form of Piety.  The negation is 
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treated as an artifact of the comparison; a formal feature of the model, rather than an 

independent feature of the world. 

 As attractive as the unipolar reading is, it does not survive serious scrutiny.  Most 

obviously, it fails to make sense of Socrates‟ early assertion to the effect that impious 

things “have one feature” by which they are impious.  A defender of the unipolar reading 

has two possible defenses here, neither of them adequate.  First, she could argue that 

Socrates‟ talk here is merely loose, an unfortunate consequence of the conversational 

setting.  Socrates should have maintained that pious things are pious by “having one 

feature,” and impious things impious by lacking it.  He was attracted into the 

misstatement by attempting to maintain a symmetrical sentence structure when his 

argument could no longer bear its implication.  Against this move it suffices to say that 

the interpreter who removes from his stock of evidence the very speech he is attempting 

to elucidate strikes at the very plank upon which he stands. 

 Alternatively, one might argue that Socrates does mean what he says, but that the 

feature by which all things are impious is failing-to-be-pious, or some such locution.  Of 

course, if our imagined advocate puts any weight on such phrases, she will wind up right 

back in the territory that she was attempting to avoid—recognizing Forms of negatives.   

 There are two more decisive objections.  The more general one is as follows:  The 

presumption which lends special credence to the unipolar reading is that in investigating 

Euthyphro‟s supposed expertise in matters of piety, Socrates is implicitly comparing 

Euthyphro‟s account to his own.  Because, first, Socrates says so little to elucidate his 

own beliefs about piety in this dialogue; but second, some of his language is similar to 



141 

 

descriptions of Forms found in other, so-called “middle” dialogues190, interpreters 

naturally reach to those dialogues to fill in the relevantly similar details.  Notice, though, 

that if this were going on during so early an exchange in the dialogue, Socrates‟ 

procedure would be deeply problematic, for he would, in essence, be asking Euthyphro 

for an account of a Platonic Form.  His claim to be honestly seeking an account of piety 

would, in short, be sheer pretense.191  There is, thankfully, no need to make the 

presupposition leading to this repugnant conclusion; Socrates is not asking Euthyphro 

about Plato‟s theory, he is helping him both to elucidate and to consider his own.  More 

cautiously, unless Socrates provides fairly strong evidence to link his suppositions here to 

the Theory of Forms, there are no grounds beyond scattered pieces of common 

vocabulary upon which we might justify conforming our interpretation of this dialogue to 

that theory‟s putative assumptions. 

 There is one final objection which weighs decisively against the unipolar reading.  

Recall that an assumption of that interpretation is that the phrases “impious” and “not 

pious” must be treated as extensionally equivalent.  Socrates never accepts this 

equivalence.  In addition, he improves Euthyphro‟s next definition of piety to account for 

the distinction.  As has been shown, both Socrates‟ initial request and its follow up treat 

“piety” and “impiety” as separate terms, ostensibly referring to separate features.  Were 

                                                 
190 I refer here to two linguistic practices:  Socrates uses eidos and idea to refer to the feature by which 

pious things are pious; and he refers to this feature using what becomes a hallmark phrase for referring to 

Forms:  “auto to F”—the F itself, or F-ness.  I take it as well established that the employment of the same 

phrase, especially in different conversations, does not entail that the phrase has the same referent in each.  

This problem only grows more acute in contexts where the reference conditions are in dispute. 
191 There are, to be sure, elements of pretense in Socrates‟ comportment toward Euthyphro.  It is 

implausible in the extreme to believe, e.g., that Socrates thinks Euthyphro an expert, and wants to become 

his disciple, in matters of piety.  That said, Socrates‟ doubts about Euthyphro‟s expertise can best be 

explained by his own ongoing desire to understand piety.  There is also a clear dramatic role for Socrates‟ 

pretense:  it sets the stage for the examination of Euthyphro‟s beliefs by giving him a positive motivation to 

state them.  There lurks here an error so common that one must constantly guard against it:  From the fact 

that Socrates asserts P, one may not in each case infer that Socrates believes P. 
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Socrates committed to the unitary view, he would have no trouble treating his negated 

definiens as extensionally equivalent to the negative definiendum, in this case, “impiety.”  

Notice, first, that when Socrates introduces the paradigm requirement, he does not say 

that what is dissimilar to the paradigm will thereby be impious.  He says merely that it 

will not be pious. 

 Can we be sure, though, that Socrates intends a real distinction here?  The text is 

not decisive, but there is reason to think so.  When Euthyphro offers his next definition of 

piety as “what is loved by the Gods,” he defines impiety simply by negating this phrase, 

much as he did with his first definition:  “what is not loved by the gods is impious” 

(6e11-7a1).  Socrates responds by emending the definition of impiety:  “A god-loved 

thing or a god-loved person is pious, and a god-hated thing or a god-hated person is 

impious” (7a7-9, emphasis added).  Socrates emphasizes that the two features are “most 

opposite,” where the adjective he deploys is the superlative form of enantios, 

enantiotaton (7a10).  To be sure, the next refutation relies centrally on the notion of 

opposition, but there is another worry at play here.  The two phrases, “what is loved by 

the gods” and “what is not loved by the gods” are related as proper contradictories.  One 

(and only one) of the two phrases must be true of absolutely everything under the sun.192  

But of course, there is simply no reason to suppose that everything that exists is either 

pious or impious, god-loved or god-hated.  Indeed, Socrates will point obliquely to the 

                                                 
192 There is a possible quibble here about cross-type predication, but that need not detain us here. 

Restricting ourselves to first order logic and some suitably large set of constants, there is any number of 

things to which we would find the application of highly normative predicates at least strange. 



143 

 

vast neutral territory in his distinction between controversial and uncontroversial 

topics.193  

X. TYPES AND USES OF PARADIGMS 

Before treating Euthyphro‟s second attempt, a few words on the paradigm requirement 

are in order.  Standard English translations for the Greek term “παξάδεηγκα” include 

“standard,” “model,” “example,” and “exemplar.”  Any translation one chooses will be 

somewhat vexed, depending on the pull it exerts on the analogy employed to explicate 

the passage.  Unfortunately, Socrates offers no further direct clarification of his term 

here.  As a result, commentators have struggled with the relation of this passage to the 

larger request for an account from Socrates.  Why should this be so? 

 It is because different commentators envision paradigms as serving different, 

sometimes incompatible, functions.  In what follows, I will discuss four distinct uses, 

including paradigms as (1) examples; (2) exemplars (3) criteria; and (4) defining 

standards.  Take, as an example of the first, a birding analogy.  Imagine that I want to 

learn to distinguish blue jays from bluebirds.  My project will be greatly aided if I learn 

the various features in which the two types diverge.  The possession of individual 

representative specimens of both types would be even more helpful.  I imagine such 

specimens playing the role of examples—garden variety members of a class which would 

enable me to identify other, not-previously-encountered birds as either belonging to, or 

falling outside, the relevant classification.  Notice that in this use, the example is a token 

instance of the species in question; the type features, it is imagined, are simply inferred 

                                                 
193 This distinction is sometimes thought to be at work in what is sometimes called the priority of 

definition.  In bringing it up here, I do not intend to invoke that debate.  However, it will come in for fuller 

treatment in the final chapter. 
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from the token.194  Notice in addition that any number of features might be used to make 

the envisioned distinction.  It would help, for example, to know that blue jays have a crest 

of feathers on their heads, while bluebirds do not.  However, this “example” usage says 

nothing about the relative status of different features.  This in turn shows a shortcoming 

of this usage: It enables us to spot garden variety tokens of the bird species in question, 

but may be worthless in sorting out imposter species or nearby relatives, or helping to 

solve other boundary issues.  It clearly serves an identifying, or less directly, descriptive 

function, but that function only goes as far as the variety of examples at my behest, and 

by itself tells me nothing about which features essentially distinguish one species from 

another. 

 Consider another use.  Imagine that I am learning to play a new instrument, and 

ask for an exemplar from which I can learn how the instrument is supposed to sound.  No 

mere example will do.  Indeed, each time I play, I am producing examples of how the 

instrument sounds; but depending on my level of skill, these examples can be quite poor.  

In this case, in addition to the descriptive component, there is a normative component.  I 

am therefore requesting an exemplary performance—something to attempt to emulate in 

my own performances.  Of course, this is similar to our “example” use above insofar as 

the request is a request for a token performance.  It would not be of much service to hear 

a description of a good performance; what I need is the real thing.  Competitions, 

typically, involve this usage.  At our highest levels of competition, we seek exemplary 

performance of some skill set, but the performances are neither abstract nor general.  We 

                                                 
194 Here I ignore questions of sub-division such as might arise from various sub-species or gender-based 

distinctions. 
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do not learn, as it were, the verbalized conditions which such performances must meet; 

we rather watch them, compare them, and attempt to imitate them. 

 Suppose, in a third case, I would like to learn the (current) legal criteria for 

murder in some state.  In this case, I am asking for something like a model penal code, of 

the sort that various institutions regularly issue as guidelines to practicing attorneys.  I 

would be asking for one or several criteria in virtue of which some agent would be liable 

to be criminally prosecuted as a murderer.  The model code would inevitably include 

some factual component—that a killing occurred, and that the agent responsible for it 

been identified—and some comment on the agent‟s state of mind, or mens rea—

presumably to the effect that the agent acted intentionally to bring about the victim‟s 

death.  In asking for such criteria, we take a step away from tokens and attempt to 

identify the general rules which our token instances—in this case, murderers—all satisfy.   

 Lastly, consider the defining standard.  The usual case discussed is that of the 

standard meter bar in Paris.  Traveling a slight distance, let us imagine a parallel case.  

Take a small scrap of paper of some color.  Now let us introduce the scrap as the standard 

for the application of a new color-term into our language, “farb.”  We do so by stipulating 

a matching rule:  Anything that is the same color as this scrap of paper is “farb.”195  We 

                                                 
195 We can note, in passing, the roots of many distinguishable confusions here.  For in introducing this rule, 

one need say nothing about the stability of the scrap‟s color, or introduce any issues about whether it has a 

color.  These considerations simply confuse the issue.  Pace Kripke, Wittgenstein never denied that the 

standard meter had the attribute of length; that would be absurd.  He rather puzzled over the claim that it is 

“a meter” long, since it is the standard by which the application of that predicate to various objects is 

determined.  The phrase “The meter bar in Paris is a meter long,” is, along with its negation, simply 

incoherent.  It is only because we are already in the habit of thinking of objects as exemplifying certain 

distinct properties that we are lured into thinking that the meter bar is distinguishable from its meter-long-

length (as opposed to its length, per se), and it‟s only because we imagine that the role of the standard is to 

fix the application of a term once and for all that we imagine the need to discuss background conditions 

under which the standard serves its intended purpose.  But these are all equally stipulations; the only point 

at issue is how we are to define the predicate in question.  For that purpose a moving bar is as good as a 

static one; a mood ring as good as a scrap of paper. This shows us something important about the notion of 

a standard—standards need no special ontological status or transcendent character.  Of course, Socrates 
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might naturally say that we learn the meaning of the new term “farb” by reference to the 

standard—the scrap of paper.   

 I have introduced these four cases in order to explore some possible functions a 

“paradigm” might serve.  Each of the first three uses is both descriptive and didactic.  For 

reasons that should be relatively clear, the first two uses will fall short.  The possible 

range of acts and objects to which the term “pious” can possibly apply is simply too large 

for token acts or agents to do the trick.196  Alternatively, might Socrates be satisfied with 

a sort of disjunctive solution?  By analogy, imagine that we gathered samples of each 

known type of bluebird and blue jay.  As of yet, we do not know how to settle this 

question.  One drawback is obvious:  This solution involves an inductive inference from 

the samples to the generalization; unless and until we know the independent criteria for 

membership in the relevant species, we do not know whether our collection is complete. 

Does the third use fare better?  In a sense, it might be thought to, since it at least 

cites the relevant (conventional) criteria according to which we decide questions of 

murder, a similarly broad term.  However, these will fail to pass Socratic scrutiny for 

three reasons.  First, they are conventional—adopted to provide publicly available 

guidelines for a certain type of prosecution, but providing no comment on the nature of 

murder itself, here imagined apart from the conventions governing its prosecution.  

Second, because they do not accomplish the goal Socrates sets out—to sort (on the 

analogy) murderers from non-murderers—they serve rather as starting assumptions 

                                                                                                                                                 
will insist upon fixed standards, but that is a distinct condition.  See Sharma, 2001, for an excellent 

discussion of the point at issue.  See Kripke 1980 pp. 273-275, and Wittgenstein 1958, §50. 
196 Though a large caveat is in order:  It can be plausibly be argued that Socrates‟ own moral psychology 

provides us with a focal meaning of virtue terms such that they refer primarily to virtuous souls, and by 

extension to the acts of agents with virtuous souls.  This in turn helps to explain why descriptions of 

various actions at any level of generality, isolated from the agents performing them, will never suffice to 

explain virtue terms.  That said, the Euthyphro has not yet broached the sort of considerations from which 

this argument could be contemplated.   
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which serve as the backdrop against which prosecutions occur.  The inflated rhetoric of 

assorted jurists aside, legal criteria do not—indeed, cannot—sort murderers from non-

murderers.  They at best provide loose guidelines for the judging parties.  Third, they 

provide no single feature which serves to distinguish murders from non-murders, but 

rather a collection of features which must be jointly satisfied. 

 What about the fourth case?  In a sense, it is the most promising solution.  

Because it envisions a means of defining a predicate by reference to a sample, it would 

definitely serve Socrates‟ immediately stated goal, but at a rather steep price, for two 

reasons.  First, even were we to imagine a “standard” of piety, we could only establish its 

authority by stipulation.  The stipulation of a rule for the use of a predicate is in this sense 

arbitrary.  Second, and worse, it is difficult to imagine what we could possibly designate 

as an appropriate sort of standard; a standard, that is, that could succeed where the first 

three seemingly failed.  Notice that the paradigm requirement derives all of its rhetorical 

force by analogy with familiar examples.  We understand the various uses of “paradigm” 

because we can see other people learning how to identify birds, or recognize colors on 

color charts, or use a rule, or learn to play a musical instrument or prosecute murder 

cases.  In fact, we employ broadly similar measures to pick up the (ordinary) meaning of 

terms like “piety,” illustrating the term‟s meaning by using it in stories and in praising 

various types of (publicly observable) acts.  Rather than opting in advance for one use 

over another, let us see what light the different models throw on Socrates‟ interrogation 

of Euthyphro. 

 

 

 

 



148 

 

Chapter Five 

 
Divine Attitudes:  Euthyphro‟s Turn toward Intentionality 

 

 

 
We come now to the portion of the dialogue that has prompted, by far, the most 

discussion and debate.  Each of the next pair of elenchi will attempt to define piety by 

relating it to what is ostensibly a divine attitude:  the love of the gods.  Each of these 

exchanges will be covered in detail, pausing, when necessary, to review and criticize 

analyses from the copious secondary literature.  That said, it will be good to pause for a 

moment to get a sense of the shape of what is to come. 

 Euthyphro‟s first attempt to define piety as what is loved by the gods will be 

shown to conflict with his (independently held) belief that the gods fail to agree about 

which things they love.  In the aftermath of the definition‟s failure, he never betrays any 

doubt about his belief that the gods often quarrel and suffer from conflicting attitudes.  

Instead, it is reasonable to conclude that the lesson he takes from the failure of the 

definition is that he will be unable to satisfactorily answer Socrates‟ question by 

appealing to the intentions of individual gods.  Because he does not think that their 

intentions are uniform, in what follows, he simply tries to evade the issue of specific 

divine intentions. 

 Instead, he attempts a gambit which is introduced by Socrates, who, in the course 

of discussing divine disagreement, mentions the sorts of things about which people, and 

by extension, gods, disagree, when their disagreement becomes insoluble by means of 

any shared convention.  Euthyphro renews his definition by supposing that the gods do 

all agree that murderers should be punished.  This suggestion forms something of an 



149 

 

inter-elenctic episode.  Socrates does not refute it, but simply points out that the statement 

is little more than a social tautology—a statement the denial of which would be so 

socially frowned upon that it is simply assented to in practice by all parties to a dispute.  

This leaves undecided the more pertinent—and contentious—questions of who the guilty 

party is and in what his guilt consists.  On these questions Euthyphro is silent, and for 

good reason:  He has already admitted that the gods disagree about such things! 

 It is here that Socrates alerts him to a new tactic.  Simply assume that whatever all 

the gods love is pious.  One can sympathize with Euthyphro‟s admittedly short-sighted 

eagerness to latch onto this new account.  One can also (and I will) admire the technical 

ingenuity of Socrates‟ attack while simultaneously deploring his baroque and sometimes 

almost roguish style.  For in asking Euthyphro to rank the two elements of his new 

account—god-loved-ness and piety—into some unspecified sort of causal priority, he 

makes a demand of Euthyphro that he already knows the poor fellow cannot fulfill.  We 

see this as soon as we note that the failure of his first account has put him off the track of 

stating the (presumably different) intentions of (different) gods.  There is good reason to 

suspect that Euthyphro believes that even unanimity of praise or blame among the gods 

(like similar occurrences among human beings) could arise from a heterogeneous list of 

motives; this suspicion is all but confirmed by the end of the dialogue.  If this is on the 

right track, then it becomes obvious that the priority of the two terms is, to Euthyphro‟s 

mind, underdetermined by the (now forced) vagueness of the description.  To pick out 

either element as the controlling element, Euthyphro would need to tell just the sort of 

stories about the gods that Socrates has already rejected.  What this shows, more than 
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anything else, is that Euthyphro was wrong to accede to Socrates‟ initial constraints on 

definition.  They clearly conflict with his theological beliefs.  But enough foreshadowing. 

I. EUTHYPHRO‟S SECOND RESPONSE:  PIETY AS WHAT THE GODS LOVE 

Having had his first attempt rebuffed by Socrates, Euthyphro tries again.  His second 

formulation is succinct:  “What is beloved to the gods [ηὸ . . . ηνῖο ζενῖο πξνζθηιέο] is 

pious; what is not beloved to the gods is impious” (6e11-7a1).  As we have seen, Socrates 

will slightly alter the wording of the definition, explicating Euthyphro‟s “ηνῖο ζενῖο 

πξνζθηιέο” with his own more ample “ηὸ . . . ζενθηιέο ηε θαὶ ὁ ζενθηιὴο ἄλζξσπνο” 

[“both the god-loved and the god-loved person”], and replacing Euthyphro‟s simple 

negation of πξνζθηιέο with ζενκηζέο, “god-hated,” in anticipation of his objection.    

 Socrates takes little time disposing of this account, and that, in combination with 

the interest occasioned by the next refutation, has led to the neglect of this account.  

Commentators have tended to accept the Socratic framing of the definition uncritically.  

Rather than ferreting out how Euthyphro has arrived at this stance, Socrates instantly 

changes the topic to the issue of the intentions among conflicted parties.  This works to 

obscure whatever inference leads Euthyphro to make the claim.  While Socrates‟ change 

of topic leaves Euthyphro no space to explicate his reasoning, a bit of well-grounded 

speculation will help us to see how Euthyphro‟s answer is at least more intriguing than 

Socrates allows. 

 Throughout the dialogue, Euthyphro is considering piety as a feature of (some set 

of) the actions undertaken by human beings.  In general, he sees human actions as having 

the propensity to affect the gods.  As in the case of human societies, the actions of any 

individual may be greeted by others with approval, disapproval, or neutrality.  By 
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invoking the love of the gods, Euthyphro is not concerned with the motivations or 

intentions of the gods.  Rather, he is picking out the affective propensity of certain 

actions (undertaken by mortals, irrespective of their specific motivations) by which we 

might regard them as successful tokens of piety.  Just as we might say that a successful 

prosecution is one that produces a guilty verdict, or a successful drama the one that wins 

the prize, so too a pious action is one that pleases the gods.  Euthyphro, then, is trying to 

provide an objective criterion by which we might sort pious from impious or neutral 

actions.  Any of our actions is, in principle, capable of provoking some divine response.  

Our pious actions are those which provoke approval. 

 In this way, Euthyphro is approaching Socrates‟ question from the stance of one 

attempting to act piously.  He is providing a kind of final causal account of piety.  Just as 

the successful exercise program results in health, so the successful pious action results in 

the pleasure of the gods.197  To this extent, at lease, we have a transparent view of piety.  

Crucially, this view is of our intentions, and not those of the divine.  When we set out to 

act in a pious way, the goal of our action is to please the gods.  And while different gods 

may be pleased by different kinds of action, at least all of our attempts to act piously have 

this goal in common.   

 Interestingly, this account is wholly neutral on the separate question of what sort 

of actions please the gods.  It makes no reference to the reasons the gods feel pleasure, or 

the general features of those actions which produce that feeling.  The fact that Euthyphro 

refers questions of piety to the love of the gods is insufficient to show that he is some sort 

of theological voluntarist.  I shall have more to say about this possibility later, but for 

                                                 
197 As the last part of the dialogue clearly suggests, however, the pleasure of the gods is clearly an 

intermediate goal. The ultimate goal, of course, is to have one‟s prayers positively answered. 
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now, let me just briefly indicate theological voluntarism as the position that makes the 

positive attitude of some one or several gods the right-making property of any given 

action.  To see that Euthyphro‟s account does not lean decisively toward either 

voluntarism or intellectualism, we need only note that it is entirely possible for him to be 

committed to some sort of intellectualist position.  He might agree that there are objective 

moral features of actions that are independent of the attitudes of the gods, while 

maintaining that the gods are (possibly in varying degrees or in various domains) experts 

about the relevant standards of moral value.  Similarly, we may judge that a relevant and 

more or less objective standard for success in the world of physics would be to have 

one‟s papers published in that discipline‟s top journals.198  The fact that the decision to 

publish the paper is made by other physicists in no way undermines the possibility that 

there are independently existing standards of success and failure to which those 

professionals refer in reaching their decision. 

We have good cause to suspect that Euthyphro is skeptical about whether there 

are any objective, general features of moral correctness upon which the gods agree.  His 

belief in a plurality of very different gods makes the case for such features doubtful.  That 

said, this affective account could probably be phrased in a way that would at least avoid 

the major thrust of Socrates‟ objection.  Euthyphro has already suggested that his case 

rests on an appeal to Zeus‟ sense of just prosecution.  The choice of Zeus is not made 

arbitrarily:  Euthyphro is hoping that his action will be pleasing (at least) to the highest 

member of the Greek pantheon.  And insofar as our dialogue speaks to the question, such 

                                                 
198 This would be a sufficient, though not necessary condition for such success, for the simple reason that 

there are other standards of excellence in the field, though we would be hard pressed to find criteria that 

entirely neglect the appraisal of the community of experts, even when such appraisal is pegged to 

independent features of the world.  Certainly Socrates has no interest in impugning the moral judgment of 

the gods. 
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affective tendencies of our actions among hierarchically ranked immortals are plausibly 

what Euthyphro counts as the chief property of pious actions.  We might rephrase the 

account to better suit Euthyphro‟s beliefs as follows:  That action is pious which 

provokes the approbation of the most powerful immortal affected by it.199  

This appeal to power at least superficially resembles an authoritarian claim.200  

Notice, however, that there is nothing inconsistent about maintaining both (1) that there 

are objective ethical features of actions that are independent of the judgment of the gods 

and (2) that the most powerful gods are the ones who apprehend and apply these 

standards to the greatest extent.  It is possible, after all, to interpret the early strife 

between divine fathers and sons as a story of moral progress; after all, Zeus wins, and he 

is also (happily) the strongest and (we might suppose) the most just.  The relation 

between his strength and his ethical expertise is not explored by either character in our 

dialogue.  Of course, that such a story is possible does not make it likely.  Unfortunately, 

the dialogue gives us no unambiguous evidence about Euthyphro‟s beliefs on these 

matters.   

II. DISPUTES HUMAN AND DIVINE 

Rather than stating the more obvious objections noted earlier straightaway, Socrates takes 

a slight detour, which starts with the reminder that Euthyphro has claimed that the gods 

                                                 
199 Once we understand Euthyphro‟s initial viewpoint in this way, his later confusion over the relative 

priority of the pious and the god-loved becomes a good deal easier to understand. 
200 Euthypho‟s definition leads Cohen to infer an “authoritarian meta-ethical theory…since „pious‟ is for 

him defined in terms of the approval of an authority” (2).  But he goes on immediately to undercut his own 

case, arguing that “Euthyphro‟s authorities must have been thought of by him to be pre-eminently wise and 

rational….  [t]heir wisdom and rationality is part of what makes them moral authorities…[and is what] 

enables them to perceive, where mere mortals may fail to perceive, whether a given act is pious” (2).  Of 

course, if their preferences are conceived as the right-making properties of some action, there is no special 

role left for rationality to play.  To be sure, we mortals may not know whether the gods prefer, say, beef to 

lamb, but what sort of obscurity might exist here for the gods?  Cohen must perceive that Euthyphro‟s 

testimony underdetermines any sort of meta-ethical commitment. 
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“differ one from another, and are also hostile toward one another” (7b3-4).  Notice that 

this is alone probably sufficient to overturn Euthyphro‟s attempt, as he formulated it.  For 

mutual hostility typically involves one agent‟s loving what another hates, or at least fails 

to love—with the limiting case simply being the selves involved, and typical cases being 

particular actions or objects of affection or loathing.   

Instead of offering any such analysis, Socrates asks Euthyphro a very general 

question:  “Difference over what things produces enmity and anger” (7b6-7)?  Socrates 

then proceeds to narrow the question to disputes between human beings.  He lists three 

kinds of disputes, over: (1) the number of entities in some collection; (2) the relative sizes 

of different objects; and (3) the relative weights of different objects are resolved by 

counting, measuring, and weighing respectively, and so do not (or at any rate should not) 

result in enmity between the disputants (7b6-c8).  By contrast, other types of dispute 

result in enmity.  In explicating this category, Socrates offers three evaluative axes:  (1) 

the just and the unjust, (2) fine and shameful, and (3) good and bad (7d1-6).  What 

distinction is Socrates making in this passage? 

It has sometimes been suggested that Socrates is appealing here to an early variant 

of the fact-value distinction.  Geach puts the charge as follows: 

This passage [7a-8b] is of some historical interest; it may well be the first appearance in 

Western philosophy of the distinction between factual questions, for which there is a 

definite and accepted decision procedure, and moral questions, for which there is no such 

procedure.  (Geach, 1966, p. 373) 

 

As Geach immediately proceeds to point out, if one imagines that this distinction is 

exclusive and exhaustive, it is quite poorly drawn.  Parties to a dispute can agree about 

what action ought to be taken, but fight bitterly over the (supposed) facts of the case at 

hand.  Geach thinks the passage problematic because he takes it to commit Socrates to 
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two suppositions:  First, that all questions of fact are readily decidable by reference to 

some “accepted decision procedure,” and so do not produce heated conflicts between 

disputants; and second, that questions of morality are not so decidable, and so do, at least 

on occasion, produce such conflicts.  Each of these claims is, of course, highly 

problematic, and the first is demonstrably false.  Geach nicely summarizes his verdict: 

We ought not, then, to be impressed by the argument Socrates presents.  It limps on both 

legs:  Factual questions are not necessarily decidable; moral questions have not been 

shown to be essentially undecidable.  (374-5) 

 

 Were this Socrates‟ argument, he would be in bad shape, indeed.  Happily, it is 

not.  Socrates has asked only which disputes tend to produce hostility.  His answer is 

simply that disputes that admit of simple resolution do not, and that moral questions that 

do not admit of such resolution (at least sometimes) do.  Socrates nowhere claims that 

moral questions are “essentially undecidable.”  Indeed, such a claim would wreck the 

dialogue‟s driving question.  The fact-value distinction is inapposite here for a variety of 

reasons, but most clearly because both Socrates and Euthyphro are assuming, 

dialectically at least, that there is some clear, authoritative, standard by appeal to which 

questions of value—in our case, piety—may be finally adjudicated; that (at least some) 

moral questions are essentially decidable.  Of course, they also agree that this standard is 

not widely recognized, but there is all the distance in the world between the question of 

whether a standard is recognized and the separate question of whether a standard 

exists.201 

 So, to renew the question, what distinction is Socrates drawing?  Socrates aims 

here only to provide a very compressed analysis of the necessary conditions for 

                                                 
201 Here we are liable to run into trouble when employing modal terms like “decidable.”  It is one thing to 

claim that some question (whether factual or moral) is decidable, given presently available decision 

procedures, and something else to claim that it is decidable in principle.  It makes most sense, and is most 

charitable, to read Socrates‟ distinction as a comment on (then) current standards of decidability. 
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embittered dispute.  He draws this distinction by appealing, first, to uncontroversial kinds 

of readily decidable conflict, and next, to uncontroversial features of enduring conflict 

that produce enmity.  The question we must answer is why, in drawing out the second 

class, Socrates appeals solely to terms of moral valuation.  There are three reasons:  First, 

because Socrates is distinguishing between undecidable conflicts per se and the subclass 

of those conflicts that result in enmity; second, because Socrates is actually seeking an 

analysis of the conditions that obtain once people have become enemies; and third, 

because they serve to draw Euthyphro‟s attention back to the originally stated grounds of 

his prosecution.  Each point merits some comment. 

 In indicating various types of readily decidable conflict, Socrates appeals to 

uncontroversial examples.  If we want to know which of two objects is taller, we measure 

them; which of two objects is heavier, we weigh them, etc.202  Does this property of 

decidability extend to all questions of fact?  There is no reason to suppose so.  In drawing 

out the other side of his distinction, he makes a parallel case.  Disputes over whether or 

not some act or agent is just, fine, or good, can, when the disputants are unable to come 

to a decision, result in mutual enmity and anger.  Consider the way Socrates puts the 

question:  “What would make us enemies and angry at each other, were we to disagree 

about it and not able to reach any settlement” (7c10-12)?  It is obvious that the question 

leaves room for other open-ended disputes that do not involve the types of moral 

questions adduced.  That Socrates neglects to treat them is no embarrassment:  They play 

                                                 
202 Does this entail that such disputes cannot produce hostilities?  The question as formulated is too vague 

to be of much use.  Imagine two analogous cases:  Two cousins, each supposing himself taller, argue over 

who is, and two kings, each supposing his army the larger, argue over which is (limiting the question to the 

number of soldiers in each).  I take it that each conflict, so long as it remains unresolved, can produce 

hostility.  We can further imagine that, at the resolution of each, there is enduring hostility between the 

parties.  What we cannot reasonably maintain is that the enduring hostility is still the result of 

disagreement.  The shorter cousin, like the king with the smaller army, is certainly vulnerable to 

humiliation and possible enmity, but (barring delusion) surely not because he still thinks himself taller. 
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no role in the argument.  There is also no hint that all moral questions, when disputed, 

either remain undecided or lead to hostility. 

 The claim is more specific.  Socrates answers his question:  “These things [i.e. 

questions of justice, etc.] are the ones about which, when we disagree and are unable to 

come to any sufficient agreement, we become enemies to one another, whenever we—

both I and you and all other people—do become enemies” (7d2-6).203  This “whenever” 

lends a certain plausibility to Geach‟s criticism.  For surely people can become bitterly 

angry at one another for any number of reasons.  Sometimes the reasons are good, 

sometimes bad, sometimes the dispute factual, sometimes moral—most often mix of 

each.  In apparent opposition to this, Socrates is claiming that dispute over some moral 

issue is a necessary condition for enmity.204  There is a fairly obvious error here, but to 

get at it, we need to scrutinize how Socrates is approaching the question at hand. 

 Socrates is providing here a very compressed analysis of “enmity” or “mutual 

hostility.”  Enmity is an extreme case of conflict, and by Socrates‟ lights, essentially 

involves some negative moral evaluation of the parties against whom one is embittered.  

One cannot (reasonably, at least) be contemptuous of another agent or her activities205 

without judging either the agent or the activities to be unjust, shameful, or bad.  Of 

course, such judgments can be the (sometimes direct, more often not) product of even the 

most innocent initial dispute.  Socrates is guilty of eliding the distinction between (1) the 

topics over which people may disagree, and (2) the conditions that obtain once 

disagreement has resulted in enmity.  I am inclined to think that Socrates‟ phrasing of his 

                                                 
203 Socrates poses this as a question, but the text clearly indicates that he is drawing the inference of the 

preceding discussion. 
204 Though not a sufficient condition.  Enduring moral controversy need not lead to hostility! 
205 Including, of course, her endorsement of activities or agents one finds morally repugnant, or 

condemnation of activities or agents one finds morally praiseworthy. 
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inference shows that he is aware of the elision, as he places extra emphasis on the second 

prong of the distinction.206  The point, slightly rephrased, is this:  “Whenever people do 

become enemies, they disagree and are unable to reach any sufficient judgment on some 

question over what is just or unjust, noble or shameful, good or bad.”  Let us call this the 

“moral component of enmity,” as follows: 

(MCE):  If A and B are enemies, then for some act or agent x, and some moral quality, F, and its 

opposite, *F, A believes Fx and B believes *Fx.207 

 

Socrates is deliberately marking a rather broad connection between enmity and 

moral condemnation.  The problem, in the immediate context of his discussion with 

Euthyphro, is that this connection makes his introduction of the problem in terms of 

decidability look like a red herring.  Is there a means of reconciling the apparent 

disconnect?   

Notice that Socrates‟ description of solutions to the three types of resolvable 

disagreements immediately recalls the paradigm requirement:  In each case, reference to 

some standard208 suffices to dissolve the conflict.  Socrates is, at first blush, 

distinguishing between conflicts that are straight-forwardly resolvable by reference to 

                                                 
206 Socrates has stumbled into a very thorny tangle of philosophical issues.  We would want to distinguish 

at least:  (1) the initial terms of some conflict; (2) the type(s) of question(s) initially involved; (3) the 

possible means of resolution; (4) the eventual grounds for anger; (5) the moral content of those grounds; 

and (6) the relation between these grounds and the original dispute.  Because he is eager to contrast 

embittered conflicts with conflicts resoluble by reference to some standard, Socrates elides the distinction 

between (2), on the one hand, and (4)-(5) on the other. 
207 I use the notation *F to distinguish the notion of opposition at play here from mere negation. 
208 Interestingly, Socrates asserts the relevant means of deciding each case with the locution “ἐιζόληεο ἐπὶ 

X,” “proceeding toward X,” where X in each case designates the procedure of comparing the disputed 

(features of the) elements of the collection with the relevant standard.  The phrase are similar insofar as 

each makes use of the metaphor of “turning toward” something to resolve a dispute about an independent 

collection of things (cf. ἀπνβιέπσλ εἰο X—“focusing on X”).  They are dissimilar insofar as the first phrase 

nominates the standard to be applied in the solution, the second the process of applying some standard.  In 

the first case, he uses the abstract noun for counting [ινγηζκόλ].  In the latter two, he uses articular 

infinitives of the verbs for measuring [ηὸ κεηξεῖλ] and weighing [ηὸ ἱζηάλαη].  He could have used either 

the dative form of the respective measure in each case, or some other prepositional phrase modifying the 

measures, but instead moves to the clear application of the standards to the topics of dispute.   
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publicly available standards, and other conflicts, which are not.  Unfortunately, he does 

not explicitly connect his discussion of the resolvable conflicts with specific standards, 

though he would presumably need to do so were he to attempt any explanation of the 

procedures (counting, measuring, weighing) he indicates. 

That said, the rhetorical point is inescapable.  In that subclass of undecided 

disputes between people that are marked by mutual hostility, the parties are unable to 

agree upon any shared standard by appeal to which the conflict could be resolved.  

Should the gods, likewise, suffer embittered conflicts, it would seem that they, too, lack 

any shared single standard to resolve those conflicts.  At the same time, Socrates 

inclusion of “just” and “unjust” recalls both Euthyphro‟s earlier definition of piety and 

his own quarrel with his family.  To this extent, at least, Socrates attack is ad hominem.   

III. THE DEMISE OF EUTHYPHRO‟S SECOND ACCOUNT 

Socrates does not (yet) explicitly go so far.  Instead, he draws the inference that, if the 

gods do bitterly quarrel, they must differ on matters of justice and injustice:   

By your account, my good fellow, different gods think that different things are just and 

noble and shameful and good and bad.  For surely they wouldn‟t revolt against one 

another unless they disagreed about these things. (7e1-4) 

 

He goes on immediately to draw two further inferences.  First, those things that any 

faction of gods thinks are just, noble, or good are the things the faction‟s members love, 

and correspondingly, those things the members find unjust, shameful or bad are things 

they hate.  The same things, then, are both god-loved and god-hated, or to put the matter 

more precisely, in those disputes which have resulted in mutual hostility, there is (at 

least) some one thing that one god (or faction of gods) loves, and that another hates, and 

vice versa. Euthyphro‟s account won‟t do.   



160 

 

 This sets the stage for Socrates‟ second, rather momentous inference:  

Euthyphro‟s earlier appeal to divine precedent is, by all appearances, in open conflict 

with his stated belief that the gods quarrel: 

Consequently, what you‟re now doing—punishing your father—it wouldn‟t be surprising 

if in doing this, you were doing something preferred by Zeus, but hated by Chronos and 

Ouranos, or loved by Hephaistos, but hated by Hera, and if any other of the gods differ 

from one to another about this dispute, the same goes for them.  (8b1-6) 

 

This takes us back to the mythological undercurrent of the dialogue.  The cited examples 

are barbed.  As Euthyphro is well aware, what distinguishes Zeus from Chronos and 

Ouranos is that he alone does not suffer the fate of being overthrown by his own 

offspring.  Worse still, if we approach Euthyphro‟s latest attempt at an account of piety in 

terms of his own cited divine precedent, we must imagine that Ouranos loved his own 

castration, and Chronos his confinement.  For good measure, Socrates adds the case of 

Hephaistos and Hera, the former of whom manufactured a device for the latter‟s 

confinement after she ejected him from Olympus for his deformity.  Euthyphro appears 

not to have noticed that in the mythical tradition, gods serve as both the punishers and the 

punished, agents as well as patients of (apparently) unjust action.   

IV. SOME RULES OF ACCOUNTING: GENERALITY AND CONSISTENCY 

In the broader sweep of this passage we see Socrates invoking a sort of “semantic 

inoculation.”  When he asked for an account of piety and impiety “in regard both to 

murder and other things,” Euthyphro reasonably took his request to be limited to the 

judicial context.  Now Socrates explains that he wants to know the single feature that 

explains every use of the term “piety” that Euthyphro accepts.   The inoculation metaphor 

operates in two directions.  First, Socrates is preventing Euthyphro from invoking 

particular types of act as standards of “piety” by pointing out that such types are 
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insufficiently general.  In demanding that the feature specified suitably explain every true 

application of “pious,” Socrates is invoking what I will call a generality requirement.  His 

talk about opposites invokes a new condition, directly at odds with the first.  In keeping 

with Socrates‟ use of “opposites,” let me refer to this as the consistency requirement.209  

Insofar as Euthyphro seeks more general features which pious acts share, he will be likely 

either to capture in his net impious acts or people, or to state features so  general as to be 

of little use in marking the distinction at hand.210   

We can illustrate our adoption of the symmetrical reading with an innovation in 

the list.  Where I have previously focused on a single list of statements including “pious” 

or its cognates in diverse statements, let me now extend the device:  to fully satisfy 

Socrates‟ request, we would need to have two lists—the first, as before, with all true 

statements containing “pious” and its cognates; the second, with all true statements 

containing “impious” and its cognates.  Correspondingly, we will need two distinct rules, 

one specifying the rule for membership in our first list, and one specifying the rule for 

membership in the second.  For ease of reference, let me here introduce a shorthand 

device, using the bolded letter “P” to stand for the data set of true sentences containing 

“pious,” and “I” to stand for our list of true sentences containing “impious.”  I will 

further use their lower-case bolded counterparts, “p” and “i” to stand for the 

corresponding membership rule of each. 

                                                 
209 Later referred to with the label “exclusivity.”  I use the term “consistency” here to point to a property of 

the contents of the list as judged relative to the target feature, and also to highlight the overlap with 

Vlastos‟ view. 
210 Indeed, by the time he wrote the first book of the Republic, I am convinced that Plato had a conscious 

grasp of a the dilemma faced by Socrates‟ interlocutors:  Whatever answer the interlocutors venture will 

either be too specific to capture every use of the property in question or too vague to be of any help in the 

process of judging individual acts.  I would dub this the central dilemma of the elenchus. 
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I can now provide a more explicit formulation of the notion of “opposites” at 

play.  Socrates‟ stipulation that piety and impiety are “most opposite” has two immediate 

consequences.  First, it entails that no sentence contained in P is also contained in I.  

Second, it entails (what amounts to the same point) that no member of P can be explained 

by i, and that no member of I can be explained by p.  Euthyphro‟s first attempt failed to 

be suitably general; it failed to explain every statement in P.  The second attempt fails the 

consistency requirement—the proposed p explains statements in I, and the proposed i 

explains statements in P.   

V. CRIME AND PUNISHMENT 

In response to Socrates‟ objection, Euthyphro summons a reply that is, in one respect, 

resourceful.  None of the gods would deny “that anyone who has unjustly killed another 

should be punished” (8b7-9).  Euthyphro is attempting to remove the teeth from Socrates‟ 

objection by narrowing the topic of dispute to a type of injustice that cannot be 

perpetrated among the gods: gods, being immortal, cannot very well murder other gods or 

be murdered by them.211  In focusing narrowly on murder, Euthyphro is casting the gods 

as judges separate from the adversarial roles occupied in courtroom settings by 

defendants and prosecutors. 

At the same time, Euthyphro‟s reply makes trouble for some of his modern 

defenders.  A number of scholars have attempted to defend Euthyphro's prosecution of 

his father on the grounds that the prosecution is pro forma.  The assumption is that 

Euthyphro doesn't intend his father to be found guilty or punished; he expects his suit to 

                                                 
211 That gods are able to kill people is irrelevant.  While this may prove a ground of disagreement between 

gods and mortals, this sort of disagreement offers no clear analogue among deathless beings.  
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be dismissed.212  Euthyphro brings the suit to fulfill his minimal religious obligations to 

the state, and so cleanse his family of the pollution attached to the servant's death.  That 

Euthyphro nowhere voices any such scheme should give his defenders pause.  Moreover, 

if any part of the dialogue calls for this plan's enunciation, this passage surely does.213  

Socrates has just described Euthyphro's action in terms of his father's punishment [ηὸλ 

παηέξα θνιάδσλ (8b1)].  Rather than taking exception to the description, Euthyphro 

charges forth, claiming, in effect, that the gods must be united in their hostility toward his 

father's misdeed [δεῖ δίθελ δηδόλαη (8b9)].  Are we to surmise, then, that Euthyphro 

expects unanimous condemnation from the Gods, but at the same time requires certain 

neutrality or apathy from either the king archon or the Athenian jurors? To ask the 

question is to answer it. 

VI. ORATORY AND MORALITY 

In response to Euthyphro‟s challenge, Socrates asks a rhetorical question that is no less 

provocative than muddled.  He redirects Euthyphro‟s attention from gods to people, and 

affirms and expands upon Euthyphro‟s principle:  “Have you ever heard anyone argue 

that one who has killed unjustly or committed any other injustice should not be punished” 

(8b10-c2, emphasis added)?  Euthyphro argues that he has, in both court and other 

venues, and in reply, Socrates offers a clarification.  Restricting his question to those 

guilty parties Euthyphro has just mentioned, he asks whether they agree both (a) that they 

                                                 
212 So, e.g., Geach 1966:  “Since the attitude of Euthyphro‟s relatives in the matter was likely to be shared 

by others and since Euthyphro knew that his own religious attitude attracted derision rather than respect, we 

may suppose Euthyphro to be well aware that his father would not in fact be in any serious legal danger; 

the prosecution is just a gesture” (p. 370).  This inference is abetted by persistence worries over the 

question of whether Euthyphro has standing to bring the charge in the first place, on which see note 152 

above. 
213 A similar opportunity occurs at 9a-b.  Euthyphro demurs, but does not challenge Socrates‟ 

characterization. 
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have acted unjustly, and in spite of that, go on to claim (b) that they should not be 

punished.  Euthyphro denies that they do. 

Euthyphro initially takes Socrates to be asking whether any guilty defendants 

proclaim their innocence; whether guilty parties sometimes attempt to deceive others 

about their unjust actions.  He rightly answers in the affirmative.  Instead, Socrates is 

asking whether anyone agrees that some party is both guilty of injustice and nonetheless 

should not be punished.  This marks an interesting turning point in the dialogue.  As he 

has just done in the case of embittered conflict and questions of justice, Socrates here 

makes a broad connection between injustice and punishment. 

Unfortunately for Socrates, his clarification is again ambiguous.  He draws the 

inference from the exchange as follows: 

Then they [i.e. guilty parties attempting to escape punishment] do not do and say 

everything.  For surely they would not dare to say or argue that they‟ve acted unjustly, 

and nevertheless ought not to be punished.  Rather, I think they deny acting unjustly.  

(8c10-d1) 

 

Let‟s call this the “principle of punishing injustice,” which we can formulate, using “x” 

for some agent, “P” for the predicate “ought to be punished” and “I” for the predicate 

“acted unjustly” as follows: 

(PPI):  No one dares to say or argue:  Ix & -Px. 

The last sentence in our quotation suggests an additional principle.  Although the thought 

is not spelled out, there is little need.  The implication is that when people seek to escape 

punishment, they deny committing injustice.  This strongly suggests a conditional 

reading.  To (PPI) we can add a “no injustice, no punishment” principle: 

(NINP):  Some people say or argue:  -Ix  -Px. 

Were we now to eliminate the verbs of assertion in which the conjunction and conditional 

are nested, we would have the nice conclusion that committing some injustice is both a 
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necessary and sufficient for deserving punishment.  The verbs nesting the conditions 

merit scrutiny. 

When Euthyphro mentions the gods‟ consensus against unjust killing, he refers to 

the subject being judged with the relative pronoun, “hos.”  He is imagining the gods as 

judges, but neither victims nor perpetrators, of the crime in question.  By refocusing on 

human beings, Socrates is allowed to erode the differences between the judicially distinct 

roles of prosecution, defense, and judgment.  When he first asks Euthyphro about 

“people,” he marks a clear distinction between the imagined judge and the hypothetical 

murderer or other agent of injustice.  He parries Euthyphro‟s first reply by focusing his 

remaining formulations on that subset of people who have acted unjustly and are 

attempting to escape punishment.  While serving as an excellent piece of ad hominem 

rhetoric, this restriction has a price.  In claiming that the gods all condemn unjust killing, 

Euthyphro takes himself to be asserting an authoritative, and for that reason, indefeasible, 

moral principle.  This means, at least, that Euthyphro takes himself to be reporting a 

unanimously and sincerely held belief of the gods in regard to murder.214 

When Socrates goes on to reformulate this principle in terms of the arguments 

made by self-interested agents in the course of defending themselves from imminent 

punishment, his principle can only be taken as a comment on forensic oratory.  As such, 

it is apt.  No sane person having any familiarity with jury trials would attempt the “Yes-I-

                                                 
214 In making this claim, I do not intend to endorse the claim made by some commentators that Euthyphro 

should, or does, endorse some early variation of theological voluntarism.  This topic will be taken up below 

in ch. VII, s. II. 
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did-it-now-please-let-me-go” defense, so Socrates is perfectly right to preface his 

principle with “No one would dare say or argue…”.215 

As a moral principle analogous to what Euthyphro has intended, however, (PPI) 

and its companion are, at least in the context of this exchange, utter failures.  This 

becomes obvious as soon as we consider its deployment by some guilty party who is 

facing prosecution, but whose guilt is (so far) unknown to his jury.  To accept (PPI), so 

restricted, as a moral principle on par with the judgment of the gods, we must imagine, 

first, that all such (ex hypothesi guilty) persons facing charges of committing some 

injustice sincerely believe that they are innocent; that is, we must forswear the possibility 

that they are merely lying.  In a defense speech, what the defendant says, and more 

generally, how the defendant comports himself, is often of much more moment than what 

he believes.  If one‟s goal is forensic success, one‟s sincerely held beliefs are often best 

checked at the courthouse entrance.  More problematically, we must imagine, second, 

that the authority of the principle is predicated (at least in part) on the agreement of the 

very parties who seek its violation.   

Hyperbole to the side, Socrates is surely aware that the idea that people can and 

sometimes should both commit injustice (as popularly conceived) and escape punishment 

was a topic of perennial discussion not just among the sophists, but among politically 

ambitious young men generally—a fact which surely helps to explain its interest to those 

itinerant professors of public discourse seeking to gain their favor.216  One of the great 

lures of political power, in Plato‟s age no less than our own, is the possibility of breaking 

the law with impunity.  To think that Socrates‟ contemporary teachers of rhetoric and the 

                                                 
215 This is also why we would be remiss to state the principle without noting the verbs with which it is 

introduced. 
216 Indeed, I would say that this motivation underlies much of our own public political discourse. 
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like did not make appeals to the lawless desires of their young charges is to imagine that 

works like the Gorgias and Republic I are mere fantastic speculations.  Here, as there, the 

principle is accepted at least in part to avoid the very real shame occasioned by its public 

denial.  For these reasons, it would be naïve to take Socrates to be stating some universal 

moral principle or even belief, rather than observing one of the social norms governing 

public defense speeches. 

VII. THE DEMISE OF EUTHYPHRO‟S INTERIM DEFENSE 

As Socrates goes on to show, though, Euthyphro‟s principle is itself a dud.  He illustrates 

this by distinguishing the question of whether some guilty party should be punished—an 

uncontested part of the framework of judicial proceedings—from the usual matters of 

contention that come before a court:  who the guilty party is, what (putatively unjust) 

action has been committed, and when the action has occurred (8d5-6).217  As Euthyphro 

surely realizes, these are the very issues that his family has raised in criticizing his 

prosecution. 

 Because Socrates has gained Euthyphro‟s assent to the universality of (PPI) 

among gods and men, he can now use his previous distinction between resolved and 

unresolved disputes, and explicitly contrast (PPI) with the case of justice, which 

Euthyphro has already agreed to be a topic of perennial dispute.218    Consequently, 

Socrates is ideally positioned to attack Euthyphro‟s supposed principle as nonresponsive. 

                                                 
217 Burnet rather curiously takes the “when” prong of this elucidation to refer to the question, pertinent at 

the time of Socrates trial (c. 399), of whether the act occurred before or after the amnesty (c. 402) (Burnet, 

1924, 121).  As interesting as this may be as a historical conjecture, Socrates‟ distinction is altogether too 

general, and the cases of its pertinence to criminal proceedings too ubiquitous, to suspect it here.  In any 

criminal proceeding in which the defense case rests on, e.g., an alibi, both the time of the crime and the 

claimed locations of the suspected parties often become central topics of dispute. 
218 The fact that Socrates explicitly mentions the act, as well as the time of its occurrence, as topics of 

dispute should additionally confirm that Socrates does not intend this distinction to cleave questions of fact 
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 To see why, let us imagine that (PPI) did present us with a divinely grounded 

moral principle, sincerely believed by all the gods. That principle, like his earlier (PJ)219, 

fails to provide any guidance at all about which agents or actions are unjust.  Indeed, in 

appealing to (PPI), Euthyphro is doing little more than repeating his own initial 

conception of piety.  The only improvement he has made is to try to limit his appeal to a 

type of case upon which the gods have—he supposes—reached a consensus.  In the 

interim, he has been forced to jettison his main proof (tekmērion) of divine precedent.  To 

put the point technically, we might well agree that the indefinite descriptive phrases 

“whoever committed an injustice” and “whoever deserves to be punished” are 

extensionally equivalent, while still disagreeing vehemently about the objects of their 

common extension. 

VIII. SOCRATES‟ (UNUSUAL) REQUEST TO EXAMINE A PARTICULAR ACTION 

Socrates now makes a move that is, in light of his previous conduct, extraordinary.  For, 

having just attacked Euthyphro‟s principle as empty, he goes on to state the following: 

Those who disagree—both men and gods (if gods really disagree)—disagree about each 

of the things which has been done.  Some assert of some act that it has been done justly, 

others that it has been done unjustly.  Isn‟t that right?  (8e4-8) 

 

For a moment, Socrates leaves the topic of piety entirely out of consideration, and having 

secured Euthyphro‟s assent, asks for proof that all the gods agree both (1) that the laborer 

has been killed unjustly, and (2) that a son should prosecute his father for murder on 

behalf of such a victim (9a1-b3).  In asking for Euthyphro‟s proof, Socrates provides a 

description of each known aspect of both acts.  The victim is a “day-laborer” [ζεηέπσλ] 

                                                                                                                                                 
neatly from those of value.  Even granting the judicial context, we should be mindful that the fact that juries 

come to a verdict often has little bearing on the embittered feelings of the contending parties. 
219 That is, what I called “piety as justice”:  Euthyphro‟s claim that it is pious to prosecute anyone who has 

committed an injustice.  See above, Ch. IV, s. III. 
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who has become a “murderer” [ἀλδξνθόλνο].  The “master” [δεζπόηνπ] of the one he 

killed tied him up, and he died “on account of the bonds” [δηὰ ηὰ δεζκά] before the 

messengers who were sent to the religious officials to find out what should be done with 

him returned.  On the other hand, a son is prosecuting and denouncing his father for 

murder, “on behalf of such a man” [ὑπὲξ ηνῦ ηνηνύηνπ]. 

 This passage is of interest because it is the one brief moment in the dialogue 

where Socrates asks Euthyphro to address his moral judgment to the particular details of 

the case.  Given that both (possibly) gods and (certainly) men argue over the moral 

features of individual actions, it is crucial to give a full and correct accounting of the 

actions being judged, and that is just what Socrates provides.  Rather than attempting to 

isolate the feature in virtue of which the gods unite in condemning his father‟s action, 

Euthyphro demurs. 

Interestingly, Geach asserts the need for such an accounting, but nevertheless 

condemns Socrates for “appeal[ing] to popular prejudices.”  Noting the debater‟s trick 

that Socrates has pulled on Euthyphro in showing the emptiness of (PPI), he continues:  

“This move by Socrates, or by [his] contemporary [counterpart], is merely eristic; 

worthwhile discussion can only start if that feature of the act which Euthyphro, or [his 

contemporary counterpart], really is objecting to is brought out into the open and 

carefully considered” (375). Strangely, instead of noticing that this is precisely what 

Socrates invites Euthyphro to do, Geach charges him with avoiding any such proceeding.  

Socrates‟ description of Euthyphro‟s situation strikes him as a bigoted display of noble 

expectations, emphasizing the relative disparity between a “master” and his “serf,” while 

describing Euthyphro‟s conduct in a way that puts his own filial piety in doubt. 
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The first charge, I think, has already been dispatched:  Socrates has pointed out 

that people and gods (if they argue) argue about individual actions, and has gone on to 

ask Euthyphro what part of his own and his father‟s conduct is universally praised (in the 

former) and condemned (in the latter) by the gods.  The second charge is more difficult to 

treat.  To make the case, Geach would presumably need to compare Socrates‟ summary 

with Euthyphro‟s own.  Rather than so doing, Geach simply supposes the prejudicial 

nature of the account.  I see little disparity between the two accounts; the primary 

difference being that Socrates‟ is slightly more concise.  Are we to suppose that 

Euthyphro‟s own account is similarly prejudicial? 

There is, however, a deeper problem with the charge.  Geach suspects that terms 

like “day-laborer” (he uses “serf”) and “master” import notions of moral inferiority and 

superiority, which in some contexts they assuredly do.  However, here, Socrates is stating 

the roles of each party to illustrate the nature of his involvement in the case.  As Geach 

was surely aware, a large topic of dispute in such cases is whether one has the right to 

bring a suit in the first place.  As we have seen, in the ancient world, much like the 

modern, one‟s standing to bring legal action depended largely on one‟s relation to the 

alleged harm.220  In addition, these details surely play no minor role in the judgment of 

this case.  Indeed, it is hard to see what alternative description Geach would find suitable. 

Imagine such an alternative:  One man murders a second.  A third binds the 

second and sends a fourth for advice from a magistrate about how to proceed.  The 

                                                 
220 Though most modern democracies reserve the sole right to prosecute criminal conduct, standing plays a 

central role in civil disputes.  I may well believe, e.g., that it should be unconstitutional to force children, 

under threat of penalty, to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, but unless I happen to be a parent of one of the 

affected children, and allege the harm of the activity upon my child, my case will simply be dismissed.  

While we may consider questions of standing as irrelevant to the separate question of harm, there can be no 

question that the lawmakers of ancient Athens thought one‟s relation to the crime to be of prime 

importance.  We may categorize this as a prejudice, but we must at the same time recognize its pedigree 

and persistence.   



171 

 

second man, neglected, dies in his constraints before the fourth returns.  A fifth man 

proceeds to prosecute the third for murdering the second.  This is, I submit, a wholly 

insufficient description of the case.  It provides us with no insight into the relevant 

relations between, or (related) motivations of, the different agents.  Were Socrates to 

neglect mentioning that the alleged murderer is the master of the first victim, his reasons 

for binding the original murderer would be an utter mystery.  Were he to neglect the 

victim‟s status as a day-laborer, we would be left with no idea of his relation to the one 

prosecuting his alleged murderer.  Finally, were he to neglect Euthyphro‟s relation to his 

father, we could make sense neither of Euthyphro‟s claim that the murder polluted his 

own hearth and table, nor of his use of the cases of Zeus and Chronos as precedent for his 

own.  It is both more charitable, and makes better sense of the text, to suppose that 

Socrates‟ intends here no more than an enumeration of the known details of Euthyphro‟s 

case, and that it is Euthyphro who refuses either to challenge any part of the description, 

or defend the merits of his charge on these terms. 
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Chapter Six 

Piety as What All the Gods Love 

 

Socrates faces an impasse.  Rather than letting the matter rest, he makes two 

moves. First, he notices that even were Euthyphro to show him that all the gods agreed 

that the worker‟s death was unjust, he would be no closer to any generalized 

understanding of piety and impiety.  So he proposes an amendment to Euthyphro‟s 

account.  Euthyphro agrees, giving us his third attempt at an account: What all the gods 

love is pious; what all the gods hate is impious. 

 We come now to most famous passage of the dialogue.  Because the passage is 

exceptionally tricky, I will proceed by breaking it into manageable parts.  Both the proper 

translation and the logic of the passage have vexed commentators.  I will offer both 

translation and comments as I proceed. 

I. THE DILEMMA221:  10A1-11B5 

As previously, Socrates ignores the putative definition of impiety as what all the gods 

hate, and focuses instead on its positive counterpart.  He begins his investigation of this 

account by exploring the relation between the two terms of the account: 

Socrates: Consider this sort of thing:  Is {it the case that} [α] the pious is loved by the 

gods because it is pious, or is {it rather that} [β] {the pious} is pious because it is loved 

{by the gods}? 

Euthyphro:  I don‟t know what you mean, Socrates.  (10a1-4) 

 

One sympathizes with Euthyphro.  Socrates has introduced the new account as a revision 

(ἐπαλνξζνύκεζα ἐλ ηῶ ιόγῳ) of Euthyphro‟s second attempt, and formulated it using an 

                                                 
221 Here I follow tradition in referring to Socrates‟ question to Euthyphro as a “dilemma.”  That Socrates 

intends it as one becomes clear in his subsequent interrogation.  That said, we shall have occasion to 

question this characterization below. 
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indefinite relative pronoun and an active verb:  Whatever [ὅ] all the gods love [θηιζηλ] 

is holy.  In amending the second attempt in this way, Socrates has departed from his 

standard practice of making ηὸ ὅζηνλ the subject of the proposed account.  The term 

ὅζηνλ is included as a predicate adjective of the relative clause, “whatever the gods love,” 

in which the relative pronoun is the object of the third-person present active indicative 

form of the verb “to love.”  The third account, then, is initially indeterminate.  It states 

that whatever the gods love is pious, but makes no explicit mention of ηὸ ὅζηνλ, or what 

we‟ve been calling “piety,” per se.  Only when he faces pressure from Socrates does 

Euthyphro go on to advance the new “hypothesis” as an account of piety, and here, he 

does, where Socrates did not, put ηὸ ὅζηνλ in the subject position.222 

 As should be clear from our earlier discussion of Socrates‟ question, only the 

second horn of this dilemma could count as a proper answer.  The first horn, [α], is, in 

view of Socrates‟ question, a non-starter, for the obvious reason that it contains the target 

definiendum as the central element of its definiens.223  If Euthyphro intends to answer 

Socrates‟ original question, he is, in effect, forced to choose [β].224  He can be forgiven 

for missing this. In formulating his new question, Socrates has again made ηὸ ὅζηνλ the 

                                                 
222Two mistakes are frequently made in regard to this change.  One is to describe Euthyphro as asserting 

the third account.  This is not quite correct.  Socrates asserts the new account, to which Euthyphro assents.  

Euthyphro only explicitly formulates it as an account of piety under pressure from Socrates.  At the same 

time, Socrates clearly formulates the third account as a revision to Euthyphro‟s earlier attempt at 6e11-7a1.  

The agreement is best described as provisional.  In fact, he clearly rejects it as an account of piety.  

Nevertheless, many commentators mistake his provisional agreement—which the text shows is little more 

than an agreement to investigate the third account—for belief that the phrases “what the gods love” and 

“the pious” are coextensive.  I am rather inclined to think that this claim both outstrips Euthyphro‟s 

comprehension and falls outside Socrates‟ immediate interest. 
223 One might reasonably suspect that this is an unfair objection, on the grounds that Euthyphro has 

accepted Socrates‟ revision, and Socrates has, in turn, asked a new question about the relation between the 

elements of the revised account.  As it will turn out, I agree:  Socrates wants to obscure the relation 

between this new question and its forerunner.  I mean only to point out that if we were to offer [α] as an 

answer to Socrates‟ request for definition, it would simply be nonresponsive.  Part of the reason that 

Socrates‟ refutation takes such a baroque turn is, I think, to obscure this point. 
224 As we shall see, the β horn of the dilemma is suppressed for the greater part of the refutation. 
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grammatical subject of his question.  He has, however, added two wrinkles.  First, he has 

included in the question a pair of “causal”225 clauses, marked off by hoti, which lack any 

clear precedent in the dialogue.  Second, he has shifted from the active form of the verb 

“to love” to its passive form.   

The changes are related.  In shifting his focus from whatever the gods love (in the 

active voice) to piety, in line with earlier definitions, Socrates is now able to offer two 

possible causal relations between the gods‟ love and the presence of the feature, piety, in 

some person, act, or object, while retaining ηὸ ὅζηνλ in the subject position.  We would 

be more likely to put Socrates question along the following lines: “Is something pious 

because the gods love it, or do the gods love it because it‟s pious?”  One question I would 

like to answer, then, is why Socrates should choose the rather (to our ears, anyhow) odd 

passive construction.  Let me hold this in reserve for now, and go on to the first 

argument.   

II. THE FIRST EPAGOGĒ 

Socrates continues directly: 

S:  I‟ll attempt to speak more clearly.  Do we mean something by “being carried” 

[θεξόκελνλ] and “carrying” [θέξνλ] and “being led” and “leading” and “being seen” and 

“seeing” and all these kinds of things; you understand that they are all different from one 

another and in what way they are different? 

E:  I think I see what you mean. 

S:  So “the beloved thing” is something, and “the loving thing” is different from it. 

E:  Of course. 

 

In commenting on this passage, there is a mistake so common that it deserves its 

own name.  Let me dub it the grammarian’s fallacy.  At its most generic, it is the 

confusion between a grammatical distinction and a corollary philosophical—in many 

                                                 
225 I use the term here advisedly.  I uniformly translate hoti using “because.”  In so doing, I do not mean to 

prejudge the question of what sense of “because” Socrates has in mind.  Regrettably, neither Socrates nor 

Euthyphro addresses the issue directly.  Whether anything (and if so, what) rides on the sense(s) of because 

employed will be a question treated more thoroughly as we proceed. 
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cases, logical—one.  Socrates is here clearly marking a distinction.  To do so, he is 

employing a series of pairs of the passive and active participial forms of three verbs:  “to 

carry,” “to lead,” and “to see.”  He is not, of course, “distinguish[ing] between active and 

passive participles.”226  He is using active and passive participles to mark a distinction. 

Before treating that distinction, a few words on my translation are in order.  

Socrates introduces his question with one of his more frequent locutions, “ιέγνκέλ ηη X,” 

which might be rendered “we say X is something.”  This English formulation, like its 

Greek counterpart, leaves the question ambiguous.  It could imply any of the following:  

(1) We recognize instances of X; (2) We understand what the term, “X” means; (3) We 

agree that X‟s (or X-things) exist; (4) We agree that X-things have some (unannounced) 

feature.  Now, Socrates clearly isn‟t asking Euthyphro whether, e.g., sight or leadership 

exists.  Rather, in the immediate aftermath of Euthyphro‟s complaint that he doesn‟t 

understand Socrates‟ question, he is asking Euthyphro whether Euthyphro understands 

the meaning of each term in the series.  Because the focus is—so far—on the meanings of 

terms, and not yet on some token representative of any of the corresponding classes—I 

have chosen to render the Greek participles here as English participles denoting types of 

action, rather than as open descriptive phrases. 

By way of forecasting, I should mention that as we continue through the passage, 

the participles will not always admit of uniform translation.  Greek participles are 

wonderfully pliable things.  While participles are grammatically most often nouns or 

adjectives, it is good to bear in mind that a single Greek participle commonly has all of 

the semantic content of a complete proposition; indeed, participles refer to some object 

                                                 
226 The example is from Cohen, 1971, p. 3.  In the same vein, Dancy writes, of this passage, that “Socrates 

tries to clarify his question with inductions having to do with verb forms” (2004, p. 238).  Compare:  “The 

politician tried to clarify his point of view with statements having to do with words.” 
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via the action that the object is either performing or undergoing.  So where I have 

translated “seeing,” I might have equally put “a thing that sees,” “something sees,” “the 

act of seeing,” or even “the state of affairs that obtains when something is seeing.”  In the 

first part of his question, Socrates employs unmarked singular participles; when he 

narrows down the type of distinction he has in mind to the case of loving, he employs an 

article and a demonstrative, (possibly) putting more weight on the referential aspect of 

the respective participles, which I have accordingly rendered as “the beloved thing” and 

“the loving thing.”  Throughout the rest of this argument and the next induction, the 

articled participle stands as the grammatical subject of some sentence, and its un-articled 

forms stand as grammatical predicates. 

 What distinction does Socrates have in mind?  Initially, just that between agency 

and patiency; acting and undergoing.  The distinction is ubiquitous.  The hunter neglects 

the distinction between seeing and being seen at his peril; the lover who fancies himself 

beloved will often be lampooned, if not outright scorned.  Owing to the very general way 

Socrates has approached the distinction, he has not yet related these two points of view to 

any single action.  We can understand “leaders” and recognize a wide array of such 

creatures, and likewise “followers,” without yet considering one in terms of the other.227  

So far, Socrates could just be marking the broad distinction between the categories, and 

not yet focusing upon any instance of convergence.  Notice that in some instances we can 

replace the passive participle with a substantive noun referring to the same category—as 

with “follower” and “beloved.”  Greek, of course, possesses this same dexterity, though 

                                                 
227 Interestingly, the English distinction between “lover” and “beloved” has so eroded that the plural 

“lovers” is now essentially reflexive and inclusive. 



177 

 

by sticking to the neuter singular passive participle, Socrates is making the distinction as 

unambiguous as possible. 

 Let me remark on a peculiarity of my use of the terms “agent” and “patient” here.  

In philosophical discussions, the use of these terms—and especially notions of agency—

is usually restricted to persons or other conscious beings in intentional contexts.  I 

envision no such distinction.  For my purposes, the lifeless carriage may be described as 

the agent that carries its, let us suppose, lifeless cargo, which I would equally designate 

the patient of the action.  As we shall see, Socrates‟ chosen example action-verbs run the 

full spectrum, from actions like “loving,” which, we would probably agree, demand some 

degree of conscious intent; to “seeing,” which require at least some visual apparatus, but 

not necessarily any intent or complex cognition (organisms other than humans possessing 

sight); to “carrying” which, as I suggested, lends itself perfectly well to impersonal 

constructions.   

What does Socrates have in mind in claiming that, e.g. seeing and being seen are 

different?  In what could be considered the focal case, in which one thing sees another, 

there is a clear referential point.  The (let us imagine) person who sees another is not the 

same as the person seen.228  Naturally, the two phrases are often co-extensive:  one can 

both see and be seen.  This is true of each of Socrates examples.  So when Socrates 

claims that seeing and being seen are different, he surely cannot have their respective 

bare referents prominently in mind.  Rather, he is indicating the different ways in which 

an action is related to its agent and its patient, for that class of actions that possess both.   

                                                 
228 There is an important quibble here, in those cases where these verbs are used reflexively.  We will 

discuss this case momentarily. 
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Notice that the sentences “I see Sam” and “Sam is seen by me,” though 

grammatically distinct, are semantically equivalent—each equally describes the same 

state of affairs.  At the same time, both are different from “I see” and “Sam is seen,” as 

each of the latter two differs from the other, though, in a manner of speaking, both can be 

made true by a single state of affairs.  As Socrates goes on, he will focus on the single 

case of some action relating some particular agent to some particular patient.  However, 

he first makes an inference that has little to do with the logical considerations we have 

just been pondering. 

III. THE SECOND EPAGOGĒ 

He now introduces a new question relating the distinction just drawn to the initial 

dilemma: 

S:  So tell me, is the carried thing [ηὸ θεξόκελνλ] a carried thing [θεξόκελνλ] because it 

is carried [θέξεηαη], or because of something else? 

E:  No, but because of that [i.e. that it is carried]. 

S:  So the led thing {is a led thing229} because it is led, and the seen thing {is a seen 

thing} because it is seen? 

E:  Of course. (10b1-6) 

 

Certain grammatical features of this exchange and its immediate successor have 

driven translators to despair.230  The main problem is that they tend to translate both 

passive participles and present passive indicative verb constructions into English using 

the standard English passive construction—the passive participle added to the auxiliary 

verb “to be.”  Were we to do so in this case, we would wind up with nonsense of the 

                                                 
229 Here again, though the bracketed predicates drop out of the text, the context makes it clear that the same 

question is being applied to the new subjects. 
230 Dancy goes to some length defending the phrase as an example of a present “passive periphrastic” 

construction (2004, 139).  He seems to neglect that the verbs in the indicative in our passage function in 

tandem with the hoti clauses, and do not affect the meaning of the passive participles—which are 

grammatically predicates—in the slightest.  He also seems to neglect that participles that are grammatically 

predicative are not simple features, but complex denoting phrases; they refer to some object insofar as it is 

acting or undergoing some action. 
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following sort:  “Is something carried because it is carried?”  This renders the distinction 

unintelligible, as we see more clearly by reformulating our interrogative sentence in the 

declarative form:  “Something is carried because it is carried.”  Still worse, the relation 

between the question and the examples that precede it is obscure, owing to the fact that 

Socrates uses only passive constructions in formulating the new question. 

 In such cases, we should maintain the presence of mind to admit that the problem 

of translation is ours, not Socrates’.  On one prominent reading of the passage—let us 

call it the logical interpretation—Socrates is inquiring into the relation between an action 

and its result. Were a speaker of modern English to ask the same question, she would 

probably resort to a construction of the following form:  “Is what is carried carried 

because someone else carries it, or for some other reason?”  Rather than this formulation, 

Socrates has chosen a different, and to our ears, odd construction.   

In fact, Socrates‟ Greek is both more elegant and more parsimonious than any 

intelligible English translation can convey.  To see why, let me introduce a bit of 

terminology.  Let us distinguish clearly the three elements to the agent/patient distinction.  

In each case, we may distinguish between (1) some action; (2) the agent performing the 

action; and (3) the patient on whom the action is performed.  Socrates first list of pairs of 

active and passive participles conveys the distinction between (2) and (3) with respect to 

(1).  Having done so, he now focuses on (3) with respect to (1), using the passive neutral 

singular participle with an article (e.g. “the thing carried,” “the thing seen”).  In the 

reformulation of the dilemma, this phrase stands (grammatically) as the subject for both 

horns, which simply mirrors the grammatical form of the original dilemma.  Socrates is 

now free to focus exclusively on the patient-action component of the whole relation, 
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while posing a new question about it.  The two innovations his dilemma introduces are 

the causal hoti clause, which functions uniformly throughout the passage with some 

declined present indicative verb, and the use of passive participles as (grammatically) 

predicate adjectives.  At the same time, this formulation allows him to eschew any direct 

consideration of the agent-aspect of the action under consideration.231 

That said, Socrates could have alleviated some of the ambiguity by including 

references to the agents.  So where he has said, “the led thing is a led thing because it is 

led,” he could have said, “the led thing is a led thing because it is led by someone else” 

[imagining something like: δηόηη ἄγεηαη ὑπὸ ἄιινπ ηηλόο].  On the logical interpretation, 

there would be two distinct reasons to leave out any reference to the agents.  First, 

Socrates has just illustrated the patient/agent distinction. Because his point in the new 

causal context is generically about the patient of some action, he is free to assume that the 

agent is different from the patient; indeed, he has just said so.  Second, because he is 

illustrating something about a very narrow type of explanatory context that he thinks is 

true, irrespective of the agent in question.  In our case, this lends a certain drama to the 

passage.  In Euthyphro‟s eyes, the question of agency is paramount.  Socrates is making 

certain that no notion of authority or warrant is at issue here.  His point would be logical, 

not ecclesiastical.232  That said, let this stand as an interpretive puzzle:  Why does 

Socrates omit any reference to agents here?  I shall return to this question in a moment. 

Let me prefigure the induction to follow by setting out the elements of this one.  

Avoiding the question, for now, of the force of the “causal” relation in question, let me 

                                                 
231 Notice that our imagined English counterpart (“Is what is carried carried because someone else carries 

it”) is grammatically quite clunky.  In it, the imagined carried object is referred to once by the subject of the 

main sentence, and next by the object of the causal clause.  The Greek is more referentially transparent. 
232 After completing his general induction, Socrates puts a point on the agents by including the  
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return to the listing device from above.  In this way, we may distinguish between the 

following data and their respective explanations: 

Data:   {1d.The carried thing is a carried thing; 2d. The seen thing is a seen 

thing; 3d. The led thing is a led thing.} 

 

Explanationp
233:  {1ep. The carried thing234 is carried [by something]; 2ep. The seen 

thing is seen [by something]; 3ep. The led thing is led [by something].} 

 

Each statement in the Explanationp set has an active counterpart.  As mentioned, 

however, Socrates makes no use of the active voice.  It should be noted that 

whether he would accept the equivalence is unclear.  Nevertheless, they will come 

in handy when we deal with one kind of explication of the passage, so let me 

present them here: 

Explanationa:  {1ea. Something carries the carried thing; 2ea. Something sees the seen 

thing; 3ea. Something leads the led thing.} 

 

Euthyphro accepts this induction without question or comment.  He also appears 

to deny that there are any other explanations that could account for the data on offer.  I 

say “appears” because it seems to me obvious that at this point Euthyphro is being 

consciously depicted as one who has lost the thread of the argument.  We are witnessing 

a rather dazzling exhibition of elenctic acumen, and it seems all but certain that Plato 

intends us, like the youth mentioned in the Apology,235 to enjoy the spectacle of an assault 

on Euthyphro that the poor fellow barely comprehends. 

Before investigating what sort of explanation is on offer here, let us parse out the 

remainder of the induction: 

S:  So, {something} is seen not because of this—not because {it} is a seen thing——but 

just the opposite, {it} is a seen thing because of this—because {it} is seen.  And 

                                                 
233 With the subscript indicating the passive formulation, mirroring the Greek. 
234 Here I am merely making explicit the subject of the sentence, which in each case will be the respective 

articled passive participle. 
235 Cf. 23c. 
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{something} is led not because of this—not because {it} is a led thing—but {it} is a led 

thing because of this—because {it} is led.  Nor is {something} carried because {it} is a 

carried thing, but {it} is a carried thing because {it} is carried.  Is what I want to say 

completely clear?  I mean just this:  that if something [ηί] is acted upon [γίγλεηαη236] or 

something [ηί] is affected [πάζρεη], it is acted upon not because it is an acted-upon-thing, 

but it is an acted-upon-thing because it is acted upon.  Nor is something affected because 

it is an affected thing, but it is an affected thing because it is affected.  Don‟t you agree? 

E:  I do. (10b7-c5) 

 

The text poses two fundamental interpretive challenges. First, what notion (or 

notions) of “because” is Socrates appealing to in using hoti clauses?  Second, of the pair 

of alternatives he considers, why is one accepted, and the other rejected?  

IV. TWO TEMPTING, BUT UNWORKABLE SOLUTIONS 

The passage contains a number of interesting features.  Notice that Socrates includes no 

explicit grammatical subjects prior to the generalization he draws from his three 

examples beginning at 10c1.  I have included the generic “something” in braces to mark 

the omission.  This is the first feature that makes for a range of interpretive possibilities.  

Socrates begins his comment at 10b7 with “ouk ara,” signaling that what follows is an 

inference.237  Were the inference based on the immediately preceding induction, we 

would have two possible options.  First, we might retain the corresponding datum as the 

new subject of consideration.  In that case, we would expect Socrates to be contrasting, 

and at the same time, rejecting, a distinct possible explanation for the same kind of data 

he has just listed.  Indeed, that reading would render the point of the immediate negation 

                                                 
236 It should be born in mind that the verb γίγλεζζαη functions much like a passive form of the verb “to be.”  

In fact, its second major meaning listed in the LSJ is “to be produced,” making it, especially in this context, 

a more generic synonym for the passive form of πξάηηεηλ, “to make” or “to do.”    Here, γίγλεζζαη and 

πάζρεηλ are offered as different verbs marking precisely the same distinction.  That Socrates chooses an 

active verb form to demonstrate a general point about patiency should also serve as a reminder to steer 

clear of the grammarian‟s fallacy. 
237 One must, of course, be wary of the direction of the inference.  The fact that an inference is signaled 

gives us little guide as to whether it is based on argument that has already or appeared, or one which is yet 

to come.  
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obvious.  The point would be that statements such as “{the seen thing is a seen thing} 

because it is a seen thing” are circular, and therefore vacuous. 

 Unfortunately, while this specification of the subject would render Socrates‟ 

reason for rejecting an explanatory possibility obvious, it would also render the Greek 

unintelligible.  This is because Socrates introduces an inflected middle main verb that 

cannot intelligibly take the whole datum as its subject.  So while the rejected reason 

would be intelligible, we would also have to incorporate the phrase “{the seen thing is a 

seen thing} is seen,” and this would leave us with a new puzzle worse than the one we 

were attempting to solve. 

 Most commentators choose, instead, to retain the grammatical subject of the 

preceding text, the articled passive participle.  In that case, our first line (simplifying) 

would state:  “{the seen thing} is seen not because it is a seen thing, but it is a seen thing 

because it is seen.”  Although this makes our passage‟s contact with the prior passage 

explicit, I tend to think that this translation does more to confuse than to clarify the issue.  

Before choosing sides, let us take note of Socrates‟ new contrast.  As previously, let me 

illustrate the terms of the contrast as sets of data and their imagined explanations.  Owing 

to the compressed way that Socrates makes the contrast, I will need to explicate the 

imagined data sets, along with their respective explanations.  So as not to prejudice the 

translation issue above, I will retain “something” as our nominal subject. 

Dataα:   {1dα.{Something} is a carried thing; 2dα. {Something} is a seen thing; 3dα. 

{Something} is a led thing.} 

 
Explanationpα:  {1eα. {Something} is carried; 2eα. {Something} is seen; 3eα. {Something} 

is led.} 

 

This explanation set is accepted.  The following explanatory setup, by contrast, is 

rejected: 
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Dataβ:   {1dβ. {Something} is carried; 2dβ. {Something} is seen; 3‟dβ. {Something} 

is led.} 

 
Explanationβ:   {1eβ.{Something} is a carried thing; 2‟eβ. {Something} is a seen thing; 

3‟eβ. {Something} is a led thing.} 

 

Now I am in a position to pose the two framing questions more perspicuously.  In what 

sense does the statement “something is carried” explain the statement “something is a 

carried thing”?  At the same time, in what (different?) sense does the statement 

“something is a carried thing” fail to explain the statement “something is carried”?  

Before offering my own interpretation, some comment about alternatives is in order. 

V. THE EFFICIENT-CAUSE MODEL 

According to one interpretation, Socrates is offering an incipient analysis of efficient 

causation.  We can get at the basis of the first reading by placing emphasis on the 

gignetai at 10c1.238  Translating this as “change,” commentators imagine that Socrates is 

contrasting the initiating efficient cause in virtue of which some object gains a property it 

initially lacked.  Before the object is, e.g., seen, it is unseen; some cause, in this case, an 

agent‟s seeing, initiated a process that had a certain result—the predicate “is seen” now 

applies to the object.  The cause—here the agent‟s act of seeing—produces a certain 

outcome (or effect)—the patient‟s being seen, and similarly with the similar cases.  Were 

this what Socrates had in mind, we should expect to find at least some reference to a 

change in state, but Socrates does not contrast, e.g., being seen with not being seen.  In 

fact, he makes no mention of anything that could plausibly be construed as a change in 

state.  The focus, throughout the passage, is on the subject insofar as it is a seen thing or 

is seen.   

                                                 
238 See, e.g. Cooper‟s translation in Hamilton and Cairns (1961). 
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VI. THE FACT-RELATA MODEL 

Indeed, the inaptness of the efficient cause model highlights something interesting about 

our passage.  We might be inclined to say that the connection between (1) the fact of an 

agent‟s seeing and (2) the fact of a patient‟s being seen, in any given act of seeing, is 

simply analytic; whenever something sees, something else is seen.239  Insofar as we 

consider the act objectively, it is clear that any successful act of seeing requires both a 

seer and a thing seen.  We might say that the statements “it sees” and “it is seen” are 

simply logically incomplete descriptions—in suitable contexts, of the same act.  Were we 

to give either full expression, we would need to specify in each case what sees and what 

is seen.  Further, this logical feature holds of any act of seeing whatever.  This feature 

renders Socrates‟ supposed point even more obscure; on one hand, he seems to be stating 

a mere tautology.  On the other, the “causal” statements he rejects seem to be little more 

than restatements of that same tautology.  This points to an important lesson. As soon as 

we begin to think of Socrates‟ examples as attempts to elucidate something important 

about the relation between some agent and some patient, the passage is likely to prove 

unintelligible—“just whistling in the dark,” as Geach puts it (p. 378).  Yet just this type 

of interpretation has proven most dominant.240  In light of this, let us add to our growing 

                                                 
239 See similar remarks in Brown, 1964, pp. 5-7, which cover a range of possible causal interpretations. 
240 Hoerber is a notable exception.  He notices both the general problem, and the fact that Aristotle 

recognizes just such participle and declined-verb pairs as logically equivalent (at Physics 185b25-30 and 

Metaphysics 1017a28-30).  By noting these instances, I do not mean to endorse the parallel.  The question 

of whether Aristotle‟s examples have any bearing on this passage would require a separate consideration of 

those passages, which would be out of place here.  Hoerber takes Socrates‟ first mention of active and 

passive participle-pairs to be an intentional misdirection, intended to suggest to Euthyphro notions of agent-

patient causation.  Having misdirected him, Socrates goes on to give him pairs—of passive participles and 

inflected verbs—between which no causal relation exists, because they are simply equivalent expressions.  

Of the interpretations of the passage on offer, Hoerber‟s is perhaps closest to my own.  I suggest a way to 

make good sense of Socrates‟ argument at this point, which is mindful of Hoerber‟s objection, but I take 

Hoerber‟s charge of Socratic misdirection seriously (1958, 102-4). 
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list of puzzles a new, meta-puzzle:  Why should an interpretation that courts disaster so 

often appear attractive? 

There are two primary reasons for this.  The first becomes apparent when we 

consider a certain style of approaching explanatory contexts.  Commentators tend to 

agree that when Socrates introduces a hoti clause, he is entering an explanatory context.  

Noticing this, they take the putative explanations to serve as answers to some overarching 

“why” question.  This casts our “data” in a new light.  Socrates can now be seen as asking 

questions of the following sort:  “Why is, e.g., a carried thing a carried thing?”  In turn, 

the “reason” he accepts is of the following form:  “Because someone carries it.”  A 

perceptive reader will note, of course, that this is not what Socrates says.  So how do we 

get from the passive construction that Socrates employs, to the active construction 

entertained here?  By simply converting our passive explanation statements into their 

active counterparts, as I imagined above in Explanationa.  Cohen provides an excellent 

example of this line of thought: 

“A carried thing is a carried thing because it is carried (by something)” has this force:  the 

fact that something or someone caries x is an informative, logically sufficient, condition 

for calling x a carried thing.  This seems unobjectionable.  The condition is logically 

sufficient because it follows from the fact that x carries y that y is a carried thing.  It is 

informative because it might instruct someone in the use of the expression „carried thing‟.  

„Carried thing‟ is to be applied to something, y, when there is something, x, which carries 

y. (Cohen, 1971, pp. 7-8). 

 

Of course, the problem is not simply that Socrates focuses solely on the object Cohen 

refers to as “x,” but worse, that it also follows from the fact that y is a carried thing that 

(some) x carries y.  I am inclined to think that Cohen notices this.  In fact, as is obvious, 

he elides two distinct considerations:  the conventions that govern the use of a term and 

the supposed relation between one fact and another.  In his first statement of the 

connection, he has the “fact that something or someone caries x” standing as a sufficient 
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condition, not to x‟s being a carried thing, but to x‟s being called a carried thing.  But 

when he explains the logical sufficiency, he relates “the fact that x carries y” to the other 

supposed fact that “y is a carried thing.”  Of course, Cohen cannot have his cake and eat 

it too.  One may not instruct someone on the use of a term that is itself meaningfully 

employed in the instruction. 

VII. THE ROAD TO INTENTION 

Resolving the causal clauses this way also leads to another, more harrowing, difficulty—

this is the second problem alluded to above.  Once one notices that the two statements “x 

carries y” and “x is carried (by y),” conceived as factual conditions, are equivalent, one is 

forced into an interpretive dilemma.  Either one may give up the imagined distinction as 

hopeless, as in fact Geach does, or one may imagine a different causal relation obtaining 

between the rejected data and explanation pairs, as does Cohen.   

 Once again, it is instructive to illustrate the process by which this occurs.  The 

first step is to transform the statements in Dataβ into their active counterparts.  So in the 

place of, e.g., “x is a carried thing” we get “y carries x.”  Now a new “why” question 

suggests itself:  “Why does y carry x?”  This new question, it is imagined, is a request for 

some reason in virtue of which some agent is acting as she does.  Considered as such, 

responses of the form “Because x is a carried thing” are at best odd, at worst mystifying.  

Here again, consider Cohen‟s reasoning: 

“A carried thing is carried (by something) because it is a carried thing” has this force:  a 

reason why x is carried by someone or something (i.e. a reason why someone or 

something carries x) is that x is a carried thing.  But this is clearly objectionable; that x is 

a carried thing cannot be anyone‟s reason for carrying x.  The same point seems to carry 

[sic] over to the verb Socrates is interested in.  The fact that someone loves x is an 

informative, logically sufficient condition for x‟s being called a loved thing; but the fact 

that x is a loved thing does not explain why someone loves x.  It cannot be anyone‟s 

reason for loving x that x is a loved thing.  Thus, for Socrates‟ claim to be made 
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intelligible and acceptable, the hoti („because‟) in philoumenon hoti phileitai and phileitai 

hoti philoumenon must be understood to be used equivocally.  (1971, p. 8). 

 

Of course, given the impersonal constructions in our target passage, Socrates‟ persistent 

neglect of the agents performing the actions, and the token verbs employed in the 

induction, this reading is at best highly speculative.  Commentators who adopt it are 

driven by a rather powerful motivation, as Cohen displays.  They desire that Socrates‟ 

distinction have a sort of transparent relevance to the original dilemma, which inquired 

about the relation of the gods‟ love to piety.  In that context, to be sure, we should very 

much like some reason, or better, feature, in virtue of which the gods love the class of 

objects collectively deemed “pious.” 

 Unfortunately, this, let us say, intentional interpretive strategy strains heartily 

against the text, as Cohen all but admits.  Consider his application to the primary 

example.  He writes, “a reason why x is carried by someone or something (i.e. a reason 

why someone or something carries x) is that x is a carried thing.”  Attempting to maintain 

the impersonal construction of the passage, Cohen denotes the agent disjunctively, using 

“someone or something.”  Of course, as a moment‟s reflection shows, there are plenty of 

somethings that fit quite suitably into the role of carrying thing.  So, e.g., “the wind 

carries the bag” and “the chariot carries the athlete” are perfectly intelligible statements, 

though questions of intent or motivation are simply ruled out by the cases.  We do not 

inquire into the wind‟s or the chariot‟s reasons, in this sense, because they simply fail to 

exist.  This is the reason why Cohen, in explaining Socrates‟ supposed objection, simply 

omits any reference to the impersonal expansion of his initial disjunct:  “that x is a carried 

thing cannot be anyone‟s [or anything‟s?] reason for carrying x.” 
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 There are two devastating objections to this interpretational gambit.  First, once 

we seriously entertain the idea that Socrates is rejecting a species of reason in virtue of 

which some intentional agent performs an action, the generality of Socrates‟ rejection of 

the class of explanation appears utterly arbitrary.  For why ought we to suppose that 

answers such as “because it is a carried thing,” or “because it is a loved thing” somehow 

signally fail as motivating reasons?  Of course, as soon as we enter into the realm of 

agent intentions, any limitation on the possible types of appeal to make in justifying one‟s 

actions must simply be arbitrary stipulations.   

Commenting on the passage at hand, Dancy provides a fair example of the case in 

point, using the term “import”: 

Consider an import, such as a foreign car.  Why is it called an “import”?  Because…it is 

imported.  But then, why do we speak of it as “imported”?  Because someone imported it.  

So we have here an explanatory hierarchy:  the bottom of the ladder is the claim that 

someone imported x, and it is because of the truth of that claim that x counts as imported, 

and hence as an import.  It sounds strange to run this the other way:  to say that someone 

imports x because x is imported, or that x is imported because it is an import. (2004, p. 

140, emphasis added) 

   

Notice that Dancy also fails to distinguish between the putative relation between two 

facts and the usage conventions of some term.241  He goes on to bar the converse “causal” 

relation on the grounds that it “sounds strange.”  Of course, stipulations of this form may 

tell us something interesting about our preferences, but beyond that they tell us nothing.  

Indeed, it is fairly easy to produce counter-examples to the imagined point.  For surely 

there is nothing incoherent about someone‟s loving something for the reason that it is a 

beloved thing.242  To be sure, we may discount cases of this sort from consideration, but 

                                                 
241 This is not surprising, in light of Dancy‟s admitted reliance upon Cohen.  See Dancy, 2004, pp. 137-47, 

and p. 138, n. 1. 
242 Indeed, I am persuaded that a great variety of broadly social attitudes are of precisely this form.  For 

surely no one would deny, e.g., that a great many people like certain songs, movies, celebrities, etc., not for 

any peculiar features of those objects, but on the grounds that other people praise them.  Worse still for 

commentators who suppose reasons like this make no sense, they seem to provide an intelligible, if 
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only by fiat.243  This is the weakest spot of the intentional interpretation.  Once we enter 

the realm of an agent’s possible justifying reasons for some action, there are simply no 

clear boundaries to draw.  The space of reasons is too large, the possibilities of 

application too varied, to avoid legitimate complaints about special pleading or question 

begging. 

 Second, by attempting to give a differential, or bifurcated reading of the two 

broadly “causal” phrases, one destroys the supposed opposition between the two 

statements.  When Cohen resorts to imagining two different kinds of causal claims, not 

only must the type of cause at play be ambiguously employed, but worse, the causal 

relata must have entirely distinct reference conditions.  Take the case of “seeing.”  The 

fact of a thing‟s being seen can be envisioned as the result of the distinguishable fact of 

someone‟s seeing it.  But the converse statement, if interpreted intentionally, is not on a 

par with our original.  For instead of relating two distinguishable facts, the intentional 

reading relates an action to an intention or reason for taking (or having taken) that action.  

This has the unfortunate consequence of wrecking Socrates‟ supposed dilemma, for the 

simple reason that its horns are no longer either complementary or mutually exclusive.   

                                                                                                                                                 
admittedly arbitrary, foundation for just the type of theological voluntarism that Euthyphro—wrongly, I 

think, for reasons that I will indicate below—is often suspected of endorsing.  Normative theological 

voluntarism, for example, will often hold of some action that it is obligatory precisely in virtue of being 

commanded by God.  For a person persuaded by such theories, there is nothing odd about claiming that an 

agent—in this case, a normative theological voluntarist—loves some object, or at least ought so to love it, 

because it is loved by God. (See Murphy, 2008 for a fruitful discussion of different strains of theological 

voluntarism.)  The mere assumption of the unintelligibility of such claims is question-begging of the first 

order.  
243 To his credit, Cohen does entertain just this objection.  Oddly, he simply sidesteps the trouble it makes 

for his own interpretation by noting that Socrates‟ later replacement of philoumenon with theophiles 

“neatly avoids [the] difficulty” (8, n. 16). 
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VIII. PERILOUS PARITY 

Rather more perceptively, Geach points to a similar problem with Socrates‟ supposed 

contrast: 

Fortunately, there is no need for us to try and solve this problem [viz., why Socrates 

adopts one explanation, and rejects another]; for the supposed parity of reasoning 

between „carried‟ and „loved‟ just does not exist.  Socrates is made to treat both as 

examples of “what things have done to them.”…But this assimilation is almost certainly 

wrong; among grammatically transitive verbs, verbs like „know,‟ „love,‟ and „see‟ are 

logically quite different from verbs expressing that something is shifted or altered.  

(1966, p. 379) 

 

Unfortunately, Geach avoids any discussion of precisely what distinction he has in mind, 

in part owing to the admitted lack of any firm consensus on how the boundary conditions 

should be drawn.  Though the precise boundaries are vague, I think it fair to presume that 

Geach is alluding to a distinction, often pointed out in logical contexts, between so-called 

intentional verbs—verbs that express some attitude toward some object or state of 

affairs—and verbs expressing a change of state in some single object—let us call them 

alterative verbs.  Whereas intentional verbs express an agent‟s attitude toward 

something, alterative verbs express conditions under which some object gains or loses 

some property.   

So, by way of illustration, the fact that Fred loves Alice obviously tells us 

something about Fred‟s attitude, but it may tell us very little about Alice, to whom Fred 

may be a complete stranger.  In contrast, the fact that Fred crashed his car and is now a 

paraplegic tells us something very definite about one property that Fred had that he now 

lacks (e.g., “avid walker”), and another corollary property that he lacked and now 

possesses (e.g. “broken-spined”).  Geach presumably means to point out that whereas 

cases like the latter provide clear examples of changes in state for some object, cases like 

the former need not.  In addition, whereas intentional verbs relate two different objects 
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via the medium of one‟s attitude toward the other, alterative verbs relate a single object to 

different properties, or if one prefers, property-sets. 

 Allow me a moment of speculation.  Geach‟s paper on the Euthyphro was a prime 

specimen in the, at that time, still rather new application of modern analytic philosophical 

distinctions to the texts of ancient philosophy.  Subsequent commentators like Cohen, 

taking their lead from Geach, attempted to turn Geach‟s criticism into a virtue.  They did 

so by noting that each of Socrates‟ verbs can be treated as having both intentional and 

alterative uses. 244  Applying this distinction to our target passage, they allowed that 

Socrates‟ accepted explanations could not plausibly be read as intentional uses, and so 

read them as alterative.  At the same time, the rejected explanations could not plausibly 

be read as alterative uses, but by a bit of prestidigitation—the replacement of the passive 

construction with its active counterpart—could be taken as disguised intentional uses.   

Now, as I have suggested, the resultant bifurcated interpretation suggests severe 

and insurmountable difficulties at every turn.  Faced with such an impasse, the unwary 

commentator has two options.  She may labor on in the same vein, introducing novel 

distinctions to patch the difficulties so far exposed, or she may put aside the device of 

analysis that led down the blind alley in the first place. Let us pursue the second course. 

IX. ANALYZING PARTICIPLES 

Although, for reasons that will become clear when I review the final refutation, I am not 

sure much hangs on the issue, there is a rather humdrum explanation of Socrates‟ 

procedure.  Having listed various paired active and passive participles together, he goes 

                                                 
244 Though it should be noted that there are difficulties even here.  Phrases like “I see X” do not clearly 

admit of justifying reasons of the sort demanded by intentional contexts.  With this phrase, we would 

explained the “causal” clause to contain some further fact, such as “my eyes are open,” or “X is standing in 

front of me,” or some such thing. 
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on to give an analysis of the passive form.  A shopworn analogy is helpful here.  In 

introductory courses, we often introduce students to the notion of philosophical analysis 

with examples.  Consider the following variations of a common example:    (a) a father is 

a male parent; (b) one who is a father is (one who is) a male parent; (c) “father” means 

“male parent”; (d) the phrase “male parent” is an analysis of the term, “father”; (e) he is a 

father because he is a male parent.245 

Socrates lacks any clear device of disquotation, but he introduces the participles 

in a way that suggests that his question is about meaning, using, as we saw, the phrase 

legomen ti.  As he proceeds, he focuses in on the passive form, and gets Euthyphro to 

agree that “to pheromenon” is pheromenon because pheretai, and similarly with the 

similar cases.  The inflected verb, “it is carried” is offered as an analysis of the participle, 

“carried thing.”  Notice that this type of analysis marks neither facts nor relations among 

them.  The point is entirely semantic; Socrates is offering us a purely linguistic relation.   

At this point, the critical reader might offer an objection.  Truths of analysis of 

this sort just stipulate that two phrases are, in referentially transparent contexts, at least, 

intersubstitutable salva veritate.  If Socrates is simply treating the two phrases as 

intersubstitutable, we are back at the same apparent difficulty in translation we faced 

above.  For if the two phrases are so interchangeable, Socrates supposed distinction 

between an acceptable, and a prohibited, causal relation is nonsense.   

The criticism is based on a mistake.  It is one thing to provide an analysis, another 

to use the analysis once made.  Socrates is here engaging in the former, and will 

                                                 
245 Though examples of this sort have been frequently discussed, I owe no small debt to Sharvy (1972) for 

sharpening my own thoughts on the matter, and bringing the “analysis” relation to bear on this passage of 

the Euthyphro.  Interestingly, Sharvy neglects the passage that concerns us here, instead focusing on the 

substitution principle that drives the primary refutation.  Unfortunately, both his criticism of Cohen‟s 

principle of substitution and his own substitution requirement are mistaken, as I will show in a moment. 
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subsequently engage in the latter.  However, as should be plain, in providing an analysis, 

the relation between the term analyzed and the resultant analysis is asymmetrical.  This is 

just the root of the famous synthetic/analytic distinction.  In providing an analysis of 

some term, we treat the subject term as a complex synthesis of simpler components, 

which when separated out serve as the analysis.  For this reason, we may say that “male 

parent” is an analysis of “father,” while in the same breath denying that “father” is an 

analysis of “male parent.”  The relation “x is an analysis of y” is not symmetrical, its 

component terms are thus not, in the analysis itself, intersubstitutable.  The passive 

participle here is being treated as a synthesis whose analysis is provided by the passive 

inflected verb. In rejecting the converse relation between the terms, Socrates is 

illustrating the asymmetry. 

Given this framework, we can make perfectly good sense of Socrates‟ remarks.  

The distinction he draws is completely general; similar analyses could be provided for 

any participial form.  Let me return here to a puzzle posed a while ago.  Given that 

Socrates‟ point is so general, why does he focus on the passive form?  He could, after all, 

have made the identical point using active participles and their respective inflected verb 

forms.  There are two reasons, each interesting in its own right.  First and most 

importantly, Socrates is concerned with treating piety as the patient of the gods‟ love, as 

the newly revised account states.  By getting Euthyphro to accept the proposed analysis, 

he has maneuvered himself into position to refute the account by exploiting an (as of yet 

untreated) substitution.  Second, because Socrates is attempting to avoid—at least so far 

as this induction goes—one sort of confusion that could otherwise arise over his use of 

the hoti clauses. 
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Recall a problem we touched on earlier.  When Socrates makes his series of 

parallel contrasts, he introduces no new subject.  This has left translators to grope for 

some appropriate subject of the long list, and most have opted for the respective articled 

passive participles that served as the subjects for the previous sentences.  Let me suggest 

that the indefinite ti, introduced as the subject of gignetai and repeated as that of paschei, 

is the best candidate.  To see why, we need to consider a problem that could have arisen, 

had Socrates chosen to use active participles to illustrate his point.  As we have noted, the 

various verbs—carrying, leading, seeing, and loving—vary in what we might call 

intentional content.  Some, in the active form, can accept impersonal subjects.  However, 

the cases are not uniform.  “It carries” makes fine sense, whereas “it sees” rings odd, and 

“it loves” is simply queer.   

Now imagine that, rather than providing his analysis as he does, Socrates had 

instead chosen to illustrate the distinction with active participles.  I imagine some such as 

the following: “{Something} sees not because {it} is a seeing thing, but just the opposite, 

{it} is a seeing thing because {it} sees; and something leads not because {it} is a leading 

thing—but {it} is a leading thing because {it} leads.  Nor does {something} carry 

because {it} is a carrying thing, but {it} is a carrying thing because {it} carries.”  Now, 

while Socrates could have chosen to omit any subject, as in fact he does with the passive 

construction, any translator, facing such a passage, and further noting the necessity of a 

personal subject in some cases, and its availability in all, would choose, rather than my 

impersonal “something,” a personal subject like “someone,” along with some personal 

pronoun for the latter subject occurrences.  I submit that the impersonal construction 

would have sounded just as strange to Greek ears, but it would not have shown up 
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explicitly until Socrates goes on to draw the general inference.  Here, the natural choice, 

rather than the impersonal ti, would have been the personal tis, which could run:  “If 

someone acts . . . he acts not because he is an acting thing, but he is an acting thing 

because he acts.” 

We come now in view of two side-benefits of Socrates‟ use of the passive 

participles.  First, he is free to use a completely general, impersonal construction.  Indeed, 

because he wants his analysis to be as general as possible, he neatly avoids having to 

choose between personal and impersonal constructions by focusing on the patient side of 

the distinction, where no parallel ambiguity arises.246  Second, and rather ironically, he 

eschews any confusion that might arise when mixing causal clauses with verbs of agency.  

Had he chosen to focus on the agent participles, Socrates‟ audience would have expected, 

just as we would, to hear some reason why the action was being performed, in which case 

the contrast would be unintelligible.  There is, as we shall see, a rather nefarious side to 

this strategy.  By neglecting the question of agency, Socrates is in effect concealing the 

possible intentional considerations that could be made using the hoti clauses.  He will go 

on to exploit just this confusion. 

 Now, this interpretation will probably prove controversial to proponents of the 

alterative reading of the accepted causal clauses.  This is because they are likely to think 

that Socrates‟ use of the passive voice is intended to state a logical relation between two 

facts, as in the case of Dancy‟s import example.  We say, in the passive voice, “x is 

imported.” This, in turn, is because, in the active voice, “y imports it.”  If this were right, 

                                                 
246 I just mean that things other than persons can be carried, seen, loved, etc.  There is one quibble, in the 

case of the passive “is led.”  To be a led thing does seem to require some minimal consciousness. That said, 

there are plenty of cases that freely admit of an impersonal construction.  Given their famous love of horses 

(not to mention the pastoral form!), the Greeks would surely agree. 
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then Socrates would be making a point about what Mourelatos has dubbed the “principle 

of the primacy of the active.”247  Against this, I have argued for a thoroughly semantic 

interpretation of the passage.248  Socrates could have made his point using active or 

passive participles, along with their respective active or passive inflected forms. 

 In fact, the text provides direct evidence of this.  When Socrates draws his three 

examples into a general inference, he illustrates the same principle using an active 

participle and its active inflected verbal counterpart.  For he affirms that something is 

“an-acted-upon-thing,” using the active participle paschon, because it “is-acted-upon,” 

using the active inflected paschei.  Of course, one might object that while active in 

grammatical form, the verb paschein has a passive sense.  It is frequently employed as the 

passive counterpart of prattein, which like the German machen is an all purpose action 

verb, translatable into English as either “to make” or “to do.”  So the sense of paschein is 

well conveyed by phrases like “to be done unto,” “to undergo,” and the more historically 

correct, though now archaic “to suffer.” 

 To this, I can only reply that an appeal to the sense of some verb is not an appeal 

to its grammatical form.  Had Socrates had in mind the contrast I am criticizing, he would 

have been perfectly able to balance his passive participles with active inflected verbs 

while marking a distinction in the subject.  This he does not do.  And as already pointed 

out, he has a powerful motivation to stick with the patient side of the actions 

contemplated, insofar as the notion of patiency plays a primary role in his pending 

refutation, to which I will turn momentarily. 

                                                 
247 A phrase used in handouts and lectures having to do with the Euthyphro during his 329K “History of 

Ancient Philosophy” course, which I had the privilege of assisting in the Fall of 2005. 
248 Though, as will emerge, I do not think that this speaks to Socrates‟ broader strategy of refutation. On 

which, vide infra. 
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 Before returning to the text, let me address the principles that Socrates has 

extracted from this epagoge.   

(1) Something is an affected thing because it is affected; and NOT: 

(2) Something is affected because it is an affected thing. 

 

The semantic reading shows us why Socrates deems (1) true and (2) false while at the 

same time explaining the utter generality of the distinction without appealing to any 

concealed active verbs or any equivocal reading of the hoti clauses. 

X. APPLYING THE INDUCTION TO THE DILEMMA 

Having argued for these principles, Socrates asks Euthyphro to consider their application 

to the case at hand: 

S:  So what about the loved thing?  Is it not either something that is acted upon or 

something that‟s affected by something [ὑπό ηνπ]? 

E:  Of course. 

S:  And isn‟t this case like the previous ones?  The loved thing is loved by those by 

whom it is loved, not because it is a loved thing, but it is a loved thing because it is loved. 

E:  Necessarily. 

Here we see the first step of Socrates‟ refutation.  Having got Euthyphro to agree to (1), 

he now applies it to the passive participle, philoumenon.  Interestingly, Socrates includes 

here his first mention of agency—in the form of hupo clauses—since the original 

statement of the dilemma.  By reintroducing the agent clauses, Socrates explicitly invites 

the confusion he has assiduously avoided heretofore.  Indeed, Euthyphro‟s agreement 

here is over-determined by the case at hand.  Socrates has given him a semantic principle, 

which when applied to the target participle gets the expected result.  At the same time, 

because Socrates explicitly brings agents into view for the first time, Euthyphro is 

probably struck by the sheer oddity of taking the state of being a loved thing as a 

motivating reason for the loving.  This helps to explain why Euthyphro, who has been 
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giving muted replies throughout the dilemma passage, now asserts a confident “ἀλάγθε”:  

“Necessarily.” 

 As I read the passage, then, the notion of a justifying reason has played no role in 

the induction of (1) and (2).  In terms of Socrates‟ argument so far, it plays no role here.  

However, Euthyphro could very easily interpret the new question as one about 

justification, rather than one about the semantics of a participial construction.  Indeed, 

Euthyphro latches on to just this interpretation.  If he does so, that he does so is a product 

of his own confusion, and not of Socrates‟ argument so far.  Naturally, Euthyphro fails to 

ask for any clarification of the force of the hoti clause in this instance or any other.   

 In any case, by applying (1) and (2), Socrates elicits Euthyphro‟s agreement to: 

(a) (x) x is a loved thing because x is loved; 

(b) Not:  (x) x is loved because x is a loved thing. 

Having committed Euthyphro to (a) and (b), Socrates goes on to reconsider the original 

account: 

S:  What are we saying about piety, Euthyphro?  Is it anything other than what is loved 

by all the gods?  Is this your argument? 

E:  Yes. 

S:  So is it loved because it is pious, or because of something else? 

E:  No, that‟s the reason. 

S:  So piety is loved because it is pious, but not because it is loved—that is, it isn‟t pious 

because of this.  

E:  Apparently. 

S:  But surely something is a loved thing and is god-loved because it is loved by gods? 

E:  Of course. 

S:  Then the god-loved is not pious, nor is piety god-loved, according to what you say, 

Euthyphro, but each is different from the other. 

E:  How do you mean? (10d1-10e1) 

 

 Recall that this is the first time since asserting the dilemma that Socrates has 

addressed Euthyphro‟s revised account.  The mechanics up to now have been an 

elaborate staging process.  Socrates now renews his interrogation by reminding 

Euthyphro of the revision.  Socrates has given no argument in favor of either horn of the 
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dilemma, and in fact makes no mention of it here.249  Instead, he proceeds by asserting its 

first horn, [α], in the form of a question.  This is important because the question bears no 

clear relation to the induction that preceded it.  Socrates gives no argument to clarify his 

use of the hoti clause here.  Instead, he gives Euthyphro full interpretive freedom, and in 

fact invites contradiction.  Again, rather than seeking clarification, Euthyphro accepts the 

claim without comment.  By asking Euthyphro this question, Socrates has managed to get 

his assent to [α].  In the very next question, Socrates reasserts [α] and adds to it the 

negation of [β], which, again, Euthyphro accepts.250  With Euthyphro‟s acceptance of the 

first horn, Socrates springs his trap, and reminds Euthyphro of his agreement to (a). 

How does the trap work?  To see precisely what Socrates has in mind, we will 

need to review his explanation, which he will give shortly, but by way of preview, we can 

already make out the broad outlines.  Euthyphro has accepted [α] and (a) and denied [β] 

and (b).  That is, he has agreed to each of the following four assertions: 

[α] Piety is loved because it is pious; 

 (a) (x) x is a loved thing because it is loved; 

[β*] Not:  Piety is pious because it is loved; 

(b) Not: (x) x is loved because it is a loved thing. 

 

Now, phileitai, the declined passive of “to love,” occurs outside251 the causal clauses in 

both [α] and (b), whereas it occurs inside them in both (a) and [β*].  This makes trouble, 

                                                 
249 Pace Cohen, who claims that at 10d1, “Socrates once again poses his original question” (1971, 8).  In 

fact, 10d1-2 contains no more than a restatement of the revised account, and the question Socrates poses 

10d4 asserts only one horn of the original dilemma, clearly suggesting an affirmative answer. 
250 Though it is worth noting that his acceptance is somewhat equivocal.  He accepts not with a confident 

“necessarily,” or even with a mere “yes” [λαί], but with a more doubtful ἔνηθελ:  “it seems.”  A perfectly 

good explanation for this hedge is that Euthyphro had forgotten about the original dilemma in replying to 

the previous question.  It only now dawns on him that he has taken a position in its regard.   
251 I use “outside,” where one might expect “before,” for the simple reason that the syntax is not the same 

in Greek and English.  I mean merely to preserve the distinction between the two phrases related by 

“because.” 
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if we add to it the assumption that the two phrases, “piety,” and “the god-loved thing” are 

“the same,” as Socrates is about to explain.   

XI. SOCRATES SPELLS OUT THE CONTRADICTIONS 

Socrates begins his explanation by reminding Euthyphro of the commitments just 

mentioned.252  He goes on to spell out their implications. 

S:  We agree that [α] piety is loved because of this—because it is pious—but [β*] it is not 

pious because it is loved. Didn‟t we? 

E:  Yes. 

S:  And (a) the god-loved thing is [a god-loved thing] because it is loved by gods, and in 

virtue of this very being-loved it is a loved thing, but (b) not because it is a god-loved 

thing—it is not loved because of that. 

E:  True. 

S:  But if the god-loved thing and piety were the same, my dear Euthyphro, if, on the one 

hand, piety were loved because it was piety, then the god-loved thing would be loved 

because it was the god loved thing, and yet on the other hand, if the god-loved thing were 

god-loved because it is loved by the gods, then the holy would also be holy because it is 

loved.  Now you see that just the opposite is true, that each is entirely different from the 

other.  One is the sort of thing to be loved because it is loved, and the other is loved on 

account of this—because it is the sort of thing to be loved. 

 

The refutation contains two sub-arguments, the first of which is: 

(1) Assume:  “Piety” = “the god-loved thing”; 

(2) Piety is loved because it is pious (=[α]); 

(3) The god-loved thing is loved because it is the god-loved thing (= not-(b)); 

 

And the second of which is: 

(1) Assume:  “Piety” = “the god-loved thing”; 

(2‟) The god-loved thing is god-loved because it is loved by the gods (=(a)); 

(3‟) Piety is pious because it is loved by the gods. (= not-[β*]=[β]). 

 

While the path traversed to this final refutation is, as we have seen, quite baroque, 

the refutation itself is both simple and elegant.253  Socrates has managed to get 

Euthyphro‟s assent to one prong of each of two pairs of what he characterizes as opposite 

statements.  Now, by posing Euthyphro‟s third account of piety as some sort of 

                                                 
252 For ease of reference, I have indicated Socrates‟ specification of the four principles just laid out in the 

translation. 
253 The multiple oppositions illustrated in this final refutation are concisely laid out in Rose, 1965. 
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equivalence between “the god-loved thing” and “the pious,” Socrates goes on to show 

him that this equivalence, in conjunction with the premises he has accepted, yield as 

conclusions the pair of premises that Euthyphro has denied, in what one recent 

commentator has dubbed a “chiastic contradiction.”254 

Socrates ends the refutation by pointing out that the two things that Euthyphro had 

claimed were the same have turned out to be completely different.  One—piety—is loved 

because it‟s the sort of thing that‟s loved.  The other—the god-loved thing—is the sort of 

thing that‟s loved because it is loved.  At this point, commentators have subjected the text 

to critical scrutiny.  They want to know two things.  First, in what sense does Socrates 

take these two items to be “the same” over the course of his refutation?  This is an 

important question because some substitution conditions would clearly render the 

refutation invalid.  Second, in what sense does he think he has shown them to be 

“different”?  These are difficult—and important—questions.  Rather than treating them in 

isolation, though, let me treat them alongside another, broader question:  Is Socrates‟ 

arguing for a thesis of his own here, or merely refuting Euthyphro‟s? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
254 So called because when the sub-arguments are placed side by side, 3 is opposed to 2‟ and 2 is opposed 

to 3‟.  Tracing the lines between the opposites renders a “chiastic” (ρ) pattern.  Although the notion of a 

“chiastic contradiction” is a bit forced, the image provides a nice mnemonic device.  See Kim, 2004. 
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Chapter Seven 

If Euthyphro‟s Dilemma Is Constructive, What Does It Construct? 

 

 Here, for the first time in our dialogue, we face a choice.255  We may side with the 

early Vlastos or his later incarnation.  On a constructivist account, Socrates is engaged 

here in arguing against Euthyphro‟s definition to prove some contrary thesis of his 

own.256  Accordingly, we should expect to find both Euthyphro and Socrates agreeing to, 

and moreover, believing those statements in the elenchus that lead to the refutation of the 

account.   

 The non-constructivist, in contrast, has, in one respect at least, a far simpler task.  

For she need merely show that Socrates has demonstrated that the interlocutor holds 

inconsistent beliefs, or has at least assented to inconsistent premises, irrespective of the 

truth or falsehood of the premises involved.  I add the restriction “in one respect” as a 

reminder that the choice, though apparently innocent, has profound implications.  For 

down the constructivist path we retain the hope that Socratic examination holds at least 

the prospect of self-improvement.  By correcting the mistakes of others, Socrates may be 

able to forge a path, however limited or hard-won, toward some justification of his own 

moral beliefs.  The non-constructivist, in contrast, forswears such optimism.  For her, 

                                                 
255 I say this is the first time because (1) Euthyphro‟s first attempt at an account did not merit the adduction 

of further premises for its refutation, and so the question of Socrates‟ belief in those additional premises did 

not arise, and (2) Socrates clearly disagreed with one major premise in Euthyphro‟s second account, 

rendering the question of his further agreement moot.  Obviously, the third attempt has removed this major 

obstacle to Socrates‟ agreement. 
256 In his 1983 essay, Vlastos claims of this passage that “standard elenchus is brought in to prove the 

doctrine, so fundamental for Socrates‟ rational theology, that pious action is god-loved because it is pious” 

(p. 39, n. 42).   This is wrong on both counts.  The elenchus is indirect, since the definition is the first 

premise of each sub-argument of the refutation, and the thesis supposedly “proved” is also merely a 

premise alongside the others. Socrates advances no argument for it at all.  Somewhat oddly, Benson 

corrects the latter error, but neglects the former (2000, 60). 
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Socrates‟ role is a negative one.  He may show others the limits of their own 

understanding, and in virtually every case convict his opponent of incoherence, but this 

activity does little to relieve the burden of his own ignorance.  

 Luckily, we are not forced to make quite such a stark choice.  For though the 

fruits of ethical justification elude us—and Socrates—in one exchange, they may yet be 

found in its successor.  So instead of making our choice once and for all, let us make our 

decisions provisional by asking, in each case, which account makes better sense of the 

refutations we find.  Because the non-constructivist has less to establish, let us start there.   

We can make this task somewhat more manageable by imagining the distinction 

between the views on offer, not as a simple binary affair, but a continuum, ranging from 

the most impoverished non-constructivist view on one end, to some mixture of the two 

accounts in the middle, to the most full throated constructivism at the opposite end.  

Rather than specifying boundary conditions at the outset, let us imagine the gradation in 

terms of a series of questions, each posing a burden more significant than its predecessor.  

Let us investigate the refutation using the following questions: 

(I) Does the interlocutor assent to (at least apparently) inconsistent premises? 

(II) Does the interlocutor understand the premises to which he has assented? 

(III) Does the interlocutor believe the premises to which he has assented? 

(IV) Does Socrates believe the premises that he has introduced? 

(V) Is Socrates‟ refutation valid? 

(VI) Is Socrates‟ refutation sound? 

(VII) Does Socrates‟ refutation contain a significant moral lesson? 

 

Questions (I)-(III) each focus on the interlocutor.  The most deflationary non-

constructivist will want to maintain that Socrates‟ refutations at least provoke the 

appearance of inconsistency in some interlocutor.  They do so, minimally, by procuring 

the interlocutor‟s assent to prima facie inconsistent premises.   I put assent at the lowest 
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rung of the latter for the simple reason that it is the most easily determined feature.  I 

mean by “assent” nothing more than verbal agreement to some assertion, of the type that 

the dialogues display in spades.  I do think it helpful, though, to retain some distinction 

between what we might think of as mere assent and other more distinctive states like 

“understanding” and “belief.”  As I am using the term, I may assent to some assertion 

though I do not believe it, as in cases of deception or misdirection.  Alternatively, I may 

assent to something without fully understanding what I am assenting to.  Given the 

information disparity between different speakers of any language, along with the multiple 

ambiguities in natural language, I tend to think that this is more the rule than the 

exception. 

The second two questions, and their order, require some explanation, for they go 

against a common way of approaching the notion of belief.  On most accounts of belief, 

the clearest evidence that one believes some given proposition is that one either asserts 

some version of its corollary statement or assents to it under questioning.  This view is, of 

course, not without its drawbacks, especially in contexts where the content of the 

proposition is unclear or its precise truth conditions unknown—that is, most generally, in 

contexts of open inquiry.  It is useful to mark three distinctions.  First, people hold their 

different beliefs with varying levels of conviction.  For example, I am fairly confident 

that when I left home this morning, I left the dog inside the house.  However, I would not 

bet the store on it.  When I left, I simply failed to check whether the dog was still inside 

with any thoroughness, and it is not uncommon for me, on mornings like this one, to 

leave the door open long enough for the dog to slip out undetected.  On the other hand, I 

am quite confident that I recently drank a cup of coffee, and if possible, even more 
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confident that two added to two makes four.  At the other extreme, I entertain no 

confidence at all in the proposition that the gods love piety. 

The second relevant distinction, mentioned above, is between belief and assent.  

One may assent, for example, to some set of stipulations without strictly believing their 

content, possibly even in contexts that involve neither deceit nor misunderstanding.  I 

doubt very much that the ideal gas laws describe the actual behavior of each bit of 

compartmentalized gas, much as I doubt that Bohr‟s model of the atom provides a 

reliable guide to atomic structure.  That said, I will gladly lend provisional assent to one 

or the other in certain contexts, such as taking an exam requiring me to solve problems 

that demand the use of either.257    

 The distinction that is sure to provoke the most skepticism is the one I will 

attempt to draw between understanding and belief.  Those inclined to think that belief is a 

sort of attitude toward representation of facts, and further that these representations are, 

qua beliefs, mental entities, will probably find my distinction unintelligible.  I will 

attempt it nonetheless, because I think it reveals a significant tension in the ways that 

                                                 
257 Van Frassen (1980) appeals to cases of assent in the absence of belief, such as when the scientific 

researcher relies on a certain research paradigm that she may reject as false, but useful as a platform for 

further research.  Bratman (1999) has posed a putative case of belief without assent.  The fellow who is 

about to climb a ladder may, by Bratman‟s lights, believe that the ladder is stable, without yet assenting to 

that proposition before performing further checks.  Although commenting on these cases with any detail 

would take me far away from my current topic, I do not find either case particularly convincing.  To make 

the former case work, we must assume that the scientist is both assenting to and refusing to believe the 

same proposition, but this is far from clear.  The statement, “It is useful to pursue the current investigation 

under this assumption” is surely different from “This assumption is true.”  The truth conditions for each are 

clearly different, even where we suppose, as we must in ongoing inquiry, that we lack adequate evidence to 

determine the truth of either.  At the same time, the ladder case is probably better handled by the distinction 

between “belief” and “alief,” recently introduced in Gendler, 2008, and at any rate seems closer to a case of 

variable conviction than one of belief without assent.  (I owe the examples from Van Frassen and Bratman 

to Switzgebel, 2006.)  That said, we need not imagine exotic situations to make sense of assent without 

belief, if we include under “assent” mere verbal agreement to some statement.  For in that case we may 

assent to any given statement without being forced to believe the content of that statement, for we are 

perfectly capable of deceit and other forms of belief obfuscation.  Indeed, Socrates has, I think, picked out 

just a case of this in his earlier discussion of injustice and punishment.  I introduce the examples here as a 

way of motivating the distinction I have in mind for the dialogue. 
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commentators often approach the dialogues.  I want to maintain the following:  It is fairly 

common, in the dialogues, for some interlocutor to assent to a proposition, the content of 

which he fails to understand.  Moreover, were that content explained, he would very 

probably reject it.  For this reason, I would like to reserve the term “belief” for just those 

cases where the content of some proposition is at least reasonably well understood, and 

the person in question, having entertained the proposition, also accepts it to be true. 

 In most situations, I imagine that this would be prey to a rather sharp and 

devastating pair of objections:  First, it threatens to undermine the individual person‟s 

status as the arbiter of her own beliefs.  Questions about whether someone believes some 

proposition are surely best answered by the person whose beliefs are in doubt.  

Complaints that someone simply doesn‟t understand what she is asserting may seem 

either to evade the central issue of belief—her attitude toward her own mental 

representation—or (rather condescendingly, and problematically) to imagine that one is 

in a superior position to judge that representation, even granting that it is not, strictly 

speaking, publicly observable.  Second, it severely under-generates beliefs.  For, on the 

one hand, people often claim to have all manner of beliefs (ostensibly) about matters 

which they simply objectively fail to comprehend;258 and on the other, many belief 

statements are so indeterminate that they are scarcely susceptible to propositional 

analysis, whether or not the would-be analyst is backed by academic credentials.259 

 As I said, in most domains, these objections would be decisive.  I offer two 

replies.  First, the distinction I intend is not a general one.  It is quite specific.  I intend to 

                                                 
258 I trust that anyone who has spent any time lecturing in a department of philosophy will concede the 

existence of this species of belief! 
259 Worse, there exists an indeterminately large class of beliefs that are rendered impervious to any species 

of analysis merely by being held.  I speak, of course, of dogmatic beliefs, which are often enough held 

under the coercive threat of retribution, should any analysis be attempted. 
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ask whether some Socratic interlocutor—in this case, Euthyphro—has assented to some 

proposition which he fails to understand, where a more thorough explanation might lead 

him to reject it.  Second, these dialogues have a narrative structure that strongly suggests 

that one character suffers no problem understanding the content of the propositions—

Socrates.  Indeed, because Socrates introduces most of the premises, we can, for the most 

part, simply stipulate that he understands them at least well enough to predict a number of 

their possible entailments.  Our “evidence” of this is just that he explicitly draws out 

various entailments as he proceeds, in many cases greatly befuddling his hapless 

interlocutor.  In this limited sense, Socrates‟ understanding serves as something of a 

standard against which his interlocutor‟s comprehension may be judged.  It is for his 

reason that I pose no question about Socrates‟ understanding of the premises.  

 On the other hand, the question of Socratic belief is paramount, if we imagine that 

he is engaged in some constructive moral argument.  How exactly we are to adjudicate 

the matter is a difficult question.  We would, however, be strongly aided by the 

presence—or better, endorsement—of some proposition that clearly conflicts with the 

refutand.  This question, of course, also clearly leads to the final three.  It is possible, 

after all, for Socrates to believe his premises, to accept the contradictory of the refutand, 

and for all that be mistaken about the validity and soundness of his refutation.  But, of 

course, it would strongly help the constructivist cause if he were to take care that his 

arguments function as they should, employing plausible premises and valid deductive 

inferences.  If, on the other hand, there are strong objections to the argument form, or the 

truth of its premises, we would have all the more reason to doubt the constructivist 
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cause.260  Finally, even when we accept that some refutation is both valid and sound, 

there are surely plenty of refutations that are both, but which fail utterly to contain any 

further lesson.  Highly successful refutations may tell us nothing more than that some 

other argument fails.  The constructivist, of course, wants more:  he wants at least the 

outline of some positive moral lesson to emerge from Socrates‟ refutation.  We shall 

need, therefore, to ask whether such a lesson can be drawn, and if so, what it is supposed 

to be. 

 In highlighting Socrates‟ narrative authority, we come in view of the tension I 

mentioned earlier.  It is this:  As Vlastos noted so well, Socrates often insists of an 

interlocutor that he say what he believes.  This is problematic, if we suppose, as we 

should261, that he sometimes asks his interlocutors questions that simply outstrip their 

comprehension.  This is, of course, one of the great dramatic ironies of the elenctic 

dialogues, for they proceed under two dialectical assumptions that run strongly counter to 

their content: that the interlocutor is an expert in the domain under discussion, and that 

Socrates is at best a novice.  That he is no such thing is precisely what makes for such 

unhappy interlocutors.  It also makes very basic trouble for the “say what you believe” 

requirement, for as Socrates proceeds, not only does he engage in the refutation of his 

interlocutor‟s most obvious beliefs, but he often enough departs from the realm of the 

interlocutor‟s beliefs entirely, posing his own “revisions” to their accounts, odd questions 

about relations probably never previously considered, and finally even refuting his own 

revisions in ways that are, from the interlocutor‟s perspective, utterly unforeseen.  In 

                                                 
260 I say “appear to” for the simple reason that the distinction we draw between validity and soundness, and 

the means by which we draw it, were still quite inchoate when Plato committed these conversations to 

scroll. 
261 We have seen just such an instance at 10a4. 
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addition, the requirement runs counter to what I take to be Socrates‟ primary elenctic 

goal: the refutation of, if not precisely the beliefs under review, at least the interlocutor‟s 

claimed expertise.  By his elenctic investigation, Socrates is causing his interlocutors to 

entertain doubts about their own beliefs, or at least about their ability to defend them.  In 

doing so, Socrates is undermining their confidence in their own beliefs.  For this reason, 

the “say what you believe” requirement will itself fall victim to a successful series of 

elenchi.  Its demise is signaled by a phenomenon which Vlastos says curiously little 

about in his famous essay:  ἀπνξία, the state of being, conceptually at least, bereft of a 

way forward. 

 Bearing our distinction between belief and understanding in mind also helps to 

explain a feature of the elenctic dialogues that commentators often simply neglect.262  To 

the extent to which interlocutors own their premises, they own the (valid) refutations that 

those premises produce, and this is, to some extent, a plausible motivation for the “say 

what you believe” requirement.  But often enough, the interlocutor does no such thing, 

but instead reacts as though he has been badly used by Socrates.  Of course, part of this is 

due, no doubt, to the sting of having been (in virtually every case, publicly) refuted.  

However, it is worth considering the possibility that there are multiple sources of their 

anger, which in turn may be somewhat justified.  Two stand out.  First, they may be 

rightly indignant that Socrates has misrepresented himself as a novice.  He is clearly not.  

Second, and more problematically, they may, at least on some occasions, justly complain 

that the substance of their views has simply been neglected.263  Of course, there are clear 

                                                 
262 A notable exception is Beversluis, 2000. 
263 Complaints of this nature are interestingly related to the point mentioned above about the sovereignty of 

belief.  A common tactic of forensic debate, especially when dealing with an opponent of meager or under-

developed talents, is to make the opponent appear foolish without developing anything like a charitable 
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reasons not to voice such complaints.  After all, an interlocutor who has declared himself 

an expert stands to gain nothing by pointing out that the opponent who has just bested 

him is no novice after all.  Worse, the admission that one‟s views have been neglected is 

as good as the admission that one has been unable clearly either to articulate264 or to 

defend them265; and this, in turn, is little more than an admission of defeat. 

In the following sections, we will attempt to answer these questions about this 

climactic refutation.  I state these points here because it is useful to bear them in mind as 

we review Socrates‟ refutation.  We have not yet come to Euthyphro‟s reaction, but we 

do well, in answering the questions posed, to attempt to step away from Socrates‟ frame 

now and again, and consider the proceedings, as well as we can manage, from 

Euthyphro‟s point of view. 

I.  DOES EUTHYPHRO ASSENT TO INCONSISTENT PREMISES? 

At the very least, Euthyphro has consented to inconsistent premises.  In fact, he has lent 

his assent to an inconsistent triad.  For he cannot jointly maintain (1), (2), and (2‟) 

without producing the expressed opposites of the latter two, which he has already 

denied.266  This is just what Socrates‟ famous rearrangement of his premises has shown.  

In addition, Euthyphro does not quarrel with the logic of the argument—either the status 

                                                                                                                                                 
interpretation of her claims.  This is, I suspect, one root cause of the rampant distrust and hostility that mar 

our current political discourse, in which it is often more immediately profitable—and far less taxing—to 

lampoon, than to engage, unpolished critics.  Those same critics, though unpolished, are quite often aware 

enough to notice that the substance of their criticism has simply been avoided.  To the extent that this holds 

true, indignation is an appropriate response.  The question this provokes us to ask of Socrates is: Does 

Socrates apply the principle of charity to his elenctic exchanges? 
264 Though this is, intriguingly, precisely the complaint that Euthyphro is about to lodge.  See 11b6-8. 
265 The situation in the Euthyphro differs somewhat from some other elenctic exchanges, since Socrates 

never explicitly prohibits Euthyphro from making speeches.   
266 See p. 201 above. 
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of the premises as opposites, or Socrates‟ asserted cases of substitution, or Socrates‟ final 

interpretation of his third (revised) account. 

II. DOES EUTHYPHRO UNDERSTAND THE PREMISES TO WHICH HE HAS ASSENTED? 

With this question, matters become more tendentious, but it is worth recalling, first, that 

Socrates‟ elaborate staging is initiated by Euthyphro‟s admission not to know what 

Socrates means (10a4).  Second, given that preeminent Plato scholars disagree about 

what precisely Socrates has in mind with the contrast made from 10b7-c4, employing the 

passive participles and their respective declined verbs, it is at least prudent to doubt that 

Euthyphro has, in the course of such a cursory exchange, succeeded in correctly 

interpreting the point that they find obscure, even provided the opportunity to study it at 

leisure.  At the finale of his long argument, Socrates merely asks whether he agrees 

(ζπγρσξεῖο).  Euthyphro, in turn, signals his consent with a one-word reply:  “ἔγσγε.”267 

 Euthyphro‟s replies tend to be emphatic in character.  He typically assents to 

Socrates‟ assertions with a simple “πάλπ γε,” a fairly strong form of agreement, which I 

have accordingly rendered as “of course.”  For this reason, we should be alert to those 

instances where his responses signal some doubt.  One such response has already been 

mentioned; this is when Socrates, having just had Euthyphro consent to the claim that the 

gods love piety because it is pious, reminds him of the original dilemma from which the 

claim springs.  I speculated there that the reason for his hesitation is simply that he had 

                                                 
267 The precise force of γέ here is underdetermined.  In general, the particle γέ can function either to 

intensify or to restrict the force of the phrase it modifies, although it is possible for it to accomplish both.  

(Compare:  “I surely do, unlike them.”)  So where we often attempt to render the force of the particle with 

phrases like “at least,” its precise import depends on the context of the passage in which it occurs.  In our 

case, a very basic translation could thus read “I do, at least.”  But it could equally mean something closer to 

“I certainly do,” or in the other direction “I suppose so.”  While it would be more prudent, given the 

obscurity of Socrates‟ point, for Euthyphro to intend it here in a restrictive sense, a review of his replies in 

the immediate vicinity of this one confirms that Euthyphro is not given to halting or timid responses.  Of 

course, confidence is a poor substitute for comprehension. 
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managed to forget the dilemma in the course of the intervening argument; it only dawns 

on him when Socrates reminds him of its other horn—after having already gained his 

assent to its proposed alternative.268  As I shall show in just a moment, there is more to 

his hesitation than mere inattention. 

Later, at 10e1, just after Socrates has signaled, so far without explaining how, that 

Euthyphro‟s account has been refuted, Euthyphro is uncomprehending.  Tellingly, when 

Socrates finishes explaining his refutation to him, Euthyphro complains that he is simply 

unable to express to Socrates what he has in mind.  This must at least mean that Socrates‟ 

premises do not, by Euthyphro‟s lights, correctly capture his own notion of piety. 

Unfortunately, Euthyphro‟s response does not contain any hint of how they fail.   

 Faced with such partial evidence, we might conclude that Euthyphro has correctly 

understood all of Socrates‟ assertions, but failed to understand their combined 

implications.  Let me propose a simpler alternative.  When Socrates poses his dilemma, 

he is asking Euthyphro a question that has simply never occurred to him, and that 

probably strikes him as quite odd.  Let us, at least here, take Euthyphro at his word.  He is 

not given to false modesty.  Let us further extend this charity.  Euthyphro understands the 

distinction between acting and suffering; understands that being loved is a case of the 

latter; and at least thinks it prudent to agree that what is pious is loved because it is pious.  

I say “prudent” for the simple reason that, Socrates‟ dilemma and its vicissitudes to the 

side, the public denial of this claim on the porch of the king archon would be scandalous.  

That said, it is at least possible—and I judge it likely—that Euthyphro simply fails to see 

any conflict between the two horns of the dilemma.  And rather interestingly, where 

                                                 
268 This also might be taken as evidence that the order in which Socrates has drawn out the argument is not 

at all random.  Rather, he has established the obscure prong of his refutation precisely to distract Euthyphro 

from the dilemma he first posed. 
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Socrates explicitly calls the contrast between (a) and (b) a case of opposition, he nowhere 

makes this parallel move with the horns of his dilemma.  Instead, he simply gets 

Euthyphro‟s assent to one horn, then asserts, without argument or clarification, that this 

acceptance entails the denial of its counterpart—that is, Socrates, at least at the surface 

level of the argument, simply assumes that the two horns are incompatible.  This 

assertion is just what prompts Euthyphro‟s hesitant ἔνηθελ.   

In an earlier footnote, I explained that I was following tradition in referring to 

Socrates‟ question as a “dilemma.”  I can now explain my hesitation.  When we invoke 

the term “dilemma,” and describe the presented options as horns, our phrasing simply 

assumes that there are two incompatible options at play.  When Socrates asks the 

question, he does not argue for any particular relation between the two proffered options.  

Euthyphro is, of course, meant to infer that the two options cannot be jointly maintained.  

Socrates‟ parallel use of the causal clauses implies this, if we assume that the hoti clauses 

are not used equivocally, and that the relation imagined is asymmetrical.  That said, part 

of Euthyphro‟s initial uncertainty can probably be chalked up to the fact that he does not 

perceive any contradiction between the two “horns.”  When we describe Socrates‟ 

question as a dilemma, then, we implicitly agree to abide by his rules of interpretation, 

even though he has given those rules neither voice nor justification. 

 Having raised this point, we must deal with a persistent stalking horse of this 

passage.  Euthyphro‟s would-be defenders often attempt to rehabilitate his view by taking 

him to endorse some early variation of theological voluntarism.  They want him to 

strongly affirm the horn of Socrates‟ dilemma that he winds up rejecting—that pious 

things are pious because the gods love them, where “because” may be taken to express 
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some strong normative justification.  Their case, they imagine, is bolstered by the sort of 

appeal to divine precedent that Euthyphro makes in justifying his prosecution of his 

father.269  Against this trend, let me suggest that the move to theological voluntarism is 

quite premature.  There is a longer, much more difficult story than I can hope to do 

justice to here.  That said, the move merits at the least an impressionistic reply. 

The sort of theological voluntarism that we would need to get Euthyphro out of 

trouble here is a response to certain paradoxes that arise upon contemplating the 

relationship between some putative ultimate authority figure and that figure‟s assorted 

normative stipulations.  For such puzzles even to emerge, we have to be in the habit of 

imagining some highly unified ethical court of last appeal, of just the kind pioneered by 

Greek rationalists and then popularized in the later monotheistic traditions.  Let me 

illustrate the type of puzzle I have in mind schematically:  We might ask, for some action 

q that we imagine we ought to perform, “Why ought I to q?”  A perfectly standard 

response from rational theology would run:  “Because God— the ultimate judge of such 

matters—commands everyone to q.”  It is only once we ask a follow-up question, like 

“Why does God command us to q?” that a puzzle comes into view.  For we might 

imagine that God ought to be able to provide some justification for the rule, lest it be 

arbitrary.  Insofar as we insist that God have some rational justification for our obligation 

to obey his commandments over and above the fact that they are his commandments, we 

veer toward intellectualism.  Here the voluntarist has a ready response for her 

intellectualist foil:  “Nonsense!  God just is the standard by which the action is deemed 

                                                 
269 Beversluis 2000, pp. 172-6 provides a good discussion of this trend.  Others who adopt this line include 

Allen 1970, cf. p. 44, Shorey 1933, p. 76, Mourelatos (in lectures of PHL 329K) and, to a lesser extent, 

Teloh 1987, p. 32. 
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normatively obligatory.  To ask for some further reason is incoherent, rather like 

demanding some reason why the standard meter bar is a meter long.”270   

The point I aim to bring out here is that voluntarism of the sort that would most 

clearly be invoked by the imagined interpretation of our passage arises primarily from 

problems left in the wake of rational theology—that is, just the sort of theology that 

thinkers like Socrates are starting to employ in attacking the accepted religious tradition.  

By contrast, because the polytheistic traditions offer no such final court of appeal—but 

only occasional authoritarian gestures in some such direction, usually focused on the 

supremacy of Zeus—I imagine that adherents of those traditions would find the very idea 

of this sort of voluntarism difficult to conceive.271   

 Euthyphro is a case in point.  I resist describing him as a voluntarist for the simple 

reason that he has not yet thought about the issue of authority abstractly enough to 

consider the possibility which his would-be defenders wish him to adopt.272  Prior to 

Socratic inspection, he has not even considered the way in which disagreement between 

                                                 
270Although I will not defend the claim here, I find it tempting to place Plato at the foot of both rationalist 

and voluntarist theology, for his peculiar position as one attempting to formulate a rationalist position in the 

midst of a world that invoked multiple gods.  Because this very multiplicity holds out the possibility of 

disagreement, he was forced to invoke some separate standards by reference to which these (ex hypothesi, 

different)  voices could speak in unison.  In making this move, though, he would be forced to claim that the 

authority of Forms is both ultimate and not susceptible to further explanation.  Notice, though, that this 

move is here envisioned as a response to the mere possibility of disagreement, a possibility that can be 

affectively avoided where one assumes the ultimate authority of one and only one (unchanging) God.  The 

assumption of this singularity also serves to effectively obscure the possibility of a further problem of 

justification.   
271 Another debate lingers here over whether the character of Euthyphro is being depicted as an adherent of 

the standard Athenian religious tradition, or some fairly new startup.  The controversy arises both because 

Euthyphro does not appear to know about the charges brought against Socrates, and because of his roots in 

Naxos, “one of the chief centers of Dionysiac worship” (Burnet, 1924, 84).  Burnet‟s depiction of 

Euthyphro as an unorthodox religious sectarian, however, has found few vocal defenders.  See Furley‟s 

discussion note (1985) for a defense of the reigning view prior to Burnet‟s commentary. 
272 This explanation is likely to ring odd to Euthyphro‟s defenders.  After all, they agree.  Had Euthyphro 

thought about the issue a bit more abstractly, he would have been in a better position to defend his own 

proto-voluntarism against Socrates‟ attack.  However, to subscribe to this defense, we must assume the 

point at issue—that Euthyphro‟s views are best explained by appeal to some sort of voluntarist doctrine.  I 

argue, in what follows, that there are strong reasons to doubt this. 
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the gods might undermine his basic argument.  As Socrates has shown, his evidence 

fatally compromises the integrity of his case; it is sheer fantasy, once having realized this, 

to go on to claim that Euthyphro subscribes to some particular ethical theory that explains 

the normative justification of some act by reference to a final, unimpeachable, divine 

source. 

His stance is best described as naïvely religious.  He has reached for his scriptures 

in search of justification for the course of action he has already determined to pursue, and 

having located examples both prominent and vaguely analogous, he has invoked them as 

“proof” without pausing to consider them very carefully.  The style of Euthyphro, of 

course, still lingers in a great many religious zealots, quite a few of whom would have 

every bit as much trouble as Euthyphro does understanding the conflict between the two 

horns of Socrates‟ dilemma.  The thought that Euthyphro has latched on to, under 

Socratic pressure, is just that the expressions “god-loved” and “pious” are synonyms.  He 

is therefore simply mystified by the request to state some causal or explanatory relation 

between the two. 

In light of this, it should be noted that Socrates‟ first illustrations of his hoti 

clause are likely to exacerbate Euthyphro‟s confusion.  For they exemplify one way of 

relating coreferential expressions that is very similar to the relation of synonymy that 

Euthyphro thinks holds between the two phrases that give rise to Socrates‟ illustrations.  

So when Socrates goes on, without explanation, to ask Euthyphro whether he thinks that 

piety is loved because it is pious, Euthyphro accepts without demur.  When, in turn, 

Socrates goes on to negate the other horn, Euthyphro simply fails to understand what has 

transpired. 
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Once we notice this disconnect, we might ask why commentators have flirted with 

the idea that Euthyphro ought to be a voluntarist.  Two reasons are paramount.  First, the 

neglected horn of Socrates‟ dilemma at least superficially resembles the central thesis of 

voluntarism.  That is, if we assume that “because” is functioning to assert normative 

justification, then we can build a case that this horn represents an extremely compressed 

version of a system of morality grounded in what Kant calls the “theological concept of 

perfection.”  Second, Euthyphro‟s conduct significantly recalls Kant‟s own objection to 

the voluntarist program.273 The parallel is worth a momentary detour. 

In the Grundlagen, when Kant comments on the different “principles of morality” 

that assume that the source of morality is distinct from the individual moral subject, and 

are thus “heteronomous,” he identifies two “rational principles,” (1) the ontological 

concept of perfection, and (2) its theological counterpart.274  Plato, at least in those works 

that endorse the theory of Forms, and most especially the centrality of the Form of the 

Good, clearly represents the first, so-called intellectualist strand.  Even before we hash 

out any details, it is obvious that the drama of our passage is greatly enhanced, if we 

assume that one of the founding advocates of intellectualism, namely Socrates, is here 

battling against an early proponent of his theory‟s natural antagonist—a budding 

voluntarist.275 

                                                 
273 The turn to Kant here might appear arbitrary.  I can only defend it by noting, first, that Kant‟s work has 

exerted tremendous influence over the more recent commentators on Plato, who rightly draw on the rich 

resources of that work to highlight certain interesting features of Plato, and second, that the point at issue is 

interesting in its own right.  I also suspect that Kant‟s critique of voluntarism in the Grundlagen is, among 

Plato scholars, probably the most widely familiar treatment of the notion, but I admit that this is only a 

suspicion. 
274 For a brief and lively discussion of Kant‟s role as a mediator between voluntarism and intellectualism, 

see Schneewind, 2002, in Wood‟s excellent translation of the Grundlagen with appended critical essays 

(Wood, 2002). 
275 For a more searching, but rather less determinate, comparison between the dilemma and Kant‟s 

Grundlagen, see MacKinnon and Meynell, (1972). 
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Before assenting to any such assumption, though, let us briefly consider Kant‟s 

criticism.  Having just introduced and criticized the “ontological concept,” he goes on to 

evaluate its “theological” variant: 

Nevertheless, this [ontological concept] is better than the theological concept, which 

derives morality from a most perfect divine will.  There are two reasons for the inferiority 

of the theological concept; or, more accurately, they are two halves of a single reason 

which constitutes a dilemma confronting the theological approach to morality.  The 

perfection of the divine will is not something that is given to us in intuition analogous to 

how items are given to us through the senses; so we have to derive it from our own 

concepts.  Foremost among these is our concept of morality; if we let this generate our 

concept of God‟s perfection, and then use the latter as a basis for morality, we are guilty 

of a flagrantly circular explanation.  And if we don‟t get at God‟s perfection in that way, 

our only remaining concept of it is made up of the attributes of desire for glory and 

dominion, combined with the awe-inspiring conceptions of power and vengefulness; and 

any system of ethics based on these would be directly opposed to morality.276 

 

Kant here imagines a person who endorses grounding morality in the theological concept 

of a divine will.  For simplicity, let us simply call this person a voluntarist.  Though Kant 

does not fully explicate his meaning here, the point is fairly obvious, given his prior 

remarks.  He takes the voluntarist to assume that the normative justification of some 

imperative is a function of its source.  Some action is normatively justified if and only if 

God has willed it so.  Kant attacks the program with an epistemic question:  How will the 

voluntarist know God‟s will?  Kant assumes that claims about God‟s will are not 

susceptible to empirical proof.  As he sees it, given the contours of the voluntarist 

program, its proponent will be forced to resort to one of two possible ways of 

(epistemically) justifying his own conception of the divine will.  He must either ground it 

in his own moral concepts, or ground it in popular or textually based concepts of the 

attributes of divinity.277 

                                                 
276 The translation used here is Jonathan Bennett‟s, available at www.earlymoderntexts.com.  His editorial 

markers have been omitted. 
277 In reporting the second horn of Kant‟s dilemma in this way, I depart slightly from the immediate object 

of his criticism, whom I take to be the Biblical literalist; i.e., one who takes each description of God in the 

Bible, including the slightly (but only slightly!) more problematic Old Testament, to be literally true.  This 

http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/
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 Either path is sure to fail.  To see why, we only need to recall that the whole 

reason for appealing to divine will in the first place was to provide some objective 

normative foundation for our moral obligations; something that will (minimally) enable 

us to sort genuine from fraudulent moral principles.  This explains why we cannot ground 

our conception of the divine will in our own moral concepts, since we had these before 

we ever searched for some foundation.  The appeal to our own resources to ground those 

very resources is, as Kant points out, viciously circular.  If, on the other hand, we 

relinquish our subjective moral concepts, and instead choose to use either popular or 

textual representations of God as the basis for his will, we succeed only in attempting to 

ground our morality upon the arbitrary texts or traditions which fate has given us to trust. 

 There is more than an echo of Euthyphro in Kant‟s criticism of the voluntarist.  

He falls prey to both objections.  That is, he has both accepted popular, though morally 

dubious, accounts of divine will, and worse, has done so only as a way to buttress his 

own foolish sentiment.  Because he suffers all the symptoms of Kant‟s voluntarist, 

mustn‟t he share the disease?  To be sure, the answer to this question depends, in part, on 

how rigorously we stipulate the boundary conditions of the concept.  If we draw them 

loosely enough, then anyone who appeals to divine precedent to provide justification for 

                                                                                                                                                 
approach is here represented as the last resort of one who has foresworn any attempt to use his own moral 

judgment to discriminate between moral and immoral action.  This is, incidentally, why the dilemma is 

exhaustive.  Either we may ground our conception of the divine will on some part of own moral judgment, 

or utilize some other approach that rejects the authority of our own judgment entirely.  Although Kant does 

not explain his remark in detail, I take him to be emphasizing the problem with this second alternative by 

dwelling on its most troubling implications.  Because the committed literalist must forswear any 

independent ability to discriminate between the truth of passages which show God engaging in what we 

might deem morally appropriate activity and those which show God pursuing courses of action which, if 

pursued by any of our peers, we would judge to be moral atrocities, the literalist will be forced to model his 

own moral judgment, in part, on morally repugnant exemplars.  In expanding this point to include 

“popular…concepts of the attributes of divinity,” I intend to expand Kant‟s dilemma to include other 

religious traditions, all of which, at least so far as my acquaintance runs, suffer from some variation of this 

same problem.  Namely, to put it in a fashion that Kant might approve, they imagine their deities to be 

excepted from the moral laws that bind their own conduct. 
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an action will qualify.  However, consider the following dilemma:  If we agree to a 

“loose” standard of voluntarism, do we thereby commit our large net of voluntarists to 

the claim that piety is pious because some divine agent loves it?  This is sheer sophistry.  

If, on the other hand, we agree that our voluntarist must affirm that what is pious is pious 

because of the love of a divine will, implying the strong sense of normative justification 

that Kant stipulates, then Euthyphro is no voluntarist, for the simple reason that he lacks 

any clear opinion on the matter.  To be sure, this passage invites Plato‟s readers to 

consider the more abstract problems of normative authority; what I am denying is that it 

gives us any reason to take Euthyphro to be an early representative of the later voluntarist 

trend. 

III. DOES EUTHYPHRO BELIEVE THE PREMISES TO WHICH HE HAS ASSENTED? 

How, then, should we adjudicate the question of belief?  If my argument is sound, we 

cannot take Euthyphro to understand the conflict between the two horns of Socrates‟ 

dilemma. He would, given the opportunity, almost certainly assent to either horn in 

isolation.  And it is by the tactic of isolating one horn from the other that Socrates has 

gained his assent.  If Euthyphro sees no conflict between the two statements, and Socrates 

does, it follows that they cannot both be assenting to the same propositions.  Whatever 

else may be true of the horns of Socrates‟ dilemma, Euthyphro cannot be said to believe 

what Socrates must intend. 

 What, though, of (a) and (b)?278  Does Euthyphro believe them?  Given my 

interpretation of (a) and (b), the question is moot.  Because (a) and (b) merely report 

semantic stipulations—in this case, how a participle may be dissolved into its respective 

                                                 
278 See p. 200, above. 
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declined verb with an indefinite subject—the question of belief is inappropriate.  

Consider our parallel case.  We might imagine someone asking:  “Do you believe that a 

father is a male parent?”  The question seems odd for the simple reason that the relation 

between the phrases “father” and “male parent” is simply a feature of the English 

language.  For the issue of belief to be salient, we must imagine our question reporting 

some independent state of affairs which might or might not be instantiated.  But even to 

entertain this though would require the invention of an exotic set of background 

conditions, such as, to give a minimal example, the question‟s being posed to a foreigner 

as a way of determining whether she speaks English.  Once we engage in such scenarios, 

it is immediately obvious that we are simply inventing a new question, which we then 

obfuscate by retaining the surface form of the original. So does Euthyphro believe (a) and 

(b)?  The question is inapposite.  He speaks Greek, and comprehends the usage rules that 

Socrates is reporting. 

IV. DOES SOCRATES BELIEVE THE PREMISES HE INTRODUCES? 

Here two points are worth noticing right off the bat.  First, in the entirety of the dilemma 

passage, the only premises for which Socrates provides any argument are (a) and (b).  But 

of course if these are merely linguistic stipulations, then the question of belief is, with 

Socrates as with Euthyphro, moot.  Second, the elenchus in question is not a standard 

elenchus.  That it must be an indirect elenchus is obvious from the fact that the refutand is 

the first premise of both of the final sub-arguments.  The refutand is precisely what 

justifies the substitutions that produce the conflicting conclusions.279   

                                                 
279 Both Benson (2000) and Vlastos (1983) refer to the refutation as a standard elenchus.  In Vlastos‟ case, 

this is somewhat forgivable; his reference to the refutation comes in a footnote, which provides no 

explanation for how he imagines the structure of the argument.  Benson‟s failure to notice this, in contrast, 
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 Does Socrates state, or even hint at, any preference regarding the horns of his 

dilemma?  He does not.  Here a cautionary tale is in order.  Commentators are in virtually 

unanimous agreement that, right after having introduced the third account, Socrates 

agrees that the terms “pious” and “what the gods love” are coreferential.280  What is the 

evidence for this agreement? 

 Right after Socrates introduces his “revision” to Euthyphro‟s account, He asks 

whether Euthyphro agrees.  Euthyphro responds with the phrase ηί γὰξ θσιύεη:  “What 

prevents it?”  Socrates replies, “Nothing for my part, Euthyphro.  But ask yourself 

whether this hypothesis will most easily enable you to teach me what you promised” 

(9d7-8).  Notice that this commits Socrates to no more than accepting the third account 

provisionally, as a hypothesis. What particularly stands out about the reply is that it 

shows Socrates reminding Euthyphro of the (increasingly unsustainable) dialectical 

assumption that Euthyphro is the teacher, and Socrates the student.281  So even here, we 

have little guidance about Socrates‟ beliefs on the subject, but instead his evasion of 

responsibility for the new account.282 

 Commentators regularly assume that the main point of this refutation is to argue 

in favor of his budding intellectualism.  That is, they take him to be endorsing the idea 

that the gods love piety because it is pious, where the “because” indicates that piety must 

have (or perhaps be) some intelligible, independent, normative feature in virtue of which 

                                                                                                                                                 
is quite perplexing.  He is not unaware of the distinction.  He explicitly notes that the text‟s previous 

elenchus was indirect, and continues on, writing, “For a direct or standard elenchos we can turn [sic] the 

Euthyphro‟s next elenchos” (59).  In the very next lines—here introducing a new section—when he lists the 

steps of the argument, he explicitly includes the third account as his first premise.   
280 Benson provides a notable exception (2000, 61). 
281 The passage is usefully compared to Socrates‟ earlier remarks about mutual hostility among the gods.  

Socrates there too predicates his assent on Euthyphro‟s superior knowledge (6a9-b3). 
282 In commenting on this refutation, Socrates will make a claim that could plausibly taken as assent to the 

premise that the two phrases are referential.  On that comment, see section (VII) below. 
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it is loved.  Curiously, though, he only asserts something even remotely like this after the 

refutation has run its course (11a4-b1).  Whether this marks a new commitment or simply 

reasserts an interpretation of his original question will be investigated in section (VII). 

V. IS SOCRATES‟ REFUTATION VALID? 

This question has, with good reason, proved a nexus of controversy between the 

commentators.  Three related issues motivate concerns over the refutation‟s validity.  

First, there is disagreement over whether the principle of substitution that drives the final 

sub-arguments will render those arguments invalid.  Second, there is a question of the 

cogency of the “causal clauses” in the final refutation.  Finally, there is disagreement 

about what exactly the refutation is supposed to show.  This section will deal mainly with 

the first two issues; the last will be treated in section (VII), below.  The problem of 

cogency becomes more apparent when we consider the substitution principle.  As is the 

case with the second epagoge, the debate over the substitution principle in the final part 

of the refutation was set off by Geach, so it is with his interpretation that I begin. 

 Recall that when Socrates explains his refutation, he begins each of its sub-

arguments with the hypothesis that “piety” and “god-loved” are “the same.”  He goes on 

to substitute each expression for the other in the statements that Euthyphro has accepted, 

in order to derive statements that he has denied.  Having produced this result, Socrates 

goes on to deny that “piety” and “god-loved” are the same, explaining that “each is 

different from the other.”  In the course of trying to locate this difference, Geach 

broaches the substitutions.  He thinks the best way to explain the substitution is by appeal 

to Leibniz‟s principle that “two terms are the same (eadem) if one can be substituted for 
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the other without altering the truth of any statement.”283  The problem with the use of this 

principle, Geach notes, is that it is “liable to break down in contexts that are not securely 

extensional, and that propositions formed with „because‟ give us non-extensional 

contexts” (376-7).284   This is commonly referred to as the problem of referential opacity 

in intensional contexts.  Phrases with the same extension are not intersubstitutable in 

intensional contexts, such as those of explanation, belief, or in our context, definition. 

 The problem is a familiar one, but it bears illustration.  Let us suppose that the 

two phrases “attractive recently widowed queen of Thebes” and “Oedipus‟ mother” both 

denote one and only one individual—Jocasta.  Using Leibniz‟s principle, we would 

expect truth to be preserved when we substitute one phrase for the other in different 

sentences.  Problematically, while the statement “Oedipus married Jocasta because she 

was the attractive recently widowed queen of Thebes” is true, the statement “Oedipus 

married Jocasta because she was Oedipus‟ mother” is not. 

 Interestingly, Geach introduces the problem with the substitution principle to 

show that Socrates‟ argument cannot be taken to show that the phrases “god-loved” and 

“pious” are not coextensive, as our example above shows.  Because later commentators 

typically take Socrates to have agreed that the phrases are coextensive, we might imagine 

that the supposed problem would simply drop from sight.  It ought not to, for the simple 

                                                 
283 Leibniz, General Science, Ch. 19, Definition 1; see Loemker, 1969. 
284 I am inclined to think that the reference to Leibniz here is a red-herring.  Leibniz introduces the 

principle as a stipulation to be exploited in the work of which it was a part.  It is quite fantastic to suppose 

that he would take it to introduce a general feature of terms in ordinary language, and quite difficult to 

specify what, precisely, that feature would amount to if he had.  Further, given its explicit status as a 

definition, it would seem more prudent to admit that contexts where substitution produces false sentences 

from true ones fail to contain terms that match Leibniz‟ definition, than to maintain that his stipulation 

somehow fails in these contexts.  Nevertheless, commentators are now in the habit of taking Leibniz to 

have asserted the principle that co-referring expressions may be inter-substituted, salva veritate, and then 

going on to show how the principle breaks down.  I take this to be one of those odd cases where the 

mention—and correction—of a revered forebear is somehow supposed to lend gravitas to a remark, even 

when the mention actually obscures the point at issue. 
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reason that arguments that employ substitution across premises can generate false 

sentences by substituting into causal contexts, even where the intersubstituted 

expressions are coreferential—consider the example!  More problematically, the relation 

Socrates is considering here is surely a causal one, in some (however underspecified) 

sense. 

 For this reason, the question of what substitution principle is invoked remains 

problematic, and so is revived, first by Cohen, and later by Sharvy.  Cohen is troubled by 

a problem that arises once one assumes that Leibniz‟s principle is being invoked, namely, 

that this would imply that Euthyphro‟s third account is simply not responsive to Socrates‟ 

request.  Socrates has asked for the feature by which [ηὸ εἶδνο ᾧ] piety is pious.  If we 

suppose that Leibniz‟ principle is applicable here, we are admitting that no special feature 

has been picked out, for the simple reason that the two expressions must be treated as 

identical expressions referring to the same class of objects.  The third account would 

offer no more than a tautology, since the sentence “Piety is god-loved” would, ex 

hypothesi, say no more than “Piety is piety.”   

Forced to choose between accusing Socrates of implicitly accepting an 

unresponsive account and fashioning a new substitution principle, Cohen opts for the 

latter.  He does so by working backward from Socrates‟ request.  Because Socrates has 

asked Euthyphro for a “definition” of piety, Socrates‟ admission of the third account, 

Cohen reasons, shows that he is treating it as such.  The principle of substitution upon 

which the refutation hangs, then, Cohen dubs “the principle of substitution of definitional 

equivalents, understanding equivalents to be a pair of expressions one of which is a 

definition of the other” (1971, p. 10).  Having made this move, he helpfully adds that 
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“while perhaps both principles can be shown to break down in some intensional contexts, 

the principle of substitutivity of definitional equivalents does not seem to be one which 

will break down in the intensional contexts in question, even if the Leibnizian principle 

will” (p. 10). 

Notably, Cohen attempts no substantiation of this claim.  Alive to this omission, 

Sharvy responds quickly with an attack on the principle. Noting that “the use of „because‟ 

in [Socrates‟] argument is precisely connected to the notions of definition and analysis 

rather than of identity” Sharvy continues directly: 

But we can find counterexamples to Cohen‟s principle.  For example: 

father =df male parent 

is a correct definition.  Now suppose that Herbert is a father.  Then it is true that 

(8) Herbert is a father because he is a male parent, 

For being a male and a parent is what makes Herbert a father.  Yet it is false that Herbert 

is a father because he is a father.  So it is false that we can validly substitute „father‟ for 

„male parent‟ in the second conjunct of (8), and so it is false that 

(9) if father =df male parent, then if Herbert is a father because he is a male parent, then 

Herbert is a father because he is a father. 

It is also false that Herbert is a male parent because he is a male parent; thus it is false 

that we can substitute „male parent‟ for „father‟ in the first conjunct of (8), and so it is 

false that 

(10) if father =df male parent, then if Herbert is a father because he is a male parent, then 

Herbert is a male parent because he is a male parent.  (1972, pp. 125-6) 

 

I include this longish passage both because it illustrates an interesting mistake and 

provides a rather spectacular specimen of self-refutation.  First the mistake.  Sharvy 

begins by stipulating his definition, without bothering to give any explanation of what he 

takes that relation to imply.  Worse, he provides no hint of what sense of “because” he 

intends in his later examples.  Instead, having introduced the “=df” relation ostensively, he 

then goes on to treat (8) as a new fact, introduced as a foil to Cohen‟s substitutivity 

principle.  Of course, the problem is that it is no such thing.  It is, instead, merely a 

restatement of the definition that Cohen has stipulated.  Sharvy‟s supposed 

“counterexamples” show nothing at all.  To see why, let us focus on the “because” 
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relation invoked here.  Suppose that “R” designates Sharvy‟s use of “because.”  We can 

take it to express a dyadic relation between two variable functions, the first of which 

contains the predicate being defined, the second the definition.  In this case, we can 

formally model the “=df” relation rather precisely.  Using “" and “” as predicate-

expression variables, and x as an object variable, we have: 

 =df  ↔ (x) (R(x,x) & ¬R(x,x) & (≠ 

This states no more than that the “=df” relation, as used by Sharvy, (1) relates predicate 

expressions, (2) is asymmetrical, and (3) must relate non-identical predicate 

expressions.286  (1) is evident from the case at hand, as it will be in Sharvy‟s re-

description of Socrates‟ causal statements.  (2), although interestingly not made use of in 

Sharvy‟s examples, just tells us a property of both the “=df” relation and any univocal use 

of “causal” relations.  (3) prevents “=df” from collapsing into “=” and thus, as in Sharvy‟s 

(9) and (10), being vacuous.  Sharvy has succeeded in showing nothing more than one 

cannot substitute definitional equivalents into their stipulated definitional statements. 

                                                 
285 This is not, I should add, an ontological model.  It aims to do no more than provide a rough 

transcription of the sort of relation that Sharvy must make use of.  My point, simply put, is that in a phrase 

like “Herbert is a father because he is a male parent,” the only useful sort of explanation underlying the 

“causal” claim is a formal relation between the two phrases, “father” and “male parent.”  Sidestepping 

larger issues accruing around the paradox of analysis, such a stipulation is “informative” only in the sense 

that people who are not well acquainted with the word “father” will by this statement be given a useful rule 

of thumb, if they understand the phrase “male parent.”  (We can imagine other extravagant contexts, such 

as someone challenging an absentee parent‟s claim to be a “father,” and having the speaker reply that there 

is at least this minimal sense in which he satisfies certain minimal features often intended by the term, but 

we need not linger on these.)  It does strike me as exceedingly odd, though, to suppose that this sort of 

relation could, even in principle, give us a thorough guide to either the extension or the intension of any 

given natural language term.  The best we can do, given semantic complexity, is attempt to explain our uses 

of these terms when called upon to do so. 
286 As a matter of logic, the asymmetry of the relation rules out the possibility of identity.  I include a 

separate non-identity condition here only to make that implication explicit. 
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Notice, incidentally, that the “=df” relation has the same formal features as the 

relation of “analysis” that was introduced earlier.287  By illustrating it in this way, we can 

also see why I took that relation, as I take this one, to be “merely linguistic.”  The object 

variable “x” is a dummy.  The only “relating” going on here is between linguistic signs.  

So in stating his so-called counterexamples, Sharvy does no more than “illustrate” the 

“=df” relation in action.288 

 To get to the second problem, consider the relation Sharvy takes to hold between 

his definition statement and the later causal claim.  Sharvy‟s idea seems to be that 

because this definition is true, if we suppose that Herbert is a father, it follows that 

“Herbert is a father because he is a male parent” is also true.  Of course, we need not 

stipulate the truth of the definition statement.  Instead, following Sharvy‟s lead, we can 

assert it conditionally.  That is, we can express the general point underlying Sharvy‟s (8) 

in the following single proposition, exploiting Sharvy‟s style: 

If father =df male parent, then if Herbert is a father, Herbert is a father because he is a male parent. 

This, of course, is just an instantiation of one side of the definition relation expressed 

above.  If we take “F” to express the monadic predicate “is a father” and “P” to express 

the predicate “is a male parent,” we have the following: 

F =df P → (x)(R(Fx, Px) & ¬R(Px, Fx) & (F≠P)) 

But now, see what happens when we make a parallel move with our Euthyphro passage.  

That is, suppose: 

                                                 
287 The single salient distinction between them is that Socrates‟ relation exploits a close grammatical 

relation between the two terms, where no such relation exists between “father” and “male parent.” 
288 Sharvy might object that, because the terms “father,” “male,” and “parent” each have different 

conditions of application, there is an intelligible distinction between the “=df” relation and the further 

propositions employing “because.”  The claim about the terms is true, but of course those conditions play 

absolutely no role in his discussion.  Sharvy is simply not interested in providing anything like an 

ontological analysis of the conditions in virtue of which predicates apply to objects.  And in the absence of 

that sort of analysis, his discussion is mere wheel-spinning. 
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pious =df god-loved 

 

It follows, by Sharvy‟s logic, that anything that is further stipulated to be pious, is pious 

because it is god-loved.  To see why, we need only trot out the parallel rule.  So, taking 

“H” as the predicate “is holy” and “G” as the predicate “is god-loved,” we get: 

H =df G → (x)(R(Hx, Gx) & ¬R(Gx, Hx) & (H≠G)) 

which, in Sharvy‟s preferred form, would just be: 

If pious =df god-loved, then if anything is pious, it is pious because it is god-loved. 

Once we take Sharvy‟s initial apparatus seriously, Socrates‟ “dilemma” simply 

vanishes, notwithstanding the complicated device that Sharvy later introduces to 

accommodate it.  In calling Sharvy‟s procedure “self-defeating,” then, I indicate that once 

we consider the formal structure of the “=df” relation, the problem that Sharvy introduces 

it to solve no longer exists.  How, then, does Sharvy get to some new substitution 

principle that succeeds in accommodating the final refutation, where Cohen‟s relation 

supposedly fails?  Simply by starting with the two sub-arguments of Socrates‟ final 

refutation, restating them—in a form superficially similar to his own (8) and (9)—as 

instances of some as yet unspecified substitution principle, and working backward to 

produce two different principles that accommodate each, but do not accommodate his 

own (9) and (10).  Witness: 

(5‟) if pious =df god-loved, then if a is loved by the gods because a  is pious, then a is loved by the 

gods because a is god-loved; 

(6‟) if pious =df god-loved, then if a is god-loved because a is loved by the gods, then a is pious 

because a is loved by the gods. 

Is there any difference in form between these and the false statements (9) and (10)?  That is, could 

there be principles that produce (5‟) and (6‟) but do not produce (9) and (10)?  (p. 126) 

 

Answering in the affirmative, and noting that (5‟) and (6‟) differ from (9) and (10) 

in both the “location” and “direction” of the substitutions, he produces the substitution 

“principles” that accommodate (5‟) and (6‟): 
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(5P) if α =df β, then if p because F(α), then p because F(β). 

(6P) if α =df β, then if G(β) because q, then G(α) because q. (p. 126) 

 

A moment‟s reflection shows that these “principles” are worse than simply ad 

hoc.  When we inquire into the substitution principles underlying Socrates‟ final 

refutation, we do not wish to know what possible principles will explain the argument, 

assuming that it is valid.  Instead, we want to know what principle is operative in order to 

tell whether the argument is valid in the first place.  Unfortunately, Sharvy‟s principles 

themselves suffer from much more fundamental problems.  They render the relation 

between the dummy object variable, “a,” (in (5‟) and (6‟)) and the predicates involved 

completely opaque, in each case by masking its occurrences—as well as the supposed 

relation between it and the target predicates—in both the propositional constants “p” and 

“q” and the two functions.  Still worse, where “pious” and “god-loved” are cast in (5‟) 

and (6‟) as predicates, they show up in (5P) and (6P) as dependent variables of 

unspecified function expressions!  Sharvy fails to explain how this is supposed to work. 

 Having thus muddied the water, Sharvy goes on to show the superiority of his 

own principles of substitution to Cohen‟s, not by analyzing what he takes to be Cohen‟s 

principle, simpliciter, but instead by starting from his own failed substitutions, (9) and 

(10), and again working backward to produce principles broadly similar to (5P) and (6P), 

but differing, again, in the “direction” and “location” of the substitutions.  So much for 

charity. 

 So Sharvy‟s criticism of Cohen‟s principle fails.  The needed “separation” 

between the stipulated definition and the propositions in which the substitutions occur is 

effected by the fact that Socrates gains Euthyphro‟s distinct assent to those propositions, 

without bothering—and in fact, probably intentionally neglecting—to mention any 
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relation they might bear to the third account.  However, as we shall see in a moment, 

Sharvy‟s procedure does bring into view a problem with Socrates‟ strategy—or a virtue, 

depending on whether we assume that his refutation is intended to have positive 

ramifications.  That problem will emerge as we explore the second problem that I 

promised to address in this section—the force of the “causal” clauses. 

Let us introduce this problem by revisiting an aspect of Cohen‟s view.  Cohen 

takes the pair of premises wrought from the second epagoge to employ “because” 

equivocally.  To see the point, recall the four premises: 

[α] Piety is loved because it is pious; 

 (a) (x) x is a loved thing because it is loved; 

[β*] Not:  Piety is pious because it is loved; 

(b) Not: (x) x is loved because it is a loved thing. 

 

Cohen interprets the “because” used in (a) logically, whereas he interprets its use in (b) 

intentionally.  Having argued for this equivocal interpretation, however, he faces a new 

problem.  This is just that if “because” is used equivocally in the final refutation, the 

ambiguity will render the whole argument invalid.  Rather surprisingly, it is just here that 

Cohen‟s equivocal reading of the hoti clauses in the second epagoge pays dividends.  For 

now he notices that the same distinction, between intentional and logical uses of 

“because” can be introduced to the other pair of premises, [α] and [β].  Exploiting the 

distinction, he reformulates the four premises to reflect it, as follows: 

[α] The reason the gods love what is pious is that it is pious; 

(a) A logically sufficient condition for applying the term „god-loved‟ to what is god-loved is that 

the gods love it; 

[β] A logically sufficient condition for applying the term „pious‟ to what is pious is that the gods 

love it; 

(b) Not: The reason the gods love what is god-loved is that it is god-loved.289 (Cohen, 1971, pp. 

10-11) 

                                                 
289 I have used Cohen‟s phrasing, adding only the “Not:” to (b) to preserve logical parity.  Note that I have 

left [β] without an asterisk to reflect the fact that Cohen is interpreting it as a premise, before inquiring after 

its rejection by Euthyphro. 
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Now, having introduced these transformations, he is able to argue that the equivocal use 

of “because” fails to harm the validity of the refutation.  To see why, consider the two 

sub-arguments.  Indicating the new “definition” relation invoked, as well as the two uses 

of “because,” we get the following: 

(1) Assume:  “Piety” =df “the god-loved thing”; 

(2) Piety is loved becausei it is pious (=[α]); 

(3) The god-loved thing is loved becausei it is the god-loved thing (= not-(b)); 

 

(1) Assume:  “Piety” =df “the god-loved thing”; 

(2‟) The god-loved thing is god-loved becausel it is loved by the gods (=(a)); 

(3‟) Piety is pious becausel it is loved by the gods. (= not-[β*]=[β]). 

 

So Cohen‟s interpretation rather neatly handles the problem of causal 

equivocation.  Unfortunately, in doing so, it creates three more.  First, by interpreting [α] 

and [β] as he does, Cohen removes any hint of opposition between them.  Indeed, 

construing them as he does, he considers both to be true—Socrates‟ “dilemma” is no 

dilemma at all.  Second, the role of the second sub-argument is rendered mysterious, 

since, by Cohen‟s lights, it is perfectly sound.  Euthyphro has denied [β], but that is his 

own fault—he has no good reason to do so.  Third, the role of [α] is rendered obscure, 

since it serves as a premise in an argument with a false conclusion.  All that said, Cohen‟s 

solution to the first problem is rather ingenious; because it speaks directly to the supposed 

moral of the refutation, let me save it for section (VII) below.  For now, let me compare 

Cohen‟s reading to my own. 

Recall that where Cohen interprets the “causal” clauses in (a) and (b) equivocally, as 

a mixture of intentional and logical relations, I take them to be univocal, expressing a 

semantic relation between participles and their respective inclined verbs.  Socrates 

provides no argument for this point; I am merely noting the relations between his terms, 

and making what I take to be an inference to the best explanation for his series of 
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contrasts.  As we have seen, Socrates nowhere makes any explicit remarks about the 

intended force of his “causal” statements, nor does he anywhere explicitly relate [α] and 

[β] as opposites.  Given this, what possible reason could Socrates‟ have for taking the 

acceptance of [α] to entail the negation of [β]? 

Here our review of Sharvy comes to the fore.  Recall that the “definition” relation 

(including its “because” variant) is asymmetrical.  Now we see that this is just the lesson 

that Socrates‟ hammers home with repeated examples in his long second epagoge.  He 

asks Euthyphro, in effect:  R(a,b)?  Euthyphro assents.  Socrates goes on to give multiple 

variations with the same theme:  R(a,b) and not R(b,a); R(c,d) and not R(d,c); R(e,f) and 

not R(f,e)….  Indeed, we might think of this as the “subterranean” lesson of that epagoge.  

Socrates is not explicitly arguing for, but strongly suggesting, the following 

generalization.  Using “R” once again as our dyadic “because” relation, we get the 

following “asymmetry condition”: 

(AC):  (x)(y) R(x,y) → ⌐R(y,x) 

It is, then, just this principle that underlies the “opposition” between [α] and [β].  This 

is Socrates at his most devious.  He knows perfectly well that Euthyphro takes the terms 

“god-loved” and “pious” to be synonyms.  So he goes on to use pairs of virtual synonyms 

to illustrate the asymmetry of “causal” relations.  Worse, he knows that, because 

Euthyphro takes the two terms of his third account to be synonymous, he will readily 

assent to either horn.  But he intentionally avoids the only horn that could be deemed 

responsive to his own question.  This is true for the simple reason that if we assume that 

“god-loved” is intended as a definition of “piety,” this amounts, as a matter of semantics, 

minimally, to the assertion that whatever is pious is pious because it is god-loved. 
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All of this, let me suggest, at least in point of logic, is little more than decorative 

bluster.  For once Euthyphro has accepted (AC), it follows strictly as a matter of logic 

that as soon as he assents to either horn of Socrates’ dilemma, his third account is 

refuted.  This is just to point out that Euthyphro is assuming, as Socrates takes him to be 

assuming in the final refutation, that “pious” and “god-loved” are identical expressions.  

So once he assents to either horn of Socrates‟ dilemma, his goose is cooked.  This is a 

consequence of accepting (AC).  To see why, consider the following premise, which I 

take to reflect Euthyphro‟s own situation: 

R(a,b) & a=b, 

A mere glance shows that this violates the asymmetry condition, since each of the 

following can be directly deduced from it: 

R(a,b) 

R(b,a) 

R(a,a) 

R(b,b) 

 

Now, notice that once Socrates has in effect associated (AC) with his hoti clauses, what 

particular sense of “because” he intends is rendered irrelevant.  This, in turn, explains 

why Socrates does not dwell on the relation.  Having gained Euthyphro‟s implicit assent 

to (AC), all he needs to do is gain his assent to either horn of his dilemma. 

 This interpretation poses its own challenge.  Namely, why should Socrates go on 

to provide such a baroque refutation of Euthyphro?  To this question, let me propose a 

rhetorical solution.  Socrates aims to show Euthyphro in the most unflattering light 

possible. To do so, he gains Euthyphro‟s assent to just those premises that, when 

juxtaposed with the hypothesized identity of piety and god-lovedness, will result in two 
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explicit contradictions.290  That is, the sub-arguments show that Euthyphro must assent to 

just the premises that he has previously denied.  To these explicit contradictions, I can 

now add an implicit one; namely, that once we stipulate that two expressions are 

identical, we may not go on in a new context to relate them asymmetrically.291  And this 

is true, again, irrespective of the mode of causation envisioned, so long as that relation is 

agreed to be asymmetrical. 

 What conclusions can we draw from this about the refutation‟s validity?  Here, we 

must be cautious.  In modern formal logical contexts, validity is a term of art.  

Specifically, it is a property attaching to closed deductive arguments, such that if the 

premises of those arguments are true, then the conclusions must likewise be true.  The 

problem with the use of the term in this instance is that Socrates‟ refutation is not 

deductively closed.  Informally at least, the argument is a reductio.  I say “informally” 

because, formally, a reductio is a valid form of deductive argument which targets a 

specific premise for refutation by indirect argument.292  This argument, instead, generates 

no more than an inconsistent triad.  Accordingly, it tells us quite a bit about the coherence 

of a set of propositions, but nothing at all about the assertability (or, of course, truth) of 

any one of its members.293  Socrates has thus illustrated what one commentator on the 

reductio has called “doctrinal annihilation”—a demonstration that the premises to which 

Euthyphro has lent his consent are inconsistent.294   

                                                 
290 Socrates‟ celebrated Daedalus imagery supports just this point. Socrates has, in essence, “moved 

around” the premises that Euthyphro has accepted, so as to demonstrate their inconsistency.   
291I take it as granted that no form of causation or explanation can be well-represented as a dyadic 

symmetrical relation. 
292 See Scherer (1971), as well as the provoked responses from Foulkes (1973) and Lambros (1973), for 

discussion of the logical form of the reductio. 
293 A point oddly missed by Benson (2000, pp. 48-9, and cf. n. 59). 
294 See Rescher, 2005, section 5. 
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At this point, the Vlastosian constructivist has a ready reply.  For if we continue to 

suppose that those premises which Socrates‟ introduces into the argument are true (à la 

Vlastos), or at least believed by Socrates (à la Kraut), then even a reductio could be taken 

to establish a positive thesis—that is, simply the negation of the target premise that is 

asserted by the interlocutor, but doubted by Socrates; in our case the identity of piety and 

what is god-loved.  Socrates draws just this conclusion from the refutation, though it 

should be noted that, strictly speaking, he is not entitled to do so, since he has revealed no 

more than the inconsistency of the premise set. 

Problematically, the constructivist is seldom content to rest there.  He typically 

desires this elenchus to show that the pious is god-loved because it is pious—that is, he 

wants to use the passage as a piece of evidence in support of Socrates‟ supposed 

intellectualism.295  Unfortunately, even if we suppose this premise has all the normative 

trappings that constructivists might wish,296 this is simply a role it cannot fill—at least 

according to Vlastos‟ construal of the positive elenchus—for the simple reason that its 

negation is not the refutand of the passage.  Euthyphro assents to the “intellectualist” 

assumption and denies its negation in the course of the elenctic exchange—well after 

accepting his third revised account.297  Socrates may well believe that piety is god-loved 

because it is pious, and Euthyphro may too, but in this exchange, it is no more than one 

premise among others.  Of course, if my argument is correct, this is of no great moment, 

for the simple reason that the argument neither introduces nor supports any positive 

                                                 
295 Here again Vlastos leads the way.  See n. 87 above. 
296 This is a supposition which I very much doubt. 
297 A point noted by Benson, supra. 
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moral doctrine at all.298  Nonetheless, for all its failures as an independent  piece of 

deductive reasoning, it functions fabulously as an ad hominem attack against Euthyphro‟s 

claimed expertise. 

VI.  IS SOCRATES‟ REFUTATION SOUND? 

As with validity, soundness is a logician‟s term of art.  It can only technically be applied 

to valid deductive arguments whose premises are true, which is just to say that the 

question, in addition to validity, addressed by soundness, is the truth, or plausibility, of 

the argument‟s premises.  Because Socrates‟ refutation technically fails to be a valid 

deductive argument, it is, considered in that light, unsound.  The question of the truth of 

the assorted premises, of course, remains a live topic.  However, because this question 

gets at the supposed lesson of the refutation as a whole, I will address it in the next 

section. 

VII. DOES SOCRATES‟ REFUTATION CONTAIN A SIGNIFICANT MORAL LESSON? 

 

There is, of course, some middle ground between Vlastos‟ construal of Socrates‟ 

refutation as a positive defense of theological rationalism, on the one hand, and my own 

more deflationary reading.  Cohen‟s reading of the passage provides a constructive 

reading of the text which is both moderate and quite clever.   

Recall that according to Cohen‟s interpretation, the second sub-argument of the 

refutation is sound, and so drops from view.  This is just because the fact that something 

is loved by all the gods is a logically sufficient condition for its being pious.  This much 

falls out of the supposition that the two features, “god-loved” and “pious” are 

                                                 
298 Indeed, it does not so much as clearly enunciate one.  NB:  I am responding here primarily to Vlastos‟ 

picture of the constructive elenchus, and have not yet touched upon Cohen‟s interpretation of the passage. 
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coextensive.  The core of the refutation, by Cohen‟s lights, is the derivation of (3) in the 

first sub-argument.  Recall Cohen‟s restatement: 

(1) Assume:  “Piety” =df “the god-loved thing”; 

(2) The reason the gods love what is pious is that it is pious;  

(3) The reason the gods love what is god-loved is that it is god-loved.299 

 

Cohen explains the problem with (3) as follows: 

…[(3)] must certainly be rejected.  For although a person‟s reason for loving something, 

x, may be that x has a property P, it is absurd to suppose that this could hold when P is 

the property of being loved by him.  For x‟s having this property amounts to nothing 

more nor [sic] less than the fact that he loves x.  And one‟s reason for loving something 

cannot be that he loves it.  Imagine the following dialogue: 

A:  “She mistreats you terribly.  Why do you love her?” 

B:  “Just because I do.” 

B‟s answer, which amounts to saying “I just love her,” is clearly a rejection of A‟s 

question.  B is saying, in effect that he has no reason for loving her; he just does.  Thus, 

since being god-loved amounts to nothing more nor [sic] less than being loved by the 

gods (a point Euthyphro can be assumed to have at least a dim awareness of…), [(3)] is 

certainly false.  The gods‟ reason for loving something cannot be that they love it. 

 

As Cohen explains matters, the problem is one of practical reasoning.  Say some 

agent has a certain attitude toward some object.  Should the agent be rational, we would 

want to claim that there was some reason in virtue of which the agent has the attitude, and 

not uncommonly, the reason will be some supposed property of the object in question.  In 

fact, this principle of practical reasoning is just what makes (2) plausible, since in (2), 

“piety” is the intelligible property of acts or objects in virtue of which they ought to be 

loved by the gods.  But, as Cohen rightly points out, it is simply not rational—at least for 

us mere mortals—to explain the attitude by appeal to the very attitude being explained. 

That said, Cohen‟s “dialogue” does not address our text.  Note, first, that for it to 

be salient, we must suppose precisely the point at issue—that the relation between our 

own attitudes and the objects of those attitudes is analogous to that between the gods‟ 

                                                 
299 Adapted from Cohen, 10-11. 
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attitudes and their respective objects.300  Second, the example is leading.  A clearly 

implies that B‟s love is irrational—that there are good grounds for B not to love B‟s 

beloved.  Worse, the conclusion drawn from the example simply doesn‟t follow.  The fact 

that someone replies as B does to A‟s question is not at all informative about B‟s reasons 

or motivations.  To be sure, the characters are Cohen‟s creation, so he is free to interpret 

their motives as he likes; but their speech does not clearly express the point he wishes to 

extract from it.  In cases like this, “I just do” could be motivated by any number of 

possible reasons that do not preclude B‟s having reasons for his love, including, e.g. the 

desire to change the subject or a more general refusal to share his reasons. 

There is a more general problem with Cohen‟s interpretation.  The trouble 

Euthyphro is in is not necessarily one specifically of practical reason.  As we have seen, 

explanatory relations are asymmetrical, and one consequence of this is that the relata of 

some causal relation cannot be identical; a good thing too, since the resultant explanation 

would be entirely vacuous—a token of so-called Moliere explanation.301  About this 

much, at least, Cohen is surely right.  But it is precisely here that we should be cautious.  

Given that the problem posed by the refutation is more general than one of specifically 

practical reason, we must ask whether the text supports Cohen‟s more restrictive 

interpretation.  Let us approach this question by way of another:  What motivates 

Cohen‟s supposition that Euthyphro is committed to the specific use of the causal clause 

at issue? 

                                                 
300 A point Cohen plainly perceives, since he states that (2) “is inconsistent with [Euthyphro‟s] definition” 

(see below).  Of course, Cohen takes Euthphro to hold that piety is pious because the gods love it.  Because 

I take Euthyphro to be committed to the synonymy of “pious” and “god-loved,” I take both horns of the 

dilemma to be inconsistent with it.  That said, for Cohen, the contrast must remain a live option; and that is 

precisely denied by the assumptions underlying the dialogue. 
301 So-called after a scene in Moliere‟s Le Malade imaginaire in which the soporific effects of opium are 

attributed to the drug‟s dormitive power.  See Hankinson, 1998, 88, and n.8, for discussion. 
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Of central relevance is Cohen‟s interpretation of Euthyphro‟s acceptance of (2).  

He notes that, on his interpretation of Euthyphro‟s current definition, (2) should be 

rejected, since it conflicts with that definition.  Given that Euthyphro‟s acceptance of (2), 

should he be aware of the conflict, is irrational, Cohen attempts to motivate that 

acceptance by appeal to just the sort of principle of practical reasoning addressed above: 

Since [(2)] is what is going to get Euthyphro into trouble, by turning out to be 

inconsistent with his definition, one might feel that he should not accept it.  But 

Euthyphro‟s acceptance of it must be taken to indicate [1] that he thinks the gods do have 

a reason for loving pious things, [2] that they do not love pious things irrationally, and [3] 

that their being pious things is precisely this reason. (1971, p. 11) 

 

The problem with this interpretation is that it is quite difficult to extract it from 

the text.  Recall that just prior to gaining Euthyphro‟s assent to (3), Socrates has gone 

through a complex epagoge that had little discernible practical or ethical import.  He 

immediately follows that up with a reminder that Euthyphro has claimed that the pious is 

loved by all the gods, and goes on to add the following question:  “Because it is pious, or 

because of something else” (10d4)?  There are two obvious reasons for Euthyphro‟s 

answer to this question, which have nothing to do with the assumptions imported by 

Cohen.  The first, as mentioned, is that a negative answer to this question could plausibly 

be construed as blasphemy of just the sort to be avoided while in line to see the king-

archon.  The second is that Socrates‟ open-ended question strongly suggests that were 

Euthyphro to give a negative reply, he would be asked by Socrates to supply a further 

reason why the gods love pious things.  This is a request he is understandably keen to 

avoid.  These two facts are sufficient motivation for his reply to Socrates‟ leading 

question; we need make no further assumptions about Euthyphro‟s theory of practical 

agency to account for it, however independently interesting such speculations might 

prove. 



242 

 

One need not deny that the “causal” clause at 10d4 is most reasonably interpreted 

as intentional in force.  While he gives no distinct explanation for the relation, Socrates is 

probably taken by Euthyphro to be asking for some reason in virtue of which the gods 

love piety.  What I am denying is that accepting Socrates‟ prompted reply commits 

Euthyphro to the specific assumptions inferred by Cohen.  What we know about 

Euthyphro‟s theological beliefs is sufficient to show that he does not attribute any 

uniform set of motives or principles to divine agents.  Even were all the gods to love 

some set of acts or objects, Euthyphro might very well doubt that they all do so for some 

single over-arching reason.302  Euthyphro latches on to Socrates‟ proposed answer as a 

tidy way of avoiding the sort of trouble he found himself in when he previously discussed 

differing divine motives.  He interprets Socrates‟ suggestion as a life-vest, when it is in 

fact an anchor.   

Does Socrates draw a lesson from the refutation?  When Socrates finishes his 

refutation of Euthyphro, he adds the following remark: 

And so, Euthyphro, when you are asked what the holy is, you don‟t seem to want to tell 

me what it really is [ηὴλ κὲλ νὐζίαλ], but instead to tell me something done to it [πάζνο 

δέ ηη]; that the holy undergoes this: it is loved by all the gods.  But why this is so, you 

haven‟t said.  If you count me a friend, hide nothing, but tell me again from the beginning 

why the holy is loved by the gods or affected in some other way—for we won‟t argue 

about this—but tell me urgently—what is the holy, and what the unholy? 

 

Commentators, at least since Adam, have often taken Socrates to be marking the 

distinction between “accident” (πάζνο) and “essence” (νὐζία).303  I prefer to avoid any 

appeal to the more technical deployments of this distinction that sometimes show up in 

the literature; absent a broader theory that makes a categorial distinction between subjects 

                                                 
302 Indeed, Euthyphro‟s anthropomorphic view of the divine, in conjunction with his familiarity with the 

Athenian Assembly, give us reasonable grounds to infer that he has seen diversely motivated agents agree 

to support some single law or initiative.  Uniformity in the final judgment of multiple agents need not be 

reached by a single path.   
303 See, e.g. Adam, 1890, pp. 85-6; Burnet, 1924, pp. 129-30; Reeve, 2002, p. 17, n. 41. 
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and predicates, and further distinguishes between different types of predication, the terms 

are perfectly ontologically innocent.304  There is, thankfully, a much more parsimonious 

way of dealing with Socrates‟ introduction of the terms here.  The feminine singular 

noun, ousia, is perfectly serviceable as an intensified nominalization of the putative 

answer to Socrates‟ ti esti question.  What the holy “is” (esti) is here indicated by ousia; 

what it “undergoes” by the noun pathos, which in turn stands for the putative object of 

the declined verb peponthe, the perfect form of paschei—what (the holy) undergoes.  We 

need suppose no peculiarly loaded use of the terms here.305 

 We should notice, though, that it is Socrates, and not Euthyphro, who puts this 

final spin on the argument, at least apparently endorsing the claim that the gods love 

pious things because those things are pious.  There is simply no reason to think that 

Euthyphro ever gets clear on the distinction at play.  Socrates‟ endorsement is itself a bit 

ironic, since his epagoge clearly only supports the conclusion that the patients of some 

action are rightly so-called because of the actions they undergo.  This shows us that god-

loved things are god-loved because some god loves them, but it leaves us utterly in the 

dark about whether gods love things because those things are pious.  The only 

endorsement we have of this principle comes from a rather shell-shocked Euthyphro. 

 In any case, the contrast here between ousia and pathos is useful chiefly because 

it alerts us to what Socrates wishes to retain from the refutation.  He continues to 

                                                 
304 Dr. Mourelatos has helpfully reminded me that the both terms have an ordinary, non-technical meaning 

by which the speaker of ordinary Greek could, and did, distinguish between what something is and one of 

its features.  So, e.g., we might say that the boy who accidentally kills his compatriot with an errant javelin 

toss is not essentially, but only accidentally, a killer.  This strikes me as just the kind of use that the terms 

are being put to here.  Socrates complains that Euthyphro hasn‟t told him what piety is, but only something 

that happens to it.  My point is the deflationary one that absent further comment, there is no reason to 

suspect that some more elaborate notion of essentialism is motivating Socrates‟ complaint. 
305 For an excellent review of ordinary uses of terms that subsequently become philosophical terms of art 

in Plato, see Kahn, 1981, esp. pp. 109-110.  Kahn‟s analysis serves well as a reminder that uniform 

terminology need not imply uniform meaning.   
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suppose, first, that there is some ousia, or singular, defining feature in virtue of which 

pious things are pious, which remains a mystery; second, that being god-loved is 

something that piety undergoes, or that happens to pious things (probably because they 

are pious, however that should work out); and hence third, that being pious is distinct 

from being god-loved.306   

Notice, though, how little distance this brings us from the suppositions of 

Socrates‟ original question.307  In attempting to answer that question, Euthyphro has tried 

to take refuge in the putative intentions of the gods.  In so doing, he has found himself 

trapped in a dilemma from which he sees no escape.  Euthyphro supposes, naturally 

enough, that there is a necessary connection between piety and what the gods love, but he 

finds himself unable to elucidate that connection.  He attempts to do so, first, by 

supposing that god-lovedness marks all and only pious things.  This backfires for the 

simple reason that he also supposes that there are some actions or objects about which the 

gods disagree.  His standard is incoherent; the independent evidence that Euthyphro 

accepts about the gods‟ intentions is rife with conflicts.  He responds to this quandary by 

accepting a unanimity condition; but he is again unable to express any feature underlying 

that unanimity, over and above the feature which he is attempting to define.  Euthyphro‟s 

attempts to define piety by recourse to divine intent founder; he is stuck between the 

Scylla of an incoherent relativism and the Charybdis of circularity.

                                                 
306 One might be tempted to suppose that Socrates is getting at a distinction between what are sometimes 

called “extrinsic” and “intrinsic” properties.  The supposition would be rash, for the simple reason that 

Socrates does not clearly distinguish between his talk about “piety,” on the one hand, and various pious 

actions or agents, on the other.  While being loved by another is a clear enough example of an extrinsic 

property precisely because it depends on something external to the act or agent so-loved, it is not 

analogously clear in what sense piety could be an intrinsic poperty of certain acts or agents, and this is, 

besides, not the question Socrates has asked.  He has instead asked for a definition of piety, which we 

regularly count as a property in its own right.   
307 This inference is borne out by Socrates‟ response.  After bringing this line of definition to an end, he 

returns directly to Euthyphro‟s first attempted definition. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

Aporia: The Impasse and the Daedalus Image 

 

Euthyphro responds in a manner typical of Socrates‟ interlocutors—by noticing 

that he is failing to make headway, and then blaming his troubles on Socrates.  When 

Euthyphro admits that he is “unable to say what he has in mind” (11b6-7), Socrates‟ 

responds with a clever bit of deflective humor: 

The things you‟ve said [ηὰ ὑπὸ ζνῦ ιεγόκελα] appear to be the work of our308 ancestor, 

Daedalus.  Had I said and affirmed those things, you would probably tease me that 

because of my kinship with him, the products of my work in words run off and refuse to 

stay in whatever place I put them.  But as it is these suppositions are yours [λῦλ δὲ ζαὶ 

γὰξ αἱ ὑπνζέζεηο εἰζίλ].  You need some other jest, since it‟s for you that they refuse to 

stay put, as you yourself can see.  (11b9-c7) 

 

Euthyphro responds, as noted, by blaming Socrates, saying, in effect, that 

Socrates is the Daedalus, and that for his own part, they‟d stay still.  Socrates responds: 

I‟m in danger of becoming cleverer at this craft than that man [i.e. Daedalus]: he only 

made his own works not stay put, while I do this both to my own works and the works of 

others!  And what‟s really most laughable about my craft is that I am wise unwillingly.  

For I‟d like my words to stay put and be immovably settled more than to have Tantalus‟ 

wealth added to Daedalus‟ wisdom.  (11d3-e1).  

 

Socrates‟ Daedalus image is full of irony, but before exploring that we should 

note that he explicitly takes this occasion (in both the earlier and later remarks) to disown 

                                                 
308 The Greek here is “ἡκεηέξνπ,” “our,” though translators fairly uniformly translate it with the first 

person possessive, “my,” no doubt due to Socrates‟ more proximate identification to the kinship claim with 

ἐκνὶ at c2.  Burnet takes the pronoun to mark a claim about Socrates‟ deme, and so exclusive of any similar 

claim for Euthyphro, but given the obvious use of Daedalus as a comedic spoof on the effects of “wisdom,” 

there seems to me to be little need for this further speculation.  By Socrates‟ own conceit, both he and 

Euthyphro are involved in producing “works of art in language,” as Burnet nicely renders ηὰ ἐλ ηνῖο ιόγνηο 

ἔξγα (11c3, Burnet, 1924, p. 131).  The ancestry reference is likely the root of the later tradition that 

Socrates and his father Sophroniscus were sculptors.  The tradition is, however, quite weak, and first 

attested by the satirist Timon of Phlius in the 3
rd

 Century.  Given the humorous vein of the reference to 

kinship, as well as the obvious rhetorical device of drawing off the sting of criticism by painting himself as 

the butt of the joke, there is little reason to interpret the passage as a historical claim.  See Zeller, 1877, p. 

60, n. 1 for a review of the providence of the traditional claim that Socrates was a sculptor, along with 

Burnet‟s appropriately skeptical remarks at 130-131. 
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Euthyphro‟s attempts at definition.  We are left with little reason to suspect that Socrates 

endorses the claims with which Euthyphro has agreed; if we do so, we must find reasons 

to do so that overcome this basic objection. 

It is difficult to get a full sense of the irony of Socrates‟ metaphor, not least 

because it works against Euthyphro and Socrates in different ways.  At the most obvious 

level, the comparison to Daedalus has all the external trappings of a compliment.  The 

legend of Daedalus is of pre-Homeric origin,309 and his name itself was synonymous with 

high craft, and thus, as we have seen, intimately bound up with the earliest conception of 

ζνθία.310  As the Homeric reference shows, he was associated most immediately with the 

construction of the Labyrinth at Knossos, but later authors identify him as the father of 

sculpture, and still later authors accredit him with developing other assorted crafts like 

carpentry.311  To refer to the work of another as δαίδαινο is high praise for the 

craftsmanship.  In Socrates‟ hands, the image is instead pure lambast.  Euthyphro, like an 

inattentive parent, is unable to keep his creations from running about.   

In another dialogue, the Meno, Socrates again uses an image of Daedalus‟ statues, 

this time to mark the distinction between true belief and knowledge.  There he argues that 

true beliefs are liable to revision, because they are not “tied down” by an account.  Of 

course, in our dialogue Socrates is not claiming that Euthyphro‟s statements are true.  

Rather, the common thread running through both images is the connection between 

motionlessness and knowledge.  Were Euthyphro “skilled” in the manner he has claimed, 

his statements would stay put.  Instead, his “skill” has resulted in their moving about. 

                                                 
309 Iliad 18.590-92 compares the expanse of Achilles‟ shield with the dancing floor that Daedalus built for 

Ariadne. 
310 Δαίδαινο itself functions not simply as a proper noun, but an adjective meaning “cunningly wrought.” 
311 The sculpture legend is common by the time of Plato; the first textual attribution of carpentry to 

Daedalus is in Pliny‟s Natural History 7.198; see Thayer, 2006. 
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The image works rather nicely on a more visceral level.  Socrates‟ examination 

has consisted in two distinct kinds of move.  First he has elicited Euthyphro‟s agreement 

to various statements.  Then, he has drawn out contradictions from those agreements, 

which he has illustrated by juxtaposing Euthyphro‟s various commitments against one 

another, figuratively “moving” the statements so as to highlight their points of conflict.  It 

is precisely this rearrangement that prompts Euthyphro to turn the Daedalus image back 

on Socrates.  Euthyphro may have crafted the definitions—though as we have seen, his 

input was minimal—but Socrates has moved them about.   

To these three layers of irony, we may, let me suggest, add a fourth.  In the 

Hippias Major, Socrates ironically praises the sophist by remarking that he is surely 

cleverer than his predecessors, and marks the compliment by comparison to Daedalus 

(282a).  Sculptors, he tells Hippias, frequently say that were Daedalus to be born again, 

and sculpt works in the style which gained his fame, he would look ridiculous.  This 

indicates a clear tension between two competing claims about Daedalus: that he invented 

the art of sculpture, and that he made “walking sculptures.”  Plato and his contemporaries 

knew that statues with separated feet (hence “walking”) were of relatively recent vintage 

in comparison to older fused-footed statues in the Egyptian style.  The innovation was 

anachronistically credited to the legendary founder, but not, apparently, without some 

protest from later sculptors.312  Plato‟s target audience could hardly miss a tension 

between Plato‟s use of the innovative strain of the Daedalus legend and the more suitable 

archaic stain.  After all, Euthyphro‟s definitions are not innovative, and his uncritical 

adherence to myth, especially in light of the skeptical onslaught of the sophistic 

                                                 
312 See A. Stewart‟s One Hundred Greek Sculptors, Their Careers and Extant Works at the Perseus 

Collection, section 2.1.1 for a highly accessible overview of the Daedalus tradition, indexed at Stewart, 

1990b. 
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movement, is archaic.  His sculpted statements are not moving about so much as toppling 

over—walking with fused legs is perilous! 

The beauty and humor of Socrates‟ image should not obscure the fact that our 

dialogue has reached a critical turning point.  Euthyphro has flatly admitted his inability 

to proceed.  He has reached an impasse, a state which the tradition has dubbed ἀπνξία, a 

term denoting quite literally the absence of a way forward; Euthyphro has reached an 

impasse.  Dialogues that showcase the elenchus are frequently referred to as aporetic in 

honor of just this feature:  Having been turned back from multiple attempted definitions 

by Socrates, the interlocutor finally admits defeat.313 

I. A SIMILAR (YET INTERESTINGLY DIFFERENT) SCENE IN THE MENO 

In the Meno, a scene very much the mirror image of this one plays out between Socrates 

and the title character.  Having reached an impasse in his attempt to define virtue, 

Socrates requests that Meno go back to the beginning and tell him what virtue is.  Meno 

responds with an image: Socrates is like a torpedo-fish.  He stings those who talk with 

them into numbness.  Socrates responds that the image only holds up if the effect is 

reflexive:  the torpedo-fish must also be numb.  Meno‟s image, unlike Socrates‟, gives us 

a partial portrait of the first-hand experience of a Socratic drubbing.  Both Meno and 

Euthyphro, under the strain of Socrates‟ questioning, offer defensive rebukes.  Meno‟s 

comparison of Socrates to the torpedo-fish paints Socrates as an attacking aggressor; 

Euthyphro‟s redeployment of the Daedalus image paints Socrates as the active agent of 

his accounts‟ demise.  In both cases, Socrates‟ response is conciliatory.  He is both the 

agent and the victim of his interrogational style.  Unfortunately, while both passages 

                                                 
313 For some prominent examples, see Laches 194b, Gorgias 482e.  I discuss the Meno passage (80a) 

below. 
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clearly imply that Socrates subjects his own claims to the same critical scrutiny that he 

applies to others, they are equally silent on the content of those claims. 

 While Socrates has often been defended from charges of engaging in eristic 

debate by highlighting reflexive claims like this, it would be disingenuous to neglect the 

more combative aspects of his comportment.  He has just made Euthyphro the butt of a 

joke.  As he transitions to the next round of questioning, his language makes clear that 

Euthyphro has little interest in continuing.  Socrates‟ empathy is short lived.  He 

laboriously, and more and more preposterously, maintains the pretense that he is 

Euthyphro‟s student, and that Euthyphro is wise.  But here the irony is no longer masked; 

in his new image, Euthyphro has become an effeminate, spoiled glutton, stuffed on his 

wealth of wisdom.  Immediately on the heels of figuratively trading the wealth of 

Tantalus and wisdom of Daedalus for a stable account, Socrates charges on:  “Enough 

[ἅδελ] of these things!  Since you seem to me to be stuffed [ηξπθᾶλ], I will help you 

teach me about the holy.  Don‟t give up the task before it‟s done” (11e2-4)!  

Suddenly the imagery has turned gastronomical.  The adverb ἅδελ refers to 

getting one‟s fill or being sated, and is followed closely by ηξπθᾶλ, which ranges from 

“to fare sumptuously” to “to live delicately or effeminately.”  Socrates goes on to use the 

same verb to accuse Euthyphro of “being stuffed by [his] wealth of wisdom,” and urges 

him to exert all his powers toward the task, in language (ζύληεηλε ζαπηόλ) that suggests 

the need to gird up his excesses (12a6).  

I have drawn out this passage because it is an excellent example of the shaming 

force of Socrates‟ elenchus.  In the very same breath that he praises his “wisdom,” 

Socrates is clearly accusing Euthyphro of being soft, of giving in.  In urging him on, and 
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further offering to share in the task of definition—a proposal that sits uncomfortably next 

to his earlier admission of ignorance—Socrates is emphasizing the shame courted by 

Euthyphro‟s unwillingness to continue.  As he takes up the traces of the argument, 

Socrates will take over an ever larger share of a discussion in which he has already 

played the dominant role. 

II.  THE PHENOMENON OF APORIA 

While in the course of reviewing Robinson‟s work, I showed that when Socrates 

describes his own broadly elenctic activity, he virtually always focuses on certain desired 

psychological effects.  In the Apology, he becomes the preacher of human fallibility and 

divine wisdom, who is there to show imposters that human wisdom is worth little or 

nothing.  Clearly, he thinks that being aware of one‟s ignorance is superior to thinking 

oneself wise in the absence of knowledge; unfortunately, he also seems to think that 

nobody is truly wise, so a sort of epistemic caution is probably the best we can hope for. 

 In the other passages where Socrates self-consciously describes the desired effects 

of interrogation, he tends to highlight both certain negative effects—that is, the process 

whereby the interlocutor comes to doubt his own beliefs—and the positive effects—that 

is the renewal of human curiosity.  Somewhat curiously, the dialogues which feature 

putative experts are heavy on the negative effects, but often simply silent about their 

positive counterparts.  In the definitional dialogues, at least, it seems that Socrates is 

more concerned to perplex his interlocutors than to provoke their curiosity. 

 I shall have more to say about that later, but for now, let me focus, for a moment, 

on the characteristics of aporia.  Socrates‟ longest elaboration of the elenchus takes place, 

somewhat fittingly, in the Meno.  There, after drawing a square, he asks Meno‟s slave the 
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length of a line needed to double it.  The slave, who knows Greek, but has had no 

mathematical training, has precious little hope of stumbling upon the correct answer.  

Somewhat worse, by directing his attention to the length of the sides of the original 

square, Socrates provides him with a very misleading initial clue.  Nonetheless, Socrates‟ 

description of the process leading to aporia deserves quotation.  When, after having 

ventured several incorrect guesses, under Socratic prompting, the slave admits that he 

does not know the answer to the question, Socrates makes the following narrative remark: 

Do you realize, Meno, what point of his recollection he is reaching?  Earlier, he did not 

know the length of the side of the eight-foot square.  He doesn‟t yet know, even now.  

But, before, he thought he knew it, and even boldly answered as though he knew it, and 

did not think that he was at a loss [θαὶ νὐρ ἡγεῖην ἀπνξεῖλ].  And now, he thinks that he is 

at a loss, and just as he does not know, he also does not think that he knows. (84a3-b1) 

 

It quickly becomes clear that though Socrates appears to be describing the slave, his 

remarks are aimed at Meno.  Socrates goes on to apply Meno‟s description of being 

numbed by the fish to the slave, urging Meno that, far from being harmed, the slave has 

been improved by the encounter.  Whereas he had the false conceit of knowledge when 

he first encountered Socrates, now he is coming to recognize his own ignorance.  

Socrates has forced him to confront his own ignorance.  Going on, Socrates emphasizes 

the positive benefits of this negative result in a way that humorously alludes to Meno‟s 

own behavior: 

Indeed, we have accomplished some preliminary work, it seems, toward the discovery of 

how matters stand [πξὸο ηὸ ἐμεπξεῖλ ὅπῃ ἔρεη].  For now, he can he can happily search for 

the truth, as one who does not know, whereas earlier, he thought he could easily make 

many fine speeches before large audiences about how the doubled square must have a 

side twice as long as the original. (84b9-c2) 

 

It is obvious, of course, that the slave lacks both the means and the intention to 

make speeches about geometry.  Furthermore, we should note that the slave, unlike his 

less chastened master, has made no claim to expertise in the domain under investigation.  
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The remarks are clearly aimed at Meno himself.  Socrates clearly means to point out the 

positive psychological benefits of elenctic perplexity.   

This should not, however, blind us to the vast disparity between Socrates‟ 

examination of the slave, and his parallel examination of Meno.  One key distinction is 

that Socrates knows the answer to the question he has asked the slave; he clearly denies 

similar knowledge in the case of virtue.  The slave, in his quest after mathematical 

knowledge, unlike Meno and his parallel quest after knowledge of virtue, has some 

reason to hope that correct answers to such geometrical questions may be found.  Indeed, 

Socrates has at least some of them, as he goes on to demonstrate. 

There is another clear distinction between Socrates‟ procedure here and his work 

in the other shorter definitional dialogues.  He has here at least some trappings of a theory 

of learning as recollection.  This he asserts independently of Meno‟s contributions to the 

conversation.  No similar theory shows up in any of the shorter elenctic works.   

The more interesting point about the exchange, though, is that Socrates clearly 

envisions it as a preparatory stage on the road toward earnest philosophical examination.  

He has, as it were, extracted certain false beliefs which he thinks stand as obstacles to the 

real business of investigation.  If this picture is more or less correct, we should find that 

his work against the self-styled expert should be primarily destructive.  If strongly held 

beliefs about matters of importance turn out to be either false or insufficiently well-

grounded, they serve only to block constructive progress in the moral domain.314 

                                                 
314 This picture of the Socratic elenchus proves challenging to those who, like Vlastos, see Socrates as a 

sort of street preacher attempting to improve his fellow Athenians by urging them to become more 

inquisitive and less intellectually arrogant.  The reason why is not hard to seek:  Insofar as Socrates lacks 

any apparent resources to answer his perplexing questions, he leaves his puzzled interlocutors bereft of 

those few points of belief that might have at least moored their own civil conduct.  Plato illustrates the 

implicit problem in his discussion of misology in the Republic (7.537c-539d).  He rightly recognizes that 

early exposure to elenctic argument can have precisely the opposite effect of the one toward which Socrates 
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III.  A PUZZLE ABOUT APORIA 

Just how perplexed is Euthyphro?  Though many commentators seem to think that 

Socrates has successfully reduced him to pathlessness by this point in our dialogue, his 

supply of beliefs about the divine is clearly far from exhausted.  Indeed, though he 

initially demurs from taking further part in the conversation, he quickly regains his 

bearings, and plays a significant role in accepting and rejecting various assertions 

proffered by Socrates. 

 There is more reason to doubt that this stage of our dialogue represents the 

broader sort of aporia that Socrates produces in Meno‟s slave.  Of course, both Meno and 

Euthyphro blame Socrates for their puzzlement; but Meno perceives, as Euthyphro 

apparently fails to, that Socrates‟ refutations have deprived him of the sort of grounding 

principles of investigation that he would need to make basic headway.315  In contrast, 

Euthyphro fails, at least at this stage, to notice that his beliefs are in peril.  This becomes 

apparent when we notice that Euthyphro claims, not that he is puzzled, or more generally 

unable to proceed, but only that he is unable to say what he has in mind.  This remark 

places emphasis, not on his beliefs, but his ability to express them.  That Euthyphro is not 

yet dissatisfied with his beliefs becomes more apparent when he turns Socrates‟ Daedalus 

argument against him.  He frankly signals his continued allegiance to his own beliefs 

                                                                                                                                                 
aspires.  Socrates expects his interlocutors to become more curious; unfortunately, as the case of Alcibiades 

shows, they also have the option of becoming increasingly lawless.  Popper, for all his insight into the 

totalitarian strains of Plato, would have done well to ponder their Socratic roots.  See Popper, 1945, v. 1. 
315 This insight, along with his dim awareness that Socrates‟ demand for one thing that all virtues have in 

common is itself implausible, leads me to suspect that he is a more skilled interlocutor than most 

commentators have imagined.  See Sharma, 2001, pp. 204-209 for an exacting discussion of the passage. 
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about piety when he turns the Daedalus image against Socrates:  “You seem to me to be 

Daedalus, since, for my part, [our assertions] would have stayed put” (11d1-2).316 

Nevertheless, while Euthyphro remains some distance from the sort of all-

encompassing puzzlement depicted in the Meno, his lapse is broadly aporetic.  It is, after 

all, his first candid admission of inability.  Given his brash beginning, this must at least 

be counted as a kind of progress.  Whether, and to what extent, he comes to question his 

own further beliefs about piety is a question we will take up momentarily. 

 

                                                 
316 For similar cautionary notes against taking this passage to represent full aporia, see Benson, 1989.  The 

argument in McPherran, 1985, relies on its so-being.  See Calef, 1995, pp. 4-5. 
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Chapter Nine 
 

Setting a New Scene:  Piety and Justice 

Socrates, following his own advice to return to the beginning, proceeds by asking a 

new question that itself marks a return to Euthyphro‟s first proffered account.  He now 

wants to know the relation between piety and justice, and accordingly asks whether the 

pious “as a whole” must also be just.  Euthyphro answers in the affirmative. Socrates 

offers a further question:   

Then is the whole of justice also pious?  Or is the pious as a whole just, while the whole 

of justice is not pious, but part of it is pious, and part of it is something else?  (11e7-12a2) 

 

Euthyphro claims not to follow the question.  In light both of his probable anger at 

Socrates, and of Socrates immediate rebuke—for it is in response to this professed failure 

to follow that Socrates tells him to gird himself up—there is good reason to suspect that 

he is attempting to disengage from the conversation.  When Euthyphro continues to 

“hang back” from answering—a common rendering of ηξπθᾶλ—Socrates responds by 

illustrating the distinction he has in mind with a rather barbed line of poetry:  “With Zeus, 

the maker who gave rise to all these things / You will not quarrel, for where there is fear, 

there too is shame.”  Though the reference to Zeus drops from view, and the force of the 

poetry is to illustrate the type of conceptual connection Socrates is getting at, Euthyphro 

can hardly miss the fact that immediately after returning to the original attempted 

definition, Socrates has also revived his chief exemplar of justice, this time reminding 

him of the fear and shame occasioned by even the thought of quarreling with the deity. 

I. ILLUSTRATING A NEW KIND OF RELATION:  FEAR AND SHAME 

Socrates disagrees with the last part of the quotation.  Fear, he thinks, is broader than 

shame.  People feel fear, but not shame, at the thought of such dreaded conditions as 
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poverty and disease.  Because Socrates illustrates fear by reference to the conditions with 

which it is bound up, it is not immediately clear whether he means to treat it as a 

psychological state or as a propensity of certain external objects or conditions to provoke 

that state.   On the other hand, when people feel shame, that feeling is inevitably 

accompanied by fear—in particular, the fear of a bad reputation.  This clarifies matters. 

Socrates is treating fear and shame as occurent emotional states, or what we could just 

call “feelings.”  His claim is that some occurrences of the feeling of fear are not 

accompanied by a feeling of shame; while all occurrences of the feeling of shame are 

accompanied by fear.  The explicit mention of a bad reputation also tells us something 

interesting about the social aspect of shame.  Socrates holds that fear of a bad reputation 

is an inevitable concomitant of feelings of shame; occurent feelings of shame essentially 

involve fear of social disapproval of one‟s actions, should those actions either come to 

light or draw a wider audience. 

 To clarify the relation he has in mind, Socrates provides another example, this 

time involving the concepts “odd” and “number” in the context of arithmetic.  The 

relation between fear and shame is analogous to that between “number” and “odd,” 

insofar as “odd” is an attribute of only some numbers, but every odd (number) is, of 

course, a number.  This latter example doesn‟t sit terribly well with its predecessor. The 

relationship between “number” and “odd” is clearly one of genus to species.  Let us 

imagine that the term “number” picks out some class of mathematical objects; it is easy 

to see that “odd” further picks out a sub-class of that class—every member of the class of 

whole numbers divisible by two.  To imagine that the same relation holds between fear 

and shame, we must imagine shame as itself a class of fearful feelings; and Socrates 
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might be thought to provide the relevant differentiating feature—shame being in each 

case fear of a bad reputation.  But it is one thing to claim that occurent feelings of shame 

are inevitably associated with fear of a bad reputation, and quite another to claim that 

they just are such fears.  After all, it is perfectly sensible to fear getting a bad reputation 

in ways that involve no concurrent feeling of shame, as we might feel in the case of the 

vicious or misinformed person who spreads lies about our conduct.  Further, given the 

social dimension of shame, it seems more plausible to hold that it is a form of what some 

psychologists have called “introjection,” the projection of external attitudes upon one‟s 

self, with its distinguishing feature being that the introjected attitudes constitutive of 

shame are those of social disapprobation.  Fear is a natural consequence of this, but not 

identical to it.  In short, feelings of fear seem attendant upon, but conceptually 

independent of, feelings of shame in a way that being a number is not independent of 

being an odd number. 

 However that may work out, Socrates drops the example of fear and shame and 

retains the numerical analogy in returning to the new question.  Having now been 

prepared to answer, Euthyphro agrees with Socrates‟ statement that “where there‟s 

something pious, there too there‟s something just, but where there‟s something just, 

there‟s not in every case something pious, since the pious is part of the just” (12d1-3).317  

This contention forms the backdrop for Euthyphro‟s last three attempts to define piety.  

Having found a domain, “justice,” from which piety might be specified, the new task 

before Euthyphro is to give some specification of that domain, after the style of Socrates 

                                                 
317 Throughout the passage, Socrates retains the construction from the poem to mark the distinction, using 

ἵλα x ἔλζα θαὶ y, where “x” is filled by the narrower term, and “y” by the broader term. 
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own specification of the even in the domain of number as that part of the domain which is 

divisible by two. 

Before venturing on to Euthyphro‟s last attempts, two points are worth noting.  First, 

although I have used the terms “genus” and “species” to describe the relationship 

Socrates is attempting to describe between piety and justice, we should be wary of 

ascribing too much weight to those terms.  Passages like this one are clear precursors to 

Plato‟s later concept of division among kinds.  In addition, both of the terms I have 

translated as part, κόξηνλ and κέξνο, will later become standard philosophical terms for 

“species” in genus-species relations.318  That said, probably the nearest passage to our 

own, in what is arguably a later dialogue, the Protagoras, makes use of these words with 

images that do not lend themselves to abstraction.  When Socrates asks Protagoras how 

moderation is a part of virtue, he illustrates the question with two concrete (though 

analogical) alternatives:  the parts of a face, or parts of an otherwise undifferentiated 

mass of gold (cf. 329d).  Even the terms I have translated as “number,” “odd,” and 

“even” have clear material associations.  The term ἀξηζκόο (number) can be used to refer 

to any discreetly quantifiable collection, while the terms which I have rendered as “odd” 

and “even” do double duty as the geometrical terms for “equilateral” and “isosceles,” 

respectively, a fact that readily brings to mind common Greek associations between 

numbers and material quantities, odd numbers being divisible, but with a lop-sided 

remainder, while even numbers divide into two equal halves.319 

                                                 
318 The usual complementary term for genus, ὅινο, does not appear here, though see Laches 190c for what 

is probably a nearly contemporaneous use. 
319 See Allen, 1970, pp. 48-50 for similar comments.  See especially n. 1 for a brief discussion (prompted 

by Cherniss) of the metaphors underlying the geometrical use of the terms ἰζνζθειήο (literally “equal-

legged”) and ζθαιελόο (“uneven,”  hence “lop-sided”).  Allen‟s 1970a provides a nice overview of 



259 

 

Second, a number of commentators have made much of Euthyphro‟s failure to 

distinguish piety from justice.320  This fact, along with the fact that piety drops from the 

list of primary virtues in Plato‟s more mature work, has led Woodruff, in particular, to 

argue that Plato is using the Euthyphro to dramatically illustrate the failure of any attempt 

to meaningfully distinguish between the (supposedly) different virtues.321  Is Plato, then, 

showing us that piety is not really distinct from justice?  Is the Euthyphro a contribution 

in favor of Socrates‟ oft supposed thesis that the virtues are some kind of unity?  As we 

go on to look at the last three accounts, we should be on the lookout for clues to Socrates‟ 

own tendencies.  Does the dialogue present evidence for the view that piety and justice 

are identical?  Are there other plausible alternative conclusions to draw from Euthyphro‟s 

failure to distinguish the two? 

II. PIETY AS THERAPEIA:  THE SUPERIOR MODEL 

Having provided a definition of “even” that served to differentiate it precisely from 

number in general, Socrates asks Euthyphro for a similar definition of piety.  They have 

stipulated that piety is a part of justice.  Now, to defend himself from Meletus‟ 

indictment, Socrates needs Euthyphro to show him precisely which part it is.  

Euthyphro‟s first attempt runs as follows: 

It seems to me, Socrates, that the part of justice that is both holy and pious322 is the one 

that concerns proper treatment [ζεξαπείαλ] of the gods.  The remaining part of justice 

concerns proper treatment [ζεξαπείαλ] of human beings.”  (12e5-8) 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
different conceptions of ἀξηζκόο in play during Plato‟s lifetime (though the goal of the piece is an 

exploration of Parmenides‟ generation of number in the eponymous dialogue). 
320 Euthyphro‟s acceptance that the two are distinct, and worse, Socrates‟ introduction of the distinction, 

have caused trouble for those who take Socrates to be both a cooperative partner in Euthyphro‟s search, and 

a defender of the unity of virtue.  Calef, 1995 provides an excellent overview of the debate.  See especially 

p. 1, n. 3 for references to the constructivist views on offer, and McPherran, 1995 for a critical rejoinder. 
321 See Woodruff, 2001, and 2005, chs. 4 and 7. 
322 The inclusion of both terms is, in this context, pleonastic. 



260 

 

Because much of Socrates‟ response to this definition turns on the lexical range of 

therapeia.  Translations of the term have proven quite diverse.  Jowett adopted a verbal 

construction, referring to the part of justice “which attends” to gods.  Fowler uses a 

bifurcated translation, opting for “service” to the gods, but “attention” to men.  Allen 

adopts “ministry.”  Grube chooses “care,” and Reeve opts for the participial phrase 

“tending to.”  The problem is that modern English lacks any single phrase with quite the 

same lexical range as therapeia.  The Greek term is applied, not only to gods (suggesting 

“worship”) and people (“service”), but to children (“care and nurturing”), wounded body 

parts (“medical treatment”), plants (“cultivation”) and even temples (“maintenance”).323  

Therapeia is a thick term, denoting not simply that a transaction between the caretaker 

and the object of concern is taking place, but that either the improvement of that object or 

the maintenance of respectful relations is the explicit goal of the transaction.  I have 

chosen the phrase “proper treatment” as an attempt to preserve the wide range of the 

term‟s application, as well as its normative force. 

Socrates responds by pointing out the ambiguity I hinted at with my disjunctive 

description of the normative aspect of the term.  He notes that one common use of 

therapeia and its cognate verb therapeuein is to denote the relation between certain kinds 

of animal and their respective expert handlers.  He illustrates this use in an epagogē:  

“Not everyone knows how to treat horses properly, but horsemen do…[b]ecause 

horsemanship is the proper treatment of horses” (13a4-5, 7).  Similar crafts include dog-

handling and cattle ranching.324  Each craft involves the proper treatment of a certain 

                                                 
323 The entry in LSJ contains examples of each use. 
324 Here again, translation of these arts is uneven.  The passage gives no hint that Socrates is thinking of 

narrowly-tailored fields such as “horse-breeding” (Grube) or “horse-training” (Allen, Reeve).  Given the 
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class of entities.  Though it is short-lived, there is a positive aspect to this analogy.  

Socrates has identified various technai, or expert skills, and is (albeit indirectly) drawing 

the inference that piety is a sort of productive craft.  Horsemanship, for example, tends to 

produce better horses, just as dog-handling produces better dogs.   

Having gained Euthyphro‟s acknowledgement of the different sorts of animal 

husbandry, he reminds Euthyphro that he has claimed that piety is proper treatment of the 

gods.  Now Socrates is in position to draw an inductive inference.  In each of the cases of 

animal husbandry, the craft aims at the benefit of its respective object.  So horsemanship, 

dog-handling, and cattle-ranching aim to benefit, and hence improve, horses, dogs, and 

cattle, respectively.  These examples illustrate a certain type of therapeia:  the sort of 

proper treatment that is bestowed on an inferior being by its superior for the inferior‟s 

benefit.  This, in turn, points to two separate heterodox conclusions Euthyphro will be 

forced to draw, should he continue to press the analogy with animal husbandry:  First, the 

conclusion that is not drawn, but only hinted at:  Men are superior to the gods they serve.  

Second, the conclusion that Socrates does explicitly draw:  Pious action by mortals aims 

to improve the immortal gods (13c6-9).325  If piety is indeed a productive craft analogous 

to horsemanship, then it must produce better gods. 

This second conclusion deserves special attention, as it provides a persistent 

stumbling block for Euthyphro‟s later attempts to distinguish piety from justice.  

Euthyphro shies away from the notion that any human action could improve, or even so 

                                                                                                                                                 
variety of his examples, it seems best to take each craft term as referring to the panoply of activities 

associated with tending the different domestic animals. 
325 The first conclusion is surely implicit in the second, at least along familiar lines of Platonic thought.  In 

order for one being to benefit a second, the first must be superior to the second.  This is just the natural 

complement to Socrates‟ frequently cited belief that it is impossible for a superior being to harm his 

inferior.   
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much as benefit, the gods.  His hesitation is based on a (barely) concealed premise:  The 

gods are so superior to human beings that our actions in their regard are incapable of 

improving them.  Now, we might wish to dispense with this cumbersome phrase, and 

simply say that both Socrates and Euthyphro suppose that the gods are perfect.  The 

reason I hesitate to use it is that it would obscure a real difference between the two men‟s 

probable conceptions of the divine.  Socrates‟ gods are morally virtuous, and so incapable 

of further improvement—since this wisdom is the highest good for sentient beings.  

Euthyphro‟s gods are, in all probability, hierarchically ranked and subject to idiosyncratic 

conflict.  Quite probably none of them would count as virtuous in Socrates‟ sense, and 

yet they are all still superior enough to human beings that Euthyphro will concede that 

our actions cannot improve them.  Both men conceive of the gods as superior, but 

Socrates‟ notion of superiority is (at least) moral; Euthyphro‟s is (ambiguously) 

authoritarian. 

Socrates has again carefully chosen his examples with an eye to embarrassing 

Euthyphro.  In offering his first interpretation, he has drawn what we can call the 

superior model of therapeia.  Animal caretakers are superior to their animals, and their 

service to those animals is at least superficially beneficial to them.  The power relations 

between men and their domestic animals are, in the popular conception, the mirror image 

of that between men and their gods.326  Men are able to benefit cattle, horses, and dogs 

precisely because they are in (admittedly imperfect) control of the contingencies affecting 

the health, welfare, and ultimately survival of those animals.  Worse still, the “benefits” 

conferred by these different arts ultimately accrue, not to the creatures themselves, but to 

                                                 
326 A point Socrates explicitly raises in the Phaedo (62d). 
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the men who use them, whether for making war, procuring food, or becoming it.327  The 

so-called “benefits” are both external to the inferiors treated and purely instrumental, in 

the service of their superiors.  Socrates‟ opening illustration of cattle is pointed, since the 

cow‟s ultimate fate, often enough, is to serve as a sacrifice to the gods, and a meal to the 

participants.328  Once again, on the porch of the king-archon, in full view of the public, 

Socrates has brought Euthyphro to the brink of accepting a highly impious claim.  It is 

noteworthy that, having himself stated the repugnant conclusion and had Euthyphro deny 

that he intended it, Socrates explicitly distances both himself and Euthyphro from it:  “I 

don‟t think you meant that—far from it” (13c11-12). 

At the same time, it should be immediately obvious that Socrates‟ examples are 

not particularly fair.  In providing his definition, Euthyphro had already referred to the 

particular classes of being to whom the “proper treatment” was rendered—gods (in the 

case of piety) and men (in the remaining cases of justice). By bringing up animals, 

Socrates is focusing on a class of uses of the term that Euthyphro has clearly not 

intended.  Our interlocutor, for his part, is insufficiently mindful of the repugnant 

consequences of agreeing to the analogy with these cases, but for all that his starting 

account is more defensible than Socrates distractions might suggest. 

A closer look at Socrates‟ procedure in this elenchus reveals a rather subtle ruse.  

Euthyphro is perfectly right to accept each of Socrates‟ proffered examples of animal 

                                                 
327 Needless to say, each of these animals plays a prime role in the food chain; although horses are more 

commonly associated with war, they are also, along with dogs, a prime instrument of the hunt. 
328 This hints at Thrasymachus‟ notorious reply to a similar line of argument from Socrates in Republic I 

(343b ff.).  As Burkert notes, there was already quite a bit of ambiguity attached to acts of sacrifice that 

resulted in such uneven distribution of the spoils—the gods were inevitably given the inedible bits!  This, 

naturally enough, had become comic fodder by Socrates‟ day. See Burkert, 1985, pp. 55-7; Burkert, 1983, 

p. 6, n. 24; p. 7, n. 30. 
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husbandry as cases of “proper treatment.”  When Socrates proceeds to draw his inference, 

a closer look reveals that it, too, is unproblematic. To see why, we must examine the text: 

Doesn‟t all proper treatment aim to produce the same thing?  I mean, for example, it is 

for some benefit or assistance [ἐπ᾽ ἀγαζῶ ηηλί ἐζηη θαὶ ὠθειίᾳ] of the thing being 

properly treated—just as you see that horses, when properly treated by horsemen, are 

assisted [ὠθεινῦληαη] and become better [βειηίνπο γίγλνληαη]?  (13b7-10) 

 

The two terms being used here, agathos  and ōphelia, are functioning as virtual 

synonyms.  Both can be used to denote some form of advantage or improvement, but 

both can equally function more neutrally as “service” or “assistance.”   As the next model 

will show, one may offer one‟s services for the benefit or assistance of the one being 

served without thereby making the recipient of the services better.  That is, there‟s no 

conflict between supposing that animal handlers aim to improve their animals, and that is 

one sort of proper treatment; and that, e.g. nurses offer benefits and assistance to doctors 

that is another type of proper treatment.  That latter type of service, of course, doesn‟t 

aim at the improvement of doctors, but rather of their patients.  Euthyphro has made no 

false moves here.  It is Socrates who attempts to substitute a perfectly functioning model 

of therapeia into a role it cannot fill.  Euthyphro rightly objects.  Horsemen, after all, do 

aim to improve their horses.  But those who perform sacrifices are (conceivably) 

rendering proper service to the gods without thereby attempting to make them better.329 

At this point in the dialogue, we face a choice.  We could, with Benson (2000, p. 

62-3), treat this as its own elenchus.  Alternatively, we could side with the more 

                                                 
329 As Benson (2000, 62, n. 20) notes, Socrates does suggest (“You don‟t mean that in the way that there‟re 

ζεξαπεῖαη regarding other things, in that way there‟s ζεξαπεία concerning the gods?”; 13a2-3) that the 

model of ζεξαπεία that he will go on to elaborate is not the one Euthyphro has in mind.  Pace Benson, 

however, Euthyphro does not agree to that model‟s applicability.  Socrates does not pause for an answer to 

that question.  What‟s more, he hardly could, since he had not given any indication of what sort of 

distinction he had in mind.  Instead he follows up the question with a new question about an ordinary use of 

the term, first in regard to horses, and then other animals:  “We say, for instance, that not everyone knows 

how to treat horses properly, but the horseman does, don‟t he?” To this question, Euthyphro gives an 

enthusiastic (and perfectly true) “πάλπ γε” (“Certainly!”) (13a4-6). 
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traditional view that treats the whole text from 11e-14b as an attempt to define piety in 

terms of therapeia.330  The fact that Socrates comes to the rescue of the therapeia account 

of piety by suggesting that Euthyphro reject the analogy that Socrates introduced strongly 

suggests that he see it less as an elenchus of a definition, and more as the disambiguation 

of a key term in a proffered definition.  It also plays a role in the dialogue‟s final 

argument, by alerting Euthyphro to the repugnance of the premise that human actions 

benefit the gods.  This enables Euthyphro himself to suggest this objection to the later 

line of argument at 15a5-6. It is, as I have argued, quite difficult to pinpoint which of 

Euthyphro‟s beliefs has been rejected.  The fault is with Socrates‟ model, and while the 

elimination of that model might shed light on the proper understanding of piety, 

conceived as a sort of therapeia, by at least eliminating one wrong turn, it has certainly 

not functioned to convict Euthyphro of any confusion, however embarrassed he might be 

for not having rejected Socrates‟ model earlier on. 

At the same time, we should note that this revision in Euthyphro‟s account, unlike 

the previous revision of his earlier attempt in the second elenchus, was prompted, not by 

his definition‟s failure to live up to Socrates‟ constraints on proper definition, but by a 

conflict between Euthyphro‟s independently held belief about the superiority of the gods 

with Socrates‟ first elucidation of one interpretation of that definition. 

                                                 
330 See, e.g., McPherran‟s outline (2005, p. 1). In fact, as we shall see, there is some question about 

whether or not we should see the text from 14b to the end as an altogether new attempt, or a third attempt to 

define piety as a form of ζεξαπεία.  I argue for the latter view below. 



266 

 

III. PIETY AS THERAPEIA:  THE SUBORDINATE MODEL 

In any event, Euthyphro agrees that proper treatment of animals is not an apt analogy for 

the service that men render to gods.  The better model is the subordinate service331 that 

slaves provide to their masters.  Let us dub this the subordinate model.  In suggesting this 

new model, Euthyphro realigns the power relations between the providers and the 

beneficiaries of therapeia to more accurately mirror the subservience of men to gods.  

The problem with this analogy, as Socrates quickly notes, is that often, if not inevitably, 

when men provide service to one another, they do so in pursuit of goals determined by 

the party in the superior position.  Socrates again reflexively illustrates this by reference 

to craftsmen.  Those who render service to doctors aim, along with those doctors, to 

produce health.  Similarly, aid to shipbuilders produces ships; to homebuilders homes; 

and to generals, victory at war.  When Euthyphro suggests that the gods produce many 

fine things, Socrates notes that this is true of generals, shipbuilders, and the rest; they 

nevertheless aim at some single overarching goal, in each case determined by their 

domain of expertise.  If this new analogy, of master to servant, is the correct one from 

which to draw our definition of piety, we must complete it by specifying the (presumably 

divine) single overarching goal toward which our pious acts tend.  When pressed by 

Socrates to do so, Euthyphro responds as follows: 

I told you a little earlier, Socrates, that it‟s a pretty large task to learn the precise truth 

about all these things.  Nonetheless, simplifying, I would say that if someone knows how 

both to do and to say things that are gratifying to the gods [θεραξηζκέλα ηὶο ἐπίζηεηαη 

ηνῖο ζενῖο] through prayer and sacrifice,332 these things are holy, and they preserve such 

                                                 
331 Here Socrates shifts terms from ζεξαπεία to ὑπεξεηηθή, a term which still denotes service, but more 

specifically the type of service provided by a subordinate to a superior.  The root meaning of the adjective 

from which our substantive use derives is “menial.” 
332 The translation loses some of the eloquence of the original, including a striking parallelism between 

speech and prayer, on the one hand, and action and sacrifice, on the other:  ιέγεηλ ηε θαὶ πξάηηεηλ 

εὐρόκελόο ηε θαὶ ζύσλ [literally:  “both to say and to do, both by praying and by sacrificing]. 
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things333 [ηὰ ηνηαῦηα] as private affairs of households and the public affairs of cities 

[ηνύο ηε ἰδίνπο νἴθνπο θαὶ ηὰ θνηλὰ ηλ πόιεσλ].  The opposite of those things that are 

gratifying to the gods are impious, which overturn and destroy everything. (14a11-b7) 

 

The answer is an utter failure.  If Euthyphro‟s earlier answer—that the gods many 

fine results—was overly vague—his next attempt is hopelessly so.  Where Socrates has 

asked for a specific kind of good, Euthyphro has gestured, vaguely, to a class of possible 

goals so large as to include any given end that might be pursued by anyone.  For what 

goal is not to be found among the affairs of both cities and private households?  Worse 

still, a moment‟s reflection shows that these goals do not form a consistent set.  As the 

old Texas adage goes, every Friday night, teams face off across the state.  Both sides 

pray; one side wins.334  This point, trivially illustrated with sports, is ubiquitously borne 

out by the peculiar quarrels nursed among private houses, and of course the even more 

consequential conflicts among the many varieties of embattled state. 

A more sympathetic constructivist reading of this passage is open to us.  

According to it, Euthyphro has uttered a truth which Socrates accepts, namely, that the 

fine work (pankalon ergon) of the gods is just to preserve cities and families.335  This 

view sits well with Socrates‟ remarks about his own divine service in the Apology and his 

personified speech of the Laws in the Crito.  However, if this is a lesson Socrates hopes 

to extract from Euthyphro, he does a very poor job of it.  In fact, Socrates entirely ignores 

that portion of Euthyphro‟s reply that could be taken to specify the work of the gods, and 

instead treats Euthyphro‟s response as a shift to an entirely new account. 

                                                 
333 Taking ηὰ ηνηαῦηα as the immediate object of ζῴδεη.  The two accusative phrases after it are epexegetic. 
334 One recalls Adeimantus‟ critique of the common notions of piety and justice, particularly his scorn for 

the notion that prayers and incantations are effective remedies for a life‟s worth of vice (Republic I.364b 

ff.). 
335 See Calef, 1995. 
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Euthyphro‟s response, moreover, illustrates an interesting defect—at least from 

his point of view—of the subservience model.  The dialectical supposition underwriting 

our dialogue is that Euthyphro is an expert in matters of piety.  In the subservience 

model, the gods are the experts.  Euthyphro‟s response brings the knowledge that 

underwrites his supposed expertise back into view.  To this defect may be added another, 

which, I suspect, lurks behind Euthyphro‟s otherwise perplexing reply. 

IV. THE NEGOTIATION MODEL 

For better or worse, Socrates expends no further effort attempting to pry a more specific 

response from Euthyphro.  In light of the previous discussion, this is rather odd.336  

Euthyphro hasn‟t explicitly run up against a contradiction; he‟s faced no repugnant 

conclusion from the premises of the argument.  In his inability to articulate any clear goal 

toward which all putatively pious actions aim, he has reached the end of his rope, or as 

those more sympathetic to his position might see it, he has come face to face with a point 

upon which he and Socrates suffer intractable disagreement.  This is scarcely surprising; 

as a matter of empirically observable fact, those activities that his society commonly 

counts as pious simply fail to aim at any single, overarching goal.  Indeed, it is doubtful 

that Euthyphro conceives of his expertise as normatively goal-directed in the manner 

suggested by Socrates‟ subservience model.   

At this point, one might reasonably object that by designating himself an expert in 

matters of piety sine qua non, he has rejected the norms of pious ritual common to his 

society.  This has little effect on the point here.  As soon as Euthyphro admits that the 

                                                 
336 As we shall see, a number of commentators find it momentously odd.  So odd, in fact, that they locate 

in Socrates‟ comments the traces of a correct account of piety, hinted at but never articulated.  We will turn 

to this view shortly. 
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gods quarrel among one another, he leaves room for doubt over Socrates‟ idea that there 

is some single goal toward which all divine wills bend.  What‟s more, it is not at all 

incoherent to suppose both that there are certain basic rules of the road that must be 

followed to avoid divine wrath—rules such as not to kill unjustly without facing a public 

tribunal—and that there is a special art to negotiating with gods that most people perceive 

only dimly, and so accomplish only poorly.337 

In any event, the best way to reconcile Euthyphro‟s failed response with Socrates‟ 

willingness to switch gears is to assume that Socrates takes Euthyphro to have rejected a 

feature of Socrates‟ elaboration of the subordinate model—the idea that there is a single 

overarching goal toward which pious actions tend.  Socrates does not ask Euthyphro 

directly whether he rejects this supposition.  Instead, he seizes on Euthyphro‟s new 

specification of which things are pious—namely, knowledge of prayer and sacrifice—so 

as to introduce a new model of service that jettisons that assumption.  He replies to the 

new account as follows: 

Euthyphro, had you wished, you could have answered the main point of what I asked 

much more briefly. But you aren‟t eager to teach me, that‟s clear.  And just now you‟ve 

turned away right at the verge; had you replied, I would have already been precisely 

instructed by you about piety.  However, the questioner must follow the questioned 

wherever he leads.338  Now once more, what are you saying the pious, or piety, is?  

Wasn‟t it some knowledge of sacrifice and prayer?  (14b8-c6) 

 

Commentators are unanimous in treating this as a new attempt to define piety.  

What is less clear is its relation to the preceding accounts.  Does it discard the attempt to 

construe piety as a sort of therapeia, or simply provide a third model of that relation, in 

                                                 
337 This pattern of behavior—together with the characteristic suspicions it entails—is common enough to 

have generated its own popular monicker:  Monday-morning quarterbacking. 
338 Following the revised OCT, which replaces Burnet‟s ηὸλ ἐξληα ηῶ ἐξσκέλῳ—“the lover [must 

follow] the beloved”—with ηὸλ ἐξσηληα ηῶ ἐξσησκέλῳ, which, as Burnet acknowledges, is better 

attested (139).  It can little be doubted that Socrates is punning on the similarity of the two forms.  The 

suggested image casts Socrates in the role of an older lover pursuing a younger Euthyphro.  See, in 

particular, Agathon‟s speech in the Symposium for comparable imagery and word-play. 
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addition to those of superiority and subservience?  As we shall see, though that term 

drops from sight, Socrates‟ elucidation of this new account has all the trappings of a third 

model of therapeia.  This new model will exhaust the logically available power relations 

between server and served by imagining both involved in a relationship of mutual 

exchange.  Socrates describes this new account as identifying piety with some sort of 

emporikē technē.  The term emporikē is an adjective derive from the practice of (most 

commonly seafaring) mercantilism, emporia.  Translators have accordingly tended to 

translate our key phrase as “commerce,” “exchange,” or “trading.”  This is clearly its core 

meaning.   

At the same time, I suspect that these translations have tended to downplay the 

sort of knowledge Euthyphro has in mind by associating it to a bare market exchange of 

goods for fiat currency—the sort of transaction involved in going to a grocery store or 

other modern public marketplace, where the price of goods is predetermined and the 

offerings are in full view.  Of course, this cannot be what is meant, and not just because 

the ancient world lacked anything like our modern conception of a market or 

standardized currencies and rates of exchange.  The larger problem with this model is that 

such models have no clear role for expertise to fill. 

In the Republic, Socrates employs the same term to refer to the art of foreign 

commerce.  Here the role of expertise is much clearer.339  The seafaring merchant must 

do three things.  First, he must procure products of his native land for sale abroad, which 

in turn are in demand in foreign markets.  Next he must find buyers for the products he 

exports.  Finally, he must negotiate with his buyers abroad for a suitable exchange of 

goods.  In this exchange, he will ideally procure goods in short supply—and high 

                                                 
339 At 370e5, as noted by Burnet, 140.   
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demand—in his native city.  To do his job well, he must be well-acquainted with the 

idiosyncrasies of his many trading partners; he must have an intimate knowledge of the 

flow of goods, and the locations at which he is most likely to make the best trades.  

Further, a good tradesman will be successful, in large part, by providing goods both to 

domestic and foreign markets that those markets perceive as a sort of benefit.  But of 

course, the benefits provided will be different for different markets—in the language of 

classical economics, imbalances of supply and demand are precisely what create the need 

for markets in the first place.  Ideally, the successful merchant exploits these imbalances 

for the advantage(s) of all parties involved.  Of course, he will also be practiced in the 

sort of persuasion that makes for a good salesman. 

Let us refer to this third model as the negotiation model.  It has two new 

distinctive features.  Most obviously, it departs from both prior models by jettisoning the 

assumption that there is some singular goal of the relationship which is in turn controlled 

by the superior party.  The negotiation model assumes no unity of purpose.  The parties to 

the negotiation each pursue different ends.  This makes for the second new feature:  The 

benefits accrued by the parties to the negotiation do not necessarily converge.  Of course, 

they might. For example, Zeus might independently desire a certain outcome for which 

someone prays, but this type of overlap is incidental to the correct procedures of 

negotiation.340   

                                                 
340 About this new model, Taylor writes that “in such an exchange of services the worshipper cannot be 

described as assisting the god to promote the worshipper's well-being, since ex hypothesi the god has no 

pre-existing purpose of promoting the worshipper's good, but acquires an interest in that good only when 

the relation is set up” (1982, 112).  This line of argument strikes me as too ready to assimilate certain 

modern libertarian notions of a market as a place of austere exchange between mutually disinterested 

agents.  We might just as well assume that the businessman who sets up a shop in the market sees himself 

as contributing to the welfare of his town.  Indeed, insofar as his goods become necessary to the survival of 

his townsfolk, he can be said to hold one key to their prosperity or ruin, all while continuing to suppose that 

their procurement of those goods will crucially rely on whether, and if so, how, they go about doing 
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Socrates makes quick work of the account.  On the new definition, sacrifice and 

prayer are envisioned as complementary processes of a negotiation—as Socrates puts it, 

“some expertise [ηέρλε] in negotiation with one another between gods and men” (14e6-

7).  Prayer is the expertise of properly asking the gods to bestow benefits, while sacrifice 

is the gift bestowed to the gods which, if correctly performed, will result in the prayer‟s 

being granted.  Socrates again responds to these descriptions by loading them up with 

normative assumptions:  The expert in matters of prayer would surely only ask the gods 

for things that are needed from them.  Correspondingly, the expert in giving things to 

gods would surely only give them what they, in turn, need. 

Interestingly, Socrates could make trouble for Euthyphro by following either 

expansion of Euthyphro‟s latest account.  It would, in some ways, be more characteristic 

of Socrates to focus on the question of what sort of goods the expert should request from 

the gods.  In the present context, this would be rather treacherous territory.  It is one thing 

for Socrates to inquire directly from a supposed expert of virtue what we ought to count 

as unqualified goods.  It is something else to approach this issue by reference to the 

objectives of prayer.  Again, Socrates is not interested in provoking sectarian controversy 

or dissent. 

The stipulation about giving gifts to the gods sets the stage for Euthyphro to recall 

a variation of the Achilles heel of the first attempt to define piety as a form of service:  It 

is not at all clear how the gods might benefit from the gifts of humans.  In the present 

context, the benefits are particularly doubtful; they have been specified only by reference 

to the practice of ritual animal sacrifice.  In this new age of rationalism, it had already 

                                                                                                                                                 
business with him.  Indeed, this analogy provides a perfectly apt way of describing the background 

assumptions that go into many common beliefs about the relations existing between men and the divine. 
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become increasingly difficult to maintain the conceit that the burning of fat and bones 

might count as a real advantage to the likes of a Zeus.  Euthyphro is now struck by 

exactly the specter raised previously by Socrates:  “But Socrates, do you think the gods 

are benefitted [ōpheleisthai] by those things they receive from us” (15a5-6)? 

With this doubtful remark, Euthyphro is often taken to register the failure of his 

third model.341  For the negotiation model to work, we must suppose that both parties are 

at least somewhat benefitted by the resulting exchange.  This would leave the third 

attempt to model piety on a type of service to end in a situation formally similar to that of 

the first.  As the superiority model foundered on the assumption that our service resulted 

in some improvement to the gods, so the negotiation model founders on the assumption 

that the gods are benefitted by pious actions. 

Socrates responds with a probing question of his own:  “What else could these 

gifts of ours to the gods be?”  To this Euthyphro has a ready reply:  honor, privileges, and 

what is pleasing to the gods (15a9-10).342  Now Socrates is in position to drop his final 

catch:  “So is piety pleasing to [kecharismenon], and yet neither beneficial to [ōphelimon] 

nor loved by [philon] the gods” (15b1-2)?  The question is sneaky.  The three terms 

employed each shade into one another.  They are near synonyms.  Once more the real bite 

comes from the supposition that an activity—which in Socrates‟ question has been 

simplified back down to “the pious”—could please (kecharismenon) the gods without 

being loved (philon) by them.  An obviously perplexed Euthyphro rejects the inference, 

                                                 
341 And so both Allen and Vlastos take the elenchus to end roughly here. See Vlastos, 1991, 174 and Allen, 

1970, 61. 
342 The three terms Euthyphro uses, in order of appearance are:  ηηκή, γέξα, and ράξηο.  Because he refers 

this last term to the account he had just spoken, it is clear that ράξηο is functioning as a truncated form of 

θεραξηζκέλα from 14b2—things pleasing (to the gods).  Given Euthyphro‟s formulation, it is clear that he 

intends this not as a list of three exclusive items, but subsumes the first two items under the third:  honor 

and privileges are just subcategories of “things pleasing to the gods.”  Socrates‟ response confirms this 

interpretation. 



274 

 

complaining that of all things piety is loved by the gods most of all.  With this, our 

dialogue circles back to Euthyphro‟s second attempt to define piety, an event that enables 

Socrates to revisit his previous Daedalus analogy, once again accusing Euthyphro of 

creating accounts that refuse to stay put. 

As a piece of logic, this is poor sport.  For in point of fact, Euthyphro has not 

really said that piety is pleasing to the gods.  Socrates substitutes a part of Euthyphro‟s 

recent definition of piety—the part having to do with making gifts—for the whole, and 

goes on to take his response as though it were (again) pointing out the essential feature of 

piety as a whole.  But at most Euthyphro has done no more than repeat a commitment 

agreed upon earlier:  That being loved by the gods is one, even if not the primary, feature 

of pious things, of which gifts are only one portion; we must also ask the gods for 

appropriate goods in the appropriate fashion.  Rather than interpreting Euthyphro‟s reply 

charitably, Socrates accuses Euthyphro once again offering “loved by the gods” as a 

definition of piety.  Euthyphro is attempting to walk a delicate line.  On the one hand, he 

cannot maintain that pious actions improve the gods, on pain of arrogantly implying his 

own superiority to them.  On the other, he cannot claim that his actions have no effect on 

the gods at all, on pain of (impiously) implying that sacrifice accomplishes nothing.  

Given his situation, he reasonably returns to the affective term θίινλ, which implies an 

attitude of divine appreciation without further implying any (impious) mortal superiority 

over, or (impossible) improvement on, the divine. 

For all its failure as a piece of argument, it succeeds brilliantly as a bit of high 

comedy.  By eliciting Euthyphro‟s apparent assent to the previously rejected account, 

Socrates is able to accuse Euthyphro of arguing in a circle, much like the statues of 
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Daedalus might whirl around the enclosed confines of the famous labyrinth.  Where the 

previous image only has the statues refusing to stay put, the current passage alludes 

specifically to circular motion.  This language would clearly evoke the popular image of 

Daedalus‟ labyrinth, conceived, rather ambiguously, as Ariadne‟s dancing ground and as 

a prison for the Minotaur.  In a more speculative vein, it is not difficult to imagine that 

Plato‟s audience would see Socrates, once again, as the crafty Daedalus, and Euthyphro 

as the Minotaur, who, rather like Euthyphro, is the inadvertent creation of his father‟s 

prior act of impiety.343 

Nonetheless, Socrates interprets Euthyphro‟s claim that the gods love pious things 

as a return to the earlier definition.  Socrates responds by noting that either their earlier 

rejection of this definition was incorrect or it was correct and so the definition must 

remain on the scrap pile.  Euthyphro, no doubt running short on patience with this 

proceeding, concurs.  This impasse leads Socrates to make a final, and thoroughly 

gratuitous, request to Euthyphro to return again to the beginning of the inquiry and teach 

him, once and for all, the truth about piety.  Much more than its precursors, however, this 

final request is tinged with Socrates‟ implicit condemnation of Euthyphro‟s action: 

Do not disdain me, but apply your mind in every way and to the greatest extent possible 

and speak the truth!  For you know it if any other human being does, and you, like 

Proteus, must not be let loose before you tell it.  Because if you did not know precisely 

about piety and impiety, you would never have attempted, on behalf of one man—a day 

laborer—to prosecute another—your old father—for murder, but feeling fear before the 

gods and shame before men, you would not have dared to act incorrectly.  (15d1-8) 

 

The new image of Euthyphro as a Proteus, like the previous Daedalus image, is 

double-edged.  Where Daedalus is a mere craftsman, and servant of the gods, Proteus is 

himself an immortal.  As such, he has knowledge of the affairs of both gods and men, and 

                                                 
343 The Minotaur is the punishment visited upon the Cretan king Minos for his refusal to sacrifice the bull 

that Poseidon had given him for that purpose.  To avenge the wrong, Aphrodite contrived to have his wife 

mate with the unsacrificed animal. 
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it is in this capacity that Menelaus seeks to capture him.  In alluding to this story,344 

Socrates compares his search for knowledge of piety to Menelaus‟ long and perilous 

journey back to Sparta.  Following so closely on the heels of the circling statues of 

Daedalus, the comparison with Proteus has a nefarious aspect.  Euthyphro is being 

accused once more of keeping his knowledge secret, in effect hiding himself—or at least 

his knowledge—by constantly changing his modes of presentation. 

In presenting this image, Socrates returns us to the riddle at the heart of the 

dialogue.  Euthyphro‟s decision—to prosecute his own father—is not merely 

controversial, but would tend to provoke the indignation or at least incomprehension of 

his contemporaries, as it has already clearly provoked his family.  In the beginning of the 

dialogue, confident of his own knowledge of piety, Euthyphro dismisses both his peers‟ 

ridicule and his family‟s anger.  Unfortunately for both men, Socrates‟ questioning has 

been unable to recover from Euthyphro an account of piety that satisfies them both.  

Given this aporetic failure, shouldn‟t Euthyphro feel somewhat chastened?  Isn‟t it 

appropriate for him to feel some amount of fear before the gods and shame before men, 

as Socrates so elegantly puts it?   

 Of course, Euthyphro is no Proteus, Socrates no Menelaus.  His Sparta—

infallible knowledge of right and wrong—is not to be reached in this life.  No amount of 

cajoling, begging, or binding is going to elicit it from Euthyphro, for the simple reason 

that it‟s not in his grasp.  Rather than continuing to suffer Socrates‟ examination, he 

suddenly remembers that he has business elsewhere and departs. 

                                                 
344 As detailed in the Odyssey, IV.351-569.  Proteus is able to change his shape at will, and so evade 

capture.  His daughter Eidotheia reveals to Odysseus that the only way to capture him is to maintain a 

strong grasp on him continuously as he shifts from form to form; he will at length reveal his true form and 

answer Menelaus‟ questions. 
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The ending, like much of the rest of the dialogue, prompts more questions than it 

answers.  We have no way to judge whether Euthyphro has truly recalled an event 

elsewhere that requires his presence, or the claim is a pretense by which to escape.  We 

have no way to judge the effects of the encounter on Euthyphro, even in respect of the 

action which forms the dialogue‟s dramatic core.  It is, in the end, unclear whether 

Euthyphro goes ahead with his planned prosecution; unclear whether he ever so much as 

initiated the case before the archon; and finally unclear whether his own assessment of 

the case has undergone any appreciable revision.   

V. EVALUATING THE LAST ROUND OF ELENCHI 

The criteria I introduced earlier for the elenchus picked out four main elements, including 

(1) the interlocutor‟s understanding of the premises adduced; (2) the (perhaps different) 

beliefs of the interlocutor and Socrates; (3) the properties of the refutation, including 

soundness and validity; and (4) the positive moral lessons of the elenchus.  Rather oddly, 

the last three elenchi diverge from the first round in several ways.  First, there is no 

explicit invocation of the constraints on definition that played so significant a role in the 

earlier puzzles.  Second, these new arguments function by providing different 

representations or what I have called “models” of the terms offered up.  Third, these 

models exploited certain ambiguities in natural language that never explicitly resulted in 

their demise, so much as their abandonment for the purpose of defining piety. 

Because each of the models is grounded in the usage conventions for the Greek 

terms employed, there is little question of Euthyphro‟s misunderstanding those terms, or 

of Socrates‟ (or Euthyphro‟s) failure to believe the steps of the arguments.  In questions 

concerning the conventions of natural language, belief is only relevant insofar as it marks 
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a mistake or a separate convention.  Instead, Socrates works by picking out sub-classes of 

the possible uses of terms like therapeia and showing that those sub-classes invoke 

conceptions of the relations between gods and men which, one way or another, embarrass 

Euthyphro‟s (never fully elucidated) conception of piety.  As we saw, in ordinary spoken 

Greek, therapeia applies to a variety of possible services provided by someone to 

someone or something else.  The superiority model, for instance, does pick out one 

specific use of the term, but not all of them:  It fails to pick out the uses governed by the 

inferior model, and obviously neither picks out precisely the uses intended by the 

negotiation model. 

Has Euthyphro contradicted himself, then?  There are clear ways that one could 

produce the appearance of contradiction in our last round of elenchi, but none of them are 

particularly convincing.  Had Euthyphro admitted, e.g., that all acts of therapeia are like 

the services of animal tenders, that would have caused problems, but he doesn‟t grant any 

such generalization.  Instead, he accedes to limited examples under the three headings, all 

of which pick out acceptable instances of Greek usage.  One might be inclined to object 

that these different models have features that conflict with one another, but of course, this 

is a ubiquitous feature of the conventions of natural language.  The development of word 

usage conventions is not an orderly process, and in most cases the agglomeration of 

meanings picked out by a single term faces no independent tribunal to deter ambiguity 

and conflict.345  All that the evidence of the dialogue shows us is that the various models 

that Socrates produces conflict, in one way or another, with Euthyphro‟s inchoate model 

                                                 
345 Though it would not be unfair to say that the history of philosophy is littered with attempts to set up 

such tribunals. 
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of piety, and that Socrates is keener to generate, and then highlight, these conflicts than to 

suffer Euthyphro‟s own ideas on appropriate sacrifice and prayer. 

Given this state of affairs there is correspondingly little room for discussions of 

validity and soundness, since there is nothing quite so formal as an argument here.  

Euthyphro introduces some term; Socrates proceeds to construct a model from some 

ordinary uses of that term, which Euthyphro usually rejects for the obvious reason that 

the model contains features that conflict with his conceptions of the divine.  And while I 

have speculated, to some extent, about what those features are, it is notable that they are 

nowhere explicitly stated in the dialogue. 

Given this state of affairs, we might hope to extract some positive moral lesson 

from the dialogue. Unfortunately, we get precious little guidance from the dialogue about 

what that lesson might be.  A number of prestigious interpreters have taken Socrates‟ 

expression of disappointment at Euthyphro‟s failure to elucidate what good is 

accomplished by service to the gods, but to fill in the lacuna in our text on this score, they 

are forced to refer to separate, and usually later dialogues.346  Worse still from a 

methodological point of view is that the lesson that they extract is the one that they take 

to be Socrates‟ own.  What is the supposed lesson from which Euthyphro turned away at 

the opportune moment?  Taylor‟s abbreviated statement puts it thus:  “the conception of 

hosiotēs which we have identified in the Euthyphro is that of aretē pros ton theon, 

goodness of soul seen as man's contribution to the divine order of the universe” (Taylor, 

1982, 113l; alluding to Aristotle‟s discussion at EN 1130a10-13).  However well this 

thesis might be traced to Socrates from the independent evidence of the presumably 

                                                 
346 Examples of the positive view of this lacuna are argued for by A.E. Taylor (1956, 154-6), Crombie 

(1962, V. 1, p. 211, and C.C.W. Taylor, (1982, 112, ff.). 
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Socratic doctrine of the unity of virtues, as represented in the Laches, Protagoras, and 

Meno, it surely makes no appearance, explicit or otherwise, in the Euthyphro.  These 

dialogues do, of course, present strong evidence in favor of attributing some such belief 

to Socrates, but of course Euthyphro would get precious little hint of that belief from 

Socrates‟(by that point) familiar refrain that Euthyphro had failed to deliver the goods. 

Of course, Socrates does claim that Euthyphro barely missed successfully 

teaching him about piety, saying, “just now you‟ve turned away right at the verge; had 

you replied, I would have already been precisely instructed by you about piety.”  The 

problem, as we have seen, is that Socrates makes similarly ironic statements throughout 

the text.  Worse still, the thesis that constructivists spy here sits poorly with our passage.  

Suppose that Socrates does believe that piety is something on the order of the service that 

we provide to the gods to produce virtuous souls.  That goal must be rather strongly 

reflexive, in a way that conflicts with (some) elements of Socrates‟ previous induction, 

unless we presume that the nurse who aids the doctor is thereby rendered the patient, or 

that the worker who aids the master carpenter is thereby building his own house.347  This 

is just to say that the examples adduced do not uniformly depict crafts that aim to benefit 

either the respective craftsmen or their helpers.  The craft model is inapt.  A better model 

would be something closer to ideal relation between a ruler and his subjects, as depicted, 

e.g. in the Republic, where every action of the ruler is intended to produce the best 

possible citizenry and city, and the city itself is set up to foster a system that generates 

                                                 
347 The passage is usefully compared to Republic I. 341c-342e.  This is Socrates‟ argument that the goal of 

a craft is not to be identified with the extrinsic benefits produced by the labor of its practitioners, such as 

(prominently) wages.  That argument would clearly apply to the induction used for the inferior model, even 

admitting that farmers eat their own produce, and soldiers share in the victory of their generals.   
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good rulers.348  But whatever distance we might imagine our Socrates to stand from the 

Socrates of the Republic, or the Socrates who argues for the unity of virtues, there is 

precious little hint at such singular doctrines in the Euthyphro.  Our dialogue contains no 

hint at a broader discussion of either psuchē or aretē, and Euthyphro‟s response, in 

turning to prayer and sacrifice, compounded by the shift to the negotiation model, points 

decisively back to the affective view of piety with which he began.  In short, it is unlikely 

that Socrates‟ drubbing has dented Euthyphro‟s adherence to a rather traditional view 

according to which our unreflective desires pick out those things which are true goods, 

and in turn inform the substantial requests of our prayers.  That this procedure is circular 

and pays no heed to the real distinctions among goods hoped for has never been a very 

successful impediment to common practice or belief, even on those rare occasions that 

these problems are brought into view. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
348 Even this analogy is strained.  It is clearly up to the rulers to effectively set up the organizing principles 

of society such that each is limited to his own domain of work and effectively contributes to the welfare of 

the city.  The relationship, though, is far from symmetrical.  It is unclear, e.g., how the various 

contributions of the worker and auxiliary class add, qua such contributions, to the good of the philosopher-

rulers.  One need only recall that the rulers must be forced to return to the “cave” of their rule, which places 

a prohibition on fulfilling their highest desire of contemplating the forms in isolation from the bustle of a 

city (Rep. VII.517b-520e).  Plato is frequently drawn to treating the lower parts of his cosmic hierarchy as 

unfortunate side-effects of the limits of material nature.  See Cherniss, 1954, for an excellent review of the 

pertinent texts. 
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Part Three 

 

The Socratic Method 
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Chapter Ten 
 

Socrates’ Method 

A fairly recent collection of essays edited by Gary Scott explores some basic 

problems involved in searching for a uniquely Socratic method.  The volume is divided 

into three parts. The first deals with questions of the historical precursors and purpose of 

the Socratic elenchus; the second, with various reactions to Vlastos‟ picture of the 

elenchus; and the third, with the analysis of a subset of purportedly elenctic dialogues.  A 

discussion of the particular pieces is beyond the scope of the present chapter.  That said, 

the essays raise some general concerns that anyone searching after a uniquely Socratic 

method should take into account.  Broadly speaking, there are two concerns.  The first is 

that there may be nothing uniquely Socratic about the Socratic method.  This worry has 

both a historical and a contemporaneous dimension.  Historically, there are a number of 

precursors to the investigation and refutation of competing accounts of both virtue and 

the semantic content of general terms.  For example, Lesher, noting that Parmenides (B7) 

describes his own procedure as elenctic, proceeds to examine the history of the term 

ἔιεγρνο, its particular use by Parmenides, and several respects in which that use has clear 

parallels in later portraits of Socratic examination (Scott, 2002, pp. 19-35).  Along similar 

lines, Ausland argues that Socratic debate shares a number of features with traditional 

forensic oratory (pp. 36-60). 

Both kinds of observation prompt the contemporaneous worry.  Socrates‟ 

contemporaries, both among the sophists and what we have come to consider their 

philosophical counterparts, the physiologoi, were surely practiced at the art of refutation.  

This worry becomes more acute for those who tend to consider the elenchus to be little 
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more than a form of argumentative refutation.  As Carpenter and Polansky point out in 

their contribution, refutations are a ubiquitous feature of the Socratic dialogues, and are 

frequently voiced by interlocutors as well as other minor characters.  Recall that the 

Euthyphro opens with its title character refuting his own family‟s argument against his 

prosecution by convicting it of inconsistency.  The closer we come to thinking of 

Socrates as one contender among many who is concerned to refute the competing views 

of his peers, the less likely we are to be sympathetic to the view that Socrates‟ procedure 

is uniquely Socratic. 

Now, given the dearth of self-reflective methodological comments in the early 

dialogues, any attempt to reconstruct a uniquely Socratic method must be, to some extent, 

speculative.  However, like any good explanation, we would do well to pay attention to 

three explanatory desiderata:  generality, simplicity, and reduction.  That is, taking 

Socrates‟ investigative behavior in our elenctic dialogues as our explanandum, we should 

seek an explanans that is sufficiently general to cover a wide swath of that behavior; that 

is sufficiently simple to avoid unnecessary or ad hoc postulates; and that is sufficiently 

reductive to show that a common set of operational assumptions underlies a host of ex 

hypothesi different interrogations.  What we should seek, in short, is a uniquely Socratic 

toolkit.  That is what I aim to construct. 

With this goal in mind, let me briefly state the general argument of this chapter.  

There is a unique Socratic method, which is designed to confound any given 

interlocutor‟s pretense of wisdom.  This is accomplished by repeatedly eliciting prima 

facie conflicting beliefs from the interlocutor.  The product of a series of such 

"refutations" is aporia.  This procedure is not haphazard.  It is marked by several stages 
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of development.  In the first stage, the interlocutor is shown to hold himself up as an 

expert in the domain under consideration.  In the second, an account of some 

controversial moral characteristic is demanded by Socrates.  In the third, one or several 

uncontroversial feature-types are offered in response to Socrates‟ request.  In the fourth, 

(which is sometimes, as with Socrates opening interrogation of Meno, not reached) a 

more abstract account is offered, usually featuring an intentional state, the most 

commonly deployed of which is knowledge.  The refutation of this final account, which 

is commonly both more complex and narrowly tailored to the interlocutor‟s responses, 

tends to be more resistant to generalization than the previous steps.  It produces a state of 

aporia in the interlocutor.  Successive attempts to satisfy Socrates‟ demand are refuted by 

appeal to various constraints—occasionally backed by argument but often introduced 

without independent support—to which the interlocutor lends his assent.   

The regulative principle of elenctic consideration is the technical conceit: the 

conceit that the interlocutor is an expert, either in his own person (e.g., Critias, Laches, 

Nicias, Euthyphro) or via the influence of another claimed expert (e.g., Meno, via 

Gorgias; Charmides, via Critias) in the given field of inquiry.  This conceit is regulative 

in two respects.  First, it warrants the assumption that the various assents of the 

interlocutor are strongly normative, and so provide guidance for the proper employment, 

not just of the controversial term under consideration, but of the further terms used in the 

provisional accounts.  Second, it binds the interlocutor to the ad hoc constraints, since his 

putative expertise is taken to inform not just his expert employment of the terms under 

consideration, but his acceptance of the conditions according to which an account is 

deemed satisfactory.   
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In what follows, we shall explore the different contributions of Socrates and his 

interlocutors to a number of elenctic exchanges.  In general, it will be shown that 

Socrates‟ main contribution to any given elenchus includes both his employment of the 

technical conceit, and his appeal to a unity requirement on proper accounts of moral 

terms.  Both the technical conceit and the unity requirement are uniquely Socratic tools.  

In contrast, the interlocutors provide only their provisional accounts, along with their 

store of intuitions about three different areas of concern:  The sorts of things that they 

recognize as belonging to the target class; the correct interpretation of the various terms 

in their accounts; and the sorts of things they will agree are captured by their different 

(dynamic) proffered accounts. 

The power and range of the elenchus derive from two facts about it.  First, it is 

ontologically naive.  Socrates does not, indeed cannot, appeal to a contentious picture of 

ontology in the process of elucidating the expert accounts of others who may not share 

his (possible) metaphysical predilections.  Second, it is epistemically laden, since it takes 

for granted, without ever seeking to justify, a certain picture of expert knowledge, 

namely, one that entails the ability to give accounts of ethical characteristics that survive 

Socrates‟ unity requirement.  However, because Socrates nowhere seeks either to 

explicate or to justify this picture of expert knowledge, his recourse to it generates a 

further puzzle:  Does Socrates subscribe to the notion of expert knowledge that he 

sometimes advances in the elenctic dialogues, or is it merely a dialectical tool for 

confounding various interlocutors?  I will argue that it is best seen as a dialectical tool, 

rather than a sincerely offered portrait of moral knowledge.  As we shall see, Socrates‟ 
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requires his interlocutors to assent to his appeals to craft knowledge, and sometimes 

draws his model of expertise from their independently offered testimony. 

Before seeking to substantiate this charge, I will need to illustrate the various 

tools as they show up in the elenctic dialogues.  As a prelude to this task, we will need to 

review some of the constraints that are often treated as Socratic requirements for 

appropriate definitions.  Socrates is often portrayed in the secondary literature as a seeker 

after real definitions who is never satisfied with the candidates that his interlocutors offer 

up.349  Further, it is common in discussions of Socrates‟ search for definitions to give 

exhaustive reviews of the supposed constraints that any proper definition must satisfy.  

My problem with these accounts, as good as they often are, is the extent to which they 

obscure three interesting features of the constraints.  First, their use:  The so-called 

constraints always play a destructive role in the aporetic dialogues.  They are, virtually 

without exception, brought in after Socrates‟ initial question, as a way of showing how 

some offered account fails.  Second, their novelty:  All of Socrates elenctic interlocutors 

must be given instruction on how to go about answering Socrates’ request.  Despite some 

misleading appearances, there is no reason to think that any of Socrates‟ constraints are 

taken for granted, assumed, or even initially understood by any interlocutor who has not 

long been one of Socrates‟ philosophical companions.  They have little pre-theoretical 

appeal.  Third, their sheer implausibility.  As we shall see, it is highly doubtful that the 

Socratic constraints could be jointly satisfied by any term that retains the lexical dexterity 

of a general referring expression in an ordinary language.  Given these three factors, the 

appeal to some notion of “real definition” in the early dialogues is otiose.  Those 

                                                 
349 Among the many fine treatments of Socratic definition, see especially Santas (1979, pp. 97-135); 

Woodruff (1984, pp. 149-60); Benson (2000, Part II, pp. 99-166); Wolfsdorf (2003). 
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dialogues simply fail to produce any adequate accounts of their controversial terms.  

Their regular result is not definition—whether real or nominal—but failure. 

Similarly, the technical conceit, or something quite like it, is often acknowledged 

in the secondary literature.  However, as with the constraints, it is often treated as what 

we might call an epistemic ideal at which Socrates aims, but never reaches in the early 

dialogues.  Here again, though, Socrates‟ appeal to the technical conceit is inevitably 

destructive, novel, and implausible, as we shall see.  That said, the technical conceit, as I 

will explain below, serves a very useful rhetorical purpose, or rather several such 

purposes:  By assuming that his interlocutors are experts, Socrates shifts the burden on 

them to either accept or reject (1) his notion of expertise; (2) his sufficiency constraints; 

and (3) the various additional premises that he offers in an elenchus.  His interlocutors‟ 

(often implicit) acceptance of (1)-(3) is what allows Socrates so reliably to produce the 

appearance of contradiction among their various putative beliefs. 

In binding the interlocutor‟s assents to Socrates‟ constraints, the technical conceit 

helps to explain two features of the elenchus that have long caused interpretive 

difficulties.  First, it underwrites the appearance of something like Benson‟s doxastic 

constraint at the level of (3), while also allowing for a provision of second-order Socratic 

sufficiency constraints according to which those assents may be evaluated.  Second, it 

motivates Socrates‟ apparent endorsement of some version of what has been called the 

priority of definition.  Commentators, at least since Geach, have rightly been worried that 

this constitutes a rather obvious fallacy.  Viewed as an epistemic principle, it should 

strike us as fallacious.  However, viewed as dialectical device to lure the unself-conscious 
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putative expert into attempting to give accounts of ethical qualities, it is a brilliant 

rhetorical strategy. 

The picture of Socrates‟ procedure that these features suggest will probably be 

resisted by those who view the Socratic elenchus as, to some degree, constructive and 

cooperative.  However we may settle those questions, in what follows I will show that it 

is, at least in the early definitional dialogues, reliably destructive. 

It has frequently been remarked that Socrates‟ search for definitions is always 

subordinate to one or several more general questions about how one ought to live, and we 

should note that our definitional dialogues frequently begin with a question of some 

practical urgency before turning to a more abstract investigation some moral quality.350  

As we have seen, Socrates‟ request for an expert account of piety is made on the 

assumption that such an account would be helpful, not just to convince the jurors of 

Euthyphro‟s father‟s guilt, but to convince them of Socrates‟ innocence.  The discussion 

of courage in the Laches is ostensibly in the service of deciding whether the sons of 

Lysimachus and Melesias ought to study a rather specialized form of fighting in armor.  

The discussion with Critias and Charmides about temperance, and specifically the 

question of whether (an ostensibly hung-over) Charmides is temperate, cannot but have 

                                                 
350 For a more recent, and lengthy, discussion of this topic, see Dancy, 2004, pp. 26-35.  For all its merits, 

Dancy‟s discussion is somewhat peculiar, insofar as he fails to specify in what sense he takes Socratic 

investigation of definitions to be “subordinate” to the practical questions which often provide a dramatic 

backdrop to the dialogues.  Socrates surely uses such questions as a springboard for his investigation, but 

insofar as those investigations are often aporetic, their relevance to those immediate practical questions is 

entirely undetermined.  Still more curiously, Dancy‟s immediate turn to what he calls the “Intellectualist 

Assumption,” (a statement of the priority of definitional knowledge) clearly undermines the supposed 

“subordination” of intellectual to practical considerations.  Practical questions may prompt us to theoretical 

investigation, but Socrates‟ purported embrace of intellectualism clearly implies that their resolution is 

contingent upon (and so both practically and theoretically subordinate to) the provision of proper 

definitions.  Practical questions are surely prior in the order of discovery, but the Intellectualist Assumption 

makes them prior in the order of explanation. 
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been read by Plato‟s contemporaries in light of their later leading roles in the government 

of the Thirty (404/3).351 

Bearing such practical considerations in mind, it is difficult not to be struck by the 

sheer oddity of the Socratic turn to definitions.  Consider the one example among our 

definitional dialogues that is most clearly meant to contrast Socratic with more ordinary 

means of dealing with questions of practical conduct, the Laches.352  Lysimachus and 

Melesias turn to Nicias and Laches because they want the advice of their city‟s leading 

men in both war and governance.  They want a verdict, not on courage, per se, but on the 

prudence of spending a good deal of money to teach their sons a rare fighting technique.  

Although Laches and Nicias arrive at opposed verdicts, they both provide excellent 

advice grounded in their own civic and military experience.353  Against such a backdrop, 

Socrates‟ turn to definition is likely (indeed, it ought) to strike us as downright queer, just 

as his curious demonstration that neither Nicias nor Laches can give an answer that 

satisfies his peculiar constraints should probably strike Lysimachus and Melesias as at 

best unhelpful, and at worst absurd.  Their request for advice is itself predicated on the 

                                                 
351 Critias, Plato‟s uncle, and Charmides, his cousin, both had leading roles in the Thirty Tyrants—the 

regime set up by the Spartans in the wake of their defeat of Athens.  Critias, in particular, was a leading 

member of the Thirty, and would later be identified both with the execution of a number of Athenian nobles 

and the subsequent confiscation of their estates, and with strongly anti-democratic (pro-oligarchic) political 

sentiments.  He would die in the revolt of pro-democracy exiles near the Piraeus that ultimately led to the 

overthrow of the Thirty and the restoration of democratic rule. See Nails, 2002, pp. 108-11; as well as her 

excellent short review of the Thirty Tyrants and their overthrow (pp. 111-13).  Critias tells Socrates that 

Charmides has recently been suffering morning headaches (155b), a fact that commentators have 

sometimes interpreted as an allusion to his excessive drinking.  See Jenks, 2008, pp. 40-41, and McCoy, 

2005. 
352 In a feature unparalleled in the other short definitional dialogues, Plato devotes slightly more than half 

of the Laches (some twelve of its twenty-three Stephanus pages) to the question of the merits of armor 

fighting, before turning to the question of courage in the remainder of the work.  
353 I will forego here a broader discussion of the merits of their respective responses.  Suffice it to say that 

Nicias rightly holds that military training of any form is potentially useful, and so urges the fathers to get 

their sons trained, while Laches, who has seen the very teacher whose course is being considered make a 

laughing-stock of himself in battle, urges against training their sons in a rare battle technique that, in his 

experience, has often been the province of poor soldiers. 
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assumed excellence of the men they have approached; and though Socrates‟ own courage 

is touted by both generals, his interrogation of them offers no hint of how his experience 

has informed his own martial conduct, or anything approaching the practical guidance 

that our hapless fathers so obviously require.  They might walk away with the uncanny 

feeling that they had searched for advice in the wrong sort of way, or from the wrong sort 

of people; but of course, this does nothing to slacken the immediate practical demands 

posed by their sons‟ education, and gives them utterly no guidance about the compelling 

underlying question as to which strategy would maximize their chances of survival and 

success in a society whose youths were frequently compelled to military service. 

I. SOCRATES‟ INITIAL REQUEST(S) 

One reason to focus on the Euthyphro is that it provides one of the more perspicuous 

accounts of the Socratic question.  As we saw, Socrates begins by asking an apparently 

very straight-forward question:  “What sort of a thing do you say piety and impiety are” 

(5c8-9)?  However, that question proves to be a token instance of a very common 

Socratic request.  In each of the definitional dialogues, Socrates focuses on a given 

virtue-term.  Following the common procedure of labeling such virtue terms “F,” we can 

see that he invariably asks his interlocutors to state either “what F is” or “what sort of a 

thing F is.”354 Often, both variants occur in close proximity.355  Although there is some 

variety of grammatical form among the various requests, answers offered to Socrates‟ 

                                                 
354 I have tried to avoid this short-form, and use it now only out of convenience and common practice. That 

said, the use should not go unremarked.  The practice of abbreviating the definiendum-term using an upper-

case letter “F” derives from the more recent practice of representing predicate-constants with such letters.  

It is obvious, however, that in the definiens phrase “The F is…”, “F” cannot grammatically represent a 

predicate constant.  Similarly, we would go badly astray in simply assuming that the employment of what is 

typically a predicate constant tells us something interesting about the reference conditions of the phrase in 

question.   
355 The “What is it?” (ηί ἐζηηλ) variant is more common (cf Laches 190e; Charmides 159a; Meno 71d).  

Both variants occur in the Euthyphro (5c, 5e) and Hippias Major (286c-d).   
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questions share a common syntactical form.  They specify the definiendum using either a 

singular noun or singular neuter adjective, most often with the definite article, rendering 

each phrase a substantive noun.  Similarly, each offered definiens is a singular 

substantive noun phrase.  However, offered definiens phrases come in a wide variety of 

forms, including abstract noun phrases, articular infinitives, and others.356 

The apparent simplicity of Socrates‟ initial request, of course, belies the 

complexity of the constraints that come to be imposed on its satisfaction.  There are two 

vantage points from which to reconstruct the constraints involved in an adequate answer 

to Socrates‟ “What is F” question.  The first is by reference to the elaborations on the 

question that he produces, and the second is by reference to the answers that he rejects 

and the procedures whereby he rejects them.  Before turning to a review of the textual 

grounding of these constraints, let us provide a preliminary sketch of the requirements 

that are most universally agreed upon in the secondary literature.   Using what is now a 

standardized way of discussing the constraints, let us use “F-ness” to represent the 

nominal form of the search term, and “F” to stand for its respective predicate adjective 

(the definienda); and again “G-ness” and “G” to represent the corollaries of the putative 

responses to the question (the definientia).357  There are four constraints on a proper 

Socratic definition.  We may state four requirements for any satisfactory account: 

1. A unity requirement: The account must specify some single thing, G-ness; 

2. A generality requirement:  G-ness must belong to everything that is F; 

3. An exclusivity requirement:  G-ness must not belong to anything that is not-F; 

4. An explanatory requirement:  The possession of G-ness must explain the possession of F-

ness.358 

                                                 
356 For a list of proffered definitions, as well as a discussion of their variant forms, see Santas, 1979, pp. 

98-101. 
357 So far, this procedure admits of no more than a sort of formalized transcription of the language of the 

dialogues, since we are not judging what sorts of entities are to be denoted by the various terms. 
358 I have adopted terminology from Woodruff, 2010.  Woodruff‟s very concise account has the virtue of 

expressing constraints general enough to be broadly representative of the secondary literature. 
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In addition to these four requirements, we have seen Socrates compare the 

requested accounts to a model or exemplar with a specific function of sorting instances or 

types of F-things from those tokens or types which are not-F.  In stating these 

requirements, I do not yet mean to endorse them.  We shall need to explore how, and 

whether, they are grounded in the various texts.  I will begin, in the following section, 

with the first three. 

II. UNITY, GENERALITY AND EXCLUSIVITY 

 

The unity, generality, and exclusivity requirements are each well attested in the texts, 

both in Socrates‟ formulations of his request, and in his rejection of subsequent attempts 

to fulfill it.  Let us review, first, how these requirements are illustrated in Socrates‟ 

elaborations on his request, and then go on to see how they are utilized in rejecting 

various definitions. 

 Among the constraints, unity and generality are the most intimately related, 

because Socrates asks for some singular, same thing which all the various things—

whether sub-classes (or types) or individuals—denominated by the target term share.359  

In the Laches, Socrates asks Laches to tell him “what is the same” in the many types of 

things that he deems courageous.  After providing Laches with an analogue in the case of 

“quickness,” he goes on to refashion his question as follows:  “Regarding courage, try to 

say what the same power is [ηίο νὖζα δύλακηο ἡ αὐηή], in pleasure and pain and in all 

those cases we were just now saying it is, when it is called courage” (192b).  This 

obviously speaks to both the unity and generality requirements for the simple reason that 

                                                 
359 It should be noted early that this intimacy is somewhat paradoxical when we consider that Socrates 

wants a single account that covers every context of a term‟s use.  The two requirements, in effect, pull in 

opposite directions. 
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Socrates has identified a general range of application of the target term, ἀλδξεία, and 

gone on to ask for what single power is the same in each type of courage in that range. 

We saw a slightly more definite version of this in the Euthyphro.  When Socrates 

expands on his initial request, he agrees that there are “many things you call pious,” (5a) 

but proceeds to ask for the “one characteristic” [κηᾷ ἰδέᾳ] (6d) that is “the same as itself 

in every [pious] action” (5d).  The same point is emphasized in the Meno, where Socrates 

explicitly rejects Meno‟s initial attempt to give a list of different virtues, and instead asks 

Meno to tell him “what this very thing is, by which these things do not differ but are all 

the same” (72c).  Here again, Socrates does not quibble over the existence of many 

different types of virtue; he simply asks for a single account which captures them all.  

Indeed, he uses cases that Meno has presented him with to refute his later accounts (cf. 

73d). 

The clearest evidence for the exclusivity requirement is again from the Euthyphro, 

in which Socrates insists that “the pious is entirely opposite to the impious” (5d).  It is 

also repeatedly attested in the Hippias Major.  There, Socrates rejects Hippias‟ first 

account of the fine, a beautiful girl, on the grounds that he has specified something that is 

“both fine and foul,” when that is not what he wanted (289d).  As we shall see, the 

exclusivity requirement emerges more clearly from Socrates‟ various rejections of 

proposed accounts than in any specific formulation of his request. 

Turning to those accounts, we can see that the generality and exclusivity requirements 

work to test proposed definientia against an interlocutor‟s intuitions of the scope of the 

definiendum.  Both the generality and the exclusivity requirements, then, treat questions 

of scope.  In the definitional dialogues, most of the early definitions fail because they are 
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either too broad or too narrow.  An account that is too narrow fails the generality 

requirement.  Though it might capture some F things, it fails to capture others.  An 

account that is too broad fails the exclusivity requirement.  It captures some things which 

not-F.  The measure against which broadness and narrowness are tested is the 

interlocutor‟s own assent to statements featuring the definiendum.  Some examples: 

1. Euthyphro:  (a) When Euthyphro answers that prosecuting injustice is the pious (5d), Socrates 

objects that the response fails to be sufficiently general, since Euthyphro counts other things 

besides prosecution as being pious; (b) when he answers that justice is what the gods love 

(7a), Socrates points out that, according to his admission that the same thing can be both god-

loved and god-hated, this account fails the exclusivity requirement. 

2. Laches:  (a) When Laches attempts to define courage as remaining at one‟s post when it is 

under attack without running away (190e), Socrates responds by pointing out that an array of 

different fighting styles feature men fighting in retreat (191a-c).  When Laches admits that 

some of these men fight courageously, his definition fails for being too narrow.  (b) Similarly, 

when Laches attempts to define courage as endurance of the soul (192c), Socrates has him 

admit that every case of courage is fine, but that not all cases of endurance of the soul are 

(192d); the account is too broad.  (d) When Socrates improves Laches account to include only 

wise endurance of the soul (192d), he shows Laches that this fails to capture his intuition that 

someone who fights without expert knowledge is courageous, though foolish (193a-d), the 

definition fails for being too narrow. 

3. Charmides:  (a) When Charmides defines temperance as an orderly repose (159b), Socrates 

procures his consent to the uniform admirability of temperance (159c),360 then to the claim 

that some activities—both those of the body (159c-d) and those of the soul (159e-160a) are 

more admirably done quickly or with a flurry of activity; the account is too narrow.  (b) When 

he tries defining temperance as modesty (160e), the agreed admirability of temperance 

founders against his consent to the claim that modesty is sometimes admirable, sometimes 

not.  The account fails the exclusivity requirement. 

4. Republic I:  (a) When Cephalus says that justice consists of telling the truth and returning 

what you owe (331b), Socrates has him concede that it is not just to give back a borrowed 

weapon to a man when he has lost his mind, though it is owed to him (332a).  The account is 

too broad. 

5. Hippias Major:  (a) When Hippias claims that a fine girl is fine (287e), Socrates objects both 

that many other things are fine as well (288b-e), obviously without being fine girls, so the 

account is too narrow, and that the finest girl, next to a goddess, is foul, and so the account is 

too broad (289b).  (b) When Hippias replies that gold is fine361 (289e), Socrates has him 

agree both that there are many fine things that contain no gold, so the account is too narrow 

(290c), and that the addition of gold to many things would make them foul, so the account is 

too broad (290d-e).  (c) When Hippias shifts ground, claiming that burying one‟s parents is 

fine, Socrates replies that it is foul for the heroes with divine parents.  Again, the account is 

too broad. 
 

                                                 
360 Socrates assumes without stating that temperance can be displayed in any of the action-types he cites, 

including writing, wrestling, and bodily motions generally (159c-d). 
361 More specifically, the claim is that the addition of gold to anything makes it fine.  It is Hippias‟ 

response to a refinement to his request that emphasizes some version of the explanatory requirement. 
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In general, the first three constraints tend to be either enunciated by Socrates in 

clarifications of his question, or illustrated in his rejections of his interlocutor‟s proposals, 

fairly soon after his initial request.  Although the interlocutors almost uniformly fail in 

the beginning to give answers of the type that Socrates has in mind,362 none of them take 

Socrates to be asking for a nominal definition or a conventional usage rule regarding the 

target term.   

How do the interlocutors initially interpret Socrates request?  Their opening 

answers tend to share four features.  A number of the early answers refer to 

characteristics which are:  (1) context-specific; (2) associative or imagistic; (3) publicly 

observable; and (4) uncontroversially identifiable.   Euthyphro‟s specification of piety as 

the prosecution of injustice nicely describes his own (context-specific) reason for 

undertaking the prosecution of his father.  In support of it, he cites common Athenian 

conventions about impious acts, such as murder and temple robbery.  It is likewise 

associative because the prosecution of impiety is an exemplary form of religious service.  

It is also clearly both uncontroversially identifiable and publicly observable.  His very act 

of prosecution has forced him to make a public declaration, and pursue it in a public 

forum which possesses its own familiar (at least to his fellow citizens) operating 

conventions.  Because Laches and Nicias have been discussing a type of military training, 

when Socrates asks for a definition of courage, Laches provides a description of a 

common form of dangerous and often difficult fighting—defending one‟s post.  I call this 

answer associative because it specifies an action-type that is strongly associated with 

courage (just as, e.g., retreating from battle is strongly associated with cowardice).  It is 

                                                 
362 Interestingly, the one exception is Charmides, whose first attempt to define temperance as “quietness” 

is at least general enough to avoid Socrates more usual complaint that the offered definition obviously fails 

to capture certain token- or type-instances of the characteristic being sought. 
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also obviously both publicly observable and uncontroversially identified.  It requires no 

special expertise, in witnessing a battle, to distinguish those who retreat from those who 

remain at their post and fight; and this is obviously a matter of public observation, since it 

is an action which is commonly cited in connection to valor and public honor.  Similarly,  

Taking the lead from the opening conversations of the Euthyphro, Laches, and 

Meno, scholars attempting to delineate certain formal and material constraints of 

Socrates‟ “What is F” question have represented the interlocutors of those dialogues as 

somehow signally failing to understand Socrates‟ question.363   I have argued above that 

this tack is somewhat misguided, since none of the elicited responses satisfies Socrates.  

That said, there is an interesting continuity between the various opening interlocutive 

responses that deserves some scrutiny. 

When Cephalus claims that justice consists in repaying what one owes and 

speaking the truth, he does no more than cite utterly conventional claims about correct 

conduct which, furthermore, go just as far as Socrates‟ initial question required, since he 

had asked only about the greatest benefits of possessing great wealth (Republic I.330d).  

When Charmides says that temperance is a sort of quiet repose (159b), he is obviously 

appealing to an image of temperate conduct, which contrasts the unruly, undisciplined 

                                                 
363 The secondary literature was virtually unanimous, and incorrect, about those failures prior to Nehamas, 

1975, who corrected the misimpression that the interlocutors had provided particulars, when universals 

were being sought.  Benson (1990) attempts to revive the claim that the interlocutors had somehow signally 

failed to understand Socrates‟ request.  That description is wrong, not least because in all of the cases, 

Socrates immediately recognizes that he must provide a rather elaborate description of the question he has 

in mind.  This shows that the interlocutors are not so much misunderstanding the question as Socrates is 

failing to elaborate it.  But he has several perfectly reasonable motivations for his procedure, since it (1) 

provides him with the opportunity to enunciate his ad hoc constraints; (2) enables him to effectively 

conceal the difficulty of the task he has posed for the interlocutor; and (3) enables him to elicit responses 

that may be used as data for a later refutation, as we saw him make use of Euthyphro‟s earlier stated belief 

that the gods quarrel to refute his second account. 
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public nuisance with his measured, inoffensive and disciplined counterpart.364  Quietness 

is, after all, strongly associated with self-control, and it is one of the most common, non-

controversial and publicly identifiable features that are often taken as a sign of its 

presence. Similarly, Meno appeals, first, to the primary functions associated with various 

social roles (71e-72a), and later, when this list is rejected, to the common excellence of 

leadership ability (73d), which is probably the feature most strongly associated with 

general excellence (aretē) in the human domain.  Its possession is, as Socrates points out, 

not an obvious prerequisite for holding a position of power, but the specification 

functions perfectly well to get us started looking for a paradigm of virtue.  Indeed, as we 

saw in the Apology, Socrates started his search for wise people among the city‟s political 

leaders.  Meno‟s answer does little more than enunciate Socrates‟ initial intuitions about 

virtue. 

Socrates‟ means of disposing of these common answers is instructive.  First, he 

broadens the context of the investigation, so as to include every agreed upon use of the 

target term.365  This is the work of the generality requirement.  This allows him to reject 

any answer that fails to cover any of those uses.  Second, he disallows any action-type 

that one can imagine being undertaken in the absence of the target virtue, or better, under 

                                                 
364 He also, rather interestingly, tailors his description to his own recent public conduct, specifically his 

unwillingness to answer.  Socrates procedure in the dialogue amounts to an elaborate ploy to draw Critias 

into the debate; his test of Charmides is itself a test of Critias’ claim that the boy is a model of temperance, 

and Charmides rightly complains that his own testimony in favor of his temperance would itself be a mark 

of intemperance.  At the same time, should he refuse to take part in Socrates‟ examination, that too would 

count as a mark against his uncle‟s good judgment.  So instead of instantly answering Socrates, he plays 

coy, and then reluctantly describes his own recent behavior (159b).  He follows the same procedure with 

his move to modesty (160e). 
365 It is probably not coincidental that this move is never made in the Republic.  In that work, Socrates is 

careful to specify justice in relation, specifically, to cities and men, and I take it to be obvious that his 

definitions of those qualities in relations to those things give, in themselves, precious little guidance about 

such things as just contracts, sales, gods, relationships, and the like.  He takes no initial heed of the 

common deployments of the terms for justice, instead constructing an ideal model. 
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the agency of the opposed vice.  In fact, he disallows any quality that one can imagine 

coexisting with the target quality‟s opposite, as we saw in the specter of the Hippias‟ 

unsightly golden-eyed Athena statue.  This is the work of the exclusivity requirement.   

This second technique is often aided by the explicit addition of a normative 

universal generalization.  So, for instance, Socrates has Charmides agree that temperance 

is always fine (ηλ θαιλ κέληνη ἡ ζσθξνζύλε ἐζηίλ; 159c1), and this becomes the 

criterion by which Charmides‟ first responses are rejected.  Similarly, Socrates has 

Laches concur that courage is always fine (θαιλ πξαγκάησλ ἡγῇ ζὺ ἀλδξείαλ εἶλαη; 

192c).  From there, he has him agree that endurance accompanied by wisdom is fine.  

Later in the dialogue, Critias maintains that the temperate person always does good things 

(163e).  Laches‟ agreement with Socrates‟ suggestion that courage is not mere endurance 

of the soul, but always wise endurance , conflicts with his later judgment that some 

unwise acts are courageous.  Socrates initially has Euthyphro agree that service (on the 

superior model) is inevitably beneficial to the things it serves. 

Reviewing the various defeated type-terms above, it deserves noting that each, in 

all likelihood, will fail to be either sufficiently narrow or sufficiently broad.  This is most 

obvious in the case of the first three attempted accounts of the Hippias, but it is equally 

true of the other contenders.  Although it would strain credulity to introduce an ex 

hypothesi distinct interlocutor, we can nonetheless imaginatively reconstruct how the 

refutations could proceed.  So, for example, we might well count reneging on the promise 

of a loan to a son as unjust, but that would hardly force us to consider the son‟s 

consequent public prosecution of the father an act of piety.  The man who defends his 

fortification violently against rock-throwing children is not courageous.  Similarly, the 
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man who remains at his post when it is under attack but remains insensitive to the danger 

he is not so much courageous as he is “some sort of madman” (EN, 1115b26). 

Charmides‟ first definition of temperance is also too broad, since, as Kant reminds us, the 

bloodthirsty tyrant is sometimes the picture of quiet repose.366  His subsequent attempt, 

“modesty,” is also too narrow; since most people would maintain that there are types of 

temperance that have nothing to do with our overt manner of dress and comportment; 

further, while modesty is a very public characteristic, temperance exercises restraint on 

even our private comportment.  Celaphus‟ truth-telling and obligation-honoring 

obviously exclude a number of things that we would ordinarily count as prima facie just, 

such as a just verdict or a just law.   

An important, and under-noticed, consequence of this is that the employment of 

both of these constraints will rule out of court any appeal to a non-controversial 

observable property or action-type. 367  For in the first instance, once we come to 

explicitly distinguish between any single act and its underlying intentions, it is but a short 

step to the realization that the same action-type may be motivated by either virtuous or 

vicious intentions, notwithstanding the strong naïve associations of certain action-types 

with their respective virtues and vices.  In the second, once we recognize the ubiquity of 

our uses of normative appraisal terms, it becomes easy to pose counter-examples to any 

strong correlation between some non-controversial property and a coordinate moral term.  

Socrates‟ preferred term to illustrate this is “beauty,” which is well chosen precisely 

                                                 
366 See comments on moderation in the first chapter of the Grundlagen. 
367 It is worth recalling that Plato, in his mature later works, provided a rather startling solution to this 

puzzle, by effectively removing objects and qualities in the empirical domain from the province of 

knowledge claims.  I would suggest that this general problem, manifest in the elenctic dialogues, gives us a 

way to motivate this move without appealing to any particular flux doctrine or unattested Heracliteanism, 

as asserted by Aristotle (Metaphysics, A.6.987b). 
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because the variety of uncontroversial factors that people commonly cite as explanations 

for its perceived presence show little overlap between its various uses or contexts of 

application.368  Vividness of color may be cited as an explanation of the beauty of a 

Renoir, but a charcoal sketch can be just as arresting.  What such counterexamples 

undermine is the supposition that there can be a rigid connection between some 

uncontroversial publicly observable quality or action-type and any given value-laden 

term. 

In a recent article, Ferejohn, noting this tendency to refute action-types (his 

“behavioral definitions”), imagines that the interlocutor might respond, as in modern 

legal contexts, by attempting to patch the definitions by excepting the distinguishing 

features of the counter-examples (2009, pp. 7-8). So, for example, Cephalus‟ advice 

could contain a rider that it only pertains to people of sound mind, or Charmides could 

proceed to elaborate on instances in which quietness was in fact virtuous.  But of course, 

were Cephalus to choose that expedient, his definition would obviously pass exclusivity 

only by way of jettisoning unity; were Charmides to choose the other, his would similarly 

fail unity.369  The interlocutors are faced with the choice of either jettisoning one or more 

of the constraints, or searching for some further type of account. 

III. THE MOVE TO INTENTIONAL STATES AND KNOWLEDGE 

Prompted by the (often repeated) failure of non-controversial action-type or quality terms 

and Socrates‟ introduction of thin ethical terms, interlocutors tend to shift toward more 

general answers that mark out what I shall refer to broadly as intentional states.  There 

                                                 
368 The Greek phrase, “ηὸ θαιὸλ” has an even broader range of application than the English “beauty,” since 

it also encompasses the meaning of our “fine” and more generally, “good.” 
369 See also Santas (1979, 105). 
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are sometimes weigh-stations on the road to intentionality, such as we have already seen 

this in Laches‟ shift to defining courage as “endurance of the soul.”  This move to 

relatively uncontroversial psychological disposition is prompted when Socrates broadens 

the contexts under consideration to include sickness, poverty, and politics, for which (at 

least obviously) militaristic action-type descriptions are unsuitable.370   

Here again, Socrates‟ procedure is instructive.  Pointing out that courage is a fine 

thing, and that wisdom is fine whereas folly is foul, he has Laches agree that not all 

endurance of the soul is courageous (since foolish endurance is foul), but wise endurance 

is.  While the feature new feature cited is much more general its predecessor, Socrates 

continues to suppose that “endurance of the soul” has plenty of uncontroversial publicly 

observable behavioral effects.  He immediately goes on to cite examples of wise 

endurance from the domain of money-spending and medicine that Laches denies to be 

courageous (192e-193a), and follows this up by providing cases where non-expert 

endurance in battle is deemed more courageous by Laches than the endurance of the 

military expert.  In many types of life threatening activity, Laches deems the foolish 

endurance of the non-expert more courageous than the endurance of his expert 

counterpart.371   

The demise of Laches‟ final definition prompts the attempts of Nicias to do better.  

He begins by defining courage as “a sort of wisdom” (194d).  Nicias immediately 

acknowledges that this definition is too broad, since it includes skills like flute and lyre 

                                                 
370 The parenthetical remark is made in deference to the fact that we often do, just as the Greeks often did, 

borrow martial language to describe the other contexts raised by Socrates, and so often say, e.g., that the 

cancer patient is “battling” her disease, or that the politician is “under attack” or “defending her position.”   
371 Like Socrates‟ appeal to Euthyphro‟s belief that the gods quarrel to refute Euthyphro‟s current 

definition of piety, his appeal to Laches‟ intuition that foolish well-diving is courageous seems good 

evidence against the supposition that Socrates must accept every additional step of his elenchus. 
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playing.  Nicias revises his definition, describing courage as “knowledge of the fearful 

and the hopeful in war and all other situations.  Though the refutation of this involves 

some detail, it ultimately falters on the exclusivity requirement, since Nicias admits to 

supposing that (1) courage is a part of virtue, but that (2) this definition fails to demarcate 

courage from the possession of any other virtue; indeed, it seems to be sufficient for the 

possession of them all.  Similarly, when Critias‟ last behavioral definition fails, he shifts 

to defining temperance as self-knowledge.  Socrates‟ refutation of Critias will be of 

particular interest below, but what deserves noting even now is that it ultimately falters 

not simply on the grounds of its implausibility, but because Critias agrees that on the 

account of it that he ultimately accepts, it fails to be beneficial.  When Euthyphro‟s 

attempts to define piety as obvious forms of service fail, he ends by treating it as a 

specialized knowledge of giving to and receiving from the gods.  Throughout the portion 

of his initial exchange with Socrates following his list, Meno attempts to define virtue 

dispositionally, in terms of acquisitive desires and concurrent abilities to procure certain 

goods.  Each of his attempts fails because it is either too broad (because acquiring, e.g. 

gold and silver, may be done unjustly) or too narrow (because not acquiring gold and 

silver is sometimes just). 

Ferejohn has argued persuasively that such psychological definitions create an 

under-noticed problem for the “diagnostic” function of Socratic definitions.372  Socrates‟ 

request for an account is often predicated on the notion that such an account would (as a 

sort of paradigm) enable him to sort virtuous actions from their vicious counterparts.  But 

the shift to psychological or dispositional accounts makes for obvious trouble, since, first, 

they fail to pick out general properties of the acts at all, and instead shift the focus to the 

                                                 
372 Ferejohn, 2009, pp. 9-14. 
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agents; and second, these states and dispositions are obviously not directly observable.  

That is, even were we to know the correct knowledge-based account of some virtue, we 

would be utterly unable to use such a definition to sort virtuous from vicious acts, unless 

we had some distinct knowledge of the character of the agent in question.  Indeed, this 

creates a more formidable problem for the constructivist view of the elenchus, since it 

makes it utterly mysterious how we might go about testing such accounts, in the absence 

of either our own store of moral knowledge, or particular psychological knowledge about 

the agent whose actions are in question.  Given that Socrates denies that he possesses 

moral knowledge, upon what resources might he draw to overturn such definitions?   

IV. THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE INTERLOCUTORS (AND HOW SOCRATES USES THEM) 

The requirements that Socrates imposes on an adequate account were earlier described as 

ad hoc.  I call them ad hoc because, with very few exceptions, Socrates provides neither 

argument nor justification for their employment.373  Indeed, as we have seen, he often 

fails to state them at all, and instead only insinuates them by his manner of rejecting 

different accounts.  In addition to the constraints employed by Socrates, though, the 

interlocutor provides, in addition to the proffered accounts, at least his assent to a number 

of further premises.  This description, however, does too little to indicate the variety of 

types of interlocutive assent.  In general, we may point to four distinct types of questions 

Socrates asks, and the corresponding types of assent that may be offered or withheld by 

                                                 
373 The closest Socrates comes to providing any justification is by the employment of toy analogies, such 

as those he provides to Meno at 72d-73c.  These are obviously merely analogies, since they leave open the 

germane question of whether virtue terms are susceptible to the same style treatment as qualities such as 

“strong” and “healthy”; I call them “toy analogies” because they strike me as not withstanding serious 

scrutiny, since they could each be fairly obviously overturned by appeal to other contexts of usage or 

appeal to the real differences among accepted comparisons—that is, by appeal to the same resources that 

Socrates uses to overturn the accounts of others.  Similar remarks apply, e.g., to Socrates‟ proffered 

definition of speed in the Laches (192a). 
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the interlocutor.  To make this perspicuous, we shall need to redeploy some of the tools 

developed in making sense out of the Euthyphro.   

There, I adopted the device of a list which included the relevant data recognized 

by the interlocutor as standing in need of explanation by an account, or rule.  I  now need 

to complicate that picture somewhat.  There are, in general, four fixed structural features 

of any given elenctic exchange:  First is the target feature, most often a given virtue; 

second is the target data, which comprises the various tokens or types that are recognized 

by the interlocutor as falling under the domain of the target feature; third is the account or 

rule, which is the interlocutor‟s attempt to answer Socrates‟ question; and fourth is the 

account data, which comprises the various tokens or types that are recognized by the 

interlocutor as falling under the domain of the proffered account. 

We have enumerated two types of data; Socrates frequently asks two types of data 

questions.  As we have seen, Socrates often poses questions to his interlocutors that serve 

to ascertain whether they recognize certain types of the target quality.  Let us refer to 

these as target-directed data questions.  I call them “target directed” because they seek to 

ascertain an interlocutor‟s intuitions about which cases should be recognized as falling 

under the target quality under review.  They serve, along with an interlocutor‟s 

independent admissions (e.g., Meno‟s initial list of types of virtue), to populate the list 

against which Socrates may go on to check the various rules proffered by the 

interlocutors to capture the accepted contents of the list.374  Once an interlocutor has 

offered an account, Socrates will often pose a second sort of data question.  Specifically, 

                                                 
374 A number of commentators have been puzzled by the apparent conflict between (1) Socrates‟ rejection 

of examples in definitional contexts and (2) his employment of them in testing definitions.  This arises, as I 

shall show, from confusion about Socrates‟ procedure.  This confusion will be treated in the section below 

on Socratic Definition. 
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he will ask whether various cases should be recognized as falling in the domain of the 

stated account.  Let us refer to these account-directed data questions.   

A third type of question arises from mismatches between the target-directed and 

the account-directed data.  In the face of such mismatches, Socrates often asks his 

interlocutor whether he assents to various content restrictions on the target lists.  These 

are most frequently evaluative generalizations, but can be any type of restrictive 

generalization.  A fourth type of question Socrates often asks concerns the accepted 

interpretations of the stated accounts.  These serve most often to introduce various 

interpretations of the terms employed in an interlocutor‟s account.  Interpretative 

questions are often accompanied by an epagoge, or inductive generalization, that in turn 

serves to introduce an accepted implication of the interpretation offered.375  Interestingly, 

Socrates does not usually assume that such implications will be accepted, but instead 

pauses at each step to make sure that the interlocutor accepts the implication. 

Each of these types of question creates a reference point against which an 

account, or to adopt our earlier usage, a rule, may be evaluated.  In practice, Socrates‟ 

questions engage interlocutors in an elaborate exercise in intuition testing.  Because his 

aim is to show that an interlocutor‟s intuitions about the target feature on display 

inevitably fail to align with their intuitions about their suggested accounts, his method 

amounts, in practice, to a destructive use of the process of reflective equilibrium.  In the 

early part of an elenchus, this is often shown by the simple expedient of eliciting target 

data, and account data, and pointing out that the two fail to be identical.  As the proffered 

accounts become more abstract, Socrates recourse is most often to introduce 

                                                 
375 As we saw with Socrates‟ treatment of Euthyphro‟s definition of piety as “service.”  These instances 

specifically used inductive inferences of recognized sub-categories of “service” to illustrate implications of 

some interpretations of the term that Euthyphro finds repugnant. 
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interpretations of the terms of some account that in turn lead to implications about the 

account data that the interlocutor finds repugnant.  The best way to illustrate these 

concepts is to show them in action.  In the following chart, I will schematically review 

the elenchi of the Laches, and thus illustrate the dynamic employment of the various tools 

demarcated above. 

Table 1:  The Elenchi of the Laches 

Speaker 
Account 

("Courage 
is…") 

Socrates' 
Questions 

Interlocutor's 
Response 

Objection Remedy 

Laches 
(Ei1;Ep1) 

remaining at 
one's post 
and 
engaging the 
enemy 
without 
retreating. 

(1) Do Scythian 
fighters fight 
(bravely) in 
retreat; (2) Do 
Spartan hoplites 
(sometimes) 
fight bravely in 
retreat?; (3) Are 
there other 
types of bravery, 
such as bravery 
at sea, in illness, 
in poverty, in 
affairs of state, 
in fighting fear, 
in fighting desire 
and passion? 
(Target-Directed 
Data questions) 

Affirmative 
(to all). 

The Account 
is too narrow; 
it fails the 
generality 
requirement. 

Shift to 
psychological 
disposition. 

Laches 
(Ei1;Ep2) 

an 
endurance 
of the soul 

Is courage a fine 
thing? (Content 
Restriction) 

Affirmative. The account 
is too broad; 
it includes 
foolish 
endurance of 
the soul, 
which is not 
fine; it fails 
the exclusivity 
requirement. 

Exclude foolish 
endurance. 
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Speaker 
Account 

("Courage 
is…") 

Socrates' 
Questions 

Interlocutor's 
Response 

Objection Remedy 

Laches 
(Ei1;Ep3) 

wise 
endurance 
of the soul 

Is endurance in 
expenditure 
wise?  Is 
endurance in 
sound medical 
treatment wise? 
(Account-
Directed Data 
Questions) 

Affirmative. The account 
is too broad; 
it includes 
actions which 
fail to be 
courageous. 

(shift to a new 
question set) 

Laches 
(Ei1;Ep4) 

foolish 
endurance 
of the soul 
(implied by 
subsequent 
questioning) 

Is the man who 
fights because 
he knows that 
he is in the 
superior position 
more or less 
courageous than 
his counterpart 
who ignorantly 
defends his 
position?  Is the 
man with 
knowledge of 
horsemanship 
more or less 
brave than his 
ignorant 
counterpart in 
enduring 
through a 
cavalry attack?  
Is a trained or an 
untrained well 
diver more 
courageous?  
(Target-Directed 
Data Questions) 

In each case, 
the less 
trained is 
more 
courageous. 

The account 
conflicts with 
the previously 
agreed 
content 
restriction. 

None (Onset of 
aporia); Shift to 
Nicias 

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep5) 

some kind of 
wisdom 

Is skill in the lyre 
or flute some 
kind of wisdom? 
(Account-
Directed Data 
Question) 

Affirmative. The account 
is too broad; 
playing 
musical 
instruments is 
not 
courageous 

Specify a 
domain; 
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Speaker 
Account 

("Courage 
is…") 

Socrates' 
Questions 

Interlocutor's 
Response 

Objection Remedy 

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep6) 

knowledge 
of the 
fearful and 
the hopeful 
in war and 
all other 
cases 

(Laches) Do 
doctors and 
farmers have 
knowledge of 
the fearful and 
the hopeful in 
medicine and 
farming; and 
similarly all 
craftsmen in 
their respective 
crafts? (Account-
Directed Data 
Question) 

Affirmative. The account 
is too broad; 
doctors and 
farmers are 
not 
courageous.  
(Laches 
echoes 
Socrates' 
style of 
refutation.) 

Reject the 
inclusion of 
those limited 
crafts:  They 
have 
knowledge, 
e.g. of the 
fearful and 
hopeful in 
medicine, but 
not whether it 
is preferable 
for the patient 
to recover. 

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep6) 

knowledge 
of the 
fearful and 
the hopeful 
in war and 
all other 
cases (round 
two) 

(Laches) Are 
seers 
courageous? 
(Account-
Directed Data 
Question) 

Affirmative. The account 
is too narrow; 
it appears to 
include only 
seers. 

Reject the 
inference; The 
seer only 
knows that 
some event will 
come to pass, 
but has no 
special 
expertise in 
evaluating the 
event. 

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep6) 

knowledge 
of the 
fearful and 
the hopeful 
in war and 
all other 
cases (round 
three) 

    The account 
appears to 
specify a 
divine sort of 
knowledge 
and exclude 
all human 
beings; it 
appears too 
narrow. 

(Laches 
reaches an 
impasse; 
implies that 
Nicias' answer 
is a tactical 
dodge to avoid 
self-
contradiction), 
shifts the 
interrogation 
to Socrates) 
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Speaker 
Account 

("Courage 
is…") 

Socrates' 
Questions 

Interlocutor's 
Response 

Objection Remedy 

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep6) 

knowledge 
of the 
fearful and 
the hopeful 
in war and 
all other 
cases (round 
four; vs. 
Socrates) 

Are wild beasts 
courageous, as 
proverb and 
common opinion 
attest? (Target-
Directed Data 
Question) 

Negative. 
(They are not 
courageous; 
they are 
insensitive to 
danger or 
rash.) 

(Had Nicias 
agreed, the 
account 
would have 
been too 
narrow.) 

  

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep6) 

knowledge 
of the 
fearful and 
the hopeful 
in war and 
all other 
cases (round 
five vs. 
Socrates) 

Is courage a part 
of virtue? 
(Content 
Restriction; if so, 
account must 
specify 
conditions 
unique to 
bravery); Are 
fearful things 
future evils and 
hopeful things 
future goods? 
(Interpretation 
Question) 

Affirmative. none Implication 
prompts 
revision. 

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep7) 

knowledge 
of future 
goods and 
future evils 

Is any domain of 
knowledge (e.g. 
medicine, 
farming, 
generalship) 
such that it 
applies to the 
future, but not 
also the present 
and the past? 
Interpretation 
Question) 

Negative. Definition 
only specifies 
a third part of 
courage (the 
future, but 
neither the 
present nor 
the past), and 
so is too 
narrow. 

Implication 
prompts 
revision. 
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Speaker 
Account 

("Courage 
is…") 

Socrates' 
Questions 

Interlocutor's 
Response 

Objection Remedy 

Nicias 
(Ei2;Ep8) 

knowledge 
of all goods 
and evils 

Would anyone 
possessing this 
knowledge lack 
for any virtue? 
(Account-
Directed Data 
Question) 

Negative. Definition is 
too broad 
(judged 
against the 
content 
restriction 
that courage 
is a part of 
virtue); it 
specifies a 
sufficient 
condition for 
all virtues, but 
does not 
specify 
courage. 

Defeat (aporia) 

 

V. COMMENTS ON THE ELENCHI IN THE LACHES  

Before going on to treat the often touted explanation and paradigm requirements, let me 

pause to note a few points of interest about my shematization of the Laches.  Note, first, 

that the only explicit elaboration of his request that Socrates provides concerns the unity 

requirement, and that this elucidation is provided after Socrates has received Laches‟ 

assent to a variety of putative cases of courageous activity (192a-b).  Socrates asks, 

specifically, “[w]hat is the courage that is the same in all these cases?”  In fact, this 

elaboration is the single methodological touchstone of the dialogue.  The relatively 

straight-forward intuition underlying this constraint is that there is some single feature 

which is “present in” or “true of” or whatnot, all, and only, types of courage.  In this 

simplification, the added phrase “all, and only” captures both the generality and the 

exclusivity requirements.  The unity requirement is conceptually prior to those, for the 

simple reason that it assumes a rigid, and exceptionless, relation between the target 
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quality and the specified account.  We could, then, in each case, cite failures of generality 

and exclusivity as failures of unity.  So, for example, we might say that an account that 

fails the generality requirement only explains a part of the target feature, but not the 

whole; while failures of the exclusivity requirement capture multiple different separable 

features, some of which fail to include the target feature.  Whereas the first sort of failure 

gives an incomplete account, the second sort gives a fractured account.  Both fail the 

sought after test of unity. 

 Notice that each revision in the account might be illustrated by reference to the 

changing contents of either the target or the account data lists.  If Vlastos‟ picture of the 

elenchus were correct, we would expect Socrates to suggest only revisions to the 

accounts that reflect his own beliefs. There are, however, strong reasons to doubt this.  

Four facts about his procedure stand out.  Notice, first, that he suggests to Laches the 

very cases of foolish endurance that topple the account of courage as “wise endurance.”  

Second, he prompts Nicias to agree with the tradition according to which wild beasts are 

courageous.  Third, he actually defeats Nicias‟ final account by reference to a 

supposition, which he introduces, that courage is distinct from the other virtues.  Finally, 

more generally, the intuitions of the two interlocutors are obviously in conflict, but 

Socrates reduces both interlocutors to a state of perplexity.  In fact, as Plato takes pains to 

show, Nicias and Laches have very different intuitions about which items or statements 

should populate their respective target data lists.  This is shown both when Laches 

accepts various instances of foolish endurance as courageous, and when he takes 

Socrates‟ question regarding the courage of senseless beasts to refute Nicias‟ account.  

Nicias proves quite adept at evading attacks on his data list, which is precisely what 
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moves Socrates to ask more general questions about how his account should be 

interpreted, and what sort of implications his accepted interpretations bring.  None of 

these points are decisive, of course, but should we choose to argue that Socrates believes 

those premises that he introduces, we would have a very difficult time going on to argue 

that he also believed in the unity of virtue, and further favored some intellectualist 

account of wisdom, such that it amounts to knowledge of good and evil, both positions 

favored by Vlastos.376   

VI. DEFINITIONS AND MORAL KNOWLEDGE:  THE STANDARD VIEW 

Our discussion of the provision of “data” and accounts raises a pair of rather profound, 

and historically contentious questions:  First, what, exactly, justifies the introduction of 

some elenctic premise?; Second, given Socrates‟ ignorance, against what standard might 

some account be accepted or rejected?377  As we have seen, the constructivist is often 

quite ready to interpret Socrates‟ questions as disguised assertions, and this tendency is 

nowhere more prevalent than in the literature on Socratic definition.   

The standard view takes its lead from Aristotle‟s assorted descriptions of 

Socrates‟ philosophical activity in the Metaphysics.378  Aristotle counts Socrates as the 

                                                 
376 See Vlastos, 1981, 266-9 for Vlastos‟ reconstruction of the last elenchus in the Laches.  Vlastos‟ 

solution is essentially to deny that Socrates supports the final steps of the argument that he introduces, and 

instead, is simply testing Nicias‟ comprehension of his proffered account.  The denial strikes me as 

plausible, but it has the immediate effect of removing this argument from the domain of both Vlastos‟ 

“standard elenchus” and any sort of “constructive” use. 
377 In this section, I will treat only the first question; the second question is treated more fully below. 
378 A6.987b2-4; M4.1078b18-19, 28-29; M9.1086b3.  Aristotle‟s remarks are both scattered and 

notoriously under-developed.  At its most synoptic, what I am calling the “standard view” traces Plato‟s 

theory of Forms from the twin influences of Socrates‟ search for universal definitions, which prompts Plato 

to search for definitions, and Cratylus‟ Heracliteanism, which prompts him to “separate” the standards of 

definitional knowledge from the perceptible world.  (Standard examples of this trend may be located in 

Ross, 1924, pp. xxxiii-xlviii; Vlastos, 1991, pp. 91-8, Penner, 1992, pp. 122-3; Rutherford, 1995, pp. 56-8; 

and Dancy, 2004, pp. 11-19.)  This synoptic vision is too vast for my purposes here.  I focus, instead, on 

just that part of it that deals with Socrates‟ supposed theory of definitions, and in particular, what has been 

called the priority of definitional knowledge. 
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progenitor of the philosophical search after universal definitions in the ethical domain.  

He takes this activity to be continuous with his own attempts to provide accounts of 

essences, but distinct insofar as Socrates refused to issue his own definitions, but instead 

examined (and unfailingly rejected) the attempts of others.379  In accepting Aristotle‟s 

account, interpreters tend to suppose that Socrates‟ search is a search for true definitions 

of real moral qualities, the possession of which would count as moral knowledge. 

Unlike Aristotle, Socrates offers no self-conscious definitional vocabulary.  He 

does occasionally use the terms ὅξνο and its cognate verbs ὁξίδεηλ and ὁξίδεζζαη, which 

have roots in demarcating the boundaries of pastures, but are employed uniformly in the 

early dialogues to indicate the (metaphorical) drawing of a boundary or marking of a 

distinction, usually in meaning between two different substantive phrases.380  Though he 

lacks Aristotle‟s technical vocabulary, it is clear from what we have seen that Socrates 

invokes a number of putatively definitional constraints.  Most basically, he requires his 

interlocutors to attempt to give unified accounts of moral virtues.  But why should he do 

this?  What motivates Socrates search for definitions? 

According to the standard account, Socrates is a sort of proto-intellectualist.381  

There are two underlying components to this view.  The first is a thesis about definition.  

                                                 
379 So Aristotle‟s Sophistici Elenchi 34.183b7-8. 
380 “ὅξνο” originally means “boundary stone”; “ὁξίδεηλ” is to mark a boundary with such a stone.  See 

Wolfsdorf, 2003, p. 272 for an etymological summary.  See Dancy, 2004, pp. 23-5 for discussion of the 

relevant passages among the definitional dialogues.  Dancy argues cogently that the first use of a cognate to 

ὅξνο that might unambiguously be translated as “define” occurs in Republic I (331d2).  Among the 

definitional dialogues, the closest we have to a use of ὁξίδεζζαη that could be translated as “define” occurs 

in the Laches (194c7-8). 
381 It is worth marking that Socrates‟ supposed intellectualism does not square particularly well with his 

supposed refusal to admit his own definitions.  Aristotle offers evidence of each claim, but his portrait of 

Socrates the intellectualist is developed in NE, which contains no independent account of his dialectical 

procedure.  At the same time, the Metaphysics, as we saw, states clearly that he never offers his own 

definitions.  Because I suspect that each of these texts are alluding to various of Plato‟s shorter dialogues, I 

see no reason to count them as independent evidence of the historical Socrates, or as independent testimony 
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Socrates is taken to believe that without true ethical definitions, we will never be able to 

know, of any token action or event, or any given quality, whether it is good or bad, 

courageous or cowardly, wise or foolish, or the rest.  This thesis, often called the “priority 

of definitional knowledge,” prompts questions about Socrates‟ underlying picture of 

knowledge.  The second broad component of Socratic intellectualism is captured, in part, 

in the thesis that ethical knowledge is a sort of craft knowledge, or technē.  Over the next 

two sections, I will explore each component in turn. 

VII. THE PRIORITY OF DEFINITION 

The doctrine known as “the priority of definition might be most simply expressed as 

follows: 

(PD) If one fails to know the definition of F-ness, one will fail to know of anything that it is F. 

 

This has been analyzed into two separate claims, one of which refers to particulars to 

which F-ness is correctly attributed (P) the other of which refers to the properties 

correctly attributed to F-ness (D) as follows: 

(P) If one fails to know the definition of F-ness, then for any given x, one will fail to know whether 

x is F; 

(D)If one fails to know the definition of F-ness, then for any given G, one will fail to know 

whether F-ness is G. 

 

To these is often added a third claim, a principle of expressability, which is both textually 

grounded and helps to block the (presumably cogent) possibility that an interlocutor 

might actually possess the relevant feature or knowledge, but be unable to express an 

answer that Socrates finds satisfactory: 

                                                                                                                                                 
from personal interaction with Plato.  However, engaging in the detailed interpretation of these scattered 

remarks is beyond the scope of this work. 
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(E) Whoever knows what F-ness is will be able to correctly answer Socrates‟ request for a 

definition.382 

 

From (PD), Geach famously drew the consequence that “[i]t is no use to try and 

arrive at the meaning of [some given term] “T” by giving examples of things that are T” 

(1966, p. 40).383  The combination of (PD) and the refusal to accept any examples in the 

attempt to provide a definition Geach thought repugnant enough to deserve their own 

special label—the “Socratic fallacy.”  The publication of Geach‟s essay resulted in 

something of a cottage industry of attempts either to exculpate or convict Socrates of the 

supposed fallacy.384  Even those who defend Socrates from the charge of committing a 

blatant fallacy tend accept that those texts which appear to underwrite (PD) express 

certain Socratic convictions about the need to acquire definitions of the terms under 

review, at least to underwrite the ability to judge apparently controversial cases.  There 

has accordingly been quite a bit of ink spilt over the question of whether Socrates counts 

knowledge of universal definitions as either necessary or sufficient to judge that some 

particular, type, or array of cases are F or not-F, for some given property.  Perhaps most 

                                                 
382 This is most clearly enunciated in the Charmides, where Socrates has Charmides agree that, should he 

have some quality, it will make an impression of him so that he can express what it is.  He immediately 

follows this up by getting Charmides‟ assurance that he can speak Greek (159a).  This is clearly Socrates‟ 

expedient for getting the demur Charmides to take part in the investigation, and so test Critias‟ testimony.  

If it is taken to support the more general principle that anyone who speaks a language will be able to 

express expert definitional knowledge of any of their psychic qualities, it is an obvious howler.  A further 

treatment of (E), though, would take me beyond my scope here. 
383 Geach presented these as independent claims.  However, the idea that a search for examples cannot be a 

reliable method for locating a correct universal definition is obviously predicated on (PD), since it is that 

which calls into question the epistemic status of putative examples in the first place. 
384 See Benson, 2000, pp. 112-41, for a thorough review of the literature.  Despite attempts to alleviate the 

charge, most contemporary scholars agree that Socrates subscribes to some version of (PD).  Others besides 

Geach who have attributed some version of (PD) to Socrates include:  Cherniss, 1936; Ross, 1951; 

Robinson, 1953; Tayor, 1956; Crombie, 1962; Friedländer, 1964; Gulley, 1968; Allen, 1970; Guthrie 1962-

73:3, Santas, 1972; Irwin, 1979; Woodruff; 1982; McKim, 1985; Tarán, 1985; Kahn, 1986; Seeskin, 1987; 

Penner, 1992a and 1992b; Fine, 1992; Irwin, 1995; Benson, 2000; and Dancy, 2004.  Attempts to either 

reduce the charge or exculpate Socrates have been made by Brickhouse and Smith, 1984b; Vlastos, 1985; 

Nehamas, 1986; Lesher, 1987; Beversluis, 1987; Woodruff, 1987; McPherran, 1987; Vlastos, 1988; and 

Reeve, 1989; Brickhouse and Smith, 1989, McPherran, 1990, Vlastos, 1990, Vlastos, 1991, and Brickhouse 

and Smith, 1994, and Brickhouse and Smith, 2000.   
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interestingly, there has been, at least since Geach, a tendency to give a very broad reading 

to (PD), such that “F” can range over not simply ethical terms, but general referring 

expressions tout court.  Interpreted in this way, (PD) amounts not simply to a thesis about 

the knowledge of ethical qualities, but a very problematic general semantic principle.385 

Certainly, a number of passages provide us with strong prima facie grounds to 

attribute some version of both (P) and (D) to Socrates.  Of those passages, the strongest 

two occur in the Hippias Major; additional evidence is adduced from the Euthyphro, 

Laches, and Meno.  Let us start with the evidence from the Hippias: 

(T1) But now answer me a short question about that; it‟s a fine thing you reminded me.  Just now, 

someone got me badly stuck when I was finding fault with parts of some speeches for being 

foul, and praising other parts as fine.  He questioned me this way, really insultingly:  

“Socrates, how do you know what sorts of things are fine and foul?  Look, would you be able 

to say what the fine is?”  And I, I‟m so worthless, I was stuck and I wasn‟t able to answer 

him properly.  As I left the gathering I was angry and blamed myself, and I made a 

threatening resolve, that whomever of you wise men I met first, I would listen and learn and 

study, then return to the questioner and fight the argument back.  So, as I say, it‟s a fine thing 

you came now.  Teach me enough about what the fine is itself, and try to answer me with the 

greatest precision possible, so I won‟t be a laughingstock again for having been refuted a 

second time.  Of course you know it clearly; it would be a pretty small bit of learning out of 

the many things you know. (Hippias Major 286c5-e4; Woodruff tr.) 

 

(T2) So when I go home to my own place and he hears me saying those things, he asks if I‟m not 

ashamed that I dare discuss fine activities when I‟ve been so plainly refuted about the fine, 

and it‟s clear that I don‟t even know at all what that is itself!  “Look,” he‟ll say.  “How will 

you know whose speech—or any other action—is finely presented or not, when you are 

ignorant of the fine?  And when you‟re in a state like that, do you think it‟s any better for 

you to live than die?” (Hippias Major 304d4-e3; Woodruff tr.) 

 

 If we read these questions as insinuations, they clearly imply at least a weak 

version of (P).  We could weaken (P) either by restricting its application to the fine, 

specifically, or by watering down the consequent, such that the failure to know what fine-

ness is would make us incapable of knowing in general what things are fine,386 or of 

defending our praise or scorn of putatively fine or foul practices.  But the weakened 

                                                 
385 As Geach and others have noted, it strains credulity to assume that, but for a universal definition of 

“man” or “horse,” we could not come to correctly identify men or horses.   
386 See Woodruff, 1982, p. 110. 
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versions are based on implausible readings of the text.  First, it is sometimes assumed that 

Socrates‟ imagined interlocutor has scorned him for behaving like a sophist (especially in 

light of his use of dialegesthai at 304d5)387; but the exchange is portrayed as taking place 

in a private, household setting in which Socrates is presented as doing no more than 

giving his initial reactions to a recently witnessed speech.  The attack is based on 

Socrates‟ ordinary judgment, not his (supposedly) sophistic behavior.  Second, it is 

sometimes argued that the imagined critic is appealing to a distinction between 

controversial and uncontroversial cases.  On this line of thought, Socrates is being 

criticized for presuming to know how to resolve boundary cases.388  Unfortunately, there 

are excellent textual grounds to doubt the epistemic relevance of the 

controversial/uncontroversial distinction, especially in light of the fact that that 

distinction is itself based on the acceptance of conventional morality, which Socrates 

frequently dismisses as irrelevant.  So our passages look, at least initially, like strong 

evidence in favor of (P), at least if we restrict it to fine-ness.389 

Textual evidence supporting (D) is often taken to occur in the Meno: 

 
(T3) If then you decide to ask someone there that sort of question [i.e., whether virtue can be 

taught], there is no one who will not laugh and say:  “Good stranger, you risk thinking me to 

be someone who is really blessed—someone who knows, concerning virtue, whether it is 

teachable or how it comes to be—but I am so far from knowing whether or virtue is 

teachable or not, that I fail entirely to know what virtue is.”  I am impoverished along with 

my fellow citizens in this matter, and I blame myself for being completely ignorant of virtue.  

But if I do not know what something is, how could I know what sort of a thing it is?  Or do 

you think it possible that someone who is entirely unacquainted with who Meno is could 

know whether he is handsome or rich or noble, or the opposite of these?  Does that seem 

possible to you?  (71a1-b7) 

 

(T4) We shall have clear knowledge of this [i.e., whether virtue is divinely inspired] when, before 

we investigate the way in which virtue comes to be present in men, we first try to investigate 

it in itself—what virtue is. (100b4-6) 

 

                                                 
387 See Nehamas, 1986, pp. 290-1. 
388 See Beversluis, 1987, Santas, 1972, 136. 
389 See Benson, 2000, pp. 115-19. 
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(T3) begins by posing a question specifically about virtue, and then enunciating a 

general principle that is virtually identical to (D), and then closes by returning to another 

application of that general principle to the particular case of Meno.390  (T4) reinforces the 

priority claim.  The use of Meno as an instance of that principle provides evidence 

against restricting the claim to the moral domain, if only because Meno certainly fails to 

be an ethical property. 

In general, though we could quibble with the scope or the precision of the 

consequents of both (P) and (D), the sheer volume and variety of passages in which 

Socrates appeals to variants of each is sufficient to launch an inductive generalization to 

the conclusion that Socrates is committed to (PD). This is Benson‟s procedure.  

Acknowledging that no single text is sufficient to warrant anything as general as (PD), he 

argues, instead, that the preponderance of different sorts of evidence which can logically 

be explained as instantiating cases of (PD) are sufficient for us to suppose that Socrates, 

in fact, subscribes to (PD).391 

VIII. RECLASSIFYING THE PRIORITY OF DEFINITION 

To the constructivist, Socratic acceptance of (PD) should prove intolerable, for the simple 

reason that if Socrates sincerely believes both that he is completely ignorant of fine-ness, 

courage, piety, or virtue generally, and that the absence of any knowledge of these things 

                                                 
390 It should not go unnoticed that Meno is better counted a particular than a property, but because 

engaging that general dispute would take me beyond the confines of my present argument, I will ignore the 

issue here. 
391 In addition to the texts we have already reviewed, Benson appeals to Euthyphro 6e3-6 (the paradigm 

passage); Euthyphro 4d9-5d1; Laches 190b7-c2 and 189e3-190b1; Charmides 176a6-b1 (a curious 

inclusion, since this is a closing remark from Charmides, not Socrates); Protagoras 312c1-4 (a much 

weaker claim than (D), that if someone is ignorant of what a sophist is, they do not know whether a sophist 

is good or bad); and Gorgias 462c10-d2 (also a weaker claim, which is actually a criticism of Polus for 

jumping to conclusions).  Benson, 2000 reviews his induction on pp. 128-31. 
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renders even the search for them a moot point, then there is simply no way for him to 

seek, much less secure, moral knowledge, at least in the absence of expert guidance.   

In addition to this apparently intolerable consequence, let me point to two more.  

First, most constructivists doubt that Socrates accepts the expertise of his interlocutors.  

Socrates‟ appeals to their expertise are invariably treated as ironic.  This expedient, 

however, simply reintroduces the problem at a new level, since if we deem these appeals 

to expertise as insincere, then Socrates has no reason to think that his interlocutor is in 

any better position than he is to evaluate putative examples of the feature in question.  

This motivates the second intolerable consequence:  Socrates constantly appeals to 

examples in testing the accounts of his interlocutors.  If he believes both that he and his 

interlocutors are ignorant of the correct account of some virtue, and that the possession of 

such knowledge is at least a necessary condition upon which appeals to examples may be 

made, then his actual practice of appealing to examples is rendered entirely mysterious; 

little better than whistling in the dark, as Geach might say.392 

This helps to explain the variety of expedients to which constructivists have 

appealed to avoid Socratic acceptance.  Attacks on the notion that Socrates accepts (PD) 

have generally rested on appeals to the particular contexts of the passages to attempt to 

water down the force of the consequent of (PD).  A common theme is to appeal to what 

Vlastos dubbed the “Sufficiency of True Belief” thesis: the idea that true belief is 

sufficient to guide us through the practical concerns of life, even though we lack expert 

knowledge.  Socrates, then, can disavow definitional knowledge without rendering 

                                                 
392 Beversluis, has made this argument forcefully.  See Beversluis, 1992, pp. 109-11. 
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himself totally bereft of moral resources.393  Brickhouse and Smith have, in addition to 

attempting to water down the texts traditionally taken as evidence for (P), also tried to 

distinguish between two sorts of knowledge, one which (“knowing that”) Socrates can 

safely be said to possess, and another (“knowing how or why”) which is adequate to 

engage in a constructive elenchus, and another, expert knowledge, which Socrates fails to 

possess.394   

Given his non-constructivist stance, and his more general project of dissolving the 

problem of the elenchus, Benson‟s defense of (PD) as a Socratic thesis is, at first glance, 

strange, if only because we might expect a committed non-constructivist to attempt to 

avoid attributing any strong epistemological theses to Socrates.  This proves to be the key 

to understanding Benson‟s strategy.  Benson attempts to dispel the appearance of conflict 

by defanging the apparent epistemic implications of (PD), since, in general, he argues, 

first, that the Socratic approach to examining knowledge claims can run perfectly well in 

the absence of knowledge, since it tests, not the truth, but instead the consistency, of an 

                                                 
393 This is, generally, the argument appealed to by Irwin (1977, 40-41); Burnyeat (1977, 384 ff.); Santas 

(1979, 119 ff.); and, with qualification, Woodruff (1982, 140).  Though see the skeptical remarks of 

Vlastos, 1994, 72-3. 
394 Brickhouse and Smith present their distinction between two types of knowledge prior to expounding 

their attack on Socrates‟ adherence to (P), which they rightly think poses an extreme challenge to their 

view.  Their need to distinguish between two modes of knowledge, though, is obviously motivated by the 

apparent conflict between Socrates‟ frequently claimed ignorance and what they take to be the many 

strongly held moral convictions that he expresses in various contexts.  Given that (1) texts which are 

adduced as evidence for (P) often occur in conjunction with Socrates‟ testimony to his own ignorance, and 

(2) (P) appears to undermine not just Socrates‟ moral judgments, but the ability of anyone who lacks 

knowledge to engage in moral inquiry generally, it is hard to escape the conclusion that their appeal to two 

types of knowedge is tailored, to some extent, to escape its clutches, for the simple reason that if they are 

successful at weakening (P)‟s consequent, they can still safely assume the Socratic knowledge (knowledge 

that) may be invoked without presuming the expert knowledge needed for general evaluative expertise.  It 

seems fairly clear to me that if Socrates in fact relies on the distinction that Brickhouse and Smith infer, and 

makes those statements that have so commonly be taken to invoke (P), he must be guilty of a form of 

special pleading. See Brickhouse and Smith, 1994, pp. 30-45, for their appeal to two kinds of knowledge, 

and pp. 45-55 for their attempt to defray (P). 
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interlocutor‟s beliefs;395 and second, that Socrates is essentially a proto-skeptic, who 

doubts the possibility of attaining knowledge.396  While I am sympathetic to this 

approach, I think it crucially misinterprets the function of those (often interrogative) texts 

that are adduced as evidence of (PD). 

These problems can be safely avoided by interpreting (PD) as a dialectical 

assumption rather than a part of a broader epistemological project.  That is to say, first, 

that Socrates need not subscribe to (PD), in fact, his frequent testimony to his own utter 

ignorance in the very process of asserting (PD) should render the question of whether he 

accepts it a moot one.  This is for the straight-forward reason that it makes little sense to 

suppose both (1) that Socrates believes himself to be utterly ignorant of the domain of 

inquiry in question, while also (2) subscribing to strong theses about what knowledge of 

that domain must entail.397  But second, Socrates has strong methodological grounds to 

obtain his interlocutors‟ assent to (PD), especially in the context of definition testing.  But 

before jumping to any conclusions, let us take a closer look at the texts invoked to 

support (PD). 

First, notice that (T1) is bookmarked by overt signs of Socratic irony. For, 

immediately prior to telling Hippias the story about his encounter with his rude family 

member, he refers to his chance encounter with Hippias as “eis kalon” (cf. 286c4 and 

286d8), an idiom meaning, roughly, “timely,” but punningly featuring the very term that 

Socrates employs to illustrate his own utter ignorance.  More intriguingly, Socrates‟ 

device, of employing a (probably apocryphal) third person to rebuke his uses of “kalon” 

enable him to effectively evade a general epistemic problem with supposing him to assert 

                                                 
395 See Benson, 2000, 138-41. 
396 See Benson, 2000, 222-56. 
397 See Brickhouse and Smith, 1994, 45-7. 
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(PD) in his own person.  That is this:  (PD) amounts to a strong thesis about knowledge, 

and worse, applies most apparently to those sorts of knowledge that Socrates most 

consistently disavows.  His appeal to an absent person, then, in effect allows him to 

sidestep the issue of the merits of the alleged criticism.398 

More telling is the usual placement and form of Socrates‟ initial appeals to the 

priority of definition.  First the placement:  With the sole exception of the Meno, Socrates 

makes this appeal after the interlocutor has invoked, and Socrates has (provisionally) 

accepted, his own expertise about the topic at hand.  In the Meno, too, Socrates 

invocation of (PD) amounts to a preamble to Meno‟s claim to have expert knowledge of 

virtue, an attribute he explains by appeal to his tutelage under Gorgias.  Now, the form:  

In both the Meno and the Hippias, Socrates introduces (PD) in the interrogative mode.  In 

the case of our Hippias passage, this is particularly telling, since Hippias has already, 

from the very opening of the dialogue, donned the mantle of expertise.  Socrates‟ appeal 

to his expertise is surely ironic, as we have noted; he even goes so far as to claim that the 

provision of a correct definition will be a minor affair for someone as wise as our hapless 

interlocutor, who promptly concurs with the assessment (286e5). 

This raises a key question: Why should Socrates invoke (PD) at all?  If he thinks 

that neither he nor his interlocutor possesses expert knowledge, what role does he 

imagine (PD) to play?  Let me suggest that (PD) is best explained as the primary 

dialectical fulcrum of Socrates‟ elenctic investigation of supposed experts.  He invokes it, 

or something very close to it, when dealing with at least Euthyphro, Hippias, Laches and 

                                                 
398 Interestingly, it also provides a lacuna on the merits of (PD) that is not filled anywhere prior to the 

Meno. 
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Nicias, and Meno.399  Each of these fellows presumes himself to be an expert of the 

domain under investigation, and each undoubtedly fails to provide an account that 

satisfies Socrates.  When Socrates asks an interlocutor, qua expert of the domain under 

investigation, whether he accepts (PD), he is luring the interlocutor into a Faustian 

bargain.  For if an interlocutor accepts (PD), but then fails to provide an adequate account 

of the feature under scrutiny, he is forced to admit that he has failed to meet his own 

previously accepted standard of expert knowledge. 

This dialectical role comes out most clearly in Socrates‟ closing re-invocation of 

(PD) to Hippias.  There, too, Socrates appeals to his imagined critic, but the words are 

now clearly directed at Hippias, himself.  Having failed to provide any acceptable 

definitions of the fine, how will Hippias know even whether it is better for him to live or 

die?  This is, I think, best interpreted as a bit of overly-dramatic Socratic shaming, which 

has the immediate effect of reminding Hippias of his initial (undoubtedly myopic) 

acceptance of (PD), and pointing out that his failure to provide an adequate account of the 

fine, by his initial lights, has rendered his own evaluative remarks completely 

unjustified.400 

That said, (PD) does not stand or fall alone.  It is part of a broader Socratic 

strategy of deploying what I have been calling the “technical conceit.”  Socrates 

                                                 
399 The one clear outlier to this trend is the Lysis, in which the boys do not pose as experts.  This poses at 

least an apparent outlier for my treatment; but adjudicating the question of its overlap with my treatment 

here would constitute a larger detour than I can reasonably make in this context. 
400 Brickhouse and Smith adopt a curious reading of the passage, writing that “it follows from a literal 

reading that Socrates believes everyone is better off dead just because everyone is ignorant of the 

beautiful,” and chalk this supposed implication up to Socratic hyperbole.  But their supposed implication 

simply does not follow, since the whole force of the remark is to show that the target of the criticism is in 

no position to judge whether life or death is superior.  The adjective employed, θξεῖηηνλ, is a virtual 

synonym of the comparative form of θαιὸλ. 



325 

 

consistently depicts expert knowledge on the model of technical expertise, or technē.  It is 

to this model of technical expertise that we now turn. 

IX. THE TECHNĒ MODEL OF KNOWLEDGE 

We have already seen Socrates appeal to his conception of technical knowledge, most 

obviously in the final section of the Euthyphro, but also in the Laches, and as shall be 

explored shortly, the closing refutation of the Charmides.  In this section, I will explore, 

first, Socrates‟ conception of technical knowledge, as it is represented in the early 

dialogues, and second, the (inevitably destructive) uses to which this model of craft 

knowledge is put.   

 As our review of the Apology has shown, Socrates compares the ethical expertise 

that he has searched for to craft knowledge.  But as he also explains there, he has had no 

luck locating any moral experts to refute the oracle, and in the face of this admitted 

failure, has devoted himself to a slightly altered mission, which consists in serving as a 

paradigm for god‟s message, that “human” wisdom is worthless, and real wisdom, in the 

sense of expert moral knowledge, is the sole province of the divine (23a-b).401  Even 

before referring to the time at which Socrates had managed to extract this interpretation 

from his search, he never describes himself as searching for ethical knowledge , per se, 

but only for an expert, or what we might think of as a moral technician.  Given his own 

profession of ignorance, though, this poses an immediate problem, since he is, ex 

hypothesi, unfit to evaluate the expertise of a putative expert of a domain of which he 

himself is ignorant.   

                                                 
401 See Forster, 2007, for a strong argument that this is Socrates‟ main motivation, and for the lack of any 

support texts among the pre-Gorgias dialogues for the contention that Socrates was devoted to searching 

for ethical knowledge.  Note also that this was the sole contention among our putative elenctic goals for 

which we could find no textual evidence. 
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One (but not the sole) way that Socrates deals with this problem is by appeal to a 

model of craft knowledge.402  Luckily, the Socratic appeal to craft is ubiquitous among 

the dialogues.403  Brickhouse and Smith have provided an excellent synthesis of the most 

well-attested features of craft knowledge, as Socrates portrays it.404  They count seven 

distinctive features: 

1.  Rationality or Regularity:  The craftsman deploys an orderly method so as to 

produce a regular and reliable result.  Craftsmen are often (though not 

exclusively) counted as possessors of productive knowledge, such that their 

competence can be judged by reference to the quality of their finished 

products;405 

 

2. Instruction:  Crafts must be teachable, and they must be learnable.  This 

implies, among other things, that the craftsman possesses a reliable means of 

transmitting his knowledge to pupils, such that when they become experts in 

their own right, they will also be able to pass their skill on to their students, and 

so on;406 

 

3. Etiology:  The craftsman is able to give causal accounts of the various tools 

and objects of his craft, such that he can give an intelligible explanation of how 

his craft functions and what it produces;407 

 

4. Infallibility:  With respect to his given craft, the craftsman does not err.  He 

will be able to answer any question about his domain of expertise correctly;408 

 

5. Specialization:  Craft knowledge is the domain of experts in the given craft 

under consideration, and each is distinct from the other;409 this leads to 

 

                                                 
402 The other method is by appeal to moral truths that he takes to be divinely inspired, and so compelled to 

believe, even while lacking expert knowledge of them.  See Forster, 2007 generally, and pp. 6-14 for a 

discussion of the textual evidence in favor of taking the appeal to a distinction between expert knowledge 

and true belief to be genuinely Socratic, as well as Woodruff, in Smith and Woodruff, 2000, 130-50. 
403 See Roochnik, 1996, pp. 253-64 for a chart of the uses of technē and its cognates among especially the 

early dialogues featuring Socratic refutation.  As Roochnik documents, a search of the Thesaurus Linguae 

Graecae reveals 675 uses of the term in its various inflections among all the Platonic dialogues (noting that 

the TLG also counts the dialogues of doubtful authenticity).   
404 See Brickhouse and Smith, 1994, pp. 6-7.  The list follows their own layout, while departing slightly 

from their labels. 
405 Gorgias 503e-504b, 464c. 
406 Laches 185e, 186b, 187a; Protagoras 319b-c; Gorgias 514a-b. 
407 Laches 189e-190b; Gorgias 465, 500e-501b. 
408 Euthyphro 4e-5a; Laches 186b; 187a-b. 
409 Apology 24e-25c; Crito 47a-46c; Gorgias 455b-c; Laches 184c-e. 
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6. Uniqueness:  Each craft is unique; it will have features which serve to 

distinguish it from any other craft.  This is so even in those cases where several 

crafts are jointly employed toward a single product, such as, e.g. a building.  

The erection of a building may require the work of both a carpenter and a 

stone-mason, but the craft knowledge of each is still unique, and may still be 

judged by reference to the specific products of each.410 

 

7. Wisdom:  The craftsman possesses expert knowledge of his craft, and so is said 

to be wise with respect to it;411 

 

In addition to these seven features I would add the following: 

 

8.  Improvement:  Socrates supposes that the craftsman will inevitably act so as to 

improve the condition of the object of his skilled attention.  Their action serves 

to benefit those objects or people over which it is directed.412 

 

While questions about the provenance of this account of craft knowledge are 

seldom directly addressed, it is fair to suppose that Socrates is appealing to an ideal 

model of craft knowledge, rather than an inductive model supported by his reported 

interactions with various craftspeople.  In fact, there is much evidence to suggest that the 

concept of technical knowledge had been rather richly developed by a number of figures 

in the sophistic tradition.413  While this goes some distance toward explaining his 

interlocutor‟s familiarity with his appeal to various crafts, our question here concerns the 

use to which Socrates puts his notion of technical expertise.  Let us see how Socrates 

appeals to the notion of craft knowledge in some elenctic dialogues. 

A. THE USE OF TECHNĒ IN THE EUTHYPHRO 

As we saw, Socrates appeals to craft knowledge in the Euthyphro several times.  His first 

use of “technē” occurs in the initial Daedalus passage, but allusions to Socrates‟ model of 

craft knowledge actually fill his early exchange with Euthyphro.  There, after Euthyphro 

                                                 
410 Ibid. Cf. Gorgias 452a-d, 453c-454b, 455d 464b-c; Ion 531a-532c, 536e-542b. 
411 Apology 2c-d; Gorgias 459b, 464c; Protagoras 361a-c. 
412 Apology 20a-b; Euthyphro 13b; Laches 195b-c; Republic I.341c-342e. 
413 See Roochnik, 1996, pp. 17-88 for a review and construction of a pre-Platonic notion of ηέρλε. 
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implies that he possesses infallible knowledge of future events (3c), Socrates replies that 

he probably hasn‟t come into trouble with the assembly because he is “unwilling to teach 

[his] wisdom” (3d6).  Euthyphro‟s soon testifies directly to his ability to teach his 

“precise knowledge” with ease (cf. 4e9-5a2, 5b8-5c3, 5d6).  Of course, his hopes of 

easily teaching Socrates about piety and impiety are quickly dashed.  When Socrates 

distinguishes between disputes that result in enmity, and those that are capable of swift 

resolution, he points to two sorts of craft knowledge, calculation and measurement, but 

there, the force of the appeal is obviously to exclude disputes in the moral domain from 

the category of easily resoluble disputes.414 

The next elenctically relevant appeal to expert knowledge comes with 

Euthyphro‟s definition of piety as a kind of service. Recall that three forms of that 

definition all foundered on the rocks of the criteria governing craft expertise. The first, 

superior model of service foundered on Euthyphro‟s unwillingness to accept that the 

Gods could be improved by mortals; the second, subordinate model, foundered on 

Euthyphro‟s inability to express the benefit toward which the craft of piety aimed; the 

final, negotiation model foundered on Euthyphro‟s similar unwillingness to specify the 

advantage gained by the gods through the actions of mortals.  Each of these refutations 

are explicitly predicated on analogy to specific, publicly recognized crafts.  The first 

appeals to horsemanship, dog breeding, and cattle breeding; the second to medicine, 

house-builders, and ship builders; the third, to market trade.  Euthyphro clearly refuses to 

accept that part of the analogy with crafts that implies improvement of the object of the 

craft.  More interestingly, though, his refusal to specify any single good aimed at by the 

putative craft of piety points, or so I have argued, to an unwillingness to subscribe to the 

                                                 
414 Socrates explicitly identifies weighing as a form of craft knowledge in the Charmides (166b1) 
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uniqueness constraint, since a survey of the desired benefits to be gained from prayer 

display no uniformity.  It is obvious, of course, that the exchange as a whole shows 

Euthyphro unable to satisfy any of the other conditions, but what is interesting about 

these intra-elenctic failures is that they are clearly motivated by Euthyphro‟s own 

suppositions.  That is, they show that Euthyphro himself makes certain suppositions 

about expert knowledge that he is unable to square with his own conception of piety. 

B. THE USE OF TECHNĒ IN THE LACHES 

Take next the final refutation of Nicias in the Laches.  That refutation hangs on Nicias‟ 

acceptance of the uniqueness constraint.  In this context, that amounts to the idea that 

knowledge of bravery must specify a unique body of knowledge that may, in principle, be 

differentiated from the sorts of knowledge implied by other virtues.  He has located a 

definition of courage that is very probably a sufficient condition for its possession; 

unfortunately, in the event, he has managed to net every other virtue, too, and this was 

not his goal.  As maudlin and derivative as his performance in that dialogue generally is, 

Laches forecasts this situation in complaining that Nicias has specified, not the expertise 

of some human being, but instead of “some God” [theon tina] (196a9).  Again, Nicias 

illustrates a conflict between the necessary conditions of technical knowledge, and the 

necessary conditions for ethical knowledge, insofar as the former are domain sensitive 

and uniquely specifiable in a way that the latter do not seem to be.415 

                                                 
415 Roochnik takes conceptions of technē in the Laches to be “value-neutral” (1996, 101), but this strikes 

me as a misreading.  Roochnik is moved by Laches‟ discussion of the different effects of armor-fighting on 

those who are, and those who are not, brave (184b-c).  This points to a fundamental distinction between 

bravery and armor-fighting, to be sure.  Notice, though, that Laches begins his discussion by calling into 

doubt the very status of armor-fighting as a technē.  He develops his criticism into a dilemma:  Either 

armor-fighting is a technē, but of little value, or it is not and its teachers are charlatans (184b).  As the 

dialogue proceeds, both Nicias and Laches concur that technai (pl.) are value-laden, since they distinguish 
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C. THE USE OF TECHNĒ IN THE CHARMIDES 

Finally, let us take a closer look at the last refutation of the Charmides.  The dramatic 

backdrop to this exchange is quite important.  Critias has presented his younger cousin, 

Charmides, as a model of temperance, but Charmides has (unsurprisingly) had little 

success issuing a satisfactory account of that virtue, and has ended by giving a half-

hearted and teasing defense of Critias‟ own teaching about temperance.416  In testifying to 

Charmides temperance, he has presented himself as a competent judge of such matters, 

and in defending what is obviously his own account of temperance, and showing that he 

has taught it to his ward, he has behaved as a teacher with a specific expertise.  So in 

refuting Critias‟ student, Socrates is implicitly attacking his status both as a teacher and 

as a judge of other people‟s characters.  This comes out explicitly when Critias reveals 

that his own account of temperance involves not just the possession of that virtue, but the 

unfailing ability to spot it in others. 

In the dialogue‟s final, and longest, refutation, Critias defends an account of 

temperance as self-knowledge.  Socrates responds, characteristically, by taking a step 

back.  Given that self-knowledge is being identified as a kind of knowledge, what kind is 

it?  He asks Critias to specify both the domain of the science (what it is a science of), and 

the unique product or goal at which it aims.  He goes on to illustrate appropriate 

responses to his question by appeal to medicine, house building, and “other fields of 

                                                                                                                                                 
the good from the bad within their own respective domains; their disagreement concerns the scope of their 

respective evaluative domains.  See 195c-d.  Nicias rebuts Laches‟ charge that his definition would include 

doctors and farmers not on the grounds that their professions are value neutral (he never denies that they 

know what is to be hoped for and dreaded in farming and medicine), but on the different grounds that they 

do not know, e.g. whether it is better for the patient to recover.  This is, of course, a separate issue from the 

question of what is better for the patient‟s health. 
416 Both are related to Plato, and as mentioned, and both would go on to be members of the Thirty.  The 

dialogue‟s explicit mention of Socrates recent retreat from Potidaea allows for a relatively precise dramatic 

date of 432, almost thirty years prior to their imfamous membership in the Thirty in 404/3.  See Nails, 108-

113. 
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expertise” (allōn technōn, 165d8).  Critias objects that temperance, like many other crafts 

such as calculation and geometry, has no explicit product apart from the art itself.  

Socrates concurs, but reinforces Critias‟ own admission that the science of temperance 

must have its own nature (165e) by insisting that it must have a domain of application 

distinct from itself, as calculation is not identical to the odd and even, all while ranging 

over them.  Socrates is laying a powerful trap.417  Here Critias makes the mistake that will 

ultimately hobble his attempt:  He insists, first, that temperance is different from all the 

other science, but goes on to add that its domain of application includes both all the other 

sciences and itself.   

Socrates responds, first, by taking this new description as the revised definition 

under review, and second, by challenging both its possibility and its benefit (cf. 167b ff.).  

As with the Laches, our dialogue shifts to a knowledge-based account of the target 

feature; but here, unlike there, Critias rejection of a direct analogy with other common 

forms of expertise takes Socrates one remove from direct questions about the target and 

account data, to questions about the proper scope and domain of the sort of expert 

knowledge on offer.  Instead of staying with the case of knowledge, or even any given 

expertise, Socrates shifts ground to the more general frame of the account.  He begins 

with the following complex definition:  “Temperance is (1) some single knowledge; 

which (2) is a not a knowledge of anything other than itself and other knowledges; and 

also (3) this same knowledge is also a knowledge of the absence of knowledge” (167b11-

c2).418  From this, he derives the following frame:  “There is some single x, such that x is 

                                                 
417 He alludes later to this very sort of trap in the Republic (IV.430e-431a). 
418 Commentators have tended to miss an important later effect of the second prong, when it is conjoined 

with the general distinction between a field of knowledge and its distinct domain of application; namely, 

that this knowledge is limited to other knowledges, simpliciter, while perforce excluding their specific 
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not of anything except itself and other cases of x and the absence of x.”  Socrates 

proceeds to list multiple possible values of “x”, taken first from the domain of intentional 

verbs, as follows: 

(1) Is there some single vision, such that it is not of color, but of vision and other visions and the 

absence of vision (167c8-d2); 

(2) Is there some single hearing, such that it is not of sound, but of hearing and other hearings and 

the absence of hearing (167d4-5); 

(3) Is there some single desire, such that it is not of pleasure, but of itself and other desires and the 

absence of desire (167e1-2); 

(4) Is there some single wish that wishes for no good, but wishes for itself and other wishes and 

the absence of wishes (167e4-5); 

(5) Is there some love, such that it loves nothing but itself and other loves and the absence of love 

(167e7-8); 

(6) Is there some fear, such that it fears nothing but itself and other fears and the absence of fear 

(168a1-2); 

(7) Is there some opinion, such that it is not of anything but of itself and of other opinions and the 

absence of opinion (168a3-4)? 

 

Socrates generalizes (1) and (2) to cover all cases of sense perception (167d7-9), and then 

moves to other cases of cases involving intentionality.  Importantly, Socrates phrases 

each of these putative cases in the interrogative, and has Critias agree, at the provision of 

each example, that the sort of thing envisioned is highly implausible.  This generates the 

interim conclusion that such a science would at least be peculiar. The appearance of 

peculiarity arises from two constraints, both of which Critias has accepted before the 

epagoge begins.  First is the supposed uniqueness (or difference) of each sort of 

knowledge.  Second is Critias‟ insistence that temperance includes itself in its own 

domain of application; that it is reflexive.  But this impression is far from air-tight. 

Socrates now shifts his attention from the subject expressions to their relations 

with their respective objects, as follows.  Since Critias has held that temperance is a 

knowledge of something, Socrates describes it as a certain power or faculty (dunamis) of 

being “of something.”  Noticing that the particular faculty on offer must be reflexive, 

                                                                                                                                                 
domains of application.  So, it is, in effect, a knowledge that knows knowledges without knowing any part 

of what those knowledges know! 
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since it is not only of other things, but also of itself, he makes trouble for it with examples 

of comparative relations.  There follows one of the more perplexing sentences outside the 

Parmenides in the Platonic cannon:   

Then if we should discover some greater thing [ηί…κεῖδνλ] which is greater than both the 

greater things and than itself; but is greater than nothing than which the other greater 

things are greater, wouldn‟t it inevitably follow, that if it were greater than itself, it would 

also be less than itself? (168b10-c2)  

 

He follows this up with multiple examples of what we would now call binary, 

asymmetrical relations:  the double and the half; more and less; heavier and lighter; older 

and younger.  Obviously, none of these can be reflexive, for they all suppose distinct 

relata.  Socrates continues to pile on the appearance of paradox by showing that the same 

logic, applied to intentional cases, implies further oddities.  So, for example, since 

hearing is of nothing except sounds, the possibility that a hearing could hear both itself 

and other hearings must imply that hearing itself must make (or indeed, be) noise; and 

vision must be colorful; and similarly with the rest.  These examples allow Socrates to 

infer that in some cases, and notably the mathematical relations, the frame that Critias has 

endorsed is impossible; in the other cases it appears improbable, but both Socrates and 

Critias concur that they are unable to judge whether those cases are impossible, 

simpliciter.   

It might be objected that in offering examples, Socrates has moved away from the 

sort of craft knowledge that prompted the exploration in the first place.419  Instead of 

                                                 
419 Roochnik (1996, pp. 111-12; and 112-22) argues that when Critias shifts his definition of temperance to 

self-knowledge, he is in effect rejecting the ηέρλε model.  This is not the case.  Critias launches two 

objections against Socrates procedure, but neither rejects the status of temperance as a craft. In fact, they 

both appeal to that status.  The first objection is that temperance does not have a specific product (165e3-

166a2); but Critias substantiates this precisely by appealing to other crafts, such as calculation, that also 

fail to have any product.  Indeed, he goes farther, arguing that “this knowledge is not similar in nature to 

the other knowledges, just as the other knowledges fail to be similar to one another” (165e3-5).  This is just 

an appeal to the uniqueness of any given technē; far from objecting to the technē model, it corroborates it.  

The second objection (166b7-c6) to Socrates‟ procedure is that temperance is unique among all the crafts in 
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appealing to medicine or generalship or house building, he is now appealing to sensation, 

love, opinion, and the like.  We can explain this forbearance, though, by recalling Critias‟ 

own objection to the direct analogy with the other crafts.  Socrates reacts by shifting 

away from the direct analogy with other sorts of knowledge, to a more general analogy to 

other sorts of intentional relations, of which knowledge is treated as a species.420 

Commentators have made various objections to Socrates‟ procedure.421  He seems 

to employ a grab-bag assortment of examples; he runs together distinct (comparative and 

objective) uses of the genitive422; he unfairly analogizes mathematical and even 

mechanical relations to psychological or intentional ones.  These objections strike me as 

misguided, once we recall that Socrates is testing Critias’ intuitions about the various 

cases, and responding, as he goes, to his objections.  The bar against which the various 

possible interpretations must be measured is Critias himself, who is claiming to possess 

just the sort of knowledge under consideration.  He is free, here as before, to accept or 

reject the various analogies as on target or spurious. 

Since Sprague (1976), commentators have tended to focus on the various ways in 

which Socrates‟ argument menaces the supposed reflexivity of knowledge.  Sprague 

relies, rather misleadingly, on a supposed distinction between first- and second-order 

knowledges.  First order knowledges would include standard bodies of knowledge such 

                                                                                                                                                 
ranging over both all other sciences and itself, but this is a conscious appeal to the very uniqueness 

requirement that appears in the earlier objection.  Socrates shifts away from any direct analogy with various 

crafts, but neither he nor Critias rejects the status of temperance as a craft, at least by the lights of Critias‟ 

account. 
420 As we shall see below, Socrates is forced into this shift by Critias‟ contentions about the two ways in 

which temperance is utterly unique among the various sciences—its reflexivity and inclusion of other 

sciences among its domain of application. 
421 See Dyson, 1974; Klein, 1975, Sprague, 1976, pp. 8-42, McCabe, 2007. 
422 In Greek, the two phrases “fear of dying” and “taller than a tree” may be rendered by placing the 

italicized phrases in the genitive case.  Socrates list contains instances of both uses.  But see McCabe, 2007, 

pp. 6-8, for doubts. 
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as medicine and ship-building.  Second-order knowledges would include knowledges of 

other knowledges, but would themselves lack their peculiar domains of application, and 

so be “parasitic and empty” (1976, p. 29).  Unfortunately, this simply misses the drift of 

the argument.  Far from causing trouble for “second-order” knowledges generally, 

Critias‟ accepted definition states explicitly that temperance is the only “second-order” 

knowledge.  In fact, once we analyze the various parts of the definition to which Critias 

has committed himself, it is fairly apparent that the combination of the four lead to patent 

absurdities, and in particular, the two supposed defining features of temperance are 

obvious non-starters.  As soon as Critias accepts the new definition of temperance as 

“self-knowledge,” Socrates will challenge him to state both what, and of what, this 

knowledge is.  He responds, though, by evading the issue and urging Socrates to stop 

looking for similarities to other cases of knowledge, and instead look to the (still 

unstated) unique features of temperance.  In the course of attempting to elaborate these 

features, Critias commits himself to the following four claims: 

1. Uniqueness:  Each knowledge is distinct from every other, such that the domain of each is 

exclusive to it (165e3-5); 

2. Distinctness:  Each knowledge (save one!) is distinct from its specific domain of application 

(166c1-3); 

3. Reflexivity:  Temperance is the single knowledge which knows itself (166c1-3; 166e5-6). 

4. Domain of Application:  Temperance is the single knowledge which knows other knowledges 

(166e5-6) and their absence (166e7-9). 

 

Notice that Critias makes each commitment prior to Socrates‟ summation of the 

definition at 167b10-c2.423  That definition, which Critias accepts is: 

5. Temperance is the single knowledge which is not of anything except itself, other knowledges, 

and their absence.  

 

                                                 
423 Socrates procedure is deliberately misleading, because after gathering the various strands of the 

definition, he pretends, momentarily, that Critias has said something which looks conspicuously similar to 

Socrates‟ own apparent aspirations after temperance.  See 165a1-7.  His subsequent restatement of Critias 

definition, of course, gives the lie to this apparently hopeful beginning. 
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  The rest of Socrates‟ elaborate rebuttal simply points out the various absurdities 

involved in taking the claims literally.  Take the first claim.  Its opening independent 

clause is, in itself, relatively unproblematic.  There is no obvious objection to the 

supposition that each coherent body of knowledge or science (or possibly even every act 

of knowing capable of being individuated) may be distinct from every other.424  But to 

add that the objects of any given body of knowledge must be exclusive to it is to court 

nonsense.425  Numbers may be the specific objects of the science of calculation, but 

knowledge of them is a necessary condition for expertise in quite a few distinguishable 

domains.  This, in turn, shows up as nonsense the first clause of (4), since different crafts 

are often nested, such that the successful employment of one will involve a number of 

others.  The successful house-builder must often either be, or understand quite a bit 

about, the skills of carpentry, stonemasonry, architecture, and more, just as the successful 

general must master strategy, tactics, and military history, or the successful ship‟s captain 

                                                 
424 Indeed, this is little more than a tautology of conceptual analysis, since if we suppose that we have a 

thing that is capable of being individuated, it follows that we must be able to distinguish it from anything 

else.  I take this approach to evade by stipulation problems arising from the possible identity of 

indiscernibles, since to claim that we have some object capable of being individuated is just to maintain 

that the object is discernible. 
425 This is not explicitly stated prior to Socrates‟ elaboration of the definition; it is, however, strongly 

implied by two factors.  First, Critias appeals to the difference between various knowledges in the course of 

discussing their various respective products and domains.  Second, he claims explicitly that temperance is 

unique in two respects:  that it applies to itself, and that it applies to the other sciences.  Socrates interprets 

this as an exclusivity claim, to the effect that sciences (other than temperance) are of things distinct from 

themselves, but not of other sciences.  (He states this explicitly, with Critias concurring, at 170e9-10.)  

Note further that were Critias to demand that temperance included both knowledge of the other knowledges 

and of their respective domains of application, his definition would almost certainly collapse against the 

unity requirement, since in that case it would present little more than a conjunctive list of the various sorts 

of expertise, along with the rider that it was also reflexive.  This exclusivity requirement poses an obvious 

challenge for Socrates, since it forces him to re-envision the possible applications of a knowledge which 

lacks any separable content apart from various other knowledges shorn of their respective domains.  I 

would prefer the description according to which this is part of Socrates‟ strategy of hanging his interlocutor 

by his own benighted rope. 
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navigation and meteorology.  The fact that these skills are non-identical does not imply 

that they in no way overlap.426 

The distinction between an intentional act and its object announced in (2) and 

adumbrated by the various examples is best seen as an early attempt to carve out the 

bedrock principle of intentionality.427  Though we can and do talk about loving loving 

and thinking about our thoughts, in such cases we can discriminate between the act of 

intentionality and its given contents, regardless of the “level” at which they happen to 

appear.  It is, of course, the status of “knowing” as an intentional act with analytically 

distinct relata that gives rise to the paradoxical implications of (3).  The supposed 

reflexivity of temperance will pose just the sort of conundrums Socrates raises about 

sensation and other cases of intentionality if we suppose a strict identity between act and 

content.  But (4) is what leads to exceptional trouble, since when combined with (1) and 

(2), it implies: 

6. Temperance knows other knowledges, but not their respective domains of application. 

It is this consequence, rather than temperance‟s supposed status as a “second-order” type 

of knowledge, or even its reflexivity, that gives rise to Sprague‟s worry about the 

groundless-ness of higher order sciences.  What Sprague (and other later 

commentators)428 failed to notice is that Critias‟ definition does not make problems for 

higher-order reflection, generally, via problems with reflexivity, but instead treats 

                                                 
426 Bearing in mind Aristotle‟s injunction against employing the various skill-terms haphazardly in our 

explanatory language. 
427 By which I mean the “directedness” or “aboutness” of intentional states, classically formulated by 

Brentano:  “Every mental phenomenon is characterized by…what we might call…reference to a content, 

direction toward an object …or immanent objectivity” (1874, 88).  The details of Brentano‟s analysis 

proved highly controversial, but the basic distinction between an intentional act and its object, however 

defined, has been a core tenet of post-idealistic analytic philosophy.  See Jacob, 2010, for an excellent 

overview of contemporary theories, and Hochberg, 1999 for a demanding discussion of long-standing 

difficulties of analyzing intentional relations. 
428 Roochnik, 1996, pp. 120-121, McCabe, 2007. 
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temperance as the only possible second-order knowledge.  This is the deeper motivation 

behind the shift away from other types of knowing toward, first, other intentional acts, 

and subsequently, binary transitive relations. 

 Socrates goes on to wreak havoc on the possible benefit of temperance by appeal 

to just this distinction between knowledge of knowledge, simpliciter, and knowledge of a 

certain domain.  He momentarily avoids the disastrous implications of (1), instead turning 

to (2) in order to pose a number of hypothetical questions about the possible domain of a 

second-order science that excludes knowledge of those sciences‟ respective domains.  It 

is, Socrates insist, by the science of medicine that we discern between health and 

sickness, and by the science of politics that we distinguish the just from the unjust.  But 

temperance, because it knows only the presence or absence of knowledges, but not their 

contents, can only claim that some science is present, not what that science is, since this 

“knowing what” would imply knowledge of the objects of the sciences, and not simply 

knowledge of the sciences themselves, prompting the startling conclusion that the 

temperate man will neither “know what he knows and does not know” (170d2), nor what 

another knows, but in each case, only that some knowledge is present.  He will in neither 

case be able to say what that knowledge is (170c-d). 

 We might, at such a turn, urge Critias‟ protest, since he might agree that we would 

not be able to sort out the different domains of various sciences by appeal to a second-

order science, but notice that this maneuver is blocked by Critias‟ own prior appeal to the 

uniqueness and exclusivity of the various sciences, as Socrates explicitly points out at 

170e9-10, to Critias‟ immediate agreement.  With his knowledge of other knowledges cut 

off from their own grounds, the expected benefits of temperance vanish, for the temperate 
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fellow is rendered unable to discern the quack from the doctor, the shyster from the 

statesman, or generally the fake from the genuine article among professed experts.  With 

this done, the dialogue ends in aporia. 

 There is undoubtedly a good deal more to be said about this final elenchus, but 

permit me to draw back momentarily and offer some methodological comments.  Note, 

first, that as we have seen with previous elenctic encounters, it makes precious little sense 

to take (1)-(5) to be genuine Socratic theses, and this is just as well, since as has been 

demonstrated, they are clearly derived from Critias‟ responses, and they are 

independently of extremely dubious merit.  Second, at each step of the exchange, 

Socrates appeals to Critias to judge the applicability of the posed analogies to the 

proffered rule.  Third, as we saw in the Laches, the shift to a knowledge-based account 

forced a shift away from straight-forward data questions to interpretive questions about 

the rule itself.  This final elenchus succeeds, not by generating specific proposals which 

fail to be captured in the data of either the target or the account, but by posing more 

fundamental challenges to the possible use or benefit of the stated account, on long-

standing agreement that temperance must be beneficial.  The complex elenchus that 

undermines the possibility of Critias‟ proposed knowledge, then, for all its interest, 

essentially sets the stage for the proof that the account, as Critias interprets it, will be of 

no value, according to Critias himself!  This uselessness is nicely illuminated by our own 

procedure, since it amounts to little more than the claim that the account provides no 

guidance as to how we might populate the account data, which is just to say that the 

account fails to achieve its supposed sorting function.  As a diagnostic tool, it is utterly 

defunct. 
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X. INTERPRETIVE QUESTIONS AND THE BOUNDARIES OF STAGE FOUR 

In the preceding sections, I have treated several passages of dialogue that belong to my 

own fourth stage.  I have so far marked the transition to stage four only by noting a shift 

away from uncontroversial features to intentional states, most commonly knowledge.  

The shift to this stage is inevitably accompanied by the introduction of so-called 

“interpretive” questions, but this language is unduly vague.  We see why when we 

consider Socrates‟ procedure in the third stage.  Socrates often introduces statements into 

his account-data, which he checks against his various interlocutors.  Socrates‟ generation 

of these data also involves an act of interpretation, broadly conceived.  This is precisely 

what shows us that Socrates is treating proffered definitions as broad generalizations that 

are intended to capture various instances or types of the feature under investigation.   The 

procedure at stage three is comparatively unproblematic, since it involves a straight-

forward process of matching target-data to account-data; but when the interlocutor 

abandons the use of fairly uncontroversial features of publicly observable actions, matters 

become slightly more complicated. 

Intentional states, unlike the context-specific, associative, public and 

uncontroversial features which populate stage two, are often broadly contextually 

generic, hence only loosely associative, private and (often, but not inevitably) 

controversial; by the latter of which I mean only that the presence or absence of some 

type of intentional state, especially when such states are thought to encompass forms of 

specialized expertise, is not something casually determined by either a lay audience, or 

even a community of experts.   
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I have allowed myself the expedient of referring to the questions posed at this 

phase as “interpretive” because Socrates now shifts away from what are actually 

concealed acts of interpretation to often explicit modeling of different interpretive 

possibilities of the more abstract terms on offer.  That said, it bears noting that Socrates 

actually redeploys the same kind of tools at stage four that have been used in stage three.  

Allow me to briefly comment on how this is done. 

The move away from the data comparison of the third stage is occasioned, as we 

have seen, by an interlocutor‟s shift toward some less determinate account, which often, 

but not exclusively, involves an intentional state.  This transpired, e.g., in Euthyphro‟s 

appeal to the unanimous love of the gods; in Nicias‟ move to knowledge of future goods 

and evils; and in Critias‟ move to knowledge of itself and other knowledges.  Some of the 

more peculiar elements of Euthyphro‟s appeal will be discussed momentarily; for now let 

us turn our attention to some features shared by Socrates‟ interrogation of Nicias and 

Critias. 

Socrates‟ interrogation of Nicias is more compact than that of Critias, but both 

episodes begin by moving a step away from the direct generation of data to a 

consideration of the correct interpretation of the terms in the account.  Socrates‟ move 

essentially repeats his own initial process, with one addition.  Whereas he begins wanting 

an account of, e.g. courage, when offered a knowledge-based account, he asks what 

knowledge it is, and of what.  In both the Laches and the Charmides, this leads to 

Socrates‟ deployment of the craft analogy.  The move is also closely paralleled in the 

Euthyphro‟s implicit demand to know what sort of service to the gods piety is, since in 

each model Socrates invokes forms of expert knowledge.  Socrates assumes that there are 
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different kinds of knowledge (or service, or intentionality), and that the one being alluded 

to must have certain well-defined features.  Socrates‟ use of this analogy, in each case, 

leads the interlocutors to lend independent assent to a set of constraints that conflict either 

with their beliefs about the target feature itself, or more broadly, its relation to other 

similar moral virtues.  In each case, the appeal to a mode of intentionality issues in 

Socrates‟ re-invocation of the unity and exclusivity requirements.  He supposes that there 

must be some single type of knowledge that is both uniquely, and exclusively, related to 

the virtue under consideration. 

We have seen this at the end of the Charmides.  Simplifying somewhat, that 

elenchus proceeds by eliciting certain independent constraints regarding which type of 

craft knowledge temperance is.  The various strictures that Critias‟ invokes about craft 

knowledge generally, and then temperance specifically, are shown to imply either that 

Critias‟ model of temperance is much too narrow, since if fails to capture any of the 

object-knowledge that is relevant to its supposed benefits.  This is shown, crucially, not 

by elucidating definite data from the account, but by considering temperance as one sort 

of expert knowledge alongside others, each with their specific features.  Problematically, 

Critias‟ conception of this knowledge makes it so unique that it is deemed strongly 

improbable, and worse, non-beneficial (and so it independently violates the previously 

agreed upon content restriction that the account must specify something beneficial, 

temperance being agreed to be a beneficial quality). 

We see the same kind of move at the end of the Laches, but with the opposite 

effect.  Nicias defends courage as a unique type of knowledge; but this time, Socrates 

succeeds by having him admit that the type he envisions is broad enough to capture not 
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just the wisdom of the courageous person, but the relevant knowledge for every kind of 

virtue.  Owing to the boundaries of the specialized form of knowledge to which Nicias 

has agreed, Socrates shows that his account is much too broad.  It specifies a type of 

knowledge which is unique, but which is not exclusively related to courage.  He wanted 

to know about courage, but Nicias has given him an account that is sufficient to capture 

any given virtue.  

A somewhat similar process is illustrated at the end of the Euthyphro, for there, 

Socrates provides various models of service to show that they have implications which 

Euthyphro independently rejects, namely (1) that our service benefits or improves the 

gods as in the first and third models; or (2) that there is some single goal toward which all 

pious actions aim, as in the second.  Euthyphro deems the first outcome impossible.  Here 

the problem is not clearly one of being excessively narrow or broad, but of implying an 

impossible consequence.  Similarly, I have argued that he probably regards the second as 

implausible, though he essentially sidesteps it.  The Euthyphro is singular in its 

comparatively early invocation of an intentional state; this will be addressed below. 

XI. THE PARADIGM AND EXPLANATORY REQUIREMENTS 

In my review of Socrates‟ call for a “paradigm” upon which to look in sorting the pious 

from the impious in the Euthyphro, I puzzled over what sort of thing Socrates might be 

after.429  This is a common procedure among later commentators, especially those who 

envision a large degree of continuity between Plato‟s earlier elenctic works and his later, 

mature ones.430  Works as late as the Timaeus continue to appeal to the provision of 

                                                 
429 See Chapter IV, Section IX. 
430 See Dancy, 2004, Ch. 4, pp. 115-133 for a recent defense of this approach, along with extensive 

references to the literature. 
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models, or paradigms, to guide knowledge-seekers in their quest to fashion excellent 

products or to sort the better from the worse in a number of distinct domains.431  But we 

can note two immediate contrasts between the early cases such as the Euthyphro and the 

mature works:  In the mature works, Socrates is consistently depicted as providing his 

own attempted accounts, and he never claims to possess expert knowledge.  In fact, he is 

inevitably depicted as denying any share of expert knowledge, but still searching after the 

best possible accounts of the phenomena under investigation.  In the earlier works, by 

contrast, he is seen appealing to self-styled experts to provide finished models.  He has 

one core criterion which those provided models must satisfy in the unity requirement, but 

beyond that, he says precious little to specify what sort of thing he has in mind. 

 The same is broadly true of Socratic notions of explanation.  An assortment of 

texts show Socrates making remarks that are at least broadly suggestive  of some 

operational notion of explanation, but commentators have had quite a bit of trouble 

spelling out just what that notion amounts to.  When Socrates searches for a definition of 

something like the beautiful,  he frequently refers to what he‟s after obliquely, using 

phrases like the thing “by which” beautiful things are beautiful, or what “makes” 

beautiful things beautiful, or “on account of which” or “because of which” they are 

beautiful.  In response to such (uniformly unexplained) comments, later interpreters have 

struggled mightily to formulate some uniform causal or explanatory feature upon which 

Socrates might be said to rely. So he has been said to be on a search after “formal” or 

                                                 
431 In the Republic, Socrates defends his theoretical city as a sort of divine model at VI.500e ff.  In the 

Timaeus (29a ff.) Timaeus similarly appeals to a divine model, before stating his intention to make his 

account as much like it as possible. It is noteworthy, though, that in neither cases does the speaker take 

himself to have provided a model that is sufficient to provide expert guidance.  In neither case is the stated 

account any better than an “eikos muthos.” 
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“efficient” or “final” causes, or “logical” causes.432  The search for a model of 

explanation is particularly pertinent for those who seek some continuity between the early 

and mature dialogues, both because they want some evidence of the formulation of that 

mature theory in the elenctic works, and because they rightly perceive that the best way 

to establish continuity would be by appeal to a common method of seeking after causes.  

Since this later topic is a frequent theme of the Phaedo and later works, and there are a 

number of (at least apparent) similarities between those works and Socrates early search 

for definitions, it is only pertinent for the constructive developmentalist to look for the 

common explanatory core of Socrates‟ early tinkering. 

 Given Socrates‟ frequent appeals to his own ignorance, it is pertinent to avoid 

attributing to him more etiological baggage than is necessary to explain what we actually 

observe him doing in the dialogues.  Given these multiple and inconclusive attempts to 

illuminate Socrates‟ various under-developed statements about the nature of explanation, 

if we could find a way to avoid this particular interpretive impasse, that would itself be a 

boon. 

 Happily, there is a simple expedient to avoid such murky debate.  It emerges most 

clearly when we consider Socrates‟ calls for a paradigm, and for various sorts of 

“explanation” in light of his own procedure for testing definitions.  Here, then, is my 

modest proposal:  When Socrates asks for a paradigm, as he does in the Euthyphro, by 

which he can distinguish the pious from the impious, he is doing no more than describing 

his own procedure.  Recall the rudiments of that procedure, as described above.  He 

extracts an account, and uses it to generate a list of account-data.  And further, when he 

refers to the relation between the account and the various data, he employs various 

                                                 
432 For a defense of the “logical” cause reading, see Woodruff, 1982, 151-3. 
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locutions that are (inevitably vaguely) bound up with explanatory considerations, broadly 

conceived. 

 This minimalist picture, however, forces upon us a momentous question, and it 

has been one that interpreters have also struggled mightily against:  Given Socrates‟ 

reported ignorance, by what measure can he test the content of his pair of data lists?  To 

this question, there is but one possible answer:  By appeal to an expert!433   

It is just at this intersection that we may illuminate an aspect of Socratic practice 

that is often treated as pure irony:  Socrates poses as the pupil of the various putative 

experts that he investigates.  This is, of course, ironic, but it is not merely ironic.  It is, in 

fact, an apt description of how Socrates interacts with self-styled experts.  That is, he uses 

their accounts to generate account data.  This is Socrates acting as (a rather rude) student, 

since instead of interpreting their account favorably, in the light of expected speech acts 

in the moral domain, he interprets them literally, so as to include any act which could 

plausibly be identified as an action, event, or whatnot of the type under consideration.  

This is, in its essence, Socrates‟ procedure:  He has the interlocutor offer him up a 

statement, which he proceeds to treat as a paradigm, and from which he generates 

account-data.  He also appeals to the experts directly to generate target-data.  When 

Socrates generates account-data that conflict with the expert‟s accepted target-data, the 

putative expert must make one of three possible moves:  He may (1) correct Socrates‟ 

use of the paradigm by rejecting the account-data; or revise the paradigm itself; or (3) 

retract some item of the initially agreed target-data.  Because Socrates often appeals to 

                                                 
433 When Socrates discusses his life‟s search for a moral expert in the Apology, he makes it clear that he 

has not located any real experts; but of course, in each case, he has apparently approached the men as 

though they were experts.  This is just the technical conceit in action.  Furthermore, he frequently appeals 

to the principle that matters of moral controversy should be settled by an expert guide (e.g. Crito 47a-b; 

Apology 20a-b).   
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ordinary language and common convention, the interlocutor more frequently chooses to 

revise his paradigm in light of incorrigible results, than to break with convention.  This 

serves to explain how Socrates is able to consistently deploy the student motif.  For he is 

eliciting accounts, and then judging them against the intuitions of the very experts who 

have crafted them.  When the procedure of examining account- and target-data more 

directly fails, Socrates shifts the frame, usually to examine the various terms of the 

account itself, which he again uses to generate contradictory claims from an interlocutor. 

This enables us to tie in a number of so-far unexplained threads of the appeal to 

craft.  In testing the proffered accounts of supposed experts, Socrates basically acts as a 

bright, but recalcitrant pupil.  He follows the advice of his interlocutors to their own 

detriment, including not simply their intuitions and accounts, but their depictions of the 

relations involved among the two. By posing as their pupils, and then using the tools they 

give him to offer his own unfailingly unflattering results, and then showing that they 

prove unable to extract themselves from their own poor attempts, Socrates directly 

undermines several commonly expected features of expertise.  We have seen, in his 

refutations of Nicias and Critias, how Socrates uses an interlocutor‟s suppositions about 

the uniqueness and separation of crafts to their disadvantage, but more broadly, by posing 

as their pupil, and showing that they are unable to provide coherent causal accounts of 

their own knowledge, or to teach their recalcitrant pupil how to use the tools they have 

(ostensibly) provided, or even to refrain from internal disagreement among themselves 

(as with Nicias and Laches), they are shown to fail the criteria of rationality, etiology, 

pedagogy, and infallibility bound up with a proper technē.  More expansively, they are 

unable to provide an account of the causal relations of the various parts of their accounts 
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and intuitions; they are unable to provide Socrates with tools that enable him unfailingly 

to sort virtuous from vicious actions in a way that matches their own intuitions; they are 

often unable even to capture the content of their own intuitions; and they often offer up 

flatly incoherent accounts of their supposed domain of expertise, as we have seen, for 

example, in the final refutation of Critias, and of Socrates‟ refutation of Euthyphro‟s 

account of piety as what all the gods love. 

This also sheds light on a problem with a frequently cited constructive use of the 

elenchus.  Brickhouse and Smith, among others, have argued that even if we suppose that 

the elenchus does not generate moral knowledge, it still has a narrowly constructive 

application, because it illustrates the logical relations between the different premises of 

the elenchus and its conclusion: 

Nonconstructivists argue that all Socrates ever claims to do with the elenchos is to reveal 

the ignorance of those who think they know when they do not.  But the elenchos certainly 

does more than this, for it shows the logical links between the premises the interlocutor 

accepts and the conclusions the interlocutor usually finds so surprising.  The interlocutor 

asserts that p, but then Socrates gets the interlocutor to assent to q and r (where these may 

be conjunctions of several propositions), then shows that q and r entail not-p.  In so far as 

the interlocutor feels committed to the truth of q and r, Socrates has revealed to the 

interlocutor reasons (accepted by the interlocutor himself) for believing not-p instead of 

p.  As we have said, this is not a proof of not-p, for the premises q and r are not 

themselves known to be true and may even be false.  (2000, p. 87) 

 

We have, however, rather strong reasons to call the main claim of the paragraph 

into doubt, since the evidence in favor of the logical relations between the various 

elenctic assertions is in the same epistemic boat as the assertions themselves.  

That is just to say that there is no reason to think that, e.g., Euthyphro‟s assent to 

the logical validity or soundness of the various arguments employed against him 

is in any better shape than his ability to give a coherent account of his own beliefs 

or his assent to premises introduced by Socrates.  The expertise of an interlocutor 

is called into question, not simply by pointing out inconsistent beliefs (such as the 
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appallingly bad premises deployed in the Charmides against Critias, or the 

suggestion to Nicias that wild animals are brave), but by appeal to fallacious 

arguments, as well, such as the ambiguous use of causal clauses in the Euthyphro.   

In addition, this shows that though Socrates has possibly brought to light 

reasons for and against belief in some initial assertion, there is no guarantee that 

these reasons are cogent or compelling.  He starts and ends with such conflicting 

reasons because they confound an interlocutor‟s sense of expertise.  But that 

expertise was the only justification ever given to trust the interlocutor‟s testimony 

in the first place:  It makes little sense to suppose, first, that an interlocutor has 

obviously inconsistent beliefs, but that his sense of the logical structure of 

argument linking the various claims under consideration must be sound.  The 

effect, if anything, should be (and is!) precisely the reverse. 

This, in turn, is the concern motivating my initial reticence to use the 

language of “refutation” in discussion of the elenchus.  The effect of undermining 

the independent credibility of an expert is to render inert his testimony on the 

subject under discussion.  The elenchus succeeds, then, not by showing us that 

some particular claim is false, but by showing that the interlocutor lacks the 

expertise to defend it.  Given that, it makes little sense to continue to suppose that 

the same interlocutor who has had his expertise strongly challenged could serve as 

the metric against which false views are exposed.  To expect this much is just to 

suppose that Socrates really has the expertise that he denies, a claim that is simply 

impossible to square with his own frequent denials. 
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This broaches a more general question about the separate appearance of 

Socrates‟ apparently strongly held moral convictions, but before commenting on 

that, let me first return, momentarily, to the long refutation in the Euthyphro, in 

light of our current remarks on explanation.  Quite apart from those remarks, there 

is something quite odd about taking this passage to suggest a general explanatory 

requirement.  This is because the passage itself is quite singular.  To see why, we 

need only consider Euthyphro‟s claim.  Asked to give an account of piety, he has 

appealed to the love of the gods.  When reminded that, by his lights, their love is 

not uniformly bestowed between them, Euthyphro appeals to their unanimity.  

This appeal poses a unique challenge to Socrates, since neither he nor his 

befuddled interlocutor is prepared either to challenge or to broadly delimit the 

unanimity of the gods.  If all the gods unite in their love of something, that thing 

is pious.  This renders any appeal to data superfluous, since neither fellow is 

willing to challenge this coextension.  It is just this impasse that forces Socrates to 

abandon his former procedure of comparing his lists to check for their 

consistency, and shift up a level to consider the relation between the target- and 

account-terms, simpliciter.   

As remarked in our initial treatment of the passage from 9a-11e, the Euthyphro 

has frequently been a key text in the hunt for a Socratic theory of causation.  In particular, 

Socrates is often taken to introduce an explanatory requirement there.  The problem with 

this supposition, as we saw in our treatment, is that the account seems to employ different 

and mutually exclusive kinds of causal relation.  We found Socrates appealing to an 

extremely austere form of semantic analysis, and doing so alongside what appeared to be 



351 

 

an appeal to the practical reasoning of divine agents (a framework that his questioning 

carefully avoids).  As we also saw, other interpreters have appealed to efficient causation 

or formal causation, as well as to notions of semantic incompleteness, logical causation, 

and even linguistic convention.  Geach, perhaps more insightfully, gave up Socrates‟ 

apparently haphazard assemblage of transitive verbs as mere “whistling in the dark.”  

Commentators have frequently responded to this apparent blitz of causal statements by 

fiat; insisting that Socrates is employing some unitary causal model, but that Euthyphro is 

misunderstanding the trend of Socrates‟ questions. 

This is half right.  Euthyphro has little clue as to where Socrates is driving, but 

this is for the very sound reason that Socrates is employing questions that Euthyphro 

could only uncontentiously interpret in different causal lights.  He does so, and from his 

various assents, Socrates “derives” a flat contradiction.  This, I would suggest, is not 

meant to show us Socrates‟ singular and extraordinary notion of causal explanation; it is 

rather meant to demonstrate the utter disorder of Euthyphro‟s own etiology.  A true moral 

expert, Socrates suggests, would be able to sort through these prima facie very different 

kinds of causal question so as to illuminate their various strands, and defend against the 

appearance of contradiction. 

This illustrates another aspect of Socratic practice:  Though he demands that his 

interlocutor locate the unifying principle that explains all of their various uses of a 

general referring expression, he himself is a serial violator of the supposed semantic unity 

of terms. This came out most clearly in the final round of refutations in the Euthyphro, 

for there, he draws on three very different models of service, and though we might 

plausibly try to unite them each under a single semantic umbrella, it is difficult to see 
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how doing so could possibly leave intact the various suppositions underlying each, since 

each trades on different and frequently conflicting notions (and objects) not simply of a 

servant‟s role vis a vis the (ex hypothesi different) object(s) of his service, but also the 

envisioned benefit of that service.  Indeed, as our own economy shows, we often count 

something a service in light of the demand which drives it, and surely not on the grounds 

of its supposed moral benefits.  Prostitution and cigarette sales, no less than medicine and 

psychological counseling, are services, and each of these would unproblematically fit one 

of Euthyphro‟s accepted models.  Again, this is not to deny that there might be some 

unified semantic content to a term like “service” or its Greek synonym; it is simply to 

point out that Socrates often trades on the exposure of ambiguities that are an undeniable 

feature of the general referring expressions of a natural language.  This returns us to an 

earlier point. 

XII. USE, NOVELTY, IMPLAUSIBILITY 

I remarked above that both the constraints that Socrates imposes on a proper definition, 

and his employment of the technical conceit are marked out by their use, novelty, and 

implausibility.  In the foregoing sections, I have demonstrated how the unity, generality, 

and exclusion requirements are used, if not precisely to refute some proffered definition, 

at least to strongly undermine it in by his own lights. I have also shown how the rather 

austere conditions of a proper expert are often appealed to by Socrates as a way of 

generating interlocutive hurdles. That demonstrates that both the constraints and the 

technical conceit have a strongly negative use. 

The novelty of the definitional constraints is illustrated by the fact that they must 

be explained, sometimes repeatedly (as in the Hippias Major), to Socrates‟ various 
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interlocutors.  In turn, the novelty of the technical conceit is shown by the steep challenge 

it poses for moral expertise.  Here a comment is in order, since in both cases, Socrates‟ 

initial allusion to definitions and expertise are extremely misleading.  Socrates appeals to 

the technical conceit initially by employing terms often reserved for common laborers. 

Though he does sometimes appeal to “higher” arts such as generalship, for the most part, 

he appeals to the house-builder and the cattleman, the cobbler and the farmer.  One of the 

reasons that these images are appealed to, and that the conditions alongside which they 

are presented are so readily accepted, is that our putative experts imagine themselves 

superior to such menial labor, and so frequently accept the appeal to craft-knowledge 

without appraising the unrealistically steep price Socrates is exacting for this agreement.  

Similarly with Socrates‟ initial request. As we have seen, Socrates frequently downplays 

the initial question that he poses; it is not usually elaborated until the interlocutor has 

committed himself to his own expertise, and gone on to take his first attempt at answering 

Socrates.  This is not entirely deceptive, but it is surely a misleading practice, since it 

effectively conceals Socrates‟ primary motivation:  to expose inconsistencies among the 

interlocutor‟s stated beliefs, and so to undermine their own sense of moral expertise.  

This is just to admit that an interlocutor who has not previously been interrogated by 

Socrates has no reason to suspect the actual contours of either his request for an account 

or of his stringent requirements for moral expertise.  Socrates maintains the pose of 

humility in part to downplay the extraordinary novelty of his actual practice. 

About that novelty, there can, I think, be little doubt.  For, as anyone ought readily 

to admit, no statesman is inerrant.  Well-respected generals lose battles.  The best of 

doctors frequently fail to heal their patients; the best captains are sometimes lost, along 
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with their crews, at sea; farmers do not unfailingly produce bountiful crops; and even 

master carpenters sometimes produce inelegant works.  This is in part because, in each of 

these cases, nature is not uniformly cooperative; but it is also in part because people are 

not infallible.  Among even the best craftsmen of any field, relatively few will be able to 

give elaborate etiological explanations for every aspect of their work, and it is, of course, 

only recently that such well-grounded explanations have even become a realistic 

possibility.  One is tempted to lament, as I suspect Socrates does, the sheer arrogance of 

supposing oneself to be up to the challenge of answering contentious and protracted 

moral challenges, especially in the face of such frequent failure in these other, 

supposedly simpler domains.  The Socratic reaction to this arrogance is simple:  He 

conceals his strict notions of expertise under the cloak of ordinary craft, and traps his 

interlocutors in the web of their own hubris. 

It might be thought that my view depicts Socrates as an excessively eristic figure, 

and so fails to show what separates Socrates from those professional debaters who 

excelled in refuting others for the sake of personal or professional gain.  But this is 

wrong-headed in at least two respects. First, Socrates never, in these early dialogues, sets 

his own theses in competition with his interlocutors‟.434  Indeed, if my reconstruction is 

broadly correct, we cannot validly infer Socrates‟ own commitments from his behavior in 

these dialogues.435  Second, rather than attempting to topple an interlocutor by arguing in 

support of a contrary thesis, he elicits contradictions from the beliefs which the 

interlocutor assents to as his own.  This is really the most singular feature of the Socratic 

elenchus:  it provides us with a rough tool to interrogate and convict purported experts of 

                                                 
434 This is an unprecedented move that I consider a novel element of the Gorgias; it recurs in the argument 

against Thrasymachus in the Republic, as well as later mature works. 
435 Whether he has commitments is itself a question left open by my account. 
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attempting to perpetrate hoaxes by sole appeal to their own assorted commitments.436  

Socrates managed the extraordinary feat of hitting upon a method that caused the 

interlocutor to argue both for and against his own assertions. 

The final part of my claim was that the constraints on definition and the technical 

conceit are both highly implausible.  That this is so with the case of the technical 

constraint I think is evident from my above remarks:  Even the best craftsmen fail to 

approach the sort of infallibility that Socrates supposes.  Implausibility is more difficult 

to illustrate in the case of definitions, since it is always possible, in theory, to capture a 

principle of similarity among diverse appearances; but here three features call for our 

attention. The first is that the notion of semantic unity that philosophers have often taken 

Socrates to be appealing to is flatly rejected by Plato‟s star pupil as courting an 

unworkable ruin.437  The second is that Plato‟s own “solution” to the problem posed by 

Socratic definition testing is to recommend a procedure that is so austere that it is 

scarcely intelligible.  For Socrates, having rejected the evidence of sense perception, and 

having undermined the status of our own concepts, is forced to retreat to an entirely 

fantastic realm of pure intelligibility, populated by entities so austere that even they may 

only be referred to obliquely, by the “names” that they mysteriously confer onto other 

things.  So when Socrates, in the Phaedo, finally comes to articulate his own theoretical 

preferences, he “explains,” e.g. beauty, by referring to “the beautiful itself.”  

Unfortunately, perhaps tragically, this is little more than an ill-gotten allusion to the sort 

                                                 
436 Unfortunately, this is also one of its least compelling elements, since, as I have attempted to show in the 

case of the Euthyphro, a live, flesh and blood interlocutor would simply not be as cooperative as Socrates‟ 

interlocutors uniformly are.  To be sure, this makes for gripping reading, but it is scarcely a good guide to 

practice. 
437 See, e.g. Woodruff, 1978, pp. 453-4. 
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of knowledge that philosophers have hoped to attain, and there, for all intents and 

purposes, it remains. 

The third point that bears emphasizing is the sheer distance between Socrates‟ 

procedure in the elenctic dialogues, and his very different behavior in the mature 

works.438  Certainly, the Socrates of the Republic places no “brevity” requirement on his 

explanations; he never assumes that his initial more or less descriptive definitions are 

exhaustive for all employments of the term, but instead gives arguments in support of 

relating their various employments, and spends great amounts of energy distinguishing 

between his own uses of the various virtue terms under inspection, and what he takes to 

be their very common misuse in ordinary language.439   

XIII. SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I have argued for a position that might be labeled, out of deference to the 

current popular terms of art, technical destructivism.  It portrays Socrates systematically 

working to undermine the pretensions of interlocutors who are convinced of their own 

expertise.  As we have seen, this reduction, from unabashed self-confidence to utter 

                                                 
438 This point of contrast could be indefinitely elaborated; all I aim to do here is point toward some very 

general points of contrast.  However, two other texts strike as good evidence toward the same general 

conclusion.  First, in the Statesman 294a-295d, Socrates argues that no general system of laws will be able 

to be correct in all circumstances, and so must be, in some circumstances, inferior to the judgment of a true 

moral expert.  Of course, if a general system of laws is unable to unfailingly capture the judgment of an 

expert, that would seem to rather strongly undermine the possibility of having a single proposition capture 

an unfailing principle of moral action.  The Statesman passage is given short but revealing treatment in 

Brennan, 2005, pp. 192-194.  Further, though the Seventh Letter‟s authenticity is a matter of dispute, it 

contains a fairly clear passage stating that no definition will be able to grasp the essence of a thing, and 

strongly suggesting, in language that is reminiscent of elenctic exchanges, that it will be easy to refute 

anyone trying to discuss essences, but intriguingly blames this on the defectiveness of the tools of 

language, perception, and definition, rather than any specific failure of understanding.  See 342a-343d, and 

especially 343d. 
439 Both points are forcefully presented in Vlastos, 1969.  Discussing the “definition” of justice in Republic 

IV (441e12-442a1) as “doing one‟s own,” Vlastos comments that “what we get in the original is an 

idiomatic, formulaic expression that is expected to suggest, rather than state in full, what is in Plato's mind” 

(p. 506).  This is clearly far from the sort of definition that Socrates often demands of his “expert” 

interlocutors. 
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aporia, takes place in (broadly speaking) four stages.  First, representation of an 

interlocutor‟s expertise is made.  Second, Socrates requests an account of the particular 

moral feature under discussion.  Third, Socrates adumbrates a number of requirements, 

all loosely derived from his most unique addition to the elenchus, the unity requirement, 

which are used to refute one or several common and publicly observable features that are 

associated with the virtue in question offered as adequate accounts of that virtue.  Fourth, 

the interlocutor shifts, frequently, to a knowledge-based account, which requires the 

abandonment of direct appeal to data, and a shift of focus to the proper interpretation of 

the account itself.   

This picture is quite general, since it captures at least the broadly definitional 

dialogues, including the opening segments of the Meno and Republic.440  It is simple in 

the extreme, because it requires Socrates to import only the unity requirement into the 

various elenchi, and relies on the interlocutors to provide the grist for the elenctic mill.  

This focus on interlocutive assent renders otiose the more complicated accounts of 

Socratic causal or logical principles that supposedly underwrite his interrogation.  And it 

is reductionist, because it appeals to a rather small number of commonly observed 

features of elenchi to explain their assorted stages. 

                                                 
440 I mean to capture by this no more than the portion of the Meno leading to the interrogation of the slave, 

and the portion of the Republic leading into the interrogation of Thrasymachus.  Cephalus and his son are 

model interlocutors, as, for the most part, are Gorgias and Polus; but Thrasymachus, like the Gorgias‟ 

Callicles, is a committed immoralist; and in both cases Socrates adopts a posture that is unprecedented 

among the short elenctic works, setting himself and his own views in active opposition to theirs.  As noted 

above, the Lysis may be an exception, since it lacks at least the appeal to expertise upon which so much of 

this analysis hangs.  But the question of its status vis a vis this account is one that would require more space 

to answer than I am willing to devote here. 
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XIV. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

On my account, Socrates‟ tool kit is thick on method, but extremely thin on ontology and 

epistemology.  That it, I think, as it should be.  The account poses an elegant solution to 

the trouble of squaring Socrates‟ oft-proclaimed ignorance with his seemingly constant 

ability to confound very different interlocutors, since, as I have tried to show, he does so 

by appeal to very generic notions of expertise, and minimal remarks or clarifications of 

his own ideas.  Indeed, it is possible to read these dialogues as presenting us with an 

utterly skeptical Socrates who lacks both the ability and the motivation to engage in the 

sort of constructive philosophizing that we might want Plato‟s iconic master to display.441 

What this account does not, and cannot, do, is provide any particular insight into 

Socrates‟ own ostensible moral convictions.  Although that is a topic that holds a great 

deal of independent interest, it is not one that can be settled by appeal to the dialogues 

under discussion here.  Indeed, I suspect that this conundrum lies at the heart of 

Aristotle‟s two pictures of Socrates, the first a seeker after definitions who never offered 

up his own views, and the second a budding intellectualist who fervently believed that all 

virtue is one; that virtue is knowledge; and that it is always better to suffer, than to 

commit, injustice.  Of course, we never see him applying his own standards of technical 

expertise to these beliefs, for the simple reason that he lacks the expertise upon which his 

use of the technical conceit hangs.442 

My account will probably be found unsatisfactory by those who are invested in 

the notion of Plato‟s Socrates as a constructive moral philosopher who stands in a direct 

                                                 
441 This was the view of a number of ancient skeptics.  See, e.g. Sextus Empiricus‟ PH 1.221-2, as well as 

Cicero‟s Academics, 1.16 pp. 44-6.  It was also Grote‟s view (1865, pp. 373-400), as well as Benson 2000, 

ch. 10. 
442 See Woodruff, 2000 for a searching discussion of the paradoxical character of Socratic conviction. 
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line to the work of the mature Plato.  It does, though, leave open a number of interpretive 

possibilities, at least among those inclined toward developmentalism.  I have proceeded 

on the assumption that my Socrates is, at least to some extent, Plato‟s creation; but 

inevitably, this supposition confronts compelling historical and compositional 

questions.443   

The compositional questions are easier, since we have the less assailable evidence 

of the dialogues themselves.  And they do, inevitably, portray a steady shift from a 

Socrates concerned with interrogating interlocutors, toward another Socrates who 

develops his own intriguingly systematic accounts, such as the ones offered in the 

Republic.  That work, among the other mature works, is usefully compared with the 

earlier search for definitions, and enlighteningly so, since the Socrates of Plato‟s mature 

dialogues gives up several of the hallmark features of his definitional dialogues.  He 

jettisons appeals to ordinary usage, in favor of the construction of an ideal state, by 

appeal to which he considers, not only the proper employment of various virtue terms, 

but also how they commonly come to be used in error.  He never takes himself to offer an 

exhaustive definition of virtues like justice and courage, but only gestures at them, with 

occasional shorthand phrases like “doing one‟s own.”444  But that these ostensive labels 

cannot be conceived of as definitions on par with the accounts sought after in the elenctic 

dialogues becomes obvious once we imagine them in that context.  For how might 

Socrates, facing an elenctic Socratic challenger who forced him to provide succinct 

answers to his own nefarious questioning, possibly generate the rich contextual 

                                                 
443 The distinction is common, but artificial, since questions about composition are simply historical 

questions about an author‟s career.  These are nonetheless to be strongly distinguished form questions 

about the historical Socrates, which are tragically both more enticing and less amenable to investigative 

resolution. 
444 See supra, n. 425. 
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background and functionality of the first three Books of the Republic that so enliven the 

sense of those phrases?  Even were he to do so, he would still have to admit that there are 

many uses of a phase like “just” that are lie outside the domain obviously captured by the 

phrase “doing one‟s own,” as becomes obvious once we recall that Socrates feels 

compelled to give separate accounts of justice in the city and in the soul, and offer up 

another argument entirely for their identity.445  These small steps are expandable into 

other domains of the term‟s application, but we would be remiss to suppose that mere fiat 

would satisfy the elenctic Socrates on this score.  And a Socratic questioner who was 

sufficiently bent on his later incarnation‟s refutation could surely avail himself of the 

very tools of sophists such as Gorgias to lampoon the astonishing strangeness, the sheer 

ἀηνπία, that still makes Socrates such an enlivening and thrilling figure of our 

philosophical history.  How could that Socrates, even the later one of the Republic, 

muster sufficient audacity to stand behind such an account without blushing?446 

That said, even this (to my mind, severe) difference in Socratic comportment 

leaves open an array of interpretive possibilities.  One, in particular, deserves pointing 

out. As we saw in our review of Robinson‟s elenchus, Socrates‟ self-conscious portraits 

of the elenchus inevitably depict it as a tool of destroying the pretenses of self-styled 

experts.  This matches my picture rather nicely, and is, to some degree, independently 

attested in the Meno‟s depiction of the elenchus with the slave boy. For there, as we saw, 

Socrates aimed, in the first phase of the elenchus, to show the utter ungroundedness of 

                                                 
445 There is general problem that Socrates dwells on at much greater length about the sheer possibility of 

providing definitions of moral features that are sufficient to ground moral principles.  This comes out most 

clearly in Socrates‟ discussions of law.   
446 This feeling of departure from, and possibly betrayal of, the earlier Socrates must lie behind Socrates‟ 

frequent apologies in the Republic for defending audacious theses against such impossible odds.  See 

especially the “three waves” in books II-IV. 
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the boy‟s initial responses.  As we saw, that example is a somewhat misleading 

comparison to the moral elenchus, because, first, Socrates clearly knows the answer to 

the question he poses; and secondly, because various answers are directly testable by 

appeal to mathematical conventions, quite apart from the unguided intuitions of an 

untutored servant.  That said, though, Socrates draws a bright line between the first stage 

of his investigation, between his refutation of the slave to the point of aporia, and his 

provision of a lesson on the previously unknown topic of doubling the square.  Using this 

as a point of analogy, my argument could be succinctly put:  Socrates‟ various elenctic 

interlocutors are analogues to Meno‟s slave, up to the point of aporia, and my elaboration 

of the various tools underlying this process has been a review of the common elements 

underlying that first stage in the moral domain.  It is perfectly possible, then, to accept 

this account of the Socratic elenchus, all while maintaining that it serves as a sort of 

destructive preparation for moral learning.  Socrates, rather fittingly, serves his 

companions by making them aware of their ignorance.  He does so, not by giving them 

grounds to accept new beliefs, but by using their own beliefs against them, gradually 

prying open that space between suggestion and acceptance. 



362 

 

Bibliography 

 

 

Adam, J. 1890 Platonis Euthyphro (w/ Intro. and notes). Cambridge:  Cambridge 

University Press. 

Ahbel-Rape, Sara and Kamtekar, Rachana. 2006 A Companion to Socrates. Malden: 

Blackwell Publishing. 

Allen, R.E. 1970 Plato’s Euthyphro and the Earlier Theory of Forms. New York:  

Humanities Press. 

-------. (ed.) 1971 Studies in Plato's Metaphysics. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

-------.  (trans. comm.) 1984 The Dialogues of Plato. Vol. I. New Haven:  Yale University 

Press. 

Ausland, Hayden W. 2002 “Forensic Characteristics of Socratic Argumentation” in Scott, 

2002. 

Belnap, N., and Steel, T. 1976. The Logic of Questions and Answers. New Haven:  Yale 

University Press. 

Benson, Hugh H. 1987. “The Problem of the Elenchus Reconsidered.” Ancient 

Philosophy 7:67-85; reprinted in Benson, 2000. 

-------. 1989. “A Note on Eristic and the Socratic Elenchus.” Journal of the History of 

Philosophy 27:591-599. 

-------. 1990a “Meno, the Slave Boy and the Elenchos.” Phronesis 35:128-158. 

-------.  1990b “Misunderstanding the „What is F-ness?‟ Question.” Archiv für Geschichte 

der Philosophie 72:125-142. Reprinted in Benson, 1992. 

-------.  1990c. “The Priority of Definition and the Socratic Elenchos.” Oxford Studies in 

Ancient Philosophy 8:19-65. 

-------, ed. 1992 Essays on the Philosophy of Socrates. New York: Oxford University 

Press. 

-------. 1995 “The Dissolution of the Problem of the Elenchus.” Oxford Studies in Ancient 

Philosophy 13:45-112. Reprinted with slight revision in Benson, 2000. 

-------. 2000. Socratic Wisdom. New York:  Oxford University Press. 



363 

 

-------. 2002 “Problems with Socratic Method” in Scott, 2002.  

Beversluis, John. 1974 “Socratic Definition.” American Philosophical Quarterly 11:331-

336. 

-------. 1987 “Does Socrates Commit the Socratic Fallacy?” American Philosophical 

Quarterly 24:211-223.  Reprinted in Benson, 1992. 

-------. 2000 Cross-Examining Socrates:  A Defense of the Interlocutors in Plato’s Early 

Dialogues. Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

Bratman, Michael. 1999 Faces of intention. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Brennan, Tad. 2005 The Stoic Life:  Emotions, Duties and Fate. Oxford:  Clarendon 

Press. 

Brickhouse, Thomas C. and Smith, Nicholas D. 1984a “Vlastos on the Elenchus.” Oxford 

Studies in Ancient Philosophy 2:185-196. 

-------. 1984b “The Paradox of Socratic Ignorance in Plato‟s Apology.”  History of 

Philosophy Quarterly I:125-132. 

-------. 1989 Socrates on Trial. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

-------. 1991 “Socrates‟ Elenctic Mission.” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 9:131-

160. 

-------. 1994 Plato’s Socrates. New York:  Oxford University Press. 

-------. 2000 The Philosophy of Socrates. Boulder:  Westview Press. 

-------. 2002a “The Socratic Elenchos?” in Scott, 2002. 

-------. (eds.) 2002b The Trial and Execution of Socrates:  Sources and Controversies. 

Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 

Bröcker, Walter. 1958 [Review of Robinson, 1953] Gnomon, 30.7:510-519 

P. Brommer. 1940 ΕΙΔΟΣ et ΙΔΕΑ, Etude Semantique et Chronologique des Oeuvres de 

Platon (Philosophia Critica, Deel I [Assen, Van Gorcum & Comp. N. V., 1940]). 

Brown, John H. 1964 “The Logic of Plato‟s Euthyphro 10A-11B.” The Philosophical 

Quarterly, Vol. 14, No. 54, Plato and Aristotle Number: 1-14. 

Burkert, Walter. 1983 Homo Necans:  The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial 

Ritual and Myth. Berkeley:  University of California Press. 

-------. 1985 Greek Religion. Cambridge:  Harvard University Press. 



364 

 

Burnet, John ed. 1900-1907 Platonis Opera. 5 Vols. Oxford:  Clarendon Press.  

-------. 1924 Plato:  Euthyphro, Apology of Socrates, Crito. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Burnyeat, Myles Fredric. 1977 “Examples in Epistemology:  Socrates, Theaetetus, and 

G.E. Moore.” Philosophy 52:381-398. 

-------. 1997 “The Impiety of Socrates.” Ancient Philosophy 17:1-12; reprinted in 

Brickhouse and Smith, 2002b. 

Calef, Scott Warren. 1995 “Piety and the Unity of Virtue in Euthyphro 11e-14c.” Oxford 

Studies in Ancient Philosophy 13:1-26. 

Carpenter, Michelle and Polansky, Ronald M. 2002 “Variety of Socratic Elenchi” in 

Scott, 2002. 

Cherniss, Harold. 1947. “Some War-Time Publications Concerning Plato I.” The 

American Journal of Philology 68.2: 113-146. 

-------. 1936 “The Philosophical Economy of the Theory of Ideas.” The American Journal 

of Philology 57.4:445-456. Reprinted in Allen, 1971. 

-------. 1977 Selected Papers (ed. Tarant) Leiden: E.J. Brill. 

Cohen, David. “Crime, Punishment, and the Rule of Law in Classical Athens” in Gagarin 

and Cohen, 2005. 

Cohen, S. Marc. 1971 “Socrates on the Definition of Piety:  Euthyphro 10a-11b.” Journal 

of the History of Philosophy, Vol. 9, No. 1: 1-13; reprinted in Kamtekar, 2005. 

Cooper, John M. 1997 Plato:  Complete Works. Indianapolis:  Hackett Publishing 

Company. 

Cornford, Francis MacDonald. 1942 “New Books” [Review of Robinson, 1941] Mind, 

New Series, Vol. 51 No. 204: 384-391 

Crombie, I.M. 1962 An Examination of Plato’s Doctrines. (Vol. I:  “Plato on Man and 

Society”) London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

-------. 1963 An Examination of Plato’s Doctrines. (Vol. II:  “Plato on Knowledge and 

Reality”) London:  Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Dancy, Russell M. 2004 Plato’s Introduction of Forms. Cambridge:  Cambridge 

University Press. 

Daniels, Norman. 2003 “Reflective Equilibrium” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy (Fall 2010 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL= 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/reflective-equilibrium/. 



365 

 

Dodds, E.R. 1951 The Greeks and the Irrational. Berkeley: University of California 

Press. 

-------. 1959 Plato:  Gorgias. Oxford:  Clarendon Press. 

-------. 1973. The Ancient Concept of Progress and other Essays on Greek Literature and 

Belief. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Dover, Kenneth James. 1974 Greek Popular Morality in the Time of Plato and Aristotle. 

Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company. 

-------. (ed.) 1989 Aristophanes:  Clouds.  Oxford:  Clarendon Press. 

Duke, E.A., Hicken, W.F. et al 1995 Platonis Opera. Volume 1. Oxford:  Clarendon 

Press. 

Dyson, M. 1974 “Some Problems Concerning Knowledge in Plato‟s Charmides.” 

Phronesis 19:102-111. 

Edwards, M.J. 2000 “In Defense of Euthyphro.” The American Journal of Philology 

121.2:213-224. 

Fagles, Robert (tr.) 1982 Sophocles:  The Three Theban Plays: Antigone, Oedipus the 

King, Oedipus at Colonus, with Notes and Introduction by Barnard Knox. New 

York:  Penguin Group. 

Ferejohn, Michael 2009 “The Diagnostic Function of Socratic Definitions.” 

Philosophical Inquiry 31.1-2: 3-21. 

Fine, Gail. 1992 “Inquiry in the Meno” in Kraut, 1992. 

Fontenrose, Joseph Eddy 1978 The Delphic Oracle:  Its Responses and Operations, with 

a Catalogue of Responses. Berkeley:  University of California Press. 

Forster, Michael. 2007 “Socrates‟ Profession of Ignorance.” Oxford Studies in Ancient 

Philosophy 32 (Summer): 1-36. 

Foulkes, Paul. 1973 “The Form of Reductio Ad Absurdum.” Mind, New Series, 

82.328:579-580. 

Friedländer, Paul. 1945 “Review [of Robinson, 1941].” Classical Philology Vol. 40, No. 

4: 253-259 

-------. 1964 Plato. Vol. 2, The Dialogues:  First Period. Tr. H. Meyerhoff. New York:  

Pantheon. 

Furley, WD 1985. “The Figure of Euthyphro in Plato's Dialogue.” Phronesis 30.2:201-

208. 



366 

 

Gagarin, Michael. 1997 “Review [of Tulin, 1996].” Bryn Mawr Classical Review 

97.4.17. 

-------. 2005 “The Unity of Greek Law” in Gagarin and Cohen, 2005. 

Gagarin, Michael, and Cohen, David, eds. 2005 The Cambridge Companion to Ancient 

Greek Law. Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

Geach, Peter Thomas. 1966. “Plato‟s Euthyphro: An Analysis and Commentary.” Monist 

50:369-382. 

Gendler, Tamar Szabó. 2008 “Alief and Belief.” Journal of Philosophy 105.10:634-663. 

Grene, David (tr.) 1987 Herodotus: The History. Chicago:  The University of Chicago 

Press. 

Grote, George. 1888. Plato, and the Other Companions of Sokrates. New Edition; 

Volumes I-IV. London: Aberdeen University Press. 

Grube, G.M.A. and Reeve, C.D.C. trans. 1992. Plato: Republic. Indianapolis:  Hackett 

Publishing Company. 

Gulley, Norman. 1968 The Philosophy of Socrates.  London:  Macmillan. 

Guthrie, W.K.C. 1955 The Greeks and their Gods. Boston:  Beacon Press. 

-------. 1969 A History of Greek Philosophy, Vol. III:  The Fifth-Century Enlightenment. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

-------. 1969 A History of Greek Philosophy, Vol. IV:  Plato, The Man and his Dialogues:  

Earlier Period. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hall, Roland. 1967 “Dialectic” in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards, 

New York 

Hamilton, Edith and Cairns, Huntington eds. 1961 The Collected Dialogues of Plato. 

Princeton:  Princeton University Press. 

Heidel, W.A. 1902. Plato's Euthyphro. New York: American Book Co. 

Hochberg, Herbert. 1999 Complexes and Consciousness (Library of Theoria No. 26) 

Stockholm:  Thales. 

Hoerber, Robert G. 1958 “Plato's Euthyphro,” Phronesis 3.2: 95-107. 

Hofweber, Thomas. 2007 “Innocent Statements and their Metaphysically Loaded 

Counterparts.” Philosopher’s Imprint 7.1: 

URL=http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-

idx?c=phimp;rgn=main;idno=3521354.0007.001. 

http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=phimp;rgn=main;idno=3521354.0007.001
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=phimp;rgn=main;idno=3521354.0007.001


367 

 

Irwin, Terence H. 1978 "Plato's Moral Theory." [Letter] TLS [Times Literary 

Supplement] (March 17), 3964:321. 

-------. 1979 Plato:  Gorgias. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

-------. 1995 Plato’s Ethics. Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 

Irwin, Terence H. and Fine, Gail. 1995 Aristotle:  Selections. Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing Company. 

Kahn, Charles H. 1981 “Some Philosophical Uses of „To Be‟ in Plato.” Phronesis 

26.2:105-134. 

-------. 1986 “Plato‟s Methodology in the Laches.” Revue Internationale de Philosophie 

40:7-21. 

-------. 1988 “Plato‟s Charmides and the Proleptic eading of Socratic Dialogues.” The 

Journal of Philosophy 85.10: 541-549. 

-------. 1992 “Vlastos‟ Socrates.” Phronesis 37.2:233-258. 

-------. 1996 Plato and the Socratic Dialogue:  The Philosophical Use of a Literary Form. 

Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

Kamtekar, Rachana ed. 2005 Plato’s Euthyphro, Apology, and Crito:  Critical Essays. 

Lanham:  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Kant, Immanuel. 2002 Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals. Wood, Allen (ed., tr.) 

New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Kerford, G.B. 1981 The Sophistic Movement. Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

Kim, A. 2004 “A Chiastic Contradiction at Euthyphro 9e1-11b5.” Phronesis 49.3:219-24. 

Klein, J. 1975 A Commentary on Plato’s Meno. Chapel Hill:  University of North 

Carolina Press. 

Kraut, Richard. 1983 “Comments on Gregory Vlastos, „The Socratic Elenchus,‟” Oxford 

Studies in Ancient Philosophy 1:59-70. 

-------. (ed.) 1992 The Cambridge Companion to Plato. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Kripke, Saul. 1980 Naming and Necessity. Cambridge:  Harvard University Press. 

Lambros, Charles H. 1973 “Scherer on Reductio ad Absurdum.” Mind, New Series 

82.328:581-585 



368 

 

Lesher, James H. 1987 “Socrates‟ Disavowal of Knowledge.” Journal of the History of 

Philosophy 25:275-288. 

-------.  2002 “Parmenidean Elenchos” in Scott, 2002. 

Liddell, Henry George and Scott, Robert. 1940 A Greek-English Lexicon. revised and 

augmented throughout by Sir Henry Stuart Jones with the assistance of. Roderick 

McKenzie. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Loemker, L. (ed. and trans.) 1969 G. W. Leibniz: Philosophical Papers and Letters, 2nd 

ed., Dordrecht: D. Reidel. 

Lombardo, Stanley (trans.) and Lamberton, Robert (Int., Notes) 1993 Hesiod:  Works and 

Days and Theogony. Indianapolis:  Hackett Publishing Company. 

MacKinnon, D.M. and Meynell, Hugo. 1972 “The Euthyphro Dilemma.” Proceedings of 

the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volumes 46:211-221; 223-234. 

McCabe, Mary Margaret. 2007 “Looking Inside Charmides‟ Cloak:  Seeing Oneself and 

Others in Plato‟s Charmides” in Scott, 2007. 

McKim, R. 1985 “Socratic Self-Knowledge and „Knowledge of Knowledge‟ in Plato‟s 

Charmides.” Transactions of the American Philological Association 115:59-77. 

McPherran, Mark L. “Socratic Piety in the Euthyphro.” Journal of the History of 

Philosophy 23.3:283-309; reprinted in Benson, 1992. 

-------. 1987 “Commentary on Paul Woodruff‟s „Expert Knowledge in the Apology and 

Laches:  What a General Needs to Know.‟” Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient 

Philosophy 3:116-130. 

-------. 1990 “Comments on Charles Kahn, „The Relative Date of the Gorgias and the 

Protagoras.‟” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 8:211-236. 

-------. 1995 “Socratic Piety:  In Response to Scott Calef.” Oxford Studies in Ancient 

Philosophy 13:27-35. 

-------. 1996 The Religion of Socrates. University Park:  The Pennsylvania State 

University Press. 

-------. 2002 “Elenctic Interpretation and the Delphic Oracle” in Scott, 2002. 

-------. 2005 “Justice and Pollution in the Euthyphro” in Kamtekar, 2005. 

Meineck, Peter (ed., trans.) 1998 Aristophanes I:  Clouds, Wasps, Birds. Indianapolis:  

Hackett Publishing Company. 

Mikalson, Jon D. 1983 Athenian Popular Religion. Chapel Hill:  The University of North 

Carolina Press. 



369 

 

Moreau, J. 1939 La Construction de l‟Idealisme Platonicien Paris: Bovin et Cie. 

Murphy, Mark. 2008 “Theological Voluntarism” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy (Fall 2010 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL= 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/voluntarism-theological/ 

Murray, A.T. (tr.) 1939 Demosthenes. Cambridge:  Harvard University Press. 

Murray, Gilbert. 1946 Greek Studies. Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 

Nehamas, Alexander. 1975 “Confusing Universals and Particulars in Plato‟s Early 

Dialogues.” Review of Metaphysics 29:287-306; reprinted in Nehamas, 1999. 

-------. 1985 “Meno‟s Paradox and Socrates as a Teacher.” Oxford Studies in Ancient 

Philosophy 3:1-30; reprinted in Benson, 1992, and Nehamas, 1999. 

-------. 1986 “Socratic Intellectualism.” Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in 

Ancient Philosophy 2:275-316; reprinted in Nehamas, 1999. 

-------. 1990 “Eristic, Antilogic, Sophistic, Dialectic: Plato's Demarcation of Philosophy 

from Sophistry” History of Philosophy Quarterly, 7.1:3-16; reprinted in Nehamas, 

1999. 

-------.  1999 The Virtues of Authenticity:  Essays on Plato and Socrates. Princeton:  

Princeton University Press. 

Nehamas, Alexander and Woodruff, Paul (trs.) 1989 Plato:  Symposium. Indianapolis:  

Hackett Publishing Company. 

O‟Meara, D.J. (ed.) 1985 Platonic Investigations. Studies in Philosophy and the History 

of Philosophy 13. Washington, D.C.:  Catholic University Press of America. 

Palmer, John Anderson. Plato’s Reception of Parmenides. Oxford:  Oxford University 

Press. 

Parker, Robert. 2005 “Law and Religion” in Gagarin and Cohen, 2005. 

Penner, Terry. 1992a “Socrates and the Early Dialogues” in Kraut, 1992. 

-------. 1992b “What Laches and Nicias Miss—and Whether Socrates Thinks Courage is 

Merely a Part of Virtue.” Ancient Philosophy 12:1-27. 

Perrin, Bernadotte Plutarch: Lives, I, Theseus and Romulus. Lycurgus and Numa. Solon 

and Publicola (Loeb Classical Library).  Cambridge:  Harvard University Press. 

Polansky, Ronald M. 1985 “Professor Vlastos‟s Analysis of Socratic Elenchus.” Oxford 

Studies in Ancient Philosophy 3:247-259. 



370 

 

Popper, Karl R. 1945 The Open Society and its Enemies, V. 1:  The Spell of Plato.  

London:  Routledge. 

Rawls, John. 1971 A Theory of Justice, 2nd Edition 1999, Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. 

Reeve, C.D.C. 1989 Socrates in the Apology:  An Essay on Plato’s Apology of Socrates. 

Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company. 

-------. ed., trans. 2002 The Trial of Socrates:  Six Classic Texts. Indianapolis:  Hackett 

Publishing Company. 

Rescher, Nicholas. 2005 “Reductio ad Absurdum” in The Internet Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy; URL=http://www.iep.utm.edu/reductio/. 

Robinson, Richard. 1941 Plato’s Earlier Dialectic. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

-------. 1942 “Plato‟s Consciousness of Fallacy.” Mind, New Series 51.202:97-114. 

-------. 1953 Plato’s Earlier Dialectic. 2nd Ed., Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Roochnik, David. 1996 Of Art and Wisdom: Plato’s Understanding of Techne. University 

Park:  The Pennsylvania State University Press. 

Rose, Lynn E. 1965 “A Note on the Euthyphro, 10-11.” Phronesis 10.2:149-50. 

Ross, William David. 1924 Aristotle’s Metaphysics, a revised text with introduction and 

commentary, vols. I-II, Oxford:  Clarendon Press. 

-------. 1951 Plato’s Theory of Ideas. Oxford:  Clarendon Press. 

Santas, Gerasimos Xenophon. 1964 “The Socratic Paradoxes.” The Philosophical 

Review, 73:147-164. 

-------. 1972 “The Socratic Fallacy.” Journal of the History of Philosophy 10:127-141. 

-------. 1979 The Arguments of the Philosophers:  Socrates. London:  Routledge. 

Scherer, Donald. 1971 “The Form of the Reductio ad Absurdum.” Mind, New Series 

80.318:247-252. 

Schneewind, J.B. “Why Study Kant‟s Ethics?” in Kant, 2002. 

Schwitzgebel, Eric. 2006 “Belief” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2010 

Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL= http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/belief/. 

Scott, Dominic. (ed.) 2007 Maieusis: Essays in Ancient Philosophy in Honour of Myles 

Burnyeat. Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press. 



371 

 

Scott, Gary Alan ed. 2002 Does Socrates Have a Method?:  Rethinking the Elenchus in 

Plato’s Dialogues and Beyond. University Park:  The Pennsylvania State 

University Press. 

Seeskin, Kenneth. 1987 Dialogue and Discovery:  A Study in Socratic Method.  Albany:  

State University of New York Press. 

Sharma, Ravi K. 2001 The Philosophical Origins of Plato’s Theory of Forms. Thesis (Ph. 

D.), University of Texas at Austin. 

-------. 2007a “From Definitions to Forms?” Apeiron 40.1:375-395. 

-------. 2007 b“The Anatomy of an Illusion:  On Plato‟s Purported Commitment to Self-

Predication.” Apeiron 40.2:159-98. 

Sharvy, Richard. 1972 “Euthyphro 9d-11b: Analysis and Definition in Plato and Others.” 

Noûs 6.2:119-137. 

Shorey, Paul. 1903 The Unity of Plato’s Thought. Chicago:  The University of Chicago 

Press.  

-------. 1933 What Plato Said.  Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press. 

Smith, Nicholas D. and Woodruff, Paul B. (eds.) 2000 Reason and Religion in Socratic 

Philosophy.   Oxford:  Oxford University Press,  

Smythe, Herbert Weir. Greek Grammar. Cambridge:  Harvard University Press. 

Stewart, Andrew. 1990a Greek Sculpture : An Exploration (In 2 Volumes) New Haven:  

Yale University Press. 

-------.  1990b One Hundred Greek Sculptors, Their Careers and Extant Works, an 

excerpt from Stewart, 1990a Part III, maintained at the Perseus Digital Archives:  

URL=http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:abo:sec,00024. 

Strassler, Robert B. (ed.) and Crawley, Richard (trans.) 1998 The Landmark Thucydides: 

A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian War. New York:  Simon & 

Schuster. 

Tarán, Leonardo. 1985 “Platonism and Socratic Ignorance (with Special Reference to 

Republic I)” in O‟Meara, 1985. 

Tarrant, Harold. 2002 “Elenchos and Exetasis:  Capturing the Purpose of Socratic 

Interrogation” in Scott, 2002. 

Taylor, A.E. 1956 Plato:  The Man and His Work. New York: Meridian Books. 

Taylor, C.C.W. 1982 “The End of the Euthyphro.” Phronesis 27.2:109-118. 



372 

 

Teloh, Henry. 1987 “The Importance of Interlocutors‟ Characters in Plato's Early 

Dialogues.'' Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 

2:25-38. 

Thayer, Bill. 2006 “Pliny the Elder: The Natural History,” a searchable online 

transcription of the Teubner editions in four volumes, 1892-1905; 

URL=http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Pliny_the_Elder/hom

e.html. 

Tulin, Alexander. 1996 Dike Phonou: The Right of Prosecution and Attic Homicide 

Procedure. Beiträge zur Altertumskunde, Band 76. Stuttgart: B. G. Teubner. 

van Fraassen, Bas C. 1980, The Scientific Image. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Versenyi, Laszlo. 1982 Holiness and Justice:  An Interpretation of Plato’s Euthyphro. 

Washington:  University Press of America 

Vlastos, Gregory. 1943 [Review of Robinson, 1941] The Philosophical Review 52.1:71-

72 

-------. 1953 “Isonomia.” American Journal of Philology 74:337-366; reprinted in 

Vlastos, 1993. 

-------. 1956 “Introduction” to Plato‟s Protagoras, trans. M. Ostwald, vii-lvi. Indianapolis: 

Bobbs-Merill. 

------. 1958 “The Paradox of Socrates.” Queens Quarterly, 64:  496-516. 

-------. 1969 “Justice and Psychic Harmony in the Republic.” The Journal of Philosophy 

66.16:505-521. 

-------. 1978a "The Virtuous and the Happy." A Review of Terence Irwin's Plato's Moral 

Theory. TLS [Times Literary Supplement] (February 24), 3961:230. 

-------. 1978b Review of Cherniss, 1977. American Journal of Philology 89:537-543. 

-------. 1978c “Elenchus:  Toronto 1978.” Binder.  Box 39, Folder 5 of the Gregory 

Vlastos Archive, The Harry Ransom Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 

-------. 1981 Platonic Studies, 2nd ed. Princeton:  Princeton University Press. 

-------. 1983a “The Socratic Elenchus.” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 1:27-58; 

reprinted in Vlastos, 1994. 

-------. 1983b “Afterthoughts.” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 1:71-74. 

-------. 1985 “Socrates‟ Disavowal of Knowledge.” Philosophical Quarterly 35:1-31; 

reprinted in Vlastos, 1994. 



373 

 

-------. 1988 “Elenchus and Mathematics:  A Turning Point in Plato‟s Philosophical 

Development.” American Journal of Philology 109:362-396; reprinted in Benson, 

1992 and Vlastos, 1991. 

-------. 1990 “Is the „Socratic Fallacy‟ Socratic?” Ancient Philosophy 10:1-16; reprinted 

in Vlastos, 1994. 

-------. 1991 Socrates:  Ironist and Moral Philosopher. Ithaca:  Cornell University Press. 

-------. 1993 Studies in Greek Philosophy (Volume I:  The Presocratics), ed. Daniel W. 

Graham. Princeton:  Princeton University Press. 

-------. 1994 Socratic Studies (ed. Burnyeat) Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press. 

White, Nicholas. 2009 “Definition and Elenchus.” Philosophical Inquiry 31.1-2: 22-40. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. 1958 Philosophical Investigations. Trans. G.E.M. Anscombe. 

New York:  Macmillan. 

Wolfsdorf, David. 2003 “Socrates‟ Pursuit of Definitions.” Phronesis 48.4: 271-312. 

-------. 2004 “Socrates‟ Avowals of Knowledge.” Phronesis 49.2: 75-142. 

Wood, Allen. 2002 “What is Kantian Ethics?” in Kant, 2002. 

Woodruff, Paul. 1978 “Socrates and Ontology:  The Evidence of the Hippias Major.” 

Phronesis 23.2: 101-117. 

-------. 1978 “The Socratic Approach to Semantic Incompleteness.” Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research 38.4:453-468. 

-------. 1982 Plato:  Hippias Major: Translated with Commentary and Essay. Oxford:  

Basil Blackwell. 

-------. 1984 “Review [of Kerford, 1981].” The Philosophical Review: 93.1:151-154. 

-------. 1987 “Expert Knowledge in the Apology and Laches:  What a General Needs to 

Know.”  Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 3:79-115. 

-------. 1992 “Plato‟s Early Theory of Knowledge” in Benson, 1992. 

-------. 1993 On Justice, Power, and Human Nature: The Essence of Thucydides' History 

of the Peloponnesian War. Indianapolis:  Hackett Publishing Company. 

-------. 2000 “Socrates and the Irrational” in Smith and Woodruff, 2000. 

-------. 2002 Reverence:  Renewing a Forgotten Virtue. Oxford:  Oxford University Press. 

-------. 2006 “Socrates Among the Sophists” in Abhel-Rape and Kamtekar, 2006. 



374 

 

Zeller, Eduard. 1877 Socrates and the Socratic Schools, trans. O.J. Reichel, 2nd edition, 

London:  Longmans, Green, and Co. 

Zeyl, Donald J., tr. 1987 Plato:  Gorgias. Indianapolis:  Hackett University Press. 



375 

 

Vita 
 

 

 

 

Blinn Ellis Combs, son of Thomas Gail and Jo Ann Ellis Combs, was born in Dallas, 

Texas, on July 3, 1977.  He grew up in Kaufman Texas, graduating from Kaufman High 

School in 1995.  In the June of 1999, he received a Bachelor of Arts in Philosophy, cum 

laude, from Carleton College in Northfield, Minnesota.  He enrolled in the University of 

Texas in Austin Graduate Program in Philosophy in the Fall of 2000, and taught at 

Trinity University from 2007-2009.  He currently resides in Westbrook Maine, with his 

lovely partner and friend, Meghan Smith. 

 

Permanent Address:  P.O. Box 729, Kaufman, TX  75142 

 

This dissertation was typed by the author. 


