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LECTURE NOTES 

 

WARNING: THESE MAY BE DIFFICULT TO FOLLOW IN SOME PLACES. 

PLEASE USE THEM WITH CARE, AND ASK ME IF YOU FIND ANYTHING 

UNCLEAR OR CONFUSING. Also, for your papers, do not cite or quote these 

notes as if they were a source text or scholarly article. Do not include them in a 

bibliography or footnotes. Just use them, as necessary, without reference. Above all, 

please do not quote Plato’s text from these notes rather than directly from the 

original dialogues. For any such quotations you must use the actual text, not my 

discussion of it. 

 

The Apology Lecture 

 

Historical Context 

 

SocratesÕ trial takes place in 399 BCE after the restoration of Athenian democracy. In 

404 BCE, Athens lost the Peloponnesian War to Sparta. The ÒThirty TyrantsÓ, an 

aristocratic, autocratic, brutal, arbitrary, pro-Spartan oligarchy took control in Athens. 

The democracy was restored a few years later, after a civil war, and there was still an 

atmosphere of political tension at the time of SocratesÕ trial. These tensions resulted in 

some of those seen as involved in the oligarchic takeover being put on trial. 

 

At his trial, Socrates is nominally charged with impiety and corruption of the youth. But, 

there is also an implication in the Apology that Socrates was seen as an enemy of the 

democracy. Both Plato and Xenophon, who also wrote a version of the trial of Socrates, 

portray Socrates as sometimes saying that the Spartan system of government was his 

favorite. Socrates also was a friend of Critias, who was PlatoÕs uncle and the leader of the 

Thirty Tyrants. However, Socrates was not formally charged as anti-democratic or with 

treason. 

 

Philosophical Context 
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Socrates was charged with corrupting the youth and undermining conventional religion. 

This sort of charge has often been leveled at philosophers in the past, and in our own 

times. The general claim is that questioning received religious truths implies undermining 

morality. Asking questions about the existence of Zeus, for example, is taken to be 

equivalent to doubting objective morality, since Greeks typically saw Zeus as the 

guarantor of morality. (In many parts of the world people think that God is intimately 

connected with morality and that belief in God is necessary for morality. That is why 

there are sometimes violent reactions to religious skepticism or perceived disrespect for 

religion.) 

  

Socrates, however, is in fact completely convinced of the connection between God (or the 

gods) and moral goodness. Indeed, in some important ways Socrates has a more 

conservative opinion about the divine basis of morality than his fellow Athenians. For 

example, HomerÕs gods can be petty, unfair, and mean-spirited; Socrates assumes that 

gods are perfectly good, and always fair.  

 

Plato spent his own career trying to overthrow naturalistic, humanistic (god-free) 

understandings of the cosmos that were popular in Greek philosophy of the time. He was 

a devoted theist and in this respect Socrates appears to have been the same: Socrates was 

certainly not an atheist.   

     

The Text 

 

P. 43-4: Socrates own account of how he acquired his reputation as philosopher, or 

skeptic: 

 

Socrates recounts the story of the Oracle of Delphi and of his going around Athens in 

search of wisdom. Socrates claims that he has a special kind of wisdom, in as much as he 

knows that he knows nothing. 
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According to Socrates, human wisdom lies in knowing that you know nothing, or, at the 

very least, knowing the limits of your knowledge. But, this Socratic skepticism, i.e. the ÒI 

know nothingÓ claim, mostly applies, for him, to ethics and politics. Socrates describes 

questioning Ò a politicianÓ and showing that he didnÕt know what he thought he knew. He 

means that he engaged in some kind of ethical discussion. In this context, to be a 

Òpolitical expertÓ is to be an ethical expert.  

 

Socratic skepticism is targeted at ethical questions: How should we live? He believes that 

in the ethical domain, you must be prepared to think hard and to question your beliefs, to 

knock them down and replace them with something more carefully worked out, and so 

stronger and more stable. In other words, moral goodness requires self-examination.  

 

While pre-Socratic philosophers were mostly interested in applying philosophy to the 

natural world and metaphysical speculation, Socrates used philosophy as a method of 

ethical examination and is in a sense the first moral philosopher.  

 

Other Greeks did not necessarily share SocratesÕ commitment to skeptical self-

examination. The historian Herodotus thought, for example, that every decent person 

respects his own cultural norms and the norms of others. Socrates thought we should 

question these norms, and when it seems necessary, rebuild them. So, Socrates is a 

skeptic about common ethical views. ÒSkepticÓ by the way is used here in the ancient 

sense meaning Òsomeone who examines,Ó and not in the modern sense meaning 

Òsomeone who always doubts or rejects received ideas.Ó  

 

On his quest for wisdom, Socrates goes around asking supposedly wise men questions so 

as to gather knowledge and (supposedly) to prove to Apollo that he is not that wise. But, 

when he goes to question these men, he finds out that they do not know what they are 

talking about. So, Socrates concludes that if he is the wisest, it is only inasmuch as he is 

aware of what he doesnÕt know. Among the people who think they are wise but are not is 

an unnamed famous politician. One good possibility Ñ  what most Greek readers would 

surely have assumed Ñ  is that the politician Socrates is referring to is Pericles, the 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 4 

leading ideological democrat of ancient Greece. So, there seems to be some substance to 

the claim that Socrates was a little anti-democratic Ñ  since he declares that Pericles was 

totally ignorant. Even if you examine democratic practices (as a skeptic), there is always 

the risk that you could sound anti-democratic. The same risk applies to religion as well. 

Examining it often looks the same as doubting it.  

 

More generally, Socrates definitely annoys people, either by demonstrating the 

inconsistency of their ideas or by slaying their sacred cows or by at the very least 

appearing to be irreligious or unpatriotic (the Meno provides a very clear example of 

this). 

 

 

P. 70  No harm can come to the good man 

  

There seems to be a contradiction here between SocratesÕ theism and his skepticism. 

Socrates is absolutely certain that God would not allow harm to come to a good man. 

Why he didnÕt turn his skepticism on that belief? (Or on the belief that there is a god in 

the first place?) After all, if skepticism can apply to anything it can apply to these bold 

cosmological claims: claims about God.  

 

But for Socrates, the pursuit of knowledge, especially ethical wisdom, is probably only 

possible in the first place with a God in place who serves as the basis or foundation for 

ethical reality (and this, as we shall see, is certainly PlatoÕs view). So, perhaps Socrates 

held that self-examination is ultimately an investigation into the nature of God, and 

therefore not something that can be coherently turned on the questions of GodÕs 

existence.  

 

In general, SocratesÕ skepticism has a fairly clear theistic agenda. Socrates is a striking 

value skeptic Ñ  he doubts that most of the things most people care about really have 

much value Ñ  and quite evidently this is because of his belief in a certain kind of God. 

Socrates wants you to give up the belief that having health, money, power, status, beauty, 
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etc. are important. He has to give up these values if he is to be able to believe that the 

universe is perfectly fair Ñ  as required if there is a benevolent god who makes sure that 

harm never comes to good people. (After all, clearly money, wealth, power, and beauty 

can be taken away from us by misfortune; so either these things donÕt really matter, or the 

world is cruel and horribly unfair.) Socrates is always trying to throw out common sense 

beliefs Ñ  but specifically and especially those that undermine the idea of the world as 

perfectly just. 

 

Both religious skeptics and believers can lay claim to Socrates of the Apology as a kind of 

inspiration. There are contemporary atheists (like Christopher Hitchens) who see in the 

Apology the birth of skepticism, a tradition that (as they see it) powerfully undermines 

religious authority. At the same time, we can follow the trajectory of Socratic theism 

through later Greek philosophers and Christianity. Christianity shares closely with 

Socratic theism the ideas of monotheism, the immortality of the soul, the ethically 

perfect, benevolent and provident God, and the claims that no (real) harm can 

(ultimately) come to the good man.  

 

In fact even the ancient Hedonists admired the Socrates of the Apology. They were 

especially fond of his claim that death was (perhaps) the erasure of all consciousness, and 

therefore not worth worrying about. Hedonists were materialists who denied the 

immortality of the soul, and later became rather obsessed with the principle that we 

should not be afraid of death. 

 

Thus three highly divergent philosophical traditions have their roots, or some of their 

roots, in the Apology.
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Plato 

6 February 2009 

 

Euthyphro Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

The Euthyphro is generally treated as the first Platonic dialogue. (PlatoÕs work was 

divided and placed into groups around the 2nd century BCE. Euthyphro always comes 

first. In reality, the Apology was almost certainly written first.) In the Apology Socrates 

explains his mission and his philosophical method. The Euthyphro is a very clear and 

helpful representation of that Socratic method: the elenchus. (An elenchus means, 

roughly, in the context, the process of disproving someoneÕs views by using their own 

claims and concessions against their original thesis.)  

 

The general point of the Euthyphro is the idea that common opinion about the gods is 

muddled and needs to be fixed by philosophy Ñ  i.e., by self-examination. Socrates 

believes that it is good for us to go from a state of over-confidence to aporia (state of 

bafflement) in order to then rebuild our ideas and beliefs on a better foundation. The 

Euthyphro does not ever get out of the aporia. At the end of the dialogue, there is no final 

resolution or positive hypothesis about what holiness is. But, part of the point of the 

Euthyphro was to bring the reader Ñ  with Euthyphro Ñ  into aporia through philosophy. 

(If people want to solve the problem, then they will have to seek out more philosophy. 

The dialogue is a teaser.) 

 

Another assumption of Socrates in the dialogue, and an important one, is that we must not 

unreflectively allow someone else to dictate our ethical or religious ideas: Euthyphro 

says that if Zeus (in the traditional stories) is allowed to punish his children, why canÕt 

he? Socrates is skeptical, and asks why we should believe any of the stories. SocratesÕ 

point is that those are someone elseÕs ideas, and as such basically worthless, unless we 

can justify them anew for ourselves. What about our own ideas? 
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Text 

 

P. 10 Ð aside: SocratesÕ divine voice/sign 

  

Socrates tells Euthyphro that there is a divine spirit or voice in his head telling him what 

not to do. This is called in Greek his daimonion, Òlittle god,Ó or, perhaps as we say, the 

Òlittle voice in my head.Ó There may be an element of Socratic humor here. But the more 

important philosophical idea here may be this: that if the gods speak to us, they speak to 

us through our own minds, i.e., through human thought, judgment and moral sense. 

SocratesÕ divine voice, then, has a way of rationalizing how we think about God and may 

address the connection between Socratic skepticism and theism. Socrates believed in god; 

but he may also have believed that we must come to our own ideas about god, and of 

what he wants from us, and not accept other peopleÕs claims about god uncritically. 

 

   

P. 15 Ð What makes the holy Òholy?Ó 

 

This dialogue is about what is holy and what is unholy. What Socrates wants to know is 

what is the standard of holiness. EuthyphroÕs first attempt to answer SocratesÕ question 

was to provide a few examples of the holy, e.g. ÒI am prosecuting someone for murder. 

ThatÕs holy.Ó Socrates doesnÕt want examples; rather, he wants a general definition that 

provides the criteria for holiness, that which makes the holy ÒholyÓ in every case. 

 

SocratesÕ demand here ties into an important Socratic principle or idea. The principle 

goes something like this: 

  

To be properly X (e.g., fair, brave, kind) or to use the concept X (e.g., holy, right, fair) 

correctly, you must be able to define X. 
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This principle could apply to all sorts of conceptual analysis. The Platonic dialogues 

apply this principle to fairness, bravery, moderation, holiness, political justice, beauty, 

love, and so on; Socrates seems keen to apply the principle to any and every ethical 

concept.  

 

One implication of the principle is that most people make moral judgments without being 

able to provide these definitions, and therefore most peopleÕs moral judgments are 

inadequate, inferior, and substandard. This later emerges as a central Platonic belief: that 

ordinary morality is inadequate. 

 

Some critics also know this principle as the Socratic Fallacy. The claim that the principle 

is a fallacy (i.e., false) is based on the observation that there are plenty of concepts that 

are very hard to define but that we all use perfectly well most of the time. Take the 

concept of ÒcatÓ for example. We can identify cats easily and accurately. But can most 

people define cat? Even when we can define ÒcatÓ, we would hardly ever use the 

definition to identify one ÒWell, this animal has satisfied some of the conditions of being 

a cat, but does it have retractable claws?Ó We just recognize cats, easily and effortlessly, 

most of the time. Maybe ethics could work like this. What if it were the case that we have 

some kind of intuitive moral detector? What if we all agree that action x was the generous 

thing to do in a particular situation but we were all unable to give a very general account 

of what makes every generous action generous? ThatÕs a common scenario. 

 

This criticism implies that the Socratic search for definitions is an academic exercise, 

interesting for speculation but ultimately not necessary for conducting practical affairs. 

But Socrates thinks that this kind of investigation is not merely an exercise, but that 

understanding our ethical ideas fully and philosophically really is necessary in order to be 

good. 

 

In defense of Socrates we might note that there are indeed plenty of contexts where 

people would benefit enormously from thinking much harder about their ethical beliefs, 

from reconsidering their reasons, and from questioning ideas and principles that they 
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have merely accepted on authority, and unreflectively. Perhaps it is easy to spot cats, and 

generous actions Ñ  but there are plenty of difficult moral questions than many people 

never think about: different questions for different times, but always some hard ones that 

need hard thinking. 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 10 

Plato 

9 February 2009 

 

The Euthyphro Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 The Socratic Principle may be too harsh. There are many concepts or ideas that 

we use instinctively but are unable to define philosophically (like the concept of ÒcatÓ). 

But, in another sense, the Socratic Principle can be a useful tool. Plato thinks that 

philosophy is about taking intuitions, especially of the ethical sort, inside of you and 

discursively making them sharper or more defined. So, in a positive light, the Socratic 

Method could get you to think about your intuitions when you are being philosophically 

or ethically lazy. The Socratic Method may be good in Òhard cases,Ó when our intuitions 

may be unclear, but we could get through Òeasy casesÓ (like identifying cats) when our 

understanding is unexamined. 

SP may be too harsh 

  

 

Text 

 

P. 12 EuthyphroÕs description of the ethical dilemma he faces 

 

 Here, the issue is whether or not EuthyphroÕs decision to prosecute his father is 

holy. The word used in the original Greek text is hosion. WhatÕs hosion is what one may 

do or that which one must do, either according to some divine regulation or somehow in 

relation to the Divine. The connotation is almost always what one may do. In modern 

English, hosion best translates to Òrighteousness.Ó Hosion is related to the Jewish concept 

of kosher and the Islamic concept of halal.  
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 What is important to notice is the double service, the two senses, of the word 

Òright.Ó The first sense is expressed in the sentence ÒItÕs right to apologize to your 

mother,Ó and the second sense is expressed in the sentence ÒItÕs right to eat animals.Ó The 

sense of the former implies an obligation, a Òmust do,Ó while the sense of the latter 

implies an ability, a Òmay or can do.Ó But, despite the fact that the right has two different 

senses, certain acts are definitely hosion. For example, everyone agrees that itÕs hosion to 

treat guests well, be good to your parents and not murder people. 

 

 The antonym of hosion is an(h)osion. That which is an(h)osion is that which is 

unholy. Like-terms would include sinful, atrocious, heinous, and, in an Islamic context, 

haraam. WhatÕs an(h)osion is what one is absolutely forbidden to do, either according to 

some divine regulation or somehow in relation to the Divine. For example, it would be 

an(h)osion to murder, disrespect the god(s) and mistreat guests. 

 

 EuthyphroÕs dilemma is explaining how his action of bringing his father for 

prosecution is hosion. Euthyphro says something to the effect of ÒMurder is unclean and 

polluting.Ó The association of morality with cleanliness is one that happens cross-

culturally. We use this association metaphorically when we say things like ÒThat was a 

nasty thing to doÓ or ÒThat was a dirty trickÓ or ÒThis politician has a clean record.Ó 

Euthyphro uses this association literally Ð he literally means that not prosecuting his 

father would be tainting.  

  

 For the Greeks, though, it would be unholy to persecute a parent, and that is the 

sentiment Plato is trying to tease out here. The Greeks would often combine an(h)osion 

for dramatic effect. For example, in Oedipus Rex, the unholy acts of murder and 

mistreating your parents are combined for the purpose of effect. Also, the Greeks loved to 

argue about whether certain hypothetical situations involved a wrong. One example they 

talked about involved two boys playing javelin. One boy threw a javelin, and the second 

boy runs in the way and is killed. ÒIs this a case of murder?Ó the Greeks would ask. 
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 One question here is whether or not EuthyphroÕs father actually committed 

murder. At first glance, it is obvious that the father did not directly commit murder; 

rather, he was only confining the servant, and the servant ended up dead, which would be 

something like involuntary manslaughter. But, the father didnÕt stop the death from 

happening either, which is an act of omission.  

 

 What is important, regardless of whether the father is a murderer or not, is that 

EuthyphroÕs dilemma is a ridiculously hard moral situation and that Plato uses this 

situation to demonstrate that you must be a Socratic (through the method and principle) to 

figure out the dilemma. The modern equivalent would be a utilitarian using one of their 

famous intuition pumps, like the trolley example, to demonstrate the value of 

utilitarianism. Maybe the fatherÕs biggest problem is that he is a vigilante, and we have 

mixed attitudes about vigilantism. Maybe the fatherÕs problem is that he did what a 

magistrate would have had him do anyway but without the express consent of the 

magistrate. At any level, the issue is not resolve at the end of the dialogue. 

 

P. 19; 9a  Socrates is skeptical of EuthyphroÕs piety 

 

 There is a slight social or class dimension in EuthyphroÕs dilemma. The person 

Euthyphro is sticking up for is a mere hired hand, while the person he is prosecuting is 

his own father. Euthyphro holds the democratic belief that the law should be applied 

equally. Just as it doesnÕt matter that the deceased is a hired hand, it doesnÕt matter that 

lawbreaker is my father. Plato suggests here that maybe both do matter. When Socrates 

gently questions the hosion of the situation, he throws in the part that the victim was 

ÒmerelyÓ a hired hand. Maybe this is PlatoÕs own voice talking through the character of 

Socrates. 

 

 Still, Socrates wants formal definition of hosion, and Euthyphro, at first, gives 

instances. But, as weÕve suggested before, EuthyphroÕs way of doing it is good enough 

for certain kinds of identification (e.g., of cats). Maybe ethics works like this Ð maybe 

prosecuting murders is holy, and anyone who has familiarity with human lives and 
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attitudes would understand this, except for Socrates. We could give examples of 

generosity very easily and can usually accurately and effortlessly distinguish from 

generous, fair, and greedy actions. 

 

P. 16  EuthyphroÕs definition: Holy is what gods like; not holy is what gods dislike 

 What is holy on this account can only be known through revelation (sacred text, 

divine messenger, religious culture). Whenever we associate gods with morality, we 

come to the simple idea that there are things that gods want us to do and not want us to 

do. 

 

Pp.17-8  SocratesÕ reply: The gods can disagree 

 Socrates argument goes like this:  

1. DonÕt we agree there are many gods?  

2. ArenÕt there disputes among them? 

3. WouldnÕt there be ethical disputes? What else would they fight about? 

We wouldnÕt argue about the height of a door, not for long. Many of our 

disputes are ethical, and itÕs likely, if the gods can dispute, they would 

dispute about ethical matters. 

4. If the gods disagree, what then is holy? What should I do if Zeus would 

want me to do X, but Aphrodite doesnÕt. Suppose I wonder whether should 

I invade a country and start war? Ares says yes, Apollo no. What do I do? 

 

 There is a loosely equivalent problem in the modern setting. How do we get 

GodÕs revealed commands? A Christian could say the Bible is what God says. A response 

could be, ÒThatÕs what your book says, but my book/culture/intuition says otherwise.Ó 

There is still disagreement among religions. This is a problem if you believe in 

revelation, unless you are insulated in your faith and donÕt ask questions. 

 

p. 18; 8c Ð Euthyphro: gods often disagree, but they would not disagree that prosecuting 

murder is the right thing to do 
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 Euthyphro is not getting this idea from gods. He is getting this from the moral 

practices of his society and his own moral intuitions. The gods would have to agree to 

that murder is wrong because it is such a practical idea. The implication is that the gods 

must agree with us. But, Euthyphro is giving up his project, i.e. ÒI am doing this because 

it is holy.Ó Euthyphro already knew murder was wrong before inserting gods into 

equation.  

 Socrates makes the same move as Euthyphro at 8e, with the line that begins ÒBut 

even so, . . .Ó Why is Socrates so confident in this claim? What if gods reward bad 

people? What if gods delight in not punishing bad people? SocratesÕ claim at 8e is the 

same type of claim as the Òno harmÓ claim from the Apology. Socrates believes that the 

universe is just, that the gods would always reward the good. Although Socrates presents 

himself as a skeptic, he never digs beneath the bedrock of his theism.
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Plato 

11 February 2009 

 

Euthyphro Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 Question: Can you prove anything with the Socratic Method?  

 Response: LetÕs look at the positive light: Socrates has idea we can improve 

ourselves ethically through self-examination. Also, Socrates is skeptical of authority. 

ThatÕs why Socrates likes the idea that when he is talking through an issue he is going 

through someone elseÕs idea. Socrates is doing something that Euthyphro himself should 

be able to go through Ð Socrates is only working through what someone else, Euthyphro, 

already thinks. At every stage, Socrates gets his interlocutorÕs consent.  

 Socrates is quite good at showing up genuine philosophical problems in peopleÕs 

views on concept X, Y, Z. He couldnÕt lead Euthyphro in just any direction at all. When 

the Socratic Method works well, it shows people that their views are flawed. When the 

Socratic Method works poorly, then it can seem sneaky or annoying or futile.  

 The Meno provides another positive example. Meno says, ÒSocrates, didnÕt 

Gorgias already tell you what virtue is?Ó Socrates replies that Gorgias isnÕt there, so they 

should just talk about what Meno thinks. It would be like saying, forget what Freud or 

Jesus would say about X because theyÕre not here. This could be a good habit to have, a 

refreshing approach. 

 

 Question: Is Socrates trying to avoid being a teacher? 

 Response: Socrates genuinely has the attitude that there are difficult problems. He 

doesnÕt think he has all the answers. The best starting point in investigation is to 

acknowledge that we donÕt know as much as we think we do. Plato has this inclination 

less. When Socrates the character gets annoying, itÕs because it feels like there is an 

agenda he is pushing. This is especially obvious in the Republic. This is Platonic 

dictation, nominally in dialogue form. 
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 Comment: How you interpret to Òsee through meÓ could indicate the degree to 

how much you think Socrates is pulling chains. 

 Response: When Socrates says ÒEuthyphro, you are an expert, and I need to learn 

from you,Ó it works. It gets Euthyphro to talk about it. That probably wouldnÕt happen if 

Socrates told Euthyphro, ÒYouÕre an idiot.Ó 

 

 Comment: It seems like Socrates is belittling who he is talking to. Socrates might 

have a god complex. 

 Response: There is some sarcasm and irony that comes across that way and some 

that doesnÕt.  The Greek word translated here is eroneia, which means self-effacement. 

Aristotle thinks that this trait is a fault. There must be a middle ground of truth (what we 

would call be realistic about self). So, eroneia is sarcasm related, but not the same thing. 

There is a second sense to the word Òsarcasm,Ó which would amount to praising someone 

to him or her. The second sense, the nasty sarcasm, probably comes from Plato, who 

thought that people who donÕt believe in gods should be executed. Plato also hated the 

democrats, the prosecutors of Socrates. 

 

Text 

 

P. 20; 9e  EuthyphroÕs second definition (actual definition, not example) 

 What is holy is what all the gods love. 

 

10a SocratesÕ question Ð The ÒEuthyphro DilemmaÓ 

 SocratesÕ critique of EuthyphroÕs second definition is very famous in the history 

of philosophy and is still discussed, in various versions, in contemporary philosophy. 

SocratesÕ critique is known as the ÒEuthyphro Dilemma.Ó 

 

 SocratesÕ question is this: ÒIs something holy because the gods like it, or do the 

gods like something because it is holy?Ó A more modern translation might be: ÒIs the 

right want God wants from us, likes from us, or does God want something from us 
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because it is right?Ó The translation works because of the qualification ÒallÓ of the gods, 

which makes the gods act or judge as one.  

 

 So, we will look at this dilemma in each of its parts. 

 

A. God likes whatÕs holy because itÕs holy 

 This stance proposes that God has a mind, observes actions, judges actions as 

holy, and likes them because they are holy. The holy, or the right, is an intrinsic quality 

of an action. This raises the question of whether the rightness or holiness of an action 

comes around before God. After all, one claim, if God is just judging that the right 

actions are right, why do we need to include him in the moral picture? And, the claim 

continues, we are looking for actions that are right or wrong in accordance with everyone 

agreeing that they are ambiguously right or wrong. So, we are looking at classes of action 

like ÒGod doesnÕt want us to murder or steal.Ó We couldnÕt say something that observing 

the Sabbath is unambiguous Ð itÕs certainly not obvious if you an atheist or other. A Deist 

could respond that maybe God is a better or more accurate judge of the right than we are. 

 

B. WhatÕs holy is holy because God likes it 

 This stance proposes that there is no intrinsic property to the holy or the righteous. 

God liking ÒXÓ makes it right, whatever it is. We find out what God likes through 

revelation.-there is no intrinsic property to the holy or the righteous. 

-God liking ÒitÓ makes it right, whatever it is. 

 

 Humanity is full of people who support both views. One way to elicit a view is to 

ask, ÒDo you think God thinks we shouldnÕt kill because it is wrong? Or could God 

change his mind and say, ÔMurder is right?ÕÓ If you think that itÕs implausible to think 

that God could make murder right, then you are already coming down on side A. This is 

like EuthyphroÕs position. ItÕs really your own standard of right and wrong that you are 

then applying to God. You are projecting your views about murder onto this mind that 

always gets things right. 
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 Plenty of people support view B: How do people come to say it is a terrible crime 

to work on a certain day of the week? How do people come to think it is a crime or sin to 

turn on a light on Saturday? No one outside of that culture would ever think something 

like that. ThatÕs because people are operating on B view. That is how people apply full 

moral emotion and content onto these actions, because if God wants us to do it or not, 

then that is so. For example, as a Christian, you might think that it is morally important to 

believe in the Resurrection. There are texts that assert that it is right to believe it and 

wrong not to. But, no one outside of the culture would have that kind of idea intuitively. 

 

If we do try to base ideas of whatÕs right upon God, we are going to face the choice 

between A and B.  

 

If we go with view B, we are going to have a major problem. If B, how do we know what 

God wants? Which book to accept? Which prophet? Why a prophet and not Hume? By 

choosing authority, you are already slipping back into A. You accept the authority 

because it seems right to you (culturally, socially, ethically, intellectually). 

 

Socrates is never going to accept B. Socrates is distrustful of authority. 

 

P. 21; 10d   Euthyphro accepts view A 

 S argues that there canÕt be an identity between the holy and GodÕs liking. Watch 

SocratesÕ language: Socrates is only gives Euthyphro option A: do the gods like whatÕs 

holy because itÕs holy, or for Òsome other reason,Ó implying some other random reason. E 

has been forced into this option. S asks a loaded question. Maybe Euthyphro would have 

gone for option B, but he is forced. Also, the reader is forced. 

 

 Consider the 10 Commandments: why is it wrong to kill? Because Moses is not a 

moron, child or psychopath. MosesÕ saying it doesnÕt make it wrong for the first time in 

history. If we accept A, then murder would still be wrong even if God were apathetic 

about saying itÕs wrong. Murder is already wrong. We could then leave out the point 

about what godÕs want. What GodÕs want is not an intrinsic quality; holiness is. Consider 
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the statement ÒI like red food because itÕs red.Ó Now consider, ÒThe type of foods I like 

will have the intrinsic quality of Beresford food. This doesnÕt make any sense. Therefore, 

the gods liking something and the right are not the same. 

 

 Consider the statement ÒGods like generous actions because they are generous.Ó 

Socrates believes that this might be true only if we are dealing with some intrinsic 

quality. Consider: ÒGods love ÔGod-lovedÕ things because they are ÔGod-loved.ÕÓ This is 

unintelligible nonsense.  

 

 How do we know what is holy or generous? Well, we just already know. What if I 

were to say, how do we know what is red if your chemistry book hasnÕt told you. The 

chemistry book might tell about chemical makeup of red, but not of spotting red, 

phenomenally. How do you know as a devout Jew that you canÕt eat shellfish? You have 

to check it in the text, otherwise you would never know. What about generous? 

Absolutely not, we would already have some intuitive discriminating power concerning 

the generous. 

 

Textual Explication 

 

Getting approved vs. being approved. 

philoumenon ! loved 

phileitai !  is loved, is being loved 

  

 Do we call something a carried thing because itÕs being carried or because it has 

the quality of being a Òcarried thing?Ó No one says, ÒI am carrying this because it is a 

carried thing.Ó Rather, ÒThis is a carried thing because I am carrying it.Ó 

The implication is that right actions arenÕt just what Gods tell us to do. If we were to hear 

tomorrow that Gods allowed murder, we would just think that that is wrong. 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 20 

Plato 

13 February 2009 

 

Administrative 

 

There may be unannounced tests throughout the semester. These are meant to ensure that 

you are keeping up with the readings. 

 

Euthyphro Lecture 

 

P. 24-5 The distinction between whatÕs just and whatÕs holy (or, whatÕs right) 

 

The ÒJustÓ (Right) 

Subsets 

 1. Holy 

  -religious duty 

 2. (merely) right 

  -like secular ethics,  

 

12d; p. 24 When something is holy, then it is just and right. 

 It doesnÕt follow that when something is just and right that it is holy 

Consider overtly religious duty Ð You must respect temples, how we conduct our 

sacrifices and religious ceremonies. As a Muslim, you have certain duties that only other 

Muslims are obligated to respect. Paying for a subway ticket isnÕt an expressly Muslim 

duty. 

 

13a; p. 25  Concern for looking after gods is the holy, all else then not 

 -WhatÕs holy is a matter to doing your duty to God(s) 

 -WhatÕs right is a matter of doing your duty to other (humans) 
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 Socrates objects to the idea that the holy is a matter of doing duty to the gods. 

Socrates asks, what do we mean by Òserving God?Ó To say that we serve God implies 

that God needs something from us, that God has a lack that we would fill in. Hedonists 

took up this argument. Epicureans like this argument: Why should Gods care about our 

offerings to them? They are perfect. So, we should seek after pleasure rather than 

religious duty. 

 

 But, dividing the just into the holy and right runs into complications. Consider 

what the Greeks consider hosion: respect guests, respect parents, not committing murder. 

All of these are to do with the way that we treat people, not Gods! Some of our central 

examples of holiness arenÕt about gods and have people as their objects. So, we cannot 

divide duties into duties toward gods and duties toward people. Take 10 Commandments: 

the first two commandments about God-directed, while the rest are about people. This is 

a problem for EuthyphroÕs formulation. The question remains, how do we define our 

religious duties so that they are not people-directed? 

 

 One way to divide would be as follows: 

 

Very Strong Duties !  God-involved 

Weak Duties !  Less tendency to say that God is involved 
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Plato 
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Meno Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 The Meno is about goodness, specifically ethical goodness. Moreover, it is about 

the specific way of being good that involves things like honoring oneÕs parents, being 

nice to guests, respecting your city, etc. In recent Platonic scholarship, there is a 

movement that claims that this is not what Meno and Socrates are talking about. These 

scholars claim that Socrates and Meno are discussing distinctively Greek notions that are 

not entirely related to our concept of the ethically good man, and they claim that those 

who read it in this way do so anachronistically.  

 

 The debate hinges on the meaning of the Greek word ar•te. In Homeric language, 

ar•te means something like valor, having to do with being a good warrior, e.g. being 

brave. So, these are scholars claim something like: 

1. In Homer, ar•te had to do with valor. 

2. Later Greeks began to link ar•te with goodness. 

3. Therefore, Homeric Greeks were not interested in ethics. 

These scholars further claim that the idea of ethical goodness didnÕt exist in Homeric 

times. These scholars claim that the modern view is that the good man is the morally 

good man. The concept of ethical goodness, they claim, came into being because of 

Socrates/Plato, and some think that the idea of the ethical and of the moral was invented 

in the Meno. Before that, people didnÕt place an emphasis on these qualities. The good 

man, prior to Socrates/Plato, was the Homeric style valorous man or man or high 

standing with wealth and power. 

 The scholar Richard Bluck notes that ar•te means excellence of any kind because 

in the Republic, Socrates talks about the ar•te of a sickle. The Greeks also sometimes 

used ar•te in reference to dogs and horses. Ar•te always referred to the qualities that we 
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value most, but there was content drift from Homeric to Platonic times. There is no 

reference to moral virtue in Home. And, this understanding of ar•te as excellence 

continued into the 5th century and after. This is connected with NietzscheÕs understanding 

of the history of ethics: morality as we know it is a cultural invention, from the Greek 

philosopher and Christians, that the good man is the ethically good man, full of the ÒsoftÓ 

moral virtues (e.g., benevolence, humility, etc.). Supposedly, Meno has the ÒoldÓ or 

Homeric view of ar•te, that being good is being able to acquire thing or about managing 

the affairs of the city. 

 But this view is not very compelling or plausible. These scholars are making a 

lexical argument: Homeric ar•te=value and Socratic ar•te=a kind of goodness, so this 

shows us when the new notion (of ethical goodness) came into being. We can use an 

equivalent argument to show the implausibility of the scholarsÕ claims. Take the word 

Ògay.Ó Gay prior to the 1950s=happy and gay after the 1950s=homosexual, so this shows 

us that homosexuality came into being in the 1950s. Concerning the Greeks, the 

argument slips by us because we donÕt know all of the historical facts Ð we arenÕt ancient 

Greeks. But, when we substitute a modern equivalent, we can see the absurdity of the 

claim. So, the response to these scholars is, ÒSo what?Ó The idea of ethical goodness 

already existed. Homeric heroes are already interested in ethical goodness; they just donÕt 

call it ar•te. 

  

 Consider other ethical terms. Take the term Ònasty.Ó In some contexts, like in 

African-American vernacular, nasty means smelly. ThatÕs because nasty used to 

exclusively mean smelly. Now it means Òmalicious,Ó but we took a word from a different 

domain and applied it to ethical content. But, that doesnÕt mean that there was no concept 

of maliciousness. Take Òcad.Ó Cad used to mean Òporter,Ó and is still expressed in this 

sense in the word Òcaddy.Ó Aristocrats derisively used ÒcadÓ to apply to artisans, and, 

over time, the word now means Òunscrupulous.Ó Aristocrats converted the term, in an 

especially aristocratic way, to a new context. Take Òmean.Ó Mean used to mean Òsmall or 

of low class.Ó The aristocrats helped to change the context again. The idea is since 

theyÕre poor, they are likely to have some ethical deficiencies. So, ÒmeanÓ and ÒnastyÓ 
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used to mean ÒpoorÓ and Òsmelly.Ó The sense has changed because we use it as an ethical 

metaphor so much that the original meaning has no value. 

 The Greeks could be like us. They could have the faintest idea of the etymology 

of ar•te. And, the Greeks probably read Homer Socratically, in the same way we 

interpret mean and nasty in Dickens. 

 ÒNiceÓ used to mean Òprecise.Ó If someone is morally precise and always keeps 

his or her promises, then he or she is Ònice.Ó ÒGenerousÓ used to mean Òof noble birth.Ó 

The Greek word agathos can mean Òof high social statusÓ or Ògood.Ó Of course, 

aristocrats enjoy using agathos to refer to themselves as Ògood,Ó as they interpret 

themselves as having more or better virtue. 

 You can talk about the ar•te of a horse or dog or the eyes or a sickle. There is a  

perfectly straightforward connotation, ar•te (noun for adjective good) connected to 

agathos. We say stuff like this too, using ÔgoodÕ and ÔgoodnessÕ in looser sense. Richard 

Dawkins says that the goodness of the trait was its ability to be passed down to further 

offspring. But none of these uses (e.g., of ar•te of horse) appear in Meno. Socrates says 

he wants a definition that covers all instances, of what makes every case of ar•te Òar•te.Ó 

He never asks about ar•te of horse. Imagine the mess you would be in if you had to give 

a Socratic account of the goodness of a man or woman, on the one hand, and cars and 

horses, on the other. What does figuring out what makes a good grasshopper a good 

grasshopper do for trying to figure out ar•te of man? It doesnÕt. You would end up with 

gibberish. If we want useful analysis, then we should hone in on one facet of it. There is a 

bit in the Republic where the question is asked, what makes a dog a good dog? This 

answer is something or other. Then they consider what makes a person a good person. 

The answer is morality. When we use ar•te to apply to humans, we are talking about 

ethical goodness. 

 

So, NietzscheÕs ideas are philosophically interesting but historically fantastic. People 

always had ethical concerns. ThatÕs why we can even relate to dialogues in the first place. 

ItÕs also why Meno is completely befuddled by the ethical sense Socrates supposedly 

endows ar•te with. But, Meno has aristocratic roots. This is why he defines ar•te as 

saying the good man is politically powerful, the man who runs the city well, the rich and 
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the powerful. This would include the further assumption that the good man is ethically 

good. 

 

Text 

 

Bottom of p. 86; 71e Ð Masculine/feminine virtues 

 MenoÕs view about the good man is one who can manage the city is not that far 

from our own ideas about the connection of the political and the ethical. You could say 

itÕs about political success, but itÕs also about being the kind of person who runs a city 

well.  

Beresford’s Question: Can you name a moral person from the 19th century? 

Responses: Abraham Lincoln, Robert E. Lee.  

 Intuitively, you immediately go for a politician. We think it is an ethical point that 

Lincoln ran the country well. We would not make the same inference in the case of good 

painter. Being a good painter does not expressly tell us about ethical questions in the 

same way that being a good politician does. The Greeks also had this sense Ð Aristides 

the Righteous was named so because he could not be politically corrupted. 

 MenoÕs virtues have some ethical content even if he is applying the virtues in a 

sexist way. If Bluck and the other scholars were right, Meno would say a good woman is 

tall and beautiful. But Meno doesnÕt. Meno is talking about character goodness, about 

moral goodness.  

 The idea that the rich and powerful are ethically good does not mean that you get 

ethically good by being rich and powerful. Basically, rich and powerful believe they 

deserve to be rich and powerful because they are hardworking, etc.  

 

73d Ð Being good is a matter of being able to rule other people 

 MenoÕs claim is that you really show your goodness in how you exercise power 

over your domain. A womanÕs domain is home, she shows ar•te by running that. Same 

with a man and a city. Socrates then asks, ÒWhat about the notion of a good slave?Ó A 

good slave is defined so by master. Other slaves would say that a good slave is one who 

was able to escape. ÔSlaveÕ is not a natural category. 
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Administrative 

 

Add Will Sexton to e-mail list. 

 

Meno Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 1. The Meno is a Socratic dialogue about goodness, but there are two other 

aspects of Platonic philosophy included. First, the Meno has a metaphysical turn when 

Socrates considers the immortality of the soul. Second, there is political dialogue in the 

Meno where Socrates attacks aspects of democracy. These aspects are then combined into 

a kind of Gestalt thesis: real morality comes from spending more time thinking about god 

and immortality, and these people, the metaphysical ethicists, are the ones who should 

rule. This is later connected to PlatoÕs theory of knowledge in other dialogues. 

 

 2. Other translations of the Meno make ar•te about excellence all the way 

through, leading to a different interpretation than the one from this translation and class. 

But, these translations create awkward passages and are not preferable to our 

interpretation (see earlier notes on Richard Bluck). 

 

Text 

 

p. 86; 71e MenoÕs first attempt to explain the good 

 Socrates claims that Meno is taking ar•te and Òchopping it upÓ because of Meno 

defining a good man, a good woman, and, with more qualifications, good old man, good 

child, good slave. Socrates claims that this approach is inadequate and that he requires an 

overarching definition. 
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 Aristotle in the Politics suggests that MenoÕs approach is better, that you should 

split it up, and that broad definitions are thin accounts, too general. Aristotle quotes Meno 

but attributes this approach to Gorgias. 

 There are positive aspects to both. Aristotle is an ethical particularist, and there 

are times when a particularist approach yields something closer to our actual sentiments 

on a variety of ethical issues. On the other hand, looking at SocratesÕ insistence for 

general definition is like modern feminists who claim that the virtues for a man are the 

same for as a woman. General definition is, in this sense, the more progressive stance. 

Aristotle believes that you have to keep the virtues apart, e.g. that bravery is different for 

genders. Aristotle has the famous claim that a man as brave as the bravest woman is a 

coward. 

 In Greek society, women werenÕt even allowed into living room of house when 

others were there. At the end of his ÒFuneral Oration,Ó Pericles, the famous ancient 

paragon of democratic virtue, considered the role of women in Athens and concluded that 

the thing they should most aspire to is not to be mentioned, either in praise or criticism. It 

is rather like how the Victorians used to think about children. Churchill once said he only 

talked to his father 3 times; it must have been a big house. If you read Aristophanes, you 

get man and woman who have relatively equal, natural, and kind relationships. 

 

 Some interpretations present MenoÕs view here as just about virtue as power. But, 

we as people just hone in on politics (like in the Lincoln example). There is a Greek 

saying that ÒPower shows you the man.Ó This mean something like someone who acts 

well with power has good character and vice versa. Aristotle talks about this concept in 

relation to righteousness and morality. Aristotle claims that righteousness is a quality for 

dealing with other people, so it expresses itself in political power and action. The 

ethically good man is the one who does well with power. 

 

71e Help your friends, hurt your enemies 

 Socrates already rejects harming under all circumstances in the Crito. Part of the 

reason Socrates rejects the view is that the maxim of helping friends and hurting enemies 

implies a kind of political power or nationalism. Plato attacks an aspect of this idea in the 
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Republic. He associates the maxim with nationalist views like ÒGreeks are good, and 

Barbarians are bad.Ó Plato makes the point of questioning whether you can really make 

sure that the people on your side are the good guys. 

 But, what if by friends we mean Òperson who treats you well?Ó Aristotle, for 

instance, believed that friend is someone not trying to hurt you. An enemy is someone 

who is clearly trying to hurt you. There is an aspect of Christianity that parallels this. One 

interpretation of the Parable of the Good Samaritan is that in deciding who your friends 

are, national boundaries arenÕt important. The only important qualification to friendship 

is helping you. 

 So, what is wrong with saying that when people are trying to hurt us, we at least 

may stop them? There appears nothing wrong with this statement. But, how do you stop 

those who try to hurt us? We agree that itÕs perfectly fair to stop them. The only way to 

stop them is to hurt them. The only way to get them to stop is to hurt them enough to 

deter them from hurting you. This is a completely common sense view that almost 

everyone accepts. Most of the time we donÕt have time to morally convert those who are 

trying to hurt us. So, Plato, Socrates, and Jesus havenÕt overthrown this view. They just 

had an idea that almost no one really accepts fully, probably not even Socrates, Plato, and 

Jesus. Evolutionary psychologists say that the virtue fairness is a deep-seated disposition 

that no philosopher could come and change. It is cross-cultural and universal, although 

parameters of fairness vary slightly from culture to culture. However, it is a feature of 

human nature that Plato doesnÕt like. 

 

 Question: Why would Plato not like this view, in light of the Apology? 

 Response: Plato would not like this because of his belief that no harm to good 

man. 

 

 Question: If you believe that, why would you be against this view? 

 Response: If you believe physical/material/worldly harm is no harm at all, then 

you cannot really harm others. You canÕt really help people either. So, the maxim of 

helping friends, harming enemies wouldnÕt make sense if you donÕt really believe in the 

possibility of help or harm. Plato believes there is no material help, only helping in the 
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sense of the philosophy of Socrates. The Spanish Inquisition followed this thought: if the 

body doesnÕt matter, why not torture to make soul better? This is nightmare version of the 

Socratic view, but a Socratic view nonetheless. 

 

Question: Socrates wouldnÕt fight back? 

Response: Socrates has said in the Apology and in other dialogues that he is not trying to 

avoid death. There are Stoic philosophers who inherit this view later. They had ideas 

about lesser moral ideas, like dignity, that tied into the idea of bodily harm. For example, 

Epictectus said that it would be humiliating for his beard to be shaved and that he would 

not shave his beard even if it resulted in his death. Taking seriously the idea that harm in 

the world doesnÕt matter entails personally rejecting charity and self-defense. But, most 

people donÕt actually think that way. If I attack one of you now, I am sure you would 

defend yourself. If someone came to your aid, you wouldnÕt say, ÒNo, itÕs fine. You 

cannot help me.Ó 

 

 

Pp. 88-9  SocratesÕ extraction of new idea from MenoÕs definition 

MenoÕs definition 

1.Good man can run a city 

2. Good woman can run a home. 

 

SocratesÕ extraction: DonÕt these both involve good sense of what is right? WonÕt both 

men and women need the same two virtues or relative qualities? 

Virtue A. Respect for what is right, (or, fairness) 

Virtue B. Being sensible 

 

73c  So, people are all good in the same way by getting these qualities 

 There is a progressive political implication in this bit. The implication is that if 

the two genders require the same qualities, then a woman could conceivably run a city. 

This sounds like an echo of ancient feminism. Socrates is asking, ÒIsnÕt true that women 

could have same capacities of men?Ó Plato does assert in the Republic and doesnÕt see 
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why woman couldnÕt be a philosopher-king (or, more accurately, queen). The only 

difference, for Plato, is that men and women share the same qualities, but men have them 

better, or more. So, there is a hint of some proto-feminist theory knocking around in 

Athens. 

 

 People applied similar claims to the slavery case, by argument from analogy. We 

think there were egalitarians against slavery in Athens. Aristotle, who believes that 

Meno/Gorgias gets it right about different sorts of ar•te, later (in the Politics) gets into a 

conundrum with natural free people and natural slaves. Aristotle has to argue there is a 

natural category of slave people who need natural free people to deliberate for them. But, 

if Aristotle is correct, then natural slaves couldnÕt be slaves because they would be 

incapable of slaving (because they would have no capacity to deliberate). You canÕt send 

a slave to the market to buy goods if the slave is devoid of rationality.  

 For Plato, a good slave is someone who is good at obeying rules. A good slave 

has the deliberative ability to acknowledge that his social betters should have control of 

him, the social subservient. 

 Maybe PlatoÕs view is that Greeks shouldnÕt enslave other Greeks. When Plato 

introduces the slave later in the Meno, Plato makes special point that the slave is Greek. 

That may be Plato insisting slaves have intelligence, but specially related to Greeks. 

Barbarous slaves would not have this quality.  

 Socrates keeps calling slave Òboy.Ó But, there is no indication that slave is a child. 

A later Greek writer suggests the world ÒboyÓ originally referred to a slave but then came 

to have the connotation of male child. Meno wouldnÕt take children on a trip to Athens 

because you would have to watch children constantly. The slave is probably like 50. 
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Meno Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 Plato takes seriously the idea of innate knowledge. This works better for some 

ÒknowledgeÓ than others. Innate knowledge could work well for mathematics and ethics. 

Consider, the question ÒDonÕt whales in the Pacific have blue fins?Ó Socrates couldnÕt 

possible know this, and no amount of searching into what your soul already knows will 

tell you anything. Consider the question, ÒDid Prof. Beresford have eggs for breakfast?Ó 

You donÕt know, and you canÕt know through introspection. Such investigations are in 

the domain of the empirical sciences. You can only know through looking and 

experiencing. 

 So, when Socrates claims that real knowledge is understood a priori, the 

implication is that empirical science is not knowledge. Plato does not believe that science 

is a freestanding form of human knowledge. Science requires integration into the a priori 

framework or whole. 

 

Text 

 

P. 94 Socrates doesnÕt like that color is a sight fitting perceptible out flowing of shapes . . 

 Here Socrates makes fun of Empedocles. This may not exactly be EmpedoclesÕ 

theory of color, but it is this theory of sight. His theory works like this: something 

flowing out of objects interacts with the eye and causes sight. This is an empirical guess 

about how the physical world might be, beyond what we already know a priori.  

 The reason Socrates is rejecting this definition is because it is scientific. The 

Empedoclean view is a proto-biological, naturalist account of how the eye works. Plato is 

very suspicious of empirical science and scientists, like Phaedo, Anaxagoras, and 

Anaximander. Plato claims that they never examine why things are the way they are (i.e., 

why God wants things the way they are) but only how things are. So, real knowledge for 
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Plato is math, ethics, and thinking about God. Thinking about how sight works is a waste 

of time. 

 

p. 89 Being good is doing the right thing 

 Socrates gets Meno to admit that doing right thing is only part of being good.  

 

Dikaion-Greek word for ÒrightÓ 

Dikaiosune Ð the kind of person who does what is right 

 

 Aristotle even says that these terms are vague. Sometimes people just use it 

synonymously with being good, like Meno does on p. 89.  

 

 

p. 98 Doing the right thing is part of being good, also being brave, being generous 

 We could probably name other virtues here, but the Greeks place a special 

emphasis on bravery. Socrates then objects: That means youÕre just defining good in 

terms of its parts. I wanted you not to split the good into little pieces. So being good is 

just doing part of being good consistently with what you are already doing, i.e., if you are 

being generous, you are being good; if you are being brave, you are being good, etc. So, 

any action can be good so long as it comports to one of the parts of being good. So, this is 

circular and brings us back to our original inquiry. ItÕs like saying this: being good is 

doing stuff with a part of being good. The problem is that we donÕt know what part of 

being good is. ItÕs like saying: I was walking through the jungle today and saw a ÒMerg.Ó 

You say, ÒWhatÕs a Merg?Ó I answer, ÒItÕs made of Merg parts.Ó  

 This is a bad faith interpretation of Meno. Meno is not doing this. We know what 

being generous involves, being brave involves, being fair involves, so to define good as 

such is to be informative and not merely tautological or circular. It would be like saying, 

ÒI saw a Merg: it has red feathers, a beak, and a long tail.Ó IÕm still defining it in terms of 

ÒMerg partsÓ but I am directly specifying which parts, which are intelligible, are 

constitutive of Mergs. 
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 Plato seems too keen throughout the whole discussion with Meno to imply that 

Meno has no idea what he is talking about. Plato believes that ordinary moral 

understanding is inadequate and needs to be reformed through dialectical philosophy. 

Maybe MenoÕs judgment isnÕt that bad, which might say something about the whole 

Platonic project of ethical revision through philosophy. 
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Meno Lecture 

 

Text 

 

p. 99   Socrates as a numbfish 

 Maybe the reference to numbfish is because Socrates is notoriously ugly, with a 

snub-nose and with buggy eyes. There is a famous picture of SocratesÕ death scene from 

the Phaedo where he is all muscular, but that is probably as historically accurate as the 

Italian Jesus. 

 The point here is that Meno buys SocratesÕ idea that Meno doesnÕt know what he 

is talking about. But, MenoÕs argument is not circular in the way that Socrates says. 

Socrates persuades Meno that his ethical ideas are bad, when in fact they are quite good. 

 

P. 100; 80d   MenoÕs Paradox 

How can you find out about something that you havenÕt the faintest idea what it is?  

 

 Meno is taking up Socrates seriously on his claim that he knows nothing, that he 

doesnÕt have faintest idea of what it means to be good? Meno makes the very good point 

that you donÕt even know what it is that you are the question about, and even if you 

fumbled upon an answer, how would you know? 

 If I say, ÒWhat is fairness?Ó we could work toward something because we have 

background of meaning from which to apply the concept. If I ask, ÒWhat is friasnes?Ó 

you would have no idea what I mean, and this question would be completely 

unintelligible. So, Socrates in the Meno has plenty of ideas about fairness, as he and 

Meno each have background associations with fairness. Meno is just making the very 

good epistemic point that if you want to investigate something, you must have some 

initial sense of what you are talking about?  
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 Socrates responds to MenoÕs question by calling it the ÒquibblerÕs argument.Ó 

Apparently, MenoÕs question was a famous Sophistic argument of their day. ItÕs kind of a 

joke argument: either itÕs like ÒfairnessÓ (and we already know what we are talking 

about) or itÕs like ÒfriasnesÓ (and we have no clue what we are talking about). If you 

already know, then why ask the question? If you donÕt know, then how could you even 

ask the question? 

 AristotleÕs offers a solution to MenoÕs Paradox when he considers, ÒWhat is an 

eclipse?Ó This is the example he uses to address paradox. Other sorts of questions could 

perform the same function: What is a liver? What is a black hole? Aristotle makes a 

linguistic point: what do you mean when you ask the question, ÒWhat is such and such?Ó 

The first sense of the question is what the reference is. So, an eclipse would be Òthat dark 

things that comes over the sun and shuts light out.Ó In the event of an eclipse, we answer 

the question indexically Ð we point and say, ÒThat, over there, is an eclipse.Ó But, even 

holding this in mind, we can still further ask ÒWhat is it?Ó and the question can be 

meaningful. We know that the moon going dark is over there, but how does it happen? 

We know there are things that suck in light, but we want to know what is going on. What 

are XÕs essential features? What are the things that make a thing what it is? What is the 

function (ergon) of X? So, Aristotle solves the paradox with a distinction between 

reference and explanation. Hence, two different senses of ÒWhat is X?Ó The first sense is 

purely referential question. The second sense is a causal question. When people didnÕt 

know that the heart pumped blood, they didnÕt really know what the heart is. The 

quibblerÕs argument is conflating two things: 1. Not knowing what a word means, 2. No 

having clear idea of the thing investigated. This is the empiricist position. 

 PlatoÕs solution is that the reason we can investigate things is because of innate 

knowledge. Plato is a rationalist, someone who holds that knowledge must ultimately 

derive from the mind. The example of the slave doing geometry mirrors, according to 

Plato, the structure of the Meno itself. PlatoÕs rationalism holds that there are innate doxa 

in the mind. Doxa here means ÒopinionsÓ or Òintuitions.Ó (Thomas note: I thought doxa 

referred to beliefs). [Prof. B: Yes, but isn’t a belief the same as an opinion? Plato is 

looking for a word that means something like a hazy belief, a rough idea; he picks 

the standard Greek word for ‘belief’ — literally, a ‘how things seems to me’.] 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 36 

 Other, later philosophers have dubbed this PlatoÕs theory of Òinnate ideas,Ó 

(Thomas note: I think this is misleading. Locke did not use “ideas” to mean 

“opinions” or “beliefs,” although he was preoccupied with the “innateness” of 

anything in the mind) [True: ‘idea’ used to mean ‘concept’ or ‘mental image’, but 

has come to mean ‘belief’ or ‘intuition’; the shift in meaning points to an interesting 

connection.  At any rate, later rationalists who believe in innate mental items of 

whatever kind can certainly look to Plato as an advocate of some form of their 

view.] PlatoÕs theory was widely regarded in early modern philosophy as metaphysically 

extravagant, and many early modern philosophers (e.g., Locke) rejected the theory.  

 But, innate ideas/intuitions have come back into vogue in the last 50 years. Here 

are some of the intuitions that are innate, according to contemporary theory: space/time, 

ethics, language, mathematics 

 Consider space and time. Humans have deep intuitions that they donÕt have to 

learn and that they probably couldnÕt learn. If I were to hide a watch behind a book, you 

donÕt assume the watch has disappeared. You have a deep assumption about spatio-

temporal continuity. Infants have that intuition, and there is a time when the intuition 

kicks in. They donÕt learn it Ð the intuition just kicks in. Learning implies that it is 

possible to not know that which is learned. It is not possible for us to think outside of 

space and time. What about lemurs? Nature just wouldnÕt throw lemurs out and hope that 

they ÒlearnÓ space and time. Lemurs are not time philosophers, and tigers would eat them 

while they are sitting around contemplating space and time. It is much more helpful and 

probably accurate that lemurs have this innately. It would be bad design to throw a 

creature into the world for it to have to learn about space/time exist and then further learn 

these assumptions are applicable to the whole of the universe. There is also the Kantian 

observation that we donÕt get ideas about space and time from space and time.  

 We also live in a post-Darwinian age. Natural selection explains many features 

we have. What is more useful for an animal: to believe that watches donÕt disappear 

behind books, or to be open about the matter? 

 New work in experimental philosophy, in the field of experimental ethics, reveals 

that people have innate ethical intuitions. These experimental philosophers poll people all 

over the world and have found that people reply in certain predictable ways, across 
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cultures. One experiment involves what is known as an ultimatum game. Princeton 

philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah describes an ultimatum game and its relation to 

innate and deep ethical intuitions: 

HereÕs an example: There are two players and theyÕre give a pot of $100 to 

divide. Player A gets to offer a share to player B and, if B accepts, they get what 

A has decided. If B rejects the offer, no one gets anything. A and B donÕt ever 

meet and know nothing about each other except that theyÕre playing the game. 

Classical game theory predicts that A will propose a split in which B gets the 

smallest amount possible Ð one cent Ð because heÕs a rational maximizer of his 

own interests who assigns no value to giving money to anonymous strangers. And 

B should accept: after all, one cent is better than nothing. Cross-culturally, 

however, A almost always offers B a significant amount Ð often a 50-50 split Ð 

and B almost always rejects an offer that is too much below that 50-50 split, 

which he regards as somehow cheating. (This happens even among economics 

students trained to think that itÕs always irrational to turn money down.) B, in 

other words, is willing to turn down money to punish a stranger who does what 

she thinks is unfair; and A, knowing this, and not wanting to go away with 

nothing, makes sure to make B an offer sheÕs not going to refuse. ThatÕs the case 

even when the two players know theyÕre never going to play the game together 

again. (Appiah, Kwame Anthony. Experiments in Ethics. Cambridge: Harvard 

UP, 2008, 132-3.) 

For those interested in a representative experiment, see Ernst Fehr and Simon Gachter, 

ÒAltruistic Punishment in Humans,Ó Nature 415 (January 10, 2002), 137-140. The study 

offers variations on the ultimatum game and concludes that moral factors (e.g., of 

fairness) interact with decision-making processes that were hitherto assumed to be more 

or less purely rational or maximizing.  [Thanks Thomas, for these details.] 
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Meno Lecture 

 

Difference between Platonic innate ideas and modern innate idea conception 

  

 Plato claims that the reason the slave can do math is because of innate opinions or 

intuitions (a dream-like belief, that can be awoken, stirred into something else Ð a 

feeling). Modern Darwinian evolutionary theory accords with some of PlatoÕs theory. 

 

 According to Plato, God puts intuitions into our immortal souls. According to 

Darwinists, we possess certain traits as a result of natural selection and mutations, and 

evolutionary theory could provide explanations for the shapes of our hands to 

mathematical intuitions to character kinds. 

 

 Consider recent findings about the Piraha [HiÕaitiÕihi], a pre-mathematical 

Amazon tribe with limited outside contact. Researchers went there, did geometric 

problems with the Piraha, and the Amazonians did better than chance (at halving squares 

and other simple geometries). The Piraha supposedly lack some of these ÒuniversalÓ 

qualities. For example, they donÕt count because their culture doesnÕt interact with others, 

and they do not engage in bartering systems, like trading an axe for one or two baskets. 

 

 But, PlatoÕs theory of innate ideas also includes notions of ethical intuitions. 

There might also be an evolutionary basis for thinking that at least some of our ethical 

capacity or sensibility is inherited. Of course culture gives us some of our ethical ideas 

ideas, but if culture accounts for all of our ethical dispositions, how do we ever say, ÒI 

think my culture is wrong.Ó According to na•ve relativism, that would be impossible to 

do. What would be the basis for your questioning? 

  

 There appear to be universal ethical intuitions. For example, we can predict 

ethical intuitions related to fairness across cultures, and these intuitions are not related to 

any particular cultural claim. 
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 So, why might an animal like us be ethically good or have mathematical intuitions 

about square halving? One answer could be that we have such intuitions as a result from 

sharing, that we have the spatial ability to halve an object because of ancient practices of 

sharing, e.g. banana halving. We gain from reciprocation, and we are much more likely to 

notice inequality when weÕre on the receiving end. 

 

Similarities 

 

 Modern Darwinists claim that there are particular traits in all of us that come 

down biologically from a common ancestor. Is that really all that different from saying 

that we have an immortal soul? Both predate our and our parentsÕ birth and have been 

around relatively ÒforeverÓ (at least the last 250K years). Oddly, this is something like 

PlatoÕs view: there was a mental trait that was there before you, and you contain a little 

bit of information (in a soul or in your genetic makeup) that you didnÕt have to learn. 

 

 Plato is doing the best that he can, given the science of his time. It now seem like 

the Platonic theory is in many respects more right than simplistic tabula rasa empiricist 

theories. 

  

 Plato is doing the best that he can, given science of his time. It now seems like the 

Platonic theory is more right that empirical theory. The updated Darwinian theory would 

go something like this: at some time in the distant past, there were some very early 

ancestral humans who existed in a vastly smaller world population (like 3K). Some 

people were noticeably better at halving objects than everyone else, and, as this trait was 

favorable and useful and as there was little variation in the population, after a long 

enough period of time, this trait came to dominate the gene pool, and so on, until we 

arrive. 

 

So, there are aspects of your mental and characterological kit that predate your birth. 

There are things we all like and all dislike. So, we inherit human character from general 

genetic disposition and particular traits from parents. So, because Plato means by soul 
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your mental and character kit, he is largely right. But, heÕs not quite right, and he takes 

his theory too far. The belief in innate qualities is not enough to infer an immortal soul.  

 

Plato and Social Darwinism 

 

 The theory of innate pre-dispositions can be more unsettling when considered in a 

social sense. If there are pre-dispositions toward mathematical competence and ethical 

sense, could there be pre-disposition to be janitors or political rulers? 

 

 In PlatoÕs Republic, the race of the innately (genetically) smarter rule. Those 

genetically suited to work in manual labor are to do manual labor. But, according to 

Darwinian theory, there could be another explanation for social order and hierarchy. 

Humans traditionally exploit each other; it is not a difference in talents but in strength 

and power (guns, ships, alphabets). But aristocrats and social elites would say, ÒThe 

reason this person works for me is because he is stupid.Ó People are self-rationalizers.   

 

 Consider the thesis of Jared DiamondÕs Guns, Germs, and Steel. It was 

geographical happenstance that Europeans came to world power, not some innate 

European intelligence. The Europeans were not smarter than everyone else, just place 

better geographically. For example, Savin Hill was a densely populated Native American 

center prior to colonialization. John Smith wrote a letter back to England to say that there 

is no room in Savin Hill, so donÕt send people here. In 10 years, the Natives were wiped 

out by smallpox, a disease that the locals, because of geographical placement, were not 

biologically prepared to deal with. 
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Protagoras Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

A comic dialogue 

 

 The Protagoras is in a sense a comic dialogue. This would be more obvious to 

Greek readers. The dialogue, especially the opening, contains elements of Aristophanic 

comedy. For example, there is a tradition in Greek comedy to utilize the imagery of 

alternate doors; the shifting of scenes corresponds to going from door to door. The slave 

is also a comedic figure. It is a feature of Greek comedy to have an annoying character at 

the door that wonÕt let you inside. When Socrates gets into CalliasÕ house, Protagoras is 

comically parading back and forth with followers.  

 Plato suggests that CalliasÕ house is like the Underworld, and Plato, quoting 

Homer (Oh, and next I saw so an so.), portrays Socrates arriving like Odysseus in the 

Underworld. Why? Because everyone in the Underworld is shadowy, the implication is 

that the Sophists are shadowy too. Socrates has the real wisdom, and everyone else is 

shallow. But, perhaps this is buying too much into the analogy Ð PlatoÕs respects lots of 

peopleÕs ideas, especially those of Protagoras. This interpretation implies too much 

disrespect toward Protagoras. 

 AristophanesÕ Frogs has another underworld. Dionysus goes to the underworld to 

get Euripides. Dionysus encounters a lot of the same things as Socrates. Specifically, 

there is a contest between Euripides and some other poet to see who gets to go back to the 

world to help the Greeks. This is like the battle between Socrates, the paragon of 

religions, and Protagoras, the paragon of naturalism. It is clear that Plato has literary as 

well as philosophical aims. 

 The Protagoras was written around 380 B.C.E.  Aristophanes died in 383-5. So, 

the idea that Plato is deliberately doing homage to Aristophanes is not that wild. 

Aristophanes was a friend of PlatoÕs and was portrayed favorably in the Symposium. 

 

P. 79 361a The silliness or absurdity of Socrates and Protagoras 
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 Recap of the flip-flopping, topsy-turvy nature of the dialogue. Socrates and 

Protagoras switch philosophical positions. This is Plato saying the dialogue is upside-

down, just like Aristophanic comedies, where the slave is on top and the master at 

bottom. 

 

Protagoras the historical figure 

 

We can thank Plato for preserving many of ProtagorasÕ ideas. Even Plato, who 

vehemently disapproves of ProtagorasÕ views, genuinely liked him as a person. 

ProtagorasÕ philosophy has four main traits: 

1. Sophist 

2. Humanist 

3. Democratic 

4. Agnostic 

 4. Agnosticism: Protagoras said, ÒWhether there are any gods is something I donÕt 

know.Ó This was a very bold claim in the ancient world, although there are agnostic 

memes in AristotleÕs work, like in the Ethics. Protagoras, though, is stridently agnostic. 

Protagoras is opposing the idea that we need gods for ethics, political structures, and 

ideas of right and wrong. So, he is an Òethical naturalistÓ Ð ethics comes from nature, 

specifically human nature, and not from God. He says in his myth that Zeus gave us right 

and wrong, but this is a myth and an allegory. Zeus giving us right and wrong is supposed 

to be an allegory for a natural account of ethics Ð We have a sense of right and wrong, 

otherwise weÕd be dead. Ethics enables us to survive and is part and parcel of us being 

social animals. 

 Protagoras is most famous for claiming, ÒMan is the measure of all things.Ó This 

is an aphorism that people have interpreted differently. Full quote, Òof things that are, that 

they are, and of things that are not, that they are not.Ó Plato in the Thaetetus viewed this 

as outright relativism.  

 3. Democracy: Imagine you believe that there is a God who rules over men, and 

in human society there are some men who are superior who rule over other men, and 

there are some masters that rule over slaves. Here is a pro-hierarchy argument: God set 
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up world with rules of governance; there are masters and slaves, so God must want it that 

way. Plato is someone who argues for this hierarchy in the Republic. HereÕs another 

argument: God wanted us to win the battle because we are more righteous than you, so 

we are justified in enslaving you. But, what if like Protagoras you say, ÒFor all we know 

there is no god?Ó You would say that all hierarchy is man-made social structure. If social 

structure is man-made, how do you know itÕs right? If it is man-made, we can restructure. 

ItÕs up to us to make things the way we want them to be. So, maybe there shouldnÕt be 

slaves and those with money and power shouldnÕt have money and power.  

 Ancient democrats believed government structures were man-made and 

reformable. Think of PericlesÕ Funeral Oration: anyone, no matter how obscure, can rise 

up and help the state; divisions are artificial and should be restructured or ignored. 

Pericles and Protagoras were friends. It is a feature of the ancient world that democrats 

were often agnostic. To believe that the way things are isnÕt the way it should be is to 

deny Platonic theism. 

 2. Humanism: His humanism relates to all these things. If you respect human 

character as it is and think humans can take care of their own societies, you are a 

humanist (as Plato is not). Plato is definitely certain that there are gods who take interest 

in the affairs of man. According to Plato, that must be the case if you want to believe in 

morality at all; if you donÕt ground morality on God, you donÕt have a proper foundation. 

So, Plato ultimately believes that ProtagorasÕ views were dangerous, and if his views 

were widely accepted, most people would become morally corrupted. There is no 

particular evidence that Protagoras was anti-slavery, but it seems consistent with his other 

views. 

 

Text 

 

P. 43  337d  The Sophist Hippias, who doesnÕt talk except for this one paragraph. 

 Hippias claims that true family is according to nature not to law. Law forces 

things on us that violate nature. We are all part of the same family of intellectuals. This is 

a cosmopolitan assertion: we are all citizens of the polis of philosophy. This point, 

though, was often tied to the slavery issue. All humans are of the same family, only the 
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law provides master/slave division. The Law is a tyrant to humankind forcing standards 

on us that violate our natural equality. Plato doesnÕt really set this view out well; he kind 

of sweeps it under the rug. Plato is far from open about the views he is fighting. 

ProtagorasÕ naturalistic views are disguised as a religious myth. Hippias has an anti-

slavery argument that is buried. At the end of dialogue, Socrates is a hedonist, but not 

really, and the real point here is disguised. Again, this may be an illusion to Greek 

comedy, where people are wearing masks and are disguised. 

 

 Plato doesnÕt like these ideas, not because he hates the ideas of equality or 

democracy per se but because of his belief in God. Two respectable views are clashing 

here: Socratic Theism vs. Protagorean Agnosticism. Plato has such a good philosophical 

ear and sympathy for ideas that he cannot just trash Protagoras. The dialogue is not 

polemical. Plato may have wanted it to be, but PlatoÕs philosophical honesty prevents it 

from being so. 

 

 Plato wants to make a point that giving long speeches is not good for moral 

philosophy. But, Plato was the only one who was able to dialogue moral philosophy. 

Most moral philosophers are like Protagoras and think that moral thought requires 

extended argumentation. The actual practice of dialogue is ideal for Plato, like in the 

Meno, so good moral philosophy should stay faithful to the practice of dialogue. Others 

like Cicero or Hume tried to dialogue but would just combine treatises and have 

characters expound for pages on end. 
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 Protagoras Lecture 

 

Conversation before long speech, pre-page 19 

 

p. 17 What Protagoras claims to teach students 

ethical expertise? 

318e Ð Protagoras Ð the course I teach is in good decision-making, either handling 

household or handle or debate affairs of city. 

 Protagoras thinks he is a kind of self-help person. If you live in a society where 

power is public, then public speaking becomes enormously important, in assembly and in 

law courts. It is only in democracy that public speaking is important this way. In the  

Gorgias, Plato attacks the art of rhetoric Ð politicians are like dodgy lawyers, and rhetoric 

allows immoral people to be persuasive. Plato also doesnÕt like the idea of democracy. 

 HereÕs the other, more positive, view of rhetoric: doing things by means public 

debate means doing things openly. The alternative would be not consulting anyone and 

just doing stuff, which would be like a kingship. Yes, immoral people can be persuasive, 

but this means you live in an open society that bestows many other kinds of benefits. 

 

P. 18, 2nd Paragraph Ð Socrates Ð ProtagorasÕ answer in undemocratic, implies expertise 

 Socrates responds by claiming that Protagoras is talking about ethical know-how, 

which implies a certain kind of expertise. Everything that is teachable and learnable 

implies expertise Ð boat making, medicine, etc.. Those who are not experts are not 

listened to in assembly. If something requires real expertise, only the experts are allowed 

to discuss. But, when discussing general matter of how city should be run, anyone is 

allowed to talk, and no one gets angry. Obviously, they think that this (ethical/political) is 

not teachable/learnable.  

 For the Greeks, talking about civic qualities is a way of talking about ethical 

qualities. Before Aristotle came up with word ethica, Greeks talked about politics as 

ethics. Ethical qualities were the same as political qualities. 

 Plato wants to claim that we should just ask experts instead of asking ordinary 

people about deciding affairs of the state. But, who are the experts and how do we find 
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this subset of people? There are plenty of weak historical answers where the key is 

deciding who the Ònon-expertsÓ are: e.g., these people are white, those are black, blacks 

are inferiors, and so let the whites decide. This view has traditionally led to injustice and 

oppression. 

 

 

 Democracy implies everyone (all male adults excluding slaves) should have a say 

on broad ethical questions, e.g., do you have a right to self-defense if someone breaks 

into your house, etc. This implies that there are no ethical experts. Socrates seems right 

about this. Democratic debate implies anyone might be just as good as anyone else (at 

certain kinds of judgment).  

 Socrates is implying that ProtagorasÕ profession undermines his democratic 

claims. Plato has a good ear for argument: this would be something an egalitarian would 

say. Ethics is not like craftsmanship. 

 

 Protagoras is going to agree that ethics is a different kind of knowledge, not a 

technical kind of knowledge but universal, in his myth. 

 

SocratesÕ second argument: moral expertise canÕt be taught.  

 Good fathers have bad sons. Being a really good man or woman doesnÕt guarantee 

that you can impart ethical knowledge like that. Sons of shoemakers if they train making 

shoes will become good at it. Ethics doesnÕt seem to look like that. 

 

Protagoras: ethics is not a private enterprise.  

 Ethics is a social enterprise Ð we are taught ethics by everyone. It would be like if 

everyone in the world taught everyone else how to play violin. Small differences in talent 

combined with blanket teaching would proliferate good violinists. You cannot predict 

where the next good leader is going to come from, so anyone should have a shot at it. 

 

 

The Myth Part of the conversation, PrÕs theory of education, p. 19 
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Background 

 

 Protagoras was agnostic. He did not believe in a providential god for humans and 

animals. There are still some people who believe in a providential god, who claim that if 

you look at plants/animals, their irreducible complexity implies a providential, designing 

god. We know that Protagoras did not buy that argument. So, the beginning of the myth 

is a naturalist allegory for the creation of plants and animals, expanding upon the theories 

Empedocles and Democritus.  

 EmpedoclesÕ naturalistic theory goes like this: the universe is made of the four 

material elements, and earth and its inhabitants came about by random combination. 

Further theory: at an early stage of the earth, there was a primordial soup with parts in it, 

e.g., hands, feet, cowÕs eyes, etc. The point: what if random mixing of elements got you a 

cow tooth or udder? Empedocles is breaking down the improbability of his claim here. 

Further: the soup just mixes randomly, e.g., there were cows with 8 legs, an infinite 

variety of monstrous creations, some of which, just by chance, happened to create things 

that just persist, like cows. This shares some thought with modern Darwinianism: fitness 

to environment, the fit survive. 

 Democritus thought this view was implausible. Aristotle later ridiculed 

EmpedoclesÕ view: how do you get a cow eye without a cow? Democritus was an 

original atomist. His view: at some early stage of earth, plants and animals just came out 

of the ground, e.g., cows formed in puddles of mud (like wombs, other texts describe as 

Òwarm, bubbling wombsÓ). The point of the theory: the gods donÕt have to be involved. 

He is trying to imagine how to get plants and animals without God because he is a 

devoted materialist. But, there are flies that come out of the ground, like cicadas. They 

donÕt come out of ground (they have to be put there earlier by parent cicadas), but it 

seems like that. Greeks also thought that maggots spontaneously generated, a thought not 

disproved until 18th century. 
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 Protagoras is from the same small town Abdera as Democritus. They came from 

the same time, were contemporaries, and were both materialists/naturalists. So, why put 

DemocritusÕ view in the form of a god myth? 

 Bottom of p. 14. Sophists used to disguise being Sophists because they were 

worried about offending people. They were scared of peopleÕs resentment. Why would 

people resent you? Because you go around saying there are no gods. Protagoras is 

indirectly telling us that he doesnÕt believe in gods. So, Sophists disguise their views in 

poetry and mythology. 

 Look back at myth. ÒThinxaheadÓ is a reference to Prometheus and cries out to 

mean providence. ÒThinxtoolateÓ is a reference to Epimetheus, or to not thinking ahead. 

The animals came about not through divine providence but through blind, non-

providential, natural forces. This would be apparent to any remotely astute Greek reader. 

But, Protagoras could just say, ÒWhat do you mean? I just said God created animals.Ó So, 

this is a very clever, Sophist rhetorical trick. 

 What is real guiding force that brings about animals? The guiding principle of the 

features that all animals have is that the features enable them to survive. If you are a 

theist, you might not think that animals have features for survival. Lots of plants and 

animals donÕt have features for their own survival but for human pleasure, e.g., cows are 

tasty because God wanted to provide something for us to eat. If you hone in on fact that 

animals have features that allow them to survive, then there is no surprise that animals are 

here and no need for divine account. 

 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 49 

Protagoras Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 There is a religious divide that we can observe in ancient thinkers. On one side, 

we have naturalists like Protagoras, Democritus, and Epicurus. On the other, we have 

devoted theists like Plato and Socrates. For the purposes of his ethical theory, Aristotle 

splits these positions down the middle; Aristotle borrows a variation of secular ethics 

from Protagoras (See Book X of Nichomachean Ethics) while still holding the 

Platonic/Socratic idea that the ethical is of supreme importance.  

 

Text 

 

 

Prometheus (thinks-ahead) gave us technology 

 How did we develop things like clothing, metallurgy? What is special about us 

(natural account)? Our intelligence. WhatÕs involved in our intelligence? We can plan, 

model world, and Òthink ahead.Ó  

 Human forethought (intelligence) led to technology, and fire is a crucial part of 

the technological story. Protagoras noticed, as other naturalists did, that fire has an 

enormous impact on the types of lives humans lead (heats homes, enables us to eat 

different kinds of foods) and that fire is the bedrock of all technology (manipulation of 

energy is fundamental to the technological move; once we figured out fire, then we 

figured out technology). 

 

Top of p. 22   The acquisition of morality 

 

 Protagoras here gives an account of humans not living in groups, of humans in the 

state of nature. According to Protagoras, there is no civic and ethical know-how at this 

point. Not having ethical know-how led people to be attacked by animals. A social group 

is a defensive mechanism. Since grouping is for defense, social organization is ultimately 
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for survival, just like before with technology and with the features that animals and 

humans have. Morality arose because it enables the social group. Morality is just another 

tool that we have so that we can survive. Socrates/Plato: right and wrong come from God. 

Protagoras: no, we have morality so that lions donÕt eat us. 

 Morality is given out to everyone. Society could not exist without everyone 

having skills; it is not enough for a few people to be ethical. Or, at least morality is very 

widespread or widely held to some degree. ItÕs not like other expertise: like being a 

doctor or shoemaker. Why would a whole group need a sense of right and wrong? 

Because it would be a terrible situation if only one person in a group of 100 had ethics. 

Ethics is like a language Ð everyone must be speaking it for it to work for  all. The other 

point is that ethics is something we learn communally and not from specific experts. 

 This is a bit like HobbesÕ view. Our ethics has a material function of allowing us 

to go on and do the things we need to do.  Although, Hobbes is more concerned with 

law/government; Protagoras is more concerned with ethics and social groups. ProtagorasÕ 

view is intriguing from modern point of view. 

 So, ProtagorasÕ genealogy of ethics goes like this: 

1. Ethics arose naturally. 

2. So that we could benefit from cooperation. 

3. Ethics is in a sense universal. 

 

What about Zeus in the story?  

 ÒThinkstoolateÓ stands for absence of forethought. ÒThinksaheadÓ stands for 

human intelligence. Zeus could stand for the idea that ethics has supreme authority over 

us. Even in Greek religious society, the gods stood for different natural forces. Zeus 

stands for moral authority. Given what we know about Protagoras and about his myth, we 

should take it to mean that morality has a special authority, or normative force, over us. 

Morality rules the other traits but still has a natural origin. 

 

 The myth allows Protagoras to at least nominally say that he is not an atheist. 

Nonetheless, given his other views, its safe to say that he could not possibly believe in 

gods while believing in his ethical theory.  
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This dialogue is topsy-turvy. Protagoras, the naturalist, is pretending to be a theist. At the 

end, you have Socrates, famous theist, pretending to be a hedonist, even though we know 

that he is not a hedonist. Hedonism was the main way to be an ethical naturalist in the 

ancient world.  

 

The myth occupies first third of speech. Protagoras says at beginning of his speech that 

he can give a mythos or a logos. Zeus wouldnÕt have been in the account if he had given a 

logos rather than mythos. But, the people wanted to hear a mythos, says Plato. A type of 

logos account is given by Democritus, ProtagorasÕ compatriot. 

 

Arguments from subsequent theory of moral education 

 

Middle paragraph, P. 23 ---- Imagine telling everyone youÕre a doctor when they know 

youÕre not.  

 People would think you were crazy. This is an illusion to SocratesÕ own thought 

experiment where you imagine you were in front of assembly pretending to be some kind 

of expert. Protagoras claims that ethics does not work like this. People feel everyone has 

to pretend to care for whatÕs right. Say youÕre known to be a gangster. It would be crazy 

to say, ÒIÕll kill people. I have no sense of right and wrong.Ó Everyone has to claim a kind 

of ethical expertise, which is the opposite of different kinds of expertise. It would be 

crazy to take pleasure in saying that youÕre morally defective. We all have some deep 

emotional commitment to being good; every human being is self-righteous; no matter 

how bad they are they want to believe that they are good.  

 

 Consider two states: 

State A: I am actually really evil to everyone and have no admirable qualities or 

character, but I better not tell anyone because I will get in trouble. This is more likely in 

movies. 
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State B: The person is evil, but believes that everything he is doing is the right thing. 

Hitler probably thought that he did the right thing. No one thinks, ÒI am evil, and I enjoy 

that.Ó 
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Plato 

23 March 2009 

 

 

Protagoras Lecture 

 

We will look at the song in the Protagoras. This passage has puzzled commentators for 

centuries. WeÕll look at what Plato is attacking. 

 

Great, or Big, Speech 

 

 Protagoras has democratic meta-ethical theory (about where ethics come from). 

Socrates and Protagoras agree everyone should act ethically/fairly but disagree where 

ethics come from. Socrates claims that ethical normativity comes from God. Protagoras 

claims that he is unsure of the gods and that maybe morality arose as a natural element 

(See the myth). A striking feature of ancient Greek naturalism is that it is so modern and 

that didnÕt reemerge in intellectual circles until the Renaissance. 

 

p. 26 2nd paragraph  On education (of morals) 

 Argument before this: why wouldnÕt people teach ethics, as itÕs so important. 

Morality is about as important a thing as anything else. 

 Parents ethically educate children, through example and telling. Parents instruct 

teachers to take special interest in ethics of the child over other learning like math, 

reading, and guitar (all Greek children got guitar education, kithara). Teachers present 

great poetry, which is ethics-rich and provides moral standards and exemplars.  

 This is a theory of ethical education that is interesting in itself, but notice the 

democratic implications. Protagoras is saying you donÕt need a special education for 

ethics. Socrates claims you need special experts, that the assembly isnÕt good enough. 

Protagoras is implying that even working class or artisan class parents can teach morality, 

e.g., you donÕt have to go to Harvard (or PlatoÕs Academy) to become a good person. 

(Plato claims you must do Socratic philosophy to become good person.)  
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 Aristotle had great sympathy for ProtagorasÕ view.  Aristotle appears especially 

influenced either by this text or by ProtagorasÕ other writings. Aristotle famously claimed 

that philosophy students shouldnÕt do ethics until the age of 25, when they are basically 

morally sound. Aristotle and ProtagorasÕ view is that philosophical ethics is like a 

finishing school. 

 

P. 29 2nd paragraph   Analogy between learning morality and learning language 

 ItÕs because everyone is teaching ethics that Socrates canÕt see it; Socrates canÕt 

see the forest through the trees. ItÕs like learning how to speak Greek. Who teaches 

ordinary Greek speakers? They donÕt have to go to Greek school. Protagoras is like a 

polisher of an already ethical person. Protagoras is modest in his account of what he does. 

 PlatoÕs view is less modest. He thinks he can completely transform you, enlighten 

you. Protagoras is PlatoÕs nemesis, although the dialogue makes it clear that Plato has 

some kind of admiration 

 

Poem/Song of Simonides 

  

 This is used as an interlude between the two parts of the Protagoras. 

 SocratesÕ interpretation is bizarre and ironic. Obviously strange misreading: 

1. Hard to be truly good. ÔTrulyÕ means the same in Greek as in English. Socrates says 

youÕre either good or not, so there is no Ôtruly good.Õ So, Socrates claims, the sentence 

should read ÔHard to be (truly) goodÕ as in ÔTruly, it is hard to be good.Õ 

2. As long as a man doesnÕt do wrong deliberately, I praise him. This seems reasonable. 

Socrates says, you canÕt possibly mean that because someone cannot deliberately do 

wrong. So the line should read, ÔAs long as a man doesnÕt do wrong, deliberately I praise 

himÕ 

 We donÕt know the poem, so we donÕt recognize that Socrates is moving the bits 

and mangling the poem. Plato does not like this poem. He is having Socrates make fun of 

song and tear it to bit. This is an indirect attack. 

 

LetÕs reconstruct Ð See handout on salmon colored paper. 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 55 

 

(1) ItÕs easy to be good when life is a bushel of roses, much harder when in stress. 

Protagoras could mean something like, ÒI fell in love with this woman and did something 

horrible. She ran away from her husbandÓ (Think Anna Karenina). Or think about certain 

actions during wartime. This is a stock idea in tragedies: Othello (driven mad with 

jealousy), Romeo (kills cousin by mistake), Macbeth (succumbs to political temptation), 

Helen and Paris (her running away with him, he seducing her).  

 

(2) CanÕt be perfect. But, Protagoras disagrees that you canÕt be good. Similar idea to 

ÒAllÕs fair in love and war.Ó 

 

(3) Doubles back on claim: not even gods can be perfect. 

 

Why would Plato hate this poem? 

 Those who attain philosophical expert goodness will not succumb to pressures. 

Ordinary people will succumb to temptation; the philosopher will rise above. Plato 

believes that if you do philosophy, you donÕt have greed, envy, and fear of death. 

Nothing can make me buckle. I am an untouchable, perfected man. The song implies that 

everyone will fail, so get off your high horse. Plato Ð philosophy has effect of rising 

above emotional pressures that make most people fail. 

 

P. 65  Socrates asks Protagoras what his attitude toward knowledge is 

 Most people think knowledge is not powerful or governing. Even though there is 

knowledge, knowledge doesnÕt control. Knowledge is a slave to the passions (to loosely 

borrow from Hume).  

 Plato believes that knowledge is noble, powerful and governing. If you really 

know what is good and bad, nothing can make you do otherwise than the good. 

 Simonides says in (2) that you can have a really good sense of whatÕs right, know 

whatÕs right, and fail anyway. Plato: if you know whatÕs right, you cannot fail. The poem 

is antithetical to PlatoÕs entire enterprise, that philosophy can give you control. The poem 

says no, something will come along that will make even you Socrates fail.  
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The issue of akrasia Ð lack of self-control 

Plato Ð ordinary view: you can know whatÕs right and still fail to do it 

Plato Ð his view: akrasia impossible, if you know whatÕs right, you will do it 

The Meno offers the akratic view as well. Plato has an obsession with this issue. 

 

Simonides: hard to be good when someone trying to kill you 

Plato: no, philosophical principles make you ethical superman 

Stoics later took up PlatoÕs view here strongly 

 

Simonides: in some situations, only shame is possible. Like the movie ÒSophieÕs 

Choice.Ó She couldnÕt avoid doing shameful thing. 
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 Protagoras Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

Akrasia Ð already comes up in SocratesÕ criticism of SimonidesÕ song because the song 

asserts the inevitability of moral failure. The implication of the claim is that you can 

know as much as possible, but knowledge and philosophy wonÕt help you become 

morally perfect. For Plato, the whole point of philosophy is to get out of that cycle, to 

avoid ordinary moral failings. 

 

Hedonism: the only good thing is pleasure. Elsewhere, Plato is not a hedonist, so we have 

good grounds for believing that Socrates is not a hedonist. But, some later philosophers 

took up SocratesÕ hedonism, like John Stuart Mill and utilitarianism (which is like a 

modern version of hedonism). So, JS Mill didnÕt get the joke and looked to Socrates to 

justify his hedonistic view. 

 

So, we will look at bits of the text that hint at PlatoÕs real view. 

 

Text 

 

Socrates and Hedonism 

 

p. 67  353c   Socrates advocates hedonist position 

 Socrates is pretending that he and Protagoras are having a debate with ordinary 

people and that they are on the same side. 

 Socrates is asking the question, ÒAre there things that you do that were 

pleasurable but were bad for you?Ó Well, eating too many Burger King burgers can be 

pleasure but bad for you because they can make you unhealthy. But, why do you want to 

avoid being unhealthy? So as to live a better life. Socrates claims that you will have a 

hedonistic account for why you are avoiding the ÒpleasureÓ of eating Burger King too 
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much. Socrates claims that what you mean by ÒbadÓ in the question above is Òpleasurable 

now, painful in the long term.Ó 

 

354a  Avoiding long-term pain is a hedonistic position 

 Despite the dialogical complexities, Socrates is right that most people are 

hedonists.  

 Socrates claims that what we mean by ÒgoodÓ is Òpainful now, pleasurable in the 

long term.Ó Suppose we examine things that are ÒgoodÓ like this: going to doctor, 

working out, military service, etc. Why are these good? Because they provide pleasure in 

the long term. Why have surgery (these are the days before anesthetic)? Not for short-

term fun.  

 

354 C   You notion of whatÕs bad is Òpain,Ó good ÒpleasurableÓ 

 Some scholars believe Socrates is advocating this, but he is certainly attributing 

the view to ordinary people and not to himself.  

 

 

Top of p. 69 --- You wonÕt be able to present non-hedonist view of the ÒrightÓ 

 

355a --- SocratesÕ challenge: name some right that is not pleasurable and vice versa 

 There is some derision here. 

 

QUESTION: Is there something you value that you donÕt value for pleasure? 

ANSWER: Relationship with God. 

ANSWER: Other peopleÕs well-being. 

 This is a good answer. Socrates has not addressed the ethical. What about 

sacrifice on the battlefield? What pleasure am I pursuing? Socrates: You might say it is 

painful, but you must be thinking of some long-term pleasure. 

 

RESPONSE: YouÕre thinking about your friendÕs long-term pleasure. 

ANSWER: WeÕre talking about YOUR pleasure. ThatÕs what makes you a hedonist.  
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Aristotle believes that ordinary people value pleasure and sometimes people value whatÕs 

right. You would have to twist things in a crazy way to suggest that someone is seeking 

pleasure through martyrdom. It is suspicious that Socrates doesnÕt bring up ethical 

matters: this might demonstrate that he doesnÕt endorse hedonism. Real hedonists would 

take up ethical cases. 

 

RESPONSE: Maybe youÕre trying to avoid long-term guilt and pain of your friend dying 

instead of you. 

ANSWER: Why would a hedonist miss a friend? Your friend is dead; you canÕt get any 

pleasure from him. You can get pleasure from others. You canÕt make guilt fit with 

hedonism because you have to explain where the guilt comes from. You would feel guilt 

out of non-hedonist ethical considerations. You could only endorse sacrifice as a hedonist 

by twisting: like fitting a table into a blender. You could tear it up, grind it up bit by bit, 

you might fit it in a blender and say, ÒSee, tables fit in a blender.Ó 

 

QUESTION: IsnÕt doing something for my soul pleasurable in the long term? 

ANSWER: Plato and Socrates will not allow for considerations of pleasure to be 

identical or coordinate with considerations of the soul. There would have to be something 

about your soul that you value, non-hedonistically, for you to be hedonistic about soul.  

 

 Hedonistic impulses may have some kind of biological design, and these impulses 

could be overridden by moral heuristics: pursue pleasure most of the time, but if your 

children are in danger, then forgo danger. Consider a Nozick experience machine: do you 

hook up to machine where you thought child were alive but was actually dead, or do you 

choose for your child to live but think he was dead. The object is the childÕs life, not your 

pleasure. Most parents would choose the option of having the child alive but thinking her 

dead. 

 

 You canÕt explain guilt without moral objects. You canÕt understand why a 

mother cries over a child who dies without these other kinds of moral considerations. 

There are some mothers who wouldnÕt cry. For mothers who donÕt value this intrinsic 
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quality, then there is no pain. Consider the statements ÒI hate hedonismÓ and ÒHedonism 

is totally wrong.Ó Even if you believe this, things gives you pleasure. That doesnÕt make 

you a hedonist, obviously. The mere fact that saving your child gives your pleasure 

doesnÕt make you a hedonist. You have to look at what it is that you believe in. 

 

WHY IS SOCRATES ADVOCATING HEDONISM? 

 

 Hedonism in the ancient world is a standard ethical view of those who donÕt 

believe in god. Hedonism provides an alternative source for ethical normativity. Take 

God out of picture: now you need a new (natural) account of why we should do some 

things and not others. One guess is because we enjoy doing some things and not others. If 

you take God away, pleasure is not an all-together bad substitute for ethical normativity. 

It could also jive with our animal, biological nature. So, hedonism was the standard 

theory for non-believers. 

 

 But, Socrates is the opposite of someone who should be a hedonist. But, in the 

Protagoras, no one says what he believes. Think about Protagoras and his myth. And, 

now, think about Socrates and his hedonism. They have switched places, and Plato seems 

aware of this.  

 

P. 79 3rd paragraph --- Each Socrates and Pr are contradicting themselves, the dialogue 

is topsy-turvy. 

 

 This is Plato signally that everything is a mess, and Plato might be suggesting that 

hedonism is part of it. 

 

 Some scholars have put enough emphasis on the idea that hedonism is a secular 

ethics, but that it would be very strange, unusual for Plato to believe something like this. 

 

Hedonism and Akrasia 
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 Suppose we take our ordinary case of cigarette smoking. You have a choice 

between. A. smoking cigarettes and b. your health. Health is much better, but cigarettes 

are so pleasurable that I canÕt help neglecting the greater good of health. If all our choices 

come down to choosing between pleasures, then it is psychologically impossible for us to 

get it wrong. 

 

Not cigarettes vs. health 

BUT 

Pack of cigarettes vs. Giant pack of cigarettes 

Little bit of good health vs. Big lot of good health 

------ Our choices come down to choosing between completely commensurate goods.  
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27 March 2009 

Plato 

 

 

Protagoras Lecture 

 

More on SocratesÕ Hedonism 

 

Smoking: weighing long-term vs. short-term pleasures. 

 Socrates: there is no akrasia; you just donÕt really know that cigarettes are bad. If 

Socrates admitted that someone enjoys cigarettes more, this introduces relativism that 

Socrates would object to when the example is cross-applied to the ethical realm. There 

are objective facts about whatÕs pleasurable. Knowledge ought to be enough to avoid 

akratic decisions.  

 

356c4    Perspective and trickiness; knowing how to measure things; appearances 

misleading, ergo need some art of measuring to get to truth 

 This is a sincere Socratic belief Ð people misjudge values they are pursuing, and 

people are being dragged by aspects of their psyche that mislead them. But, there is a 

measuring know-how offered by what? ---By philosophy. Philosophy is measuring know-

how; it allows you to value things correctly. Most people donÕt have philosophy; thatÕs 

why they flutter back and forth. Philosophy allows correct judgment, even-tempered soul, 

etc.  

 Socrates is talking about the distorting effects of emotions. He doesnÕt seem like a 

hedonist here at all. He is advocating philosophy.  

 Plato mentions the tendency of ordinary people to do things and regret them later. 

Plato mentions this in the Crito as well, in relation to the death of Socrates. Crito. (p. 87): 

ÒIn light of this agreement . . . . . these are the concerns of ordinary people . . .Ó 

Socrates/Plato is even more annoyed that they have regret than the fact that Socrates was 

put to death. With philosophy, people can be calm, settled, and know the truth.  
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 The hedonism disappears in this passage. We need to aspire to some sort of 

wisdom that gives us measuring know-how, which ordinary people lack. 

 

P. 73 (c7) PeopleÕs failures arenÕt caused by inability to resist but by ignorance. 

 Socrates claims that ff you could measure things better, you wouldnÕt make a 

mistakes in judgment. So you really donÕt have knowledge and are ignorant; you need 

this knowledge, which is going to be delivered to you, by ME, Plato, through philosophy 

and Socratic method, to make you more perfectly good. Simonides is wrong; Protagoras 

is wrong. Plato is being ironic about studying with Protagoras and the Sophists. Plato is 

saying, ÒYou are wrong for not sending your children to study with me and for not 

studying with me yourself.Ó 

 You can hear Plato saying, ÒYou are all failures!Ó He is shouting at us to pull our 

socks up and do some philosophy to cure ourselves of ignorance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can an act of suicidal bravery be the most pleasurable alternative to you? 

 We are examining the claim: bravery is [always] pleasurable (over all). Maybe the 

alternative is that you would be shunned. HereÕs another alternative: brave action leads to 

hideously painful, instant death. Coward action leads to 45 years of guilt-free life.  

 There are good reasons to be brave. Are there any good hedonist reasons for being 

brave? Even in cases where the alternative leads to a long life? Even then we would have 

to ask, ÒWhat would the hedonist be guilty about?Ó We would have to import other 

values, ethical values, to explain the situation. You would have to cash our your sense of 

duty in terms of the pleasurable. Can you imagine a hedonist saying, ÒIÕm going to die 

now to have a more pleasurable life over all?Ó  

 It is easy to defend acts of suicidal bravery under non-hedonist situations. It is 

very hard as a hedonist to justify such acts. 
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SocratesÕ Defense: 

 

1.  P. 74  358b    Actions that get us to the goal of the pleasurable life are honorable. 

 ÒHonorableÓ is like saying Òmorally acceptable, okay, praiseworthy.Ó This is 

exactly what a real hedonist would say. This redefines traditional ethical concepts and 

cashes them out in the hedonist framework. Real hedonists of ancient Greece would 

advocate to not bother with some moral restrictions if they cannot be cashed out in terms 

of pleasure/pain.  

 You could interpret this another way.  

2. P. 76-7    Anything ethically okay, admirable, honorable leads to pleasure 

 No hedonist would say that simply going into battle is an honorable thing. 

Running away as fast as you can is the honorable/pleasurable thing. Epicurus: weÕve 

shown you itÕs rubbish fighting for gods/country. 

 

***Notice that the subject and the predicate have switched in these two defenses. *** 

 Note: in accordance with (1), it is ethically okay to run away from battlefield. In 

accordance with (2), because it is ethically honorable, then it is pleasurable. This is 

question-begging. IsnÕt it clear that Plato is just cheating? Plato knows (2) doesnÕt follow 

from (1). He is very interested in hedonism and moral virtue; he argues elsewhere against 

hedonism. So, Socrates here is being ironic. 

 Premise (2) is a shadow of the real Platonic/Socratic view. The view: anything 

ethically okay/admirable is good for you. This works for the Platonic view. You cannot 

argue for (2) in accordance with pleasure, and you canÕt explain suicidal bravery. It could 

be good for you (because of your soul, because the gods want it, etc.) Think of Socrates 

in the Apology: standing by whatÕs right even if results in his dying is the best thing he 

can do for himself; he never argues that it is the most pleasurable course of action. 

 So, Socrates is slipping one past Protagoras here. He is abusing ProtagorasÕ basic 

decency at the point that Socrates asks, ÔIsnÕt it honorable to go to battle.Ó If Protagoras 

really buckled down on the hedonism they were talking about, then he would never agree 

with (2).  
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Lots of scholars think the argument works fine and that SocratesÕ hedonism is totally 

sincere. This does not seem very plausible. 
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30 March 2009 

Plato 

 

 

Phaedo Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

p. 118 Ð ÒI believe Plato was ill.Ó  

 This is only the second place in PlatoÕs works where he mentions himself. In 

Apology, Plato will pay some amount of fine Ð 500 drachma. In Phaedo, Plato signals he 

wasnÕt there. Maybe Plato is letting people know that the Phaedo is not a historically 

accurate, verbatim account. Plato probably was there literally, but he is using this phrase 

to denote that this is a Platonic, and not entirely Socratic, dialogue.  

 

 The theory of forms is far more technical and academic than anything that 

Socrates, as an oral philosopher, would have concerned himself with. But, what better 

place to introduce the discussion about immortality of the soul than right before you are 

going to die? 

 

The real Socrates is fading into background philosophically. He is quite different person 

than Socrates from Euthyphro and Apology. Still, there is the same commitment to ethical 

goodness and to the belief that we need to do philosophy to fill in the ethical details. Plato 

was not a life-long slave to the philosophy of Socrates. 

 

 The Phaedo is full of clearly delineated, nicely set out arguments. 95% of the time 

what Socrates says is sincere. There is less Socratic irony, and the dialogue is a good one 

overall. 

 

Text 
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p. 121   62a       If dying is such a good thing, why not commit suicide? 

 This is a good question for Plato. Socrates makes the claim repeatedly not to 

worry about death, that the body is destroyed but the soul survives. So, why not commit 

suicide? The rest of us have plenty of reasons to stay alive. Does the Socratic philosopher 

have a reason to stay alive? 

 DoesnÕt it seem to be unreasonable to have blanket condemnation of suicide? This 

matters still to this day; euthanasia points to an identical moral dilemma. Why is it so 

similar? 

 Socrates: we are the possessions of the God. He gets to say whether you live or 

die. You destroying yourself would be like you iPod destroying itself. It would be like 

your iPod saying, ÒIÕm bored of the music you play, and IÕm going to commit suicide.Ó It 

would just be annoying to you as the owner.  

 Whatever explanation we come up with against suicide will be an after the fact 

rationalization. Every culture has a taboo on suicide. There is probably some deep 

instinctive drive against suicide. Is there a good Darwinian explanation? Of course, it is 

better for an animal not to have a powerful drive to destroy itself. In trying to explain our 

actual drive to live, our explanation is lagging behind our impulse and instinct. Plato has 

the view that you have to articulate your reasons for everything and that your reason has 

to be the right one. But, maybe we donÕt always need well-articulated reasons for why we 

feel and believe all the things we feel and believe ethically. Maybe we are quite good at 

going on autopilot ethically. Explanations are like telling stories about our character Ð 

they are fictions. Socrates might think thatÕs the reason he doesnÕt commit suicide Ð itÕs a 

fiction. Even if you stripped away his reason (the owner-God), he would still hold his 

view, which would indicate his view comes before the reason/explanation 

 

 

 

64d    As philosophers, we cultivate/are keen on death 

 Plato revels in this bleak view. It is provocatively awful. 

 Philosophers are preoccupied with death. A philosopher is not interested in food 

or drink or sex or fancy clothes (materials of the body). [Despise= old English sense, 
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meaning Ònot preoccupied withÓ]  ItÕs okay to be interested in these things for bare 

survival, but not any more. The philosopher frees his soul from its attachment to the body 

(separating body and soul). 

 

p. 125-6  Eternal truths turn away from the body 

 Plato: any knowledge worthy of the name is something you should be able to 

figure out from armchair. Scientific truths are not eternal truths. To get at eternal truths, 

the philosopher has to get away from the information of the body.  

 

Sense 1: Philosopher not interested in material pleasures 

Sense 2: Philosopher interested in absolute truths not physical facts 

 

P. 126 65d    Is there such a thing as a Ôthing-in-itself?Õ 

 Yes, attainable through theoretical speculation, the intellect. 

 

Sense 3: Philosopher interested in justice, beauty, goodness, tallness, health-in-itself 

 Plato believes that there is a certain way of knowing about things that requires 

abstraction from the world. DonÕt just think about particular cases of justice Ð try to draw 

out some general principle abstracted from individual cases that is in the realm of abstract 

thought and not the world. This is what Socrates is always doing in the early dialogues Ð 

Meno: turning away from examples; Euthyphro: turning away from illustration. We are 

looking for the abstract principles. 

 These three senses are all a bit different. Why would these senses indicate a 

preoccupation with death? 1 Ð away from the body; 2 Ð away from facts 3- away from the 

world to abstracts. Conclusion: always trying to separate soul and body; death does this; 

philosophy is to death what pornography is to sex.  

 

How to counter: 

 (1)  This is just stupid. How does Plato get to define philosophy as the replication 

of his value system? He is trying to claim the whole discipline in his image. Aristotle was 
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a snappy dresser. There is no logical disconnect between valuing bodily things and being 

a philosopher. 

 (2) How do you get to knowledge without bodily information? Sometimes we can 

be mistaken, but most of the time weÕre fine. If you are interested in truth, you must pay 

attention to physical facts and your senses. 

 (3) The only reason we abstract in ethics is so that we could apply principles to 

the world. Why care about justice if you are dead? Aristotle Ð why would the gods care 

about justice (no money, no hunger)?  Justice only makes sense when embedded in the 

actual world. 

 

(1) If you really hate eating, drinking, wearing clothes, maybe you could just want to be 

dead, but 

(3) you can only care about justice when alive and 

(2) you cannot get to truth without respect to physical fact. 

 

 Plato must fully believe in an immortal mind that can do its business much better 

when not hindered by the body. Plato says elsewhere, ÒIsnÕt it a hassle to have to go eat, 

get a coffee, etc. when you are trying to think.Ó He must have the view that death 

liberates one from hassles that get in the way of contemplation.  

 

(3) Remember the Meno Ð Plato could be claiming that we have innate ideas already in 

our immortal soul, so maybe the best way to get to them is to ignore the world and try to 

tap into these innate ideas of justice, etc.  

 But, we have innate ideas about the world. It must be the case that we use 

intuitions in relation to knowledge about the world. 

 

(3) If you are thinking in pure mindspace, then why does the fact that stealing someoneÕs 

money is unjust bother you? 
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 Plato: justice is valuable in itself, regardless of its application in the world. The 

only reason you care about instantiated justice is because you value justice. You value 

instantiations of beauty because you value beauty generally.  

 

 ÔJustice-in-itselfÕ like GodÕs justice: a disembodied perfection. 

 

P. 129  68a    Dying is the profession of true philosophers 

 Askousi Ð practicing (dying); this is where the idea of the ascetic was invented. 

An ascetic is someone who holds sense 1; but the phrase literally means, Òa practicer.Ó It 

doesnÕt mean, Òsomeone who doesnÕt care about food and drink.Ó Plato gives it this 

sense, maybe in this sentence. 

 

P. 130-1   Ordinary peoplesÕ moral virtues are hopelessly inadequate  
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Plato 

1 April 

 

 

Phaedo Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

Arguments important to philosophy of mind ----- mind/body problem 

 

  Philosophers cultivate death, meaning Òtrying to get the mind away from the 

world.Ó In one sense, away from physical distractions; in another, trying to figure out 

abstract truth; in another, trying to get away from evidence given by material world 

(away from empiricism). These are all different, but united in grand theory Ð some kind 

of special importance in getting the mental away from the physical. 1 is an ethical thesis. 

3 is about knowledge. 2 is about reality. This shows the immense range of PlatoÕs 

philosophical investigation. 

 

Text 

 

P. 130-1        The virtues of ordinary people are instinctual 

 The vulgar have instincts, but they have not refined their intuitions through 

philosophy. So, their virtue is second rate. The vulgar might fail, like Simonides. The 

philosopher possesses super-virtue, not different in degree but in kind.  

 

68d    The vulgar version of these virtues are silly/illogical 

temperance Ð from the Latin, temperantia:  meaning something like moderation/self-

control 

courage Ð Beresford usually translates as ÒbraveryÓ 
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 Non-philosophers think dying is a really bad thing. Maybe Plato would allow that 

Beresford is a philosopher, even though he thinks dying is bad, because he has reflected. 

Unreflective view: dying is a really bad thing. 

 Since ordinary people think death is bed (and therefore are afraid) then they are 

afraid of something else. For ordinary people, you are only brave because you are so 

scared. People may be more afraid of dishonor or the pain of friends dying (which is a 

fear that philosophers could avoid).  

 When ordinary people are moderate, they only do that because of some other kind 

of pleasure they desire. So, you refrain from pleasure because you are pleasure addicted.  

 Plato is saying that ordinary people only have a shadow version, a feeble 

imitation, of virtue. 

 Notice that there is a reference to hedonism, as in the Protagoras. This passage is 

a good reason to think that the hedonism in the Protagoras is insincere. He is not bashing 

his own actual views, just the views that Socrates ironically presented in the Protagoras. 

 Real virtue is self-purification; wisdom (philosophy) is a cleansing agent. Why? 

Ordinary people are only able to face death out of fear of something else to be moderate 

out of lack of moderation. Why does the philosopher not eat too much cake? The 

philosopher doesnÕt care in the first place. The ordinary person only moderates his cake 

eating to be healthy to eat more cake in the future. The philosopher just doesnÕt want 

cake; he is too focused on the mind. What about the battlefield? Why can the philosopher 

confront death? Because it does not frighten him at all, like Socrates in Apology. 

Philosophers cleanse themselves of all ordinary motivations, aspirations, and desires. 

Philosopher is interested in truth, knowledge. Philosopher just doesnÕt have that kind of 

desire (like sexual desire, from a couple of pages earlier). 

 Watch how the language dips into a religious vernacular. Plato is invoking the 

Greek idea that wrongdoing is a kind of stain, a miasma, and that whatÕs required is ritual 

cleansing. Many cultures blend aspect of the ethical with the clean. Plato: ordinary people 

mired in the bog. 

 The ascetic life gets away from the worldly, in the 3 senses. 

  

There are two critiques of PlatoÕs view that we could develop here: 
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 Critique 1: If the philosophical man is not remotely frightened by death, then he 

cannot be brave in the face of death at all. If Plato is right about this, then paradoxically 

only ordinary people can be brave in the face of death. Like Socrates in the Apology, 

philosophers have no reason to be afraid or brave in the face of death. Plato wants 

philosophers to have that virtue of bravery, and he wants to diss ordinary bravery. If 

philosophy cleanses you of your fears, then you canÕt be brave. If you persistently study 

or engage in philosophy, then gradually you will learn and become trained to be a 

Platonic philosopher. He is not saying that philosophers donÕt feel physical pain; he is 

saying that philosophers donÕt fear death. 

 But, maybe Plato is at least partially right. Maybe we would say something that 

someone is extraordinarily brave for not being afraid. 

 Critique 2: When you die on battlefield, what are you doing in the paradigm case? 

Saving someone? Why does someone save someone else? Why would someone run into 

a burning building to save a child? Because death for the child would be AWFUL. 

 What about the philosopher? He sees the girl burning, but death isnÕt that bad. He 

could go in there, but why? If you really got to the point that death doesnÕt matter at all, 

then the thought extends past you onto others. Bravery would require that you think that 

death is a bad thing.  

 

 If you are really insisting that you donÕt care about worldly things at all, then why 

help others? 

 1. Because it is bad from the young girlÕs point of view. 

 1a. Beresford: I want the helping philosopher to think that death is bad, not just 

bad from my point of view. If you have a child who is screaming because he is wearing 

blue socks instead of red socks, you just ignore him and make him wear whatever. 

Likewise, a philosopher could just say, ÒThis is the way it is, and IÕm not going to save 

you.Ó This is a good reason for thinking that PlatoÕs idea of courage is just wrong; it gets 

completely messed up without a fear of death. You see now why there is the suicide 

discussion at the beginning of Phaedo. 
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 What about moderation? I donÕt admire your moderation in finding out that you 

donÕt eat bricks. You donÕt have moderation unless it is the case that you indulge or 

partake in that which you are moderating. 

 

 

2 arguments for immortality of the soul 

 

 

71ab   Argument from Opposites 

 When something becomes bigger, it must be from the smaller. When something 

becomes smaller, it must be from something bigger. And then there are corresponding 

processes: becoming bigger or becoming smaller. Plato then tries to apply this to life and 

death. 

 Being asleep is the opposite of being awake. Being alive is the opposite of being 

dead. So, these are opposites and have processes of generation between them. Being 

awake come from being asleep. When you are dead, you become dead from being alive. 

Just as dead people are generated from living people, then the opposite is true: living 

people are generated from dead people. Which proves that regeneration/reincarnation is 

true. Which means that there is some immortality of the soul. Which proves that soul 

exists in other world. The soul is that which makes living things alive, the animating 

force; anima. Plato also partly uses it in the sense, which is what makes his claim 

unintelligible. Plato also helps himself to other sense of soul, meaning human mind or 

consciousness. 

 WhatÕs wrong with the argument? It certainly works with hot/cold and big/small. 

The argument seems valid but unsound. LetÕs look at the claim that living people come 

from dead people. Where do people come from? Well, when fetus is in womb, you take 

food (not alive) things to grow the fetus (alive). Living people come from dead people is 

a stretch.  

 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 75 

 The opposite of living is not-living, not dead. I wasnÕt dead before I was before; I 

was just not living. One case of not-living is dead. Neither the material nor the Platonic 

view gets any currency from this. Rocks are not-living. 

 

 Plato claims that the soul is the kind of thing that is immortal and that the body is 

not. When you imagine the soul like the human mind, you could at least imagine 

detaching it from body, which is not the case if by soul you meaning something like 

animating force.  
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3 April 

Plato 

 

 

Phaedo Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 There are lots of things in the Phaedo that verge on mythological Ð at end, there is 

an actual myth that describes what happens to souls in death. It is hard to know if Plato is 

being absolutely serious. We will talk more about some of this stuff at the end of the 

semester in the ÒMythsÓ section on the syllabus (with some from the Republic where he 

criticizes Greek myth and poetry).  

 Socrates canÕt believe that there is any reason that the non-philosophical people 

will become bees and ants when they die; it is epistemically different from stuff in the 

Meno. It is implausible that Plato could really know what he is claiming, and he knows 

that. Plato knows that there is a difference between myth and argument: in the 

Protagoras, the myth was an allegory Ð it stood for something else detail by detail. So, 

the myths in Phaedo must be performing a different function. We will also look at what 

Plato thought about Homer et al and about Plato wishing to replace Greek myth with new 

Platonic myth.  

 

Q: DoesnÕt Socrates teaching in Phaedo undermine his claims in the Protagoras? 

A: Socrates claims in Protagoras that ethics is teachable. It is hard to be sure to make a 

connection between what Socrates said and Plato thinks. Plato is getting older and getting 

tired of arguing other peopleÕs views. SocratesÕ philosophical views in the Phaedo are 

more likely what Plato thinks. There is not the antagonism of the Meno and the 

Protagoras in the Phaedo; Simmias and Cebes sit at SocratesÕ feet, mostly saying ÒYes, 

Socrates.Ó The only argument they propose is the attunement of the soul. The same thing 

happens in Republic, except for ThrasymachusÕ arguments in Book 1. The Phaedo begins 
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the stage where Plato gets tired of giving arguments and just proceeds to tell people 

whatÕs the case. 

 

 

Plato developed asceticism in the Meno, later picked up by Stoics, and later Christians. 

 

We are skipping Ôimmortality of the soul through recollectionÕ argument. Socrates in 

Phaedo talks about this, but he already talked about it earlier in Meno. This is evidence of 

Plato responding to criticism of his argument, having Socrates in the Phaedo reply to 

objections to Socrates in the Meno. 

 

Text 

 

p. 148       Argument from affinity 

 

ideas, abstract truths / thought, reason ----- all non-physical (or what Plato calls invisible) 

 Ideas and abstract truths are the objects of thought. The soul/mind is like these 

things, made of the same kind of abstract stuff. We think of these things are eternal, so 

wouldnÕt the mind be eternal? This is not a very sophisticated argument; it is an appeal to 

an intuition that we have. 

 

Body, physical world / desire, pain, pleasure ----- all non-mental 

 Why put desire, pain and pleasure in the physical? Plato thinks emotions are also 

on the bodily side of things. We already know that he has philosophical reasons, or a 

prior ethical view, for not letting your emotions run over you. But, most modern 

philosophers of mind would put emotions, pleasures and pains in the mental category, in 

the realm of consciousness, because these are the kinds of things that must belong to a 

thinking thing. 

 

 Aristotle does note that desires, pains, pleasure, emotions are part of the mental. 

He also has a different ethical view of their importance. 
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 The thing that governs is divine. The mind rules the body. You raise your arm, 

you deliberate and choose. Therefore, the mind is more divine and like the gods. Plato 

uses the fact that you can move your arm as proof that the mind is non-physical. 

Hundreds of other philosophers think the very opposite, that the physical message must 

be sent by a physical thing. How could a ghost (non-physical) play billiards (the 

physical)? To move the physical youÕve got to be physical. So, PlatoÕs point is 

counterintuitive. You can see how determined Plato is to get to his conclusion.  
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6 April 

Plato 

 

Phaedo Lecture 

 

Text 

 

 Socrates has put forward a whole hatful of different arguments for immortality 

(from recollection/innateness Ð Meno; from opposites Ð living from dead; argument from 

assimilation (the soul is the kind of thing not affected by physical things because it seems 

like that kind of thing); divinity argument (soul controls the body). Plato is aware that not 

all of these are that convincing.  

 

p. 156 Simmias- SocratesÕ explanation not adequate; Socrates agrees 

 

 Plato is setting us up for the piece de resistance Ð the theory of forms. PlatoÕs 

theory of forms nowadays has largely a bad name. To call someone a Platonist is to mean 

that someone is wrong about everything Ð that they take the very simple thought of 

abstracts and then posit a heaven or second world of abstractions to explain difficult 

things in this world, e.g. mathematics, ethics.  

 

 This is unfair to Plato. Frequently his view is quite plausible. The central 

argument in the Phaedo, the mathematical question about the theory of forms, is where 

Plato gets hammered the most. 

 

P. 157   SimmiasÕ attunement theory of the soul / harmony argument 

 

 Socrates has been arguing that the soul is immortal, divine, non-physical, and 

guiding. Simmias says that maybe the soul is like the tuning of a  guitar. There is no 

physical location of attunement. The attunement, the ability of the guitar to play nice 

music, arises from the complicated arrangement of matter (e.g, good strings, good 
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fretboard, proper tension). When you smash the guitar, the attunement is gone. Even 

though we canÕt say that the attunement is a physical thing, we can say the attunement is 

gone when we smash the guitar. It is a kind of physical thing Ð it is not the matter, but the 

complex arrangement of the matter. 

 There is a modern equivalent Ð the brain is like a computer. It has impressive 

capacities and functions, just like a computer. A computer program is not a 

straightforward physical thing. If I smash ThomasÕ computers, then the memory and the 

files are gone. There is not physical bit of metal or silicone that represents the ability of 

the computer to compute. If you smash the computer, you lose the information. The 

Greeks used the guitar because it was one of the most complicated of their technologies.  

 

Harmonia = attunement, although we donÕt use harmony in this sense anymore 

 

 ÒSoulÓ is the arrangement of matter, not as either material or immaterial. This is 

similar to the modern scientific view. This view says, we should think of the mind as the 

capacities and functions of the brain. My brain has a capacity to think like a well-tuned 

guitar has capacity to make good music. But, if you smash my brain, I will not have 

thought. This is the functionalist view, based on causal roles. Think of a chessboard. If 

Alberto and I started playing a game, is there anything non-physical, divine, etc? There is 

something else there: the game. We could play the game on a different board or through 

away the board and play mental chess. In the same way, we have something other than 

the physicality of the guitar: the capacity to play music. And so on with the brain. We call 

these emergent properties.  

 

 This is kind of a cheat, but it is not totally a handwave. We are not asserting that 

thoughts result from sort of thought atom we havenÕt found. Thoughts and beliefs emerge 

out of the complex causal roles and relations of neural states with input and output.  

 

 Plato is going to be very keen to show that this is not right. He is convinced from 

the start of this, and he is going to try any argument that will knock it down. 
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 P. 165 93a     SocratesÕ attempt to knock down attunement argument 

 

For Plato, his knockdown is so dramatically important that the two people have to stop 

and comment on how good it is. There is also a dramatic ellipsis. 

 

 If you give example of attunement of guitar, then it follows that the attunement of 

the guitar is a result of the physical arrangement of the guitar. Plato wants to undermine 

such physicalism 

 

93a-b    If the guitar is tuned more, then it must be more attuned and vice versa 

  

Socrates: Is this the case with the soul? 

Simmias Ð not in the least 

 

 Socrates is claiming that a good soul is an attuned attunement. The soul is already 

in tune, no soul can be more or less of a soul than any other.  

 

How the argument goes: 

A guitar can be more or less in tune. Your guitar can be attuned or not to many different 

degrees. There is a full range of attunement. But, Plato says, a soul is just a soul or not. 

There is no more attunement.  

 

 Plato is saying, ÒMy mind is just as much a mind as SamÕs mind.Ó SimmiasÕ 

model says that things can be more or less in tune. But, maybe a body could be more or 

less Òminded.Ó Instead of putting it PlatoÕs way, maybe we should put it like this, ÒIf a 

guitar is not well tuned, it might still have the capacity of being able to play music, just 

not as well.Ó We donÕt even have to talk about different kinds of human beings. If I 

smash you over the head with a baseball bat, you could go into a coma or be groggy or 

unable to focus for a while Ð just like a guitar that still has one string and works. 

Remember this as well: the analogy is broad. Simmias is not saying that the human mind 
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is EXACTLY like a guitar Ð it is a loose analogy. 1. Plato is nitpicking here. 2. A mind 

can lose its capacities or have them to a finer degree. 

 

Question: Does Plato, as a theist, mean soul as ÒmindÓ or just as Òthe animating 

presence?Ó 

Answer: In Phaedo, soul is sometimes used as Òanimator.Ó When Plato is arguing for the 

immortality of the soul, he is really interested in the ÒmindÓ connotation Ð the mind of 

Socrates exists somewhere. The attunement works for both, though. What gives a maggot 

its capacities? It has those capacities because they emerge from the arrangement of its 

body. Likewise, with us, our mental capacities emerge from the arrangement of matter. 

There is nothing magical in what makes things Ôthings' or in mental processes, covering 

both 1 and 2.  

 

Question: Why are we mixing mind with soul? 

Answer: Psuche Ð sometimes means mind, sometimes means soul. They are just used 

two different ways. There is a long history of Western philosophy that has pushed and 

pulled soul until the term has lost force. Anima Ð from Latin, ensouled, that which makes 

living things living. For Aristotle in particular, soul just means whatever it is that makes 

anything whatsoever what it is and alive. Plato has the idea of the immortal soul, but he 

isnÕt committed to the idea because of the meaning of the word Òsoul.Ó In philosophy and 

common speech, we use soul to take about someoneÕs character or their mind in a 

different way. If you say, ÒSo and so has a good soul,Ó you probably donÕt mean that he 

or she is immortal. 

 

So, this argument of PlatoÕs is weak, and the argument from harmony handles the critique 

well. If Beresford smashes ThomasÕ computer, Word will not pull up anymore. Maybe 

hitting someone over the head is just like smashing a computer, smashing intricately 

arranged bits of brain. 

 

What about good and bad souls?  
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 Plato: You canÕt have good and bad attunement, but you can have a good or bad 

soul, so the analogy doesnÕt make any sense. Plato is being unfair; this is only a clumsy 

analogy, not strict. A lot of contemporary philosophers like the analogy, however crude, 

of the mind and the computer. If we wanted to try the analogy, we should use a computer 

instead of a guitar. The mind is a supercomputer that can play high-level chess and pass 

the Turing Test. We could have computers that functioned in the way we like and in ways 

we donÕt like. So, the loose analogy still holds. 

 

 

 

P. 168  Three Lines Down     Soul directs all the elements, sometimes unpleasantly  

 

 In stupid people, body controls soul, and smart people vice versa. There is also 

the simpler sense of the mind controlling the arm. 

 

 Greek doctors said that if youÕre feverish you shouldnÕt drink. So, your mind 

would be telling you to not do something that your body wanted to do (have a drink).  

 

 Here you get a sense of PlatoÕs personality. He spent all his life holding down his 

desires. He didnÕt have a happy relationship with his own physical desires. 

 

Why does this show it canÕt be attunement? Because the attunement doesnÕt fight the 

guitar. Souls do control bodies. So, the soul is not an attunement.    

 Could we imagine a computer that governs itself? 

 In a sense the attunement holds the guitar. What about a self-tuning guitar? A 

self-tuning guitar would have a computer, that would sense where the notes are, and 

readjust. In a way, weÕre overcomplicating the analogy. Because, the attunement of the 

guitar would be the attunement of the computer. The silicone and metal is not immaterial, 

but the program emerges from complicated arrangement. The problem is how the hell to 

explain all that, but that is a scientific task. Plato: has anxiety about this proto-scientific 



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 84 

theory. Plato: your analogy doesnÕt work, so letÕs not go down a physicalist path toward 

understanding the mind. 
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8 April 

Plato 

 

Republic Lecture 

 

Organizational Context 

 

Table of contents on Roman numeral v, vi, vii, viii, and ix 

 

WeÕre not ready the whole text. People who took my ancient philosophy class spent a lot 

of time on Books 1 and 2, partly 3. They concentrated on arguments for justice in 1, 

argues against naturalistic justice in 2, anti-poetry in 3, analogy of the soul in 4. 

 

Roman numeral vi Ð education the first stage; end of book 2, beginning of book 3 in old 

way of dividing Plato 

 

 

And, part vii Ð philosophical enlightenment and ordinary confusion; simile of the cave, 

and so on.  

 

Part x, theory of art, interesting application of the theory of forms 

 Some people say that this is a version of the theory of the forms substantially 

different from Plato elsewhere and that Plato may not have written this. Beresford: 

PlatoÕs theory of forms is very complicated all over. 

 

How the book works/is divided up 

 

BK 1 Ð a Socratic argument about justice; this is like the earlier Socratic dialogues Ð 

where you take a single ethical concept and explore it. This was quite possibly written 

separately from the rest of the Republic. It resembles the Gorgias and can stand alone as 

a text. Probably came before the rest. 
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BK 10 Ð Looks like it is an add-on. ItÕs like Plato said, ÒAll that stuff we said about 

Homer was good; letÕs rehash.Ó In BK 3, Plato claims that poetry would have to be 

changed or censored in ideal society. In BK 10, there is no poetry in ideal society and no 

representation either. BK 10, written later, reflects grumpy old man Plato. 

 

BK 2-9 Ð Outline of an ideal society (polis) 

 Includes: 

 Theory of education Ð if we get the right rulers, everything will be fine 

 " Philosopher-ruler/philosopher-king Ð outlines the differences between 

philosophers and everyone else 

  Including simile of the sun, of the line and of the cave. 

 There is a famous section where people canÕt get married. Wives would be held in 

common, and no one would know who was their kid. This is very much a product of 

PlatoÕs attitude toward romantic love. 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

Political tone/flavor of PlatoÕs outline of ideal polis: 

 Plato is anti-democratic; remember the Meno argument with Anytus and the 

Protagoras. PlatoÕs view is that democracy commits us to the idea that all people are 

essentially ethically competent; the ordinary decency of the day laborer is fine. Since 

ordinary people are ethically fine, then they are fit to rule. Plato wants you to accepts that 

ordinary ethical sense is seriously defective, that some good people are better than others, 

and that philosophy makes you better than the people that ordinary people think are 

Ògood.Ó Plato believes that the problems of humanity will end when philosophers are 

given power or when powerful study enough (Platonic) philosophy. The central section 

of Republic tries to demonstrate why it is such a good idea to have a subset of super-

enlightened better-than-others rule.  

 In modern times and in the contemporary West, the Republic is less influential 

than before. Historically, though, aristocracies probably looked to the Republic as a loose 
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way to justify their government set up that they benefit from. The aristocratic view is that 

they are better than the mass of people and should therefore rule. Maybe Plato gave 

legitimacy to these governments. Still, it is hard to tell the influence of philosophers. Did 

Plato help bring down democracy historically? Maybe. There were probably many other 

confounding factors, though. 

 

BK 2/3 Ð educate people well and instill certain attitudes in them permanently (like 

dyeing wool) 

 Plato believes that you should get people young enough and bombard them with 

the right ethical/philosophical ideas. Plato gave up Socratic idea of talking with other 

intelligent adults and seems to suggest that it is too late for adults, that we must start with 

kids and indoctrinate them. This is kind of sinister. Plato suggests getting rid of the adults 

and subjecting young people to the right ideas (Platonic ideas about God, the fairness of 

the universe, etc.).  

 Plato doesnÕt like how Homer, Euripides, etc. have nasty gods. Plato is committed 

to the idea of just universe. Plato also argues that if you tell people the kinds of thing 

Homer does (about the gods), then people will not be committed to fairness. What is the 

point of being good if the gods donÕt reward it? This ties in with PlatoÕs belief that you 

can radically change human behavior through literature and education. Euripides and 

SophoclesÕs tragedies, according to Plato, corrupt people. Think of PlatoÕs hero Socrates, 

who claims that his death is not tragic. In the tragedies, characters love to go on about 

how miserable they are. There are like 18 ways in Greek to say how wretched, horrible 

everything is. Plato, believer in fair universe, canÕt bear this stuff. So, Plato goes through 

famous poetry and declares what can stay and go. 

 

P. 67      First stage of education 

 

 

P. 71 379a   Guidelines for poets / God only responsible for the good 

 Poets must not trash the divine. 
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 Notice: this is not a philosophical dialogue between, say, Homer and a 

philosopher. Plato is just saying, ÒThe poets are obviously wrongs, so weÕre going to 

delete lines from their poems.Ó There is no argument, and SocratesÕ interlocutors blindly 

agree with whatever he puts forth. Plato is responsible for setting up the dichotomy 

between poetry and literature.  

 Plato is being unfair to Homer and others. Plato just disagrees with Homer, but 

instead of expressing it as a philosophical disagreement, Plato sets it up as a poetry vs. 

philosophy battle. Plus, Plato is a poetic philosopher. He is being doubly unfair. 

 Plato is talking down to the reader and not showing his hand. Plato probably 

believes that God does control everything. Plato doesnÕt mean that there is an Evil Genius 

causing the bad or harm. Plato believes the only kind of harm is the kind that we bring on 

ourselves (by failing to be good or to seek wisdom). God is allowed to punish us to 

morally improve us. 

 

P. 72  379d    The two jars of fate/fortune 

 Either you get a mixture of good and bad, or you just get bad stuff. Either things 

will go well for you some of the time, or things will go bad all of the time. Plato doesnÕt 

like the attitude behind this: that life is unfair and that the human condition is prone to 

misery.  

 Plato is also mischaracterizing the passage. In context, this passage is uplifting. In 

Book 24 of the Iliad. King Priam goes to AchillesÕ tent and is surround by hostile Greeks. 

Priam grabs his beard and begs for his son back. Achilles breaks down and says donÕt 

weep about your son because this is how human life is (tragic). Achilles basically says, 

ÒYour son died; my father will die poor, sad and alone (because the fates said I would die 

before him).Ó Then Achilles talks about the two jars. Then Priam and Achilles talk about 

their mutual suffering. So, in the context, the very thing that Plato is objecting to (that life 

is suffering) is what causes the brutal Achilles to have a moment of sympathy for Priam, 

and Priam, who should hate Achilles for killing his son, has a moment of sympathy for 

Achilles. Plato knows what the passage means. But, Plato just disagrees and doesnÕt want 

people to burst into icky sentiment. He hates the whole scene and the sentiment behind it, 

that gods dish out bad stuff to human beings. Plato wants to say, ÒStop crying, buck up, 
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and remember that only your soul matters; who cares if your children die? It doesnÕt 

make you a bad person.Ó There is much more to PlatoÕs feelings about Homer than Plato 

is letting on.  

 When you look at the Greek, Plato gets it slightly wrong. Homer uses odd word 

for good things eaon. Plato changes it to esthlon. Why would Plato get the word wrong 

but the gist right? Because he memorized it; because he knows it by heart. Plato has a 

love/hate relationship with Homer and the tragedians. This is someone who loved Homer 

as a child but who came to have a different opinion in adulthood due to his philosophical 

views. PlatoÕs attack on poetry happens in the same space that he has sympathy for 

poetry. This is like PlatoÕs relationship with democracy and with romantic love (See 

Symposium). Plato seems to have sympathy for those whom he attacks the most. 

 

P. 77 386c     Achilles: IÕd rather be a slave than king of all the dead 

 This is Achilles talking to Odysseus. Achilles: death is awful. ThatÕs Homer 

expressing his intense love of life. You are better off in any form of life than dead. Plato: 

no, all the things that humans care about that nail us to the earth are trivial (see Phaedo). 

 Beresford: The way that Plato quotes things reminds me of Orwell. Orwell: 

anyone who has read Shakespeare canÕt help but recall some of them. Orwell loved 

Shakespeare. Plato is just like that. Plato recalls from memory because he likes it, at some 

level. 
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10 April 

Plato 

 

Republic Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

In the ideal world with ideal education, Poets may not say: 

God is bad ------- harmful/deceitful, i.e. no tragedy in AristotleÕs Poetics sense 

God or Heroes --------- feel fear of death 

   Get upset at othersÕ deaths 

   Enjoy food, drink, sex, laughter 

Plato is also against lamentations and grief in general. 

 If something bad happens to people as a result of the gods, then the poet must 

explain what it is just/fair etc. 

 

 Euripides ends a good number of his 17 or 18 plays with a stage convention that 

goes something like, ÒThe gods often do things that people donÕt understand. They are 

inscrutable. That is what happened today.Ó Plato would not allow this. 

 

 But, it is not essential to tragedy that gods cause bad things. The underlying motif 

behind these ancient tragedies is these inscrutable gods do things that you canÕt 

understand. Either you have a world where things happen for a reason or where 

everything is random. ShakespeareÕs tragedies share this feature. Romeo and Juliet die 

through no fault of their own; they suffered an awful fate. Plato would argue that nothing 

bad has happened to them because they are dead, and their dying is not a bad thing. The 

Victorians didnÕt like tragedies either; Romeo would come back alive because of the 

apothecary in their renditions of Shakespeare. There is a scene in DickensÕ Nicholas 

Nickelby that demonstrates this editing/revision of Shakespeare. 
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 Plato is probably wrong that you can restructure society by editing literature. It is 

like the tail wagging the dog. Plato thinks that everyoneÕs tragic views come from all this 

poetry theyÕre reading. Taking away poetry and thinking that will change everyoneÕs 

view is getting the story backwards. People experience tragedy first and are then drawn 

toward poetry or tragedy 

 

Text 

 

P. 72    Plato attacks Aeschylus 

 We find ourselves with defects, through no fault of our own, that bring us down. 

(Like Othello and his jealousy; or Macbeth and his ambition). These characters have 

human, intelligible features but are nonetheless brought down by them (through a series 

of accidents combined with the defects). Plenty of people have these traits; tragedy is 

these traits plus a series of unfortunate events.  

 It is debatable whether Homer and the tragedians advocate immoral views. It 

enriches our character and makes us more sympathetic to others when we accept the 

tragic view. The tragic view is a respectable view; Plato is not just doing it out of a sense 

of censorship that we might agree with (i.e. no porn for children).  

 Take the Taliban, whose version of Romeo and Juliet would get you in trouble. 

No music, no (Western) films, no books (other than Islamic books). The Taliban had a 

body of governmental officials called the  Department of Promotion of Virtue and 

Suppression of Vice. But, is this going to reshape the human character? Probably not. 

Hoping that someone will change by reading different literature is probably futile.  

 This section tells us a lot about Plato, but not about a serious program to reshape 

human character. 

 

The Achilles passage is near the top of scenes that advocate a love of life. Achilles: I 

would rather be a poor manÕs slave, a lavatory attendant, than to be dead. Life is to be 

cherished. Plato doesnÕt like it for 2 reasons: it is his theism that is driving his argument 

that tragedy is a bad thing. Think about bravery in the Phaedo: maybe Achilles was 
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willing to fight to save his friendsÕ life. Plato is not being open that he is attacking the 

tragic view of life, not just that we donÕt need to be cowards. 

 

P. 78  The souls of groups of men going down to Hades (the suitors that Odysseus kills) 

 They are pretty upset about being dead. It is a vivid, long passage to quote from 

memory, like Plato does.  

 

P. 79   Plato complains about Achilles complaining about death of Patroclus 

 All these passages come from BK24 of the Iliad, like the jars. It seems like Plato 

knew this book well. 

 

P. 80 388d   Zeus upset about Sarpedon getting ready to die at the hand of Patroclus 

 Plato: the God shouldnÕt be human and upset about the death of his child; further, 

humans shouldnÕt be upset about the death of their children either. 

 

Bottom of p. 80   Plato doesnÕt like the gods laughing (from the Iliad) 

 Hephaestus canÕt walk right, so he bustles while he is serving drinks, and the rest 

of the gods laugh at him. Plato: gods shouldnÕt laugh, not because it is not nice to laugh at 

the disabled, but in principle. What principle? Given his ideal of human character, why 

would Plato be against laughter? Because a lot of comedies imply things are silly, absurd, 

idiotic, and random. Plato doesnÕt want people to be irreverent (laughing at the gods, 

disrespecting authority). Like Dionysus in The Frogs Ð heÕs an idiot, heÕs cowardly, and 

everyone laughs at him. But, Plato generally doesnÕt like the idea of laughing at a 

silly/absurd life.  

 Plato is not saying: ÒI hate humans and want you to stop being human.Ó We could 

make an analogy to Tolstoy and Shakespeare. Orwell describes Tolstoy as attacking 

Shakespeare (the attack was very similar to PlatoÕs against poetry). Tolstoy: Shakespeare 

doesnÕt have the moral message. Orwell claims that Tolstoy doesnÕt like ShakespeareÕs 

enjoyment of little things. Tolstoy is like the old man who is grumpy at a little boy 

jumping and playing, an old man who is jealous of the happy boy. This is a good analogy 

to Plato. Plato knows the poetry by heart; there is part of him that understands and 
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appreciates the tragic view, and there is resentment that he canÕt quite enjoy them things. 

So potentially there is some kind of jealousy at play.  

 

 

 Plato takes it for granted that there are certain human emotions you should avoid, 

because they imply certain beliefs. Fearing of death and getting upset at othersÕ deaths go 

hand in hand. It also helps explain why Plato thinks you shouldnÕt be upset when your 

children die (because you think that death is a bad thing).  

 

We will discuss PlatoÕs relationship with these readers in light of PlatoÕs estimation of his 

own literary ambitions and abilities. Make sure that you have read BK10. We will start 

on p. 86; where Plato is going to edit not only content but also form; all characters will 

speak in the third person. 
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Plato 

13 April 

 

 

Republic Lecture 

 

Organizational Context 

 

Book 1, Book 10 Ð Why are they divided this way?  

 They were actually physical books. They used to write books on papyrus roll, 

before the codex style (binded spine). Typically, an entire roll would contain a chapter. 

The Gospels are each one book (one roll). The length of the papyrus role probably 

affected Gospel length. The editors meant to fit the writing into a roll. It didnÕt occur to 

ancient writers to have a work be longer than a roll.  

 Most Platonic dialogues Ð Meno, Crito, Euthyphro. Protagoras Ð are longer but 

are probably crammed onto a thick roll. The Republic departs from this convention. The 

Republic is a sustained work of philosophy over several rolls. There were 10 Books, 

presented in 10 papyrus rolls, now preserved as Book 1, Book 2, etc. Plato might not 

have cared about specific divisions in the middle books. Some of the other divisions are 

not arbitrary: BK1 and BK10. Maybe BK1 is a stand alone; BK10 an add-on. Plato may 

be imitating existing longer works in Greek, like Homer (24 books in Iliad), at least in 

scale. But, if you look at all the poetry/philosophy talk, maybe Plato is suggesting that the 

Republic can replace the Iliad; it can be the new text we can all read. And, Plato 

succeeded beyond his wildest hopes.  Prof. Beresford will try to counteract PlatoÕs 

popularity by showing where Plato doesnÕt make sense. 

 

Text 

 

P. 86 392d-e  Plato criticizes the forms of poetry and drama 
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Homer has a snappy opening, where he is narrating, and then Cryseis starts talking in 

first-person. Dramatists do this first-person, so do ancient historians (Thucydides, 

Xenophon). (This would be unacceptable in modern history). They loved the drama of it. 

Thucydides says, ÒIÕve attributed speeches to people in several contexts, but I just made 

them say the things they probably would have said.Ó Tragedy, history, epic are all 

engaged in the first-person. 

 

Narrative versus representation.  

 Plato claims that we just want to report what Agamemnon says and that all 

narrative should be third person. Imagine this for Romeo and Juliet, describing the 

balcony scene. What happens when you do that? It is more boring. Why more boring? 

Because you are getting rid of the emotional content. It is easier to demonstrate emotion 

in the first-person. Why would Plato want the emotional content of the representations 

curbed? 1. Plato wants you to judge things intellectually (a point about analysis). 2. If we 

are telling stories that arouse emotions, then we should do so in a way that doesnÕt arouse 

as many emotions (a point about not sharing the tragic outlook). 3. A point about how not 

to be emotional like the characters.  

 But, we donÕt really share true emotions with the characters, only shadow 

emotions. You donÕt fall in love with Juliet; you are not really scared at a horror movie. 

For a good time, imagine Plato relaying a horror movie. Plato believes that if you arouse 

emotion, then you will arouse a shared outlook. If you are watching a disaster movie and 

the music and images and characters make you have emotion, you might share the 

outlook that something is tragic or wrong. The implication of reporting in the third-

person is that you undermine sharing the emotional outlook, point 2. This ties in with 

PlatoÕs comments about the content of the works. It is worth mentioning in connection 

with PlatoÕs anti-emotion project that Aristotle has a fundamentally similar analytic view 

of tragedy, but Aristotle also believed that tragedy is a good thing because you gain 

catharsis from sympathizing with the charactersÕ pity and fear. You are cleansed and do 

not feel as much pity and fear as before. But, it is still Platonic to describe the process as 

Òcleansing.Ó Drama is not about cleansing human emotions; it is about engaging them. 
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 Plato is suggesting going through the epic Iliad and translating all of it into the 

third-person. 

 

P. 90    Actors wonÕt be allowed to represent others 

 The Guardians are the people being trained to be the future rulers. For Plato, this 

means that they will be the people getting the ideal philosophical (ethical) education. The 

Guardians, not the tragic characters, are instantiations of the ideal human character. 

 We wonÕt allow people to complain about gods like people do in tragedies and 

comedies because it will arouse emotions in them. Notice that Plato is talking about the 

same attitudes as before. You the actor might come to hold the views expressed by your 

character.  

 Plato: there is something undignified about representing women as in love or in 

childbirth. There are comedies Ð notably those of Aristophanes Ð where a woman gives 

birth on stage. Remember that men were the only actors and represented woman. Plato 

has an aristocratic attitude (similar to that of the 17, 18, 19th century Ð women couldnÕt 

act, actors were only slightly higher social status than prostitutes).  

 

Question:  It is plausible that if you play the part of a character who gets upset about 

something that you will come to share the attitudes of the character? 

Answer:  The Joker may Heath Ledger dark and moody. They do say something like this 

about method actors. Also, people who pretend to be in love sometimes fall in love (See 

Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie). 

 

 Maybe Plato is not completely wrong-headed. 

 But, does this mean we should ban drama for the sake of the actors? That we 

should abandon first-person acting for third-person reportage?  

 Plato doesnÕt want people to act even in case of a sympathetic character. 
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 What about teenagers who play violent role-playing games? Maybe you begin to 

share the emotions of the character in the fictitious game world. Or, maybe the kid is a 

violent, heartless person and thatÕs why he kills zombies all day. 

 

Bottom of 90, top of 91 Plato is trying to figure out his new program for the arts 

 This is an extraordinary concession on PlatoÕs behalf, that a good person could 

fail under pressure.  

 Decent people will just have to change Homer. Homer is allowed, but when 

characters behave badly, we switch to 3rd person narrative; when characters are good, you 

can represent. 
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15 April 

Plato 

 

Republic Lecture 

 

We will spend most of the class on the technical MP bit about poetry and representation 

 

 

BK10 

 

Before 604a   Emotions and cosmological beliefs, extreme grief doesnÕt make sense 

 Plato may have modified his views slightly. Other times he advocates the total 

suppression and control of the emotions. It is easy  imagine people negatively responding 

to such asceticism. Plato: you will moderate your grief as much as possible. 

 

3 views on emotions 

1. Emotions are basically awful and you should get rid of. 

2. You will feel them, but you should moderate them as much as possible. 

3. There is nothing wrong with them at all. 

  

Plato seems to back off slightly from 1 and dip into 2. 

 

604a   Reason and principle demand restraint 

 Plato is sketching a psychological theory that he sets out in the middle books of 

Republic, a theory according to which the soul/mind has these distinct elements: reason, 

desires and emotions. In a good person, reason keeps the other elements in check and 

rules over them. In the middle books, Plato also draws an analogy to political 

organization: in an ideal community, you have rational philosophers who rule and, at the 

bottom of the society, you have the emotional, non-rational rabble. Rabble is a quite 

appropriate word to describe what Plato thinks of the lower classes, workers, and 

ordinary people. As in a man, the rational should rule in society.  
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 All three elements have had influence on Western philosophy. Proviso: maybe it 

is not the Republic that has influenced thinkers, maybe people are drawn to the content of 

the idea over and over again Ð that the hyper-rational should rule. Maybe Plato is just 

tapping into the psyche of a certain kind of people. 

 According to Plato, if everything is working ideally, then the rabble will consent 

to the rule of the philosopher. Although, it is a fair criticism that PlatoÕs system invites 

rebellion. In a soul, the emotion doesnÕt really have the capacity to rule. Plato is 

suggesting a revolution, a transformation of the politics of Athens then. 

 Remember the bit in the Protagoras about measuring skill, a skill that will guide 

you around the distortions of desires and emotions. Reason is that skill and works against 

that distortion. When it comes to poetry, Homer encourages desire and emotion at the 

expense of reason. So, drama has this morally damaging effect on people who read it. 

 

604e   If you wrote a play about reason, the motley rabble wouldnÕt find it interesting 

 This is what we have been saying about his other attacks on poetry. You canÕt 

write dramas about not falling in love, about not having ambition, about not minding that 

someone is cheating on your wife, about not caring about your friendÕs death. 

 But, who does write dramas where the main character cheers for reason and 

intellect over the desires and emotions? Plato! Where is this position presented as 

favorably as possible? PlatoÕs dialogues, where reason is aligned with morality and where 

emotions and desires are aligned with evil (like in the Gorgias). And, to be fair, Plato is 

not boring. The Phaedo is a tragedy of a kind, an anti-tragedy. The guy dies at the end, 

drinks poison (like Romeo is Romeo and Juliet). But, while RomeoÕs death is tragic, 

Socrates is like, ÒIÕm fine. Give me another cup.Ó Plato is sneaky Ð SocratesÕÕ friends 

start crying. The Phaedo is a tragedy in kind of an ordinary way.  

 What about philosophical comedy? As weÕve discussed, you could consider the 

Protagoras a philosophical comedy.  

 Start reading Symposium soon. At the end of the Symposium, Plato or the narrator 

tells us that when he left, Socrates was still there having an argument with Aristophanes 

and Agathon. Socrates was trying to convince them that one who writes comedy should 

be able to write tragedies too: something that Greek playwrights didnÕt do. But, one 
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Greek writer did Ð Plato! The Crito, Phaedo Ð tragedy; Protagoras, Symposium Ð 

comedy. These dialogues encourage the intellect by appeal to philosophical discussion 

and by outright exhortations to avoid desire/emotion. 

 The problem with drama is that it is easy to have someone follow the characterÕs 

desires. It is much harder to have a reasoned protagonist. 

  This is a sophisticated argument. Drama will tend toward the non-intellectual 

because the non-intellectual is more interesting. Drama might not lend itself to reason and 

to philosophical control over emotions. 

 Your emotions makes you mess up your intellectual depth perception. Reason is 

your measuring art. 

 

595c   Plato bans Homer 

 Plato is sincere in  admitting of his admiration of Homer. He loves Homer, but he 

canÕt love a person more than the truth.  

 Aristotle has an in-joke in the beginning of the ethics that references this passage. 

He echoes this in discussion of PlatoÕs forms. 

  

596a  Poetry as representation 

 Plato invokes his theory of forms but never really sets it out. He does the same 

thing in Phaedo, not setting out argument. 

 There is a sense of a painter who creates a bed. There are three kinds of bed: 

1. The form of the bed 

2. Physical beds (not quite how Plato puts it, but this will do) 

3. Pictures of beds 

 What is the first one? Plato might be talking about the universal, about the 

concept Ôbed.Õ ThatÕs sort of what Plato has in mind; he at least means to cover what we 

mean by the universal or by beds-in-the-abstract. But, at least in some cases, Plato thinks 

that the form ÔbedÕ exists. Aristotle would claim that there isnÕt anything beyond physical 

beds. This helps to illuminate that Plato thought that there was some abstract, eternal bed 

form above and beyond an instantiation of bed.  
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 This is weird in this case of bed. Consider this: We have two oranges, two apples, 

and two tomatoes. A mathematician could claim that there is something else there besides 

the fruit: the number 2, which exists above and beyond the particular instances. When a 

mathematician says, Ô2+2=4,Õ he could say that he is not talking about any particular 

combination of objects but of the existing numbers. (Although, Aristotle claims that Plato 

doesnÕt think that numbers are forms.)  

 Consider geometry: a circle and square. Any circle is not really a circle; it is not a 

perfect or ideal circle. The pictured circle is a physical representation of the form ÔcircleÕ 

placed upon the board. Plato thinks that there are such things as perfect squares/circles 

but they cannot be drawn. Consider natural kinds terms like rabbit or man. We make all 

sorts of claims about what a rabbit is and what properties it has. We talk formally about 

rabbits: what structure they have, etc. When we do so, we are talking about rabbits 

abstractly. Now, put aside modern biological knowledge, and consider that God created 

rabbits. Plato thinks that God conceived of the idea of rabbit and then instantiated it in the 

world. But, this instantiation will only represent the idea and will not be of the pure 

nature of rabbit form. The theory of forms ends up covering all these areas: universals, 

non-physical entities (numbers), natural kinds (human/rabbit), and artificial kinds (bed). 

You could think of a form as a type of kind. Plato thinks that there are ethical forms as 

well. We have the abstract idea of perfect fairness, and maybe it exists in the mind of 

God. 

 

 So, who creates the kind/form/abstract of ÔrabbitÕ? God makes the form Ôrabbit.Õ 

Who makes the physical rabbits? Other rabbits make the rabbits (bedmakers make beds). 

Who makes pictures of beds/rabbits? Painters make pictures.  

 By being physical instantiation of the form, the physical bed is a copy of the ÔrealÕ 

thing. Remember the circle on the board. The actual rabbit is not the ideal of rabbit in the 

mind of God, it is a copy. When you as a carpenter make a bed, how do you do it? Before 

you put it together piece-by-piece, you form an idea of the bed in your mind and then 

copy it. Plato has this slightly odd metaphysics that the form in your head is the ÔrealÕ 

thing, rather than the actual thing.  



Adam Beresford, Plato Lectures, Spring 2009, page 102 

 When the painter paints the bed, how does he paint the bed? Typically, a painter 

will paint an actual rabbit, like a still life. So, typically a painting of a bed/rabbit/person is 

a copy of a physical instantiation. So, the painting is a copy of a copy. When you 

instantiate the bed, you make an actual bed, but the actual bed is less perfect/more flawed 

than the form. The painting or picture has further degradation of quality, less perfect than 

the instantiation. Instantiations give you information (say, of a locomotive) that you could 

dissect (not as much as in the mind of God); a painting will tell you even less, and takes 

you further from the truth. 

 So, there is a distance from truth in representational art, and this distance applies 

to all the arts.  

 

Ethical forms ----------!  Actual human action  --------------!  Plays 

 Looking to plays for ethical knowledge is like trying to get information about 

trains by watching ÒThomas the Tank Engine.Ó  
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22 April 

Plato 

 

Republic Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

Central metaphysical passages Ð section titled ÒPhilosopher-RulersÓ 189-240 

 

 The character Socrates has decided to set out ideal city (BK2). Plato has decided 

how it would be governed and had divided society into ruling and non-ruling classes, 

without significant mixing of the two. It is the exact opposite of democracy.  

 

 One benefit that defenders of hierarchical systems claim is that it is more efficient 

if we divide up tasks, e.g. shoemakers makes shoes all the time, farmers farm all the time. 

And, in some important ways, a division of labor makes sense. But, then Plato adds on, as 

though it is a minor issue, that there will be a class professional soldiers. Plato is here 

introducing power: if someone people have all the weapons and the other people donÕt, 

you arenÕt just dividing labor, you are dividing power. Plato claims for this reason that 

the soldier class will have to be mildly philosophical. But, philosophers themselves 

should be in charge. 

 

 PlatoÕs general manifesto: human social problems will end when philosophers are 

in power or when those in power become more philosophical. 

 

 The philosopher Karl Popper claims that maybe Plato wanted it to be the case that 

he himself could rule. Others think it is harsh to Plato to conceive of him as so vain. What 

is clear is that Plato was proposing this social organization as a way of addressing 

societyÕs ideas. Plotinus, a Neo-Platonist, tried to set up a Republic in part of Italy, and 

his project was a failure, due in part to widespread malaria. More broadly, political 
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theorists have often drawn on PlatoÕs idea of a permanent, established moral elite put in 

place by a kind of education. 

 

 So, Plato has to explain the difference between the philosophical rulers and 

everyone else. In doing so, he comes to an epistemological theory of philosopher 

knowledge vs. common knowledge !  Simile of The Cave. The Simile implies that 

philosophers, and only philosophers, can gain a special kind of ethical/political 

knowledge, and that common people are hopeless. 

 

Text 

 

p. 231-4       The Simile of the Sun 

 To understand this, we must understand the theory of forms. When we looked at 

the critique of poetry, Plato thinks that the forms exist on a different and greater plane of 

reality. The forms cover a range of ideas: universals (concepts), intuitions about 

geometry/mathematics that there are non-physical truths (the picture of a circle is not a 

real circle), ethical ideas (think about Socrates not wanting instances of goodness or 

bravery Ð he wants to talk about them abstractly, ideally). Plato thinks that all of these 

feature things that are metaphysically similar. We talk about the species rabbit (species is 

Latin for form), and Plato isnÕt really doing any more than that with his forms.  

 

 The particular ethical ideas that Plato likes to talk about are the good, the right 

(just), and the beautiful. The use of the article ÒtheÓ is a Hellenism. ÒTheÓ implies ÒgoodÓ 

considered abstractly. Plato is much more interested in ethical forms than any other kind 

of form. He talks about universals much less and is willing to criticize at least part of his 

theory of forms. In the Sophist, Plato is willing to say that it is a little ridiculous to talk 

about the form of the Òmud.Ó But, Plato doesnÕt express any doubts that there are ethical 

truths/facts that we can get to by abstract thinking. Although ethical forms might 

instantiate themselves in the act of a person, they are deeper than any person and beyond 

any person. And, there is a certain sense in which this is true: justice existed before we 

were born and will be here after we are dead.  
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 Plato reifies ethics, mathematics. They are really out there in PlatoÕs heaven. A lot 

of people think that to understand Plato you have to understand that he reified these 

abstract entities. 

 

Philosophers think about forms, and ordinary people donÕt.  

 This is part of the theory, letÕs mark it 4*. Forms are objects of philosophy and 

not for plain thinking. Think about Socratic Method. But, what about people like 

Protagoras? Or Aristotle? 

  

Simile of the Sun 

 The Sun in an important sense sustains the physical world (makes crops grow, 

warms us, etc) and it enables vision/perception of physical reality. Likewise, in the world 

of ideas (abstract reality) (a higher, not lesser, reality), the good is the source of all truth, 

causes everything in the abstract world, and enables all knowledge. 

 

P. 234     Only hazy opinions without the illumination of the form of the good 

 Plato claims that ordinary people are not thinking of the form of the good. This is 

still a little cryptic. 

 Here is a way of cutting into this analogy quickly: Imagine that Plato is basically 

talking about God and that the form of good (abstract good) is God. When we put it this 

way, the analogy becomes more intelligible. God is the source of all truth, He illuminates 

everything, etc. This is something we discussed in the Meno, when we discussed innate 

ideas and immortal souls (God put them there, but Plato doesnÕt say it). What does it 

mean to say that God is the source of all knowledge? Imagine that you are trying to figure 

out why the human eye is the way that it is. You could give a functional explanation or 

talk about the ÔpurposeÕ of an eye. Now, Plato wants to ask, whose purpose? Plausibly 

itÕs GodÕs plan. The alternative: it could be nobodyÕs plan. Plato: unless you think about 

divine mind or purpose, you will not understand why the eye is what it is (and Plato 

extends this to all things). There are a lot of people who think that now: the Intelligent 

Design people. Before Darwin, it was a plausible view to appeal to GodÕs purpose, but 
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such an appeal is less plausible now. If we are dealing with the biological example, we 

say something is good based upon its function. By saying something is Ògood,Ó you are 

also suggesting a point of view, a purpose. Naturalists say that this just means good from 

our POV. Plato says that it ultimately must mean good from GodÕs POV. Plato: good is 

not just in the human domain, but it intricately connected with the structure of the 

universe. So, to understand the good is to understand everythingÕs purpose (from GodÕs 

POV).  

 

 Plato tries to use a universal POV to explain suffering and the problem of evil. 

According to Plato, it is better that you suffer because you are a moral, not physical, 

being, and moral beings need to encounter sufferings to demonstrate their moral nature. 

 

From the Phaedo, after Simmias and Cebes come up with arguments against immoral 

soul 

 

!   A new way of thinking about cause and explanation 

 Socrates whines that Anaxagoras never talked about nous, he only talked about 

physical causes of things.   

 Imagine someone asking why Beresford was sitting on the chair. Imagine 

someone giving a purely physical explanation, without reference to his choice, beliefs, 

desires, mental contents, etc. Socrates is claiming that mental explanations must apply to 

the universe, there is conscious reason in the universe.  

 Socrates: to explain anything in the universe you need to reference mind. Science 

is a waste of time, except inasmuch as it reveals the ÒMind of God.Ó  
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24 April 

Plato 

 

Republic Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

There are many famous similes in the Republic. Each builds on the next. 

Simile of the Sun Ð about God 

Simile of the Cave Ð about humanÕs ignorance 

Simile of the Ship Ð what happens when ordinary people are in charge of society 

 

Simile of the Sun Ð metaphor for the form of the good 

 best interpreted through PlatoÕs theism 

 Mind over matter; God is good and source of the good. 

 Theism comes out at greater length when discussing Homer/poets 

 

Simile of the Cave Ð takes the image of God as the sun into more complicated image of 

humanityÕs intellectual and moral failure. Plato suggests that the majority of humanity is 

stuck in dark cave of ignorance and vice, locked in trap of desire and confusion. They 

donÕt think about God. They are not enlightened. 

 One feature of the ÒSimile of the CaveÓ is that people have made the simile into 

what they want it to mean.  But, as a scholarly point, the simile is about theism and 

human moral/intellectual inadequacy 

 

P. 241  515      Simile of the Cave        Right at the start of BK7.  

 

 This is a profoundly bizarre image, so perhaps visual representation will be 

helpful (See your own notes from class).  

 One of the things that Plato thinks is that we, by being stuck in physical bodies 

that rely on perception, are fundamentally like the people looking at a shadow version of 
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reality. We have been stuck in an imperfect mode of perception (think of the Phaedo: the 

philosopher is trying to get away from bodily imperfections; 1. The senses are 

empirically misleading, 2. Desires are ethically misleading; 3. therefore, we get away 

from empiricism in science and from humanism in ethics). If we are just using our senses, 

we can only contemplate physical objects; we cannot contemplate abstract truths (abstract 

mathematical entities, physical species in the abstract, ethics in abstract) and are stuck at 

a lower level of reality. The person in the cave doesnÕt even look at the puppet, only the 

shadow (let alone being able to see the real elephant).  

 [The shadow is the physical elephant; the puppet is the elephant naturalistically 

considered (think Protagoras) and the real elephant is the form of elephant. It is 

important to keep these distinctions in mind.] 

 Ordinary people see elephants, but if they are not philosophical, they donÕt think 

about what an elephant is abstractly (as a biologist with a species, but the biologist never 

asks why are they here, etc). Plato: according to Simile of the Sun, if you really want to 

start understanding what an elephant is, you have to think about God. At best, without 

considering God, you will just be looking at the mechanisms of the elephant. You can get 

out of the cave, see the real elephant (the elephant form), as illuminated by the Sun (god). 

Then, you get to see GodÕs providential design. 

 

 LetÕs imagine this as an ethical scenario. Ordinary people recognize particular 

right and wrong actions, but they only have particular ethical feelings and particular 

ethical thoughts. According to Plato, the ordinary sense of justice is just a shadow of true 

justice. The complete understanding of justice lies in understanding GodÕs purpose for 

justice.  

 

 The Simile of the Cave details a three-stage enlightenment process. Ordinary 

people (the ethical morons) watch the shadows and are pushed around by their ethical 

sentiments because they donÕt do philosophy. You could turn around and see the puppets, 

getting closer to reality. Next, there are other philosophers who think abstractly about 

justice but not God; they are fixated on the puppet, and they donÕt think that there is a 

real elephant illuminated by the sun. These people are the naturalists (like Protagoras), 
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and they are relatively better off that the rabble who think that the shadow is the real 

thing. Theistic philosophers get outside of the cave. The shadow stands for the physical, 

flesh and blood elephant. The real elephant stands for the form elephant.  

 

Two targets: ordinary ethics and naturalistic science.  

 

Top of P. 242  Details that support this interpretation of the ÔSimile of the CaveÕ 

 Ordinary people are ethically deluded. 

 Someone takes a prisoner, compels them to move toward fire, and then identify 

puppets. Who grabs ordinary people and turns them away from the shadows? Socrates! 

How does he do it? Socratic Method. Consider Socrates in the Euthyphro asking, "What 

is holiness?Ó Euthyphro gives examples of holiness, but Socrates wants to know about 

holiness itself. ThatÕs how you move from the shadow to the puppet, by examining and 

exploring origin (of shadow) objects. 

 If someone dragged you out of the cave and you started doing abstract 

philosophy, you would be bedazzled. 

 As you go through final process, you look at what sun illuminates, then at 

reflections of other celestial bodies, and finally at the sun itself (or God itself). Ancient 

theists: you can see God in the order of the stars, the changing of the seasons Ð no simpler 

demonstration that universe is governed by a Mind with a plan. One of the first things 

you do is contemplate the orderliness of the universe and THEN God.  

 

516c   Sun orders the seasons, provides providential, benevolent structure 

 Plato believes that you come into greater knowledge of God when you follow 

Platonic philosophy. You come to see that everything that you previously believed 

ultimately depended on the nature of God.  

 God provides the framework for everything that you understand. 

 The philosopher is sorry for ordinary people.  

 Plato: shadow watchers probably place some value on predicting which shadow is 

coming next. Politicians gain great honor because they are able to make city succeed 

without really understanding what would make a city succeed. Politicians are good 
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predictors of small-scale stuff that appeals to peopleÕs desires. They have no real 

knowledge of whatÕs good. 

 Other people Plato might have in mind are naturalistic philosophers who value 

empirical science or predictions following rules of causation. They refuse to talk about 

God though. Thales never considered the deeper purpose beyond/behind the world. Plato: 

the universe is full of thoughts, the thoughts of God. Remember the Phaedo: you must 

figure out why God is doing what God is doing. 

 

Plato is trying to cover many things at once.  
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27 April 

Plato 

 

Republic Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 WeÕve covered the critique of poetry in BK3 and BK10. WeÕve also talked about 

the difference between ordinary people and philosophers (Simile of the Sun, Simile of the 

Cave) 

 

 The Simile of the Cave is elaborate with lots of details of the analogy 

corresponding to the real world. The simile can be cumbersome to understand at times. 

 

 The gist is this: ordinary people only interact with shadows of reality. Reality 

exists behind appearances, behind the physical world. This is intelligible when you study 

math or ethics (in the abstract); also, when discussing elephants and rabbits, you rely on 

species-talk. What doesnÕt make sense is the thought that the abstract entities that 

philosophers study REALLY exist (ontologically, somewhere) and exist more fully than 

things in the physical world. 

 

Third Man Argument 

 

 Aristotle argued against reifying the forms with his famous ÒThird Man 

Argument.Ó Suppose you have here in the world a real elephant and another one next to 

it. So, there are two real world, flesh and blood, physical elephants. They have something 

in common Ð  there is some category ÔelephantÕ that they both share in, and the elephants 

are, in an important sense, the same thing. So, we posit the form Ôelephant.Õ Plato claims 

that the form is perfect, while the actual elephants are not. When God or nature makes a 

particular elephant, it is striving toward ideal perfect form. We have ideas of forms and 

species. We know when things go wrong, e.g. three-legged elephant, trunkless elephant. 
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We have idea that instances of form are not perfect instantiations of form. Transfer this to 

the ethical case. There is a sense of the good person, but no ethically perfect person; the 

virtue is in striving toward ethical perfection, not achieving it. There is a kind of analogy 

between the elephant and the moral virtues. AristotleÕs argument goes like this: is the 

form of the ÔelephantÕ an ÒelephantÓ as well? Plato claims that the form elephant is the 

REAL elephant.  It is at that point that Aristotle and other critics say that PlatoÕs forms 

just donÕt make sense. Surely the actual elephants are the real elephants, and Plato has it 

backwards. Or, donÕt we need another thing to explain that the form of elephant and the 

instantiated elephant can both be elephants. So, we posit a meta-elephant, on in toward 

infinite regress. So, one of PlatoÕs initial premises is wrong. You donÕt need to appeal to 

third elephant.  

 

 You can apply this argument to ethical cases as well. Suppose we have Fair 

Action A and Fair Action B. We have a Socrates, who wants to know about fairness 

itself, to know how two different things can arouse in us the concept Ôfair.Õ But, is the 

form of fair Òfair?Ó According to Plato, the form ÔfairÕ is the fairest thing there is. So, 

donÕt we need a meta-form, to explain how A, B, and the form ÔfairÕ are all Òfair.Ó If you 

reify form ÔfairÕ and make it a thing, then how does the mind grasp that A and the form 

ÔfairÕ are both Òfair?Ó 

 

 Here is AristotleÕs solution: there are two elephants, and they have things in 

common. But, ontologically, there are just two elephants. The elephants have the same 

form, but we donÕt have to posit a third THING to explain whatÕs going on. The same 

goes with fairness and the good.  

 

 If the form of the ÔfairÕ just means the concept of fair, then there is no problem. 

The problematic claim is that only abstract things are real. 

 

Forms works fine in some areas, less well in others. 

1. mathematics Ð Works well here; maybe the mathematical concepts behind actual cases 

are real. 
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2. ethics Ð Problematic here. We do have abstract ideas of good and fairness, and we 

think there is no perfect fairness. This is okay.  But, do we want to claim that fairness in 

the world isnÕt real and that we shouldnÕt care about it? Who cares about fairness that 

isnÕt in the world? We could say, there is lots of real virtue, but its not perfect, and there 

is perfect virtue, but itÕs not real.  

3. natural kinds 

 

P. 243  516d or so     Returning to the cave after being in the Sun 

 This might be a reference to politicians or natural science. Each is like a person 

predicting shadows on the wall without understanding of the deeper realities (revealed by 

God). 

 

Top of P. 244     The Sun in the Cave Simile is the same as the Sun in the Sun Simile 

 We already understood as the Sun as referring to God. 

 The highest knowledge is of God, who is responsible for all truth and 

understanding in the intelligible realm. If you donÕt understand God, then youÕll never do 

the right thing in public or private.  

 

There is  a difficulty for Plato. People who get out of the cave are reluctant to go back in.  

 

What does this mean in the real world, according to the grammar of this analogy? People 

who do philosophy arenÕt going to care about politics again or the kinds of things other 

people care about. Who does this? Socrates. Literally, suddenly it is Socrates in the cave 

(Òforcibly put on trialÓ). How could someone in the cave be put on trial (puppet courts?)?  

Socrates himself and his death are being worked into the Simile here.  

 

Central idea here worth noting:  

 Philosophy, which fundamentally implies abstract thinking, is therefore in a way 

non-practical. For Plato, philosophy fundamentally includes ethical knowledge. So this is 

a bit of a problem: ethical knowledge is fundamentally non-practical. Philosophers donÕt 

care about the shadows, about the things most people have concerns about. That is PlatoÕs 
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asceticism (which we discussed during Phaedo section). The asceticÕs creed: ethical 

wisdom requires renouncing the world. This creed is very much implied by the Simile of 

the Cave. Ethical wisdom comes when you get out of the cave (or the world).  

 

 Lots of religious prophets have also been ascetics. That doesnÕt mean that there is 

anything special about the ascetic view. It just means other people have a similar view; it 

is not a point in favor or against asceticism. 

 

 This is the key point that Aristotle most diverged from Plato. Aristotle proposes 

that philosophy should be thought of as having two components: theoretical and practical. 

The practical part of philosophy fundamentally requires ordinary human emotions, 

commitments, feelings, concerns, etc. Purely abstract philosophy has nothing to do with 

ethics. Although one can think philosophically about ethics, one must do so in relation to 

the whole of human concerns. For Aristotle, ethically speaking we are not in a cave; 

rather we are sitting on the surface of the earth.  
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29 April  

Plato 

 

Symposium Lecture 

 

Philosophical Context 

 

 The Symposium is in the same style as Protagoras, the same amusing style. 

 

 As in Phaedo, the Symposium is a frame dialogue Ð people meeting and deciding 

to talk about a conversation in the past. This gives Plato an excuse to use a narrator, 

allowing him to make commentary. Plato liked to play around with literary styles. The 

Protagoras is playful like this too.  

 

 If you read the Symposium in Greek, it is remarkable that the entire thing is 

reported. Instead of lots of Òhe said, I said, he said,Ó there is a kind of double frame. So, 

the dialogue is like Òhe said that he himself said.Ó Grammatically, this is easier to convey 

in Greek than in English, less cumbersome. It is not quite clear what Plato is doing with 

this double frame Ð maybe Plato is trying to distance himself from the events or content. 

There is a kind of nostalgia to dialogue, as it takes place when Athens was flourishing 

and when Agathon the poet was still there. 

 

 Notice about Appollodorus: on the bottom of page 3, Socrates is still alive in the 

alleged frame of the dialogue. Appollodorus follows Socrates around, and this is one of 

the first examples of a philosophical devotee, a prelude to the professional philosophers 

of the Academy, Lyceum, and Stoa. This is probably one of the earliest descriptions of 

this phenomenon. You also get into the way that devotees think when Appollodorus 

basically says to his companion,  ÒIt is pathetic you havenÕt become a philosopher.Ó This 

is especially an example of philosophical asceticism. ItÕs not just that philosophers donÕt 

care about material things; non-philosophers are pathetic.  The companion is PlatoÕs 
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brother, Glaucon. Glaucon might as well be Plato. So, Appollodorus recounts a party 

Socrates and Aristodemus went to.  

 

Symposium set-up 

 

 Socrates crashes a party. But, the partygoers decide to have a more sophisticated 

party than alcohol drinking and flute girl admiring. They agree to go around in a circle 

giving speeches dedicated to love. 

 

In the Protagoras, you get a description of this feature of the Symposium Ð replacing 

classic drunken party games (like Beirut) with intellectual banter. Flute girls, harp girls, 

dancing girls Ð these girls were like courtesans (they didnÕt just play the flute). There is a 

clear description in the Protagoras of the Symposium. In the Symposium, Socrates can 

drink and drink all night. There is a line in the Protagoras about how even if you are 

drinking, you should be able to have intelligent conversation. It looks like the Protagoras 

refers to Symposium, so the Protagoras must have come later as a historical document. 

Some people think the Symposium later, so Plato would have had to slip in his description 

in Protagoras after the fact. Everyone who discusses romantic love in the Symposium is 

at the house in the Protagoras, except Aristophanes. 

 Side note: the Protagoras is very Aristophanic. The Protagoras was probably 

written as direct tribute to Aristophanes, who had just died. Maybe Agathon has just died, 

and the Symposium is to him in a likewise manner.  

 

P. 8  177a    Eryximachus the doctor says that they should give speeches in praise of love. 

 Eryximachus claims that no one has ever done a proper eulogy of love. Each 

speaker will talk on love. 

 This dialogue is a wonderful example of Plato exploring a variety of theories 

about love. Plato is sympathetic, at least in part, to all the views presented.  

 

 

Content of the dialogue 
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 The last speaker on love is Socrates. You probably get PlatoÕs theory of love, or at 

least the one he would put his name to.  

 

 The topic of conversation is Eros, or romantic love. Eros is capitalized for two 

reasons: 1. We are specifically talking about romantic love, not familial love, and 

romantic love is connected with sexual love and desire. (You might wonder how Socrates 

could praise Eros when he constantly hints that this is a worldly desire that philosophers 

should avoid. Actually, Plato can co-opt the feelings of romantic love and direct them 

toward philosophical ideals [forms, ethics, etc]). 2. They are talking about a God. It is an 

established part of Greek mythology that Eros is the God of love and that he is a young 

boy. Think of Cupido, or Cupid, in Latin mythology. But, Eros is not a chubby little imp; 

he is a perfectly attractive young boy (mirroring the way that Aphrodite is portrayed). 

This dialogue is also really about love between older men and younger men; the dialogue 

talks as if it is given that the subject is romantic love between older and younger men.  

 

Erastes and eromenos 

 

 Erastes Ð translated from Greek as Òlover.Ó We use ÔloverÕ in English to refer to 

both parties. Erastes has a technical sense: a person in love and in pursuit of the other 

party, the eromenos, or the beloved. Erastes is like a suitor. But, this sense is hardly used 

at all in the Symposium. Erastes is the older man, and eromenos is the younger man. The 

older man is in pursuit of the younger.  

 

 The term ÒgratifyÓ is a reference to sex. There is talk in the Symposium that in 

some parts of Greek it is wrong for the younger to gratify the older; this means to gratify 

sexually. 

 

 These pederastic relationships are not straightforwardly homosexual. The reason 

is because of the unusual social scenario of ancient Greece. Freeborn women are 

excluded from the public domain; there are no women at parties or in market. You might 
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see slaves but never women, even though they are the Òsocial equalsÓ of males. Marriages 

are arranged, and there is no courtship. The Òfree womenÓ are basically locked up, arenÕt 

allowed out, and probably donÕt meet their husbands until they are married.  

 When you set things up this way, men find another ways to release their sexual 

impulses (toward young men). Young men are more girlish than older ones. Younger 

men have less facial hair and softer voices.  

 There is a modern equivalent Ð namely in jail. In jail, men arrange themselves in 

partnerships of this sort. The older offers protection or status, the younger offers his looks 

or companionships, and the older and younger get together. When those people report the 

nature of their own relationships, they are appalled at the notion that they would be 

considered homosexual. Many of these people are homophobic.  

 In the Symposium, there are references to more straightforward homosexuality. It 

is Plato who makes the distinction between pederasty and homosexuality. Plato claims 

that the erastes and eromenos should wait until the younger has a beard and the older can 

check his character. Agathon and his boyfriend have this kind of mature, homosexual 

relationship. But, in Greek culture, the eromenos is only to be desired until he has a 

beard; it is disgraceful or disgusting for the erastes and eromenos to continue these 

relations after the eromonosÕ beard grows in. 

 Side note: Xenophon says that Meno (the subject of the Meno), who didnÕt have a 

beard, was an erastes in pursuits of a bearded man. This is homophobia seeping through 

Ð Xenophon is fine with the conventional arrangement (Xenophon also hated Meno). 

 Although the erastes/eromenos relationship was common, not obviously 

homosexual, and compatible with Greek attitudes of masculinity, there are some parts of 

Greece where the practice was though unacceptable.  

 

 

Socrates, Plato and pederasty 

 

 Remember the opening of the Protagoras, where Socrates is chasing after 

Alcibiades. It is a convention that Socrates is the erastes. But, we find out in the 

Symposium that theirs was a chaste, philosophical relationship.  
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 There is also the Charmides where Socrates is flirting with a pretty teenage boy 

throughout the dialogue.  

 

 It seems likely that Plato himself is a homosexual. That is obviously going to 

shape his opinions about all of this. Plato provides sympathetic accounts of what we 

would call homosexuality. His references to romantic relationships between men and 

women are entirely unsympathetic; it seems that, according to Plato, men only have sex 

with women under duress. 

 

 AristophanesÕ interests lean the other way; he suggests that man-woman romantic 

relationships are the only real type of relationships.  
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4 May 

Plato 

 

Symposium Lecture 

 

181c  Heavenly love 

 Here Plato says that if you are really serious in pursuing a relationship with the 

eromenos, you should wait until he has a beard (around the age that character 

develops/expresses itself)  

 Plato claims that the male sex is naturally more vigorous/intelligent; this might 

reflect PlatoÕs own idiosyncratic views on sexuality and women. 

 

Big Paragraph, p. 14  Differing societal reactions to pederasty 

 Plato: thatÕs because those societies arenÕt intelligent/articulate enough. 

 In the Persian Empire, relationships with men are frowned upon. Plato is 

observing this and trying to figure out why.  

 There were some parts of the world where these relationships are outlawed. Plato: 

these societies are restricted; people think that homosexuality increases intellectual and 

political activity and are politically afraid of mature homosexual practice. 

 

Describing the situation in Athens and Sparta; analogy to man-woman relationships 

 When the older are pursuing the younger, everyone encourages them and praises 

them when they succeed. The older are allowed to do extravagant things to get younger 

men. This mirrors in part what happens in our society (Erastes=man, eromenos=women; 

this is conventionally in the background). Men encourage other men to chase women and 

praise men if they succeed. It is embarrassing to fail with women. Also, men are allowed 

to do extraordinary things in pursuing women that they would not be allowed to consider 

for other aims. 

 When an erastes is pursuing eromenos, he is allowed to sleep on his doorstep at 

night. Aristophanes says people do this with women as well. In the modern context, we 

would call this stalking. But with the technological restrictions of ancient Greece, the 
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only way to stay in constant contact with the pursued is to follow them around, so you sit 

on their doorstep. This is what Yoko Ono did with John Lennon; she put up a tent in his 

garden for weeks before he spoke to her.  

 The parents of the eromenoi are trying to keep all the erastoi away. 

 LetÕs consider the parallel again to man-woman relationships again: there is more 

equality now, so letÕs think about Victorian England. Men might go through physical 

hardships, pine away all night, or sit outside the womanÕs house all night. Think of 

Romeo and Juliet Ð there the convention that Shakespeare assumes is that the young man 

goes to talk to Juliet in the middle of the night, hoping that she would be at the door or 

window. Or consider modern equivalents: the man who buys ten dozen roses and strews 

them around the house or whatever. Or, the guy who uses his money to purchase 

expensive dinners or jewelry to impress females. Think of John Cusak in ÒSay 

Anything.Ó  

 

Rules of romantic engagement wildly different than other social rules of engagement 

 Look at what Plato says here: ÒIf you did something like that for money or 

political office, everyone would think you were mad.Ó Imagine if you did those kinds of 

things trying to get a job from the Governor. Or, if you camped out outside a judgeÕs 

house to get your friend acquitted. 

 

Male-female romantic love, and PlatoÕs difficulty explaining the Ôdouble standardÕ 

 What Plato is saying maps perfectly onto the dimensions of romantic love. The 

only thing that has changed is the preponderance of the erastes/eromenos relationships; 

there is more gender equality now and less of these kinds of relationships. 

 

 Plato is going to try to explain why we have this double standard of 

appropriateness. The claim is this: erastoi are encouraged to chase eromenoi; eromenoi 

are encouraged to stay away from erastoi. Likewise, women are encouraged to be 

discriminating and cautious. The parents of a young man donÕt really care if he is 

pursuing a woman, in this country and especially in others, while the parents of a young 
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woman very much care if she is being pursued. So, the pederastic relationship is a 

shadow relationship of male/female romantic love. 

 What is the basis of the double standard? Why do women have to wear veils and 

not men? Why do women stay home and not men? Why do women get beaten for talking 

to young men and not vice versa? 

 

 LetÕs think in Darwinian terms for a moment. Why do you as a father not want 

your 15-year-old daughter having sex? Because you have an interest in her reproduction; 

you donÕt want her to be pregnant. It is a big deal, and we know what that involves.  

 Same question to same father: What about your son? The father probably cares 

less because the son is not going to get pregnant. It is kind of callous and harsh, but you 

could see why people care less. 

 Why might the 15-year-old daughter be more cautious: doesnÕt want to get 

pregnant. Of course, this is projecting evolutionary theory onto human psychology, but it 

makes loose sense.  

 

 Here is PlatoÕs attempt to explain the double standard. Notice: we explained the 

double standard in terms of sexual difference. Plato cannot take this course; he must 

explain the double standard according to the erastes/eromenos dichotomy. Still, he 

explanation in part comports to what we have been saying. 

 

 Remember that ÒgratifyÓ is a euphemism. According to Plato, t is wrong for an 

eromenos to gratify a bad man in a bad way (the type who is attracted to body type); 

conversely, it is good to gratify a good man in a good way (the type who is attracted to 

character, goodness).  

 

 Notice how well this corresponds to the man/woman distinction. Imagine a girl 

saying, ÔIÕm not going to gratify him because he only likes me for my body. I will gratify 

him because he likes me for who I am.Ó But, why do young women avoid men who only 

want to objectify them and draw to men who like them? Because the notion of romantic 

attachment goes beyond the body and implies something more than mere sexual 
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attraction. Why? Because romantic attachments are a good indicator that someone is 

going to stick around: heterosexual, homosexual, pederastic, otherwise. Why would a 

woman be interested in that? When you have family, you want the person to stick around. 

A 15 year old may not consciously be thinking that, but the reproductive facts could be 

the origin of these instinctual feelings about romantic attachment. But, Plato has to 

explain pederasty without having that as an ultimate explanation. 

 

 So, here is the eromenos (girl, or young man; IÕm imagining the whole sweep of 

human history) seeking out a ÔgoodÕ man who is committed and interested in the 

character of the eromenos. Darwinian theory provides an easy explanation of these kinds 

of romantic attachments. But, Plato thinks that this kind of love only exists in pederasty; 

Plato excludes men/women relationships from true love. According to Plato, both of the 

pederastic parties are driven by an interest in goodness itself. This is a kind of attachment 

in which you are interested in virtue itself. The right kind of pederastic relationships are 

interested in developing character, not in taking in the other. Men and women might 

produce children, but pedersasters produce ideas, especially ideas about goodness. Real 

romantic attachments are about producing virtue. You canÕt help but think that Plato has 

he and Socrates in mind. They have a romantic attachment where they produce good 

ideas; Plato has a theory of romantic love based upon his own experiences.  

 

Yes, it is a little surprising that Plato wants to adopt romantic love into a philosophical 

paradigm. PlatoÕs project is to take these emotions and redirect them into the right 

objects. A right object would be goodness or virtue. Maybe that is the first step toward 

getting you to where he wants you to go: this is step one toward not loving people 

anymore and just loving the good. 

 


