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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation presents an analysis of due measure and moderation in Plato’s later dialogues.  

An examination of the Statesman, Philebus, and Laws, indicates that there is a substantially 

different, but complementary, emphasis in Plato’s political and moral thought from that 

encountered in the rest of the Platonic corpus.  Rather than grounding politics and ethics in 

rationalism and persuasion or in the apprehension of the supersensible, the dialogues treated in 

the dissertation have their positions grounded in due measure and moderation.  The appeal to due 

measure is first encountered in the Statesman.  It is the task of the statesman to find the middle 

ground between extreme states so that individuals and the political community live well.  In the 

Philebus, Plato's conception of the best life as one which mixes true pleasures and knowledge 

relies upon weighing the various pleasures and kinds of knowledge against the standard of due 

measure.  Due measure and moderation converge in the Laws.  There is a reciprocal relationship 

between due measure and moderation: what is in due measure is what the moderate person would 

choose to do, and a person is moderate because he chooses to do what is in due measure.  Both 

due measure and moderation are central to what constitutes the best type of regime, the manner in 

which a law-giver legislates, and the education which the citizens receive in respect to the 

political community; they are essential to ensure that the citizens live as politically responsible 

citizens and morally responsible agents.  Although Plato never disregards the fundamental notion 

that in order to live politically and morally responsible lives we must always attend to the 

condition of our souls, the manner by which we can accomplish this becomes reconfigured in the 
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late dialogues.  By living in accordance with due measure and moderation, a person emulates the 

divine order of the cosmos.  As a consequence of Plato's views in his late-period dialogues, there 

is an increased potential for a greater number of human beings to live morally virtuous lives. 
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te kai; diavforo" kai; <oJ> a[diko" 

 
 
 

The moderate person among us is dear to god, 
For he is alike, whereas the immoderate person is unlike 

And different, as is the unjust person 
 

Plato, Laws, 716d1-3 
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A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATIONS 

 
 
     All the translations in this study are my own.  It is always difficult to decide whether or not a 

translation should  loosely convey the spirit or closely duplicate the vocabulary and syntax of the 

original language.  In my English translations I have attempted to render the Greek as literally as 

possible, even at the expense of sacrificing a certain degree of literary elegance for the sake of 

accuracy. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

     Many commentators, whose interpretations will discussed throughout this study, have 

recognized that the dialogues composed during the latter part of Plato's life exhibit marked 

differences from the works which preceded them.  Plato scholars note that there are differences 

encountered in all aspects of Plato's late-period philosophy, including his philosophical positions 

concerning questions of epistemology, ontology, metaphysics, ethics, and politics.  In addition, 

there is a difference in the philosophical method employed by Plato in the dialogues of the late 

period.  Rather than the use of the Socratic method of question and answer, or the method of 

hypothesis, the dominant philosophical method of the late period is the method of division and 

collection and the employment of dialectical inquiry. 

     This study is directed specifically at Plato's late-period political and moral philosophy, as well 

as at his philosophical method, although issues pertaining to his views on epistemology, 

ontology, and metaphysics also will be addressed.  An examination of the late dialogues suggests 

that Plato presented substantially different arguments in support of his conception of the manner 

in which human beings ought to live both as individuals and as members of a political 

community.  It is important to stress, however, that Plato does not entirely abandon the positions 

held in his early- and middle-period dialogues; there is both continuity and difference with these 

works in the late-period writings.  There is continuity in the sense that many, if not all, of the 

fundamental concerns which are examined in the early- and middle-period dialogues continue to 

be investigated in the later works.  There is difference in the sense that the solutions offered in the 

late-period dialogues are significantly unlike those presented in the earlier works, so that one may 

reasonably consider the philosophy of the late period to be distinctly altered in relation to the rest 
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of the corpus.  Moreover, in order to account for the continuity and difference in Plato's late-

period moral and political thought, an interpretation of more than simply his arguments and views 

is required.  It also is necessary to analyze his philosophy in relation to the philosophical methods 

in which his views are grounded.  Briefly stated, the use of a particular philosophical method – 

the elenchus, for example – results in the positing of certain views that are themselves the product 

of the sort of method utilized for the matter under examination.  Thus, it may be claimed that, 

since there is a close relationship between Plato's philosophical methods and the positions that are 

generated from the use of a particular method, an analysis of his methods will lead to a better 

understanding of his philosophy. 

     The problem, then, which I shall examine involves three fundamental questions.  First, in what 

manner are we able account for the continuity and difference in Plato's moral and political 

thought, as well as the solutions presented in respect to these considerations, among the three 

chronological periods?  Second, how do Plato's philosophical methods affect his philosophical 

positions?  Third, is there some particular feature, or idea, encountered in the late-period 

dialogues which would permit us to understand why Plato's positions take the form that they do in 

this period?  It is hoped, that by analyzing and offering some answers to these three questions, a 

better understanding of the relationship among the political and moral philosophy and 

philosophical method of the early-, middle-, and late-period dialogues may be achieved. 

     Since this entire study will attempt to provide detailed answers to these questions, I shall only 

offer some very brief remarks concerning them at this time.  In response to the first question, it is 

my view that the sense of continuity and difference which we find in Plato's works may be treated 

in terms of two concepts: complementarity and practicability.  In regard to the concept of 

complementarity, the solutions presented in the dialogues of the late period do not so much 

develop the solutions presented elsewhere in the corpus as they present solutions that are equally 
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legitimate.  It does not appear correct to argue that Plato's philosophy develops in the sense that 

the positions given in the late-period works revise, replace, or reject prior views.  Rather, it seems 

more reasonable to suggest that the arguments and solutions in works such as the Statesman, the 

Philebus, and the Laws, complement the arguments and solutions found in the rest of the corpus.  

These three particular works offer sets of solutions concerning the manner in which one may best 

live which are as equally legitimate as those offered in an early-period dialogue such as the 

Gorgias, or in a work from the middle period such as the Republic.  The arguments of the 

Gorgias and the Republic are not superseded by the positions set down in the Statesman, the 

Philebus, or the Laws.  Each work presents its own unique solution which complements the 

solutions given in the other dialogues.  While there is, of course, some sort of development in 

Plato's philosophy, it is the sort of development that one would expect to occur as one's 

philosophical understanding and technique grew over time.  The development of Plato's thought 

should not be regarded in the sense that the late-period dialogues represent his final views on a 

given topic.   

     In regard to the concept of practicability, it is arguable that Plato's late-period political and 

moral thought is more practicable, or feasible, than that of the earlier periods.  The solutions 

offered in the Republic, while in themselves elegant and intellectually powerful, do not appear to 

be realizable in practice, except, perhaps, under the most extraordinary circumstances.  These 

solutions, in effect, constitute a theoretical ideal.  In contrast, the solutions laid down in the Laws 

appear to have some possibility of being brought about.  These solutions are, in effect, 

practicable.  It will be made apparent in later chapters that there are sufficient reasons for 

believing that in the latter part of his life Plato came to the realization that the solutions he 

presented in the Republic, for example, could not be put into practice, and thus a different 

approach was needed if there were to be any chance of his views actually being realized.  This 
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was accomplished, I believe, to a certain extent in the Statesman, and to a much greater extent in 

the Laws.  The arguments in both of these dialogues, along with those in  the Philebus, were 

made in the belief that there is some possibility that they could be applied in practice, instead of 

merely serving as theoretical ideals. 

     The second question may be briefly answered as follows.  There is a correspondence between 

Plato's philosophical method and arguments in the sense that the manner in which Plato analyses 

a problem is directly connected to the sort of method he employs.  This appears to be especially 

the case in the late period where the use the method of division and collection gives Plato a 

powerful analytic tool for articulating some of his philosophical positions.  While, in general, it is 

reasonable to say that there are three basic methods encountered in the corpus – the elenchus, the 

method of hypothesis, and the method of division and collection – it is the last of these three 

methods which is the one most frequently utilized in the late-period works.  The principal 

advantage to an examination of the philosophical methods that underlie Plato's arguments is that 

we are given a further means for understanding the continuities and differences in Plato's 

philosophy, in addition to the understanding we attain from an analysis of a dialogue's 

philosophical content.   An examination of Plato's philosophical method will strengthen the 

interpretation of the text itself by illustrating how his philosophical views do not radically differ 

in the late works, but that his later positions concerning what is the best manner in which we 

ought to live are to some extent entailed by the sort of method he employs.  Or, to put it another 

way, it is the use of a particular methodological framework which allows Plato to reach certain 

conclusions. 

     The response to the third question is complex and requires a somewhat longer answer.  It is 

my hypothesis, and the central focus of this study, that there is a discernable shift in Plato's late-

period thought in the sense that there is no longer a need to apprehend the supersensible realm of 
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the Forms in order for an individual to possess a well-harmonized soul and live virtuously.  

Rather, Plato appears to be making a claim that that a life lived in accordance with what is in due 

measure (to; mevtrion) is perhaps the best that can be attained.  A life that is lived in accordance 

with what is in due measure is a life that is orderly and moderate; a life which in some manner 

emulates and reflects the order of the cosmos.  It is also the sort of life that can be realized by a 

significantly larger number of individuals than the type of morally virtuous life that depends on 

the apprehension of a supersensible realm.  In the late works Plato directs his attention to argue in 

favor of a type of moral and political philosophy that is not grounded in the intellection of the 

Forms, but to a practical philosophy that appeals to what is in due measure and to what is 

moderate.  The change to the appeal to what is in due measure as the ground for Plato's later 

political and moral philosophy is first encountered in the Statesman, further articulated in the 

Philebus, and finally is applied on a broad scale in the Laws.  It is on the appeal to what is in due 

measure in these three dialogues that I shall concentrate the most attention. 

     In order to comprehend the shift in emphasis in the late-period works, it will be necessary first 

to examine the principal characteristics of Plato's early- and middle-period  moral and political 

philosophy.  But since there is a diverse amount of material contained in the dialogues of these 

two periods, my analysis is restricted to an investigation of the manner in which Plato treats the 

virtue of sōphrosunē, the role of education, and the rule of law in the Charmides, Laches, 

Protagoras, and Republic in relation to his general views concerning what is required to live as a 

morally responsible individual and as a politically responsible citizen.  These particular topics 

have been selected because they have a special significance for Plato's late-period thought, for 

without sōphrosunē, proper education, and the rule of law neither can the individual be morally 

virtuous nor can the political community be stable, secure, and flourish.   
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     Moreover, in order to demonstrate the greater practicability of the late-period's moral and 

political thought, the early- and middle-period philosophy must be examined in terms of its 

potential to be realized in practice.  Arguably, the moral and political philosophy of the early and 

middle periods is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to realize.  The reasons why this is the 

case will be presented in subsequent chapters.  For the present, however, it may be said that one 

of the chief difficulties in putting the philosophy of these periods into practice is that Plato is 

lacking some sort of standard that might be readily grasped and appealed to by a large number of 

individuals; a standard which will function as guide for determining correct moral and political 

choices and actions.   

     The first step in making his political and moral philosophy practicable occurs in the 

Statesman.  In this dialogue, in a passage which we may term the "digression on due measure", 

Plato establishes that contrary qualities can be measured against some standard, with the result 

that a mean between two extremes can be attained; a mean in which elements of both extremes 

participate in the sense that the extremes are blended, or reconciled, with each other.  In other 

words, qualitative measurement leads to the determination of a middle position; a position which, 

in effect, is an appeal to what is in due measure.  This appeal to what is in due measure is 

something which can be grasped by a large number of individuals, provided they receive the 

proper education and guidance.  Unlike the grounding of the Republic's political and moral 

philosophy in the apprehension of the Forms, the use of due measure only requires that it be 

demonstrated in the sensible sphere without the need to apprehend a supersensible realm.  In this 

respect, the sort of education that an individual requires to understand what is in due measure 

does not need to comprise the sort of training in philosophy and dialectics that was needed in 

order to grasp a supersensible realm. 
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     Once the idea of qualitative measurement and its relation to what is in due measure are set 

down in the Statesman, Plato then proceeds to apply them to this dialogue's political philosophy.  

The expert in the art of statesmanship will be able to intertwine the disparate elements of the 

materials he has at his disposal.  That is to say, by the use of qualitative measurement and an 

appeal to what is in due measure, the statesman will be able to blend the contrary character traits 

of the citizens into a harmonious mixture for the sake of both the individual and the polis.  It is 

the task of the statesman to find the middle between certain extreme states of the soul so that 

individuals may become moderate.  The goal at which the expert in the art of statesmanship aims 

is to make the political community moderate.  A polity whose citizens are moderate is one that 

will be virtuous and live well. 

     When we turn to the Philebus, we find that due measure underpins this work's moral 

philosophy.  The best sort of life, that is, the mixed life which blends true pleasures and 

knowledge, is one that is measured and well-proportioned.  The appeal to what is in due measure 

enables Plato to argue that both knowledge and pleasure, which may be regarded as contrary, or 

opposing, qualities, can in fact be blended and reconciled.  The best sort of life, then, is the one 

that is a mean between the good as knowledge and the good as pleasure.  It appears to be the case 

that without an appeal to what is in due measure, it would be difficult, when confronted with the 

choice between a life of pleasure and a life of knowledge, to determine whether or not one or the 

other of these two sorts of lives, or some combination of both, would be best. 

       In the Laws, the political structure, legal code, educational program, and theology of 

Magnesia are grounded in to metrion.  Knowledge of what is in due measure is essential to ensure 

the proper establishment of a polis and its continued existence, the laws by which it is governed, 

the education which the citizens receive, and the manner in which  the relationship between the 

human and the divine is conceived.  A political community's constitutional organization, its legal 
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code, the education of its citizens, and its theological beliefs function together to assist 

individuals to live as morally virtuous agents, otherwise the polis is in danger of destruction and 

its members risk living morally vicious lives.  The individual who lives in accordance with what 

is in due measure is one who lives moderately.  Indeed, it is my view that sōphrosunē and to 

metrion are treated by Plato as being functionally equivalent in his final work.  Being moderate 

implies knowing what is in due measure, and acting in accordance with what is in due measure 

implies that one is moderate. 

     If my interpretation of the significance of what is in due measure as the ground from which 

Plato argues in the Statesman, the Philebus, and the Laws is correct, then the political and moral 

philosophy articulated in these late-period dialogues may be understood in a somewhat different 

manner than they have previously been interpreted by Plato scholars.  Rather than viewing these 

works as displaying marked differences with the rest of the Platonic corpus, they may best be 

regarded as offering a set of complementary and practicable solutions to the problems of how we 

may live, while simultaneously taking into account the same sorts of concerns that occupied Plato 

throughout his life.  The employment of to metrion allows alternate solutions for Plato's political 

and moral philosophy to be posited; solutions which do not replace those set down in other 

dialogues, but which should be considered as complementing the other solutions. 

_______________ 

     I have organized this study in the following manner.  In Chapter 2, I discuss the hermeneutical 

and methodological approach I employ for my interpretation.  After examining the literary and 

analytic methodological approaches to the Platonic corpus, I set down and offer a defense of my 

position.  Briefly stated, I focus my attention more on the philosophical content of the dialogues 

than on their dramatic form and structure.  Furthermore, I argue that we can posit a chronological 

ordering to Plato's works, but we should not regard those works that were written later in his life 
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to be a development of his earlier views.  While I do think that there is some development in a 

restricted sense of the word, it is better to treat the solutions offered throughout the corpus in 

terms of the idea of complementarity. 

     Chapters 3 and 4 examine certain aspects of Plato's political and moral philosophy in order to 

prepare for the discussion of his late-period dialogues.  Chapter 3 analyzes Plato's views on 

sōphrosunē in a work from the early period, the Charmides, and a middle-period dialogue, the 

Republic, to show the manner in which Plato's position regarding this fundamental concept 

display both a sense of continuity and difference across the corpus.  At the end of this chapter, I 

suggest that in the Republic we are given the first glimpse that there is a connection between the 

way Plato conceptualizes sōphrosunē and to metrion.  In Chapter 4, I investigate Plato's early- 

and middle-period political philosophy.  This investigation is confined to three aspects: (1) the 

broad outlines of the political philosophy of these two chronological periods; (2) the role of 

education; (3) the rule of law.  The principal concern of this examination is to establish the point 

that the metaphysical grounding of Plato's middle-period political philosophy is impracticable in 

the sense that there is little possibility of its being realized in practice in precisely the form it is 

set down in the Republic.   

     Chapters 5 and 6 may be regarded as a closely related pair of chapters which focus on two 

core issues in Plato's late-period philosophy.  Chapter 5 offers a detailed analysis of the 

digression on due measure in the Statesman.  This digression is of the greatest importance in that 

it establishes the idea of qualitative measurement and the appeal to what is in due measure.  I also 

attempt to show that qualitative measurement and due measure were not something that Plato just 

happened to chance upon in the Statesman.  Rather, it is better to consider qualitative 

measurement as Plato's response to the need for an art of measurement which was first mentioned 

in the Protagoras.  In the second half of the chapter, I discuss the implications of due measure for 
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Plato's philosophy, especially in the sense that the employment of an appeal to what is in due 

measure opens the space for the greater practicability of Plato's late-period thought.  Chapter 6 is 

addressed toward what I consider to be Plato's first application of to metrion.  Before Plato 

utilizes what is in due measure as the ground for his political and moral philosophy, he first 

applies it to his philosophical method.  After reviewing the use of the elenchus and the method of 

hypothesis, I examine the manner in which to metrion is incorporated into the method of division 

and collection so that a variant form of diairesis is established, the method of division and 

blending.  The method of division and blending is used in the Statesman, the Philebus, and to a 

lesser extent in the Laws as the basic philosophical method of these three works.  Its employment 

allows Plato to demonstrate how contraries may be blended and reconciled in terms of method, 

but also by the use of this same method he is able to generate philosophical positions in respect to 

what is in due measure. 

     In Chapters 7, 8 and 9, I treat the political and moral philosophy of the Statesman, the 

Philebus, and the Laws, respectively.  Chapter 7 examines how the political philosophy discussed 

in the last part of the Statesman is indebted to due measure.  While there are other influences at 

work in this dialogue, it is important to recognize that the expert in the art of statesmanship relies 

on to metrion to moderate the polis in the sense that by blending the disparate character traits of 

the citizens he produces citizens who possess an suitable mixture of these traits with the result 

that both the citizens and the political community live moderately.  In Chapter 8, I analyze the 

role of due measure in the Philebus in respect to the arguments given in this work regarding the 

best life.  Since the best life is the one which blends true pleasures with knowledge, there is a 

necessity for some standard against which pleasures and knowledge may be weighed and judged.  

It is my position that to metrion is what allows one to determine how one should weigh not only 

pleasures against pains so that only true pleasures are chosen, but also that the proportion of 
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pleasure and knowledge in one's life needs to be determined in accordance with what is in due 

measure as well.  Finally, the focus of Chapter 9 is on the manner in which to metrion underlies 

the political thought, the legal code, the system of education, and the theology of the Laws.  

Perhaps, even more importantly, I argue that in this last work of Plato there is the sense that to 

metrion and sōphrosunē converge.  Unless individuals and their polities consistently employ a 

standard to determine what is in due measure  they will neither be moderate nor live well.  Both 

to metrion and the virtue of sōphrosunē are necessary to accomplish this task. 
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CHAPTER 2  

HERMENEUTICAL STRATEGIES AND  

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Hermeneutical Strategies 

          It would be helpful to begin this study of  to; mevtrion with an examination of the two 

dominant methodological approaches – the analytical and the literary –  for interpreting Plato, in 

order to situate my methodological framework in relation to them.  The methodology with which 

we approach the Platonic corpus is crucial for the way in which the dialogues are interpreted and 

understood.  In the following pages I shall begin by presenting a brief review of the principal 

hermeneutical strategies currently employed by Plato scholars, after which I shall discuss the 

methodological approach which underlies my examination of the dialogues. 

      In general, there is a bipartite, and what appears to be a mutually exclusive, division to the 

methodologies used to read a work of Plato.  In spite of attempts to bring both sides into a 

dialogue with each other, these two opposing methodologies seem neither willing nor able to 

reconcile their respective positions.1  On the one hand, the analytical approach, which may 

regarded as the traditional, or orthodox, approach to the interpretation of Plato's dialogues, 

generally concentrates on the philosophical content of the works.  An analysis of the dialogues' 

content permits an interpreter who utilizes this approach to argue that we are more or less able to 

know the chronological order in which the dialogues were composed.  Furthermore, it follows 

that if we have an established chronology we can then trace the changes, or development, in 

                                                        
1 Griswold, for example, has tried to get both positions to engage in a conversation on the questions of why Plato wrote 
dialogues and in what manner they should be read.   After reading the papers published in response to Griswold's 
attempt, one is unfortunately left with the distinct impression that both sides are talking past one another.  See, Charles 
L. Griswold, ed., Platonic Writings, Platonic Readings (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania University Press, 
2002). 
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Plato's thought.  It is well to remember that the establishment of a plausible chronology and the 

tracing out of Plato's philosophical development are distinct and independent issues.  For 

example, one can accept a chronological ordering of the dialogues, but reject any notion of 

development, a view which is held by those who espouse a strict unitarian view of the corpus. 

The contrary would be improbable, namely, that one could think in terms of development without 

accepting even a loosely structured chronology.2   On the other hand, there is the methodological 

approach that insists that we are unable to discover a reliable chronology for Plato's works, and 

subsequently, we should not read them in terms of development.  Rather, adherents of this 

methodology privilege the literary and dramatic aspects of the dialogues in order to arrive at their 

interpretation and understanding of what Plato was attempting to say. 

     The orthodox chronological approach has been developed and refined over the past century 

and a half, beginning with the linguistic analysis of Campbell.3  There are four principal 

techniques by which the chronological ordering of the dialogues has been derived: (1) stylometric 

and linguistic tests; (2) analysis of the manner in which Plato's use of language develops; (3) 

external evidence and cross-references within the dialogues themselves; (4) examination of 

Plato's philosophical development.  The second technique generally does not lead to reliable 

                                                        
2 Howland, in a highly influential article criticizing the ability to know the chronology of the dialogues, appears to 
admit that there was a certain sort of development to Plato's philosophy over time: "no doubt Plato's thought did evolve 
over the course of his life, but the crucial question concerns his practice as a writer."  Howland, however, seems to 
think that he has avoided arguing in developmentalist terms, or involving himself in a contradiction, by emphasizing 
that Plato was in the habit of revising his own works throughout his career as a philosopher, the consequence of which 
is that it is impossible to speak in terms of development in the same manner as in the standard approach.  Howland's 
main evidence for this claim is a remark by Dionysius of Halicarnassus in the treatise Peri; sunqevsew" ojnomavtwn, 
written well over three-hundred years after the death of Plato.  It would seem rather implausible that in the absence of 
evidence nearer to the time of Plato we should take Dionysius' claim too seriously, much less argue, as does Howland, 
that it was Plato's literary practice to revise continually his own compositions.  One should also keep in mind the 
practical difficulties of revising a manuscript written on papyrus scrolls.  Although I am not aware of any scholarly 
study concerning the revision of works written on papyrus, it would seem to be the case that the revision of any lengthy 
piece of writing, for example, the Republic or the Laws, would present formidable challenges for both the author and 
transcriber of the manuscript.  Additionally, there are a number of internal inconsistencies, as well as poorly reasoned 
arguments, in the dialogues which even more strongly suggest that Plato did not very admirably succeed in revising his 
own works.  See, Jacob Howland, "Re-reading Plato: The Problem of Platonic Chronology,"  Phoenix 45, no. 3 (1991), 
200-202. 
3 Louis Campbell, The Sophistes and Politicus of Plato (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1867). 
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conclusions since the interpretation of an author's literary style is for the most part a subjective 

interpretive exercise.  Although the analysis of certain linguistic characteristics – the avoidance of 

hiatus, for example – can be used to assign individual works to particular groups, it cannot 

convincingly demonstrate the chronological ordering of the groups.  The fourth technique can 

only lead to reasonable results after a chronology is established, otherwise to employ the notion 

of development to establish a chronological framework, which in turn lends support to the notion 

of development, entails circular reasoning.4   The remaining two methods have resulted in the 

positing of a broad chronology, dividing the Platonic corpus into three chronological groups, 

early, middle, and late.  Although the results of stylometric analysis have led to certain 

inconsistencies among the arrangement of the dialogues, the placement of the Parmenides and 

Theaetetus presenting perhaps the greatest chronological difficulties, it has nevertheless proven to 

be a reasonably sound method for determining the general chronology of Plato's dialogues.5  The 

various attempts at dating the works has been summarized well by Brandwood, and despite the 

fact that certain works do not neatly fit into the three-period classification, his review of 

stylometric analysis indicates a greater degree of general consistency than of inconsistency, 

especially in regard to positing a late group of writings.6 

                                                        
4 Kahn's proleptic reading of  Plato's early- and middle-period dialogues may fall victim to just this sort of circularity.  
See, Charles H. Kahn, "Proleptic Composition in the Republic, or Why Book 1 Was Never a Separate Dialogue," The 
Classical Quarterly 43, no. 1 (1993), and Plato and the Socratic Dialogue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996). 
5 A widely accepted chronological ordering is that given by Vlastos.  See, Gregory Vlastos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral 
Philosopher (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), 46-47.  Perhaps the most unfortunate attempt to order the 
dialogues, and the one which opponents of this method most frequently use to criticize the entire endeavor, is that 
employed by Lutosławski.  His belief that the arrangement of the dialogues could be known with mathematical 
precision was misguided at best.  Wincenty Lutosławski, The Origin and Growth of Plato's Logic, with an Account of 
Plato's Style and of the Chronology of His Writings (New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1905). 
6 Leonard Brandwood, The Chronology of Plato's Dialogues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), and 
"Stylometry and Chronology," in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992).  It also should be noted that while the computer analysis undertaken by Ledger appears to be in 
broad agreement with the results of stylometric analysis, he does make known that there is a presupposition on the part 
of stylometricists that is flawed, namely, "the assumption of linearity, the belief, usually unstated, that a shift in value 
of the linguistic feature measured is a direct representation of an exactly proportionate shift in the date of composition."   
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     With the establishment of a plausible chronology, numerous scholars have turned their 

attentions to examining the development of Plato's thought.7  The analysis of Plato's philosophical 

development, if pursued with a rigorous methodology, can lend support to the chronological 

arrangement of the dialogues.  There are two basic versions of the developmentalist position.  

One view argues that by the term "development" we simply mean that Plato's philosophy 

developed during his lifetime, without attempting to demonstrate from what, to what, or why it 

changed.8  The other, perhaps more common, developmentalist position argues we indeed are 

able to trace the manner in which Plato's philosophy developed.  Works composed at a later 

period reflect an alteration, possibly even a radical rethinking, of Plato's earlier philosophy.  It 

follows from this view that the philosophy of the late-period dialogues represents Plato's final 

thoughts on a particular problem, and that his later philosophy supercedes his earlier.  There are 

several arguments made in favor of the view that there is development in Plato's late-period 

philosophy reflecting a reconfiguration of his thoughts in regard to certain philosophical 

questions.  First, there is the argument that Plato revised certain of his positions in light of self-

criticism, or possibly a dissatisfaction with his earlier works.  Perhaps the best example, Plato's 

self-criticism of the theory of Forms in the Parmenides, permits a developmentalist to argue that 

this work was composed later than a dialogue such as the Republic, where we encounter the fully 

worked-out theory as the necessary grounding for the latter work's philosophy, and to which the 

former dialogue supposedly critically responds.  It would be implausible, if not logically 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Gerard R. Ledger, Re-Counting Plato: A Computer Analysis of Plato's Style (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 
175. 
7 A very small representative sampling of scholars who hold a developmentalist position would include: A. E. Taylor, 
Plato: The Man and His Work, 4th ed. (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1937); W. K. C. Guthrie, Plato, the Man and His 
Dialogues: Earlier Period.  Volume IV of A History of Greek Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1975); Christopher Bobonich, Plato's Utopia Recast: His Later Ethics and Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002); George Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
8 Schofield, in his recent book on Plato's political philosophy acknowledges that Plato's thought evolved over time, but 
does not himself present his analysis in developmentalist terms.  Malcolm Schofield, Plato (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 3. 
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impossible, for Plato to have written a critique of a particular philosophical concept before 

actually articulating the concept.  One cannot raise as a criticism that x is -F before the claim has 

been made that x is F.   Second, Plato's philosophy may have developed under the influence of 

external criticism.  Although it cannot be maintained with certainty, it is not unreasonable to 

suggest that Aristotle's association with the Academy during the final twenty years of Plato's life 

did not have some effect on his mentor's philosophy.9  Third, a shift in Plato's thought may be 

attributed to practical experience.  For example, Plato's disastrous attempts to educate Dionysius 

and involve himself in the political affairs of Sicily may have led him to alter his political 

thought.  Rather than rule by a philosopher-king, Plato may have developed the idea of a person 

possessing expert knowledge in statesmanship as the best ruler of a political community.  Fourth, 

members of the Academy were called upon and engaged in the task of legislating for other poleis, 

a fact which suggests that their practical experience may have caused Plato to modify, if not 

abandon, the metaphysical grounding of the political philosophy of the Republic, substituting for 

it the role of education and the rule of law we find in the Laws.  Taken together, then, these four 

factors provide the developmentalist with analytic tools to interpret Plato's thought as changing 

from one particular set of views to another.10 

     A common criticism of those who hold a chronological and developmental position is that 

there are significant untested presuppositions in their approach.11  The establishment of a reliable 

chronology tends to assume a certain sort of development in Plato's writings, thereby allowing a 

chronology to be posited that is entailed by what appears developmentally to be a later work.  

                                                        
9 Even if we are unable to know the date of the composition of the Politics, it seems reasonable to argue that the 
criticisms of Plato's political philosophy in Book II of Aristotle's work reflect to some extent the objections he might 
have raised while he was a member of the Academy.  Additionally, it is not unreasonable to suggest that Aristotle's 
harsh criticism of the Forms in the Metaphysics and Peri ideōn may have originated during the time that Aristotle was 
under Plato's tutelage.  For a recent examination of Aristotle's critique of Plato's Republic, see, Robert Mayhew, 
Aristotle's Criticism of Plato's  Republic (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1997). 
10 These issues will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 4. 
11 This sort of criticism is best expressed in Howland's essay, "Re-Reading Plato." 
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Similarly, a developmentalist view may presuppose a certain chronological ordering; if a work is 

regarded as belonging to Plato's late period, then there is the risk that the placement of this work 

in the late period presupposes that it displays a development over the early-and middle-period 

dialogues.  While there is some truth in this criticism, it can be countered by a constant and 

careful testing of  assumptions, along with the willingness to reject chronological or 

developmental claims in light of a better reading of the text.  It is perhaps unreasonable and unfair 

to jettison the scholarship that has been accomplished within the analytical methodological 

framework because some interpretations of Plato have improperly utilized the methodology.  

Rather, the conclusions based on this sort of scholarship should be carefully evaluated in order to 

determine if the methodological framework was utilized correctly, avoiding the sorts of 

presuppositions that could possibly invalidate the results.  Undoubtedly, the same sort of criticism 

regarding untested presuppositions (or false assumptions) could be leveled against those who 

work within any methodological framework.12  

     Alongside of the developmentalist position is a view held by some scholars of the analytical 

approach who argue that Plato's thought displays a unity, substantially formulated in his mind 

before he began to compose his works.  Rather than positing a development to his thought, 

defenders of this view maintain that, even though there is a chronology for the dialogues, Plato's 

philosophy underwent little or no change over time.  The best known unitarian argument was 

                                                        
12 Howland himself, I believe, is guilty of this charge.  He argues, for example, that Aristotle's remark at Politics 
1264b26, that Plato wrote the Laws "later" (u{steron) than the Republic is used to establish the basic starting-point for 
the development of a chronology; a reading of Aristotle that presupposes that Aristotle's assessment of the ordering of 
these two dialogues is correct.  Howland goes on to suggest that we cannot "rule out the possibility that Republic was 
revised in light of the Laws."  Even though Howland attempts to adduce further evidence for Plato's practice of revising 
his works, the evidence he presents is arguably tenuous.  It appears to me that Howland, who is working within the 
framework of a literary and dramatic reading of Plato, has presupposed that Plato, like other strictly literary authors, 
engaged in the practice of revision.  The ancient evidence for this practice is, frankly, weaker than Aristotle's evidence.  
It would seem to be a better hermeneutical strategy to accept at face value Aristotle's ordering of the Republic and Laws 
– not to mention the remark made by Diogenes Laertius that the latter work, which was left in the wax (ejn khrw `), that 
is, not completed and transferred to papyrus, was transcribed (metevgrayen) by Phillip of Opus (Diogenes Laertius, Lives 
of the Philosophers, III.37) – rather than problematize it by assuming that Plato was accustomed to revising his works.  
Howland, "Re-Reading Plato," 200-201. 
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made over a century ago by Shorey.13  A more subtle approach is that employed by Kahn, whose 

study of the early and middle dialogues attempts to show that Plato wrote proleptic works, that is 

to say, the arguments and positions found in the works of the early period anticipated, or 

foreshadowed, those made in the middle-period works.14  While both the strict unitarian and 

proleptic approaches are subject to rather severe criticism, not the least of which is on the grounds 

of plausibility, Kahn's reading is to some extent enlightening in that he pays due regard to the 

question of Plato's use of the dialogue form, in addition to his literary style.  Rather than arguing 

that the different literary styles used by Plato underlay a development of his thought, Kahn 

chooses instead to regard the differences in style as reflecting a change in the manner in which 

Plato presents his philosophy, a philosophy which nevertheless remains consistent regardless of 

the style in which it is expressed.  Finally, Rowe agues in defense of a unified Socratic Plato.15  

Rather than following the orthodox developmentalist view that in the early dialogues we 

primarily are presented with the views of Socrates, whereas Plato's own philosophical positions 

become more pronounced in the middle- and late-period works, Rowe's thesis is that "Plato 

stayed a Socratic till the end."16  In effect, Rowe, while presenting a sort of unitarian perspective, 

offers one which may be termed a reverse-unitarian position.  That is to say, a unitarian typically 

works backwards from what is assumed to be a Platonic Plato in the middle and late works to the 

Socratic Plato of the early dialogues.  In contrast, Rowe begins with this Socratic Plato and traces 

out the way in which Plato remains Socratic throughout the corpus.  In any case, both Kahn and 

Rowe do provide nuanced and stimulating unitarian interpretations which mark a hermeneutical 

advance over Shorey. 

                                                        
13 Paul Shorey, The Unity of Plato's Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1903). 
14 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue.  It would be of great interest to see if Kahn is able to extend his reading to 
encompass the dialogues that are considered as belonging to Plato's late period.  This is a task which Kahn has not yet 
attempted in publication. 
15 Christopher Rowe, Plato and the Art of Philosophical Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
16 Ibid., viii. 
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     In contrast to the analytic approach of those who hold either developmentalist or unitarian 

views, there is a methodology that fundamentally differs in its approach to the philosophical 

content of the dialogues.  Scholars who adhere to this opposite methodology begin from the 

premise we can never know what Plato thought or intended, and thus they concentrate on the 

literary or dramatic aspects of the dialogues in order to illuminate the content of the works.17  

These commentators hold that, since the dialogues are akin to dramas and their authorial voice is 

suppressed, we are unable to recover the intent of the author, similar to the manner in which we 

cannot know the authorial intentions of, say, Sophocles or Shakespeare.  We can, however, 

interpret and explicate the content of these texts, but not in a manner that privileges the 

philosophical content of the dialogues as the analytical approach does. 

     The fundamental argument of this position is given by Strauss: "in none of his dialogues does 

Plato ever say anything.  Hence we cannot know from them what Plato thought."18  In one 

obvious and limited sense Strauss is correct; Plato never speaks in his own voice.  Yet, one 

wonders whether it necessarily follows that a close reading of the Platonic corpus, as well as the 

historical context in which the dialogues were composed, cannot supply us with a plausible 

means of distinguishing Plato's voice and intent from that of Socrates or any other character 

encountered in the works.  In other words, it is reasonable to argue that an examination of both 

the arguments and underlying philosophical methods of the dialogues can provide the interpreter 

with the keys for unlocking Plato's own philosophy, distinguishing to a greater or lesser extent his 

intentions from those of the dialogues' dramatis personae. 

                                                        
17 A representative list of scholars who work within this methodological framework would include Seth Benardete, 
Alan Bloom, Charles Griswold, Jacob Howland, Gerald Mara, Thomas Pangle, Stanley Rosen, Leo Strauss, Roslyn 
Weiss, and Catherine Zuckert.  While it might be somewhat otiose to group such a diverse group of scholars under one 
heading, nevertheless, their rejection of an analytical methodological approach in preference to an emphasis on the 
literary qualities of Plato's writings does suggest a certain degree of commonality.  Kahn presents a singular case.  
While it is fair to say that he primarily is concerned with the philosophical analysis of Plato's works, he also places an 
emphasis on their literary qualities and on their formal structure as dialogues. 
18 Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978). 50. 
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     This approach also owes a great debt to Strauss' notion of the contrast between exoteric and 

esoteric writing.19  Strauss argued that philosophers, especially those writing political philosophy, 

often were required to disguise their true intentions in order to avoid persecution for ideas that a 

ruling elite may have considered subversive.20  Furthermore, Strauss distinguishes between a 

public (exoteric) and private (esoteric) textual content.  He writes: "An exoteric book contains 

two teachings: a popular teaching of an edifying character which is in the foreground; and a 

philosophic teaching concerning the most important subject, which is indicated only between the 

lines."21  Scholars who follow this idea of Strauss have sought to "read between the lines" of a 

Platonic dialogue in the attempt to recover the true content esoterically embedded in the text.22  

Based on the considerations discussed in the previous paragraph, the revealing of the esoteric 

content of a Platonic text does not imply that Plato's own intentions have been brought to light.  

Rather, it is the meaning of the text, articulated by means of the arguments and dramatic 

characteristics of the dialogues, that is made known and interpreted, regardless of the actual 

                                                        
19 I leave aside the arguments of the Tübingen  School who hold the idea that Plato's dialogues do not contain the whole 
of his teachings; there are unwritten doctrines which only can be recovered by careful philosophical and philological 
examination of later sources.  See, Giovanni Reale, Toward a New Interpretation of Plato (Washington DC: Catholic 
University Press, 1997), for a detailed exposition of this view. 
20 See, Leo Strauss, "Persecution and the Art of Writing," in Persecution and the Art of Writing (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 1973). 
21 Ibid., 36. 
22 It should be pointed out that individual attempts to interpret the esoteric content of a text frequently lead to readings 
that are fundamentally incompatible with one another.   In all fairness, Strauss himself was aware of the problem.  "It 
must, then, be considered possible that reading between the lines will not lead to complete agreement among all 
scholars.  If this is an objection to reading between the lines as such, there is the counter-objection that neither have the 
methods generally used at present led to universal or even wide agreement in regard to very important points."  This 
argument strikes one as being rather weak.  Would not a better method of reaching a consensus in regard to the 
meaning of text be to test and refine constantly one's methodology rather than permit an even greater degree of 
subjectivity by attempting to uncover hidden meanings where none may in fact exist?  Part of the difficulty with 
Strauss's approach is that he links the esoteric content of a text to his position that works of philosophy, particularly 
those of Plato, are to be read as literary compositions.  Strauss argues that the literary qualities and problems of a text 
"will, I believe, compel students sooner or later to take into account the phenomenon of persecution."  In the case of an 
author such as Plato, if one were to keep separate the literary form from the philosophical content of the dialogues, 
rather than reading Plato's works as literary creations containing both exoteric and esoteric meanings, and to pay strict 
attention to one's methodological framework, then it is possible to obtain a greater degree of consensus in respect to the 
meaning of the text, rather than reading between the lines to reveal the deeper meaning.  The interpretive subjectivism 
entailed by Strauss's approach most likely results in an even lesser degree of "universal or even wide agreement" in 
regard to the content of a text.  See, "Persecution and the Art of Writing," 30-31. 
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originator of these thoughts.  While it is possible to recover the hidden meaning in a Platonic 

dialogue, it does not follow that we have revealed Plato's own thoughts.  Furthermore,  I do not 

mean to suggest that both hermeneutical strategies are always employed in tandem.  Either of 

them can be used on their own depending on whether or not one believes that we can or cannot 

recognize Plato's authorial voice, or whether or not the dialogues do indeed present examples of 

esoteric writing. 

     There are two passages in the Platonic corpus which appear to lend support to the Straussian 

notion that Plato intentionally disguised the actual content of the texts' political philosophy. First, 

in the Seventh Letter Plato comments: "There are no writings of mine concerning these things, 

nor will there ever be; for it cannot be stated in any way like other studies" (ou[koun ejmovn ge peri; 

aujtẁn e[stin suvggramma oujde; mhvpote gevnhtai: rJhto;n ga;r oujdamẁ" ejstin wJ" a[lla maqhvmata).23  

Second, in the Phaedrus the character of Socrates argues that writing is an inadequate form for 

expressing ideas.  The greatest objection to writing is that it cannot speak; it is silent and fixed, 

just like a painting.  Should one want to question the writings further, they are unable to give a 

reply, "what they signify always remains the same" (e{n ti shmaivnei movnon taujto;n ajeiv).24   

Finally, perhaps an even more serious objection is that writing is equally accessible to those who 

understand it and to those who do not; the written word itself does not know to whom it should be 

addressed.  Although both of these passages suggest that Strauss was correct in his views, I do 

think that they may be interpreted in a way that is in opposition to the notion of esoteric writing. 

     Rather than signaling a suggestion that Plato did write esoterically, both the comments in the 

Seventh Letter and the argument in the Phaedrus may be plausibly read as saying that philosophy 

may be best engaged in as a ongoing dialectical conversation between a master and his pupils.  

                                                        
23 Epistles, 341c4-6.   
24 Phaedrus, 275d9.  The entire argument against the written word is found at Phaedrus, 274b3-278b4. 
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Some subjects simply cannot be learned from books; similarly, some subjects cannot be fully 

explained in writing without the active participation of the learner.  Indeed, the passage from the 

Seventh Letter continues by stating that knowledge of these subjects "arises from much 

conversation about this very same subject-matter and from living together" (ajll j ejk pollh`" 

sunousiva" gignomevnh" peri; to; pra`gma aujto; kai; tou` suzh`n).25  We should also keep in mind two 

major points regarding the context of these comments.  First, Plato's disavowal of writing and the 

weakness of the written word forms an introduction to a brief summary of his metaphysical and 

ontological positions; subjects which were regarded by Plato as being impossible to understand 

without personal interaction and dialectical examination between teacher and student.26  Second, 

Plato was annoyed by the fact that Dionysius claimed to be the author of a treatise setting forth 

ideas that were purportedly Dionysius' own, when in fact they were misrepresentations of Plato's 

own thoughts.  The anecdote concerning Dionysius supplies Plato with an excellent example of 

the danger that written treatises, not to mention second-hand verbal reports, can entail by 

distorting another person's ideas.  In light of the context in which these remarks were made, it is 

reasonable to conclude that Plato's distaste for the writing of treatises alone does not suggest that 

he held some esoteric doctrines more than it supports the idea that there are some subject areas, or 

philosophical doctrines, which cannot be properly apprehended solely by means of books.27  

There must be a personal interaction between discussants if a full understanding of the subject 

under examination is to be attained 

                                                        
25 Epistles, 341c6-7. 
26 This educative give-and-take is found at Epistles, 344c1-d2, a passage in which once again Plato criticizes the written 
word, especially in the sense that writing does not contain the best thought of an author.  In order for a subject to be 
truly illuminated and understood, "names, arguments, appearances, and perceptions" (ojnovmata kai; lovgoi o[yei" te kai; 
aijsqhvsei") must be tested among each other by questions and answers between a teacher and pupil.  In other words, the 
written word alone cannot lead the student toward knowledge.  Epistles, 344b4-5. 
27 Although the point is perhaps obvious, nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that for nearly twenty-four hundred years 
many of Plato's doctrines have been, and continue to be, the object of much contentious scholarly dispute.  Plato's 
arguments about the inadequacy of writing is proven by the fact that we still are unable to agree entirely about what 
certain aspects of Plato's philosophy actually mean. 
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     The argument given in the Phaedrus not only supports my interpretation of the Seventh Letter, 

but also provides us with a clue for understanding why Plato chose to write dialogues.  In addition 

to the points just mentioned, namely, that writing is fixed, silent and open to misinterpretation, 

there is the important idea that in comparison to spoken discourse, the written dialogue is but an 

image (ei[dwlon).28  As a sensible farmer would not plant seeds at the inappropriate time, except 

perhaps for his own amusement, neither would the serious philosopher plant the seeds of his ideas 

in writing, except to amuse and remind himself of them in his old age.29  Rather, the person who 

wishes to practice philosophy, especially in regard to the most important questions of what is just, 

noble, and good, must engage in dialectics with partners in whom the seeds of ideas may take 

root and flourish; the written word runs the risk of being sown in barren soil.  While as an image 

of real discourse the written dialogue may have some usefulness as a reminder of what was 

discussed, it cannot substitute as a replacement for "living and breathing" (zẁnta kai; e[myucon) 

discourse.  It would appear, then, that the Phaedrus passage does not suggest that there are some 

disguised doctrines that cannot be put into writing.  On the contrary, there are topics for which 

only actual discourse and the practice of dialectics will lead to their fully being apprehended by a 

pupil. 30 

     This methodological approach, principally for the two reasons I have just discussed, tends to 

privilege the literary and dramatic aspects of Plato's works.  The scholars working within this 

interpretive framework regard the dramatic form itself as highly significant, and in many cases 

attempt to understand the content of a dialogue through its literary structure.  To state this another 

                                                        
28 See, Phaedrus, 276a9. 
29 The analogy is made at, Phaedrus, 276b1-276e3. 
30 In addition to the passages I have just discussed in the Seventh Letter and the Phaedrus, there is a passage in the 
Laws where the Athenian remarks that the best pattern of instruction for the young would be for the lawgiver to use the 
discussion between Clinias, Megillus, and himself, or similar types of discourse, as the best model for education, in 
terms of both content and literary form.  It is hard to understand why this would be the case if the Laws contained any 
esoteric content.  See, Laws, 811b6-812a3. 
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way, the dramatic form is examined in order to reveal a dialogue's philosophical content.  

Additionally, scholars who employ this approach argue that the dramatic structure and choice of 

characters may influence the philosophical positions and arguments that are articulated in the text.  

Plato's choice of  interlocutors – Callicles or Critias, for example – may be deliberate for the 

purposes of positing particular counter-arguments in relation of the arguments made by particular 

characters.   

     This view is in contrast to one which believes that Plato's arguments are given as essentially 

the same, regardless of the character to whom they are being addressed.  An interpretation which 

suggests that Plato to some degree tailored his arguments according to the dramatic requirements 

of a given dialogue and its characters offers intriguing possibilities for the manner in which we 

understand Platonic philosophy, yet it also presents us with an interpretive difficulty.  If Plato's 

arguments are specifically tailored for particular dramatic requirements, then it may not be 

possible to claim that there is a Platonic philosophy which is consistent and coherent throughout 

the entire corpus.  Rather, the view which argues that Plato's arguments were directed toward a 

specific dramatic context entails the conclusion that each dialogue should be read independently 

of the others, and that it would be exceptionally difficult, if not impossible, to regard the Platonic 

corpus as espousing a unified philosophy.31  It is arguable that a methodological approach which 

privileges the dramatic qualities of the dialogues runs the risk misrepresenting, or under-valuing, 

the philosophical content while over-emphasizing a work's dramatic presentation.  While it is 

obviously not the case that this sort of difficulty is encountered in all literary interpretations, it is 

nevertheless well worth noting that the possibility exists that certain readings of this sort may 

                                                        
31 It could, of course, be the case that despite the shaping of an argument to meet the requirements of a specific 
character or dramatic situation, there is an underlying philosophy that is consistent and unifying.  This is essentially the 
view held by Kahn.  This position is plausible only if the interpreter holds to a strict analysis of the work's content and 
recognizes the importance of consistency of philosophical positions across the corpus.  A difficulty arises, as I point out 
above, when interpreters who employ the literary approach prefer to treat each dialogue as an independent treatise 
whose philosophical consistency with other dialogues is of little consequence. 
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suggest that a dialogue's literary aspects could be more significant than its philosophical content, 

or that in some sense the form of a work entails its content, rather than that the content is 

expressed through a certain type of form.  It should also be noted that there potentially is a 

similar, but opposite, danger in readings which concentrate on a dialogue's philosophical content 

at the expense of its literary qualities.  In certain analytical interpretations, it is possible to focus 

too extensively on a work's philosophical content while ignoring its literary aspects, as well as 

neglecting the applicability of the content.  Ultimately, the way in which an interpreter chooses to 

regard the importance of Plato's literary and dramatic abilities and their effects on the 

philosophical content of the dialogues rests on one's position in respect to the relation between 

Plato the philosopher and Plato the dramatist.  I prefer to concentrate primarily on Plato's 

philosophy, and only secondarily on his qualities as a dramatist.  It is my belief that the analysis 

of the philosophical content of Plato's works should be studied for the sake of determining which 

of his philosophical positions still possess any degree of relevance and applicability. 

     The question arises as to why Plato chose to write in the dialogue form.  The passages in both 

the Seventh Letter and the Phaedrus may provide an interpretive key to understanding Plato's 

reason for composing dialogues.  Arguably, Plato chose this particular form as a written analogue 

that approximates philosophical discourse.32  His intense dislike of a monologic treatise is quite 

understandable; as it is made clear in the Phaedrus, this type of work is closed off to the 

possibility of questioning, the very core of what philosophical investigation should be.  A 

dialogue, even though it, too, is a fixed piece of writing, at least allows its author to set out 

questions and answers in a manner which resembles spoken practice.  It permits a degree of 

                                                        
32 It is well worth keeping in mind that by the time that Plato began to write there existed a literary genre termed by 
Aristotle, Socratic logoi.  These "discourses" were written by several authors in dialogue form to record and preserve 
Socrates' conversations.  The best surviving examples are the Socratic works of Xenophon; there also are fragments 
from four other authors, Antisthenes, Aeschines, Phaedo, and Eucleides.  See, Aristotle, Poetics, 1447b11.  For a full 
discussion of the Socratic logoi, see, Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 1-35. 
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dialogic interchange which a monologic treatise cannot possess.  A dialogue has a functional 

value as an image of discourse, but it should never be mistaken for the real thing.  The reason 

why Plato's works were composed as dialogues may not so much be the product of his highly 

skilled literary and dramatic abilities, rather they are more likely a response to his criticisms of  

employing a written text to express the most important and profound philosophical examinations. 

     There is also a literary interpretation of Plato that does not owe its methodological approach to 

the concepts of Strauss.  In general, this methodology attempts to relate the literary form, 

especially in terms of the use of rhetoric, to the literary genres that either potentially influenced 

Plato or were practiced during the time when the Platonic corpus was written.  Ober, for example, 

has attempted to analyze Plato's political philosophy in the context of fifth- and fourth-century 

intellectual history and political rhetoric, thereby situating Plato's political works within their 

cultural milieu as expressions of political dissent.33  Nightingale has demonstrated that Plato's 

literary qualities and philosophy were developed under the influences of the literary genres that 

were available to Plato, including those of poetry, drama, and rhetoric.34  This sort of approach, 

not entailed by Strauss's premises, is able to offer insightful readings of those Platonic dialogues 

in which we encounter a substantial degree of rhetorical content.  The Menexenus, for example, is 

a work that lends itself quite well to a reading that emphasizes the connection between rhetoric 

and philosophy.  When dealing with this dialogue, even scholars who generally adhere to the 

traditional methodological framework are compelled to consider the Menexenus' literary form.35 

                                                        
33 Josiah Ober, Political Dissent in Democratic Athens (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998). 
34 Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995).  Unfortunately, Nightingale's analysis is flawed in that she completely neglects the influence 
of the pre-Socratics on Plato's development as a philosopher.  Surely, Plato's thought was formed at least as much under 
the influence of early attempts at philosophical writing as it was through literary genres. 
35 For example, Dodds is well aware of the work's rhetorical devices, comparing the Menexenus' relation to the Gorgias 
as analogous to the relation between a satyr-play and a tragedy.  See, E. R. Dodds, Plato: Gorgias (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1959), 23-24. 
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     In conclusion, the literary methodological approach to Plato's works has frequently offered 

revealing interpretations, illuminating aspects of the Platonic corpus that might otherwise have 

gone unnoticed by adherents of the traditional methodology.  Yet, given the fact that Plato was 

considered both by his contemporaries and by philosophers and scholars for over two millennia 

since his death to be a philosopher, it is difficult to accept a methodological position which 

occasionally ranks the philosophical content of his works below that of their literary form.  If 

Plato's successors in the Academy and Aristotle – regardless of how they interpreted and 

developed Plato's thought – considered him to be expounding serious philosophical doctrines, 

then Plato's thought may be best interpreted by emphasizing his philosophy first, and relegating to 

second place his qualities as an author.  Perhaps we can employ the comments of Diogenes 

Laertius as a guide for our interpretation of Plato: "It is not unknown to us that some claim to 

divide the dialogues otherwise – for they call some of these dramatic, others narrative, and others 

a mixture – but the difference they name among the dialogues belongs more to tragedy than to 

philosophy" (Ouj lanqavnei d j hJma`" o{ti tine;" a[llw" diafevrein tou;" dialovgou" fasiv –  levgousi 

ga;r aujtẁn tou;" me;n dramatikouv", tou;" de;  dihghmatikouv", tou;" de; meiktouv" – ajll j ejkei`noi me;n 

tragikẁ" ma`llon h] filosovfw" th;n diafora;n tẁn dialovgwn proswnovmasan).36 

 

Methodological Considerations 

     In general, I follow a chronological and developmental approach in my interpretation of 

Plato's dialogues.  In regard to the chronology of the works, I believe that we are able to arrange 

the Platonic corpus into a plausible tripartite ordering of early, middle and late periods.  However, 

with the possible exception of the dialogues assigned to the late period, we cannot with any 

degree of reasonable certainty establish a chronology within a particular period.  In respect to the 
                                                        
36 Diogenes Laertius, The Lives of the Philosophers, III.50. 
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notion of development, I do, however, take a more cautious approach.  While I do not disagree 

that some sort of development may be traced diachronically in the dialogues, I am far more 

skeptical in advancing claims about Plato's philosophical positions in developmental terms.  

Rather than viewing works of the late period as representing a development over the works of the 

early or middle periods, I prefer to employ the notion of complementarity in my interpretation.  

That  is to say, a work composed in the latter part of Plato's life may present us with a 

complementary approach to a problem that was treated differently in either an early- or middle-

period dialogue.  In the remainder of this chapter, I shall discuss in greater detail a manner in 

which the methodological and philosophical characteristics of the dialogues may be used to 

confirm their chronological arrangement.  Additionally, I shall address the issue of development 

and its relation to the concept of complementarity as a means by which we might determine the 

relation between the philosophical positions encountered in works from different periods. 

     I wish to argue that support can be given for the establishment of a chronology for the Platonic 

corpus through the analysis of certain defining characteristics.  These characteristics can be 

broadly divided into three fundamental areas: (1) the type of philosophical method underlying 

Plato's arguments; (2) the traits that define arguments and philosophical positions held by Plato, 

and the literary and dramatic means by which his philosophy is expressed; (3) the practicable or 

impracticable consequences entailed by the characteristics.  The arrangement of the dialogues is 

divided into three periods on the basis of a particular trait's predominance in a given dialogue.  It 

should be noted, however, that the appearance of a particular characteristic and its classification 

within a particular period does not imply that this particular characteristic is not found in other 

periods as well.  The assignment of a particular characteristic to the early, middle, or late periods 

simply means that the characteristic is encountered more frequently in those dialogues which 
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belong to a particular period, rather than suggesting that it is represented only in works assigned 

to a period.37   

     Before proceeding to a discussion of this classificatory scheme, a brief comment on the idea of 

authorial voice is in order.  Do the texts express Plato's own views, or through the voices of the 

other main protagonists, such as Socrates, the Elean Visitor in the Statesman, or the Athenian in 

the Laws are we hearing an authorial voice other than that of Plato?38  In opposition to Plato 

commentators such as Strauss, I think that a close reading of the entire Platonic corpus entails the 

reasonable conclusion that the authorial voice is either that of Socrates in the case of the 

dialogues I have assigned to the early period, or that of Plato himself in those dialogues classified 

in the middle and late periods.39  The argument that we are unable to know Plato's own thoughts 

because he never speaks in the first person, rests, I believe, on two premises which may not be 

valid: (1) the dialogues are primarily literary compositions which may be treated analogously to 

tragedies; (2) their deeper meaning is purposely disguised.  Since I have previously offered some 

arguments in criticism of both premises, I shall merely repeat the point that I treat Plato primarily 

as a philosopher, and that it appears implausible to argue that any thinker would not express in his 

works his own philosophy, much less purposely disguise his principal doctrines, especially in 

light of the Plato's own critique concerning the manner in which the written word is subject to 

                                                        
37 It should be mentioned that several of the dialogues exhibit characteristics that could allow them to be placed in more 
than one chronological period.  My classification assigns these works to the period in which these characteristics 
predominate, while recognizing that there are traits that overlap with works assigned to other periods. 
38 I shall examine these two characters more fully in Appendices 4 and 5.  There is reasonably convincing evidence that 
the central character of the Statesman, for example, does not represent the views of the Elean school of philosophy.  
His position resembles more closely the philosophy of the Academy, if not that of Plato himself.  A similar case can be 
for the Athenian Stranger in the Laws. 
39 As previously noted, Rowe has recently attempted to establish the idea of a Socratic Plato, that is, a Plato whose 
philosophy remains essentially Socratic throughout the corpus.  According to Rowe, Plato's Platonism is grounded in 
the Socratic notion that each individual is capable of determining his own life; a notion which Plato never rejects, but 
employs at the center of all his thought.  See, Rowe, Plato and the Art of Philosophical Writing.  Rowe's views, 
although well-argued and intriguing, perhaps do not give enough credit to Plato's own immense philosophical abilities.  
While it is undoubtedly true to say that Socrates exerted a profound influence on Plato, it is quite another matter to 
claim that this influence was the basis for all of Plato's thought.  In all fairness to Rowe, he does recognize that his 
argument is "inevitably, still a work in progress."  Ibid., viii. 
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misunderstanding.  The position I adopt in regard to the question of authorial voice is summarized 

well by Sedley: "In general I favor the more conservative view, the one which nearly all 

interpreters of Platonic texts since antiquity have reflected in their actual hermeneutic practice, 

that by and large the main speaker in a dialogue can be assumed to be voicing Plato's own beliefs 

and arguments."40  

     The table on pages thirty-three and thirty-four sets out my classification of distinguishing 

methodological, philosophical, and literary characteristics, as well as the assignment of the 

dialogues into early, middle, or late chronological periods.  In order for a dialogue to be assigned 

to a particular period, there must be a correspondence among the dominant philosophical method 

employed in the work, the manner in which a defining philosophical and literary trait is argued, 

and the consequences which are entailed by the arguments, but not, of course, any results that are 

related solely to a work's literary characteristics. 

     There are also two points in respect to the table that must be noted.  First, The dialogues 

enclosed in brackets are works which do not conveniently fit into a single chronological period.  

They may perhaps best be regarded as dialogues sharing in the principal characteristics of more 

than one chronological period.  By way of example, I shall briefly mention three such works, one 

from each period.  The philosophical method of the Charmides employs both the elenchus and the 

method of hypothesis; the former being the usual method of the early-period dialogues, the latter 

being that primarily of the works of the middle period.  On balance, however, the Charmides 

exhibits more traits that allow it to be placed among the early-period dialogues than among those 

of the other two periods.  The Menexenus presents a special case in that its function as an 

epitaphios presupposes that it owes more to the form and content of a funeral oration than to one 

of Plato's philosophical works.  Yet, a close reading of this enigmatic dialogue suggests a relation 

                                                        
40 David Sedley, The Midwife of Platonism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 6. 
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to the Gorgias, as an example of the sort of rhetoric condemned in this work, and a resemblance 

to the rhetoric of Socrates' first speech in the Phaedrus.41  Since the period in which the Gorgias 

should be assigned is itself not without problems, it seems, then, that counting the Menexenus 

among the middle-period works is the least problematic solution.  Although the defining 

characteristics and stylometric evidence of the Theaetetus appear to situate this dialogue among 

the late-period works, Socrates' professions of his own ignorance and his role as the midwife of 

the ideas of others rather than his role as the expositor of his own (or Plato's) philosophy, as well 

the inconclusive ending of the work, suggests that the Theaetetus' inclusion among the late 

compositions is more a matter of convention and convenience than that it actually belongs to this 

period.  There is a uniqueness about the Theaetetus which resists classification. 

    Second, there are dialogues which I do not assign to any chronological period since I consider 

them not to have been written by Plato.  Even though several of these works were considered at 

one time or another to be authentic, contemporary scholars have not reached a consensus for 

admitting them to the Platonic corpus.  An examination of their contents, arguments, 

philosophical methods, and linguistic and stylistic qualities, taken either individually or in 

combination, suggests that these dialogues quite probably are spurious.  Thus, I omit from the list 

the following dialogues: Alcibiades I, Hippias Major, Clitophon.  In addition to these works of 

doubtful authenticity, there are several dialogues that are generally agreed to be inauthentic 

Platonic works, which, of course, do not have a place in the table.  They are: Alcibiades II, 

Hipparchus, Rival Lovers, Theages, Minos, Epinomis, Definitions, On Justice, On Virtue, 

Demodocus, Sisyphus, Halcyon, Eryxias, Axiochus.  Finally, in regard to the Epigrams and 

Epistles I believe it is arguable that some of them, at least, are authentic.  Of this last group of 

works, the one that is the most important for the study of Plato is the Seventh Letter.  Good, but 

                                                        
41 See, Thomas M. Kerch, "Plato's Menexenus: A Paradigm of Rhetorical Flattery," Polis 25, no. 1 (2008). 
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not compelling, arguments have been made both for and against the acceptance or rejection of the 

Seventh Letter as Plato's work.42  Even though the Seventh Letter's exceptional length appears to 

be somewhat odd, stylometric considerations, along with the concordance of Plato's arguments 

with those given in dialogues whose authenticity is beyond question, suggest than the letter may 

have been composed by Plato.43  For the purposes of this project, I accept the letter's authenticity. 

     I should like to make some brief comments on Sections A, B, and C of the table.  The first 

point to discuss are the types of philosophical method employed by Plato.  I begin with the 

question of method because it is the ground upon which Plato constructs his arguments.  Section 

A of the table indicates that the basic methods used by Plato to examine questions of philosophy 

can be divided into three types: dialogues in which the elenchus is the principal method; works 

that employ what has been termed the method of hypothesis; and, finally, a group of writings in 

which the method of division and collection, or diairesis, is predominant.44  I do not mean to 

imply, of course, that any given dialogue restricts itself to the use of any single method; there are 

numerous instances where more than one method is employed in accordance with the  

                                                        
42 Perhaps the most satisfactory analysis of the letter is given by Hackforth.  He concludes the Seventh Letter is 
authentic.  Reginald Hackforth, The Authorship of the Platonic Epistles, reprint ed. (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 
1985), 84-131.  Sayre, too, accepts the authenticity of the Seventh Letter.  In particular, he argues that Plato's disavowal 
of the written word does not imply that Plato never wrote on philosophical subjects.  "What he is disavowing, rather, is 
ever having attempted to put into writing an understanding of philosophy, to which Dionysius and others falsely laid 
claim."  Sayre further argues that this mental state of understanding is consistent with Plato's views in other dialogues, 
especially the Theaetetus and the Phaedrus.  Kenneth M. Sayre, Plato's Literary Garden: How to Read a Platonic 
Dialogue (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Same Press, 1995), 11-12, and 10-21.  Guthrie gives a good summary 
of some of the positions taken by scholars concerning the authenticity of the Seventh Letter. W. K. C. Guthrie, The 
Later Plato and the Academy.  Volume V of A History of Greek Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1978), 399-417. 
43 The Seventh Letter occupies thirty Stephanus pages.  By way of comparison, the Crito takes up twelve pages, the 
Euthyphro fifteen, the Charmides twenty four, and the Apology twenty six.  The Meno, at thirty one pages, is the 
dialogue closest in length to the Seventh Letter.   Although Plato's brief summary of his metaphysics and method may 
appear somewhat out of place, arguably it is necessary for understanding his overall position.  Epistles, 342a3-344c1.  
Hackforth argues that "the philosophical digression is not, properly speaking, irrelevant to the design of the letter."  
Hackforth, The Authorship of the Platonic Epistles, 102. 
44 The standard study of the elenchus is, Gregory Vlastos, "The Socratic Elenchus, " in Oxford Studies in Ancient 
Philosophy 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983).  On the use of the latter methods and their interrelatedness, see, 
Kenneth M. Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969).  It should be noted that in 
Chapter 6, I shall argue that there is a variant form of the method of division and collection; a variant I term the method 
of division and blending. 
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Chronology of Plato's Dialogues Arranged by Defining Characteristics 
 
 

 

A. Philosophical 
      Method 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
B. Defining   
     Philosophical and 
     Literary Traits 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Early Dialogues 

Elenchus 
 
 

Aporia and lack of a 
positive philosophy 

 
 
 
 

Reason and persuasion 
 

Socratic intellectualism 
 
 

Unity of the virtues 
 
 

The good soul cares for 
all the virtues equally 

 
 

Simple model of the 
soul 

 
Philosophy directed 
toward the sensible 

sphere 
 

No theory of Forms 
 
 

Minimal use of myth 
 

No concern with natural 
science 

 
 

No developed political 
philosophy 

 
 
 

No worked-out 
educational system 

 
 

Middle Dialogues 

Method of Hypothesis 
 
 

Arguments designed to 
reach positive 
conclusions 

 
 
 

Dialectic 
 

Attention given to the 
role of bad desires 

 
Four separate principal 

virtues 
 

The soul is balanced in 
harmony 

 
 

Tripartite soul 
 
 

Two-world metaphysics, 
emphasizing the 

supersensible sphere 
 

Fully developed theory 
of Forms 

 
Extensive use of myth 

 
Concern with 
mathematics 

 
 

Fully articulated and 
critiqued political 

philosophy 
 
 

Development of an 
educational system 
favoring the elite 

 

Late Dialogues 

Method of Division and 
Collection 

 
Arguments designed to 

reach positive 
conclusions 

 
 
 

Dialectic 
 

Attempt to blend good 
and bad desires 

 
Emphasis on to metrion 

 
 

The soul knowing what 
is in due measure 

 
 

Multi-part soul 
 
 

Two-world metaphysics, 
emphasizing the 
sensible sphere 

 
Forms present, but not 
extensively relied upon 

 
Selective use of myth 

 
Concern with 

mathematics and natural 
theology 

 
Attempt to work out a 
political philosophy 
applicable to actual 

political practice 
 

Education designed for  
a broader range of 

citizens 
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C. Consequences 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D. Chronological    
     Classification of 
     the dialogues 

Little attention paid to 
the rule of law (the Crito 

excepted) 
 
 

Rule by means of 
individual reason 

 
 

Socrates as main 
protagonist 

 
 
 
 

Somewhat detailed 
dramatic settings and 

individual 
characterization 

 
 
 

Little practicability in 
terms of social and 
political institutions 

 
 
 
 
 

Apology 
Crito 

Laches 
Euthyphro 

Hippias Minor 
Protagoras 

Ion 
[Charmides] 

[Lysis] 
[Gorgias] 
[Meno] 

Justice and law 
grounded in the notion 
of a harmonious state 

and soul 
 

Rule by means of an 
educated elite 

 
 

Socrates and other 
characters more 

dialogically engaged 
 
 
 

Detailed dramatic 
setting and individual 

characterization 
 
 
 
 

Impracticability for  
social and political 

institutions and for most 
individuals 

 
 
 
 

Phaedo 
Republic 

Symposium 
Phaedrus 
Cratylus 

[Euthydemus] 
[Parmenides] 
[Menexenus] 

Emphasis on the 
positively constructed 

rule of law 
 
 

Rule by means of law, 
education, and due 

measure 
 

Substitution of other 
principal protagonists, 
the Elean Visitor, the 

Athenian, and Timaeus, 
in place of Socrates 

 
Less emphasis on the 

dramatic setting and the 
characterization of 

individuals 
 
 
 

Attempt at a greater 
practicability for social 
and political institutions 

and for individuals 
 
 
 
 

[Theaetetus] 
Sophist 

Statesman 
Timaeus 
Critias 

Philebus 
Laws 

 
 

 

 
Table 1 

 
 

requirements of the argument.  In addition to the two methods that are employed in the 

Charmides, there are two additional examples that should be mentioned.  Book I of the Republic 

is quite dependent on the elenchus to counter the arguments of Cephalus, Polemarchus, and 
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Thrasymachus, while in the remaining nine books the method of hypothesis is extensively utilized 

for the purpose of developing Plato's positions.  Similarly, while the method of hypothesis is the 

principal method in the Phaedrus, the method of division and collection is referred to near the 

end of the work as one of the methods for discovering what is true.45 

     The employment of these three philosophical methods leads to two principal results.  The 

dialogues in which the elenchus is the dominant method end in aporiai, and no positive 

philosophical outcomes are possible since the fundamental need to possess a definition remains 

unmet.46  The works utilizing both the method of hypothesis and the method of division and 

collection are able to reach positive conclusions because the former method establishes the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for the truth of a particular proposition, while the latter 

method furnishes the necessary and sufficient conditions for defining what a thing is.  The sort of 

knowledge which results from the use of the methods of hypothesis and division and collection 

permits Plato to set down positively constructed arguments.  Rather than claiming that one 

method is superior to another, or that one in some sense is a development of another, we should 

regard each individual method as the representative philosophical method which corresponds to 

the philosophical characteristics of the chronological period to which they are assigned. 

     We can now turn to a discussion of Section B of the table.  In this section I have laid out a set 

of basic philosophical and literary traits that are representative of the types of concerns one 

encounters in the Platonic corpus.  This set of characteristics should not in any sense be taken to 

be exhaustive, rather it is simply a selection of what should be regarded as several of the more 

distinguishing features of Plato's thought.  The basic  concept of arranging these philosophical 

                                                        
45 Phaedrus, 277b7-8. 
46 The Gorgias presents an exception.  Even though this dialogue concludes with a positively articulated philosophy, 
the elenchus is extensively utilized throughout in the construction of the philosophical arguments, especially in 
Socrates' encounters with Polus and Callicles.  The tension between the use of the elenchus and the Gorgias' positive 
conclusion is one of the reasons why the assignment of this dialogue to the early-period works is problematic. 
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characteristics is indebted to and extends Vlastos' analysis of "the differences between the 

philosophy Plato puts into the mouth of SocratesE upon the one hand, from the philosophy he 

expounds through SocratesM, upon the other."47  Vlastos attempts to distinguish the philosophy of 

Socrates from that of Plato by setting down ten theses designed to illustrate the differences 

between them.  There are, however, two significant differences between my table and the ten 

theses posited by Vlastos.  First, unlike Vlastos it is not my intent to attempt to distinguish the 

philosophy of Socrates from that of Plato.48  A reading both of the Platonic corpus, as well as 

other classical writings about Socrates, suggests that the focus of this study, to; mevtrion,  cannot in 

any sense be attributed to Plato's teacher, and that one is on secure ground in assigning this to 

Plato alone. The differences he finds between SE and SM allow Vlastos to propose a chronological 

arrangement of the dialogues and to point out the perceived development of Plato's thought, at 

least as it is found in the early- and middle-period works.  The second, and perhaps more 

important difference between Vlastos' analysis and my table of characteristics, is that Vlastos 

restricts his set of differences only to a portion of the complete corpus, namely, the dialogues that 

he believes were written during the early and middle parts of Plato's career as a philosopher, 

whereas my treatment of the defining methodological and philosophical characteristics takes into 

consideration the entire Platonic corpus.  It is crucial, I believe, to examine these characteristics in 

respect to all the dialogues since many of these traits show three distinct instantiations which can 

only be articulated adequately by analyzing them in relation to all of Plato's works.49 

                                                        
47 Vlastos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral Philosopher, 47-49.  SocratesE and SocratesM refer, of course, to the Socrates of 
the early- and middle-period dialogues respectively. 
48 Although I think that Vlastos' analysis  of the distinctions between these two philosophers is in general terms correct, 
I nevertheless remain unconvinced, in spite of Aristotle's testimony, that we can ever know with a sufficient degree of 
certainty where Socrates' philosophy leaves off and Plato's begins. 
49 It is well to consider that the fundamental starting point of an analysis of any philosopher ought to take account of 
that thinker's complete oeuvre.  If one is to examine the content of a particular text it is methodologically sound first to 
regard it in light of an author's other works in order to see the manner in which the arguments in a particular work relate 
to the arguments in other works.  There is an unfortunate tendency on the part of those who treat Plato's dialogues 
primarily as literary compositions to interpret a particular dialogue without paying due attention both to similar and 
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     Although the arrangement of the table is straightforward and should require little explanation, 

I would, by way of example, like to comment on two of the defining characteristics in order to 

indicate the manner in which I conceive their chronological classification: the notion of political 

philosophy, and the dramatic setting of the dialogues.  It is worth pointing out once again that the 

location of an individual characteristic in a particular period does not in any way suggest a degree 

of exclusivity with that period.  The distinctions that I have made should be regarded as analytic, 

that is, they are merely a way in which a general sense of order can be imposed on the varied 

sorts of philosophical questions, as well as their literary expressions, that engaged Plato 

throughout his life.  It is principally due to the fact that Plato wrote multiple works on the same 

topic, although frequently emphasizing different aspects or proposing different solutions at 

different times in his philosophical career, that there is a certain overlapping of characteristics 

across the three chronological periods.  It is not possible to argue that, for instance, trait x only 

may be assigned to early period, while in the middle and late periods we find traits y and z but no 

trace of trait x. 

     First, turning to the topic of political philosophy, we find that the dialogues which belong to                                           

the early period contain very little in the way of fully articulated arguments setting out a program 

of political thought.50  To be sure, there is a sense in these Socratic logoi that Socrates strongly 

disapproves of contemporary Athenian political practice, but he never attempts to develop a 

political theory which is designed to correct and replace the faults of Athenian politics.  We need 

only to recall Socrates' statements in the Apology suggesting that the philosopher should not take 

                                                                                                                                                                     
especially dissimilar arguments in the rest of the corpus.  While this sort of methodology may be suitable and lead to 
convincing readings of, say, an individual drama of a playwright, to apply this method in the case of a philosopher runs 
the risk of distorting the overall meaning and purpose of the philosopher's thoughts by mistaking the particular for the 
universal.  
50 I mean by the expression "program of political thought" the sort of theorizing about politics that takes into account 
the individual citizen, the political community, and the kind of institutions that permit both the individual and the 
political community to act in association with each other for the good of the citizen and the good of the polis.  Plato's 
middle- and late-period political philosophy meets this requirement; the Socratic dialogues of the early period do not. 
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part in politics.51  In general, there is an emphasis in this group of dialogues on the individual and 

on the manner in which the individual should care for his or her own soul.52  Only in the loosest 

sense can we say that a well-cared-for soul is the foundation of a well-constituted polity.  There is 

too great a stress on the use of persuasion and  reason in respect to the individual in these works 

that would enable their arguments to be extended to the political institutions and practices of an 

entire political community.  Perhaps the closest Socrates comes to stating any sort of normative 

political philosophy is his argument in the Crito that the laws of the polis must be obeyed if there 

is to be any political and social stability in the state.  Yet, even this very basic requirement for a 

well-organized political community is far removed from the detailed political programs set out in 

some of the middle- and late-period dialogues.   

     In contrast to the dialogues of early period, the middle-period Republic, and both the 

Statesman and the Laws in the late period, present us with a comprehensive treatment political 

philosophy.  In the Republic there is a very detailed political philosophy argued in terms of the 

relation between the parts of the soul and the parts of the polis, the need for the polis to be ruled 

by individuals trained in philosophy, a hierarchy of political regime-types, and the requirement 

that the whole system be grounded in a two-world metaphysics in order for it to function well.  

The Statesman and the Laws present arguments in favor of a political philosophy that I have 

termed practicable.  That is to say, it is a political philosophy that may be more appropriate to the 

way individuals really are and to the manner in which politics is actually practiced.  There is an 

emphasis on expert statesmanship, the rule of law, the role of education, and a lack of the need to 

                                                        
51 Apology, 31c3-32a3.  In this passage Socrates claims that it was his daimonion who held him back from participating 
in politics: "it is necessary for the person who is going to fight on behalf of what is just, if he is to be kept safe even for 
a little time, that he be a private person and not be in public service" (ajnagkaìovn ejsti to;n tw`/ o[nti macouvmenon uJpe;r toù 
dikaivou, kai; eij mevllei oJlivgon crovnon swqhvsesqai, ijdiwteuvein aj;;lla; mh; dhmosieuvein).  There are resonances of this view 
both in the Republic (496a11-e3) and in the Seventh Letter (325c5-326b4). 
52 Among the topics covered in this group of works are, andreia (Laches), sōphrosunē (Charmides), piety (Euthyphro), 
and the teaching of virtue (Protagoras).   
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ground the entire project in metaphysics.53  In sum, then, there are distinctly different emphases 

among the three chronological periods in respect to the articulation of a political philosophy. 

     Second, there is a marked difference in the way the dramatic settings of the dialogues are 

presented.  In the early-period works, Plato, for the most part, indicates where the conversation 

takes place: the law-court in which Socrates was tried (Apology); Socrates' prison cell (Crito); a 

palaestra (Charmides and Lysis); the stoa of the king-archon (Euthyphro); the recollection of a 

conversation at the house of Callias (Protagoras); probably the house of Anytus (Meno); an 

unspecified public place, possibly a gymnasium (Gorgias).  The Laches, Hippias Minor, and the 

Ion have no specified dramatic locations.  But in addition to the settings of the works, there are 

numerous small dramatic touches that help bring the conversations to life; for example, the 

personification of the Laws in the Crito, the very real sense that Socrates is actually addressing 

the jurors in the Apology, and perhaps most dramatically in all these works, the sense of 

excitement and anticipation of the audience that runs throughout the Protagoras.   

     The middle-period dialogues provides us with an even greater sense of dramatic setting and 

characterization.  The settings of these dialogues are memorable, not the least of which are: the 

opening of the Republic, located in the Piraeus at the house of Cephalus; the setting of the 

Symposium in the house of the tragic poet Agathon; the idyllic outdoor location on the banks of 

the Ilisus in the Phaedrus; and the double setting of the Phaedo, the narration by Phaedo to 

Echecrates, presumably in Phlius, of what took place in Socrates' prison cell in Athens on the last 

day of his life.  The dramatic touches in these works are even more pronounced than in the early-

period dialogues.  For example, the frightening roaring of Thrasymachus as he breaks into the 

conversation in Republic I; the details of the conduct of the drinking-party, along with the 

                                                        
53 This description of the political philosophy of the middle and late periods necessarily is brief; since one of the 
purposes of this study is to analyze the political thought of the late-period dialogues in relation to those from the middle 
period, there is little need to discuss in detail their respective characteristics at this time. 
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interruption of the drunken Alcibiades in the Symposium; the depiction of the cicadas singing in 

trees in the Phaedrus; and perhaps the most moving of all the scenes in the Platonic corpus, the 

depiction of Socrates' death in the Phaedo.   

     The dramaturgy of the late-period dialogues is closer to that of the early period than that of the 

middle period, but arguably is distinct from either of these groups.  There is a sense that in this 

group of works both the dramatic setting and dramatic characterizations of the principal 

characters was of less interest to Plato than was the articulation of the philosophical content of the 

dialogues.  Although the conversation reported in the Theaetetus takes place in Athens, the 

dialogue itself occurs in Megara, where  it is a written narrative, read by a slave to Euclides and 

Terpison, recounting a discussion among Socrates, Theodorus, and Theaetetus at the time of 

Socrates' indictment.  Because the conversation is twice-removed from its actual occurrence, 

there is a subdued sense of dramatic impact.54  Both the Sophist and the Statesman continue on 

subsequent days the conversation begun in the Theatetus, although we are not given the 

information if these two dialogues are read by the slave to Euclides and Terpison as well.55  The 

dramatic settings of the Timaeus, Critias, and the Philebus are unspecified.  It is only in the Laws 

that we have a dramatic setting, the island of Crete, that echoes the sort of dramaturgy of the 

early- and middle-period works.  It is also in the Laws that we still find a trace of the sort of 

dramatization encountered in the other two periods, in reference to the few details given to us 

about the Cretan landscape on the walk from Cnossus to the cave of Zeus on Mount Ida.  The few 

dramatic touches of the Laws notwithstanding, it is reasonable to argue that the late-period 

                                                        
54 To make the conversation seem more immediate it is reported in direct speech, rather than recalling the remarks of 
each speaker with an introductory "he said" or "Socrates said".  It is worth noting, too, that this is the only one of 
Plato's dialogues which is a written narrative report read out loud.   
55 There would seem, however, to be nothing standing in the way of regarding both the Sophist and the Statesman as 
being written narratives continuing the one begun in the Theaetetus.  That is to say, it is possible that both of these 
works also are being read out loud by the slave to Terpison and Euclides, or they may simply be the sort of written 
narrative that we encounter in the rest of Plato's dialogues. 
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dialogues show a marked lack of concern with dramatic setting and dramatic characterization.  

This lesser sense of drama can, in the main, be attributed to two principal causes.  First, there is a 

greater degree of monologic exposition of the topic under consideration, and a heightened sense 

that the espousal of the philosophy is of more importance than the manner in which it is literarily 

conveyed.56  Second, the choice of protagonists other than Socrates – the Elean Visitor, Critias, 

Timaeus, and the Athenian Stranger – to articulate the works' philosophical content tends to 

diminish the need for the sort of dramatic characterization that Plato composed in the cases of 

both Socrates and the interlocutors who directly confront him.57  The focus on content rather than 

on form in these dialogues, then, provides an additional distinguishing characteristic for placing 

them among the late-period works. 

     The treatment of political philosophy and dramatic setting which I have just discussed 

illustrates the type of analysis I have employed to separate defining philosophical and literary 

traits into three chronological periods.  As in the case of Plato's philosophical method, I am not 

claiming that the dramaturgy found in any one period is in some sense superior to that in another, 

or that the philosophy of any one period necessarily represents a development over the thoughts 

articulated in the others.  Rather, I think that it is preferable to regard the differences in 

philosophy and dramaturgy as expressions of distinct, and in some sense complementary, 

approaches to particular problems. 

      The penultimate part of the table, Section C, sets out what I consider to be the principal 

consequences entailed by Plato's arguments.  The dialogues assigned to the early period would 
                                                        
56 To give but one example, with the exception of the last line, the whole of Book V of the Laws, some twenty-one 
Stephanus pages, is a monologue delivered by the Athenian.  Similarly, large stretches of other books in this work are 
spoken solely by this character, without the usual opportunity for regular questioning that we find in the rest of the 
corpus. 
57 It could be argued, however, that there was nothing preventing Plato from depicting any of these non-Socratic 
protagonists with the same degree of literary detail that was applied to the characters in the dialogues of the early and 
middle periods.  In response to this, it appears plausible to suggest that Plato's concern in this group of works was 
directed to a greater extent on philosophical content, and to a lesser degree on literary form and dramatic 
characterization.  
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appear to lead to results that have little practicability, at least in terms of a wide range of 

individuals.  The emphasis placed on the use of reason and persuasion, along with the 

problematic notion of Socratic intellectualism, suggest that the proper care of the soul could never 

come to be realized by most people.  The moral psychology in which the arguments are grounded 

appears too simplistic, entirely neglecting the complex influences of emotions, passions, and 

interests as motivating forces on many human beings.  While reason and persuasion may lead 

some to change previously held beliefs, it is not plausible to think that this could be effected on a 

scale necessary to ensure the proper means of existence for the entire community.  Additionally, 

the near lack of any substantial political philosophy indicates that in these dialogues there was 

little concern with the good of the polis as a whole, except only in the sense that if an individual 

could be persuaded to care for his or her soul, then it could be assumed that the political and 

moral good of the community would be taken care of as well.  Finally, the fact that the works end 

in aporiai, the Gorgias excepted, without establishing the definitions required to construct a 

positive philosophy, also strongly suggests that this group of works has very little practicability. 

     In the philosophy of the middle-period dialogues far greater attention is paid to working out in 

detail a type of political and moral philosophy that takes into account many of the aspects that 

were neglected in the early works, as well as considering the application of this philosophy not 

only in terms of the individual but, more importantly, in terms of the whole political community.  

Yet, it is arguable that the philosophy of this group entails a degree of impracticability.58  Stated 

briefly, there are three fundamental problems which suggest that Plato's political philosophy in 

the Republic would not be able to be brought about with any reasonable degree of success.  First, 

his two-world metaphysics is deeply problematic, both in terms of the theory of Forms and in 

                                                        
58 Since the philosophy of this group of works will be discussed at length in Chapters 3 and 4, I shall not make any 
extensive comments concerning it at this point. 
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terms of the manner in which individuals are able to turn themselves toward the Good.  Second, 

the role of education appears to be highly elitist, offering little means to those assigned to the 

producer class, and possibly to the auxiliary class as well, to enable them to apprehend the Good, 

and thus live their lives with a well-harmonized soul.  Third, the rule by philosopher-kings is at 

best impracticable, and at worst very risky.  Both Plato's own attempts to influence political 

affairs in Sicily, and his arguments in Republic VIII and IX on the degeneration of soul- and 

regime-types indicate that both on practical and on theoretical levels rule by a philosopher-king is 

quite difficult to attain and highly undesirable.  In general, the grounding of practical philosophy 

in first philosophy, while offering a conceptually beautiful and elegant solution for the problems 

of how we may best live well as individuals and as members of the political community, entails 

impracticability. 

     Finally, in the works of late period we encounter a philosophy which attempts to arrive at a 

greater degree of practicability.  Plato no longer grounds his practical philosophy in metaphysics, 

education is not as restricted or elitist, and the need for the philosopher-king is no longer retained.  

Instead, the works comprising this group argue in terms that have an appeal and applicability to a 

far wider range of individuals, as well as taking under consideration social and political life as it 

occurs in actual practice.  The greatest and most significant emphases in these dialogues are on 

education, the rule of law, and what is in due measure.  An appropriate understanding and 

application of these three important ideas will enable individuals and communities to live not 

perhaps the theoretically best existence, but an existence which will permit them reasonably to 

care for their souls, individually and collectively.  The arguments and philosophy expounded in 

the late-period dialogues would appear, then, to entail far more practicability than encountered in 

the works of early and middle periods. 
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     I have indicated throughout the previous discussion that I am skeptical in regard to the notion 

of development in Plato's dialogues.  In relation to the Platonic corpus, there are two senses – a 

stronger and a weaker – in which one is able to understand the term development.  First, the term 

development can mean that position A changes to position B, where B replaces A or where A is 

rejected in favor of B.  One also could infer that position B is an improvement over position A.  

For example, it could be argued that the political philosophy of the Republic is rejected and 

replaced by the political philosophy of the Statesman and the Laws; that the philosophy of the 

latter two dialogues is an improvement over that in the former work.  I think that to regard the 

development of Plato's thought in this stronger sense is incorrect.  There is no adequately 

convincing way to demonstrate that Plato regarded his late-period political thought as a 

replacement for, or a rejection of, or an improvement over of the political philosophy of his early 

and middle periods.59  Second, the term development can have the sense that position A is altered 

in position B, where B enhances, or deepens, the views held at A.  This weaker sense of 

development may be considered as analogous to the term evolution in that B has evolved from A 

without either replacing or improving upon the latter.  Another way to put this is that B is a 

recognizable evolution, or development, of A; A functions as the foundation of B.  It may be 

regarded as the natural deepening of one's thoughts about something in light of increased 

knowledge and greater experience.  In the case of Plato, it would appear that his conception of, 

say, sōphrosunē is developed, or evolved, in this manner.  The positions he holds in the 

Charmides, the Republic, and the Laws concerning sōphrosunē are related to each other, but they 

also reflect a deepening consideration of the nature and function of this moral virtue, while 

neither rejecting nor necessarily improving upon any previous version.  In a sense, Plato's views 

                                                        
59 I will argue in Chapter 4 that Bobonich's interpretation of Plato's late-period political philosophy is compromised by 
adopting this sort of notion of development. 
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of sōphrosunē are linked both to his growth as a philosopher and the requirements of the problem 

he is addressing.  In general, I do not wish to argue that some sort of strong development takes 

place across any of the chronological periods, although I do accept and employ the idea that 

Plato's thought developed in the second, weaker sense of the term development.  That is to say, 

that there is a development, or evolution, to his thought that corresponds to an increase in the 

depth of his philosophy.   

     In addition to this view of development, I think that Plato's various views on subjects which 

are treated at different chronological times and in different dialogues should be considered in 

light of the concept of complementarity.  Plato's different approaches to particular problems in 

different periods may be said to complement each other.  The concepts and arguments used to 

examine a problem in a dialogue from one period may be altered in respect to the requirements of 

a work belonging to a different period in accordance with the manner in which the problem ought 

to be considered.  This idea may be made clearer if we examine one particular case; Plato's 

models of the soul.  There appear to be three distinct views articulated about the composition of 

the soul.  In some dialogues we encounter a simple model of a unified soul, in others, the soul is 

regarded as being tripartite, and in others, in turn, the soul appears to be divided into two parts.  

Does this changing view of the parts of the soul suggest development or complementarity on 

Plato's part of the manner in which he conceived the human soul, or do the various soul-types 

indicate that a unified, two-part, tripartite, or even multi-part soul was posited in order to address 

a particular problem?  The strong developmentalist position would argue that Plato's conception 

of the soul altered diachronically from the unified soul encountered in the Socratic dialogues of 

the early period, to the tripartite soul of the middle-period works, to either a bipartite or tripartite 

one in the late writings.  In contrast, the weaker developmentalist position that I am employing 

would suggest that Plato could have utilized any of these three models of the soul at any time in 
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his philosophical career based on the needs of the philosophical problem at hand.  The 

requirements of Plato's moral psychology in the Republic would seem to need a model of at least 

a tripartite soul, while in a dialogue that approaches a moral problem in terms of Socratic 

intellectualism, the model of a unified soul is appropriate.  Rather than objecting that Plato's 

views on the soul are inconsistent and ad hoc, the complexities and differences we find in these 

views may perhaps be better understood if  the various models of the soul are treated as being in 

some sense complementary, reflecting the particular philosophical requirements of the problem 

he was engaged in examining.  In other words, Plato held a core belief about the soul as both a 

cognitive principle and a life-force, but the manner in which he articulated his views are 

dependent upon the context in which they are presented.60 

     There is also a way in which the weak version of development and the concept of 

complementarity are able to work in tandem.  As I shall argue in my analysis of Plato's late-

period political philosophy in subsequent chapters, we find that certain aspects of his thought are 

altered in accordance with the weak version of development, but also that the political program 

set out in the later dialogues complements that of the middle period.  In general, it is implausible 

                                                        
60 In the early Socratic dialogues the fundamental view of the soul is that it is a cognitive principle and a principle of 
moral behavior.  In the middle-period works, especially in the Phaedo and the Republic, Plato begins to view the soul 
in terms of a life-force and noetic principle by which our actions are directed.  In the Timaeus, Phaedrus, Philebus, and 
Laws the notion of a sort of cosmic, or world, soul is developed; a soul that is itself eternally in motion and the source 
of all motion in the cosmos.  Yet, the notion of an individual soul remains.  As the cosmic soul is the source of motion 
for the universe, the individual soul, sharing in and contingent upon the cosmic soul, is the source of motion in the 
body.  Despite the various manifestations and development of Plato's views of the soul, we find in the Laws a sense that 
the soul is still being viewed as some sort of cognitive principle.  The soul has two aspects; a "stronger and better one 
which acts as a master, and a weaker and inferior one that acts as a slave" (ta; me;n ou\n kreivttw kai; ajmeivnw despovzonta, 
ta; de; h{ttw kai; ceivrw doùla).  The individual must learn to respect and honor the master part of the soul which one 
should infer to be similar to the earlier dialogues' reasoning part (logistikon) of the soul.  Thus, it is arguable, that the 
notion of the soul as some sort of cognitive principle is the core of Plato's conception of the soul, while the other 
depictions of the soul develop, in the weaker sense of the term, and complement this fundamental conception.  Laws, 
726a4-5.  Robinson concurs.  He argues that the human soul in the Laws (with the exception of the view of the soul in 
Book X) may be regarded as a noetic principle.  "The view of the soul [as a noetic, or cognitive, principle] just outlined 
can, for all its inadequacies and internal inconsistencies, be roughly described as that single general view running 
through the Gorgias, Meno, Phaedo, Republic, and (in part) Phaedrus: the (noetic) soul is in some way divine, 
precious, worthy of respect, superior to and natural master of the body."  T. M. Robinson, Plato's Psychology, 2nd ed. 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), 146. 
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to suggest that Plato's philosophy did not undergo a deepening in his old age.  Similarly, it is not 

reasonable to argue that the political thought of the Republic is replaced by that of the Statesman 

and the Laws.  It appears that we can make the most sense of all these works if we regard them in 

relation to two principal considerations.  First, the growth of Plato as a philosopher entailed a 

deepening of the manner in which he approached philosophical problems.  We should not expect 

that he held the same views in regard to philosophical methods and characteristics throughout his 

entire life.  These views developed, or evolved, as his career progressed.  Second, in view of the 

complexities of the questions Plato addressed, we should not assume that he posited any one 

definitive answer to these questions.  Rather, it is arguable that at different times in his life he 

attempted to respond to the fundamental questions concerning how we may best live in different 

ways and with different solutions that are complementary. 

     In conclusion, the methodological framework I am advocating offers a way in which the 

Platonic corpus may be interpreted in a more flexible manner, allowing, perhaps, a greater 

understanding of Plato's complex treatments of particular subjects as they are articulated 

diachronically.  There are two advantages to organizing the corpus in terms of philosophical 

method, philosophical and literary traits, and the consequences entailed by the arguments.  First, 

this sort of arrangement lends support to the argument that we are able to posit a reasonable 

chronology for the dialogues by supplementing the stylometric and other techniques that have 

been previously employed for this purpose.  Second, it permits us to view the principal 

characteristics of Plato's philosophy in their entirety, thus enabling us to apprehend the manner in 

which particulars relate to the whole.  Additionally, by interpreting the dialogues in terms of 

weak development and complementarity, we avoid the risk sometimes encountered in the 

methodological approach that claims there to be a development of Plato's thought in the strong 

sense of the term, and which thereby potentially misinterprets the relations among the dialogues, 
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and misunderstands the intent of the arguments.  Even though I do not employ a literary 

methodological framework for my reading of Plato, there is much in these  contemporary 

readings of the dialogues that have illuminated many aspects of Plato's works which may 

otherwise have gone unnoticed.  My approach utilizes a  methodological framework which differs 

from both the strong developmentalist and literary methodologies, but nevertheless attempt to 

maintain a respectful appreciation of their interpretive accomplishments.  Ultimately, of course, it 

should be the goal of any interpreter of Plato, regardless of the methodology employed, not only 

to attain some understanding of what Plato is attempting to teach us, but more importantly, I 

believe, to find what is still relevant in his philosophy and apply it to our current needs. 
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CHAPTER 3 

KNOWLEDGE AND ORDER: 

SŌPHROSUNĒ IN THE CHARMIDES AND REPUBLIC 

 

     In this chapter I would like to examine the central features of Plato's views in regard to the 

virtue of sōphrosunē as presented in two representative dialogues from the early and middle 

periods – the Charmides and the Republic.1  I wish to argue that there is a connection between 

sōphrosunē and to metrion.  It is a connection which suggests that by the time Plato came to 

compose his late-period dialogues, moderation and due measure were regarded as virtually 

synonymous.   Although the principal aim of this study is to investigate the role played by to 

metrion in the political and moral thought of Plato's late works, it would be valuable to consider 

Plato's notion of sōphrosunē in dialogues from other chronological periods.2  By doing so, the 

similarities and differences between Plato's positions on due measure ought to be made apparent.  

To put this in terms of the methodological framework I am utilizing, we should be able to 

determine the complementary manner in which Plato conceived of  sōphrosunē in selected early 

and middle dialogues, before turning in subsequent chapters to a detailed analysis of to; mevtrion 

and its importance for the philosophical method and moral and political thought of the Statesman, 

Philebus, and Laws. 

                                                        
1 It hardly needs mentioning that the term sōphrosunē is virtually untranslatable.  LSJ, for example, defines the term as 
follows: soundness of mind, prudence, discretion, moderation in sensual desires, self-control, temperance, and in a 
political sense, a moderate form of government.  Schofield translates it as "measured judgement," which may perhaps 
be somewhat misleading if "judgement" is construed as a process of reasoning.  It appears that Plato regarded 
sōphrosunē more as the possession of a type of knowledge that results in a particular disposition of character, rather 
than as the result of an active reasoning process which Schofield's phrase suggests.  See, Schofield, Plato, 147. For the 
most part, I prefer to leave sōphrosunē untranslated, although upon occasion I shall simply use the English word 
"moderation".  For an excellent treatment of the concept of sōphrosunē in antiquity, see Helen North, Sophrosyne: Self-
Knowledge and Self-Restraint in Greek Literature (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1966. 
2 The most salient features of Plato's early- and middle-period political philosophy will be examined in the next 
chapter. 
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     I have organized the chapter into two principal sections.  In the first part I analyze Plato's 

treatment of the concept of sōphrosunē in the Charmides.  In this dialogue Plato posits an 

important argument for regarding the epistemological aspect of sōphrosunē, the possession of 

which allows the individual to know what she knows and of what she is ignorant.  It is arguable 

that, even though Plato does not decisively conclude that sōphrosunē is a sort of knowledge of 

knowledge, the epistemic function of sōphrosunē supplies a fundamental underlying element for 

the manner in which Plato conceived what is in due measure and the concept of sōphrosunē in the 

late dialogues.  In the second section I examine Plato's conception of sōphrosunē in the Republic.  

There appear to be two principal senses in which Plato regards this term.  First, it is one of the 

moral virtues which along with wisdom justice, and courage, is necessary to possess if one is to 

live well.  In this sense sōphrosunē is regarded as a sort of order to the soul; the moderate person 

is one who has the soul's parts in balance.  The second sense of sōphrosunē, although it appears to 

be different than the first sense, is not unrelated to it.  Plato seems to view sōphrosunē as a 

position between extremes of excess and deficiency, a blending of disparate elements into a 

combination that shares in both extremes.  To give but one example, this usage of sōphrosunē is 

made clear when we consider that the best form of polis is a mixture of elements both of the "city 

of pigs" (uJẁn povlin) and the "city in fever" (flegmaivnousan povlin).  Kallipolis is theoretically 

founded by blending the austerity of the "city of pigs" with an amelioration of the excess luxuries 

in the "city in fever".  If it is established in this way, a polis will be moderate and "moderately 

managed" (oijkh`/ swfrovnw").3  The Republic's conception of sōphrosunē, in both of these aspects, 

contains fundamental elements that are again encountered in the Statesman, Philebus, and the 

Laws.  

 

                                                        
3 See, Republic, 423a5-6 for the conclusion of this argument. 
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A Knowledge of Knowledge: Sōphrosunē in the Charmides 

     The Charmides presents the reader with a sustained discussion concerning the concept of 

sōphrosunē.4  In this so-called Socratic dialogue Socrates and his two interlocutors, Charmides 

and Critias, attempt to define this concept.5  While Socrates, as usual in this type of dialogue, 

                                                        
4 Hyland offers a rather unorthodox interpretation of this virtue.  He begins by hypothesizing that there are three 
"stances" represented by the Charmides' characters.  (1) Critias and Charmides represent the "stance of mastery", a 
position which claims that reason can master the world.  (2) Chaerephon represents the "stance of submission", a 
position that denies the rationality of values and favors the submission of oneself to one's own culture.  (3)  Socrates 
represents the "stance of interrogation or wonder", a view which concerns the questioning of the world.  Hyland further 
contends that the "stance of interrogation" is Plato's metaphor for philosophy.  Rather than treating sōphrosunē as a 
virtue, Hyland remarks that "we shall discover, as we work through the various 'definitions' of sophrosyne, that this 
virtue becomes not merely an aid to the stance's [that is, the stance of interrogation] preservation, but identical with the 
stance itself.  The Charmides, … is Plato's representation of his conception of philosophy."  Drew Hyland, The Virtue 
of Philosophy: An Interpretation of Plato's Charmides (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1981), 3-17.  After 
analyzing the dialogue in terms of the integration of  its dramatic aspects and philosophical arguments,  Hyland 
believes that he has demonstrated the identity of philosophy with sōphrosunē: "Philosophy, the effort to preserve and 
develop ourselves as best we can be by taking that stance toward the world and toward our fellow humans that keeps us 
responsive to things as they are, with an integrity founded in an understanding of what we are and what we ought to be 
– that is sophrosyne."  Ibid., 148.  Although Hyland's claim is bold and intriguing, it seems to be more of a reflection of 
the author's Heideggerian Weltanschauung than it is of Socrates' and Plato's views on sōphrosunē and virtue in general.  
Perhaps the most serious drawback to Hyland's analysis is that he examines the Charmides and its arguments about 
sōphrosunē apart from the manner in which this virtue is treated in the rest of the corpus.  Plato's arguments about 
sōphrosunē (and to metrion) in works written after the Charmides strongly suggest that sōphrosunē is not a metaphor 
for philosophy as the "stance of interrogation".  Rather, sōphrosunē ought to be regarded as the fundamental virtue in 
which are grounded all of an agent's choices and actions. 
5 The dramatic date of the dialogue is sometime either during or shortly after 432; Socrates has recently returned from 
the military campaign at Potidaea.  The dramatic setting of the work is a palaestra in Athens.  Plato's selection of 
characters is interesting; Charmides was a brother of Plato's mother; Critias was a first cousin both to Charmides and to 
Plato's mother.  Both men were members of the Thirty Tyrants, Critias, of course, being the leader of this aristocratic 
and anti-democratic group.  Kahn interestingly comments: "the choice of these interlocutors permits Plato to elaborate 
on the fame and distinction of his own family and its connection by marriage. … [T]he presence of Critias and 
Charmides serves as a kind of personal signature, superimposed upon the anonymity of the Socratic dialogue form, just 
as the presence of his two brothers as principal interlocutors imprints Plato's signature on the Republic."  One could 
infer from Kahn's remark – as Kahn himself does – that the dialogues in which members of Plato's family make an 
appearance are those in which Plato himself was especially concerned.  One could argue that perhaps in these dialogues 
we have the means of hearing to some extent Plato's voice, or at the very least, have the opportunity to eavesdrop on the 
sort of conversation that might have occurred between Plato and several of his distinguished relatives.  It is also worth 
commenting on the relation between Plato's choice of characters and the subject matter of the dialogue.  One suspects 
that the figures of Charmides and Critias were deliberately employed by Plato to demonstrate the necessity of 
sōphrosunē for political leaders; the necessity of this virtue is placed in high relief by the subsequent immoderate 
political acts of the dialogue's interlocutors.  In other words, the lack of moderation displayed by the historical 
Charmides and Critas may serve as a reminder of the manner in which politics is incorrectly practiced when political 
leaders do not ground their actions in sōphrosunē.  If I am correct in my belief that sōphrosunē  was an important virtue 
for Plato throughout his career, then the combination of Kahn's idea of the relation between the choice of characters and 
the importance of the subject matter and the notion that the immoderate political behavior of Charmides and Critias was 
harmful to the polis provides reasonably convincing evidence in support of my position.  Plato, by making himself 
heard through the characters of Charmides and Critias, as well as by means of an awareness of the harm done to the 
Athenian regime by the actions of these two family members, perhaps is able to present his arguments concerning the 
importance of sōphrosunē more forcefully than if  the Charmides' interlocutors were individuals of less personal and 
historical significance.  See, Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 187. 
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professes that he does not know what sōphrosunē is, both Charmides and Critias believe that it is 

a virtue.  Sōphrosunē is chosen for examination after Socrates argues that since the body cannot 

be cured apart from the soul, because the soul is the source of both health and disease for the 

body, it is necessary first to cure the soul by means of charms (ejpw/dai`"), the result of which is the 

possession by the soul of sōphrosunē.6  Critias remarks to Socrates: "Charmides is thought to 

surpass not only those of his own age in appearance, but also … [in what Socrates has called] 

moderation" (Carmivdh" tẁn hJlikiwtẁn ouj movnon th`/ ijdeva/ dokei` diafevrein, ajlla; kai; ... 

swfrosuvnh").7  Furthermore, Critias claims that Charmides has the reputation for being the most 

moderate (swfronevstato") young man of his age-group.   Socrates replies that, given his lineage, 

it is quite appropriate for Charmides to possess this virtue in the degree that he does.  Socrates is 

led to inquire of Charmides if he "already sufficiently shares in  moderation or is lacking it" 

(iJkanẁ" h[dh swfrosuvnh" metevcein h] ejndeh;" ei\nai)."8  In light of Critias' praise and Socrates' 

questioning, Charmides is at first somewhat embarrassed, for he correctly reasons that if he 

denies possessing sōphrosunē he would be pointing out that Critias was lying (yeudh` ejpideivxw); 

but if he affirms what Critias had said, he would be guilty of "praising himself, and perhaps it will 

appear to be offensive" (ejmauto;n ejpainẁ, i[sw" ejpacqe;" fanei`tai).9  Charmides' response pleases 

Socrates, and the latter is stimulated to pursue the discussion of sōphrosunē in depth. 

     Charmides offers three definitions of the term: (1) to act in an orderly (kosmivw") way and be at 

rest (hJsuch`/), that is, to live according to a certain kind of quietness as one goes about one's daily 

affairs;10 (2) the capacity to make people feel shame (aijscuvnesqai) and be bashful (aijscunthlo;n), 

                                                        
6 The argument is found at 156d1-157c6 of the Charmides. 
7 Charmides, 157d1-3. 
8 Charmides, 158c3-4. 
9 Charmides, 158d3-4. 
10 I do not think that this definition of sōphrosunē suggests a conscious desire to disengage from civic and political 
affairs.  Rather, I believe all that Charmides is suggesting is that we conduct ourselves in a manner which does not give 
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in other words, sōphrosunē is modesty (aijdw;"); (3) doing one's own business (to; ta; eJautou` 

pravttein), that is, minding one's own affairs.11  The first two definitions are apparently 

Charmides' own.  The third definition is one that he has heard mentioned by someone else, who 

turns out to be Critias.  Using the elenchus, Socrates quickly rejects the first two definitions.  It 

appears that the first definition is rejected because the behavior one exhibits in public is an 

insufficient ground for sōphrosunē; the second definition is lacking because the capacity to feel 

shame varies from individual to individual, and thus the virtue of sōphrosunē would not be 

grounded universally.12  Moreover, modesty is not always the best quality for all people in all 

situations.  The third definition, however, presents some kind of enigma (aijnivgmati) since 

Socrates is quite at a loss to know what "doing one's own business" really means.  Socrates' 

puzzlement is curious given that in the Republic justice is defined as "doing one's own business" 

(to; ta; auJtou` pravttein).13  The best way to explain Socrates' unwillingness to pursue this point 

further is to note that in the remainder of the Charmides the focus of the examination is not so 

much on finding a definition of sōphrosunē per se, as it is on the question of the relation between 

sōphrosunē and knowledge. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
offense to others.  The point is more subtly developed at 307a1-d5 in the Statesman.  In this passage the Visitor argues 
that frequently the class of what is gentle (to; th`" hjremaiva") is praised, saying that these things are quiet and moderate 
(hJsucaìav ... kai; swfronikav), and we apply to all these things not the name courage (ajdreiva") but orderliness 
(kosmiovthto").  The opposite qualities are censured.  In other words, according to the views of the Elean Visitor, 
sōphrosunē and quietness do not suggest any sort of civic disengagement more than that they suggest the qualities 
needed by citizens to ensure the health of the polis.  In contrast, Schofield perhaps presses the point too far when he 
argues that "The 'quiet life' had its own political resonances – of aristocratic restraint and decorum. … Plato in the 
Charmides suggests that Critias and Charmides gave it a central place in their ideology if not in their political 
behavior."  See, Schofield, Plato, 24, and on the notion of political engagement in general, 19-30.  While it is possible 
to regard Charmides definition as suggesting a certain decorum in one's interactions with others, it is hard to see the 
actions of the Thirty Tyrants as containing "resonances of aristocratic restraint".  Perhaps the best analysis of hJ hJsuciva 
is, L. B. Carter, The Quiet Athenian (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
11 The definitions are stated respectively at, Charmides, 159b3, 160e3-4, and 161b6. 
12 Part of my analysis of the Charmides owes a debt to Kahn who, in general, gives a fine interpretation of this 
dialogue.  See, Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 183-209. 
13 Republic, 433a8, and 441d7-8.  This raises two intriguing speculative questions.  Is Socrates feigning his puzzlement 
for the sake of the dialogues' subsequent arguments?  Can Socrates' unawareness in the Charmides of the meaning of 
the phrase "doing one's own business" suggest that this dialogue was in fact composed before the Republic?  It does not 
seem to be the case that there is sufficient evidence to answer either of these questions satisfactorily. 
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     Charmides, rather slyly and provocatively, next suggests that perhaps the person who said this 

– Critias – also did not know what it meant.14  This remark has its intended effect; Critias takes 

over the role of interlocutor from Charmides.  Critias emends Charmides' third definition, stating 

that sōphrosunē is "the doing of good things" (th;n ga;r tẁn ajgaqẁn pra`xin).15  Socrates dismisses 

Critias' revised definition by demonstrating that a person could be ignorant in respect to acting 

moderately; one could act in this manner but not know that one in fact possesses sōphrosunē.  

From this point forward, the argument examines the question of knowledge.  Critias responds by 

asserting that  "to know oneself and to be moderate are the same" (to; ga;r Gnẁqi sautovn kai; to; 

Swfrovnei e[stin me;n taujtovn).16  Critias, of course, is linking his definition of sōphrosunē to the 

admonition of the Delphic oracle which he regards, along with the other Delphic maxims – 

"nothing in excess" and "ruin comes from pledges" (tov te Mhde;n a[gan kai; to;  jEgguvh pavra d j 

a[th) – as useful warnings in regard to the manner in which one ought to live.17  At this point in 

the dialogue, Critias is only making the claim that sōphrosunē is self-knowledge, but not that it 

aims at the goal of living well.  Tuckey, referring not only to the Delphic injunction, but also to 

sentiments expressed by Pindar, Aeschylus, Thales, and the Pythagoreans, argues that in general 

Greek thinkers acknowledged "the attainment of self-knowledge was in some sense the crowning 
                                                        
14 Hyland seems to think that the turning over of the conversation to Critias indicates a change from a discussion of the 
"examined life" to a "professional dispute".  "No wonder, then, that Socrates reacts to the definition with an epithet 
hardly appropriate in polite company and with friends: oj [w\] miarev, ('vile pollutor')."  Hyland, The Virtue of 
Philosophy, 75-76.  The word in question is found at Charmides, 161b8.  Hyland is simply incorrect with this 
translation.  There is an idiomatic reading of the term w\ miarev  that means "rogue", "rascal", and the like.  A parallel 
usage is encountered at Phaedrus, 236e4.  This is an excellent example of how in a literary reading the interpreter can 
select a particular meaning of a term to support a presupposition about the way in which one of the dialogue's 
characters should be interpreted.  Hyland presupposes a rather negative view of both Charmides and Critias, and his 
presupposition is bolstered by the manner in which he translates w\ miarev in the most negative possible way.  If he 
translated the term in the sense of "rascal" it would tend to suggest a reading that shows Socrates giving Charmides a 
playful, perhaps somewhat affectionate, rebuke.  It is also difficult to imagine that Charmides and Critias would have 
allowed themselves to be insulted in the manner Hyland indicates, much less continue the conversation with Socrates. 
15 Charmides, 163e10. 
16 Charmides, 164e5-165a1. 
17 We should also note that Critias is connecting his definition not only to the Delphic injunction, but also to Socrates' 
own belief and teaching.  Guthrie remarks: "Thus Critias has presented Socrates with his own doctrine that virtue (or a 
virtue) is knowledge, and even more precisely that sophrosynē is self-knowledge, the doctrine of the first Alcibiades."  
Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 169. 
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achievement of the moral life."18  It does seem, however, that the connection Critias makes with 

the injunctions of the Delphic oracle (as well as Socrates' own teaching) prepares the way for the 

discussion near the end of the Charmides whether the possession of sōphrosunē would entail 

living a good and happy life.  But before this thread of the argument can be considered, Socrates 

first examines what sort of self-knowledge sōphrosunē is. 

     Since sōphrosunē is a kind of knowledge "it would be some kind of knowledge and about 

some kind of thing" (ejpisthvmh ti" a]n ei[h kai; tinov"); it would be knowledge of oneself.19  It is a 

knowledge of knowledge, including a knowledge of ignorance: "To be moderate, moderation and 

knowing oneself are to know what one does know and what one does not know" (to; swfronei`n te 

kai; swfrosuvnh kai; to; eJauto;n aujto;n gignwvskein, to; eijdevnai a} te oi\den kai; a} mh; oi\den).20  It is a 

knowledge of itself and a knowledge of the absence of knowledge.  There is a further link with 

the Delphic injunction "Know Yourself" in the sense that the admonition should be interpreted as 

saying that one ought to know that one's knowledge has a limit; being a human being, one cannot 

have unlimited knowledge.  Kahn points out, correctly I believe, that this "epistemic reading is 

more specifically Socratic; it corresponds exactly to the interpretation given by Socrates in the 

Apology of the oracle that declared no one wiser than he."21  So, at this point in the Charmides, it 

would appear that Plato is attempting to tie together epistemological and practical considerations, 

in the sense that sōphrosunē is treated both as a kind of knowledge and as one of the moral 

virtues, along with traditional Hellenic moral strictures and Socratic teaching.  Further discussion 

of sōphrosunē as a virtue becomes over-shadowed by the emphasis on epistemological concerns 

in the remainder of the dialogue. 
                                                        
18 T. G. Tuckey, Plato's  Charmides (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951), 9. 
19 Charmides, 165c5-7. 
20 Charmides, 167a6-7. 
21 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 191.  Kahn makes the further important observation that at 72a5-7 in the 
Timaeus "it was well-stated long ago that it belongs only to the moderate person to know himself and to do his own 
business" (ajll j eu\ kai; pavlai levgetai to; pravttein kai; gnw`nai tav te auJtoù kai; eJauto;n swvfroni movnw/ proshvkein). 
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     Because Socrates claims that he himself does not know whether this definition is correct or 

not, he directs the conversation toward the examination of two further questions: (1) can one 

know what one knows and does not know, that is, is such knowledge even possible; (2) what is 

the benefit of such knowledge.  The discussion is carried out in terms of whether a thing's faculty 

can have itself as its object by employing analogical examples such as largeness, sound, and 

vision.  There are two steps to the argument.  The first is to state a hypothesis, in reference to 

which, Socrates asks: "Is this knowledge a knowledge of something, and does it possess some 

such faculty so that it is of something?" (e[sti me;n au{th hJ ejpisthvmh tino;" ejpisthvmh, kai; e[cei 

tina; toiauvthn duvnamin w{ste tino;" ei\nai).22  The second is to examine several examples to test the 

validity of the hypothesis, one of which being the example of largeness: "If we find something 

larger that is larger than larger things and than itself  …" (Eij ou\n ti eu{roimen mei`zon, o} tẁn 

meizovnwn ejsti;n mei`zon kai; eJautou` ...).23  Similar examples, drawn from the faculties of hearing 

and sight, follow.  The immediate point of this argument is to attempt to establish the theory that 

"whatever exercises its function in relation to itself will have the character of that to which its 

function is related."24  If this hypothesis is valid, then knowledge would be a knowledge of 

knowledge; knowledge directed toward knowing what one knows and what one does not know 

would assume the character of a reflexive relation to itself, that is to say, it would be self-

knowledge.  More generally, the argument is of great importance in trying to explore the relations 

between relative terms, whether some refer back to themselves (reflexive relation) or whether 

some do not refer  to themselves (non-reflexive relation).25  The argument relies on the manner in 

which Plato treats  the objective and comparative  uses of the genitive case.26  He appears to 

                                                        
22 Charmides, 168b2-3. 
23 Charmides, 168b10-11. 
24 Guthrie, Plato: the Man and His Dialogues, 161. 
25 For a more detailed discussion of this point, see, Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 194-196. 
26 See, Guthrie, Plato: the Man and His Dialogues, 161. 
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regard both uses of the genitive as interchangeable.  Thus, "knowledge of something" (objective 

genitive) is not clearly differentiated from "larger than large things" (genitive of comparison).  

This lack of differentiation entails inconclusive, if not incompatible, results.  By treating the 

objective and comparative genitives as the essentially the same, two results follow.  On the one 

hand, Plato is able to suggest that knowledge perhaps is self-knowledge; knowledge is reflexive.  

In general, therefore, there are some reflexive relations.  On the other hand, the examples of 

largeness, sound, and vision, lead to the conclusion that not all faculties are reflexively related; 

some relations are non-reflexive. 

     Even though Socrates, not to mention Critias, is quite perplexed at the consequences of this 

argument, and is unable to continue the examination of the problem, this section of the 

Charmides is, I believe, highly important philosophically in two respects.  First, it is an 

innovative attempt by Plato to establish the beginnings of a theory of relations.27  Second, it 

leaves open the possibility that there can be a knowledge of knowledge, and if knowledge is 

reflexive, then there is the additional possibility that this self-knowledge may be able to be 

applied to benefit us in our practical affairs.  Indeed, since Socrates cannot examine this question 

further, he turns to a new investigation – what is the benefit of possessing a knowledge of 

knowledge. 

     Socrates begins the next part of the discussion by conceding that self-knowledge is possible.  

If a knowledge of knowledge is possible, "is it any more possible to know what one knows and 

what one does not?" (tiv ma`llon oi|ovn tev ejstin eijdevnai a{ tev ti" oi\de kai; a} mhv;).28   In other 

words, Socrates remains perplexed.  Is knowing what one does and does not know the same as 

                                                        
27 Kahn argues: "We have here the beginnings of technical terminology for the theory of relations, a sample of 
professional philosophy even more advanced than the treatment of extensional relations in the Euthyphro and Meno, 
and a hint, perhaps, as in the Parmenides, of the kind of questions that specialists might be studying in the Academy."  
Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 196.  For his analysis of extensional relations in the Euthyphro and Meno, see, 
Ibid., 172-174. 
28 Charmides, 169d6-7. 



 58 

self-knowledge?  The concession that a knowledge of knowledge is possible is employed by 

Socrates as a presupposition for the next stage of the discussion.  It is worth pointing out that 

Socrates appears to adopt the method of hypothesis at this point in the dialogue.29  He is going to 

assume a hypothesis that seems to agree with the way things are in order to examine what follows 

from the hypothesis.  As Kahn puts it: "So we take for granted, for the moment, that it is possible 

to have reflexive knowledge, including knowledge of self, in order to explore the implications of 

such an assumption."30  The immediate and principal implication of this presupposition is that 

sōphrosunē only entails that one knows, not what one knows: "he will know that he possesses 

some knowledge, but of what, moderation will not make him know" (gnwvsetai, o{ti e[cei tina; 

ejpisthvmhn, o{tou dev ge, hJ swfrosuvnh ouj poihvsei aujto;n gignwvskein).31  Furthermore, one will not 

be able to distinguish an expert from a non-expert who pretends to be a expert.  Using the 

example of a physician, Socrates argues that if sōphrosunē does not allow one to know what he 

both knows and does not know, how would he ever be able to distinguish between a real and false 

physician.  Grounded in the idea that the knowledge of a particular science (hJ ejpisthvmh) is the 

object of that particular science – for example, medicine is the knowledge of health and illness – 

it would seem that one could not know the object of a science of which one does not possess 

knowledge.  Thus, even if one possessed sōphrosunē, but not the science of medicine, one could 

never distinguish the medical knowledge of a person claiming to be a physician.  Conversely, a 

physician possessing knowledge of medicine, but one who does not possess sōphrosunē, would 

be unable to distinguish anyone except another who practices the same craft (oJ oJmovtecno").32 

                                                        
29 The use of the method of hypothesis in the Charmides is but one example of a trait that should make the interpreter 
cautious in assigning this work to the early-period dialogues.  Although the Charmides exhibits many of the 
characteristics of a typical Socratic logos, the methodological and philosophical sophistication underlying this section 
of the work suggests it has much in common with the middle-period works. 
30 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 196. 
31 Charmides, 170d7-9. 
32 The argument is found at Charmides, 170a6-171c10. 
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     Kahn, along with other scholars, has pointed out that this argument presents a very serious 

difficulty for Socratic philosophy. If one cannot distinguish between, say, the true and false 

physician, how is it possible for Socrates to go about examining the knowledge of others?33  Kahn 

comments: "So in general if temperance is knowledge-of-knowledge alone, it will not equip 

someone to distinguish experts from false pretenders in any field, unless the temperate person 

happens also to be an expert in that field himself."34  The main point of Kahn's argument is that in 

the Charmides Plato is engaging in a critique of Socrates' profession of ignorance.35  There surely 

would be little reason for Socrates to examine others continually in respect to their knowledge if, 

at bottom, Socrates was incapable of distinguishing, at least to some degree, whether or not the 

responses of his interlocutors were true or false in relation to the knowledge or lack of knowledge 

possessed by Socrates in respect the object of knowledge possessed by the person he was 

questioning.  To put it simply: "Can one judge competence in a technē that one does not 

possess?"36  The argument in the Charmides, then, casts grave doubt on the Socratic tiv e[sti 

question in terms of both practical and moral expertise.  Yet, even though Socrates professes 

ignorance, his masterly use of the elenchus in demonstrating the weaknesses of his interlocutors' 

arguments suggests that Socratic ignorance may not appear to be as simple and complete as 

Socrates leads his interlocutors to believe.  At the very least, of course, Socrates knows that he 
                                                        
33 See, Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 197-203; Gabriela Roxana Carone, "Socrates' Human Wisdom and 
Sophrosune in Charmides 164c ff," Ancient Philosophy 18, no. 2 (1998); Hugh H. Benson, "A Note on Socratic Self-
Knowledge in the Charmides," Ancient Philosophy 23, no. 1 (2003).   
34 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 197.   
35 The principal issue is the tension between Socrates' claims at 21b6-22e6 of the Apology that he went about 
examining those who thought themselves to be wise and the potential impossibility of knowing what one knows in the 
Charmides.  In addition to Kahn's interpretation, Vlastos appears to reject the Charmides' arguments; Socrates 
examines Critias' claim that sōphrosunē is a knowledge of knowledge "only because it was proposed as (an 
unacceptable) definiens of sōphrosunē."  Vlastos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral Philosopher, n. 12, 47-48.  Carone 
recognizes the difficulty of the tension between the Apology and the Charmides, but argues that the arguments of the 
latter dialogue "do not have to be seen as decisive, and are susceptible of resolution within the Socratic framework."  
Carone, "Socrates' Human Wisdom," 276.  Finally, Benson concludes his analysis with the statement that "the 
Charmides' arguments concerning self-knowledge do not repudiate the Socratic mission of uncovering his and others' 
ignorance, at least insofar as we understand that mission as requiring only the ability to recognize ignorance."  Benson, 
"A Note on Socratic Self-knowledge," 46. 
36 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 200 
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does not know.  Kahn's analysis suggests that Socrates did possess at the very least knowledge of 

good and evil.37  Tuckey regards the purpose of this section of the dialogue as articulating the 

logical problems entailed by the notion of a knowledge of knowledge.  "Once certain logical 

difficulties have been discerned, and the ground has been cleared to some extent … Plato brings 

the moral aspect of the problem to the front."38  Not surprisingly, then, the remainder of the 

Charmides examines sōphrosunē in relation to moral philosophy. 

     Setting aside the definition that sōphrosunē is a knowledge of knowledge, Socrates questions 

Critias: "What would be the benefit for us from moderation if it were of this sort?" (Tiv" ... wjfeliva 

hJmi`n e[ti a]n ei[h ajpo; th`" swfrosuvnh" toiauvth" ou[sh").39  Would the possession of sōphrosunē 

lead to well-managed households and well-governed poleis, with individuals performing the 

functions for which they had knowledge and handing over those tasks for which they did not 

possess knowledge to those who do?40  After once again granting that they should assume the 

proposition that it is possible to know what one knows and does not know, and after framing his 

argument as if it had been given to him in a dream, Socrates concludes that such a specialized 

system of the division of labor would not be beneficial.  They have not yet learned whether "by 

acting knowledgeably we would fare well and live happily" (o{ti d j ejpisthmovnw" a]n pravttonte" 

                                                        
37 Much of Kahn's analysis involves the relation between first-order knowledge (the knowledge one possesses in 
respect to a particular science) and second-order knowledge (a knowledge of knowledge).  He argues that 170a-171c of 
the Charmides implies that, despite his protestations to the contrary, Socrates did indeed possess the necessary first-
order knowledge, especially in regard to virtue and knowing how to live well.  Furthermore, Kahn appears to regard 
Plato's critique of Socratic ignorance as a necessary step toward the establishment of Platonic epistemology and 
metaphysics.  By questioning Socratic self-knowledge in the sense of knowing what one knows and does not know, 
Plato must surely have expected an answer.  "The answer is not, of course, intended to imply that Socrates historically 
possessed such knowledge.  Rather, Plato's own theory can be seen as his attempt to provide for the world, and for 
himself, a coherent account of what kind of knowledge would be required for full competence in the search for moral 
wisdom that Socrates had begun." Ibid., 202-203. 
38 Tuckey, Plato's  Charmides, 73. 
39 Charmides, 171d1-2. 
40 It is instructive to note the similarity to the Republic's division of labor according to functional specialization.  But 
unlike the Republic, the Charmides rejects the notion of the specialized division of labor, in part because of the 
inconclusive argument attempting to define sōphrosunē as knowledge of knowledge, and in part because it is doubtful 
that such specialization would do any good for humanity (Charmides, 173a1).  This second reason clearly is at odds 
with Plato's theory of justice in the Republic, where each part of the polis and each part of the soul is assigned its 
special function.  Also see, Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 203-205. 
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eu\ a]n pravttoimen kai; eujdaimonoi`men).41  While there may be some material benefits, such as 

having better health  because the physician would be acting in accordance with the expert 

knowledge of medicine, or having better material goods made by expert craftsmen, and since we 

would be dealing with knowledgeable persons we could never be deceived, there would still 

remain a lack of what is perhaps the most important knowledge of all, a lack of the kind of 

knowledge that brings us happiness. 

     Although Critias thinks that knowledge is necessary for happiness, it is not any sort of 

specialized, or expert, knowledge directed toward a material object.  Eventually, Socrates deduces 

from Critias' responses that: "It was not living knowledgeably that makes us fare well and live 

happily, nor possessing the rest of the kinds of knowledge altogether, but only the possession of 

this one [kind of knowledge], the one that is concerned with good and evil" (ouj to; ejpisthmovnw" 

h\n zh`n to; eu\ pravttein te kai; eujdaimonei`n poiou`n, oujde; sumpasẁn tẁn a[llwn ejpisthmẁn, ajlla; 

mia`" ou[sh" tauvth" movnon th`" peri; to; ajgaqovn te kai; kakovn).42  So, in order to live well it is 

necessary that we possess the sort of moral knowledge that enables us to distinguish good from 

evil.  Sōphrosunē, defined as a knowledge of knowledge, would not in this sense be beneficial.  

Socrates, although apparently misled by Critias' definition, concludes: "It seems, at least, that this 

[knowledge] is not moderation, rather it is one whose function is to benefit us.  For it is not a 

knowledge of knowledge or of the lack of knowledge, but [it is a knowledge] of good and evil." 

(Oujc au{th dev ge, wJ" e[oiken, ejsti;n hJ swfrosuvnh, ajll j h|" e[rgon ejsti;n to; wjfelei`n hJma`".  Ouj 

                                                        
41 Charmides, 173d3-5. 
42 Charmides, 174b12-c3.  It should be pointed out how quickly Plato directs the argument from the epistemological 
domain to the political domain, before turning to considerations of moral philosophy.  While it may appear that on the 
surface Plato seems undecided whether or not sōphrosunē is an epistemological or practical quality, the examination of 
sōphrosunē in relation to epistemology, politics, and ethics rather more reflects the idea that moderation is a complex 
quality, or virtue, grounded in self-knowledge as the foundation for knowing what is both the correct and incorrect 
ways in which the individual is able to live as a morally responsible agent and the polis is able to be governed well.  
The results of these practical applications of sōphrosunē are that both the individual and the political community live 
well and happily. 
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ga;r ejpisthmẁn ge kai; ajnepisthmosunẁn hJ ejpisthvmh ejsti;n, ajlla; ajgaqou` te kai; kakou`).43  

Socrates is quite disconcerted by the conclusion that sōphrosunē is not beneficial, believing that 

"moderation is some great good, and if you possess it, you are blessed (ejpei; thvn ge swfrosuvnhn 

mevga ti ajgaqo;n ei\nai, kai; ei[per ge e[cei" aujtov, makavrion ei\naiv se)."44  Even after conceding the 

possibility of a knowledge of knowledge that could know the objects of the other kinds of 

knowledge, so that the person possessing sōphrosunē would know what he knows and does not 

know, the discussion concludes with a profound and disturbing paradox: there is no practical 

value to sōphrosunē since it is not the knowledge of good and evil.  The Charmides ends with all 

three characters – Socrates, Charmides, and Critias – in a state of puzzlement.  The conclusion of 

the dialogue implies that Charmides does not possess sōphrosunē, since in order to be a sōphrōn 

one must know that one possesses sōphrosunē.45  Yet, Charmides, even though he himself does 

not possess sōphrosunē and both Socrates and Critias are unable to define sōphrosunē, readily 

agrees to submit himself to being further charmed and instructed by Socrates.46 

     In view of the fact that the Charmides treats questions of epistemology, political, and moral 

philosophy, and attempts to discover the definition of the term sōphrosunē, while appearing to 

                                                        
43 Charmides, 174d3-6. 
44 Charmides, 175e5-176a1. 
45 See, Tuckey, Plato's  Charmides, 90. 
46 The suggestion that Socrates is "to charm" (ejpav/dein) Charmides refers back to the beginning of the dialogue to the 
passage (156d3-6) in which Socrates relates that he learned from a Thracian physician of a charm for treating both a 
part and the whole together.  This Thracian charm is also referred to a the end of the work (175e2-5) when Socrates 
mentions that he would be very troubled if after taking the time to learn this charm it should end up being worthless.  It 
is also interesting to note that Critias and Charmides plot to enlist Socrates' further assistance, warning him that he had 
better take counsel how he will respond to their demand, because, if necessary, they will use force against him.  
Socrates replies that taking counsel is useless because no one can oppose them when they use force.  These remarks are 
somewhat disturbing, and there appears to be two ways in which they might be explained.  On the one hand, given 
Charmides' and Critias' roles as members of the Thirty Tyrants, one cannot help but wonder if Plato is indulging 
himself in a subtle, but pointed, criticism of his two relatives.  On the other hand, perhaps the reference to using force 
may be more benignly interpreted in the sense that the force of Critias' and Charmides' aristocratic natures would 
prevent anyone from being able to offer them opposition.  The latter reading is preferable, I think, in light of the 
manner in which Plato portrays both Critias' and Charmides' characters in this dialogue.  There is an echo of the idea of 
using force in order to persuade Socrates to engage in, or continue, a discussion in the Republic.  It is found in the 
passage at the beginning of this dialogue where Polemarchus suggests that  unless Socrates proves to be stronger 
(kreivttou" gevnesqe), Polemarchus has enough companions with him to be able to make Socrates remain in the Piraeus.  
See, Republic, 327c7-9. 
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follow the course of a typical Socratic logos, but while simultaneously seeking to critique certain 

Socratic notions and introduce non-Socratic concepts, we must ask the following: What, then, is 

the purpose of the Charmides?   Taylor concludes: "The purpose of the dialogue is to show that 

serious examination of the implications of the current conceptions of sophrosyne conducts us 

straight to the two famous Socratic 'paradoxes' of the unity of virtue and its identity with 

knowledge of good."47  Guthrie argues that Plato is beginning the process of questioning and 

exploring the philosophical implications of Socratic philosophy in light of his own growth as an 

independent thinker, especially in respect to epistemological problems.  "We see the first stirrings 

of the intellectual curiosity which led him later on, in the Theaetetus and Sophist, to look for the 

essence of knowledge itself, its relation to sensation and opinion, the possibility of error and 

related questions.  He will found the study of epistemology, but not here."48  Both of these 

scholars, I think, are only partially correct.   

     There is no  doubt that in the Charmides Plato is in some manner questioning the 

epistemological foundation of Socratic philosophy, as well as the consequences entailed by this 

foundation.  There must be a defensible epistemological basis if one is to attempt to construct any 

sort of normative practical philosophy.  To put this another way, any practical philosophy that 

hopes to be taken seriously needs to be grounded in a theory of knowledge; Socratic 

epistemology, if indeed there be any such theory of knowledge evidenced in the Socratic logoi, is 

quite deficient as the ground for political and moral philosophy.49  Yet, despite the correctness of 

Taylor's and Guthrie's  conclusions, there appears to be even more taking place in the Charmides 

than merely epistemological considerations. 

                                                        
47 Taylor, Plato, 57. 
48 Guthrie, Plato: the Man and His Dialogues, 174. 
49 This is an point that was not lost on philosophers such as Aristotle and Kant.  Aristotle's epistemology is the 
foundation for his moral philosophy which, in turn, is the necessary basis for his political thought.   Similarly, Kant's 
Critique of Practical Reason is unworkable without his first Critique. 
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     Penner has given a complex analysis demonstrating that the arguments in the Charmides, 

when taken together with the examination of courage (hJ ajndreiva) in the Laches, suggest that the 

purpose of these two dialogues is to offer arguments in favor of the unity of the virtues.  The 

knowledge of good and evil forms the foundation of the moral knowledge necessary for Plato's 

political philosophy.  Penner's examination concludes: "… this knowledge is, in germ, the 

political art of the Euthydemus and Republic."50  Penner is correct in viewing the Charmides as 

containing more than simply epistemological investigations.  There is a sense, encountered 

elsewhere in Plato, that even if a discussion does not appear immediately relevant to the 

fundamental question of how we may best live, we run the risk of under-reading Plato if we 

neglect the fact that his philosophy has practicability as its goal.51   

     More strongly than Penner, Kahn and Schofield emphasize that there is a political dimension 

to the Charmides.  Schofield argues that knowledge which is beneficial is knowledge directed 

toward knowing what is good and evil.  "The extent and complexity of Plato's treatment of this 

notion of an architectonic knowledge can hardly be explained except as evidence of his own 

absorption in its possibilities, including in due course its political possibilities."52  In Kahn's view 

the conclusion of the Charmides is entailed by three premises: (1) knowledge must have a non-

                                                        
50 Terry Penner, "The Unity of Virtue," in Plato 2: Ethics, Politics, Religion, and the Soul, ed. Gail Fine (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999).  Penner's formulation, slightly rearranged for the sake of this footnote, runs: 
"Temperance = the science of good and evil; temperance = the science which makes all other sciences beneficial; 
temperance = the science of making oneself and others happy; temperance = the science of ruling a city or household."  
For the quotation above and the formula, see, Ibid., 102. 
51 Another example, which I shall discuss at length in a subsequent chapter, is the relation between philosophical 
method and its practicable application in the Statesman.  While it is possible to read this work as the exposition of the 
method of division and collection, it seems clear that Plato has more in mind in this work by including a discussion of 
the role of the expert statesman.  Method is examined in order to prepare the ground for practicable considerations.    In 
other words, like in the Charmides, theory is examined first, then it is applied to questions of politics and ethics. 
52 Schofield, Plato, 149.  By the term "architectonic", Schofield appears to suggest the sort of knowledge that is 
directing or controlling.  He sums up his analysis of the Charmides, stating: "Plato signals his attraction to the idea of 
an architectonic form of knowledge as the basis for good government that will produce general happiness."  Ibid., 154.  
Although Schofield does not explicitly say so, it seems that he  has in mind a connection between the epistemological 
arguments of the Charmides and the definition of the expert statesman in the Statesman.  There is, I believe, a 
fundamental and complementary association between the knowledge of knowledge in the Charmides and the sort of 
knowledge required not only by the expert in the Statesman, but also between the Charmides' concept of sōphrosunē  
and that encountered in the Laws. 
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reflexive object; (2) the most beneficial knowledge will have as its object good and evil; (3) the 

knowledge of good and evil will allow for individual and communal happiness.  "In short, if such 

knowledge is to be fully beneficial, it must exercise political power."53  Notomi attempts to argue 

that there was a very specific purpose to the Charmides, namely, to overcome Critias' political 

ideology and to refute the sort of politics practiced by the Thirty Tyrants.  After setting out the 

political ideology of the Thirty Tyrants, he analyzes the philosophical dimensions of what is 

termed the "evil" of Critias, concluding his argument with the following observation: "In this 

way, the collapse of Critias' political project, and the inadequacy of his political beliefs, became 

the starting points of Plato's philosophy of politics."54  Notomi, I believe, while offering a 

interesting analysis of the Charmides which properly recognizes that this dialogue is more than an 

exercise in epistemological theory, overstates his case.  In addition to the remarks I made earlier 

concerning Critias, the fact that it is Critias himself who introduces the definition of sōphrosunē 

as a sort of moral knowledge, suggests that Plato was not attempting to overcome Critias in this 

dialogue.  If anything, it is perhaps more plausible to suggest that Plato was trying to display 

Critias in a better light than his role as the leader of the Thirty Tyrants warranted. 

     Another interpretation of the Charmides that attempts to regard Socrates' interlocutors in a 

negative manner is made by Mara, who, arguing in the context of the collapse of "political 

sōphrosynē", views both Charmides and Critias as exemplifying a corrupt form of sōphrosunē.  

He argues that Charmides readily accepts Socrates' refutation of the first two definitions of 

sōphrosunē because Charmides "has so little real regard for quietness or modesty."55   In regard to 

the third definition, Charmides hands over its defense to Critias because Charmides apparently 

                                                        
53 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 183. 
54 Noburu Notomi, "Critias and the Origin of Plato's Political Philosophy," in Plato: Euthydemus, Lysis, Charmides: 
Proceedings of the V Symposium Platonicum, ed. Thomas M. Robinson and Luc Brisson (Sankt Augustin: Academia 
Verlag, 2000), 250. 
55 Gerald M. Mara, Socrates' Discursive Democracy (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1997), 96. 
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lacks the ability to defend it himself.  Mara concludes his analysis by commenting: "Charmides 

thus lacks the sōphrosynē which would make his soul healthy.  His propensity for being led 

suggests the need for guidance.  However, his current guardian is Critias, someone who is 

eventually shown to be even more deficient in sōphrosunē."56  Mara's reading is plausible, but 

only, I think, within the context of a political reading of the dialogue.  His interpretation appears 

correct only if one accepts two premises on which his reading is constructed.  First, Mara 

presupposes that the natures of both Charmides and Critias as depicted in the Charmides are 

similar, if not identical, with the actions of these two men as members of the Thirty Tyrants.57  

Second, there is the assumption that the Republic's portrayal of the tyrannical soul "is virtually 

defined by the absence of political sōphrosynē."58  It is not entirely clear, however, that these 

premises are correct.  In regard to the first premise, we have no reliable way of determining 

whether Plato's depiction of Charmides and Critias is accurate, or whether their natures remained 

unchanged between the dramatic date of the dialogue and their rule as members of the Thirty 

Tyrants.  In regard to the second premise, it is arguable that far more than simply "the absence of 

political sōphrosynē" goes into the formation of the tyrant's soul.  Nor can we state with any 

degree of certainty that Plato had his two relatives in mind when he depicted the nature of the 

tyrannical soul in the Republic.  Indeed, given that the tyrannical soul develops out of the 

democratic soul, one wonders how one can connect Charmides and Critias, both of whose natures 

were surely aristocratic, with the formation of the tyrannical soul-type in the Republic.  Finally, 

by restricting his analysis primarily to the political implications of the Charmides, Mara neglects 

important epistemological aspects of the dialogue, especially in the manner in which a certain 

                                                        
56 Ibid., 97. 
57 In all fairness, Mara does comment on this issue, but concludes: "In general, I am more inclined than Carter to see a 
continuity between the behavior of Charmides and Critias in the dialogue and their later careers."  Unfortunately, Mara 
does not sufficiently establish why he believes this is the case.  See, Ibid., n. 55, 280. 
58 Ibid., 95.  
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type of knowledge is necessary prior to making practicable moral and political claims.  In other 

words, while Mara's exegesis does reveal a provocative political dimension to the dialogue, it 

does not do full justice to the equally important philosophical aspects of the Charmides. 

     In conclusion, the concept of sōphrosunē in the Charmides suggests both theoretical and 

practicable dimensions.  In respect to theoretical considerations there are important notions for 

the study of epistemology, especially in regard to reflexive and non-reflexive knowledge.  More 

importantly, perhaps, is the idea that moral knowledge must be directed toward the object of 

living well, without which neither the individual nor the political community can flourish.  

Additionally, we encounter in this dialogue an attempt to ground practical philosophy in a theory 

of knowledge.  To state this in a somewhat different way, there is a need for theoretical 

philosophy to support the claims of practical philosophy.  We cannot make normative claims 

about the manner in which we ought to live unless there is a defensible epistemological basis for 

our claims.  Despite the fact that the Charmides ends in an aporia, we can nevertheless 

reasonably conclude that, for Plato, the possession of sōphrosunē was epistemologically and 

practicably related to the ability determine standards of correct and incorrect behavior if we wish 

to live as morally responsible agents and good citizens.  A related view is reached by North, who 

concludes her analysis of the Charmides by arguing that Plato "has brought sophrosyne [sic] 

within the orbit of the two concepts most important for the Socratic approach to virtue: epistêmê 

and technê."59  The concern with sōphrosunē regarded in this twofold way lies not only at the 

core of the Charmides, but continually reappears in Plato's political philosophy as the virtue 

which is necessary for living well.  

                                                        
59 North, Sophrosyne, 158.  North also correctly notes that in the Charmides Plato does not attempt to link sōphrosunē 
with the "control of the appetites and passions", a position that Plato adopts in the middle- and late-period dialogues.  
She writes: "In later dialogues, as Plato moves away from the Socratic position, he becomes increasingly interested in 
sophrosyne as the means of controlling the irrational in man, and in the last of his works, the Laws, this conception of 
sophrosyne is completely victorious."  Ibid., 158. 
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A Kind of Order: Sōphrosunē in the Republic 

     I remarked at the beginning of this chapter that sōphrosunē is manifested in two forms in the 

Republic: (1) as one of the four principal moral virtues whose possession is necessary if one is to 

hold the soul in a harmonious balance for the sake of living well; (2) as some sort of capacity of 

the soul which enables one to determine an end (be it a state of the soul, a material object, or the 

outcome of a process) that appears to blend together opposite elements into a mixture which 

partakes in both opposites.  It is to the Republic's conceptions of sōphrosunē that I now turn my 

attention. 

     The initial discussion of sōphrosunē commences in Book III of the Republic, although there is 

a passing reference made in respect to it by Adeimantus in Book II, where he comments that in 

contrast to licentiousness (ajkolasiva) and injustice (ajdikiva) "both moderation and justice are fine 

things, yet they are difficult and laborious" (kalo;n me;n hJ swfrosuvnh te kai; dikaiosuvnh, calepo;n 

mevntoi kai; ejpivponon).60  I cannot agree with Rosen who claims that the concept of sōphrosunē is 

to be found in the speech of Cephalus.  Even though Rosen does concede the fact that the term 

sōphrosunē is not used in this speech, he asserts that "we can take this speech to be an 

endorsement of temperance."61  Cephalus' speech is concerned primarily with a conventional 

view of justice, not sōphrosunē.  It is an opinion in respect to justice that must first be stated and 

refuted before Socrates can embark on a more philosophically grounded discussion of justice; a 

discussion which eventually links dikaiosunē with sōphrosunē.  In fact, Cephalus seems more 

concerned in old age with his not having committed many injustices, which is far different than 

saying he acted throughout his life with justice and moderation.  Rosen himself appears to 

undermine his argument when he sums up Cephalus' character as being "a moderate hedonist who 

                                                        
60 Republic, 364a2-3. 
61 Stanley Rosen, Plato's Republic: A Study (New Haven CT: Yale University Press, 2005), 26. 



 69 

spends within his means."62  Unless one is willing to argue that Plato's conception of sōphrosunē, 

as it is developed in the Republic, is connected with some sort of hedonistic moral philosophy, 

then it is incorrect to agree with Rosen's conclusion that Cephalus is an advocate for the 

conception of sōphrosunē articulated in this dialogue, or for that matter in the entire Platonic 

corpus.63   

      When we turn to examine sōphrosunē as a moral virtue we find that Plato has given us two 

distinct, but related, views.  First, it is regarded in the Republic as the virtue whose most 

important aspect is to enable most people "to be obedient to the rulers, and ruling themselves in 

regard to the pleasure of drink, sex, and food" (ajrcovntwn me;n uJphkovou" ei\nai, aujtou" de; a[rconta" 

tẁn peri; povtou" kai; ajfrodivsia kai; peri; ejdwda;" hJdonẁn).64  Sōphrosunē is employed in this 

passage as a virtue reflecting the popular conception of moderation as something that holds one 

back from doing something.  In other words, it is related to the Delphi maxim "nothing in 

excess".65  Three literary examples, drawn from the Iliad, are used by Socrates to illustrate the 

sort of words spoken by the many which are either in accord with or in opposition to the proper 

relations between rulers and ruled.66  Annas notes that this view of "moderation  is connected 

with the avoidance of excess and vulgarity, and with polite and deferential behaviour."67  

Additionally, Adam is correct in interpreting Plato's use of sōphrosunē in this passage as 

                                                        
62 Ibid., 29. 
63 Of course, there could be a weaker reading of Cephalus' supposed endorsement of sōphrosunē.  If the speech of 
Cephalus implies moderation, then it could only be the sort of moderation held in the popular imagination.  A view of 
sōphrosunē that regards it simply as not doing anything in excess is an opinion about moderation which Plato addresses 
in Book III.  The standard account of a hedonist Platonic moral philosophy is, Terrence Irwin, Plato's Ethics (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1995). 
64 Republic, 389e1-2. 
65 Dover has argued that, in general, there is a tendency in Greek popular morality "to distinguish between 'negative' 
virtue, which restrains one from doing wrong, and the 'positive' virtue shown in achievement."  K. J. Dover, Greek 
Popular Morality in the Time of Plato and Aristotle (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1994), 67. 
66 Even though Plato is generally opposed to poetic imitation, he does allow for imitation when good individuals are 
depicted in literary narrative.  "… when a moderate man (mevtrio" ajnhvr) comes upon some speech or action in the 
narrative of a good man, he will wish to report them as if he himself was that man (wJ" aujto;" w] ejkeìno") …"  Republic, 
396c6-8. 
67 Julia Annas, An Introduction to Plato's Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 115. 
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"warning us not to regard his account of swfrosuvnh here as scientifically accurate and 

complete. It is the most obvious and conspicuous aspects of self-control which poets should 

chiefly impress upon the multitude, and to these Plato confines his attention."68   This 

discussion of sōphrosunē,  which certainly is not Plato's complete view of the matter, should 

perhaps be considered apart from Plato's treatment of this virtue in Book IV of the Republic, 

although it provides the foundation for what is to come later in the work.  It is common practice 

for Plato to examine popularly held opinions before proceeding to argue in favor of his own 

conceptions.   

     The second conception of sōphrosunē as a moral virtue in the Republic, and the one that, I 

believe, expresses Plato's own view, is the idea of sōphrosunē linked to a form of self-knowledge.  

It is by knowing what is good and evil that we are able to determine the appropriate course of 

action.  Again, in the words of Annas: " moderation … is thought of as knowing one's place, 

having a correct idea of who you are and what is due to and appropriate for your position."69  The 

notion of "knowing one's place" is fundamentally important for the way in which Plato sets up his 

argument in respect to the relations between the classes in the polis and the parts of the soul in the 

individual.  It is the possession of sōphrosunē that allows the agreement of the citizens in respect 

to whom their rulers ought to be, as well as entailing the self-knowledge on the part of the 

citizens that those who do not rule are not fit to rule.  Adam, too, argues in favor of this reading:  

"our citizens are in accord with one another as to who shall rule and who shall be ruled, so 

that Temperance is present in both ruled and rulers, pervading the whole city through and 

through and rendering it accordant with itself.  We may define Temperance as accord 

                                                        
68 James Adam,  The Republic of Plato (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1902), 138.   While not specifically 
referring to Plato, Dover, too, notes that there was a fluid conception in regard to the meaning of sōphrosunē in the 
popular imagination.  Indeed, it is arguable that Plato's purpose in treating this virtue at such length in several dialogues 
was to establish a precise definition of the term.  See, Dover, Greek Popular Morality, 68. 
69 Annas, Introduction, 115. 
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between the naturally better and the naturally worse, on the question which of them should 

rule."70  As we have seen in the previous section, Plato argued in the Charmides that in some 

sense sōphrosunē is the knowledge of good and evil.  In the Republic, this conception is further 

developed by Plato to encompass both the harmony of the individual soul and the concord of the 

political community.  The connection between the epistemological and practicable aspects of 

sōphrosunē which was left unresolved in the Charmides, appear more plausibly related in the 

Republic.  And in addition, as we shall see in subsequent chapters, the notion of "knowing of 

what is due to and appropriate for your position" becomes associated with to; mevtrion and its more 

widely practicable applications in the Statesman, Philebus, and Laws. 

     The fullest expression of sōphrosunē as a moral virtue is encountered in Book IV of the 

Republic.  After the tripartite structure of the city has been established, Socrates next turns his 

attention to the individual.  If the city "is wise, courageous, moderate, and just" (sofhv t j ejsti; kai; 

ajndreiva kai; swvfrwn kai; dikaiva), then we ought to be able to find these same four qualities in the 

individual.71  Sōphrosunē is the third of the virtues Socrates discusses.  This virtue "resembles 

some kind of concord and harmony more than the previous ones" (sumfwniva/ tini; kai; aJrmoniva/ 

prosevoiken ma`llon h] ta; provteron);  "Indeed, moderation is some kind of order, <having> the 

mastery over certain kinds of pleasures and desires" (Kovsmo" pouv ti", h\n d j ejgwv, hJ swfrosuvnh 

ejsti;n kai; hJdonẁn tinwn kai; ejpiqumiẁn ejkravteia)."72  The expression "having mastery over" 

(kreivttw) is somewhat problematic, since it implies that if the soul is a unity both what has 

mastery, or control, is the same as what is mastered, or comes under control.  The solution to this 

problem is to suggest that perhaps "in respect to the soul, there is one better part and one inferior 

part, and when the part that is better by nature has mastery over the inferior part, this person is 

                                                        
70 Adam, The Republic of Plato, 232 
71 Republic, 427e9-10. 
72 Republic, 430e1-5. 
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said to have mastery over himself" (peri; th;n yuch;n to; me;n bevltion e[ni, to; de; cei`ron, kai; o{tan 

me;n to; bevltion fuvsei tou` ceivrono" ejgkrate;" h\/, tou`to levgein to; kreivttw auJtou `).73  Conversely, 

should the better (and smaller) part of the soul be mastered by the inferior part  "he is called 

weaker than himself , and the person who is in this condition is licentious" (kalei`n h{ttw eJautou`, 

kai; ajkovlaston to;n ou{tw diakeivmenon).74 

     This argument foreshadows the argument that follows in Book IV concerning the relation 

between the parts of the soul and the parts of the city.  In order to see how sōphrosunē functions 

in relation to the individual and the political community, it would be helpful to analyze Plato's 

arguments for the parts of the soul.  Briefly stated, it must first be determined whether the soul 

can be divided into parts.  Socrates begins by stating a principle that "the same thing will not be 

willing to do or undergo opposites in <the aspect of the> the thing  itself, in relation to the same 

thing, at the same time" (o{ti taujto;n tajnantiva poiei`n h] pavscein kata; taujtovn ge kai; pro;" taujto;n 

oujk ejqelhvsei a{ma).75  It appears that in the Republic Socrates is attempting to posit a principle 

which states that a thing cannot be both itself and something other than itself; a principle in which 

his arguments for the tripartite soul are grounded.  Indeed, Plato follows the statement of this 

principle with the example of a spinning top.  Spinning tops can be said to be both at rest and in 

motion; that is, they are at rest in respect to their axis, and they are in motion in respect to their 

circumference.76  Yet, Socrates argues that this view is incorrect.  Tops are not at rest and in 

motion in respect to the same aspect of themselves (ouj kata; taujta; eJautẁn); the axis about which 

tops revolve and the circumference which does revolve are different aspects of tops.  One aspect 

– the axis – is at rest; the other aspect – the circumference – is in motion.  Thus, since there are 

                                                        
73 Republic, 431a4-6. 
74 Republic, 431b1-2. 
75 Republic, 436b9-10. 
76 See, Republic, 436d5-e5. 
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two different aspects, it cannot be said that tops are both at rest and in motion.   A similar, but 

unexpressed, principle underlies the Socrates' second hedonist argument in the Gorgias.  In 

response to Callicles' claim that "the pleasant and the good are the same" (hJdu; me;n kai; ajgaqo;n 

taujto;n ei\nai), Socrates argues and concludes that "the pleasant turns out to be different than the 

good" (e{teron givgnetai to; hJdu; tou` ajgaqou`).77  In other words, the pleasant and the good cannot 

be the same property.   

     How are we to understand the principle set out in the Republic?  Adam, for example, writes: 

"[This] is the earliest explicit statement in Greek literature of the maxim of Contradiction."78  

Bloom, closely following Adam's view, states that this passage in the Republic articulates "The 

earliest-known explicit statement of the principle of  contradiction."79  Guthrie, too, considers the 

Republic passage to be a statement of a principle of non-contradiction.80  Finally, Silverman 

writes: "Plato uses the law of non-contradiction in the critical argument to establish the tripartite 

soul."81  In contrast, Irwin argues that: "In Republic 4 Plato formulates a principle somewhat 

similar to the Principle of Non-Contradiction; … [h]e does not suggest that if something is F in 

one respect and not-F in a different respect, it is self-contradictory.  All his remarks suggest that 

he takes the opposite properties of sensible equals, and so on, to be perfectly compatible."82  

Irwin's reading does not seem applicable to Plato's argument at Republic 436b.  Rather, Irwin's 

interpretation seems more applicable in relation to an argument in Book V where Plato argues in 

favor of the existence of an intermediate state between being and nonbeing; in this particular case, 

opinion is the intermediate state between knowledge and ignorance, and it participates in both.  

                                                        
77 Gorgias, 495d2-497a5. 
78 Adam, The Republic of Plato, 246. 
79 Allan Bloom, "Interpretive Essay," in The Republic of Plato, 2nd ed. (New York: Basic Books,  1968), 457. 
80 Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 474. 
81 Alan Silverman, The Dialectic of Essence: A Study of Plato's Metaphysics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2002), 101. 
82 T. H. Irwin, "The Theory of Forms," in Plato 1: Metaphysics and Epistemology, ed. Gail Fine (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 155. 
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"If some such thing could be shown to be and not be at the same time, such a thing would be laid 

down between what purely is and what in every way is not" (ei[ ti faneivh oi|on a{ma o[n te kai; mh; 

o[n, to; toiou`ton metaxu; kei`sqai tou` eijlikrinẁ" o[nto" te kai; tou` pavntw" mh; o[nto").83  Plato is at 

pains to show in this passage, as well in dialogues such as the Parmenides, that there is a state 

between what is F and –F.  Opposite things do not logically have to be in contradiction; there is a 

way in which a third thing can be set over them, a thing in which both opposites participate.  

Indeed, this third ontological category might very well be the ground for to; mevtrion in the sense 

that what is in due measure is a blending of opposite qualities into a third sort of quality in which 

the opposites share. 

     It is arguable that the just-mentioned readings are incorrect.  Plato is positing neither the 

principle of non-contradiction, nor is he articulating a principle of the compatibility of opposite 

properties of sensible equals.  Rather, it appears to be the case that Plato is formulating a principle 

of non-identity.84  He is attempting to establish a proof of non-identity by reference to properties.  

An analysis of the principle of non-contradiction and the principle of non-identity supports this 

interpretation.  The principle of non-contradiction simply states that a property cannot both 

belong and not belong to a thing at the same time and in the same respect.85  In contrast, the 

principle of non-identity states that for any F, if x is F and y is –F, then x is non-identical to y.86 

     That the principle of non-contradiction and the principle of non-identity differ may be 

illustrated by examples drawn respectively from the Phaedo and the Republic.  In the Phaedo 

                                                        
83 Republic, 478d5-7 
84 The distinction between the principle of non-contradiction and the principle of non-identity was brought to my 
attention by Alfonso Gómez-Lobo. 
85 The locus classicus for the formulation of the principle of non-contradiction (ajntivfasi") is found in Book G of 
Aristotle's Metaphysics, 1005b19-20: "The same attribute cannot at the same time belong and not belong to the same 
subject in the same respect" (to; ga;r aujto; a{ma uJpavrcein te kai; mh; uJpavrcein ajduvnaton tw`/ aujtw`/ kai; kata; to; aujtov); 
that is, x cannot be both F and –F  simultaneously. 
86 It is instructive to compare Plato's statement of the principle of non-identity to Leibniz's Law of the Identity of 
Indiscernables.  Leibniz's principle states that for any property F, subject x has F if and only if subject y has F, then x is 
identical to y. 
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Socrates claims: "The opposite itself could never become opposite to itself, neither that which is 

in us nor that which is in nature" (o{ti aujto; to; ejnantivon eJautẁ/ ejnantivon oujk a[n pote gevnoito, 

ou[te to; ejn hJmi`n ou[te to; ejn th`/ fuvsei).87  The principle is more succinctly asserted at bit later in 

the Phaedo: "An opposite will never be opposite to itself" (mhdevpote ejnantivon eJautw/' to; ejnantivon 

e[sesqai).88  In both of these passages, it is clear that Plato is formulating the principle of non-

contradiction.  He is clearly stating that any property cannot simultaneously be both F and –F.  In 

contrast, the example of the spinning top in the Republic attempts to demonstrate that two 

opposite properties cannot simultaneously inhere in the same aspect of a thing.  Being at rest and 

being in motion are two opposite properties of the top, yet they cannot be considered as inhering 

simultaneously as contrary properties, except in the sense that they can inhere simultaneously in 

different aspects of the top.  Understood in this way, then, Plato is able to claim that a plurality of 

contrary properties can inhere in a thing, as long as they do not inhere simultaneously in the same 

aspect of a thing.  In other words, rather than articulating the principle of non-contradiction, the 

example of the top illustrates the principle of non-identity in respect to the substrata of contrary 

properties. 

     After formulating this principle of non-identity, Plato relies upon it to establish that what 

prevents one from satisfying a thirst cannot be the same as that which desires to satisfy a thirst.89  

Thus, if the principle of non-identity is to hold, there must be at least two parts to the soul, one 

part that desires to drink, and another part that acts to refrain one from drinking.  One part is 

associated with calculation, the other with appetitive desire.  The calculating part of the soul is the 

"rational" (logistikovn) and the other is the "irrational and appetitive" (ajlogistovn te kai; 

ejpiqumhtikovn).   

                                                        
87 Phaedo, 103b4-5. 
88 Phaedo, 103c7-8. 
89 Republic, 439b3-d8. 
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     Socrates next abruptly commences to investigate the part of the soul with which we display 

spiritedness, or anger (qumov").90  It appears to be a rather startling move first to name what the 

third part of the soul may be.  It seems perhaps that a more appropriate method would be to 

examine whether all aspects of the soul were sufficiently treated by the two parts just posited; if 

not, then an investigation of what an additional part, or parts, might consist of would be in order.  

Instead, we immediately begin with the claim that a defined quality, namely spirit, is what we are 

to examine.  The underlying presupposition, of course, is that spiritedness is a distinct component 

of the soul which is not to be found either in the rational or appetitive parts.  Plato employs a 

somewhat lurid anecdote concerning the appetitive desire to look at some corpses to demonstrate 

that anger, not reason, can be set in opposition to the appetites.  If reason cannot rein in the 

appetites, then one sometimes becomes angry with oneself for giving in to desire.  Thumos does 

not ally itself with the appetites in opposition to what reason dictates.  Since the spirited element 

is not the same as the appetites, Socrates next must show that it is not identical to reason as well.  

The same basic principle that allowed the separation of the rational and appetitive parts of the 

soul is utilized for separating out a third part as well.  Socrates uses two examples to show that 

the thumotic part is indeed distinct.  He first shows that children are spirited even before they 

begin, if ever, to calculate rationally.  Then, employing a line spoken by Odysseus from Book xx 

of the Odyssey "He struck his chest and spoke to his heart" (sth`qo" de; plhvxa" kradivhn hjnivpape 

muvqw/), he argues that this quotation illustrates that thumos and reason are different.91  Since the 

spirited element is not the same as the appetitive, and also is not identical to reason, it must 

constitute a third part of the soul. 

                                                        
90 Republic, 439e1-441c6. 
91 Republic, 441b5.  The verse from Homer is found at, Odyssey, xx.17.  It may strike the reader of the Republic as 
rather odd that Plato makes use of this quotation from Homer to support his view that the thumotic part of the soul 
differs from the reasoning and appetitive parts.  One would prefer that Plato constructed an argument rather than rely 
on a literary reference to establish his point. 
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     Finally, once it is established that the soul is tripartite, Plato has Socrates conclude that there 

are three parts to the soul corresponding to the three parts of the polis.  These correspondences 

may be represented as follows: 

                                      Polis                                                           Soul 
                         Guardian / Deliberative                                        Rational 
                                  Auxiliary                                                     Thumotic 
                        Producer /Money-making                                     Appetitive 

Now that a one-to-one correspondence between the individual and the city has been established , 

Plato neglects to pursue the investigation any further, being satisfied that both the city and the 

individual are comprised of three parts.92  

     Socrates further claims that it necessarily follows that the four virtues found in the polis – 

wisdom, courage, moderation, and justice – will be found in the same part and in the same way in 

the individual.  He recalls that the polis was just "because each of the three classes in it was doing 

its own  business" (o{ti ejkeivnh ge tẁ/ to; eJautou` e{kaston ejn aujth`/ pravttein triẁn o[ntwn gegẁn).93 

This is, of course, identical to one of the definitions of sōphrosunē in the Charmides.94  In a 

manner similar to the rule of the guardians over the polis, reason will rule the soul, while the 

thumotic part will obey and assist reason, just as the auxiliaries aid the guardians.  Together they 

will govern the appetitive part – which like the producer-class is the largest part of the soul –  in 

order that the appetitive part of the soul and the producer-class in the polis do not dominate the 

other two parts.   

                                                        
92 Even though the soul-type in the Republic is tripartite, Plato does leave open the possibility that there could be more 
than just three parts to the soul.  Plato writes: "there may happen to be some other <parts of the soul> in between" (kai; 
eij a[lla a[tta metaxu; tugcavnei o[nta).  Unfortunately, Plato does not follow up this suggestion either in the Republic or 
in any other dialogue.  See, Plato, Republic, 443d7.  The question, then, remains open whether Plato has conclusively 
proved the existence of a tripartite soul, along with the corresponding three divisions of the polis.  There is a sense that 
by attempting to prove a tripartite soul after proving that three classes comprise the city, Plato is liable to the accusation 
of proving simply what he set out to prove.  One could suggest, however, that the different types of soul-structures 
encountered in the dialogues do not imply that in the case of the Republic's conception of the soul there is any circular 
reasoning on Plato's part.  Rather, the unified, bipartite, tripartite, or possibly multi-part soul-types suggest that Plato's 
view of the structure of the soul was necessitated by the requirements of the problem under examination. 
93 Republic, 441c8-442b3. 
94 See, Charmides, 159b3, 160e3-4, and 161b6.  Also see my comments in the previous section of this chapter. 
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     To conclude the argument, Socrates relates the functions of the virtues to the soul.  Courage is 

connected to the spirited part, preserving what reason asserts to be or not to be feared.  Wisdom is 

linked to reason in the sense that it is what enables an individual to know what is best and relay 

this knowledge to the other parts.  Sōphrosunē is the object of a harmonious balance of the parts, 

one possesses sōphrosunē when one has acknowledged that reason ought to rule and does not 

attempt to rebel against reason's controlling influence.  Finally, justice in the individual, as in the 

polis, is the doing of one's own internally.  One who is just does not permit any part of himself to 

do the work of another part or allow the parts within him to meddle with each other.  Likewise, 

injustice is a civil war (stavsi") within the person taking place among the parts.  It is a 

"meddlesomeness and an involving oneself in the work of another" (polupragmosuvnhn kai; 

ajllotriopragmosuvnhn), a rebellion which upsets the balance of the soul.95 

     In the Republic sōphrosunē has both an epistemic and moral function.  In terms of its 

epistemic function, the possession of sōphrosunē is related to a knowledge of ends.  That is to 

say, it is non-reflexive knowledge directed toward the proper inner harmony of an individual, as 

well as  knowing one's place within the polis.  The arguments in the Republic provide a more 

plausible and comprehensive response to one of the aporiai of the Charmides.  Knowledge is 

required if one is to live well and happily, yet in the latter dialogue it remained unresolved as to 

what sort of knowledge it might be.  Sōphrosunē conceived as the knowledge of what is our 

proper end in relation to ourselves and the political community in which we live appears to 

supply the answer.   It is the recognition that both we and the regime must be guided by reason.  

Guthrie has rightly drawn attention to Socrates' first speech in the Phaedrus which echoes this 

conception: "We must realize that in each of us there are two principles ruling and guiding us … 

one is the innate desire for pleasures, the other is the acquired judgment directing us toward what 
                                                        
95 Republic, 442b10-444b8. 
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is best … So, when judgment rules and guides us by reason toward what is best, this power has 

the name moderation" (dei` au\ noh`sai o{ti hJmẁn ejn eJkavstw/ duvo tinev ejston ijdeva a[rconte kai; 

a[gonte ... hJ me;n e[mfuto" ou\sa ejpiqumiva hJdonẁn, a[llh de; ejpivkthto" dovxa, ejfiemevnh tou` ajrivstou 

... dovxh" me;n ou\n ejpi; to; a[riston lovgw/ ajgouvsh" kai; kratouvsh" tẁ/ kravtei swfrosuvnh o[noma).96  

As in the Republic, sōphrosunē exercises an epistemic function as a non-reflexive knowledge 

oriented toward a proper goal.  

     In terms of its role as one of the four cardinal moral virtues, sōphrosunē enables both the state 

and the individual to maintain their disparate elements in a harmonious balance.  It is an essential 

component in the psychology of the whole (the polis) and its parts (the citizens), allied to and 

entailed by the ruling and reasoning part.  The possession of sōphrosunē in the polis "consists in a 

harmony of will between all classes as to which is to be in control;" in the individual sōphrosunē  

"consists in willing agreement that reason should be in control and keep the appetites within 

bounds beyond which they are no longer doing their proper work and spoil a man's whole life."97  

The parallel between the polis and the individual, between the whole and the part, is striking.  As 

the guardians are educated to be the most fit rulers of the state, so, too, should individual reason 

be educated to rule over the citizens.98  Both in the polis and in the individual sōphrosunē is the 

psychological quality and moral virtue required in order that either each class in the polis or each 

part of the soul knows what is the proper task it must perform so that both may live well.  The 

moral psychology of Plato's Republic requires the possession of sōphrosunē by the individual and 

the political community if both are to practice justice by knowing the correct manner in which the 

parts of the soul and the parts of the polis are "to do their own business." 

                                                        
96 Phaedrus, 237d6-e3.  Also see, Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 400. 
97 Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 472 and 475. 
98 In the next chapter, I shall argue that the manner in which Plato conceives education in the Republic does not lend 
itself very well to ensuring the rule of reason in those of the producer and auxiliary classes who have not received the 
sort of training given to the members of the class of guardians. 
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     Before concluding this chapter, I wish to examine a conception of the term sōphrosunē as it is 

employed by Plato in respect to the methodological process by which one derives a moderate 

position from the consideration of extremes.  I had noted at the beginning of this section that there 

are suggestions in the Republic that this concept appears to have a connotation resembling Plato's 

use of the term sōphrosunē as an equivalent for the term to; mevtrion, especially in the sense of its 

usage in the Statesman, Philebus, and the Laws.99  That is to say, there is a suggestion that the 

possession of sōphrosunē permits one to know how to blend opposite things into  mixture that 

contains elements of both opposites.100  It is arguable, in fact, that sōphrosunē regarded in this 

sense is already present to some degree in its role as a moral virtue.  Knowing that one should 

permit reason to control the thumotic and appetitive parts of the soul is in a way knowing how to 

blend our passions and appetites in such a manner as to enable us to live with the soul correctly 

balanced.101  The passions and appetites that not only oppose each other but that also are opposed 

to reason itself, are directed by reason into an alternate way of living in which these opposite 

psychological components are channeled correctly but not entirely eliminated or suppressed.  Yet, 

besides the blending, or balancing, of both the soul and the polis, there is a sense that sōphrosunē 

is the basis of at least two arguments in the Republic concerned with the construction of the best 

type of regime and the best sort of education given to the guardians. 
                                                        
99 It should be pointed out that the word to; mevtrion occurs only twice in Republic, at 460d3 and 470d8.  In both 
instances its meaning does not imply knowing what is in due measure.  The meaning of to; mevtrion at 460d3 is best 
rendered in English as "reasonable", and at 470d8 "suitable" or "appropriate" would be a fitting translation.  I have 
mentioned this because it is not precisely identical to the connection between to metrion and sōphrosunē as we find it in 
the late-period dialogues, although there is a connection between the meaning of sōphrosunē  in the Republic and its 
meaning in the latter works. To put this another way, while the use of sōphrosunē in the Republic does suggest finding 
a middle between extremes, as it does in the Statesman, Philebus, and Laws, the meaning of to; mevtrion, in its two 
occurrences in the Republic, does not suggest a similar connotation with this term's meaning in the Statesman, 
Philebus, and Laws.  The word mevtrio" is used three times, at 396c5, 460e1, and 466b6, and never means due measure.   
100 In addition to sōphrosunē, it is remarked that justice, too, is regarded by some individuals as a position between 
opposites.  At the beginning of their discussion, Plato has Glaucon remark in reference to the origin and essence 
(gevnesivn te kai; oujsivan) of justice that it is "between what is the best … and what is the worst" (metaxu; ou\san toù me;n 
ajrivstou ... toù de; kakivstou).  Republic, 359a5-7. 
101 It is well to keep in mind that Plato never denies the importance of our passions and desires, and the need for them 
to be expressed.  He simply requires that we know how to distinguish good and bad ones, and under the guidance of 
reason pursue and satisfy our passions and appetites in an appropriate and moderate manner. 
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     Socrates attempts to derive the best sort of polis by a method that seemingly contrasts two 

very different types of cities.  In order to see where justice may be found in the individual, 

Socrates suggests that they look for it in the polis.  He attempts to accomplish this not by looking 

at an established political community, rather he thinks that, "if we observe the generation of a city 

in theory, we might also see the generation of justice and injustice in it" (eij gignomevnhn povlin 

qeasaivmeqa lovgw/, kai; th;n dikaiosuvnhn aujth`" i[doimen a]n gignomevnhn kai; th;n ajdikivan).102  He 

begins by founding a polis in which each person produces the goods that he is naturally suited to 

produce; the city is founded on the idea of craft specialization with each citizen producing just 

enough for his and the community's needs.103  It would seem that the simple life in this sort of city 

is designed to make it healthy and self-sufficient by avoiding any of the extremes that could lead 

to hardships.  The austerity of this city causes Glaucon to remark that it is a city "without 

delicacies" (a[neu o[you).  Socrates responds by adding certain non-essential foods in order that the 

citizens might "pass their lives in peace and with health" (diavgonte" to;n bivon ejn eijrhvnh/ meta; 

uJgieiva").  Even these additional delicacies appear insufficient for Glaucon who refers to this first 

city as a "city for pigs" (uJẁn povlin), by which he means that it is devoid of the common luxuries 

and delicacies that people presently possess. 

     Glaucon's objection is understood by Socrates; the former would like to see how "a city of 

luxuries" (trufẁsan povlin) comes to be.104  Rather than examine a healthy city, Socrates agrees 

that perhaps it would be best to study a "fevered city" (flegmaivnousan povlin), even though he 

believes that "the true city is the one we just examined" (ajlhqinh; povli" ... ei\nai h}n 

dielhluvqamen).  The fevered city is filled with things that exceed what is necessary for a city.  In 

                                                        
102 Republic, 369a6-8. 
103 The description of this city is found at, Republic, 369c9-372d4.  Since I am examining the method used to establish 
the city, I am leaving out of account any discussion concerning the manner in which justice is related to the city. 
104 This city is discussed beginning at, Republic, 372d8. 
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addition to non-essential luxuries, in respect both to goods and occupations, their need causes the 

growth of the city which, in turn, requires an army to guard the material interests of the city and 

its inhabitants.105  Even in the fevered city, Plato does not eliminate the need for the specialization 

of function; those who are to comprise the city's army, functioning as its guardians, must be 

experts in their profession.  A non-expert, or a person lacking a natural aptitude for military 

matters is to be prevented from being a guardian of the city, just like a shoemaker was prevented 

from trying to practice a different craft.  Annas seems to see something sinister in this notion: 

"This is the first mention of compulsion in the state, and Plato offers no defence [sic] of it 

whatever."106   

     It is interesting to observe that Socrates appears to favor the austerity of the healthy city.  The 

principal reason for this, I believe, is that the specialization of labor in the healthy city will be 

reflected both in the division of classes in kallipolis and in the division of the soul, with each 

individual component "doing its own business" so that there is a harmony for the whole.  In light 

of the connection between the city and soul, the doubts voiced in the Charmides concerning the 

specialization of functions appear resolved in the Republic.  By linking the parts of the soul to the 

classes of the city, Plato is able to demonstrate in the Republic, in a manner in which he was 

unable to do in the Charmides, that both the city and the individual have distinct opposing 
                                                        
105 The need for an army sets off a long discussion on the nature and education of those who are to guard the city, as 
well as the extended examination of the effects of poetry and poetic imitation, before kallipolis is finally established in 
Book IV, 427d1.  While it is not my intention to analyze these topics per se, I would like to note that in a very broad 
sense they contribute to the founding of the best city by removing some of the luxuries encountered in the luxurious 
city. 
106 Annas does concede that although this passage does not suggest "authoritarian measures within the state … there is 
unmistakably a reference to compulsion."  Given the fact that the argument for the specialization of labor is theoretical, 
and that it is closely connected to the specialized functions of the parts of the soul, Annas's objection may be 
overstated.  Additionally, she questions whether or not Plato recognized some form of human rights; in this case, the 
right not to be forced to do something one does not wish to do.  I think that this is the wrong way to approach this 
problem.  The link between the parts of the soul and the parts of the city "doing their own business" is not so much a 
question of rights as it is a philosophically theoretical argument directed toward what is the best way that an individual 
and political community are able to live well and justly.  If we must frame this in terms of rights, then it would appear 
that for Plato the rights of the individual are subordinate to the good of the whole, although I am skeptical whether 
Plato, or any fourth-century Greek for that matter, conceived of rights in the manner Annas suggests.  Annas, 
Introduction, 79.   Also see, Republic, 374b6-e6. 
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elements that must be maintained separately under the supervision of the best of the individual 

components, namely, reason in the individual and the guardians in the polis.  It is arguable that if 

Plato held to his objection concerning the specialization of function, the city/soul analogy of the 

Republic and all that is entailed by it would be unworkable. 

     With the basic parameters of the fevered city established, we can now examine how certain of 

its features are modified, or eliminated, by Plato with respect to the healthy city in order to arrive 

at the founding of kallipolis.  The examination treating the nature of the guardians and the type of 

education they receive in musikē and gumnastikē, along with the extended discussion concerning 

the appropriate content and form of poetry and music, is designed, in part, to ameliorate some of 

the worst practices and their effects in the luxurious city.  I am not claiming, however, that this is 

the sole purpose for which these topics are discussed.  Rather, I am suggesting that the arguments 

employed to demonstrate the sort of character which a guardian ought to possess and the sort of 

education they receive, especially in respect to a love of learning, will enable them to rule 

successfully, moderating the worst tendencies of the fevered city.  Additionally, the correct 

employment of poetry and music will assist in checking some of the excesses found in the 

luxurious city.  The consequences of proper rule, education, and art is to moderate the fevered 

city, bringing it more in line with the austere city of pigs.  It seems, then, that a city is able to be 

healthy by means of exercising appropriate control those aspects of it, which left unchecked 

would lead to its ruin.  At the same time, there is the implication that if the city of pigs were left 

to itself, life, both for the individual and for the community, would stagnate.107  The solution, of 

course, is kallipolis, a city whose health derives from a blending of elements of both the austere 

and luxurious cities.   
                                                        
107 This poses an intriguing question:  Is politics even possible in the city of pigs?  It would appear that something more 
is needed if a community is to be a true polis with active citizen engagement in its affairs.  While the fevered city may 
lead to a dangerous sort of politics, kallipolis provides a setting for a suitable kind of politics; suitable, at least, in terms 
of the sort of politics and political philosophy Plato envisages in the Republic. 
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     The key text in support of this interpretation is found in the middle of Socrates' discussion 

concerning the proper musical modes, instruments, and meter.  Socrates remarks: "We have not 

noticed that we have been cleansing the city which we just now said was luxurious" (lelhvqamevn 

ge diakaqaivronte" pavlin h}n a[rti trufa`n e[famen povlin).  Glaucon responds to this remark, 

saying: "Yes, since we are acting moderately" (Swfronou`ntev" ge hJmei`", h| d j o[").108  It would 

seem to be the case that both Socrates and Glaucon are aware that they are engaging in a process 

which first sets up two extremes, before discovering an alternative that does not entirely reject 

elements drawn from both.  Being moderate suggests that one knows how to derive this 

alternative from the extremes.  In other words, acting moderately suggests that one knows how to 

discover a middle position between extremes, a middle-ground in which the extremes participate.  

It in this sense that  sōphrosunē appears connected with knowing what is in due measure as it is 

presented in the later dialogues. 

     There are three further examples in this section of the Republic which suggest that opposite 

qualities can be blended together into a mixture in which elements of the opposites can partake.  

First, by demonstrating the manner in which the guardians' nature is molded by mixing the 

opposing dispositions of gentleness (pra`o") and high-mindedness (megalovqumo"), "for a gentle 

nature is opposite to a spirited one" (ejnantiva gavr pou qumoeidei` praei`a fuvsi"), Plato strongly 

suggests that the correct disposition for a guardian is one in which these opposite qualities are 

blended.109  While there is no explicit mention of the term sōphrosunē in this passage, the mixing 

of opposite qualities both parallels the establishment of kallipolis out of contrary city-types and 

reflects the method employed in the late-period dialogues in respect to the functioning of to; 

                                                        
108 Republic, 399e4-6. 
109 Republic, 375c6-8.  Adam argues that "Plato regarded this as the fundmental antithesis of human character, and 
thought it a statesman's foremost duty to blend qumoeidev" and pra`on harmoniously together."  Adam, The Republic of 
Plato, 107. 
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mevtrion in the Statesman and the analogous use of it in respect to the term sōphrosunē in the 

Laws.  The possession of sōphrosunē  permits one to know that the best disposition for a guardian 

to possess is one that blends gentleness and spiritedness.  That is to say, sōphrosunē entails 

knowing how to combine these contrary qualities in accordance an appropriate measure of each 

of them. 

     Second, the education one receives in musikē and gumnastikē is to be a harmonious mixture of 

these two things in order to produce an individual whose soul is moderate and courageous.110  

Education in both of these areas "was established especially for the sake of the soul" (th`" yuch`" 

e{neka to; mevgiston kaqistavnai).111  Since the use of the simple kind of musikē produces 

moderation (swfrosuvnhn ejntivkein), it follows that the correct kind of physical training also 

produces an individual who is moderate.112  Furthermore, the argument connects the results of 

education to the sort of soul one will possess; too much physical training will make the thumotic 

part of the soul too savage, too much education in musikē will make one who has a philosophic 

nature (hJ filovsofo" fuvsi") more soft (malakwvteron) than he ought to be, with the result that the 

reasoning part of the soul will be improperly educated.113  The person whose soul is receptive to 

musikē will be softened, but if he pursues musikē excessively his spiritedness will be completely 

dissolved.  Similarly, if a person whose nature is spirited shuns musikē, because he is a hater of 

reason (misovlogo") and is against music (a[mouso"), his disposition will become savage, and he will 

                                                        
110 One is reminded of the Statesman's argument that the task of the expert in statesmanship in to blend the opposite 
qualities of citizens into a harmonious mixture containing the correct amounts of moderation and courage.  See, 
Statesman, 306a1-311c7. 
111 Republic, 410c5-6. 
112 The argument is given at, Republic, 410a7-411a1. 
113 Guthrie sees a reflection of Pericles' Funeral Oration in Plato's argument.  He writes: "Guardians must be brave 
without ferocity, philosophic without softness, these contrary qualities being harmonized to produce a nature truly 
civilized – a remarkable echo (whether intended or not) of Pericles's idealization of the Athenian character: 'love of 
beauty without extravagance, of culture (philosophia) without softness' (Thuc. 2.40.1)."  Guthrie, Plato: The Man and 
His Dialogues, 455.  Perhaps; but it would seem to be the case that Plato's argument is directed at the formation of a 
proper moral psychology, as opposed to Pericles' praise of Athenian character.  The differences between these two aims 
are, I think, significant. 
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live "in ignorance and awkwardness" (ejn ajmaqiva/ kai; skaiovthti).114  The proper amount of musikē 

and physical training will prevent the soul from moving toward either dispositional extreme.  The 

person will exhibit courage and moderation in a soul that is balanced with a suitable share of each 

quality.  It would seem that, once again, it is not only the possession of sōphrosunē that allows 

this to occur, but also the manner in which Plato discusses this middle position between extremes 

of excess on the soul's dispositions reflects the way in which knowing what is in due measure is 

related to being a moderate individual. 

     Third, the argument concerning the blending of musikē and gumnastikē concludes with the 

following observation: "the person who has best mixed physical training with music and applies it 

to the soul in the most measured way, this is the person we would most correctly say is complete 

and most harmonious in the arts of the Muses" (To;n kavllist j a[ra mousikh`/ gumnastikh;n 

kerannuvnta kai; metriwvtata th`/ yuch`/ prosfevronta, tou`ton ojrqovtat j a]n fai`men ei\nai televw" 

mousikwvtaton kai; eujarmostovtaton).115  The use of the superlative degree of the adjective mevtrio", 

suggests that, even in the Republic, Plato is employing to; mevtrion as the way in which an 

individual is able to discover the mean between extremes.  The person who properly pursues the 

studies of musikē and gymnastics not only is moderate and courageous in the appropriate manner, 

but also the mixture of these two qualities is in relation to what is in due measure. 

     I have tried to demonstrate in the preceding paragraphs that in the Republic Plato regards 

sōphrosunē both as a moral virtue and as a capacity of the soul that entails knowing how to blend 

opposite elements into a mixture in which both elements participate.  The epistemology in which 

sōphrosunē is grounded enables one to know that one must "do one's own business" if a person is 

                                                        
114 Republic, 411a5-412a2. 
115 Republic, 412a4-6.  Unfortunately, the requirements of English do not lend themselves to conveying the full sense 
of the word metriwvtata.  In order to avoid undue clumsiness, I have translated this word as "in the most measured 
way", but we should keep in mind that all three degrees of this adjective connote the sense of  "moderation" and "what 
is in due measure". 
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to know what is to be done in respect to oneself and in respect to one's place in the polis.  The 

moderate person is moderate precisely because he knows that the parts of the soul are to be kept 

in a harmonious balance.  He is moderate in respect to the regime because he recognizes that 

there are those who are fit to rule and those who are fit to be ruled.  It is through this knowledge 

that he is able to live happily and the political community is able to flourish.  But in addition to 

the moral virtue of sōphrosunē, it appears to be the case that Plato regards sōphrosunē as 

connected to to; mevtrion.  There is a correspondence between being moderate and understanding 

what is in due measure which, as I shall argue in subsequent chapters, forms the basis of Plato's 

political and moral philosophy in the late-period dialogues.  In the Republic, the establishment of 

kallipolis, the formation of the guardians' character, and an education which properly blends 

training in musikē and gumnastikē, are suggestive of the manner in which the person who 

possesses sōphrosunē is able to discover what is in due measure.  Understanding what is in due 

measure requires sōphrosunē, and being moderate entails knowing what is in due measure.  While 

the relationship between to metrion and sōphrosunē is not explicitly articulated in the Republic, 

nevertheless, there appears to be some evidence in support of it in the passages I have examined.  

When we turn to the Statesman, the Philebus, and the Laws, it will become apparent that the close 

link between sōphrosunē and to metrion becomes central for Plato's  late-period philosophical 

method, as well as for his political and moral philosophy. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

OF PLATO'S EARLY AND MIDDLE PERIODS 

 

     In order to establish a point of comparison against which Plato's late-period political 

philosophy can be measured, it is necessary first to examine the political thought of his early- and 

middle-period dialogues.  Any analysis of the works of these periods reveals distinct differences 

in the way in which Plato argued in respect to how we may best live as individuals and citizens.  

Since there is a very large range of issues addressed by Plato in the works of the early and middle 

periods, my examination must be restricted to those aspects which are the most salient for the 

later-period dialogues that I intend to investigate in subsequent chapters.  These aspects are: (1) 

the general character of Plato's political philosophy; (2) the role of education in respect to the 

individual's place in political life; (3) the concept of the rule of law. 

     The first section of this chapter discusses Plato's political thought in the early-period 

dialogues.  Although there is not a fully articulated political philosophy, these works present us 

with more than an ample amount of evidence to suggest that politics was a central concern in the 

so-called Socratic dialogues.  In the second section I shall examine Plato's middle-period political 

thought and the emphasis in the Republic that politics needs to be grounded in metaphysics if the 

political community is to live well and happily.  Finally, the third section of this chapter will 

consider some criticisms – historical and philosophical – in regard to the restricted practicability 

of the Republic's political program.  There are difficulties in this work (as well as in other early- 

and middle-period dialogues) that may have led Plato to re-examine, or argue from an alternate 

perspective, his political philosophy in order to offer different solutions in the works of the late 

period; solutions that complement but do not necessarily reject the positions articulated in other 
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dialogues.1  In other words, the political philosophy of the Statesman and the Laws, dialogues 

which essentially offer proposals concerning how we may best live, is neither a development (in 

the strong sense of the term) nor a rejection of the Republic's political thought, rather it represents 

a different way of viewing, for different circumstances, the manner in which we ought to live as 

members of a political community. 

 

The Privileging of Individual Reason: The Early-Period Dialogues 

    The purpose of this section is to sketch in broad outline the most important features of Socratic 

political philosophy in the dialogues of the early period.  When we examine these works, it is 

clear that they do not exhibit any fully developed and comprehensive political theory.  While 

many of the concerns of these dialogues, especially the Gorgias, tangentially deal with questions 

concerning political practice and how we may best live as members of a political community, 

they nevertheless do not constitute any sort comprehensive set of proposals that may be 

recognized as a systematic theory of political philosophy.  What they do display, however, is a 

focus on the use of persuasion and individual reason to discover how one ought to conduct 

oneself as a morally responsible agent.  It apparently follows that if one is able to live a morally 

correct life in accordance with virtue, then the political community itself will be well-governed, 

since the polis is regarded as a collection of individuals.  In other words, the polis will be virtuous  

because its citizens are virtuous; the whole will possess the same nature as its parts.  Before 

turning to an examination of individual reason, it would be helpful to discuss the general 

                                                        
1 Indeed, a part of my argument is directed against Bobonich's position in Plato's Utopia Recast, that the works of 
Plato's late period constitute a radical break from his middle-period dialogues.  While there is much to admire in 
Bobonich's highly important book, I think that he overstates his case in regard to the development of Plato's thought.  
Despite Bobonich's developmentalist position, there is no compelling reason not to consider the political philosophy of 
Plato's later works as complementary to his other, earlier arguments, rather than regarding the later works as presenting 
a significant re-thinking by Plato of his views on political and moral philosophy.  In addition to discussing the strong 
developmentalist position in the final section of this chapter, I shall examine in depth this important and contentious 
issue in Chapters 7 and 9. 
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characteristics of this period's political philosophy, to the extent that we may abstract them from 

the early-period dialogues.      

     Perhaps the most extensive reference to politics in the early period is encountered in the 

Gorgias.2  The examination of rhetoric in the Gorgias presents us with arguments designed to 

demonstrate the type of political rhetoric that would be most efficacious for the political good of 

the polis and the good of the individual soul, but Socrates' conversation with Gorgias, Polus, and 

Callicles does not attempt to establish a fully developed political philosophy.  Rather, the 

arguments are directed toward the justification of the fundamental thesis of Socratic ethics: it is 

better to suffer injustice than to commit injustice.3  This principal claim, of course, has a direct 

application to political philosophy, yet by itself it is insufficient as a theory of politics.  It is 

arguable that before Plato can attempt to develop a comprehensive theory of political philosophy 

he must first attempt to prove certain claims.  In the case of the Gorgias, there are two such 

claims: (1) there is a type of rhetoric that aims at what is good for the individual and the polis; (2)  

                                                        
2 The placement of this work within the chronology of the Platonic corpus is not without problems; it may be situated 
either as one of the last dialogues of the early period, or as one of the first works belonging to the middle period.  There 
are features in the Gorgias that would seem to indicate a date of composition later than that generally assigned to the 
early-period works.  Among these features, we should mention the following: (1) the length of the dialogue; (2) the 
importance of the afterlife; (3) the influence of Pythagorean doctrines.  Kahn argues that the Gorgias is possibly a work 
of the first part of Plato's early period, written around the time of  "Plato's dramatic break with Athenian politics 
marked by his departure for Sicily at 'about the age of forty' (Ep. VII, 324A)."  Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 
127.  In a more detailed argument, Kahn argues that the Gorgias, along with the Apology, Crito, Ion, Hippias Minor, 
and Menexenus should be placed in what he terms "Group I" of the early dialogues; that is, works composed between 
399-386.  Kahn, "On the Relative Date of the Gorgias and the Protagoras," in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 6 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 69-70.  The three features I have just mentioned would appear to cast some 
degree of doubt on Kahn's relatively early dating of the dialogue.  For the purposes of this discussion, I am generally in 
agreement with Dodds and Guthrie, both of whom place the Gorgias in the latter part of the early period.  See, Dodds, 
Plato's Gorgias, 18-30, and Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 284-285.   
3 The thesis is formulated in the Gorgias as follows: "To commit any injustice whatsoever against me and my 
possessions is more wicked and more shameful for the person who commits injustice than for me, the person who has 
suffered injustice" (oJtioùn ajdikeìn kai; ejme; kai; ta; ejma; tw`/ ajdikoùnti kai; kavkion kai; ai[scion ei\nai h] ejmoi; tw`/ 
ajdikoumevnw/).  Gorgias, 508e4-6.  For an analysis of Socratic ethics which thoroughly examines the principles and 
premises in which they are grounded see, Alfonso Gómez-Lobo, The Foundations of Socratic Ethics (Indianapolis, IN: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 1994).  Chapters 4 and 5 deal specifically with the Gorgias. After identifying a total of 
eighteen principles, Gómez-Lobo concludes: "Socratic ethics rests upon two and only two foundations. … Those 
principles, as we say, are: (P1) A choice is rational if and only if it is a choice of what is best for the agent, and (P13) 
Something is good for an agent if and only if it is morally right."  Ibid., 116.  P1 and P13 entail the conclusion that if 
committing injustice is morally vicious, then suffering injustice is morally virtuous; a conclusion which is opposite 
Polus' claim that is it is better to commit injustice than to suffer injustice. 
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there is a certain principle of justice which is the foundation for all actions, both private and 

public.  Even though Socrates does not appear to practice politics in a conventional manner, his 

claim that he is "one of the few Athenians at present to work at the political art as truly as 

possible and to practice politics" (met j ojlivgwn  jAqhnaivwn ... ejpiceirei`n th`/ wJ" ajlhqẁ" politikh`/ 

tevch/ kai; pravttein ta; politika; movno" tẁn nu`n), suggests that before there can be a 

comprehensive political philosophy, there first must be set in place some underlying principles in 

which political thought is grounded.4  The historical evidence notwithstanding, Socrates appears 

to believe that without the proper sort of political speech and without a principle of justice there 

can be no politics.  The myth that closes the Gorgias suggests that there are both political and 

trans-political consequences entailed by the arguments.5  "Let us use the account that has now 

been disclosed to us as a guide, that indicates to us that this is the best way of life, to practice 

justice and the rest of virtue, both while living and after death" (w{sper ou\n hJgemovni tẁ/ lovgw/ 

crhswvmeqa tẁ/ nu`n parafanevnti, o}" hJmi`n shmaivnei o{ti ou|to" oJ trovpo" a[risto" tou` bivou, kai; th;n 

dikaiosuvnhn kai; th;n a[llhn ajreth;n ajskou`ta" kai; zh`n kai; teqnavnai).6  The principle of justice 

which Plato establishes in the Gorgias – an action is just if and only if it does not wrong both  the 

agent and the object of the action –  furnishes the basis for the further examination of this virtue 

                                                        
4 Gorgias, 521d6-8. 
5 While this is not the place to enter into a discussion concerning Plato's use of myth, suffice it to say that as a general 
rule Plato turns to the telling of myth as a means of getting his point across when reasoned discourse fails.  It also 
should be noted that the three great eschatological myths which conclude the Gorgias, Phaedo, and Republic permit 
Plato to make fundamentally important claims about the need to be virtuous in this life for the sake of the afterlife; 
claims that arguably would not be as effective if made by means of dialectical examination alone.  Mara argues: 
"Socrates likewise follows both myths [that is, the myths of the Gorgias and the Republic] with the observation that 
their lessons could be offered in nonmythical language."  This reading is only partially correct.  In both dialogues the 
arguments are indeed presented through reasoned discourse, yet this sort of discourse is not able to make the sort of 
claims about the afterlife that can be made by the use of a carefully formulated myth.  Plato's myths serve to add 
another dimension over and beyond the one which can be argued by means of logos alone.  It is well to remember that 
in fourth-century Greece myths still retained a degree of reality which is lacking in contemporary sensibilities.  Mara,  
Socrates' Discursive Democracy, 38.  For an interesting examination of the relation between myth and philosophy, and 
the transmission of mythology by philosophers, see, Luc Brisson, How Philosophers Saved Myths, trans. Catherine 
Tihanyi (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004). 
6 Gorgias, 527e1-5. 
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in the Republic, as well as it being the necessary virtue underlying this dialogue's political 

philosophy.7  

     Similarly, the early works contain arguments in respect to views on education and the rule of 

law, but in no sense can these dialogues be regarded as espousing theories of education or of law.  

In terms of education, both the Laches and the Protagoras have this subject at the heart of their 

arguments.  While the Laches is principally concerned with discovering the definition of courage, 

the examination of this virtue, nevertheless, is framed in terms of what is the best way in which to 

bring up a young person so that he may be able to possess courage.8  Kahn, in the context of 

discussing the unusual length of the Laches' prologue, rightly concludes: "The direct result of the 

prologue is to motivate the search for a definition as the basis for a decision on educational 

policy."9  Yet, the direction which the argument takes, as well as the work's aporetic ending, does 

not allow any sort of system of instruction to be established. 

     The importance of the proper sort of education is established in the first thirteen Stephanus 

pages of the Laches.  Lysimachus remarks near the beginning of the dialogue in reference to the 

young men who are present: "We are considering this <question>, what sort of thing would they 

learn or practice that would make them become the best" (hJmei`" de; dh; tou`to skopou`men, tiv a]n 

ou|toi maqovnte" h] ejpithdeuvsante" o{ti a[ristoi gevnointo).10  The initial response is framed in terms 

that instruction in fighting in armor (ejn o{ploi" mavcesqai) must be learned in order to instill 

                                                        
7 While this principle is not explicitly stated in the Gorgias, it may, nevertheless, be derived from the arguments 
advanced by Socrates.  If the principal thesis of Socratic ethics is that it is better to suffer injustice than to commit 
injustice, then committing injustice wrongs the agent.  Conversely, acting justly benefits the agent by entailing the 
agent's happiness.  Thus, acting justly does not wrong an agent, whereas acting unjustly does wrong an agent.  A key 
passage from which the principle is derived is Gorgias, 507c7-e1.  A person must avoid acting without discipline 
(ajkolasivan) and submit to punishment (kolastevon) should he do so if he is to be happy (eujdaivmwn).  This is the target 
(skopo;") which both the individual and the city should direct themselves at in all their actions or affairs (kai; pavnta ei\" 
toùto ta; auJtoù sunteivnonta kai; ta; th`" povlew"), "so that justice and moderation will be present for the person who 
intends to be blessed" (o{pw" dikaiosuvnh parevstai kai; swfrosuvnh tw`/ makarivw/ mevllonti e[sesqai). 
8 I do not propose to offer an analysis of the Laches' arguments.  Rather, I refer to this dialogue as an example of the 
manner in which education is treated in the early works. 
9 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 152. 
10 Laches, 179d6-7. 
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courage.  The exchange between Laches and Nicias that follows is important for establishing two 

interrelated concepts: (1) the benefit of learning this particular subject; (2) the possibility that 

such a subject could be taught.11  When Socrates enters the discussion, he generalizes these two 

notions: "whenever someone considers something for the sake of something else, it happens that 

his counsel concerns that for the sake of which he was considering, but not in regard to that which 

he was considering for the sake of something else" (o{tan tiv" ti e{nekav tou skoph`/, peri; ejkeivnou hJ 

boulh; tugcavnei ou\sa ou\ e{neka ejskovpei, ajll j ouj peri; tou` o} e{veka a[llow ejzhvtei).12  In other 

words, Socrates directs the conversation to consider virtue in general the goal of education.  

Instruction in fighting in armor is but one example of the way in which a young man can be 

taught one of the virtues.  Since, however, Socrates holds that there is a unity of virtue, it appears 

that he must generalize the example given by Lysimachus to encompass both virtue as a whole 

and the sort of education that would allow one to become as good as possible.  The question they 

are really discussing is "in what manner might virtue come to  the souls of their sons that they 

might be made better" (tivn j a]n trovpon toi`" uJevsin aujtẁn ajreth; paragenomevnh tai`" yucai`" 

ajmeivnou" poihvseie).13  The person who is able to effect this is the expert (technikos) in the care of 

the soul.14 

     Once again, as in so many of Plato's dialogues, the notion of the expert and expert knowledge 

is brought into play.  In the Gorgias, for example, an expert in the proper sort of politics (and 

proper sort of political rhetoric) is required if the polis is to be well-governed and its citizens are 

to live well.15  Both education and politics cannot attain the appropriate goal unless they are 

guided by someone who possesses the correct expertise in these fields.  Unfortunately, the idea of 

                                                        
11 The exchange between these two characters is given at, Laches, 180a6-184c8. 
12 Laches, 185d4-6. 
13 Laches, 190b4-5. 
14 See, Laches, 185e3.   
15 See, Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 152. 
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the expert who cares for the soul is not pursued further  in the Laches.  Rather, before we can 

know how the expert can instruct the young in courage, it is necessary first to define this virtue. 

Since fighting in armor is believed to lead to courage, it is necessary "to state what courage is" 

(eijpei`n, ajndreiva tiv pot j ejstivn).16  The remainder of the dialogue is involved with an 

unsuccessful attempt to define this virtue. 

     Even though the Laches does not articulate an educational program of the sort set out in the 

Republic or the Laws, this dialogue, nevertheless, establishes two fundamental points in regard to 

education.  First, we encounter the idea that there is an appropriate sort of education aimed at a 

particular goal, namely, the establishment of virtue in the individual.  Second, Plato claims that 

there exists an expert, and expert knowledge, to direct the care and education of the young, 

without whose expertise the training of the soul cannot be accomplished well.  Both of these 

points are returned to and expanded on in the later dialogues as essential elements to education in 

Plato's philosophy. 

     The role and aim of education even more strongly underpins the arguments of the Protagoras 

than they do in the Laches.  Yet, education is not considered in isolation in this dialogue; there is 

also an inextricable connection between the sort of education one receives in respect to virtue and 

the practice of politics.  Without the nurturing of virtue, political virtue is absent, and without 

political virtue there would be no poleis.17  It seems, then, that although a system of education is 

not worked out in the Protagoras, education in virtue for the sake of a well-governed polis is of 

foremost concern for Socrates and his interlocutor, Protagoras.  Since the sophists were regarded 

primarily as educators, both by themselves and by general public, it is hardly surprising that 

education is a principal subtext in this brilliant literary depiction of a conversation between 

                                                        
16 Laches, 190d8. 
17 See, Protagoras, 322e2-323a3. 
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Socrates and  Protagoras.18  In the course of Socrates' discussion with the sophist near the 

beginning of the dialogue, Protagoras explicitly admits that he "is both a sophist and teaches 

human beings" (te sofisth;" ei\nai kai; paideuvein ajnqrwvpou").19  Furthermore, he prides himself 

on his openness in respect to the craft he practices, refusing to disguise himself, as other well-

known sophists have done, out of fear of being treated with ill will on account of his profession.  

Given the low esteem in which the sophists were regarded, one can admire Protagoras' 

candidness, unless, of course, as Plato seems to suggest, he is merely showing off for the 

assembled company.  In any case, we can infer from these remarks a general thesis, namely, that 

there is both a correct method for educating students and an  appropriate subject matter with 

which they are to be instructed.  These educational concerns become more clear as the dialogue 

progresses.20 

     The dialogue opens with Socrates, in response to the eager promptings of Hippocrates, 

allowing himself to be dragged off to a gathering of sophists at the house of Callias.  Socrates and 

                                                        
18 I leave aside the question whether we should regard Protagoras as being a philosopher of sorts.  While he appears to 
employ philosophical argumentation and espouses philosophical doctrines, such as the relativity of individual 
perspectives and values which itself is derived from Heraclitus' concept of ceaselessly changing motion, Protagoras 
does not in any sense appear to practice philosophy in the way in which Plato regards philosophy as the seeking after 
the truth.  See, Republic, 474b3-475e4, for Plato's definition of the philosopher as one who desires the whole of 
wisdom and loves the sight of truth.  It is hard to square this definition with the actual practice of sophists such as 
Protagoras.  It could be said that rather than a love of truth, the sophist has a love of making imitations of what is true.  
This definition of the sophist as one who substitutes appearances for reality is given at the conclusion of the Sophist, 
268c8-d4.  For an excellent, and more sympathetic, account of the sophists, see, Jacqueline de Romilly, The Great 
Sophists in Periclean Athens (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).  In brief, it is de Romilly's view that due to the 
lack of primary source material written by the sophists themselves, and in the face of abundant criticism by authors 
such as Plato and Aristophanes, posterity has been handed down a too negative assessment of these men.  For the 
surviving texts, see, Hermann Diels and Walther Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, 6th ed., 3 vols. (Zürich: 
Weidmann, 2004). 
19 Protagoras, 317b4-5.  It is well to keep in mind that Protagoras and the other sophists regarded themselves as 
possessing expertise in teaching.  I fully agree with Mara's comment: "Protagoras' role as a teaching expert is to do 
professionally what others do amateurishly." Mara, Socrates' Discursive Democracy, 43.  But whether or not they 
possess expert knowledge  in the Socratic sense of what they teach is a different issue; an issue which is at the heart of 
Plato's frequent criticisms of the sophists. 
20 As in the example of the Laches, it is not my intention to examine the arguments of the Protagoras.  The difficulties 
found in this dialogue have been well analyzed by numerous scholars.  For example, see:  James Adam and A. M. 
Adam, Platonis Protagoras (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1921); Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His 
Dialogues, 213-235; R. E. Allen, "Comment [on the Protagoras]," in The Dialogues of Plato, vol. 3 (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1996), 89-168; Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 210-257. 
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Hippocrates are assured that if the latter becomes Protagoras' pupil he will return home "having 

become better" (beltivoni gegonovti).21  Indeed, Hippocrates will become better and better each day 

he studies with Protagoras.  Socrates asks the obvious question:  Better at what?  He concludes 

from Protagoras' answer that Hippocrates will learn how to become a good citizen, that is, he will 

study the art of citizenship (th;n politikh;n tevcnhn).22  "Making men to become good citizens" 

(uJpiscnei`sqai poiei`n a[ndra" ajgaqou;" polivta") is equated with teaching them to become virtuous.  

Socrates is skeptical that this subject is capable of being taught, for he has observed that although 

the Athenian Assembly will listen only to the advice of experts on technical matters, they will 

give a hearing to anyone, regardless of his expertise, on matters of governance.23  Even Pericles 

could not impart political wisdom to his own sons.  It follows, in Socrates' view, that the sort of 

expert knowledge Protagoras claims to teach is, in fact, not teachable.  To put this another way, in 

order to learn the art of citizenship, or political virtue, it must be taught by one who is an expert in 

this subject, but since, based on empirical observation, there is no one who possesses this sort of 

expert knowledge, it cannot be taught.24   

     Virtue can be taught if and only if it is a craft (technē) similar to the other crafts for which 

there is expert knowledge and experts who can teach the craft to others.  Yet, there is no attempt 

made to define virtue until near the end of the Protagoras.25  Is virtue knowledge or is it not 

                                                        
21 Protagoras, 318a8. 
22 See, Protagoras, 319a4-5. 
23 It should be noted that although Socrates is initially skeptical about the teaching of virtue, the dialogue ends with him 
apparently agreeing that virtue is teachable.  The change in Socrates' position turns on the idea that if virtue is 
knowledge, then it is teachable.  See, Protagoras 361a3-c2.  Even though Socrates is for the moment forced to agree, 
he nevertheless wishes to continue his discussion with Protagoras by first examining what virtue is before they can 
determine whether it is teachable.  Protagoras demurs.  One is left with the distinct impression that Socrates still 
strongly holds the view that virtue cannot be taught.  See, Protagoras, 361c2-d6. 
24 One is reminded of Socrates' claim in the Gorgias that he is one of the few to practice truly the art of citizenship.  
While the argument in the Gorgias is in respect to the use of correct political rhetoric aimed at what is best for the 
polis, the inference that can be drawn from the Protagoras suggests that Socrates possesses the sort of expert 
knowledge that enables someone to instruct human beings in respect to virtue.  The possession of virtue is, of course, 
necessary if there is to be any chance that the political community is to be well governed.  See, Gorgias, 521d7.  
25 See, Protagoras, 360e8 and 361c5. 
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knowledge?  The inability of Socrates and Protagoras to answer this fundamental question 

contributes to the dialogue's aporetic conclusion, and the reversal of their respective views.  If 

virtue is knowledge, then it can be taught, but if it is not knowledge it would not be teachable.26  

Thus, although the dialogue appears to be "an irritating patchwork of niggling argument, 

irrelevant digressions, false starts and downright fallacy," nevertheless, we can discern an 

underlying theme.27  Kahn comments: "The thematic unity of the Protagoras is provided by this 

persistent concern with the nature of aretē and, to a secondary extent, with the problem of its 

teachability."28  For the purposes of this study, the important lesson we can learn from this 

dialogue is that there must be a correct manner in which the young are instructed in respect to 

virtue in order that they may possess the political wisdom to administer the polis well.  It will be 

left to other works to argue how this education may be accomplished and applied. 

     In contrast to the middle- and late-period dialogues, the works of the early period, with the 

exception of the Crito, display little concern with law or legal theory.  The Crito's principal 

contribution to legal theory is the concept of legal obligation. The relation between the citizen and 

the polis is a closely woven one, built on two premises.  First, by agreeing, either explicitly or 

tacitly, to live as a citizen and enjoy the benefit's of the political community, one is agreeing to be 

brought under the authority of the law.  Second, if one disobeys the law, then one injures the law 

and the polis.29   Legal obligation rests on the moral obligation, and fundamental principle of 

Socratic ethics, that one should never commit injustice.  Disobedience to the law is not simply an 

act against the binding legal force of the law, but, more importantly, it is a morally vicious act.  

                                                        
26 See, Protagoras, 361a5-c2. 
27 Guthrie, Plato the Man and His Works, 235. 
28 Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 212. 
29 An excellent analysis of the Crito's notion of legal obligation is, R. E. Allen, Socrates and Legal Obligation 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1980), especially 100-113.  Allen's fundamental point is the legal 
obligation ultimately is grounded in moral obligation.  It is the strong connection between these two obligations that 
prohibits Socrates' escape from prison. 
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The concept of legal obligation is articulated in the Crito in the speech addressed to Socrates and 

Crito by the personified Laws.30 

      The personified Laws are introduced to argue their position in response to Socrates' question: 

"If we leave here by not obeying the city, are we doing something bad to those whom we ought 

least do this, or not?  And are we abiding by those things that we agreed are just, or not?" 

(ajpiovnte" ejnqevnde hJmei`" mh; peivsante" th;n povlin povteron kakẁ" tina" poiou`men, kai; tau`ta ou}" 

h{kista dei`, h] ou[; kai; ejmmevnomen oi|" wJmologhvsamen dikaivoi" ou\sin h] ou[;).31  The Laws begin by 

stating, in the form of a rhetorical question, that a polis can be overturned and cease to exist 

“should judgments have no force but come to be without authority and are destroyed by private 

persons” (a]n aiJ genovmenai divkai mhde;n ijscuvwswin ajlla; uJpo; ijdiwtẁn a[kuroiv te givgnwntai kai; 

diafqeivrwntai).32  In other words, the Laws appear to provide a minor premise to an argument 

based on the major premise that "one must not do harm" (kakourgei`n dei`).33   While the major 

premise is fundamentally important for Socratic ethics, the minor premise is essential for any 

legal system: legal verdicts have a binding force upon those to whom they are rendered.34  They 

add to this argument the notion that a citizen has an agreement with the polis to abide by the 

requirements which the polis sets for its citizens.35   

                                                        
30 In order to keep my discussion within a reasonable length, I shall focus solely on the speech of the Laws, rather than 
on the entire dialogue.  It is well to keep in mind, however, that in addition to setting out the concept of legal 
obligation, the Crito devotes much attention to Socrates' moral philosophy.  Indeed, it is arguable that the premises of 
the personified Laws' arguments are themselves grounded in the fundamental principles of Socratic ethics. Gómez-
Lobo presents a convincing analysis of the relation between the principle of not doing harm and the principle of 
honoring just agreements.  "Socrates' conclusion, then, is that he ought to stay and die.  He derives this conclusion from 
the reply given to the question: 'Is it just or unjust to escape?'  The two branches of the argument, viz. one that rejects 
harm to others and one that rejects violations of fair agreements, lead to the same conclusion: it would indeed be unjust 
to escape."  See, Gómez-Lobo, The Foundations of Socratic Ethics, 45-70.  For the quotation, see, Ibid., 67. 
31 Crito, 49e9-50a3.  The ideas of just and unjust legal obligations are thoroughly discussed by Allen and Kraut.  See, 
Allen, Socrates and Legal Obligation, 109, and, Richard Kraut, Socrates and the State (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1984, 25-53. 
32 Crito, 50b2-5. 
33 Crito, 49c2. 
34 Allen, Socrates and Legal Obligation, 84-85 argues precisely this point. 
35 See, Crito, 50c5-7. 
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     The Laws then proceed to argue what is generally referred to as the parent/child and 

master/slave analogy for the purpose of demonstrating that there is an inequality between the laws 

of a polis and its citizens.  Just as there is no equality of right between a parent and child or a 

master and slave (h] pro;" me;n a[ra soi to;n patevra oujk ejx i[sou h\n to; divkaion kai; pro;" despovthn) 

there is no equality between the laws and the citizen.36  Similarly, since it is wrong to strike back 

at a parent or master, it is just as wrong to strike back at one’s polis.  Finally, the Laws argue that 

"if we attempt to destroy you, thinking that it is just, you also will attempt, as far as possible, to 

destroy us laws and your country, and you will say that by doing this you are doing what is just, 

you who care for the truth of virtue" (ejavn se ejpiceirẁmen hJmei`" ajpolluvnai divkaion hJgouvmenoi 

ei\nai, kai; su; de; hJma`" tou;" novmou" kai; th;n patrivda kaq j o{san duvnasai ejpiceirhvsei" 

ajntapolluvnai, kai; fhvsei" tau`ta poiẁn divkaia pravttein, oJ th`/ ajlhqeiva/ th`" ajreth`" 

ejpimelouvmeno").37  The idea that one might destroy his country by requiting a wrong with a wrong 

essentially restates the fundamental thesis of Socratic ethics that it is better to suffer wrong than 

to commit wrong.38  Socrates’ position in Athens and well-known views regarding what he 

believed to be correct moral behavior were such that if someone such as he could disregard the 

force of legal obligation, then by his act of disobedience license could be granted to those of 

lesser moral stature to act in a similar manner, or perhaps even commit acts that were more 

                                                        
36 See, Crito, 50e5-8.  This passage seems to suggest an authoritarian force to the laws.  I do not think that this is the 
case.  Both the doctrine of "persuade or obey", as well as the suggestion that a citizen who did not care for the laws and 
institutions of Athens was perfectly free to emigrate elsewhere (Crito, 51d6-8), appear to mitigate against an absolutely 
authoritarian interpretation of this passage.  Kraut, too, argues that it is a "false impression that the Crito advocates an 
authoritarian philosophy of law."  Kraut, Socrates and the State, 108.  
37 Crito, 51a3-7 
38 The following question should be considered concerning the destruction of the laws and the polis: Can the retaliatory 
action of any single citizen against the polis possibly lead to the destruction of the polis? In response, it is fair to say 
that, in general, the actions of an individual citizen against the polis ought not have the destructive consequences which 
the Laws suggest will occur should a citizen purposely undertake to harm the polis, although the cumulative effect of 
many citizens disobeying the laws could lead to the demise of the polis.  It should also be noted that by the time Plato 
came to write the Laws, the notion of disobedience to one's legal obligation remains a fundamental concern.  Anyone 
who is found guilty of obstructing the verdict of a court "is to be punished with death as being a person who is 
destroying the whole polis and the laws (wJ" o[lhn th;n povlin kai; novmou" fqeivrwn)".  Laws, 958c5-6. 
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morally vicious.39  Legal obligation is perhaps best considered as a corollary derived from at least 

three staring points: the obligation not to harm; the obligation to fulfill a fair contract; the 

obligation of children to their parents and slaves to their masters.   

     Next, the Laws introduce the means by which justifiable exceptions may be granted to their 

authority; the doctrine of "persuade or obey".  The fact that the doctrine is stated three times in 

close order, suggests that it held a position of some significance in the Crito's arguments.40  It is 

first stated simply: "to persuade or to do that which was ordered" (h] peivqein h] poiei`n a{ a[n 

keleuvh/).41  At its second occurrence it reads: "but in war, in the law-court, and all other places, 

what must be done is that which the polis and the country have ordered, or persuade it where the 

just is brought forth" (aJlla; kai; ejn polevmw/ kai; ejn dikasthrivw/ kai; pantacou` poihtevon a{ a[n 

                                                        
39 We should also keep in mind that Plato (who is, after all, the author of the Crito) held the view that human beings 
were essentially mimetic creatures.  Thus, if the actions of individuals are at least to a certain degree imitative, and if 
the figure of Socrates possessed any degree of moral authority, then Socrates’ flagrant violation of the law would set an 
undesirable example which others must be prevented from emulating.  For if the laws were indeed set aside at will by a 
substantial number of individuals, then the Laws’ concern for their own destruction could possibly take place. 
40 Although there this is not the place to examine it at length, the doctrine of "persuade or obey"’ has been interpreted in 
various ways, embracing an entire spectrum of scholarly opinion.  On one end of the spectrum is Grote’s view that 
"persuade or obey" required “absolute submission” to the polis.  (Quoted in, Kraut, Socrates and the State, 55). On the 
other end are the conclusions reached by some scholars (Woozley and Colaiaco, for example) that the doctrine permits 
civil disobedience for those citizens who disagree with the laws or commands of the polis.  See, A. D. Woozley, Law 
and Disobedience: The Argument of Plato's Crito (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1979; A. D. 
Woozley, "Socrates on Disobeying the Law," in The Philosophy of Socrates, Gregory Vlastos, ed. (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1980); James A. Colaiaco, Socrates Against Athens: Philosophy on Trial, (New York: 
Routledge, 2001).   Brickhouse and Smith (among others) regard the whole issue of civil disobedience as inapplicable 
to the Crito.  See, Thomas C. Brickhouse and Nicholas D. Smith, The Trial and Execution of Socrates (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 236.  Finally, for a reading that privileges the literary aspects of the text as a whole, and 
presents a rather capricious reading of the Greek text of the doctrine of "persuade or obey", see, Roslyn Weiss, Socrates 
Dissatisfied: An Analysis of Plato's Crito (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), especially, 106.  It seems to me that 
"persuade or obey" taken in a literal and simple sense cannot be interpreted as allowing the citizen any degree of civil 
disobedience.  The doctrine implies nothing further than the idea that if a citizen is unable to persuade the court 
otherwise, he must obey the judgment rendered by the court.   The doctrine is, after all, stated in the context of a legal 
philosophy.  Additionally, by the fact that the doctrine is articulated by the Laws, one ought to conclude that it applies 
only to the citizens’ interaction with the legal system and should not be extended to cover executive commands or 
debate in the Assembly, as Grote argued.  Allen, I believe, has interpreted the doctrine correctly: “The application of 
law requires application through lawful agency, and it is the foundation of a legal system that judgments judicially 
rendered, unless set aside by legal means, are authoritative.”  In other words, without a mechanism to enforce lawful 
judicial verdicts the very existence of law is threatened. The agent through which the law was applied was the courts 
(dikasthvrion) whose verdicts, in turn, were upheld by the fundamental legal principle that they be obeyed.  Thus, to 
deny the authority of the law would be indeed equivalent to destroying them.  Allen, Socrates and Legal Obligation, 
84. 
41 Crito, 51b4. 



 101 

keleuvh/ hJ povli" kai; hJ patriv", h] peivqein aujth;n h/| to; divkaion pevfuke).42  The third time it is 

formulated as: "but we permit one of two things, to persuade us or to do [that which we order]" 

(ajlla; ejfievntwn duoi`n qavtera, h] peivqein hJma`" h[ poiei`n).43  The Laws provide a means by which a 

dissatisfied citizen may leave if he chooses not to accept living under the laws.  This provision is 

stated immediately after the second iteration of the doctrine of "persuade or obey": "any Athenian 

who wishes, when he has tested and observed the affairs in the polis and us laws, and is 

dissatisfied with us, is permitted, after taking up his possessions, to depart to wherever he wishes" 

( jAqhnaivwn tẁ/ boulomevnw/, ejpeida;n dokimasqh`/ kai; i[dh/ ta; ejn th`/ povlei pravgmata kai; hJma`" tou;" 

novmou", w/| a]n mh; a;revskwmen hJmei`" ejxei`nai labovnta ta; auJtou` ajpievnai o{poi a]n bouvlhtai).44  

Those who do remain, and in so doing, accept their legal obligation "have agreed with us to do 

those things that we have ordered" (wJmologhkevnai e[rgw/ hJmi`n a} a]n hJmei`" keleuvwmen poihvsein 

tau`ta).45  In other words, once a citizen has chosen to stay in Athens, he is obligated to submit 

himself to the legal system, including adherence to the doctrine of "persuade or obey".  It appears 

that the Laws are setting forth a sensible and reasonable demand.  If a citizen decides to remain in 

Athens, then he has certain obligations to abide by the laws which govern the polis in exchange 

for the advantages and benefits  which living under the direction of a legal system entails.  If this 

basic requirement is untenable, then he is at liberty to move elsewhere without incurring any 

penalty.  In addition, for those who tacitly entered into the agreement to retain their citizenship 

and be subject to the laws, the option given by the Laws in the doctrine of "persuade or obey" was 

always available.46 

                                                        
42 Crito, 51b9-c1. 
43 Crito, 52a2-3. 
44 Crito, 51d2-5. 
45 Crito, 51e4-5. 
46 The final part of the Laws' speech is addressed specifically to Socrates, and although this section of the speech is 
important for establishing further connections between Socrates' moral philosophy and his obligations to the laws of 
Athens, it is not necessary to examine this section of the speech.  Suffice it to say, however, that the remainder of the 
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     Although the early-period dialogues do not set down either a fully developed and 

comprehensive legal philosophy, or the sort of code of laws which we encounter in the Laws, the 

concept of legal obligation articulated in the Crito is of great importance for two principal 

reasons.  First, it is an attempt on the part of Plato to establish a basic principle of legal 

obligation, without which it would be exceptionally difficult, if not impossible, to ensure the 

compliance of citizens with laws of the polis.47  In turn, by adhering to the obligation to obey the 

law, the citizens are ensured that the authority of the law may offer assistance in order that life in 

the polis may be lived well.48   Second, by grounding the concept of legal obligation in ethics 

Plato tries to convince his audience that far more is at stake than simply disobedience to legal 

authority.  If one chooses to disobey the law, then one is making a morally incorrect choice and 

harming oneself.  Obedience to the law is both a legal obligation and a moral and prudential duty.  

Thus, in this early-period dialogue we find the first association between considerations of politics 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Laws' address makes the following points: (1) Socrates' satisfaction with the polis indicates that he has given consent to 
abide by its laws; (2) the agreements that were entered into between Socrates and Athens were done neither by 
compulsion nor through fraud; (3) a summary of the personal implication for Socrates should he choose to escape; (4) a 
reminder to Socrates about his prior conversations concerning justice and virtue;(5) the argument that the laws in the 
underworld will not kindly receive Socrates; (6) recognition that Socrates was not wronged by the laws, but by men; (7) 
a recounting of the Socratic moral principles which underlie the argument of the whole dialogue.  See, Crito, 52b1-
54d2. 
47 One could object that Plato is not positing a principle of legal obligation, rather his argument is simply an ad hoc 
attempt to justify Socrates' decision.  I think that this objection does not hold.  The principle of legal obligation rests on 
the moral obligation that one should not do wrong.  The case of Socrates is the particular which illustrates the universal.  
Socrates was bound by the moral obligation not to do wrong, of which the moral obligation to uphold a just contract is 
but a part.  In terms of Socratic ethics, any citizen is obligated not to do wrong and to abide by just contracts.  Without 
a principle of legal obligation it is difficult to see how Socrates, or Plato, could justify the universality of Socratic moral 
obligation in relation to the obligation of a citizen to the polis.  Allen argues: "The Crito maintains that legal obligation 
rests essentially neither on force nor on a set of rules fixed in the nature of things or the mind of God.  It maintains that 
fidelity to the legal order is a moral obligation, and of such weight as to require Socrates to abide by an unjust sentence 
of death."  If Socratic moral obligation is capable of being universalized, then so, too, is the principle of legal 
obligation.  While the Crito's arguments may appear to be directed solely at Socrates' situation, they do, in fact, apply 
universally.  Allen, Socrates and Legal Obligation, 111. 
48 I do not think that Plato is arguing in terms of contractualism, at least as the term came to be defined by the 
seventeenth century.  There is a fundamental difference between the sort of Hobbesian and Lockean contractualism in 
which men agree to leave a state of nature and form a political community and the Crito's contractualism in which an 
agreement is entered into between an established polity and its citizens.   Plato's arguments are not so much designed to 
demonstrate an agreement between the citizen and the political community in the sense that by entering into an 
agreement with the polity, the individual cedes certain rights to the authority of the polity.  Rather, Plato's arguments 
appear to extend only to the fundamental requirement that duly enacted laws are to be obeyed lest the contract be 
violated and the polis descend into anarchy.  After all, laws are enacted by the Athenian Assembly, they are not 
arbitrarily imposed by some authority to whom the citizens have ceded their rights.   
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and ethics; an association which becomes more closely bound together in Plato's works of the 

middle and late periods. 

     The final topic which I wish to examine in this section is the lack of a comprehensive political 

philosophy in Plato's early-period dialogues.  I think this lack is primarily attributable to the fact 

the early-period dialogues represent Plato's attempt to depict the sort of conversations that 

Socrates held with various interlocutors in the course of the his philosophical activities.  As in the 

case of  Xenophon's Socratic writings, Plato's Socratic logoi exhibit characteristics that are 

substantially distinct from those found in the middle- and late-period dialogues to suggest 

plausibly that in the works of the early period we are hearing the voice of Socrates more than that 

of Plato.49  If this view is correct, then we should not wonder why a comprehensive political 

philosophy is not found in the early-period dialogues.  It is quite apparent that Socrates did not 

attempt to formulate such a philosophy; his concern was focused far more on questions of ethics 

than on the establishment of a systematic political philosophy.50  It is Aristotle who offers strong 

                                                        
49 Although this issue is quite contentious among Plato scholars, I nevertheless do agree with Vlastos's analysis of the 
differences between Plato's depiction of the early and middle Socrates.  One of the strengths of Vlastos's reading is that 
he is careful enough to avoid relying upon Plato alone; he employs the works of both Xenophon and Aristotle as 
sources outside the Platonic corpus as controls.  The evidence presented by these two authors does appear to lend 
reasonably strong support to Vlastos's argument.  While I do not believe that it is possible to distinguish completely the 
philosophy of Socrates from that of his pupil, the distinctions in Plato's texts, along with the results of contemporary 
philosophical analysis lead to the conclusion that Plato's early-period dialogues are for the most part representations of 
Socratic philosophy.  See, Vlastos, Socrates: Ironist and Moral Philosopher, especially 45-106.  The works of 
Xenophon that bear the most on this question are: the Memorabilia, the Oeconomicus, the Symposium, and the 
Apology.  Aristotle's remarks on Socrates are found chiefly in the Sophistical Refutations, Metaphysics, Nicomachean 
Ethics, Magna Moralia, Eudemian Ethics, Politics, and Rhetoric. 
50 I am not, of course, suggesting that Socrates' concentration on ethics precludes political implications, nor that 
Socrates did not hold particular views on Athenian politics.  As I have hoped to make clear in the preceding pages, both 
the grounding of legal obligation in moral obligation and the need for the correct sort of education in respect to virtue 
are fundamentally important for the practice of politics.  Moreover, Socrates' repeated criticisms of Athenian 
democracy and his choice not to engage in political activities himself because of the way in which politics was 
practiced indicates a deep concern with questions of politics.  These views are made most forcefully in the Apology and 
the Gorgias, yet they do not suggest a total rejection of democracy more than they suggest an intense distrust of the sort 
of unbounded democracy engaged in by his fellow Athenians.  I cannot fully agree with Samaras' belief that "What 
emerges from these passages [Crito, 44d and 48a, Meno, 93a-94d, Gorgias, 515e, Laches, 184e-185a, Apology, 24d-
25b and 31c-32a] is Socrates' profound disrespect for all aspects of democracy, its theory, its practice and its leaders."  
Thanassis Samaras, Plato on Democracy (New York: Peter Lang, 2002), 13.  To be sure, Socrates is highly critical, yet 
I believe he leaves open the possibility that there could be a better sort of democracy if individual moral concerns were 
addressed first.  In contrast to the completely anti-democratic Socrates, many contemporary Plato scholars, such as 
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evidence for Socrates' concern with moral philosophy: "Socrates busied himself about ethical 

concerns and not about the whole of nature, but in seeking what is universal in these matters, and 

for the first time setting his thought on definitions" (Swkravtou" de; peri; me;n ta; hjqika; 

pragmateuomevnou peri; de; th`" o{lh" fuvsew" oujqevn, ejn mevntoi touvtoi" to; kaqovlou zhtou`nto" kai; 

peri; oJrismẁn ejpisthvsanto" prwvtou th;n diavnoian).51  In light of Aristotle's assessment and the 

evidence presented in Plato's Socratic dialogues that Socrates was searching after definitions in 

ethical matters, it is not difficult to see that, given the failure on the part of Socrates to reach 

definitions of the things he examined, he could hardly have posited a comprehensive political 

philosophy (or, for that matter, any systematic philosophy) in the absence of definitions of the 

concepts upon which a system of political thought must be constructed. 

     In addition to the foregoing consideration, there is a another primary characteristic of  Plato's 

depiction of Socrates in the early-period dialogues which limits the possibility of a 

comprehensive political philosophy, namely, Socrates' use of the elenctic method and his belief in 

individual reason.  An examination of the early-period Socratic dialogues reveals that Socrates' 

discussions relied extensively on his interlocutors' abilities to employ their reason to persuade 

themselves that the opinions they held were incorrect and needed to be revised in light of 

Socrates' questioning.  In effect, we find that Socrates privileged a particular type of rational 

discourse in order to assist in bringing about a change of opinion on the part of his interlocutors 

about virtue.  Even though we could regard the Socratic method as a sort of political activity, as is 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Mara and Monoson, have attempted with varying degrees of success to demonstrate that there is some degree of 
sympathy with democratic practices on the parts of Plato and Socrates.  See, Mara, Socrates' Discursive Democracy 
and S. Sarah Monoson, Plato's Democratic Entanglements (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
51 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 987b1-4.  In regard to the accuracy of Aristotle's comment, Ross remarks: "The statements of 
the Platonic Socrates might be regarded as instances of his 'irony', and Xenophon's statements may be to some extent 
discounted as being in the direct line of his apologetic; but Aristotle is hardly likely to have been mistaken on the point.  
And Plato's account in the Phaedo (96 A) represents Socrates as having abandoned physical science as quite a young 
man."  W. D. Ross, Aristotle: Metaphysics, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924), 1, 159. 
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apparent from the depiction of Socrates in the Apology and the Gorgias,52 nevertheless, it does 

not seem reasonable to argue that this practice is sufficient as the basis of a comprehensive 

political philosophy.53  Since Socrates was principally engaged in the examination of the moral 

and political opinions held by individuals, any sort of political activity was in relation to the 

individual, not in relation to the whole polis.  It is the individual citizen, subjected to Socrates' 

relentless questioning by means of the elenctic method, who will become better.  It is only by 

extension that individuals, after they have come to recognize virtue, will then be morally capable 

of working collectively for the good of the political community.  To put this another way, if 

individuals can be made virtuous through questioning and persuasion, then politics, too, could be 

improved. 

     Socrates' use of rational discourse by means of the elenchus and persuasion as a sort of 

political activity is not without a serious difficulty.  If individual virtue depends on knowledge, 

then politics must also depend on the knowledge held by individuals.  Yet, given Socrates' failure 

to persuade his interlocutors to regard virtue in the Socratic sense, much less convince them 

actually to practice it, it is not at all difficult to see that knowledge could not form the basis for 

political practice.54  Barker puts the point well: "… the proper conduct of political affairs was 

shown to depend on knowledge – a knowledge which neither the democratic assembly itself, nor 

the officials whom it appointed by the chance of the lot, could be said to possess."55  If 

individuals do not have this knowledge, then neither can the political community as a whole.  In 
                                                        
52 See. Apology, 31c3-32a3, and, Gorgias, 521d6-e1.  In both examples, Socrates' refusal to engage in traditional 
political activities does not suggest that his one-on-one approach with individual citizens does not entail implications 
for politics.  For Socrates, the examination of his interlocutors in private on moral and political matters was perhaps the 
best way in which he could influence political practice. 
53 Klosko argues: "Socrates' political practice amounts to a new kind of politics. … In keeping with the traditional 
Greek view that a chief responsibility of the polis is to see to the moral betterment of its citizens, Socrates' goal must be 
judged 'political'.  But Socrates' pursuit of this end is distinctive in that he sought to attain it without recourse to 
political means."  Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 54. 
54 The difficulty is further compounded by Socrates' frequent claims that he could not define what virtue is. 
55 Ernest Barker, Greek Political Theory: Plato and His Predecessors, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1925), 51. 
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short, the failure of Socrates' mission implies a limit to the type of rational discourse practiced by 

Socrates. 

     In order for a comprehensive political philosophy to be posited, the limits of reason and 

persuasion must be considered.  Since this was apparently beyond the ability, or perhaps interest, 

of Socrates, it was left to Plato and subsequent political thinkers to attempt to find a means other 

than the use of the elenchus and persuasion on individuals in respect to moral knowledge.  What 

was required was a method of examination that could lead to the sort of political philosophy 

which is concerned with the good of the entire polis.  It is arguable that the principal reason for 

Socrates' failure is the notion of Socratic intellectualism.56  Socrates' view of the human 

rationality is too simplistic; a model of the psyche which fundamentally claims that all desires are 

desires for what is good.  The neglect on Socrates' part to consider the overwhelming influence in 

most human beings of their emotions and desires is, I believe, the proximate cause both of his 

failure to persuade individuals through the use of reason to live well, and to develop any sort of 

political philosophy.   In other words, if the demos itself is incapable of knowing and acting upon 

what is best for itself, principally because its members possess a more complex moral psychology 

than Socrates admitted, then a solution is required in which the political community is to be 

guided by someone who does possess the knowledge of what is best for the polis and its citizens 

that goes beyond reasoned argument alone, taking into account all the diverse and opposing 

aspects of the psyche. 

     If this reading of the early-period Socratic dialogues is correct, and if it was Plato's intention to 

establish a political philosophy which takes into account both individual and the polis, then he 

                                                        
56 By the phrase Socratic intellectualism, I mean: (1) the identification of virtue with knowledge; (2) the idea that the 
virtues are in some sense unified; (3) one does not voluntarily act badly, one acts badly solely on account of ignorance; 
(4) the denial of akrasia.  Kahn succinctly describes Socratic intellectualism as "a purely cognitive moral psychology 
that ignores or denies the role of emotion as an explanatory cause of human action."  Kahn, Plato and the Socratic 
Dialogue, 73. 
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must first reject the notion of Socratic intellectualism and substitute a moral psychology that 

reflects the way human beings actually are before attempting to argue what is the best manner in 

which the political community ought to live.57  While there are concerns expressed in the Socratic 

works, such as the role of proper education, the necessity for law, and above all the need for 

virtue both in the individual and in the polis, which Plato carries through into the middle and late 

dialogues, these concerns must be treated in a manner far differently than they had been by 

Socrates.  Klosko comments in regard to the early-period dialogues: "The political theory of the 

Republic grows directly out of the rejection of the view of Socrates."58  It is to the Republic's 

arguments on these topics that I now turn my attention. 

 

A Pattern in the Heaven: Plato's Metaphysical Political Philosophy 

     Ostensibly the primary focus of the Republic is a search for the definition of justice, yet during 

the course of the argument Plato manages to construct a broadly encompassing political 

philosophy within which justice functions.59  The concept of justice provides the basis for Plato's 

middle-period political theory which, in turn, is itself dependent on individuals and the polis 

acting in a just manner.  Justice and politics may be regarded as having a reciprocal relationship.  

In other words, there cannot be good political practice without justice, nor can there be justice 
                                                        
57 It is well worth noting that Aristotle, too, near the end of the Nicomachean Ethics reaches a similar conclusion in 
respect to rational discourse as the sole means of moral and political persuasion.  "So, if arguments were sufficient in 
themselves for producing suitable persons, they would justly bring many great rewards, as Theognis said, and such 
rewards ought to have been provided; but at present, they appear to have the power to encourage and stimulate liberal 
young men, and to make a well-born character and one that is truly a lover of what is noble capable of being possessed 
by virtue, but they are unable to encourage the many toward being noble and good" (eij me;n ou\n h\san oiJ lovgoi 
aujtavrkei" pro;" to; poih`sai ejpieikeì", pollou;" a]n misqou;" kai; megavlou" dikaivw" e[feron kata; to;n Qevognin, kai; e[dei 
a]n touvtou" porivsasqai: nùn de; faivnontai protrevyasqai me;n kai; parormh`sai tw`n nevwn tou;" ejleuqerivou" ijscuvein, h\qov" 
t j eujgene;" kai; wJ" ajlhqw`" filovkalon poih`sai a]n katokwvcimon ejk th`" ajreth`", tou;" de; pollou;" ajdunateìn pro;" 
kalokagaqivan protrevyasqai).  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1179b4-10.  Aristotle argues in the Ethics that virtues are 
nurtured in the young by habituation, arguments alone are insufficient for achieving this purpose. 
58 Klosko,  The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 59.  Klosko does not apparently mean that Plato entirely 
rejected Socrates' teaching, rather he no longer employs those aspects of Socratic thought that cannot be universalized. 
59 It is well to keep in mind that the sense of the term justice, as it is employed in the Republic, connotes the whole of 
virtue.  Although Plato treats the four principal virtues separately, the truly just person is one who practices all the 
virtues together. 
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without a well-governed political community.60  But unlike the political thought of the early-

period Socratic dialogues which is based upon the examination of individual citizens in respect to 

virtue, the political philosophy of the Republic requires a grounding in something beyond the 

practice of individual virtue.  It requires the apprehension of a metaphysical dimension, the 

Forms, in order for the entire system to succeed.  The Socratic intellectualism and individualism 

of the early works gives way to a complex moral psychology and universalization which, at the 

time the Republic was composed, Plato considered to be the best solution to the question of how 

we may best live.   

     Although certain Socratic views are no longer held to be tenable by Plato, the political 

philosophy of the Republic, nevertheless, retains and expands upon many aspects of thought 

encountered in the early-period dialogues.  To the extent that the philosophy of Plato's middle 

period displays a deeper consideration of the problems first articulated in the Socratic logoi, can it 

be said to develop.  Many, if not all, of the topics dealt with in the early-period works appear in 

the dialogues of the middle period, not the least of which is the concern with the attainment and 

practice of virtue in order to live well.  What alters in the middle-period works, or perhaps 

complements the Socratic dialogues, is the recognition that Socrates' was unable to arrive at 

solutions.  While retaining Socrates' fundamental concerns, it is arguable that Plato's middle-

period philosophy reflects not only an awareness with the limitations of his teacher's ideas and 

method, but also the growth of his own philosophical thought.  If the Socratic dialogues do indeed 

represent, to some degree or another, the philosophy of Socrates, then the works of the middle 

period may be regarded as Plato's own efforts to answer the questions posed by Socrates, but 

                                                        
60 Guthrie, I believe, is wrong to conclude: "Essentially however the Republic is not a piece of political theory but an 
allegory of the individual human spirit, the psyche."  The Republic is a work of political philosophy precisely because 
the political community is comprised of individuals whose correctly harmonized psyches are necessary for there to be a 
well-governed polity.  The correct attention and care of the individual soul entails the correct practice of politics.  To 
put this another way, the whole can only be as good as its parts.  In this sense, the Republic is a profoundly political 
work.  Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 561. 
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without quite rejecting some of Socrates' fundamental notions.61  With this point in mind, I shall 

examine in the following pages the role of education, the concept of law, and finally, the 

metaphysical grounding of the Republic's political thought.62 

     We have seen in the previous section that education in respect to virtue was an important 

Socratic consideration, but any program, whether through education or through other means, 

concerning how this might be accomplished was not worked out.  The Republic, by contrast, 

presents us with a detailed educational system which should be interpreted as Plato's response and 

working-out of the need for individuals to be educated in respect to virtue if there is to be a 

chance for the political community to be just and thus prosper.  For Plato, education is a 

necessary prerequisite if one is to live justly.  This view rests on two premises: (1) being just is a 

good; (2) being just is a condition of the soul, it is not a set of laws imposed externally.63  Thus, in 

order to nurture the growth of virtue in the individual, there must be an educational program by 

which all may learn to be virtuous, and once virtue is acquired, to practice justice for the sake of 

both one's own good and the good of the polis.   

     After briefly outlining the qualities needed by those who are to become the guardians of the 

polis, the discussion about their education begins with a question: "In what way are we to rear 

and educate them" (qrevyontai de; dh; hJmi`n ou|toi kai; paideuvsontai tivna trovpon)?64  The answer is 

that they are to be trained in musikē and gumnastikē, but as I had mentioned in Chapter 3, 

                                                        
61 It is arguable, but speculative to be sure, that Plato's use of the character of Socrates in the middle-period works 
suggests a sense of continuity with the Socrates of the Socratic dialogues.  To put this another way, even though the 
philosophy in this group of dialogues represents Plato's philosophy, the character of Socrates is present because of the 
fact that Plato's thought is directly based on that of Socrates.  I disagree with Kahn, who believes that even the early-
period Socratic dialogues are expressions of Plato's philosophy, and "his artistic use of the Socratic dialogue form as a 
device for articulating his vision of knowledge and reality."  Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 293.  See also, 65-
70, for a fuller argument as to why Plato chose not to reveal himself in the early works.   
62 With a work so rich and complex as the Republic, it is difficult to separate out any single topic for analysis.  But in 
order to keep my examination within a reasonable length, I have chosen to concentrate on the same subject areas that 
were analyzed in the preceding section. 
63 See, Annas, Introduction, 159-162, for a detailed analysis of Plato's defense of justice. 
64 Republic, 376c8-9. 
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education in these two subjects is to be brought about by blending both in an appropriate mixture 

to ensure a soul that is moderate in its nature.  The correct sort of instruction in musikē, especially 

in respect to poetry that depicts the gods, demi-gods, and heroes as they truly are, and in physical 

training is essential for those who eventually are to rule the polity.65  Their education will permit 

them to know what is best for the polis, "for if they were educated well, they will become 

moderate men" (eja;n ga;r eu\ paideuovmenoi mevtrioi a[ndre" givgnwntai), and those who are 

moderate are the sorts of individuals who are just, that is, they have their souls harmoniously 

balanced.66  Yet, it can be questioned whether the type of education discussed up to this point is 

sufficient for the guardians.  I think it is reasonable to suppose that Plato does not have in mind 

only the education in respect to musikē and physical training which he has just finished discussing 

in Books II and III, rather it appears that he is considering the education of the philosopher, set 

down in Books VI and VII, as well.67 

     It is problematic, of course, that Plato's treatment of education appears restricted only to those 

children who are believed to possess the qualities that, under proper nurturing, would result in 

their becoming members of the guardian class.  While Plato does not directly address the 

education of the producer and auxiliary classes, it is not the case that he entirely ignores their 

education.  Klosko is correct to remark: "Even if the majority of people can never become 

                                                        
65 It is well to remember that both male and females are to receive the same training.  See, Republic, 451e4-5.  For two 
contemporary assessments of Plato's treatment of women, see, Julia Annas, "Plato's Republic and Feminism," in Plato 
2, and Gregory Vlastos, "Was Plato a Feminist?," in Studies in Greek Philosophy, vol. II (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1995). 
66 Republic, 423e5-6. 
67 Adam, too, holds this view.  "[I]n the later books Plato expressly declares that the training necessary for the Rulers 
was inadequately discussed before: see VI 497 C ff., 502D.  For these reasons we must, I think, suppose that Plato 
when he wrote these words was thinking of the education still to be provided."  Adam, The Republic of Plato, 214.  
Perhaps another way of understanding the difference between the education of the producer and auxiliary classes and 
the guardian class is to compare their respective educations to the analogy of the Line.  Those who are given education 
in musikē and gumnastikē may attain knowledge of the lower portion of the Line, the visible sphere of imagination 
(eikasia) and belief (pistis).  The guardians who receive training in philosophy will attain knowledge of the upper 
segment of the Line, the intelligible sphere of thought (dianoia) and understanding (noēsis), as well.  Clearly, in Plato's 
view, those who only possess knowledge of the visible sphere are not capable of ruling, they only are capable of being 
ruled. 
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philosophers, they are capable of living balanced, moderate, well-ordered lives."68  Ultimately, it 

is the guardians who, after they have completed their training and take their places as the rulers of 

the polis, will be responsible for the education of the rest of the citizens, presumably educating 

them in accordance with the same type of instruction that they themselves had received.69  "To 

speak briefly, those have charge of the polis must cling to this [education] in such as manner as it 

does not escape their notice that it has been corrupted, but guard it against everything, and 

especially, as far as possible, keep guard that innovations are not made in regard to gumnastikē 

and musikē contrary to order" ( JW" toivnun dia; bracevwn eijpei`n, touvtou ajnqektevon toi`" 

ejpimelhtai`" th`" povlew", o{pw" a[n aujtou;" mh; lavbh/ diafqare;n ajlla; para; pavnta aujto; fulavttwsi, 

to; mh; newterivzein peri; gumnastikhvn te kai; mousikh;n para; th;n tavxin, ajll j wJ" oi|ovn te mavlista 

fulavttein).70  Although it is neither explicitly stated nor implied that the members of the producer 

and auxiliary classes will obtain any training in philosophy, it nevertheless does appear to be the 

case that the instruction these citizens do receive in musikē and gumnastikē will be sufficient to 

ensure a specific purpose.71  "This is meant to make clear that the rest of the citizens must be 

brought to this single task for which  is natural for them, so that by the one practice that belongs 

to each one himself he might not become many but one, and thus the polis altogether will grow as 

one, and not as many" (tou`to d j ejbouvleto dhlou`n o{ti kai; tou;" a[llou" polivta", pro;" o{ ti" 

                                                        
68 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 115. 
69 Guthrie comments: "Plato could not have viewed with indifference the prospect of the children of artisans and 
businessmen being stuffed with false and harmful notions about gods and heroes, and in fact it is guardians who will 
oversee the education of all the rest."  Guthrie, Plato: The Man and Hs Works, 456. 
70 Republic, 424b2-6.  After the pains taken by Plato to demonstrate that there are proper types of musikē and 
gumnastikē, it would indeed be odd if the two remaining classes were not given the same sort of education in respect to 
these subjects.  Instruction which is not similar would be dangerous to the well-being of the polis.  Adam rightly 
comments: "We must forbid all innovations in music and gymnastic because they are productive of political change."  
Adam, the Republic of Plato, 213. 
71 Reeve, who seems to think that education is reserved only for the guardians, argues: "… there is reason to think that 
Plato intends future producers to receive a traditional apprenticeship training in the single polis craft for which they 
have as high a natural aptitude as for any other."  This may be the case, however, it is arguable that all three classes 
must receive training in musikē and gymnastics before they may be educated in respect to a specific craft or discipline.  
C. D. C. Reeve, Philosopher-Kings: The Argument of Plato's Republic (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1988), 190. 
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pevfuken, pro;" tou`to e{na pro;" e{kaston e[rgon dei` komivzein, o{pw" a[n e}n to; aujtou` ejpithdeuvwn 

e{kasto" mh; polloi; ajlla; ei|" givgnhtai, kai; ou{tw dh; suvmpasa hJ povli" miva fuvhtai a;lla; mh; 

pollai v).72  By receiving this sort of education, the citizens will be able "to do their own business" 

both in respect to themselves and in respect to their place in the community. 

     For those individuals, however, who have been marked out as potential guardians, Plato 

establishes a rigorous program in philosophical training.  He sets out in detail the subjects that are 

to studied.  First, as a propaedeutic to the study of dialectic comes instruction in mathematics, 

plane geometry, solid geometry, astronomy, and harmonics.73  The discussion regarding the 

subjects to be studied concludes with the observation: "Dialectic has been laid down by us above 

the other subjects like a coping-stone and no other subject could correctly be placed above it" 

(w{sper qrigko;" toi`" maqhvmasin hJ dialektikh; hJmi`n ejpavnw kei`sqai, kai; oujkevt j a[llo touvtou 

mavqhma ajnwtevrw ojrqẁ" a]n epitivqesqai).74  Second, Plato supplies a schedule for the ages when 

these subjects ought to be studied, culminating in a fifteen-year period of public service, after 

which, at the age of fifty, the individual is fully equipped to govern the polis.75  It is only at the 

completion of these studies and public service that one will have acquired the requisite skills to be 

able to apprehend the Good, administer the polis, and train others who will rule in turn. 

     Perhaps the most interesting feature of Plato's educational theory is that he regards education 

not so much as the filling of pupils' minds with knowledge as he considers it to be a process of 

"turning around" (th`" periagwgh`") the pupils' souls from darkness to light.76  Despite Irwin's 

                                                        
72 Republic, 423d2-6. 
73 See, Republic, 522b7-534a1.  For the purposes of this discussion it is not necessary to examine these subjects in 
detail.  
74 Republic, 534e2-4.  It is well worth remembering that the philosopher-king "is to labor in politics and rule for the 
sake of the polis, not as if he were doing something noble, but as if he were doing something necessary" (pro;" 
politikoì" ejpitalaipwroùnta" kai; a[rconta" eJkavstou" th`" povlew" e{neka, oujc wJ" kalovn ti ajll j wJ" ajnagkaìon 
pravttonta").  Republic, 540b3-5. 
75 See, Republic, 537b1-540c2. 
76 See, Republic, 518b7-d7. 
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interpretation, it does not appear to be the case that the Republic's view of education is a reference 

to Plato's doctrine of anamnēsis.77  Indeed, recollection is never mentioned in the Republic.  The 

fact that the notion of "turning around"  comes shortly after the Analogy of the Cave suggests that 

Plato has in mind the capacity for the mind to be directed toward at least some apprehension of 

the Good, not the recollection of what one had learned in a previous state of being.  It is well to 

keep in mind that in the Republic, Plato explicitly comments that those souls who return to a 

mortal existence on earth do not return with any memories of what they had seen in the afterlife.  

"Since it was becoming evening, they then encamped beside the River of Oblivion, whose water 

no vessel can contain.  It was necessary for all to drink a certain measure of water, … and the 

person who drinks always forgets everything" (skhna`sqai ou\n sfa`" h[dh eJspevra" gignomevnh" 

para; to;n  jAmevlhta potamovn, ou| to; u{dwr ajggei`on oujde;n stevgein.  mevtron me;n ou\n ti tou` u{dato" 

pa`sin ajnagkai`on ei\nai piei`n ... to;n de; ajei; piovnta pavntwn ejpilanqavnesqai).78  It is difficult to 

see how this passage from the Myth of Er can be reconciled with the notion of "turning around" 

that is encountered in the Republic.79  Since a very large part of the Republic is concerned with 

moral psychology, to apprehend the Good is to know that one must keep one's psyche in balance 

in order to live in accordance with justice.  Given the absence the doctrine of anamnēsis in this 

dialogue, it would appear that to accomplish the "turning around" of the soul some sort of 

education is required.  Reeve remarks: "Platonic education is aimed primarily not at the 

transmission of information or at the inculcation of intellectual skills, but rather at the removal or 

moderation of as many of a person's unnecessary desires as his nature permits."80  It is plausible 

                                                        
77 See, Terrence Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 140 and 218.  For an opposing 
view, Reeve, too, thinks that Plato is not referring to the doctrine of recollection.  See, Reeve, Philosopher-Kings, n. 6, 
286 
78 Republic, 621a4-b1.   
79 In reference to the psyche Reeve comments: "But it does not acquire knowledge of forms while disembodied, nor 
recollect it when on earth.  The virtuous are rewarded in heaven, not educated.  Reeve, Philosopher-Kings, 108. 
80 Ibid., 50. 
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to conclude, then, that this sense of the term education is the basis for education in respect to 

one's soul, and it functions in tandem with the sort of training that is appropriate for the 

acquisition of a craft, which itself is directed toward what is best for oneself and the polis. 

     Thus, rather than leaving an individual's education solely dependent upon the Socratic notions 

of elenctic examination and persuasion as the means to nurture virtue, the Republic's program 

explicitly articulates an educational system designed to address in a similar manner the entire 

body of citizens, administered by those who themselves have been educated in the same system.  

While this program of education undoubtedly fosters a certain degree of homogeneity among the 

citizens, particularly among those who are not given the opportunity, or who do not possess the 

ability, for training in philosophy, it would appear that Plato regarded this solution as better than 

there being none at all.  Socrates' method of examining individual citizens about virtue does not 

readily lead to a stable polis, a political community in which justice prevails and the citizens, both 

as individuals and as members of a specific class, "do their own business".  Plato's solution to this 

problem, although not without its own difficulties, seems likely to have offered a better 

opportunity to establish a longer-lasting political community whose members worked toward a 

common good. 

     In the Republic the concept of law is made conspicuous by its near absence.  Even though 

Socrates refers both to Glaucon and Adeimantus as the polis' lawgiver (oJ nomoqevth"), there is a 

marked lack of developed argument concerning legal codes and institutions.81  It would appear 

that, while Plato does not reject the need for law, the manner in which he organizes kallipolis and 

the moral education of its citizens precludes the necessity for a protracted examination of law and 

the formalization of a legal code.  Annas argues: "Plato does not, in the Republic, give enough 

attention to the importance of law in setting up and regulating the institutions of a state, 

                                                        
81 See, Republic, 458c6 and 497d1. 
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regardless of the roles of capable people."82  Yet, it is arguable that given the nature of the 

guardians and the citizens over whom they rule, Plato believed that "it is better for all to be ruled 

by divine wisdom, especially that which is his own in himself, but if not, by that imposed from 

outside … and it is clear that law means such a thing, since it is the ally of everyone in the city" 

(wJ" a[meivnon o]n panti;, uJpo; qeivou kai; fronivmou a[rcesqai, mavlista me;n oijkei`on e[conto" ejn auJtw/`, 

eij de; mhv, e[xwqen ejfestẁto" ... Dhloi` dev ge ... oJ novmo" o{ti toiou`ton bouvletai, pa`si toi`" ejn th`/ 

povlei suvmmaco" w[n).83  Plato is arguing that divine wisdom, or reason, is what ought to rule us, 

whether in the sense that reason rules the souls of individuals or the wisdom of the guardians is 

suited to rule those who are less wise.  In the most fundamental sense, then, the rule of reason is 

the law under which all must live.  Law, viewed in this way as a general concept, favors no single 

class in the polis, rather it is the ally of every citizen, representing, according to each one's 

capacities, what is the highest quality in both the individual and in the political community.84  

Given a polis whose rulers and citizens possess the ability to direct themselves and the political 

community in accordance with the dictates of reason, there would be no need for the sorts of legal 

regulations that Annas finds lacking in the Republic.  Reason itself is sufficient as the 

fundamental law on which a polis is founded and which regulates its institutions.85 

                                                        
82 Annas, Introduction, 105.  Annas rightly sees Plato replacing a legal code with the guardians, but she is highly 
critical of this arrangement.  The guardians "are not constrained by a constitution or laws, and the other classes have no 
part in decision-making or even administration; they simply are not consulted. …The Guardians think of others as 
inferiors who have less knowledge of their own real interests than they themselves have."  Ibid., 106-107.  Annas, I 
think, over-interprets Plato's intent.  She tends to read the Republic through the lens of contemporary liberalism, 
thereby privileging individual freedom and choice, while criticizing anything in Plato that may suggest paternalism.  If 
the guardians have indeed attained apprehension of the Good, and if the members of the producer and auxiliary classes 
have some apprehension, then the problem as stated by Annas would not exist.  The guardians would in fact have a 
superior knowledge of their charges' interests, and by the fact that they possess knowledge of the Good, they could not 
do anything that would harm or not be of benefit to the whole community. 
83 Republic, 590d3-e2. 
84 Adam comments on this passage: "Plato means that the purpose, intention or meaning of Law is that the better should 
rule the worse, and we may fairly appeal to the witness of Law on such a subject, for Law does not, as Thrasymachus 
argued (I 343 C), hold a brief for oJ kreivttwn, but is the ally of every class and individual in the city without exception."  
Adam, The Republic of Plato, 367. 
85 This position foreshadows the Statesman's argument that the best rule would be one without law; laws should not 
prevail, rather the man who rules as a king with wisdom, but without laws, would be the best solution.  Because law 
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     Plato argues that there is no need for laws to regulate education in respect to matters of lawful 

convention: "It is silly to legislate these matters; for verbal or written legislation neither will make 

them come to be nor make them last" (Nomoqetei`n d j aujtav, ... eu[hqe": ou[te gavr pou givgnetai 

ou[t j a]n meivneien lovgw/ te kai; gravmmasin nomoqethqevnta).86  The type of education in respect to 

musikē and gumnastikē that is set down by the guardians will ensure the proper nurture and 

growth of the children.  Because the guardians have established education in accordance with 

divine reason, the result will turn out well, since a person's education will determine what sort of 

individual he or she will become.  Similarly, there is no need for laws regulating market 

transactions, private contracts, legal procedures, and the like.  It is unnecessary to dictate such 

laws because the educational system will produce citizens who are "fine and good" (kaloi`" 

kajgaqoi`"), who themselves will discover what sort of legislation is required.87   

     There is a potential drawback in that if the god-granted law of divine reason does not establish 

the sort educational system intended by Plato, then there is a risk that the citizens will pass their 

time trying to compensate for a bad education by passing and amending all sorts of laws, "not 

knowing that they are really cutting off the heads of a Hydra" (ajgnoou`nte" o{ti tẁ/ o[nti w{sper  

{Udran tevmnousin).88  Laws concerning institutions and procedures should be set down only in 

those cases in which the citizens do not possess the wisdom to do so for themselves.  Otherwise, 

there will be a continual altering of the laws according to the desires of those who gain the 

confidence of the polis through flattery, and thereby badly govern the polis.89  The true lawgiver 

                                                                                                                                                                     
must be applied to a wide variety of cases, it can never take into consideration individual variants. The lawgiver, when 
setting down a legal code, uses the principle of what best suits the majority.  In contrast, the ruler who possesses expert 
knowledge is able to do away a legal code precisely because he has the knowledge to judge individual cases on their 
own merits without the restrictions of fixed laws.  See, Statesman, 294a2-295b5. 
86 Republic, 425b7-8. 
87 See, Republic, 425c10-e2. 
88 Republic, 425e3-426e7. 
89 The theme of rhetorical flattery for the sake of indulging the desires of the citizens is the central topic of the Gorgias.  
It is perhaps obvious to note that it is also a concern in the Republic.  The politician who resorts to flattery cannot be 
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(to;n ajlhqino;n nomoqevthn) should not busy himself about such legal regulations.  In a badly-

governed polis they will make no difference; in a polis established in accordance with the 

Republic's criteria, either the citizens, by employing their reason, will discover the appropriate 

laws, or the what the laws ought to be will follow of their own accord from the way in which the 

polis was established.90    In contrast, there are some laws concerning sacred rites, festivals, and 

burials for which laws must be enacted.  But these are not the sort of laws for which human 

beings have knowledge; they must by prescribed by the oracle of Apollo at Delphi.91 

     Even though law is not treated in the specific manner in which the Crito dealt with the concept 

of legal obligation, the sense of law as the use of reason to regulate both the actions of the 

individual and the affairs of the polis is quite pronounced in the Republic.  The grounding of the 

concept of law in human reason which, in turn, is itself a divinely given capacity, entailed by 

one's knowledge of the Good, suggests that Plato saw no need to posit a legal code.  With the 

exception of the laws pertaining to the gods, the citizens of kallipolis will have their legal system 

set down by the guardians, and accepted by themselves, in accordance with the principles of 

justice and just behavior that is the consequence of their souls being harmoniously balanced.  If it 

is indeed the case that the citizens are able to attain this balance, then any extended discussion of 

law and legal procedure would be unnecessary and redundant.  The best sort of law is within 

ourselves, provided we are able to access it and realize it in practice. 

     In general terms, the political philosophy of the Republic is distinctly different from that 

encountered in the early-period dialogues.  We have seen that the works of this group privilege 

                                                                                                                                                                     
considered to be acting for the long-term good of the community, rather his oratory is directed toward securing his own 
interest by persuading the citizens that their desires ought accord with his own.  For Plato this is the type of political 
rhetoric that swiftly leads to the ruin both of individual citizens and the polis.  Also see the Elean Visitor's parody of the 
way in which the majority changes the laws and governs without the requisite expert knowledge at, Statesman, 295b10-
297c4. 
90 See, Republic, 427a2-7. 
91 See, Republic, 427b2-c4. 
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the use of elenctic examination to persuade individuals to live well for the good of the 

community.  In the middle-period dialogues political, as well as moral, philosophy is grounded in 

a metaphysical conception of the Good.  Whether it be in terms of education, law, or the manner 

in which citizens rule or are ruled, it is made clear in the Republic that rational discourse among 

individuals no longer is sufficient to ensure the good of the polis.  What is required is the 

apprehension of something that transcends what one encounters in this world.  Since human 

beings are essentially fallible, with the propensity to be guided by their passions, the recognition 

that there is a divine element in us – the reasoning part of the psyche – is needed so that we may 

order our souls and thus furnish order to the political communities in which we live.  Yet, in 

Plato's view, reason itself is a divine gift, whose full use by human beings requires the 

apprehension of the Forms as the ground from which we can then attempt the management of our 

practical concerns.  Both politics and ethics must be directed by reason when it has intellected the 

Forms.  Thus, one of the principal features which distinguishes the dialogues of the middle period 

from the early-period works is Plato's two-world metaphysics; a sensible realm in which the 

everyday interactions of moral agents and political concerns take place, and the supersensible 

realm of the Forms whose apprehension is necessary in order to live as morally responsible 

agents and good citizens in the sensible world. 

     When we examine the middle-period dialogues, the most striking characteristic is precisely the 

doctrine of separately existing Forms.  Additionally, there is a close link between this doctrine 

and the concept of a soul capable of existing apart from the body, a soul that is eternal and subject 

to reincarnation.  Unlike the unified soul of the early works, the Republic's soul is tripartite.92  

                                                        
92 Even though I have discussed Plato's arguments for the tripartite soul in the previous chapter, I would like to offer 
the following observation as well. The structure of the soul is itself problematic in the middle dialogues, for in the 
Phaedo, unquestionably considered as a middle-period work, the soul's structure is unitary, whereas in the Republic, we 
encounter the fully developed idea of a tripartite soul.  The shift from a unified soul to a multi-part one is at the root of 
Plato's rejection – or development – of Socratic intellectualism.  That is, a change from the view that all desires are 
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Both the Forms and the tripartite soul are respectively necessary metaphysical and psychological 

conceptions for the political and moral philosophy of the Republic.  In order to live well we must 

be able to apprehend the Forms which, in turn, provide paradigms of the highest ideals to which 

we may aspire.  Ultimately, both the soul of each individual and the theoretical polis, kallipolis, 

depend on Plato's particular two-world metaphysics.  As Socrates remarks in reference to the city 

they have founded, it is "perhaps a pattern laid up in heaven for the person who wishes to look at 

it, and when he has looked at it, to establish it in himself" (ejn oujranẁ/ i[sw" paravdeigma ajnavkeitai 

tẁ/ boulomevnw/ oJra`n kai; oJrẁnti eJauto;n katoikivzein).93 

 

Problems and Possibilities:  

The Impracticability of the Republic's Political Philosophy 

     By grounding the Republic's political and moral philosophy in metaphysics, Plato posits a 

philosophical structure of great power and beauty, but one from which practical and theoretical 

problems arise.  Leaving aside the metaphysical and epistemological difficulties of the Forms 

which were harshly, and perhaps tendentiously, criticized by Aristotle in the Metaphysics and 

Peri ideōn,94 and which Plato himself subjected to rigorous self-criticism in the Parmenides and 

reconsidered in the Theaetetus, there are serious objections to the manner in which the middle-

                                                                                                                                                                     
directed toward the Good; some desires, of course, may not be oriented in this way.  Socratic intellectualism seems to 
require a unified soul.  By dividing the soul, Plato is able to demonstrate that the objects of our desires – good and bad 
– stem from the reasoning, thumotic, and appetitive portions of the soul respectively.  The problem persists by the time 
of the Laws.  Plato appears to reject the tripartite structure, positing instead either a bipartite soul or a unified soul.  For 
a discussion of Plato's conception of the structure of the soul, see, Robinson, Plato's Psychology and Bobonich, Plato's 
Utopia Recast, esp., 216-373. 
93 Republic, 592b1-2.  Adam comments: "eJauto;n katoikivzein is a pregnant and powerful phrase, which involves not 
only the idea of the povli" s. politeiva ejn hJmìn (cf. 590 E, 591E, X 605 B, 608 B), but also perhaps a hint that the 
paravdeigma ejn oujranw is as it were the mhtrovpoli" from which our souls should be colonized.  Jowett and Campbell 
understand ejkeì after eJauto;n katoikivzein, while Richards thinks Plato may have written eJauto;n or katoikivzein: but the 
word paravdeigma, as well as tw`/ boulomevnw/ oJra`n kai; oJrw`nti, shews that the heavenly city is regarded as a model for the 
soul rather than as the place in which the soul should be planted."  Adam, The Republic of Plato, 370.   
94 For an analysis of Aristotle's criticisms of Plato's metaphysics, see, Harold F. Cherniss, Aristotle's Criticism of Plato 
and the Academy (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1944). 
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period works conceive political and moral philosophy.95  To state it bluntly, there is 

fundamentally an elitist and exclusionary nature to this philosophy that would hinder, if not 

preclude, the establishment of a well-constituted polis that seeks the good of all its citizens.   

     To be certain, a polity may be ruled by a Platonic philosopher-king and attain a certain 

measure of flourishing under his guidance and authority, and the citizens may be educated in 

respect to virtue so that they may to some degree act in a morally responsible manner, but unless 

instruction in the apprehension of the Good is made available to everyone, then two consequences 

follow.  First, there is a consequence that affects the individual.  Even though the members of the 

producer and auxiliary classes receive a degree of education that would permit them to act as 

morally responsible agents, it does appear to be the case that they would be excluded from the full 

realization of their potentials as both individuals and citizens.  Without the sort of education 

available to the guardians, the manner in which the rest of the citizens are supposed to apprehend 

the Forms, and thereby learn how to place their souls and polis in a harmonious balance is 

problematic.  Given the great significance in the Myth of Er on being able to choose one's next 

temporal life correctly, it is difficult to see how these individuals would be equipped with the 

requisite knowledge to do so successfully.96  Second, there is a consequence for the political 

community.  The sort of polis in which only few individuals have attained a high degree of 

knowledge and understanding is one that would be unstable.  Despite Plato's claims that the 

education in musikē and gumnastikē given to the members of the producer and auxiliary classes 

would be sufficient for them "to do their own business", that is, perform the task for which one is 

most suited, it is doubtful that over a long period of time whether one's moral psychology could 

                                                        
95 For Aristotle's arguments contra Plato's political philosophy, see. Politics, Book II.  As I noted in Chapter 2, Mayhew 
offers a recent examination of Aristotle's critique of the political philosophy of the Republic.  See, Mayhew, Aristotle's 
Criticism of Plato's Republic.  In general, see, Bobonich, Plato's Utopia Recast for fundamental arguments regarding 
these concerns. 
96 See, Republic, 617d2-620d5.  Plato specifically states at 619e1-5 that the person who "pursues philosophy soundly" 
(uJgiw`" filosofoì) will have the easiest journey in his life on earth and in the afterlife. 
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sustain this specialization of function.  As Plato's depiction of the decline of regime- and soul-

types in Books VIII and IX makes clear, it appears to be inevitable that all political communities 

and individuals must undergo a process of degeneration.  The results for the political community 

are potentially devastating if only a select group of individuals, the guardians, have knowledge of 

the highest ideals, and thus the possibility of there being a well-harmonized polis that is able to 

endure over a substantial period of time is greatly lessened.  The city founded in Republic may be 

a fine theoretical construct, but since politics and moral responsibilities necessarily occur not in a 

metaphysical, non-sensible realm, but in the visible, practical sphere, the worlds of the Republic – 

both sensible and supersensible – would entail no, or very little, practicability.  Plato's concerns 

for moral responsibility and political flourishing would not extend beyond the theoretical 

founding of kallipolis. 

     I wish to argue that Plato became aware of certain difficulties concerning the applicability of 

his middle-period political philosophy.  In effect, the political philosophy of the Republic entailed 

a limited practicability.  Plato's recognition of the problem of applicability, or possibility, 

arguably led him to approach the problem of how we may best live from a different perspective in 

his later dialogues.  Before doing so, however, I would like to address the question whether Plato 

himself regarded the Republic's program as possible, or did he simply consider it be to a 

theoretical examination of what the best sort of polity could be, with there being no intention 

whatsoever to attempt to establish it in actuality. 

     Plato's ideal polis is referred to several times as being founded in theory or in speech.97  One 

could easily infer from these references that kallipolis is indeed just a "city in speech", and that 

Plato did not regard its coming to be as possible.  Yet, offsetting the fact that the city is only a 

                                                        
97 Burnyeat helpfully provides a list of these occurrences: Logōi, 472d-e; lexeōs, 473a; en logois, 592a; cf. 369a-c, 
371b, 374a, 379a, 394d, 422e, 428c, 433a, 434e, 450a-b, 451c, 452a, 456d, 458c, 473e, 497c, 530e, 534d, 546b, 557d, 
558b, 595a.  Miles Burnyeat, "Utopia and Fantasy: The Practicability of Plato's Ideally Just City," in Plato 2, 297, n. 1. 
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theoretical construct, it is stated twenty-two times in the Republic that a city of such a sort is 

possible or practicable.98  What, then are we to make of these conflicting claims?  Is the 

instantiation of kallipolis actually possible or practicable?  Appendix I lists the passages in which 

the idea of possibility is raised.  An analysis of these passages suggests that in a limited sense 

practice can follow theory.  It appears to be the case that the concept of possibility is akin to the 

idea of approximation.  In other words, the individual or political community that attends to 

Plato's theoretical "city in speech" may be able to approximate it in practice.  While there may be 

only the slightest possibility that kallipolis could actually come into existence, those who adhere 

to its ideals as a paradigm have the possibility to live well as individuals and citizens. 

     There have been several ways in which the possibility of the "city in speech" coming into 

being has been interpreted.  First, there are scholars who argue that Plato intended kallipolis to be 

a theoretical model; it is not blueprint for a political community that could be realized.  Guthrie, 

for example, states: "the whole scheme is a purely theoretical exercise."99  A somewhat different 

view was expressed by Strauss, who argued that the Republic presents us with the proof that such 

a city is impossible.  Kallipolis is not a theoretical model of what the best city ought to be, rather 

we should interpret the Republic as meaning the opposite of what it appears to say, namely, 

kallipolis is not the sort of polis that we ought to desire.100  Rosen argues that the purpose of the 

Republic is to demonstrate the inherent instability of politics, and it may be inferred from Rosen's 

analysis that Plato's social and political programs could not be enacted in practice.101   

                                                        
98 See, Republic, 375c-e, 415c-d, 423d-424a, 425d-e, 450d, 452e-453c, 456c, 457a, 457c, 457d-e, 458a, 458b, 466d, 
471c-e, 472b-473b, 473c-e, 485a, 499c-500e, 502a-c, 520e-521a, 540d, 592a.  Ibid., 301, n. 11. 
99 Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 457, n. 1.  Also see pages 483-486 for an extended discussion on the 
practicability of Plato's ideal city. 
100 Strauss comments: "We arrive at the conclusion that the city is not possible because of the philosopher's 
unwillingness to rule." Strauss, The City and Man, 124.  Bloom even more forcefully, perhaps, follows Strauss' reading.  
See, Allan Bloom, "Interpretive Essay."  
101 See, Rosen, Plato's Republic.  While Rosen explicitly claims that he is offering a refutation of the Straussian 
reading, he nevertheless appears to arrive at the same conclusion; the Republic demonstrates the impossibility of Plato's 
ideal city. 
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     Contrary readings are given by many interpreters.  Cornford argues that the Republic's ideal 

city was intended to be taken seriously and implemented as a remedy for the harmful practices 

and institutions of fourth-century Greek politics.102  Cornford does note, however, that Plato's 

ideal city does recognize human weakness, trying to mold it as best as possible.  Reeve attempts 

to demonstrate the possibility and coherence of the Republic's arguments by analyzing four broad 

topical areas: epistemology and metaphysics; psychology; politics; ethics.103  Reeve concludes his 

examination by claiming: "Plato's overall theory … is defensible, at least to some degree, … and 

in all sorts of ways it points us in promising directions – by shaking our confidence in accepted 

dogma … "104  For Reeve, the possibility of the Republic appears to lie not so much in the 

possibility of the coming into being of kallipolis as it does in demonstrating to its readers the 

possibility of questioning and revising firmly entrenched views.  Laks, in article examining the 

relationship between the Republic and the Laws, employs the concept of "projection".  That is to 

say, the laws of the Laws are a projection of the Republic's theoretical arguments; the possibility 

of the Republic is fulfilled in the Laws.  Laks claims: "… the Politeia puts forward an explicit 

theory of possibility that is just the one we need in order to account for the Laws in terms of a 

'projection'."105  Finally, Burnyeat has presented an interesting interpretation that is based on the 

notion of fantasy.106  There is an element of the fantastical found both in the Republic and in 

Aristophanes' Ecclesiazusae that suggests a subversion of the audiences' expectations, a sort of 

liberation from one's common perspectives.  The sharp juxtaposition of our mundane reality and 

Plato's fantasy indicates that the fantastical Aristophanic elements of the Republic are designed 

                                                        
102 See, F. M. Cornford, The Republic of Plato (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1951), xxiii. 
103 See, Reeve, Philosopher-Kings. 
104 Ibid., 273. 
105 André Laks, "Legislation and Demiurgy: On the Relationship between Plato's  Republic and Laws," Classical 
Antiquity 9, no. 2 (1990), 214.  Laks further notes that there is a specific Platonic conception of possibility which 
defines the possible in terms of "the greatest proximity."  Ibid., 216. 
106 Burnyeat, "Utopia and Fantasy." 
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"to free our imaginations from the conventional assumptions that hold us back from seeing that 

we could and should take his proposal seriously."107  Of course, the sort of comic fantasy 

employed to make the Republic acceptable is precisely the type that Plato wishes banned in his 

ideal polis.  While this might appear to be a contradiction, or a paradox, Burnyeat argues that it is 

not.  We need to enter into this world of comic fantasy because "it is the partial, parochial 

perspectives of everyday existence which make it hard for us to accept that the Republic is 

right."108  In other words, the practicability of the "city in speech" depends on us taking its fantasy 

seriously, and if taken in this way, then there is a possibility that we could be persuaded that the 

Republic's political program is practicable. 

     All of the above interpretations present good and ingenious, but not compelling, arguments.  

Their variety suggests that it may not be possible to reach a consensus on the question of the 

practicability of Plato's ideal city.  Indeed, the tension between the "city in speech" and the notion 

of possibility in the text perhaps indicates that Plato himself was not entirely persuaded in respect 

to the practicability of kallipolis per se.  It is arguable that while Plato may not indeed have 

intended his ideal city to be established in the precise manner in which it is set out in the 

Republic, nevertheless it is not implausible to suggest that he believed such an ideal was 

necessary as a paradigm toward which human beings ought to aim.  Barker, who analyzes the 

dialogue in terms of its practicability, concludes: "that there should ever be a state according to 

this manner, Plato hardly expects; it must be an ideal to which men may approximate as closely 

as they can, but not a copy of what must imitated line for line."109  To put this another way, 

Plato's political goals in the Republic were very likely not intended to be realized in practice as 

                                                        
107 Ibid., 305. 
108 Ibid., 308. 
109 Ernest Barker, The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 1959), 160.  Guthrie, 
too, reaches a similar conclusion: "But it is still a paradeigma or model of the order which, given men's need for 
communal life and their diversity of character, would be 'completely good' for them (427e), and towards which political 
thinkers should strive."  Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 486. 
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much as they served to illustrate and illuminate the best way of life that is possible; a way of life 

that could approximate his ideal.  

     Yet, even an ideal, even though it may be necessary, may also be impracticable.  Given human 

nature being what it is,  I wish to suggest that Plato came to regard the political philosophy of the 

Republic as entailing little or no practicability both in respect to its actually coming into existence 

and in respect to its usefulness as a model to be approximated.  There are four principal reasons, 

mentioned in Chapter 2, which may have led Plato to seek a different, more practicable, solution 

to the problem.110  While there can be no complete certainty that any of these reasons, either alone 

or in combination, were the cause of the later-period's political and moral philosophy, it is not 

unreasonable to suspect that they lay behind the shift in Plato's thought from the metaphysical 

grounding of the middle-period dialogues to the more practicably applicable philosophy of the 

Statesman, Philebus, and Laws.  

     First, Plato's two-world metaphysics was subject to severe criticism, not the least of which was 

written by Plato himself.111  Although the Forms do not entirely disappear in the late works, they 

no longer are the centerpiece and linchpin of Plato's philosophy.112  In the Republic it is essential 

that the guardians apprehend the Forms in order to rule well, but in the Laws it is the law itself, 

                                                        
110 There is a fifth, more speculative reason for the change.  Starting in about 367, Aristotle became a member of Plato's 
Academy.  While there is no certain means of ascertaining the influence of Aristotle on Plato, the more reasonable and 
practical nature of the former philosopher's own surviving works on ethics and politics suggest a regard for ethics and 
politics as found in practice, rather than regarding these subjects as the objects of theoretical and metaphysical 
considerations.  It is not entirely implausible to suggest, then, that discussions carried out with Aristotle in the 
Academy itself may have contributed to the redirection of Plato's later philosophy. 
111 As noted previously, the Parmenides should be read as Plato's self-response to potential difficulties with the manner 
in which he conceived the doctrine of the Forms.  Whether or not the arguments in the Parmenides were stimulated by 
discussion within the Academy, perhaps with Aristotle, may only be guessed at.  The fact remains, however, that 
regardless of the stimulus for Plato's reconsideration of the Forms, he did undertake to address this issue.  It is not 
implausible to think that if his central metaphysical views could be re-evaluated, then so too could be the practical 
philosophy which was grounded in Plato's metaphysics. 
112 I am not convinced by Saunders's claim that the Laws is "wholly devoid of the theory of Forms."  For example, in 
his discussion of music in Book II, the Athenian argues that music should not be judged by the criterion of pleasure, 
rather it should be judged by its resemblance to its model, beauty (668a9-b2).  Trevor J. Saunders, "Plato's Later 
Political Thought," in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 465.   
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along with the correct nurture and education of the citizens, that ensures good government.  Yet, 

the rule by law is only a second-best choice; this second-best polity is one which looks to the 

model of the best, or ideal, polis and which should resemble it as far as possible.113  In this sense, 

the notion of an ideal type, or Form, continues to provide a paradigm against which all else is 

evaluated.  While this model may not quite be the Form of the Good in the Republic, the general 

philosophical conception that there is some standard, not posited by human beings, underpins the 

arguments of the Laws.114 

     Second, it is difficult to imagine that external criticisms of Plato's philosophy did not occur.  

We do know, for example, that there was continual interaction between Plato and his pupils in the 

Academy, including communal meals and sacred feasts.  Guthrie comments: "Much of the 

instruction would be by Plato's favoured [sic] dialectical method, but he also gave continuous 

lectures, some of which were open to a wider audience."115  Surely, given the intellectual acumen 

and philosophical ability of associates such as Aristotle, Speusippus, and Eudoxos, it is 

reasonable to assume that Plato's ideas underwent some sort of reconsideration as the result of his 

daily interaction with the Academy's members.  If, as Plato himself asserts in the Republic, the 

goal of philosophy is to discover the truth, then the practice of dialectics would permit both Plato 

                                                        
113 Laws, 739b8-e7.. 
114 In the Republic, Socrates defines the good as: " this thing that grants the truth to the things that are known and gives 
power to the knower is, you must say, the form of the good" (Toùto toivnun to; th;n ajlhvqeian parevcon toì" 
gignwskomevnoi" kai; tw`/ gignwvskonti th;n duvnamin ajpodido;n th;n toù ajgaqoù ijdevan favqi ei\nai).  Republic, 508d10-e2.  
In the Laws, the Athenian explicitly claims at 716c4-5 that " in our view, the god is most of all the measure of all 
things" (oJ dh; qeo;" hJmìn pavntwn crhmavtwn mevtron a]n ei[h mavlista).  While the accounts of Socrates and the Athenian 
are not precisely identical, the notion that there is some higher power that functions as a paradigm for human affairs is 
common to Plato's middle- and late-period thought.  On a related point, Schofield makes the interesting argument that 
the political program of the Laws is grounded in religion.  "Religious observance inculcating a sense of divine power 
and divine justice turns out to be a priority for the legislator's agenda."  Schofield sees Magnesia as a sort of theocracy.  
Even though it is arguable that Schofield goes too far in arguing that Magnesia is a theocracy, there is the sense that 
even in what appears to be a work of practicable political theory, there is the need ultimately to base the work's political 
philosophy on metaphysical grounds.  While the divine aspect of the Laws is not quite the same as the Forms, it 
nevertheless functions as a transcendent power upon which actions in the sensible realm depend.  Schofield, Plato, 311-
325. 
115 Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 21.  For a general account of Plato's philosophical activities in the 
Academy and in Sicily, see, Ibid., 17-32 
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himself and the members of the Academy to attempt to attain this goal.116  If through the act of 

philosophizing a previously held position was found to be untenable, or impracticable, then, 

according to Plato's own claim, it ought to be reconsidered.117 

     Third, the turn to the practicable application of his moral and political thought may have been 

caused by Plato's disastrous attempts to educate Dionysius and involve himself in the political 

affairs of Sicily.  Plato's second and third trips to Sicily occurred in 367-65 and 361 respectively, 

corresponding to the traditional dating for the early years of his late period.  It is not unreasonable 

to argue that his experiences at the court of Dionysius would lead Plato to reject the practicability 

of a philosopher-king ever coming to rule in actuality.  The Seventh Letter contains ample 

evidence of Plato's disillusion with his attempt to put his metaphysical political philosophy into 

action.  Near the conclusion of this letter, in the context of recounting his attempt to educate 

Dionysius, Plato remarks: "I said these things having felt hatred in regard to the Sicilian 

wandering and its misfortune" (tau`ta ei\pon memishkw;" th;n peri; Sikelivan plavnhn kai; 

ajtucivan).118  These are the words of one who has suffered a bitter experience, perhaps of the sort 

that would lead to finding a different means of addressing the questions of politics.  Guthrie 

suggests that Plato was essentially a theoretician, lacking the abilities to translate theory into 

practice.119  Perhaps this reading is correct.  Yet, the fact that Plato, after his disastrous trips to 

Sicily, still managed to philosophize about politics from a more practicable standpoint, suggests 

that his experience did not so much defeat him as it offered the opportunity to attempt to work out 

a new type of political theory. 

                                                        
116 See, Republic, 475b8-e4. 
117 I am not, of course, claiming that any reconsideration of a view entails a rejection of that view and the substitution 
of a new one in its place.  It is perfectly feasible that a successive position could complement a prior one, with both 
being held in respect to the manner in which a particular problem is addressed. 
118 Epistles, 350d4-5. 
119 See, Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 29. 
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     Fourth, members of the Academy were called upon and engaged in the task of legislating for 

other poleis.120  Plato himself apparently had a deep knowledge  and interest in the political 

arrangements of other poleis.  Morrow comments: "However Plato's knowledge of Greek laws 

and political institutions was acquired, the Laws shows clearly that his knowledge was accurate 

and extensive."121  Judging by the fact that some members of the Academy were known to have 

engaged in practical political matters, it may be suggested Plato intended that "many of his pupils 

should leave the Academy for politics, not as power-seekers themselves but to legislate or advise 

those in power …"122  Arguably, there was a reciprocal relation between the teaching of the 

Academy and the experience of its members in the actual practice of politics.  The experience 

gained in politics would affect the theorizing in the Academy, and the political philosophy of the 

Academy would function to guide political practice in accordance with Plato's conception of 

politics.  It would also appear rather likely that the practical activities of the Academy are 

reflected in its written works, both in the sense that the political philosophy of Plato was affected 

by requirements for legislating, and in the sense that the written philosophy of Plato could be 

used as a guideline by other poleis. 

     Taken either individually or together, then, these four considerations suggest that there was 

sufficient reason to compel Plato to seek after alternatives in his political philosophy.  Neither the 
                                                        
120 Plato's Sixth Letter is perhaps the most reliable evidence for this claim.  Two of its three addressees, Erastus and 
Coriscus, were members of the Academy who later returned to their native city, Scepsis, as political advisors.  The 
Eleventh Letter, if genuine, sets out Plato's reasons why neither he nor (the younger) Socrates are able to travel in order 
to fulfill the request of Laodamas to provide advice concerning a colony that was being planned.  Among later authors, 
Plutarch, suggests that "Plato [who] left behind in his writings many fine arguments concerning laws and constitutions 
… sent out his pupils" (Plavtwn de; kalou;" me;n ejn gravmmasi lovgou" peri; novmwn kai; politeiva" ajpevlipe ... de; tw`n 
eJtaivrwn ejxapevsteilen) for the purpose of engaging in political practice.  Plutarch lists several members of the Academy 
who functioned as political advisors to other poleis.  Plutarch, Adversus Coloten, 1126b10-c10.  For a fuller treatment 
of this question, see, Anton-Hermann Chroust, "Plato's Academy: The First Organized School of Political Science in 
Antiquity," The Review of Politics 29, no. 1 (1967).  Schofield offers a more cautious analysis of this question.  
Malcolm Schofield, "Plato and Practical Politics," in The Cambridge History of Greek and Roman Political Thought 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).  Also see, Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 23-24, and 
Morrow, Plato's Cretan City (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1960) 8-10. 
121 Glenn R. Morrow, Plato's Cretan City, 5. 
122 Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 23.  Guthrie lists several former members who engaged in politics, 
either as advisors or as legislators.  Both Aristotle and Eudoxos, for example, legislated for their native poleis. 
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reliance on the elenctic method of the early-period Socratic dialogues, nor the metaphysical 

grounding of the middle period's political and moral philosophy was practicable.  Stated most 

simply, neither of these two ways of treating the problems of how we may best live could  be 

brought about in practice.  They must give way to a type of political and moral thought that, while 

not rejecting outright the philosophy of the early- and middle-period dialogues, nevertheless 

offers different solutions that could have the chance of succeeding in practice.  Solutions that both 

build upon and complement those articulated in the previous works. 

     There is one final consideration to examine in this chapter before turning to an analysis in the 

chapters that follow of to metrion as the basis for Plato's late-period political and moral 

philosophy.  Since I have argued that Plato's late thought is a development, in the weak sense of 

the term, of his prior philosophy, it is necessary to discuss the position set out by some scholars 

that his late-period philosophy is more or less a rejection of his earlier positions.  In order to keep 

the discussion to a manageable length, I shall briefly examine only two recent readings, those of 

Klosko and Bobonich. 

     Klosko's interpretation of the development of Plato's political theory rests on the idea that 

"There is a marked drop in his estimation of human nature and human potential … Though he had 

little faith in existing political institutions, Plato came to rely on those that could be erected in a 

properly run state."123  It can be inferred from this statement that Plato's later political thought in 

some way rejects the ground of his middle-period political philosophy, namely, the rule by a 

philosopher-king, substituting the authority of institutions in place of virtuous rulers who have 

apprehension of the Good.  There are two points worth noting in Klosko's remarks.  First, is it 

really the case that in his later years Plato came to hold a less positive view of human nature?  

Surely, there is sufficient evidence throughout the corpus that Plato regarded most human beings 

                                                        
123 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 13. 
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in a negative light.  One only needs to recall the Republic's arguments about the need to educate 

and fashion the soul so that it is held in a harmonious balance to realize that human nature is not 

so highly regarded by Plato as Klosko would like us to believe.124  Second, it is doubtful whether 

the Laws is concerned solely with institutions as the best solution for politics.  The theological 

discussion in Book X and the virtue of those who are members of the Nocturnal Council are but 

two examples of fundamental requirements in the Laws for a stable political arrangement that are 

not institutional.   

     Additionally, Klosko argues that throughout the Laws "Plato's procedure is to take what exists 

and to work out its flaws.  This is strikingly different from his procedure in the Republic, where 

the ideal state is more or less deduced from the requirements of virtue."  This interpretation, I 

believe, is incorrect.  The need for virtue and virtuous citizens is at the core of all of Plato's 

political philosophy.  The political community cannot work for the good of its citizens unless they 

possess virtue.  The analogy between the virtue of the individual and the virtue of the polis is not 

made to demonstrate that virtue in the former entails virtue in the latter.  Rather, virtue is 

necessary in both the citizen and the polis if both are to live well and with justice.  Throughout 

the Laws Plato recognizes that virtue as a whole, and in particular the virtue of moderation, is 

necessary if Magnesia is to have any chance for long-lasting stability and success.  What differs 

in the Laws from the Republic is that virtue is not developed by coming to apprehend the Good, 

rather it comes about  by means of education, the understanding of law, and correct religious 

beliefs and practices.  While the legal and political institutions of the Laws may indeed be derived 

and reconfigured from Plato's knowledge of other Greek poleis, it is not the case that this 

                                                        
124 It is perhaps too obvious to mention Plato's depiction of the degeneration of soul-types in Books VIII and IX of the 
Republic as suggesting a very low esteem for our moral psychology.  Furthermore, the Gorgias' description of the 
Assembly being swayed by false rhetoric suggests an equally negative view of human nature in a dialogue assigned to 
the early period. 
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dialogue simply works out their flaws for the sake of Magnesia's political community.125  

Whatever reconfiguration of existing practices that occurs in the Laws is done in conjunction with 

their affect on the inculcation of virtue for the citizens.  Both the Republic and the Laws have 

essentially the same concerns; the former articulates an ideal, the latter a greater sense of 

practicability. 

     Like Klosko, Bobonich, too, sees a remarkable difference between the Republic and the Laws, 

but unlike Klosko, Bobonich regards Plato's last work as offering a degree of optimism.  In his 

recent and important study, Bobonich argues that there was a radical change in Plato's later 

philosophy, a development of one's ethical capacities related to Plato's deepening views in respect 

to epistemology and psychology.126  But in manner similar to Klosko, there is the implication in 

Bobonich's analysis that we should somehow regard Plato's later philosophy as being 

representative of his final views, superceding those which came previously.  In other words, 

Bobonich's work adheres to the strong sense of the term development, and thus carries the 

implication that Plato no longer held to his earlier views. 

     Briefly stated, it is Bobonich's contention that Plato changed his perception about the 

capacities of those who are not trained in philosophy.  The fundamental argument made by 

Bobonich is that in the Laws Plato accepts the following four theses which he did not accept in 

the middle-period dialogues: 

1.  At least some non-philosophers are capable of valuing virtue for its own sake,  that is, 
are capable of believing that virtue is good for its own sake and of desiring virtue 
for its own sake. 

 2.  At least some non-philosophers are capable of being genuinely virtuous. 
 3.  At least some non-philosophers are capable of living happy lives. 
 4.  At least some non-philosophers are capable of valuing for its own sake the  

genuine  well-being or happiness of others; in particular, they are capable  

                                                        
125 For an excellent analysis of the sources for the political and legal institutions of Magnesia, see, Morrow, Plato's 
Cretan City. 
126 See, Bobonich, Plato's Utopia Recast. 
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of valuing for its own sake in other people the most important constituent of 
happiness, i.e., virtue.127 
 

If these four theses are laid down correctly, then it follows that in Plato's late-period dialogues 

non-philosophers are capable of acting as morally responsible agents for the sake of both their 

own good and the good of the political community.  In contrast to the Republic's notion that only 

a philosopher is able to live well because he is able to apprehend the Forms, in the Laws some 

non-philosophers will have this capacity as well.  "What Magnesia offers to its citizens is the 

possibility that non-philosophers – even while remaining non-philosophers – can lead virtuous 

lives and can make the sort of progress that entitles them to the opportunity of increased 

happiness."128 

     Given the depth and complexity of Bobonich's arguments, it is not my intention to offer of 

critique of the propositions that form the ground of his analysis.  While there is much to admire in 

his book, which, I believe, establishes the foundation for further discussion, I would like to focus 

my comments on Bobonich's developmentalist presuppositions.  Substantial critiques of 

Bobonich's assumptions concerning Plato's moral psychology, epistemology, social, and political 

thought have recently been made by Kahn and Brisson.129  Despite his four theses, there is in 

                                                        
127 Ibid., 89-93. 
128 Ibid., 479. 
129 Kahn, who is primarily critiquing Bobonich's assumptions regarding Plato's psychology and epistemology, states: 
"B.'s interpretation of Plato pays little or no attention to the dialogue form.  There is no discussion of the literary 
context of an argument, the relation of speaker to interlocutors, or the problem of platonic anonymity."  The lack of 
sensitivity to the Laws literary aspects has led Bobonich into certain anachronisms in respect to the concept of virtue, 
the distinction between philosophers and non-philosophers, and the relation of virtue to each of these two groups.  
Furthermore, Kahn argues that Bobonich's treatment of the soul is problematic, tracing a line of development from the 
Republic's tripartite soul to the unitary moral psychology of the Laws, without sufficiently taking into account the 
structure of the soul in the works that supposedly fall between these two.  Kahn concludes that the foregoing difficulties 
do not permit Bobonich to establish his central developmentalist thesis, namely, that there was a radical shift in Plato's 
views between the Republic and the Laws.  Charles Kahn, "From Republic to Laws," in Oxford Studies in Ancient 
Philosophy 26 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 337-362.  For the quotation, see, 343.   Brisson, too, 
challenges the claim that there is a distinct break in Plato's thought.  "There is no break in Plato's work, either on the 
level of psychology and epistemology (as has been shown by Charles Kahn in his excellent discussion of Bobonich's 
book) or on the level of social structure and politics …"  Brisson frames his criticism around four concepts: economical 
autonomy; social autonomy; political autonomy; moral autonomy.  An analysis of all four concepts reveals that there is 
not the sort of break between the Republic and the Laws that Bobonich presupposes.  Bobonich's conclusion only 
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general a sense that they are not unique to Plato's late thought.  While undoubtedly it is the 

philosopher who is able to attain the greatest apprehension of the Good, and thereby live 

virtuously, there appear to be many indications that Plato believed that many human beings had at 

least some capacity to live well.  Regardless of the failure of the elenctic method, the privileging 

of individual reason in the Socratic dialogues suggests a conviction that non-philosophers who 

examine their beliefs are capable of revising them in light of a better understanding of what they 

entail.  It is hard to imagine that Socrates would have spent such a considerable amount of time 

questioning a diverse group of individuals if he did not assume that they could be directed toward 

living well.  In the Republic, regardless of the difficulties of Plato's two-world metaphysics as the 

grounding for his practical philosophy, there is a definite sense that under the guidance of 

philosophers, non-philosophers can be educated in respect to the Good.  If they were not, then no 

amount of rule by philosopher-kings would be possible in the long term; the very core of the polis 

would be unstable.  Thus, it is arguable that throughout the Platonic corpus there is the belief that 

at least some individuals are able to act as morally responsible agents and good citizens. 

Bobonich is incorrect to argue that the possibility for some non-philosophers to be virtuous is a 

feature of Plato's philosophy found only in the late-period dialogues. 

     The fact that Klosko and Bobonich hold quite contrary views concerning Plato's view of 

human nature in his late works points out one of the difficulties to interpreting Plato from the 

strong developmental perspective.  It appears to be the case that in order to posit the idea that the 

late works reflect a rejection of the philosophy of the earlier periods, an interpreter is compelled 

to adopt certain assumptions that are not necessarily borne out by the texts.  Both Klosko and 

Bobonich build their respective analyses on two premises: (1) that the late dialogues exhibit a 

                                                                                                                                                                     
appears to be valid if we assume that there is a opposition between the Republic and the Laws.  Luc Brisson, "Ethics 
and Politics in Plato's Laws," in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 28 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 93-
121.  For the quotation, see, 95-96. 
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demonstrable break with the philosophy of the early and middle periods; (2) that Plato's view of 

human nature changed.  But since both scholars accept the strong developmentalist position, and 

each has radically different views on what Plato's views were and changed to, their arguments 

and conclusions dramatically differ.  Without doubt, there are difficulties in the way Plato 

attempts to offer solutions to moral and political problems in the early-and middle-period 

dialogues, but it is not correct to argue these solutions are replaced in their entirety in works such 

as the Statesman, the Philebus, and the Laws.  A better way to regard the late works in relation to 

the rest of the corpus is to understand that there is a significant degree of continuity among the 

dialogues.  It is my contention that if we read the late works in terms of complementarity, then we 

are afforded a greater opportunity to demonstrate that these dialogues do not present a rejection 

and reconfiguration of Plato's thought.  Rather, they are complementary treatments of certain 

fundamental philosophical questions that extend diachronically across all of Plato's works.           

 



 135 

CHAPTER 5 

THE DIGRESSION ON DUE MEASURE: STATESMAN, 283C3-285C3 

 

     Plato's views on to; mevtrion are fundamentally important for my interpretation of his later 

political and moral philosophy.  It is necessary, therefore, to examine at length the manner in 

which Plato conceives due measure, before analyzing in subsequent chapters its function in 

Plato's philosophical method, as well as its role in the philosophy of the Statesman, Philebus and 

Laws.  Since a significant portion of Plato's late-period thought appears to be grounded in what is 

in due measure, I wish to argue that to; mevtrion should be regarded as the result that follows from 

the measurement of opposite qualities.  If this interpretation of the function of due measure is 

correct, then there are implications for both Plato's practical and theoretical philosophy.  In other 

words, it is arguable that what is in due measure, treated as the result of qualitative measurement, 

entails consequences not only for the manner in which Plato conceived political and moral 

philosophy in the dialogues of the late period, but also that his metaphysics, ontology, and 

philosophical method were affected by to metrion.  Although the central focus of this study is on 

the political and moral thought of Plato, some discussion of his theoretical philosophy will also 

be required in order to understand the significance of due measure for Plato's philosophy. 

     Evidence in support of my position that to metrion is fundamentally important for Plato's 

thought also is provided by the examination of other passages in the Platonic corpus.  

Connections are found among dialogues from all three chronological periods that suggest a need 

on Plato's part to develop a philosophical position which attempts to tie together epistemological 

considerations with some sort of standard by which one is able to determine how to act in a 

morally virtuous manner.   While this problem is tentatively explored in works from the early and 

middle periods, its principal discussion occurs in the Statesman in what may be termed the 
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digression on due measure.1  It is in this passage that Plato first sets down the need for some sort 

of qualitative measurement which in a sense completes the unfinished arguments of earlier 

dialogues.  The Protagoras and the Charmides are the two works from the earlier part of the 

corpus whose aporetic conclusions have the most immediate bearing for the digression on due 

measure in the Statesman.  It is plausible to argue, then, that the inconclusive discussion 

concerning sōphrosunē in the Charmides and the incompletely argued need for an art of 

measurement in the Protagoras lead to the digression on due measure in the Statesman. 

     There are references in the Protagoras for the need of an art of measurement (hJ metrhtikhv) as 

the sort of knowledge on which the preservation of life depends.2   Yet, what this art may be and 

in what this knowledge may consist is not articulated in the dialogue; Socrates leaves it to be 

explored for some future time.  I wish to suggest that the digression on due measure in the 

Statesman fulfills that task.  The examination of qualitative measurement in the Statesman results 

in setting down a type of measurement that appears to be precisely of the sort mentioned and 

required in the Protagoras.  The art of measurement is the measurement of opposite qualities 

against some standard so that a mean is attained in which both opposites share.  Furthermore, it is 

arguable that there is a relation between sōphrosunē conceived of as a kind of knowledge in the 

Charmides and what is in due measure in the Statesman.  Knowing what is in due measure entails 

the possession of a certain sort of knowledge necessary for an individual to choose correctly a 

middle, praiseworthy, state lying between two extremes.  Thus, qualitative measurement is an art 

of measurement in the sense that it is an art (hJ tevcnh) requiring the kind of expert knowledge 

needed to accomplish the aim of that art, and to metrion is equivalent to sōphrosunē in the sense 
                                                        
1 See, Statesman, 283c3-285c3.  It should be noted that by the term "digression" I do not wish to imply any negative 
connotation.  It is not a digression in the sense that it needlessly or randomly steers the discussion (and the reader) away 
from the dialogue's central argument.  Rather, it is a digression in the sense that this passage, although it temporarily 
turns aside from the main argument, nevertheless is integrally related to, and indeed is necessary for, a complete 
understanding of the Statesman's argument. 
2 See, Protagoras, 357a1-b5. 
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that the sōphrōn, or moderate individual, is one who possesses knowledge of what is in due 

measure.3  The Charmides' hJ swfrosuvnh, the Protagoras' hJ metrhtikhv  and the Statesman's to; 

mevtrion are conceptually and philosophically connected in Plato's thought.  To know what is in 

due measure requires the possession of a type of knowledge and the employment of an art of 

qualitative measurement that enables one to choose and act correctly.  If, then, one accepts that 

both the Charmides and the Protagoras were composed before the Statesman, which itself 

antedates the Philebus and Laws, then it is arguable that not only is there a concern on the part of 

Plato, extending diachronically across the corpus, with the relations between measurement and 

due measure and between the concept of measurement (hJ mevtrhsi") in general and knowledge, 

but also in the later dialogues, to; mevtrion is the philosophical notion which Plato posits as a 

solution to the unresolved problems of the earlier works.4   

     This chapter is organized in three main sections.  In the first, I summarize the argument of the 

digression on due measure.  The second part discusses interpretations of the passage which 

directly influence my reading of the text.  This is necessary, I believe, in order to situate my 

interpretation of what is in due measure in relation to the views of other commentators.  Finally, 

in the third section I analyze the respective passages in the Charmides, the Protagoras and the 

Statesman  which refer to the art of measurement, measurement, and due measure so that the 

relation among them may be articulated.  Once this connection is made clear, then the 

significance of to metrion for Plato's later philosophical method and philosophy may be examined 

in the following four chapters.   

                                                        
3 It is well worth pointing out that by the time Plato came to write the Laws, the terms to; mevtrion and hJ swfosuvnh are 
essentially employed as functional equivalents.  I shall examine this more fully in Chapter 9. 
4 I mean by the phrase "measurement in general" the idea of Measurement, under which both the art of measurement 
and what is in due measure are subsumed.  This usage appears to be sanctioned by the text of the Statesman.  All three 
terms, the adjective to; mevtrion, and the nouns hJ metrhtikhv and hJ mevtrhsi", are employed by Plato at Statesman 284e6-
285a3.  While these three terms are not precisely synonymous,  they do seem to be interchangeable in this passage in 
the sense that all of them refer to what is measured. 
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The Argument of Statesman 283c-285c5 

     The digression on due measure occurs immediately after the long diairesis concerning 

weaving.  After the completion of the Elean Visitor's examination of weaving, Young Socrates 

objects that it appeared to him that a division of such great length served no purpose; the 

definition of weaving could have been reached in a less complicated manner.  The Visitor 

responds by remarking that he is not surprised by the Young Socrates' comment, but in cases such 

as this, that is, in cases in which one must determine the length or brevity of a discussion, there is 

a way to determine what the appropriate length ought to be.6  Rather than merely confining his 

argument to what ought to be the suitable length for a discussion, the Visitor immediately 

proceeds to examine the broad concepts of excess and deficiency in general (pa`san thvn te 

uJperbolh;n kai; th;n e[lleiyin).  The argument is about length and shortness (Mhvkou" te pevri kai; 

bracuvthto") and excess and deficiency in general since the art of measurement (hJ metrhtikh;) is 

concerned with all these things.  That is to say, the art of measurement is concerned on a general 

level with the concepts of excess and deficiency, of which length and shortness are instances.  

The Visitor begins by dividing the art of measurement into two parts: one part is concerned with 

the association with each other of greatness and smallness (megevqou" kai; smikrovthto"): the other 

part is concerned with the being that is necessary for coming-into-being (th;n th`" genevsew" 

ajnagkaivan oujsian).  Understandably, Young Socrates is puzzled by what the Visitor has just said. 

     Straightaway, the Visitor explains the first part of the division; what is larger is larger than 

what is smaller, and what is smaller is smaller than what is larger.  In other words, one part of 

                                                        
5 I intend this section to be a straight-forward narrative and summary of the discussion between the Elean Visitor and 
Young Socrates.  Philosophical analysis of the passage will be given in the final section of this chapter.  To facilitate a 
full understanding of the passage, I give a translation of the digression on due measure, along with the Greek text, in 
Appendix 2.  I have also included in this appendix the text and translation of the passage from the Protagoras which I 
shall discuss later in this chapter. 
6 It is worth noting that this passage is not the only one in which Plato articulates a concern for the suitable length of a 
discussion.  At Republic 376d2-3, Socrates remarks that while they want their discussion to be sufficient for its 
purpose, they do not want it to be any longer than required. 
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measurement is concerned with relative quantities measured against each other.  But in addition 

to measurement of this sort, there is a different type of measurement in which opposing quantities 

are measured against a standard of due measure; there really something that exceeds due measure, 

or is exceeded by it (to; th;n tou` metrivou ... uJperbavllon kai; uJperballovmenon uJp j aujth`").  

Therefore, besides there being two kinds of great and small, there are also two ways of 

distinguishing between them; the first is in their relation to each other, the second is the way each 

is in relation to due measure.   The Visitor closes this part of the argument by asking Young 

Socrates if they would like to know why this is so. 

     The Visitor explains that if the greater was not in relation to anything except the smaller, it 

would never be in relation to due measure.  There would be great negative consequences if this 

indeed were the case.  In general, the arts (ta;" tevcna") and what is produced by them would be 

destroyed, and in particular, the subject which they are currently examining, the art of 

statesmanship (th;n politikh;n), would not be able to be determined.  All such kinds of expertise 

guard against (parafulavttousi) exceeding or falling short of what is in due measure.  Due 

measure is necessary for expert knowledge in that it provides a standard of sorts against which the 

more and the less (plevon kai; e[latton) may be measured.  By preserving due measure all good 

and fine things (pavnta ajgaqa; kai; kala;) are produced.  Thus, without due measure the art of 

statesmanship will be hidden from view, and it will be difficult for them to proceed with their 

inquiry about the knowledge of kingship (th`" basilikh`" ejpisthvmh"). 

     Next, the Visitor argues that, just as in the case of the sophist, where they compelled non-

being to exist, so, too, must they now compel the more and the less to become measurable, not 

only in relation to each other, but also in relation to the coming-into-being of what is in due 

measure (pro;" th;n tou` metrivou gevnesin).  If they cannot agree that there is a measurement against 
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what is in due measure, then it will be impossible for either the statesman or anyone else who 

possesses knowledge of practical matters (ta;" pravxei") to come into being in a way that is 

indisputable (ajnamfisbhthvtw").  The Visitor claims that this task will be even greater (plevon) than 

the one in case of non-being, but it is very right (mavla divkaion) that they attempt to lay down the 

following hypothesis. 

     The Visitor begins the next part of the argument by stating that what he had just mentioned 

will be needed at some time "for the demonstration concerning the precise itself" (pro;" th;n peri; 

aujto; tajkribe;" ajpovdeixin).7  In any case, their present argument appears to aid them magnificently 

(megaloprepẁ"), namely, that similarly all the arts exist, and that the larger and the smaller are to 

be measured both in relation to each other and in relation to the coming-into-being of what is in 

due measure (pro;" th;n tou` metrivou gevnesin).  The point that the Visitor is making is that the 

larger and the smaller are measured both in respect to quantitative measurement and in respect to 

qualitative measurement, but in order for there to be judgment in the arts, qualitative 

measurement is required.  While it is possible for there to be quantitative measurement alone, this 

sort of measurement is insufficient for measuring excess and deficiency in the arts. 

     Young Socrates agrees and asks what comes next, and the Visitor responds by saying that they 

should next divide the art of measurement (th;n metrhtikhvn).  One part will comprise all the arts 

that measure the number, lengths, depths, breadths, and speeds (to;n ajriqmo;n kai; mhvkh kai; bavqh 

kai; plavth kai; tacuth`ta") in relation to what is opposite to them, that is, quantitative 

measurement: the other part measures what is in relation to due measure, what is fitting, what is 

                                                        
7 The subject of what was just mentioned is ambiguous.  It could be either the argument for the existence of due 
measure, or the argument that they must compel due measure into being.  Given the textual proximity of the latter 
argument, it would appear that the Visitor is referring to it.  Additionally, it should be noted that the phrase pro;" th;n 
peri; aujto; tajkribe;" ajpovdeixin is difficult to understand clearly.  It could suggest a reference to a Form, or it could 
simply be a reference to some future account of their argument that is to be given with a greater degree of accuracy.  
For further comments on this passage, see, Christopher J. Rowe, Plato: Statesman (Oxford: Aris and Phillips, 1995), 
208.  Sayre offers a possible solution to this problem which I shall mention later in the chapter. 
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appropriately timely, what is requisite, and all such things that are removed from the extremes to 

the middle (pro;" to; mevtrion kai; to; prevpon kai; to;n kairo;n kai; to; devon kai; pavnq j oJpovsa eij" to; 

me;son ajpw/kivsqh tẁn ejscavtwn), that is, qualitative measurement.   

     Young Socrates notes that each of the divided sections (tmh`ma) is large and different from each 

other.  His remark leads the Visitor to argue in the final part of the passage in terms of the proper 

way to distinguish and divide classes of things.  There are many clever, or sophisticated, people 

(polloi; tẁn komyẁn) who, although they correctly say that the art of measurement concerns 

everything that comes into being, since in a certain way everything that is within the province of 

art partakes in measurement (metrhvsew" me;n ga;r tina trovpon pavnq J oJpovsa e[ntecna meteivlhfen), 

nevertheless, incorrectly divide things according to classes (kat j ei[dh) because they are not 

accustomed to thinking in terms of classes.8   They either place into the same class dissimilar 

things, or they do not properly divide things according to parts (kata; mevrh).  The correct way in 

which one should make a division is first to consider the dissimilarities (ta;" ajnomoiovthta") in 

things, then, when the similarities in things have been recognized, they should be subsumed 

within one likeness (ejnto;" mia`" oJmoiovtho"), making them a particular ontological (oujsiva/) class of 

things.  In other words, the process that the Visitor recommends is one that begins by perceiving 

the resemblances among particulars before gathering them together within the universal.  The 

Visitor then briefly concludes that enough has been said about excess and deficiency and the two 

kinds of the art of measurement (duvo gevnh th`" metrhtikh`"), and he gets Young Socrates to 

promise that he will remember the distinction between the two and their features.9 

                                                        
8 The identity of the polloi; tw`n komyw`n is problematic.  They generally are taken to be the Pythagoreans, but other 
candidates include the Sophists, the natural philosophers mentioned in the Phaedo, or even members of the Academy 
who were especially concerned with mathematizing the universe.  Rowe is probably correct when he points out that by 
using the term "many", Plato had no particular group, or school, in mind.  See, Ibid., 209. 
9 It should be pointed out that immediately following the digression on due measure, the Visitor launches into a 
discussion of the purpose of their examination.  Is their inquiry regarding the statesman "for the sake of that very thing, 
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Interpreting the Digression on Due Measure 

     The digression on due measure in the Statesman has received varying degrees of attention 

from Plato scholars.10  An examination of the relevant literature in regard to this passage reveals a 

range of treatment extending from brief remarks of relatively little hermeneutical value to book-

length studies of deep insight and significance.  There is also a large and diverse spectrum of 

opinion in regard to the manner in which the passage ought to be interpreted, as well as to its 

significance in respect to Plato's philosophy.  In order to facilitate a manageable arrangement of 

these interpretations, I have divided them into four principal types.  First, there are readings 

which either are dismissive or critical of the arguments employed by the Elean Visitor, and thus 

suggest that the Statesman, either in whole or in part, is an unsuccessful dialogue.  One of these 

interpretations – Annas – is part of a commentary on the Statesman, while the remaining two – 

Miller and Scodel –  in more broadly conceived studies, rely extensively on a dramatic approach 

to the dialogues.11  The second group – Campbell, Skemp, and Rowe – is comprised of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
or for the sake of becoming better dialecticians in regard to all things" (e{neka aujtoù touvtou ... ma`llon h] toù peri; 
pavnta dialektikwtevroi" givgnesqai).  Young Socrates responds that their inquiry was for the sake of becoming better 
dialecticians in regard to all things (Kai; toùto dh`lon o{ti toù peri; pavnta).  Statesman, 285d5-8.  In other words, the 
discussion comes round to the point at which it started, namely, why the division of weaving was done at such length.  
It was done for the sake of illustrating the method by which dialectics should be correctly practiced.  Framing the 
digression on due measure with a question and its answer regarding the importance of the method of division and 
collection for the sake of the correct practice of dialectics, suggests that to metrion and the art of measurement, 
especially in respect to the final part of the Visitor's argument, is fundamentally significant for the way in which Plato 
conceived diairesis in his later dialogues.  This point will be examined further in the next chapter. 
10 In contrast, the passage on the art of measurement in the Protagoras has received scant attention.  I shall comment 
further on the lack of scholarly interpretations later in this chapter. 
11 See, Julia Annas, ed., Robin Waterfield, trans., Plato, Statesman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); 
Mitchell Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, reprint ed. (Las Vegas, NV: Parmenides Publishing, 2004); 
Harvey Ronald Scodel,  Diaeresis and Myth in Plato's Statesman (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987).  Each 
commentator, to a  greater or lesser degree, bases his or her reading on the presupposition that there are problematic 
aspects to the Statesman that arguably affect the manner in which the digression is interpreted.  Annas simply dismisses 
the digression as irrelevant.  Miller, although he does acknowledge the positive qualities of the Statesman, nevertheless 
begins his analysis from the premise that the work is, on the surface at least, a dramatic failure.  It is worth noting that 
Miller believes the dialogues to have a performative aspect.  That is to say, Plato's dialogues were actually performed 
by students in the Academy for the purpose of instruction.  For another, but less nuanced, argument in favor of the 
performance view, see, Gilbert Ryle, Plato's Progress (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), Chapter 11.   
Sayre challenges the position that Plato intended the dialogues to be employed for educational purposes, much less that 
they ever were performed  Rather, the dialogues are written representations of dialectical conversations.  Sayre, Plato's 
Literary Garden, 9-10.  While the Statesman as a whole may not be Plato's greatest dramatic success, Miller does argue 
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interpreters who regard the passage more positively, recognizing its philosophical significance, 

but who do not always analyze it in sufficient depth, leaving many of its implications not fully 

examined.  All three of these readings of the digression are part of extended critical commentaries 

on the entire dialogue.12  In the third group I have placed the work of three scholars – Benardete, 

Rosen, and Lane – whose analyses have attempted to explore at length the deeper significance of 

the digression.  Benardete's interpretation is part of a commentary on the Statesman, whose 

                                                                                                                                                                     
that there is a positive implication to the digression.  He ties his reading of the digression to a very practical aim: to 
become a better dialectician.  This is a plausible reading of the passage, yet it is one which leaves many implications of 
the digression unexplored.  Scodel presents a harshly critical reading of the digression that reaches a negative 
conclusion.  It is Scodel's view that the digression is used by Plato as one of many passages in the Statesman employed 
to demonstrate the inadequacy of the Visitor's arguments.  A major difficulty with Scodel's interpretation is that he 
offers translations of the Greek that are quite at odds with the readings of other translators.  My own translation of the 
texts suggests that Scodel's readings simply are incorrect.  It seems to be the case that in order to support his 
interpretation of the dialogue as a whole, Scodel relies on readings of the text which a close examination of the Greek 
does not support.  In general, it is rather difficult to critique Scodel's analysis on account of his reading of the Greek, 
his habit of drawing unwarranted inferences, and a lack of references to other scholarship.   
12 See, Campbell, The Sophistes  and Politicus of Plato; J. B. Skemp, trans., Plato: The Statesman, 2nd ed. (London: 
Bristol Classical Press, 1987); Rowe, Plato: Statesman.  All three scholars offer positive contributions to the 
understanding of Plato's thought, although none of these readings fully reveals the implications of the digression.  In 
brief, Campbell views the digression as an attempt to disengage Platonic metaphysics from it reliance on the Forms.  
Plato, through the voice of the Elean Visitor, is signaling his rejection of the transcendental Forms as the paradigms by 
which things are measured in the sensible sphere, replacing them with a scientific method that is found and employed 
solely in the sensible world.  In contrast, Skemp admits the existence of the Forms in his reading of the Statesman. For 
an opposing view which directly addresses Skemp's interpretation, see, G. E. L. Owen, "Plato on the Undepictable," in 
Logic, Science, and Dialectic (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986).  Additionally, Skemp recognizes that the 
digression prefigures Aristotle's doctrine of the mean.  While it cannot be established unquestionably that Aristotle's 
doctrine was influenced by Plato's conception of due measure, it is reasonable to suggest that this was indeed the case.  
Yet, there is a significant difference between Plato's and Aristotle's conceptions.  The principal characteristic that 
distinguishes Aristotle's doctrine of the mean from Plato's conception of due measure is that in Aristotle the mean is 
relative to the individual, whereas in Plato the mean appears to be fixed for all individuals.  It is worth pointing out, 
however, that in addition to the difference between Plato's mean and Aristotle's relative mean, there is another 
important distinguishing characteristic.  In a summary of his arguments, Aristotle writes: "That moral virtue is a mean, 
then, and how it is, and that it is a mean between two vices, one involving excess, the other deficiency, and that it is 
such because it is an aiming at what is the middle in passions and actions, has been sufficiently stated" ( {Oti me;n ou\n 
ejsti;n hJ ajreth; hJ hjqikh; mesovth", kai; pw`", kai; o{ti mesovth" duvo kakiw`n, th`" me;n kaq j uJperbolh;n th`" de; kat j e[lleiyin, 
kai; o{ti toiauvth ejsti dia; to; stocastikh; toù mevsou ei\nai toù ejn toì" pavqesi kai; ejn taì" pravxesin, iJkanw`" ei[rhtai).  
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1109a20-24.  The crucial point to note is that for Aristotle the mean lies between two 
opposed vices, whereas for Plato what is in due measure does not necessarily have to be a mean between vices; it could 
be a mean between what on one extreme is virtuous and what on another extreme is vicious.  As Plato makes clear in 
the Philebus, the middle may be a position between a positive state (a life of knowledge) and a negative state ( a life of 
pleasure). Rowe, somewhat surprisingly in light of the very useful and detailed remarks in his commentary on the 
Statesman, does not offer a comprehensive interpretation of the digression on due measure.  He does, like Campbell 
and Skemp, address the question of whether or not the Forms are present in this dialogue.  But Rowe neither sees Plato 
rejecting the Forms, nor does he believe that transcendentally existing Forms are present.  Rather, Rowe appears to 
adopt a middle approach, one which permits the Forms to be acknowledged as possibly underlying the classes of things 
that the Visitor divides.  The manner in which the method of diairesis divides classes permits us to infer that there 
could be an ontological status to the classes that is related to the ontological status of Platonic Forms. 
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analysis of the digression concentrates on its ontological implications.  The book-length 

examinations of Rosen and Lane focus on the political dimensions of Plato's arguments.13  The 

fourth and final group – Guthrie and Sayre – offer readings of the digression which focus on it 

implication for Plato's theoretical philosophy.  Both readings are fundamentally important for my 

interpretation of what is in due measure, as will become apparent in the following pages.14 

     Guthrie recognizes the importance of the digression for Plato's metaphysics and ontology. But, 

in contrast to Campbell, he does not regard the passage as signaling Plato's rejection of the theory 

                                                        
13 See, Seth Benardete, The Being of the Beautiful (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984); Stanley Rosen, 
Plato's Statesman: The Web of Politics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995); M. S. Lane, Method and 
Politics in Plato's Statesman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  Benardete's interpretation represents a 
special case.  He presents a reading of the dialogue that is written in an obscure style, seems mistaken on many points 
of textual interpretation, introduces what appears to be conceptual anachronisms, and thus is of questionable value as 
an accurate reading of the text.  The opaqueness of Benardete's prose style makes it difficult to understand precisely the 
points he is attempting to make.  Rosen, who finds some of Benardete's earlier work "enormously valuable", is highly 
critical of his prose style which Rosen thinks has descended in The Being of the Beautiful "into willful obscurity and 
mannerism … [Benardete's study] is instead too often a string of assertions not grounded in an accurate representation 
of the text."  Rosen, Plato's Statesman, 192-193.  In general, Benardete argues that Plato regarded the two types of 
measurement – quantitative and qualitative measurement – as corresponding to the ontological categories of the being 
of nonbeing and nonbeing.  Perhaps the best one can say is that Benardete seems to hold some sort of Heideggerian 
conception of being which misrepresents Plato's ontology, and very likely would be unrecognizable to Plato.  Both 
Rosen and Lane principally regard the  Statesman as a work of political philosophy.  Rosen views the dialogue as an 
examination of the relation between knowledge and production; expertise in the art of governing is entailed by 
phronēsis (translated by Rosen as "sound judgment") and technē ("technical construction" in Rosen's usage).  He 
appears to privilege politics over method.  Yet, if this view is correct, then there are serious difficulties in accounting 
for the extended discussion of method in the Statesman, not the least of which is Young Socrates' response that the 
digression on due measure was for the sake of improving their skills at dialectics.  Lane argues that in the Statesman 
Plato explores and articulates the close connection between philosophy and politics. There are two principal points to 
consider in respect to Lane's reading of the passage.  First, she argues that there is a normative aspect to due measure.  
This normative aspect, however, is not found in the notion of relative measure.  The comparison of quantities according 
to relative measure is descriptive, not evaluative, whereas the act of comparing a thing against a standard is an 
evaluative judgment.  It would seem, then, that what is in due measure is necessary for making the correct judgments 
about political matters.  Second, because Lane places great weight on the notion of  ho kairos in her interpretation of 
the political philosophy of the Statesman, "the appropriately timely" (to;n kairo;n) mentioned in the digression is thus 
accorded a high degree of significance.  She regards the things which measure "in respect to due measure, what is 
fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite" (pro;" to; mevtrion kai; to; prevpon kai; to;n kairo;n kai; to; 
devon), as being each "a specification of mean-measurement".  Yet, Lane focuses exclusively on ho kairos; knowing the 
right moment for action is of great importance for the exercise of political authority (Lane, Method and Politics, 131).  
I think that Lane is incorrect to emphasize one particular aspect of qualitative measurement at the expense of the other 
three.  As I shall discuss later in this chapter, it appears to be the case that the four terms mark out interchangeable 
domains to which qualitative measurement applies.  It seems inappropriate to concentrate solely on ho kairos without 
considering whether the art of statesmanship also requires to metrion, to prepon and to deon.  
14 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy; Kenneth M. Sayre, "Excess and Deficiency at Statesman 283C-285C," 
Journal of the International Plato Society 5 (2005).  Available: http://www.nd.edu/~plato/plato5issue/Sayre.pdf; 
Metaphysics and Method in Plato's Statesman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).  Note that a slightly 
revised version of Sayre's "Excess and Deficiency at Statesman 283C-285C" is reprinted in, Kenneth M. Sayre, Plato's 
Late Ontology: A Riddle Resolved, reprint ed. (Las Vegas, NY: Parmenides Publishing, 2005). 
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of Forms.15  Rather, Guthrie argues that Plato is somehow attempting to make the idea of an 

absolute standard against which things are judged more accessible.  Even though the Forms 

remain an ideal, "Plato's increasing use of the method of diairesis made an obvious contribution 

by bringing down the Forms as nearly as possible, within the  necessary limits of knowledge, to 

the individual level."16  Another way to put this would be to claim that knowledge of the Forms is 

without benefit unless this knowledge can in some manner be put into practice.  We have seen in 

the previous chapter that in Plato's middle-period philosophy it was only those who had received 

training in philosophy who were able to apprehend the Good, leaving the bulk of the citizens to 

depend on the philosopher-king to establish the parameters by which they might be able to live 

well.  In the Statesman, although the expert in the art of statesmanship is the person who will be 

best equipped to organize and administer the affairs of the polis, it does seem reasonable to 

suggest that this individual does not quite need to apprehend the Forms in the sense in which the 

Republic's philosopher-king did.  Rather, the statesman, by knowing how to divide classes of 

things correctly in respect to qualitative measurement, will be able to provide practicable 

solutions to the problems of politics by possessing the knowledge of a mean between extremes.  

The Forms can still function as a best-case ideal, but they no longer are the necessary paradigm 

for a well-administered polis; due measure can act as a practicable alternative.   

     Guthrie's analysis is given textual support in that what is in due measure is linked to the 

notions of "what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, what is requisite, and all such things that 

are removed from the extremes to the middle" (to; prevpon kai; to;n kairo;n kai; to; devon kai; pavnq j 

oJpovsa eij" to; mevson ajpw/kivsqh tẁn ejscavtwn).17  It would appear on Guthrie's interpretation of the 

passage that the notions of what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite are 

                                                        
15 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 169-173. 
16 Ibid., 172-173. 
17 Statesman, 284e6-8.   
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precisely the sort of considerations that a ruler must know in order to apply his knowledge of 

expertise in statesmanship to the actual practice of politics.  Without this sort of knowledge the 

ruler would not be able to employ the standard of due measure; there would only remain for him 

the absolute ideal of the Forms.   

     Finally, Guthrie links his interpretation of the digression on due measure to Aristotle.  He 

comments: "Conversely Plato is coming closer to the Aristotelian position that for practical 

purposes knowledge of the highest Good is insufficient unless one knows what means to it … are 

immediately applicable."18  Guthrie illustrates his point by referring to the passage on health in 

Metaphysics Z.19   In general, Aristotle argues that health is brought about by having the form, 

(ei\do") of health in one's mind.  By the term "form" Aristotle means "the essence of each thing 

and its primary substance" (to; tiv h\n ei\nai eJkavstou kai; th;n prwvthn oujsivan).20  The form of 

health, or if we generalize this argument, the form of any thing that is produced, must first be 

apprehended before its practical application can be accomplished.  Therefore, in a way health (as 

a physical condition) is brought about by health (as an idea in the mind).  In terms of Plato's 

argument, then, the Forms, or ideals, can still be held in the mind, but the practicable means by 

which they are instantiated in actual practice are to proceed according to due measure along with 

the knowledge of what is fitting, appropriately timely, and requisite.  I had suggested in Chapters 

2 and 4 that perhaps Aristotle's involvement in the Academy had some sort of mitigating effect on 

Plato's thought, especially in respect to his grounding of practical philosophy in metaphysics.  If 

Guthrie's reading of this passage is correct, then it is not implausible to regard the practicable 

consequences of the digression as being influenced in part by Plato's most illustrious pupil. 

                                                        
18 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 172.  Guthrie, of course, is not the only commentator to discern a 
connection between the digression on due measure and Aristotle.  I have already briefly discussed Skemp's view that 
there is a resemblance between Plato's to metrion and Aristotle's doctrine of the mean. 
19 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1032b6-17. 
20 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1032b1-2. 
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     Among all the interpretations of the digression on due measure, Sayre's is the one which 

places the most significance on this passage.  Succinctly stated, Sayre argues that the Visitor's 

discussion of the two kinds of measurement is crucial for understanding Plato's late-period 

metaphysics, ontology, and the method employed to become better dialecticians, as well as for 

making sense of Aristotle's arguments in the Physics and Metaphysics concerning Plato's 

metaphysics.21   Since Sayre is primarily concerned with the philosophical content and its 

implications for Plato's views on metaphysics, ontology, and method, there is no examination of 

the consequences and application of to metrion for Plato's political and moral philosophy.  

Although Sayre explicitly acknowledges that "Readers accustomed to approaching the Statesman 

as a political treatise will find relatively little in this book that responds to their interests," there is 

nothing in his interpretation that would preclude an examination of the digression in terms of 

Plato's practical philosophy.22   Yet, it is arguable that by concentrating on the significance of the 

digression for Plato's theoretical philosophy Sayre supplies the foundation which enables one to 

examine the importance of to; mevtrion for Plato's practical philosophy as well.  That is to say, by 

analyzing what is in due measure in respect to Plato's political and moral philosophy (as this 

study is attempting to accomplish) in conjunction with Sayre's arguments for due measure's 

importance for Plato's metaphysics, ontology, and philosophical method, it becomes possible to 
                                                        
21 The ambitious scope of Sayre's project hardly requires mentioning, and my brief comments cannot but fail to do full 
justice to his analysis.  It should be pointed out that Sayre's Metaphysics and Method is simply his most recent study 
concerning Plato's late-period works.  Sayre's involvement with late Plato extends over nearly four decades, starting 
with his attempt to explicate Plato's philosophical method in Plato's Analytic Method, first published in 1969. 
22 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 6.  Given the focus of Sayre's study, namely, an examination of Plato's 
philosophical method across several dialogues, I think that he is correct to exclude the political implications of the 
Statesman's arguments.  Since Sayre principally regards the dialogue as a work concerned with philosophical method 
and not as a "political treatise", it is reasonable that he leaves discussion of the dialogue's political aspects to other 
commentators.  In contrast, Lane, in a not especially enthusiastic review, takes Sayre to task for not attempting to 
integrate method with politics, and thereby not presenting an overall interpretation of the dialogue.  Moreover, Lane 
appears to believe that a study that traces  common philosophical positions across several dialogues, rather than 
presenting a fully integrated interpretation of an individual work, is somehow less valuable and more open to criticism 
than a reading that concentrates on a complete interpretation of a single text.  This sort of criticism is beside the point; 
there is ample space in the area of Platonic  studies for different interpretive strategies and methodological approaches.  
See, Melissa Lane, "Review of Kenneth M. Sayre, Metaphysics and Method in Plato's Statesman," Notre Dame 
Philosophical Reviews (2/7/2007).  Available: http://ndpr.nd.edu/review.cfm?id=8864. 
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regard to metrion as something that entails consequences for nearly all aspects of Plato's late-

period philosophy, both theoretical and practical.   

     As the title of Sayre's book suggests, there are two general areas in which he frames his 

examination: metaphysics and method.  By first establishing the method by which Plato believed 

that correct dialectical inquiry could occur, it then becomes less difficult to demonstrate the 

connection between method and metaphysics.  The starting point for Sayre's analysis is the 

statement of the Visitor that the purpose of their discussion is to make them better dialecticians.23  

It is this passage that gives Sayre the warrant for exclusively focusing on method, rather than 

political philosophy, as the subject of the Statesman.  Indeed, for Sayre, the digression presents an 

argument for the correct way one should make a division, and thus become a better dialectician.  

Prior to the digression on due measure,  both the Visitor's divisions and choice of paradigms are 

flawed in one way or another, whereas after the discussion on due measure both the use of 

paradigms and the remaining divisions in the dialogue are applied correctly.24  The paradigm of 

weaving is of particular importance "as a paradigm for the use of paradigms in dialectical inquiry 

generally."25   In Sayre's view a paradigm is the correct starting point for a division by providing 

the necessary conditions under which the division (whose function is to arrive at the sufficient 

conditions) may then take place.  It is well to remember that the purpose of diairesis is to derive a 

definition, and that both the necessary and sufficient conditions must be established in order to 

define a thing as being a thing of a particular kind.  On the one hand, in terms of the practicability 

of method, the definition of weaving supplies the paradigm for the task of the statesman.  On the 

other hand, in terms of philosophical method, "the formal definition provides the structure into 

                                                        
23 See, Statesman, 285d5-8. 
24 In respect to the selection of a paradigm, the paradigm of the herdsman on which the first group of divisions is based 
is incorrect.  It is also worth noting that Sayre devotes two chapters, Chapters 2 and 3, to an examination of the method 
of division and collection in the Phaedrus and the Sophist, in order to establish a point of comparison with the divisions 
that take place in the Statesman.   
25 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 5, and 100-109. 



 149 

which the dialectician interweaves descriptive details that bring clarity to the final product of his 

or her inquiry."26 

     Having established his position on the relation between method and definition, Sayre next 

examines the digression on due measure in respect to its importance for Plato's late-period 

metaphysics.  Sayre regards the digression as "an extended interlude on metaphysical matters."27  

He argues that the digression supplies the ground for articulating the link between Plato's 

philosophical method, metaphysics, and ontology.  Sayre begins this part of his analysis by 

discussing the significance of the phrase "excess and deficiency" with which the digression itself 

commences, and which the Visitor announces is to be the principal topic of their investigation.28  

His analysis of the significance of the expression uJperbolh; kai; e[lleiyi" is sophisticated and 

lengthy, not only in respect to its significance for the digression and Plato's metaphysics in 

general, but also in respect to Sayre's attempt to reconcile the use of the expressions Aristotle 

used in his criticisms of Plato's metaphysics.  Sayre argues that in the digression there are six 

formulations concerning the difference between the two kinds of measurement.29  Although a 

close reading of each of the formulations reveals distinctions among them, it nevertheless is 

possible to subsume them all under a single principle: "[they] are all included under Excess and 

Deficiency as a general principle of contrariety."30   

                                                        
26 Ibid., 135. 
27 Ibid., 139. 
28 Sayre notes that the phrase uJperbolh; kai; e[lleiyi" is found only one other time in the Platonic corpus at Protagoras 
356a2-3.  An equivalent phrase, uJperoch; kai; e[lleiyi", occurs at Statesman 283c11-d1. As Sayre appears to suggest, 
the relative infrequency with which Plato uses a particular word or expression may imply a relative degree of 
significance for his philosophy.  See, Ibid., 140.  It is not implausible to argue that a term or phrase used rarely by Plato 
at critical junctions in his arguments may indeed indicate that Plato himself attributed some special significance to both 
the term or phrase and to the concept which it denotes.  Another example, which I shall discuss in Chapter 7 and 
Appendix 3, is the expression deuvterou" ploù" (literally, second sailing or voyage); a phrase which occurs only three 
times in the corpus, and on each of its appearances marks out an important change of direction in the discussion.  It is 
also worth noting that although the phrase in the Protagoras does not refer directly to measurement, it does occur 
immediately prior to, and in a way helps to introduce, the passage on measurement in this dialogue. 
29 The formulations occur at: Statesman, 283d7-8, 283e3-4; 283e8-9;284b8-c1; 284d4-6; 284e2-8. 
30 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 147.  Unfortunately, Sayre does not offer a clear formulation of this principle. 
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    If Sayre is correct in claiming that both quantitative and qualitative measurement are subsumed 

under "Excess and Deficiency as a general principle of contrariety", then the question arises: How 

does the expression "excess and deficiency" relate to a general principle of contrariety?  It 

appears to be the case that the terms "excess" and "deficiency" are evaluative predicates that 

require a principle to be applied; taken in themselves, they are not a formulation of a principle.  

Briefly stated, Sayre argues that the expression "excess and deficiency" is an alternate expression 

for the principle of "the Great and the Small".31  Drawing upon both Aristotle and other ancient 

commentators, Sayre demonstrates that these two expressions are equivalent in Plato.  "Excess 

and deficiency" and "the Great and the Small" are equivalent expressions for a principle of 

contraries.  Sayre, in fact, argues that there are a total of six equivalent expressions to denote this 

general principle of contrariety, and of the five which are employed by Plato, two are found in the 

Statesman and three in the Philebus.32   Therefore, in order to illuminate more fully the principle 

of "excess and deficiency" in the digression on due measure, Sayre devotes an entire chapter to 

analyzing the use of the equivalent expressions in the Philebus.33  For the purpose of this study, 

                                                        
31 Sayre does not take in account the fact that at Statesman, 283e3-4, the terms uJperbavllon and uJperballovmenon are 
evaluative because they are used in reference to toù metrivou.   
32 Sayre helpfully tabulates the six different expressions employed by Aristotle and ancient commentators on Aristotle 
as equivalents for the Great (to; mevga) and the Small (to; (s)mikrovn).  They are: The Indefinite Dyad (hJ ajovristo" duav"); 
The Unlimited (to; a[peiron); The Unequal (to; a[nison); the More and the Less (to; ma`llon kai; to; h|tton); The Nature of 
the Unlimited (hJ ajpeivrou fuvsi"); Excess and Defect (uJperoch; kai; e[lleiyi"). These phrases are regarded as 
synonymous with the measurement of greatness and smallness (megevqou" kai; smikrovthto").  The five expressions found 
in Plato are: uJperoch; kai; e[lleiyi"  and  to; mevga kai; to; mikrovn in the Statesman; to; a[peiron, to; ma`llon kai; to; h|tton, 
and hJ ajpeivrou fuvsi" in the Philebus.  Sayre notes that although contemporary commentators have been unable to 
identify in Plato's texts the views attributed to him by Aristotle in Metaphysics A, an analysis of the evidence in terms 
of the equivalence of "excess and deficiency" and "the great and the small" resolves the difficulties in trying to 
understand in what way Aristotle's criticisms actually pertain to Plato's philosophy.  See, Ibid., Appendix, 241-243 and 
149-153.  Sayre first examined Plato's views about the Great and the Small and its equivalent expressions in Plato's 
Late Ontology.  In this earlier book Sayre argued that they are principally encountered in the Philebus.  In Metaphysics 
and Method, Sayre argues that they are also encountered in the Statesman.  He believes that he is able to demonstrate a 
consistency in Plato's ontological principles as articulated in the late-period dialogues.  See, Sayre, Plato's Late 
Ontology, especially, Chapters 2 and 3. 
33 Ibid., Chapter 8, 154-170.   This brief summary of Sayre's complex argument must necessarily omit a significant 
portion of his analysis of the Philebus and its relation to the Statesman.  I am able only to review what I regard as the 
most significant points of Sayre's discussion.   Thus, I leave out his examinations of the principles of Mixture and 
Cause, as well as his analysis of the expression, "unlimited in multitude" (a[peiron to; plh`qo"), used by Plato in the 
Philebus, Theaetetus, and Parmenides.  The analysis of both expressions contributes to his overall interpretation. 
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the most important of Sayre's analyses concerns the Philebus' ontological principles of the Limit 

(to; pevra") and the Unlimited (to; a[peiron).   In the Philebus the Unlimited is characterized as the 

class which admits "all things which appear to us as becoming more or less ( JOpovs j a]n hJmi`n 

faivnhtai ma`llovn te kai; h|tton gignovmena), and the Limit is the class which does not admit the 

more or the less, rather it admits "all the things that are opposed to them (touvtwn de; ta; ejnantiva 

pavnta decovmena).34  The examples used by Socrates, such as "the hotter and colder" (qermotevrou 

kai; yucrotevrou), cannot be regarded as exhibiting limit, whereas "everything which is a number 

or measure in relation to number or measure" (pa`n o{tiper a]n pro;" ajriqmo;n ajriqmo;" h] mevtron h/\ 

pro;" mevtron) would belong to the class of limit.  The class of the Unlimited is composed of 

contrary pairs that can only be compared against each other, that is to say, only in terms of more 

or less.  What is hotter is only hotter in relation to being more or less hot; what is colder is only 

colder in relation to being more or less cold.   The same holds for the other examples of contrary 

pairs enumerated by Socrates. According to Sayre's argument, then, the connection between the 

Limit and the Unlimited and the more and the less may be interpreted as equivalents, in addition 

to being related to, of the principle of "excess and deficiency" in the Statesman  as a principle of 

contrariety.  The principle of excess and deficiency in the Statesman, "[a]s Plato's general 

principle of contrariety, it is equivalent to the class of opposites that are characterized in the 

Philebus as comparable only in terms of More and Less."35  Thus,  underlying the digression on 

due measure are the ontological principles that are crucial for understanding Plato's late-period 

philosophy.   

     Additionally, the ontological principles of the Limit and the Unlimited are of great importance 

for understanding a particularly difficult passage in the digression: the expression "the being that 

                                                        
34 Philebus, 24e7-25a1 and 25a6-b2. 
35 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 175-176. 
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is necessary for generation" (to; de; kata; th;n th`" genevsew" ajnagkaivan oujsivan).  Sayre is correct, I 

believe, to argue that what comes to be "as a result of mixing Limit with the Unlimited should 

remind us of the being said to be necessary for generation at Statesman 283d8-9."36  Thus, he 

equates "the being [that is] necessary for coming-into-being" with the Philebus' ontological 

principle of the Limit.  Furthermore, since due measure is associated with the Limit in the 

Philebus, Sayre argues that due measure is one of the ways in which the principle of the Limit is 

expressed in the Statesman.37  In other words, "what these considerations indicate is that the being 

said to be necessary for generation at Statesman 283D8-9 is Limit is the sense of the Philebus."38  

If we understand that what "comes-into-being" as what is produced, or generated, by the arts, then 

due measure functions as the principle of the Limit on which both the arts and their products, that 

is to say, "all the good and fine things that are produced' (pavnta ajgaqa; kai; kala; ajpergavzontai), 

necessarily depend.  Otherwise, without due measure as a principle of the Limit guarding the arts 

against excess and deficiency (used synonymously for the more and the less), the arts and their 

products would be destroyed.  Sayre's analysis, then, is of great value for demonstrating the 

influence of Plato's ontological views in respect to the manner in which he conceived to metrion. 

     The final point which I would like to discuss concerning Sayre's reading of the digression is 

his view on the metaphysics underlying the passage.  Sayre argues that the Forms are present in 

Plato's late-period works.  The method of division is carried out according to Forms.  In general, 

                                                        
36 Ibid., 159.  To indicate the difficulty translators and commentators have with this expression, Sayre quite usefully 
lists several different translations, not all of which appear to be in agreement concerning what Plato is trying to say.  
My translation differs from Sayre's only in that I render the term genevsew" as "coming-into-being" rather than as 
"generation".  The sense of both translations, however, is the same.  See, Ibid., 176-177. 
37 See, Philebus, 24c8.  In this passage Socrates argues that if due measure and the concept of quantity were allowed to 
appear in the realm of the more and the less, then those things, such as the hotter or colder, would no longer always be 
coming into being, they would be stationary and at rest due to the imposition of due measure or quantity.  The 
Unlimitedness of the hotter or the colder would no longer be the case by means of the mixing of the Limit with the 
Unlimited. 
38 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 178-179.  Although I cannot discuss them, Sayre also correctly notes, based on the 
six different formulations of the two kinds of measurement, that there are various forms of the Limit in relation to 
relative measurement and measurement in accordance with what is in due measure.  See, Ibid., 179-188. 
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Sayre analyzes the different meanings of the terms gevno", mevro", and ei\do" in respect to the 

context in which Plato employs these words, and in respect to the manner in which kinds relate to 

classes and to parts.  Sayre notes that Plato tended "to vacillate between the sense of Form and the 

sense of class in his use of the term ei\do"."39  Yet, the method of division which the Visitor 

employs in the Statesman suggests to Sayre that "division according to Forms is division of class 

into subclasses of individuals, such that all members of a given subclass are instances of the same 

general Form."40  While in general terms Sayre's conclusion appears to make sense, a difficulty 

arises if we attempt to apply his analysis to some of the specific divisions made by the Visitor.  In 

the divisions of weaving or of the angler in the Sophist, are we to accept that Plato believed in the 

existence of the Form of weaving or in the Form of an angler?  I mention this not in order to 

resolve this difficulty, but simply to point out that Sayre's reading is not without its potential 

problems.  In terms of the digression, it is Sayre's view that due measure is to be regarded as a 

Form, one which supplies a standard "by which these other things [that is, actions and the 

products of the arts] are measured.  Without such standards, human affairs would be awash in 

Excess and Deficiency … Platonic Forms mark off a middle ground between extremes of the 

Unlimited."41  This view is problematic.  The enumeration of what is due measure, what is fitting, 

what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite suggests particular instances, or domains, to 

which qualitative measurement may be applied.  It does not seem reasonable to claim that to 

metrion is a Form without also claiming that what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and 

                                                        
39 Ibid., 214.  This reading is, I think, correct.  The ambiguity of Plato's usage affects the way in which the metaphysics 
of the Statesman is interpreted.  Hence, on the one hand, we find commentators such as Campbell arguing against the 
existence of the Forms, while, on the other hand, Skemp contends that they are in fact present.  Of all the commentators 
who have taken either a pro or contra stance on this question in relation to the Statesman, Sayre appears to be the only 
one who has actually analyzed the question in depth.  While his argument on division according to the Forms may be 
unacceptable to some scholars, the thoroughness of his examination does present a substantial amount of convincing 
evidence in favor of the presence of the Forms.   
40 Ibid., 114.  Sayre further argues: "[A] kind is a class all members of which participate in the Form that determines the 
class's identity, but whose membership remains indeterminate with respect to other properties."  Ibid., 236. 
41 Ibid., 239. 
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what is requisite are Forms as well.  Since Sayre does not appear willing to regard these three 

other instances as Forms, it may be objected that what is in due measure also should not be 

regarded as a Form.  Sayre is incorrect, I believe, to argue that to know that when we divide in 

respect to due measure as the Limit of excess and deficiency, is to know that we are dividing 

according to one of the Forms, and it is this knowledge that will lead to our becoming better 

dialecticians.  Because  due measure should not be taken as a Form, we do not divide in respect to 

the Form of due measure.  Rather, we employ qualitative measurement to determine what is in 

due measure, or what is fitting, or what is appropriately timely, or what is requisite. 

     It ought to be apparent that the preceding discussion has shown the significance of the 

digression on due measure for not only the arguments of the Statesman, but also in respect to 

Plato's later philosophy.  If any one aspect of this discussion signals the importance of the 

digression, it would be the fact that the digression has received such varying and at times 

incommensurable interpretations.  It is truly remarkable that such a relatively short passage could 

elicit readings that on one end of the scale perfunctorily dismiss it as irrelevant, to an analysis on 

the other end that finds reflected in it the core of Plato's late- period philosophical method, 

ontology, and metaphysics.  With few exceptions, these commentators have revealed illuminating 

aspects of the digression that ultimately assist us in understanding Plato's thought.  For those who 

regard the Statesman primarily as a work of political philosophy, the readings of Rosen and Lane 

present valuable insights into the relation of the passage to Plato's political thought.  For those 

who believe that the literary and dramatic structure of a Platonic dialogue must be considered as 

the framework in which his ideas are conveyed, Miller's interpretation in very useful.  Finally, for 

those who desire a better understanding of Plato's metaphysics and ontology, the examinations of 

Guthrie and Sayre offer excellently argued analyses.  In the next, and concluding section of this 

chapter, I shall present my interpretation of the digression; an interpretation which acknowledges 
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the contributions of the commentators I have just discussed, but which primarily considers the 

manner in which qualitative measurement and to metrion entail significant consequences for the 

practicability of Plato's late-period political and moral philosophy. 

 

The Philosophical and Practicable Importance of To; Mevtrion 

     I would like to argue that the digression on due measure need not be viewed as being restricted 

either to Plato's political philosophy or to his metaphysics, ontology, and method, although, as the 

readings of several of the scholars I have just discussed suggest,  convincing interpretations can 

be made even when one limits the scope of one's analysis.  Rather, it is my intent to show that the 

digression on due measure could be regarded in a wider sense with consequences not only for 

Plato's theoretical philosophy, but also with consequences what I have characterized as the 

greater degree of practicability of his late-period practical philosophy.42  A more broadly 

construed interpretation of to metrion can serve to illuminate several aspects of Plato's late 

philosophy which cannot be accomplished if one's reading of the digression is confined to certain 

relatively limited parameters.  The appeal to what is in due measure, then, entails consequences 

both in respect to Plato's political and moral philosophy and in respect to his philosophical 

method, metaphysics, and ontology.43  Additionally, I would like to argue that there is a relation 

                                                        
42 As I noted earlier, Guthrie considered the digression as pointing the way toward a more practicable alternative to 
metaphysics of Plato's middle-period dialogues.  It is knowing what is in due measure, rather than the apprehension of 
the Forms, that becomes the basis for Plato's late-period philosophy.  It is well to keep in mind, however, that the 
Forms still exist in late Plato, and that they may be regarded as a best-case ideal.  Due measure, then, may be 
considered as a second-best alternative, but an alternative which may be more successful than the apprehension of the 
Forms when applied in actual practice. 
43 This is not say, however, that I regard Sayre's analysis to be incorrect.  My view is quite the contrary, in fact.  Sayre's 
reading is extremely valuable in demonstrating the continuity between Plato's middle- and late-period method, 
metaphysics, and ontology.  Whereas Sayre chooses to emphasize the continued existence of  unaltered, or only slightly 
altered, middle-period concepts in the late works, I prefer to concentrate on the more practicable aspects of these 
concepts.  There is space, I believe, for both Sayre's and my interpretation to exist simultaneously, with each reading 
revealing complementary dimensions of Plato's philosophy.  A careful examination of the late dialogues suggests that 
Plato never renounced, or replaced, his middle-period views; they are still present in the texts.  What has changed, 
however, is that in the late works there is a greater concern with applying his ideas in practice; changes which require a 
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between to metrion in the Statesman, the epistemological aspect of sōphrosunē which Plato first 

attempted to articulate in the Charmides, and the need for an art of measurement which was 

mentioned in the Protagoras.  To state it succinctly, the employment of qualitative measurement 

to determine what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is 

requisite is the fundamental means by which one knows how to consider correctly what one ought 

to do in respect to all human choices and actions.  It is Plato's response to the unanswered 

requirement in the Protagoras for an art of measurement as the sort of knowledge on which the 

preservation of life depends.  It is akin to sōphrosunē as a kind of knowledge which was 

discussed in the Charmides.   

     Although the Charmides was discussed in Chapter 3, its relation to the digression on due 

measure needs to be examined.  One of the more notable features of the dialogue was Critias' 

suggested definition of sōphrosunē as "knowing what one does know and what one does not 

know" (to; eijdevnai a} te oi\den kai; a} mh; oi\den); that is, sōphrosunē is a knowledge of 

knowledge.44  We should recall that Socrates avoided a direct examination of this definition, 

choosing instead to discuss whether or not it is possible to know what one knows and what one 

does not know, and the question of whether or not this sort of knowledge would be beneficial.  

The definition of Critias is left unexplored.  The fact that Plato does not have Socrates pursue an 

examination of this definition per se ought to prompt further reflection.   Even though Socrates 

does pursue the questions of possibility and benefit, each of these investigations ends in an 

aporia.45  When taken together, the non-examination of Critias' definition and the aporiai which 

result from the questions Socrates does examine, suggest that at this point in time Plato himself 

                                                                                                                                                                     
certain degree of alteration in the way in which these ideas are conceived and practicably applied, but which do not 
negate his earlier positions.  In other words, we must regard the middle- and late-period positions as being 
complementary to each other in respect to the goals at which they are directed. 
44 Charmides, 167a6-7. 
45 See, Charmides, 167a9-169d8 and 171d1-176a1. 
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was unsure of the answers to the questions posed in the Charmides.  Yet, I do not believe that it is 

reasonable to assume that these questions remained unanswered in the rest of the corpus; Plato 

does provide answers in other dialogues. 

     The connection between sōphrosunē and knowledge is resumed and in part resolved in the 

digression on due measure in the Statesman.46  Throughout the Statesman, the Visitor advances 

the claim that the expert is the person who possesses knowledge of the art or craft that he 

practices.  For example, in regard to the different sorts of expertise at ruling, whether it be 

kingship (basilikhv), statesmanship (politikhv), or household management (oijkonomikhv), "it is 

apparent that there is a single type of knowledge that concerns all these things" (fanero;n wJ" 

ejpisthvmh miva peri; pavnt j ejsti; tau`ta).47  More specifically, in the digression, Plato refers to the 

expert in statecraft as one who "has knowledge of practical matters" (ta;" pravxei" ejpisthvmona).48  

But in order for the expert in statesmanship to possess knowledge of the art of ruling, he must 

know how to measure not only relative quantities, but also know how to measure in accordance 

with what is in due measure.  Due measure itself, since it measures what is in the middle between 

two extremes, can plausibly be regarded as a sort of moderation.  Although the term sōphrosunē 

does not appear in the Statesman, it is possible to infer that the expression "what is in due 

measure" is analogous to what is moderate, being moderate, or acting in a moderate manner.49  To 

know what is in due measure is akin to possessing sōphrosunē in the Charmides' sense that it is a 

type of knowledge.50 

                                                        
46 I do not wish to suggest that the digression fully answers the questions left unanswered in the Charmides.  One must 
turn to other dialogues, especially to the Theaetetus, for a complete exposition of Plato's epistemological views. 
47 Statesman, 259c1-3. 
48 Statesman, 284c2-3. 
49 We can recall, for example, that in the Republic, the cleansing of the extreme elements in the luxurious city in order 
to establish kallipolis was regarded by Glaucon as "acting moderately" (Swfronoùntev").  See, Republic, 399e4-6. 
50 The task of blending together overly courageous and overly moderate natures by the statesman into a nature that 
comprises a proper mixture of both, may be considered as an illustration of this point.  That is to say, the statesman's 
expert knowledge, grounded in what is in due measure, allows him to fashion the characters of his citizens into 
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     There is an additional consideration of a more theoretical nature that helps to demonstrate the 

manner in which the Statesman may resolve some of the difficulties encountered in the 

Charmides, thereby strengthening the connection between the two dialogues.  This consideration 

is in respect to the absence of an ontological state between being and not-being in the Charmides.  

The idea that either one knows what one knows or does not know what one knows is a rather 

simplistic epistemological position which reflects the tendency among all early Greek 

philosophers for dichotomous thinking.  Parmenides' ontological view that something either is or 

is not was especially influential.  That is to say, a thing either is or is not, with no state of coming-

into-being between the two.  This sort of dichotomous way of considering the world led to 

significant philosophical difficulties, particularly in the manner in which one dealt with the 

concept of what is not.51   It was not until Plato wrote the Sophist that the difficulty was addressed 

and the ontological position of Parmenides was refuted.  Given the fact, then, that the Charmides 

was written before the Sophist and the Statesman, it is plausible to argue that at the time of the 

composition of the Charmides Plato had not yet developed the concept there could exist a state of 

being that lies between the extremes being and not-being.52  There was as yet no state of coming-

into-being that could reconcile the dichotomy between being and not-being.  Thus, in terms of the 

problem of the relation between knowledge and ignorance in the Charmides, there is no middle 

position between these two epistemological states, even though Critias' definition of sōphrosunē 

appears to be a tentative step toward resolving this epistemological dilemma.53  In the Statesman, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
individuals whose natures are moderately bold and moderately gentle.  The statesman, in effect, hits upon a moderate 
course of action which itself produces individuals whose characters are truly moderate. 
51 The Sophists, of course, were notorious for entrapping their opponents on the Parmenidian dichotomy of what is and 
what is not. 
52 The positing of an ontological state between being and not-being is of critical value for what is in due measure in the 
Statesman. 
53 It is well worth pointing out that the argument which immediately follows the definition of sōphrosunē as a 
knowledge of knowledge employs examples of relative quantities – for example, the attempt to discover if there exists 
"something larger that is larger than large things and than itself" (o} tw`n me;n meizovnwn ejsti;n meìzon kai; eJautoù) – that at 
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however, once the view had been established in the Sophist that there is an ontological state of 

coming-into-being, the difficulties encountered in the Charmides may be overcome by the use of 

qualitative measurement and the appeal to due measure, because the result of measuring opposites 

against some standard results in a middle state that could be regarded as analogous to the middle 

ontological state of coming-into-being.  

     At the core of both the Charmides' failed investigation and the Statesman's successful 

examination remains the notion that sōphrosunē and due measure are inextricably connected with 

an epistemological claim.  One can neither be moderate nor act in accordance with due measure 

unless one possesses a certain sort of knowledge.  In the Charmides it is a knowledge of 

knowledge, in the Statesman it is a knowledge directed toward the application of the art of which 

one possesses the requisite knowledge.  In the former dialogue the sōphrōn possesses self-

knowledge; in the latter work the person who knows how to measure in accordance with due 

measure is the person who knows how to choose and act with sōphrosunē. 

      When turning to examine the Protagoras, one is struck by the fact the Socrates mentions the 

need for an art of measurement (hJ metrhtikhv) which is both an art and a kind of knowledge 

(tevcnh kai; ejpisthvmh) necessary to render the power of appearance (hJ tou` fainomevnou duvnami") 

powerless (a[kuron).54  Socrates, however, postpones a discussion of the art of measurement, 

remarking: "But what this art and knowledge is we shall consider later" ( {Hti" me;n toivnun tevcnh 

kai; ejpisthvmh ejsti;n au{th, eij" au\qi" skeyovmeqa).55  This discussion, I believe, is resumed in the 

Statesman's digression on due measure, even though neither the Protagoras nor the Statesman 

make any specific references to each other.  Surprisingly, few commentators have drawn attention 

                                                                                                                                                                     
this stage of Plato's career could only be measured against each other and not in relation to a standard against which 
both could be weighed.  Charmides, 168b10-11. 
54 See, Protagoras, 356b1-358c3. 
55 Protagoras, 357b5-6.   
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to the connection between the passage in the Protagoras and the digression.56  Campbell, for 

example, notes: "The first mention of metrhtikh; is in the Protagoras [sic] …"57  Allen, who does 

explicate the passage at some length, only comments in a footnote that "An art of this sort is 

discussed by the Eleatic Stranger at Politicus 283 ff. …"58  Given the relative lack of discussion 

concerning the connection between the Protagoras and the Statesman, it would be helpful to 

examine briefly the passage. 

     The portion of the text which refers to the need for an art of measurement occurs during an 

imagined discussion between Socrates and "the many" (tẁn pollẁn), the purpose of which is to 

examine their opinions in respect to the relation of good and bad pleasures and pains.59  Socrates' 

argument is framed in terms of the manner in which what is called "the pleasant" (to; hJduv) and 

"the painful" (ajniaro;n) may be regarded as outweighing each other; one can only outweigh the 

                                                        
56 Adam, although he does not state whether it is his opinion as well, remarks: "Siebeck, who asserts (Zur Chronologie 
der Platonischen Dialogen, pp. 121 ff.) that this and similar formulas were intended by Plato to be a distinct promise of 
future dialogues (if not a reference to a later part of the same dialogue), finds here a reference to Politicus 283D ff., 
where the 'measuring art' is discussed and described as the Basilikh; tevcnh."  Adam, Platonis Protagoras, 203.  A 
similar comment is made by the Visitor in the digression on due measure itself, where he remarks "that at some time 
we shall need what I mentioned just now for the demonstration of preciseness itself" ( {w" pote dehvsei toù nùn 
lecqevnto" pro;" th;n peri; aujto; tajkribe;" ajpovdeixin).  Statesman 284d1-2.  The demonstration concerning "preciseness 
itself" is not carried out in the Statesman.  Sayre makes the rather intriguing suggestion that this demonstration occurs 
at Philebus 55d5-59d5, where Socrates discusses with Protarchus the notion of accuracy among the arts.  See, Sayre, 
Metaphysics and Method, 191-193. 
57 Campbell, The Sophistes and Politicus of Plato, 100, n. 6.   
58 Allen, "Comment," in The Dialogues of Plato, vol. 3, 145, n. 74.  Allen goes on to make the rather odd assertion 
concerning the Eleatic Visitor that "he speaks as an Eleatic and not as a Platonist," without providing any arguments to 
support his claim.  Finally, it should be mentioned that Kahn finds a connection between the art of measurement in the 
Protagoras and the notion of phronēsis in the Phaedo: "The conception of wisdom as a metrētikē technē, an art of 
measurement in the Protagoras is thus a partial but deliberate foreshadowing of the stronger, metaphysically grounded 
notion of phronēsis we find in the Phaedo.  Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, 251.  Kahn apparently is referring 
to Phaedo 69a6-b5 where pleasures are not to be exchanged for pleasures, pains exchanged for pains, or fears for fears, 
but that the only thing for which they should be exchanged is wisdom (frovnhsi").  Guthrie makes a similar reference to 
this passage.  See, Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 234. 
59 Protagoras, 353a1-357e8.  This imaginary conversation has been taken by some scholars, Irwin, for example, as a 
textual crux allowing them to argue in favor of Socratic hedonism.  See, Irwin, Plato's Ethics, 85-92.  This view, I 
believe, is incorrect.  The passage clearly is designed to demonstrate the hedonist opinions of the many which Socrates 
attempts to refute.  Socrates uses popular opinion  as a foil to his own arguments in respect to the relation between 
pleasures and pains and the good and knowledge.  Both Taylor and Kahn, for example, concur with this interpretation.  
The former writes: "Neither Protagoras nor Socrates is represented as adopting the  Hedonist equation of good with 
pleasure.  The thesis which Socrates is committed to is simply that of the identity of goodness and knowledge."  Taylor, 
Plato, 260.  The latter argues that Plato is not committed the hedonist thesis, rather it is used as a device for 
demonstrating "the necessary consequences of certain popular assumptions about human motivation.  Kahn, Plato and 
the Socratic Dialogue, 242. 
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other except in relation to the "excess and deficiency" (uJperbolh; kai; e[lleiyi") of one against the 

other.60  If one weighed pleasures and pains against each other in any combination either the most 

pleasant or the least painful course must be chosen.  But this presents an agent with only a 

relative choice of pleasures and pains; it does not help an agent to determine whether or not the 

choice is correct in respect to some sort of standard.61  Just as things of equal size appear larger 

when near or smaller when seen at a distance, pleasures and pains have the appearance of 

seeming more or less intense when weighed relative to each other; and just as we would say a 

thing of equal size that is nearer is larger, so, too, would we choose the pleasure that is the largest 

or the pain that is the least.  What is measured relatively cannot result in a correct choice, for the 

choice would be in terms of relative appearances; appearances that "often make us wander back 

and forth, to participate in and repent of the same things in actions and in choices of large and 

small things" (hJma`" ejplavna kai; ejpoivei a[nw te kai; kavtw pollavki" metalambavnein taujta; kai; 

metamevlein kai; ejn tai`" pravxesin kai; ejn tai`" aiJrevsesin tẁn megavlwn te kai; smikrẁn).62  It is to 

avoid judging by appearances alone that Socrates introduces the need for an art of measurement 

that would enable one to choose correctly by weighing pleasures and pains qualitatively.   

     Since the choice of relative pleasures and pains is harmful, only furnishing appearances but 

not the truth, Socrates asks the question: "What would save our life?" (ti; a]n e[sw/zen hJmi`n to;n 

                                                        
60 See, Protagoras, 355e4-356a3.  I have already mentioned that Sayre has pointed out that the expression uJperbolh; 
kai; e[lleiyi" is used by Plato only in this passage and in the digression on due measure in the Statesman.  In the 
Protagoras it appears that the phrase is being employed in the sense of the incommensurability of relative terms in 
relation to each other, whereas in the Statesman, excess and deficiency is regarded more in the sense of a principle of 
contrariety.  In both occurrences, however, there is the notion that opposites, whether they be pleasures and pains or 
whether they be generalized contraries, cannot be measured in relation to each other.  What is needed is some standard 
against which they can be weighed. 
61 On this view, the relative choice of pleasures and pains would appear to imply that choiceworthiness is solely a 
matter of quantity.  Whatever choice that would bring about the most amount of pleasure or the least amount of pain is 
the choice that an agent should select.  The notion that the choiceworthiness of a thing or action regarded as a matter of 
quantity is, for Socrates, incorrect. Throughout the dialogues  - for example, in the Gorgias, Protagoras, Republic, and 
Philebus – we encounter arguments which attempt to illustrate the harm of choosing in respect to quantity.  In order for 
something to be choiceworthy it must be choiceworthy in relation to some measurable standard.  A choice is 
choiceworthy only if it is in relation to the quality of what is to be chosen. 
62 Protagoras, 356d5-5. 
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bivon).63  He responds by arguing that in order to overcome the power of appearance an art of 

measurement is needed.  The manner in which we choose pleasures and pains depends upon "an 

art of measurement, an examination of excess and deficiency and equality in respect to one 

another" (metrhtikh; ... uJperbolh`" te kai; ejndeiva" ou\sa kai; ijsovthto" pro;" ajllhvla" skevyi").64  

Furthermore, Socrates makes the important point that "since it belongs to measurement, surely, it 

necessarily is an art and knowledge"  ( jEpei; de; metrhtikhv, ajnavgkh/ dhvpou tevcnh kai; ejpisthvmh).65   

     After establishing the need for an art of measurement, Socrates puts off a discussion of this 

need.  For the present purposes it is enough for Socrates to posit that the art of measurement is 

some kind of knowledge.  While it may appear odd that Socrates does not attempt to examine 

fully what this art is and how it is regarded as a sort of knowledge, it is arguable that the context 

of the discussion does not require a fuller development of this notion.  Since they had previously 

agreed that "wisdom and knowledge are the strongest things of all human activities" (sofivan kai; 

ejpisthvmhn ... pavntwn kravtiston ... tẁn ajnqrwpeivwn pragmavtwn), it requires no additional 

argument to claim that knowledge "always, whenever it is present, governs pleasure and 

everything else" (ajei; kratei`n, o{pou a]n ejnh`/, kai; hJdonh`" kai; tẁn a[llwn aJpavntwn).66  Knowledge, 

in the sense that there is a kind of knowledge of how one ought to measure relative things against 

some sort of standard, is sufficient for Socrates' argument in the Protagoras.  Pleasure cannot rule 

over a person who has knowledge, particularly the sort of knowledge which allows one to 

measure pleasures and pains in terms of an art of measurement; the sort of art of measurement 

that weighs qualities, not quantities.  Furthermore, since the opposite of knowledge is, of course, 

                                                        
63 Protagoras, 356e8-9.  The notion of preservation and destruction recurs in the digression on due measure.  If 
something is not compared in respect to due measure, but only in respect to relative terms, then the arts and their 
products would perish; they could not be preserved.  See, Statesman, 284a5-6. 
64 Protagoras, 357b2-3. 
65 Protagoras, 357b4. 
66 Protagoras, 352d1-3 and 357c3-4. 
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ignorance, it is this lack of knowledge, along with the absence of an art of measurement, that 

permits one to make incorrect choices is respect to pleasures and pains.67  

     In sum, then, the passage in the Protagoras argues that many people simply relatively weigh 

pleasures against pains, choosing what is most pleasant or least painful without paying any regard 

to the goodness of their choices, although those who do this assume, incorrectly in Socrates' view, 

that goodness resides in pleasure.  In order to overcome this error an art of measurement is 

needed by which these relative relations may be measured in respect to something other than 

themselves.  The art of measurement is a kind of knowledge, the opposite of which is ignorance.  

Therefore, if one allows oneself to be overcome by pleasure, it is because one has not carefully 

measured pleasures and pains.  Thus, one is choosing and acting, or ruling oneself, not from 

knowledge, but out of ignorance.  Although this argument still reflects the Socratic view that 

virtue, or acting virtuously, is knowledge, it is reasonable to suggest that the introduction of the 

notion of an art of measurement is a step toward a deeper understanding of how an individual 

may make the best choice when confronted with conflicting desires.  The art of measurement is 

functionally equivalent to sōphrosunē in the sense that one is required not to measure extremes 

against each other, but to measure them against some sort of standard, as will be argued in the 

Statesman.  The possession of such a standard, or the knowledge of measurement, is in a sense 

knowing how to choose and act moderately.68   

     In the Charmides sōphrosunē was regarded as self-knowledge, but ultimately this argument 

was found to be insufficient, principally on account of Plato's dichotomous epistemological and 

ontological views.  In the Protagoras, even though there still remains the basic dichotomy 

between knowledge and ignorance, there is a sense that there is some form of knowledge, 
                                                        
67 See, Protagoras, 357d1-358c3. 
68 Allen makes the point that "Such an art, if it is not temperance or justice, would be an image of it, for it asks us to 
forgo the satisfaction of some desires in favor of others, and thereby ranks them."  Allen, "Comment," in The Dialogues 
of Plato, vol. 3, 146. 
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considered as an art of measurement, that is needed for individuals to make correct choices.  

When we examine the digression on due measure, it appears that qualitative measurement 

resulting in an appeal to to metrion fulfills this need.  Thus, it is not implausible to interpret both 

qualitative measurement and to metrion in the Statesman as yet a different attempt by Plato to 

treat the problem of how we are able to choose correctly when presented with opposing options; 

an attempt which has significant implications for the practicability of Plato's ideas. 

     My reading of the digression on due measure suggests that it should be treated as stating a type 

of measurement by means of which contraries may be reconciled.  By "reconciled" I mean that 

contraries may be brought into harmony, or concord, with each other when measured against 

some standard.  Unlike Guthrie or Sayre who limit their analyses of the digression to its 

implications for Plato's metaphysics, ontology, and method, and unlike Lane who views the 

digression solely in terms of its applicability for politics, it is not unreasonable to argue that to 

metrion  may be extended to cover both theoretical and practical concerns.69  Due measure, when 

treated in a broad manner, provides us with a fundamental tool for understanding the philosophy 

of Plato's late-period dialogues. Since many aspects of the digression have been previously 

discussed in this chapter, I now wish to argue how the appeal to what is in due measure is the 

result of qualitative measurement.   

     At the very beginning of the digression Plato introduces the ideas of excess and deficiency in 

general (pa`san th;n te uJperbolh;n kai; th;n e[lleiysin).  Sayre has argued that these dual notions 

state a principle of contrariety.  Contraries may refer to many sorts of things.  To name but 

several, there may be contrary quantities, qualities, conditions, states, or dispositions.  Some may 

                                                        
69 By "theoretical", I mean such areas of philosophical inquiry as metaphysics, ontology, epistemology, and method; by 
"practical", I mean principally moral and political philosophy.  Both terms, however, should be taken as analytic 
distinctions only.  The close interconnectedness of the theoretical and practical in Plato's thought cannot be overstated.  
It is precisely on account of the interrelations among the branches of philosophy in Plato's thought that to metrion 
should be regarded as broadly as the text will permit. 
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be more applicable in terms of theoretical philosophy, others may be more applicable for practical 

philosophy.  In both cases, however, it is necessary to discover some way in which contraries can 

be measured.  After positing the notion of an art of measurement (hJ metrhtikhv), the Visitor makes 

a division of this art of measurement into two kinds, measurement of things that are "according to 

the association of greatness and smallness in relation to each other" (kata; th;n pro;" a[llhla 

megevqou" kai; smikrovthto" koinwnivan) and of things that are "according what is the being 

necessary for coming-into-being" (kata; th;n th`" genevsew" ajnagkaivan oujsivan).70  The first kind of 

measurement is of contrary quantities in relation to each other; for example, what is larger is 

larger only in relation to what is smaller, and what is smaller is smaller only in relation to what is 

larger.  The second kind of  measurement is of contrary qualities that must be measured "in 

relation to due  measure" (pro;" to; mevtrion).71   

     Of the two kinds of measurement, the second carries much more weight for Plato's late 

philosophy.  Quantitative measurement only permits the measurement of contraries against each 

other, with there being no standard against which they can be measured or evaluated.  In a sense, 

quantitative measurement returns us to the problem encountered in the Charmides; a dichotomous 

epistemology is analogous to relative measurement.  To put it in ontological terms, there is no 

category of coming-to-be that would permit us to reconcile the dichotomous distinction between 

being and not-being.  It is obvious that quantitative measurement entails difficulties affecting both 

theoretical and practical philosophy precisely on account of the fact that there is no standard, or 

ontological category, with which one may measure contrary things due to the fact that they are 

purely quantitative ones.72  In sharp contrast, the second kind of measurement, qualitative 

                                                        
70 Statesman, 283d7-9. 
71 Statesman, 283e11. 
72 Although it may be reasonable to argue that it is necessary to refer to the Forms to determine which instance of a set 
of things represents what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite, the 



 166 

measurement, resolves the difficulty of there being no standard because due measure itself 

functions as the standard for measurement.  As a sort of standard, due measure is not necessarily 

limited to practical philosophy, although perhaps its most immediate appeal is to considerations 

of politics and ethics.  Rather, as Guthrie has argued, there is also a profound implication for 

Plato's metaphysics; due measure can function as a practicable second-best alternative to the 

apprehension of the Forms.  While it is possible to retain the middle-period metaphysics of the 

Forms, apprehension of the Forms is no longer the necessary and sufficient condition for living 

well.  Finally, as Sayre has attempted to demonstrate, what is in due measure may be regarded 

solely in terms of Plato's late-period theoretical philosophy.  Taken together, then, these 

considerations suggest that to; mevtrion functions on multiple levels: (1) in respect to Plato's 

practical philosophy; (2) as a sort of bridge between the metaphysical grounding and application 

of Plato's middle- and late-period thought: (3) solely in terms of due measure's consequences for 

the theoretical philosophy of the late-period dialogues.   Thus, it is plausible to treat the due 

measure as the standard necessary for weighing and reconciling contraries.   

     An analysis of the rest of the digression should be able to confirm this view.  There are terms 

and expressions employed in the digression that may be interpreted in reference both to 

theoretical and practical philosophy.  It will be necessary to show that these terms and 

expressions do in fact refer either to Plato's theoretical or practical philosophy, or to both, if due 

measure is to be regarded as the standard for weighing opposite qualities.  

     When the Visitor begins his division of the art of measurement, he uses  the expression "the 

being necessary for coming-to-be" as the first statement concerning what is in due measure.  

Initially, the expression seems rather vague, if not ambiguous.  If due measure is "the being 
                                                                                                                                                                     
absence of any clear reference to the Forms in the digression on due measure suggests that Plato did not have the Forms 
in mind.  Rather, it seems more reasonable to argue that it is easier for a large group of individuals to understand to 
metrion as a standard against which they can weigh and determine their choices and actions.  That due measure 
functions in this way, without an appeal to the Forms, will become clearer when the Laws is examined in Chapter 9. 
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necessary for coming-to-be", then the question must be asked: What is this "being"?  Sayre, has 

given one answer: it is Plato's ontological principle of the Limit.  This response is, I believe, 

correct, yet it is arguable that in addition to its relation to and usefulness for Plato's late-period 

ontology, and its implication for his theoretical philosophy, there is a very important 

consideration in respect to his practical philosophy.  To put this another way, while what is in due 

measure is necessary as a standard for theoretical considerations, it is equally useful as a standard 

of measurement for practical matters.  The Visitor is quite explicit in cautioning Young Socrates 

that without due measure two consequences would follow: (1) if there is only relative measure, 

"would we not destroy the arts themselves and all their products" (Oujkou`n ta;" tevcna" te aujta;" 

kai; ta\rga aujtẁn suvmpanta diolou`men); (2) by acting as guard against "what is more and less than 

what is in due measure" (to; tou` metrivou plevon kai; e[latton), measure functions as the means by 

which "all the good and fine things that are produced" (pavnta ajgaqa; kai; kala; ajpergavzontai) are 

preserved.73  Clearly, these are not the products of theoretical philosophizing, for example, the 

ideas resulting from metaphysical speculations.74  Rather, these products are the things produced 

by human beings, whether they be the product of a particular craft, such as house-building or 

ship-building, or whether they be what results for a political community from the art of 

statesmanship.   The choices and actions of human beings, as well as the results of their choosing 

and acting, will be far more difficult to bring about successfully without due measure as the 

standard by which these matters are weighed and compared.  Although due measure may have 

consequences for theoretical philosophy, its most immediate and practicably beneficial dimension 

is in respect to what we try to do as individuals and members of a political community.  Viewed 
                                                        
73 Statesman, 284a5-b2. 
74 It is well to remember, too, that even the impracticalities of a certain sort of theoretical philosophy may be tempered 
and rendered more practicable by means of due measure.  The practicable consequences of due measure are not 
restricted solely to the products of the arts.  In respect to this point, I believe that Guthrie's analysis is correct; due 
measure provides a means by which the very limited practicability of Plato's middle-period metaphysics may be made 
more widely available. 
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in this manner, "the being necessary for coming-to-be", or due measure, is required for both 

theoretical and practical concerns.  It is both an ontological concept as well as a practicable 

standard. 

     A further and related argument advanced by the Visitor is that without due measure coming-

into-being, "it is not possible for either the statesman or anyone else of those who have 

knowledge of practical matters to come into being indisputably" (ouj ga;r dh; dunatovn ge ou[te 

politiko;n ou[t j a[llon tina; tẁn peri; ta;" pravxei" ejpisthvmona ajnamfisbhthvtw" gegonevnai touvtou 

mh; sunomologhqevnto").75  In other words, unless there is some sort of objective standard, or 

standards, for politics and for action in general, there would not be those who possess expert 

knowledge of politics or of practical matters.  Interestingly, the Visitor compares the coming-to-

be of due measure to the positing of the idea of becoming in the Sophist as a distinct ontological 

category.  In the Sophist the concept of becoming is an ontological middle ground between being 

and nonbeing; in the Statesman due measure is a middle position between the opposite extremes 

of excess and deficiency. Although what is in due measure may appear to be analogous to the 

ontological category of becoming, it nevertheless is functions quite differently in that due 

measure entails fundamental practical consequences for the argument.  Even the possibility that 

there may be someone who possesses expert knowledge of statesmanship is called into question if 

there is no standard of due measure.  It seems reasonable, then, to view this part of the digression 

in a similar manner to those consideration I have just discussed in the previous paragraph.  There 

is an ontological necessity for qualitative measurement in order for there to exist a certain type of 

statesman, that is, a statesman who possesses the epistemic capacity to choose and act for the 

good of the political community in accordance with a standard against which possible choices and 

actions are measured.  Due measure, then, has a relation both to epistemology – which should be 
                                                        
75 Statesman, 284c1-4. 
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regarded as a part of theoretical philosophy – and to the actual and practicable concerns of 

statesmanship. 

     The link with epistemological considerations is strengthened, and in effect made practicable, 

in the passage in which the Visitor restates the twofold division of the art of measurement.  One 

type of measurement measures relative quantities, the other type is "all those things that measure 

in respect of due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, what is requisite, and all 

such things that are removed from the extremes to the middle" (metrou`sin ... oJpovsai pro;" to; 

prevpon kai; to;n kairo;n kai; to; devon kai; pavnq j oJpovsa eij" to; me;son ajpw/kivsqh tẁn ejscavtwn).76  

Guthrie, I believe, is correct to notice a connection between the knowledge needed by an expert in 

the art of statesmanship and what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, 

and what is requisite.  To metrion, to prepon, ho kairos, and to deon are what form the basis of 

the statesman's knowledge in order to govern a polis correctly.  As in the case of to metrion  

itself, Plato moves from an argument related to epistemology to an argument that uses the results 

of theoretical reasoning for the sake of their applicability in practice.  It should be noted that this 

turn to the applicability of the epistemic requirements of the statesman should not suggest that 

there is a lessening in the importance for the way in which knowledge of what is in due measure 

is equally important in respect to epistemology as a branch of theoretical philosophy.   

     One additional, but crucial, point regarding qualitative measurement and its relationship to 

what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite requires 

discussion.  The employment of qualitative measurement results in an appeal either to what is in 

due measure, or what is fitting, or what is appropriately timely, or what is requisite.77  How, then, 

                                                        
76 Statesman, 284e6-8. 
77 I should like to point out that this second type of measurement may be regarded as stating a principle of qualitative 
measurement.  Even though the Visitor does not set down his views on qualitative measurement in terms of a principle 
of a particular form of measurement, nevertheless, it is possible that such a principle of qualitative measurement can be 
formulated.  For any qualities F and G, where F is not the same as G, there is some standard S, against which F and G 
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are we to understand the distinctions (if any) among the four terms to which qualitative 

measurement appeals?  Are to metrion, to prepon, ho kairos, and to deon in some sense related to 

one another, or are they distinct terms that have no relationship among themselves?  To put this 

another way, can something that is the result of qualitative measurement be to metrion, but not to 

prepon, ho kairos, or to deon?  It seems to be the case that the four terms are best understood as 

being partly synonymous.  An examination of Plato's use of these four terms in the corpus 

suggests that frequently there is a common connotation to what is in due measure, what is fitting, 

what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite.  In general, we may consider that all four 

terms connote something that is the moderate, proper, and necessary sort of thing to do.  Clearly, 

to metrion and to prepon connote that which is moderate and proper, while to deon connotes that 

the requisite thing to do is the moderate and proper thing to do.78  At first glance, it appears that 

ho kairos is not quite synonymous with the other three terms.  However, one of the meanings of 

ho kairos is "due measure, proportion, fitness"; an alternate English rendering is "what is 

appropriate".79  There are several passages in the corpus in which Plato uses the term ho kairos in 

its meaning of due measure, or what is appropriate.80  There are a total of fourteen instances 

where ho kairos is used in this sense; four of these passages are found in the Statesman, and the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
may be measured, so that a mean M results in which both F and G participate.  In other words, the principle of 
qualitative measurement is a principle to be used for determining the manner in which opposite qualities can be 
weighed against a standard so that a mean in which both opposite qualities share is found.  The result of the application 
of this principle is an appeal to something that is to metrion, to prepon, ho kairos, or to deon. 
78 Although it is not possible to analyze every single occurrence of to metrion, to prepon, and to deon in the corpus, the 
following enumeration of representative passages will serve to illustrate Plato's usage of these three terms.  For to 
metrion in the sense of moderate or proper, see: Phaedo, 117b9; Cratylus, 414e2; Theaetetus, 181b2; Philebus; 66a7; 
Protagoras, 338b1; Timaeus, 59d1; Laws, 691e1.  For to prepon in a similar sense, see: Gorgias, 503e8; Ion, 530b7; 
Menexenus, 239c7; Republic, 399a7; Timaeus, 33b1; Laws, 670d6.  For to deon in the sense of what is moderate and 
proper, see: Phaedo, 99c5; Cratylus, 419a3; Symposium, 189c8; Protagoras, 355d2; Republic, 336d1; Timaeus, 42d7; 
Laws, 793e5.  It is interesting to note that the connotations of these three terms in respect to what is moderate, or 
appropriate, are encountered in dialogues from all three chronological periods. 
79 See, LSJ, s.v., kairov", oJ. 
80 Indeed, LSJ specifically refers to Statesman 307b9 and 310e2 as instances where ho kairos means "due measure, 
proportion, fitness", or what is appropriate.  Throughout this study I have translated ho kairos as "appropriately timely", 
in the belief that this expression best conveys the meaning of the Greek. 
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remaining ten occur in the Republic, the Timaeus, the Laws, and the Seventh Letter.81  It seems to 

be the case, then, that there is sufficient evidence for regarding ho kairos as connoting due 

measure, proportion, fitness, and what is appropriate.82  Taken together, then, there are instances 

in the corpus where what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what 

is requisite should be understood as being synonymous. 

     By concentrating on ho kairos, Lane appears to be suggesting that each of these four terms 

should be considered as distinctly separate, or separable, qualities which do not have the same 

meaning.83  I believe that her view is incorrect because, as I have just discussed, the four terms 

are to some extent synonymous in Plato's usage.  It is more plausible to claim that the four terms 

refer to the domains to which qualitative measurement appeals.  Each term marks out an instance 

of what is appropriate in its respective domain.  They are not terms that should be taken 

separately in respect to qualitative measurement.  Rather, the standards of what is in due measure, 

                                                        
81 See, Statesman, 277a6-b1, 284e2-8, 307b9, and 310e2; Republic, 370b8 and 370c4; Timaeus, 85d1; Laws, 630c7, 
708e2, 916d8, 916e2, and 938b2; Epistles, 324b7 and 339d1. 
82 If, however, ho kairos is taken in its temporal sense it is possible to see how the sense of timeliness, or 
opportuneness, may be synonymous with what is in due measure, what is fitting, and what is requisite.  A passage in 
the Republic illustrates this point well: "in relation to what each person is naturally suited for and for what, working at 
it throughout his life while having the leisure for other pursuits, he would not let slip the opportune, or timely, moments 
for doing the work well" (pro;" o} ejpefuvkei e{kasto" kai; ejf j w|/ e[melle tw`n a[llwn scolh;n a[gwn dia; bivou aujto; 
ejrgazovmeno" ouj pariei;" tou;" kairou;" kalw`" ajpergavsesqai).  Republic, 374b1-c4.  These opportune, or timely, moments 
are those which would be appropriate or fitting. 
83 Sayre treats the four qualities as coordinate, what is fitting, what is appropriately  timely, and what is requisite are not 
subordinate to, or a subclass of, due measure.  Sayre bases his claim on the fact that the division of the art of 
measurement is first divided into a class of measurement according to contraries and a class of measurement according 
to fixed measure.  The class according to contraries is then divided into number, length, width, breadth, and speed, 
while the class according to fixed measure is divided into due measure, the fitting, the appropriately timely, the 
requisite, and for the sake of symmetry, Sayre posits a fifth class not mentioned by the Visitor.  The reason Sayre 
apparently posits this sort of symmetrical division is to demonstrate that division is a "dialectical procedure", which in 
the case of the division of the art of measurement pursues division "in both left and right directions," and is an example 
of "nondichotomous division."  Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 187-188.  The problem with Sayre's interpretation is 
that the text really does not support his symmetrical arrangement.  The initial division into two classes immediately 
divides the art of measurement into a class of measurement of relative quantities (or, in Sayre's terminology, contraries) 
and into a class that is according to due measure.  Due measure is not subsumed under Sayre's class of fixed measure.  
Rather, due measure is the class of fixed measure.  Additionally, there is no suggestion of  an unmentioned class of 
fixed measure that corresponds to the final class of contrary measure, speed, unless Sayre thinks that the expression 
pavnq j oJpovsa eij" to; me;son ajpw/kivsqh tw`n ejscavtwn is this fifth, unmentioned class.  Unfortunately, he does not argue 
that this phrase should be understood in this manner.  It does not seem likely that it should be, for the divisions of the 
class of measurement according to contraries is divided into five distinctly definite sorts of quantities, whereas the 
expression "all such things that are removed from the middle to the extremes" is far too indefinite to consider it in 
parallel with the corresponding term, speed, in the division of things that are divided according to contraries. 
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what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite are interchangeable in the sense 

that they have synonymous connotations.  If this interpretation is correct, then it is arguable that 

to metrion, to prepon, ho kairos, and to deon, when understood as interchangeable standards 

connoting the same thing, refer, in fact, to the concept of sōphrosunē.  If one is to be moderate, or 

act moderately, then one must have knowledge of what is in due measure, or what is fitting, or 

what is appropriately timely, or what is requisite.  To state this another way: the results of the use 

of qualitative measurement appeal to the standards of to metrion, to prepon, ho kairos, and to 

deon, any one of which connotes something that is moderate, proper, appropriate, and necessary.  

If, for example, there is an appeal to something that is to metrion, then it is implied that the appeal 

is to something that is moderate, proper, appropriate, and necessary; it is not simply an appeal to 

what is in due measure.  The same would be true in the other three cases as well.   

     To sum up.  The digression on due measure begins with a reference to excess and deficiency.  

If, as Sayre argues, excess and deficiency may be regarded as a principle of contrariety, then 

qualitative measurement may be considered as a form of measurement which weighs contrary 

qualities against a standard that results in a mean in which the contraries share, or are reconciled 

in the sense that the contraries are brought into some sort of concord with each other.  In turn, the 

result of qualitative measurement appeals to the interchangeable standards of what is in due 

measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite, or, in effect, with 

what is moderate.  The result of this appeal allows one to know and choose what is in accordance 

with sōphrosunē.  When one has chosen in accordance with what is in due measure, or what is 

fitting, or what is appropriately timely, or what is requisite, or in accordance with sōphrosunē, 

then this choice is able to applied in practice, either in terms of an individual conducting his or 

her own life, or in terms of anyone who correctly practices a technē.   
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       Finally, in general terms, the digression on due measure is a textual crux delineating the 

distinctions between the metaphysical grounding of Plato's middle-period dialogues and the more 

practicably directed philosophy encountered in his late-period works.  This interpretation should 

not suggest, however, that Plato's late philosophy rejects and replaces that of his middle period.  

Plato's later-period thought should be treated as complementary, owing in large part to knowing 

what is in due measure as the means by which a greater degree of practicability could be granted 

to his thought without needing to dismiss any of his middle-period positions.    Furthermore, a 

connection may be established between the Socratic dialogues of the early period and due 

measure.  It is arguable that some of the aporiai encountered in Plato's early-period works may be 

resolved when considered in terms of due measure.   The attempted definition of sōphrosunē in 

the Charmides as knowledge of knowledge might not have resulted in a difficulty if Plato had 

employed some sort of qualitative measurement against which the opposing states of knowledge 

and ignorance could be compared.  Even though the weighing of relative pleasures and pains in 

the Protagoras recognizes that they could properly be compared by an art of measurement, the 

lack of a fully articulated qualitative measurement hinders a complete resolution of the problem, 

and contributes to the confusion in which this dialogue ends. 

     The concern with how we may best live is encountered diachronically throughout the Platonic 

corpus.  Although Plato provides various solutions to this concern, there appears to be some sense 

of commonality among those he does present.  One such commonality is the need for sōphrosunē 

in the sense that one who is moderate and acts moderately knows how best to live, whether as a 

private individual or as the ruler of a political community.  There is a close connection between 

the need for a type of knowledge and the need for an agent who acts virtuously.  In the early-

period works, this connection cannot be sufficiently established on account of the lack of an 

ontological category of becoming, although by the time of the composition of the Protagoras, this 
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link is beginning to be articulated.  In the dialogues of middle period, knowledge and virtuous 

action are grounded in a metaphysical claim concerning one's ability to apprehend the Forms.  

Yet, there are practicable difficulties encountered in the attempt to instantiate the philosophy of 

the middle period in actual practice.  Finally, in the late-period works, Plato posits both 

qualitative measurement and to; mevtrion as the means by which the connection between 

knowledge and virtuous action may become more practicable and may be made more accessible 

to a greater number of individuals.  If this view of the trajectory of Plato's thought is correct, then 

the importance of the digression on due measure in the Statesman should not be underestimated.   
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CHAPTER 6 
 

DIAIRESIS AND TO METRION 
 

 
     In the previous chapter, I argued that the employment of qualitative measurement results in an 

appeal to what is in due measure.  I also noted that, along with implications for Plato's political 

and moral philosophy, to metrion entails consequences for his philosophical method.  In this 

chapter, I shall examine how qualitative measurement and due measure are related to Plato's use 

of the method of division and collection, particularly in respect to the way in which diairesis is 

carried out after the Elean Visitor discusses the importance of due measure for dialectical 

examination.1  It is my contention that once the appeal to what is in due measure has been 

established, its connection with division brings about a variant method of diairesis.  The 

philosophical method used by Plato is fundamental for the arguments and views that result from 

the method in which they are grounded.  In order to understand his positions, it is first necessary 

to grasp the underlying methodological structures from which they arise.  Thus, by first 

demonstrating the relationship between due measure and method, the analysis in subsequent 

chapters concerning Plato's political and moral philosophy and their relationships to due measure 

ought to be made clearer. 

     The chapter is organized as follows.  First, I shall discuss the different versions of Plato's 

methods in order to indicate their respective differences, similarities, and relations.  Second, the 

role of paradigms for the method of division and collection will be examined. Third, the weaving 

paradigm will be analyzed, as a paradigmatic representation for statesmanship which begins to 

make use of what is in due measure.  Fourth, because it has significant bearing on the 

interpretation of the Statesman, the question concerning the purpose of the dialogue needs to be 

                                                        
1 See, Statesman, 284e11-285c2, for the relation between due measure and dialectic.   
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investigated.  Fifth, I shall examine the final division of the statesman.  The definition of the 

statesman succeeds as a consequence of the digressions on the use of paradigms, weaving, due 

measure, and the purpose of dialectics.  Sixth, and finally, three examples – one from the 

Statesman, the Philebus, and the Laws –   of the manner in which diairesis carried out in 

accordance with to metrion affects Plato's arguments will be analyzed. 

 

Plato's Philosophical Methods 

     We may begin by asking the following question:  Why is method important?  The simple 

answer is that method provides the logical structure in which arguments are located.  More 

specifically, in the case of Plato, method is necessary in order to arrive at an adequate definition 

of a thing which sets down the necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of 

such a sort.  By knowing the necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a 

sort, we are able to state a definition of a thing.  Without an adequate definition of a thing, there 

can be no knowledge of it, and thus no true account or judgment can be given in respect to it.2  It 

follows, then, that without a true account of a thing, any discussion concerning it becomes a 

matter of speculation and opinion.  Indeed, one of the more serious criticisms that can be directed 

against those commentators who privilege literary interpretations of the dialogues is that by 

neglecting the underlying logical structure of Plato's arguments the analysis of his views runs the 

risk of being incomplete, and possibly even incorrect.3  Both the aporiai in which the early-period 

                                                        
2 "When someone gets a true judgment about something without an account, his soul has the truth about it, but he does 
not know it; for if he is unable to give and receive an account of it he is without knowledge; but when he also has 
gotten an account, all this becomes possible and he is complete in respect to knowledge"  (o{tan me;n ou\n a[neu lovgou 
th;n ajlhqh` dovxan tinov" ti" lavbh/, ajlhqeuvein me;n aujtoù th;n yuch;n peri; aujtov, gignwvskein d j ou[: to;n ga;r mh; dunavmenon 
doùnaiv te kai; devxasqai lovgon ajnepisthvmona ei\nai peri; touvtou: proslabovnta de; lovgon dunatovn te taùta pavnta 
gegonevnai kai; teleivw" pro;" ejhpisthvmhn e[cein).  Theaetetus, 202b8-c5 
3 Sayre comments: "And it is undeniable as well that Plato has had few peers as dramatist and as stylist of language.  
Those commentators who dwell upon these features of his dialogues to the exclusion of their logical structure, 
however, see only a minor part of Plato's philosophic genius."  Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 238. 
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dialogues end and the definitions used as the basis for philosophical examination in the works of 

the middle and late periods are directly dependent on the type of philosophical method employed 

in a particular dialogue.   

     In Chapter 2, I briefly mentioned the three philosophical methods found in the Platonic corpus: 

the elenctic method; the method of hypothesis; the method of division and collection.  As also 

previously noted, I do not wish to suggest that only a single method is found in a given work; 

there are many instances where more than one method is utilized.  It does, however, appear to be 

the case that there is a correlation between the success or failure of the principal arguments and 

the dominant philosophical method in a given dialogue.4  Certain difficulties arise that cannot be 

adequately dealt with by a particular method if the resulting arguments are to be valid.  When this 

occurs, either a new or a revised method needs to be established that will take into account and 

attempt to resolve whatever difficulties were encountered in the use of the previous method.  

While it seems reasonable to argue that the elenctic method of the Socratic dialogues is replaced 

by the new method of hypothesis, the method of division and collection may be best understood 

in the sense that the method of division and collection is an evolution of the method of 

hypothesis.  Since both methods are designed to provide the necessary and sufficient conditions 

for a thing, Sayre correctly argues that there are similarities between them: "Not only are the 

methods alike in fundamental respects, but moreover they are connected by a line of transition 

                                                        
4 The inconclusive ending of the Theaetetus supplies an excellent example of this point.  Theaetetus' third definition of 
knowledge – knowledge is true judgment with an account (Theatetus, 202c8-9) – can neither be confirmed nor denied 
for two reasons: (1) the possibility of false judgment is not adequately resolved; (2) the term "account" (lovgo") has not 
been adequately defined.   Both of these difficulties result from the fact that in the Theaetetus, Plato primarily employs 
the method of hypothesis as the logical structure for the discussion.   In the Sophist, however, these difficulties are 
resolved principally because by means of the method of division and collection an adequate definition of the term 
"account" can be given.  In Sayre's view, "Plato's intention in writing the Sophist, it is plausible to conjecture, was at 
least in part to provide answers to the problem of false judgment and of lovgo" which will answer the central problem of 
the Theaetetus as well."  Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 139.  While the method of hypothesis may prove to be 
adequate for articulating certain necessary and sufficient conditions for the truth of a particular proposition, the 
example drawn from the Theaetetus clearly indicates that this method is inadequate for the task  of supplying the 
necessary and sufficient conditions to give an adequate account of a thing; the method of division and collection is 
more suitable for this task. 
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which suggests that it is no less arbitrary to speak of two methods than to speak of one method in 

two states of development."5  It cannot be maintained, however, that either the method of 

hypothesis or the method of division and collection developed from the elenctic method. 

     The elenctic method is found primarily in the early-period Socratic dialogues which are 

examples of the type of dialogue that falls under the heading "Socratic logoi".6  Vlastos has 

provided a good description of the elenchus: "Socratic elenchus is a search for moral truth by 

adversary argument in which a thesis is debated only if asserted as the answerer's own belief, who 

is regarded as refuted if and only if the negation of his thesis is deduced from his own beliefs."7  

Furthermore, Vlastos is correct to caution that although the Greek noun, oJ e[legco", may mean 

refutation, it should be taken more in the sense of "search".8  That is to say, it is a search, or test, 

of the truth of one's propositions.  In the case of Socrates' use of the elenchus, it is the search for 

the truth in respect to questions of ethics.  If we take elenchus solely in the sense of refutation, 

                                                        
5 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 223.  It is not fair to characterize Sayre's analysis of the method of hypothesis and the 
method of division and collection in terms of strong development.  Rather, it appears to be the case that the method of 
division and collection evolves out of the method of hypothesis when the latter method proves to be inadequate.  The 
insufficiency of the method of hypothesis becomes especially apparent in the Theaetetus when Theaetetus' third 
attempted definition of knowledge – "Knowledge is true judgment with an account" (dovxan ajlhqh` meta; lovgou 
ejpisthvmhn ei\nai) – cannot be tested by this method.  Theaetetus, 202c8-9.   Although there are significant procedural 
differences between them, the logical structure of both methods is similar, and both methods are directed toward the 
same end, the establishment of the necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing.  Sayre comments:  "… collection and 
division may be aptly conceived as means of achieving the same goals as those of the earlier hypothetical method, with 
the difference primarily that these procedures are considerably more specific and effective than any analytic procedures 
emerging from the Meno, the Phaedo, and the Republic. … The appearance of a 'brand new' method in Phaedrus 265E-
266B, and in the Sophist and the Statesman generally, is in large part illusory."  Although Sayre concedes that there are 
differences, "These difference, however, are differences of technique rather than differences of analytic purpose."  
Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 231 and 237. 
6 Developmentalists have argued that this group of dialogues should be placed in the category of early works, 
principally on account of their similarity to the Socratic logoi, and also because the elenchus is a less sophisticated and 
useful method than either the method of hypothesis or the method of division and collection if one is to construct 
positive arguments.  While I agree with this view, it would be fair to mention that the arrangement of these dialogues 
could be differently considered.  Hypothetically speaking, it is not implausible to suggest that in principle there is no 
reason why Plato could not have composed this type of dialogue at any time in his career.  In other words, even if 
Plato's own mature method and philosophy were substantially different than that of his teacher, Socrates, it cannot be 
maintained with complete certainty that there is anything that might have prevented Plato from writing in the style of a 
Socratic dialogue long after the death of Socrates at a time when Plato was engaged in articulating his own philosophy, 
grounded in a very different sort of philosophical method. 
7 Vlastos, "The Socratic Elenchus," 39. 
8 Ibid., 39.  My entire discussion of the elenchus is greatly indebted to Vlastos' analysis.  For his detailed examination, 
see, Ibid., 46-61. 



 179 

then Socratic dialectics can easily descend into mere eristics, rather than an examination of the 

truth.  Yet, this is not to say that the elenchus cannot be employed to refute an interlocutor's 

views.  Although there are variations, the elenchus may be outlined as consisting of four steps.  

(1)  Socrates begins by asking a question in the form of "What is F?", where F is generally some 

virtue, for example, piety.  In attempting to reply to Socrates' question, his interlocutor responds 

with a definitional claim P  that Socrates believes to be false, which is then tested by use of the 

elenchus in order to determine whether or not the interlocutor's statement is true, and whether or 

not the statement is to be refuted.  (2) As part of testing the claim, Socrates gets the interlocutor to 

state additional premises, say q and r, in support of the initial claim.  These further premises, 

rather than providing the requested definition are an instance, or set of instances, of what piety is, 

but which do not in fact define the piety.  (3) Arguing from q and r, Socrates demonstrates, with 

the eventual agreement of the interlocutor, that q and r entail –P.  (4) Socrates is then able to 

claim that P is false and –P is true.  The principal effect of the elenchus, then, is to demonstrate 

logically that a person holds inconsistent beliefs for reasons that do not entail that position.9  

Since a positive argument cannot result from the use of the elenchus, and both the protagonist and 

the interlocutor are left without a definition of the topic under examination, a different method 

must be employed. 

     Clearly, the use of the elenchus in the Socratic dialogues has limited applicability for the sort 

of dialectical philosophizing Plato utilized in the middle- and late-period dialogues.  Even if we 

accept Vlastos' notion that we should take the term oJ e[legco" more is the sense of "search" rather 

than in the sense of "refutation", it is difficult to see how this sort of Socratic search could lead to 

the definitions Plato requires in order for one to possess knowledge.  Leaving aside the 
                                                        
9 Perhaps one of the primary reasons why Republic I should be regarded as integral to the whole work, and not as some 
other dialogue that Plato continues in the rest of the Republic, is that in this book the elenchus is used to demonstrate 
that conventional views of justice are false. The rest of the work, based on the method of hypothesis, is then able to 
consider justice in a way that enables Plato to construct positive philosophical arguments concerning it. 
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hypothetical case in which P is in fact true, there appears to be no instance in the Platonic corpus 

where use of the elenctic method does not result in an aporia.  In all those cases that result in an 

aporia, it is demonstrated to a person claiming that P is true that P is false and –P is true.  The 

logical structure of the elenctic method suggests that what is needed to provide adequate 

definitions cannot be determined by use of the elenchus; the elenchus merely proves that a person 

holds inconsistent beliefs.  If, then, we wish to give an account of a thing, an entirely different 

method is required. 

     This different method is the method of hypothesis, and it is initially encountered in the Meno 

and further examined in the Phaedo.10  The hypothetical method described in the Meno is that 

used by geometricians.  A particular proposition is hypothesized so that the hypothesis may be 

employed to demonstrate whether or not the proposition holds in respect to the hypothesis.  In the 

Phaedo, the remarks about method occur in the middle of a discussion concerning "the Forms as 

"causes" [aijtiva"] of characteristics in particular things."11  After dismissing the explanations of 

the natural scientists and Anaxagoras' views on Mind (nou`") as the cause of all things, Socrates 

remarks: "Since I was deprived of this and was unable either to discover it myself or learn it from 

another, do you wish, Cebes, I said, that I give you an explanation of how, as a second sailing or 

second-best way, I busied myself with a search for the cause" (ejpeidh; de; tauvth" ejsterhvqhn kai; 

ou[t j aujto;" euJrei`n ou[te par j a[llou maqei`n oi|ov" te ejgenovmhn, to;n deuvteron plou`n ejpi; th;n th`" 

aijtiva" zhvthsin h|/ pepragmavteumai bouvlei soi, e[fh, ejpivdeixin poihvswmai, w\ Kevbh";).12  Sayre 

argues that this passage introduces as the second-best way, the method of hypothesis, a 

methodological approach employed by Plato for the discovering of causes.  "This alternative 

                                                        
10 See, Meno, 86e1-87b2 and Phaedo, 99e4-101e3. 
11 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 3.  Sayre cautions that "cause" is perhaps "a misleading translation of aijtiva in this 
context."  "Reason" or "condition" might be more suitable English renderings. 
12 Phaedo, 99c8-d2.  The notion of deuvtero" ploù" is further examined in Appendix 3. 
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approach is to seek the truth of things through verbal formulations, rather than through the 

senses."13 

     The method of hypothesis essentially functions by deducing conclusions from hypotheses. As 

an illustration of the method Socrates states that he assumes (uJpoqevmeno") that Forms exist.14  

Furthermore, the Forms are the causes of the characteristics in particular things.15  A thing is 

beautiful because it shares in Beauty; "it is through Beauty that beautiful things come to be 

beautiful" (o{ti tẁ/ kalẁ/ ta; kala; givgnetai kalav).16  The thesis that the Forms are causes appears 

in itself obscure, but as an illustration of the method of hypothesis it seems reasonably clear.  The 

thesis that the Forms are causes is accounted for "by positing as an hypothesis the theory that the 

Forms exist, and by showing how this thesis alone agrees with what  has  been posited."17  Two 

key passages from Socrates' description of his new method in the Phaedo are helpful for 

understanding how Socrates' conceives of the method of hypothesis.  First, Socrates states: "in 

each case I assume the proposition which I judge to be the most compelling and set down as true 

that which seems to me to agree with this concerning both causes and all other things, and that 

which does not as false" (kai; uJpoqevmeno" eJkavstote lovgon o}n a]n krivnw ejrrwmenevstaton ei\nai, a} 

me;n a[n moi dokh`/ touvtw/ sumfwnei`n tivqhmi wJ" ajlhqh` o[nta, kai; peri; aijtiva" kai; peri; tẁn a[llwn 

aJpavntwn, a} d j a]n mhv, wJ" oujk ajlhqh`).18  Second,  he comments: "When you are required to give 

an account of it [that is, one's hypothesis] you should give it in the same way, by assuming 

another hypothesis, the one which appears the best of the higher ones, until you reach one that is 

                                                        
13 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 4-5.  It should be noted that the expression "verbal formulations" is Sayre's way of 
rendering the Greek term logos. 
14 See, Phaedo, 100b5-c7. 
15 Phaedo, 100d3-9.   
16 Phaedo, 100e2-3.  Socrates notes that this is the safest (ajsfalevstaton) answer he can give.  The answer is safe 
because it is a tautology.  It is interesting to note that the Greeks regarded deuvtero" ploù", or using oars instead of sails, 
as a safer way of seafaring. 
17 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 12. 
18 Phaedo, 100a3-7.   
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adequate" (ejpeidh; de; ejkeivnh" aujth`" devoi se didovnai lovgon, wJsauvtw" a]n didoivh", a[llhn au\ 

uJpovqesin uJpoqevmeno" h{ti" tẁn a[nwqen beltivsth faivnoito, e{w" ejpiv ti iJkano;n e[lqoi").19  The 

hypothesis that the Forms exist would appear to be for Socrates, and presumably for all those 

present in the dialogue, the "best of the higher" hypotheses that could be hypothesized from the 

initial thesis that the Forms are causes.  Conversely, it appears to be the case that the thesis that 

the Forms are causes is the only thesis which agrees with the hypothesis that the Forms exist.  In 

other words, the thesis that the Forms are causes is an example of Socrates' first statement 

concerning setting down the proposition which is "most compelling"; the hypothesis that the 

Forms exists illustrates his second statement that the "best of the higher" hypotheses is deduced 

from the initial thesis.20 

     In the Republic, a somewhat refined version of the method of hypothesis makes its 

appearance.  The development of the method may be seen in the Analogy of the Line, where 

dialectic proceeds on an upward path to a non-hypothetical first principle.  The principal 

difference between the method used in the Phaedo  and that encountered in the Republic, is that 

in the latter dialogue the connection between Plato's method of dialectic and the mathematical 

method of analysis becomes severed.  In the Phaedo, the method of hypothesis, like the 

mathematical method of analysis, functions only to justify hypotheses deduced from hypotheses, 

whereas in the Republic's method of hypothesis dialectic proceeds upwards to a non-hypothetical 

first principle without attempting to justify hypotheses deduced from hypotheses.  "The 

dialectical method alone proceeds in this way, doing away with hypotheses and proceeding to the 

                                                        
19 Phaedo, 101d6-8. 
20 For a more detailed analysis of these passages, see, Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 4-15.  Sayre also presents a well-
argued analysis of the connection between the methodological passages in the Phaedo and the methodological practice 
of Greek mathematics.  There was a analytic technique known as the method of analysis whereby a proposition could 
be proved by a deductive process until a proposition that is independently known to be true is reached.  See, Ibid., 15-
28.  Guthrie, too, notes: "Plato's emphasis on deduction may … be connected with his interest in geometry and the 
extension of its methods beyond the mathematical sphere."  Guthrie, Plato: The Man and His Dialogues, 353.   In the 
Republic, however, Plato appears to move away from the connection between dialectic and mathematical method.    



 183 

first principle itself, in order to be secure" (hJ dialektikh; mevqodo" movnh tauvth/ poreuvetai, ta;" 

uJpoqevsei" ajnairou`sa, ejp j aujth;n th;n ajrchvn, i{na bebaiwvshtai).21  There are two serious 

difficulties in the Republic's version of the method of hypothesis which should be mentioned.  

First, it may be argued that even if dialectic is able to proceed "upwards" to a non-hypothetical 

first principle, "it is by no means clear what such a starting point would be found to be like once it 

had been achieved."22  It is not entirely certain if Plato intends this non-hypothetical first principle 

to be understood as the Good or as something else.  From the way Plato constructs his argument it 

could indeed be inferred that this first principle should be understood as referring collectively to 

all the Forms themselves, not merely to the Form of the Good.23  Second, Plato does not appear to 

demonstrate the dialectical procedure for moving upwards from hypotheses to a non-hypothetical 

first principle, except perhaps in a sense similar to that used in the Phaedo's method of hypothesis 

in which "the best of the higher" hypotheses are justified by their agreement with the hypotheses 

from which they are deduced.24  In any case, the procedure remains vague and cannot be 

satisfactorily explicated by the texts.25   

     The principal purpose for the use of the method of hypothesis is to establish the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for the truth of a particular proposition; a proposition which itself is not a 

hypothesis.  The method of hypothesis can be applied to particular things as well.  When the 

method is applied to a particular thing, it is directed toward establishing the causes, or 

                                                        
21 Republic, 533c8-d1. 
22 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 45. 
23 Textual evidence in support of this idea is given at Republic 534b3-4 and 534b8.  "Do you call dialectical person 
who has taken hold of an account of the being of each thing?" ( \H kai; dialektiko;n kaleì" to;n lovgon eJkavstou 
lambavnonta th`" oujsiva";).  A few lines later Socrates asks: "Then is it not also similar in regard to the good? (Oujkoùn 
kai; peri; toù ajgaqoù wJsauvtw";).  Clearly, the being of each thing and the Good are different. 
24 I agree with Sayre's view that in regard to the "upward way" perhaps the best we can say is that at this point of his 
career, "Plato himself was not clear about what was involved in this phase of the dialectician's procedure."  Ibid., 54.    
25 Many theories have been advanced about this procedure, none of which appear compelling.  Robinson offers an 
examination of several of the more plausible ones.  Richard Robinson, Plato's Earlier Dialectic (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1953), 160-179. 



 184 

characteristics, of the thing.26  The necessary and sufficient conditions for the truth of a particular 

proposition may be extended to "establish the necessary and sufficient conditions for the truth of 

an hypothesis about the existence of a specific type of thing."27  In general, however, the method 

of hypothesis functions by testing the consistency of, or justifying the validity of, claims derived 

from hypotheses.   

     Yet, even with the refinements added to the method in the Republic, it nevertheless appears to 

be inadequate for Plato's task of finding defensible definitions that entail knowledge of the 

definiendum.   Although the method of hypothesis is adequate for establishing the necessary and 

sufficient condition for the truth of a particular proposition, as well for establishing the necessary 

and sufficient conditions in respect to the causes of particulars, it does not establish the necessary 

and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort.28  It short, the method of 

hypothesis cannot be employed to answer the Socratic "What is F?" question; the method does 

not furnish a definition of the definiendum.  The difficulties encountered in the Republic's use of 

this method, coupled with the failure in the Theaetetus to justify or refute adequately Theaetetus' 

third definition of knowledge, suggest that a new logical structure was required by Plato.  But 

unlike the rather radical break between the elenctic method and the method of hypothesis, Plato's 

new method, the method of division and collection, is closely related to, and evolves out of, the 

older method. 

                                                        
26 By the term "causes", I mean the cause, or reason, why a particular thing is of a certain sort.  For example. The cause 
of a particular thing's beauty is that it participates in Beauty.  By the term "characteristics", I mean the qualities that that 
a particular thing possesses. 
27 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 225. 
28 This is not to suggest, however, that Plato achieved little or nothing by the use of this method.  Quite the contrary, in 
fact.  Sayre lists five significant methodological achievements in the middle-period dialogues: (1) the justification or 
refutation of propositions in respect to their relationships with one another; (2) a hypotheses cannot admit any 
inconsistencies in its consequences; (3) hypotheses can be justified by deduction from hypotheses which themselves 
have been demonstrated to be consistent; (4) higher propositions are entailed by the one from they are deduced, but the 
ones from which they are deduced are not entailed by higher propositions; (5) in the Republic, the chain of deductions 
reaches a non-hypothetical first principle.  See, Ibid., 55-56. 
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     Plato first mentions the method of division and collection in the Phaedrus.29  Socrates 

describes a method in which there are two steps.  First, things that are scattered about everywhere 

(ta; pollach`/ diesparmevna) are seen together (sunorẁnta) and brought (a[gein)  into a single form 

(Eij" mivan te ijdevan).  Second, this single form, or genus, is cut through, or divided, (diatevmnein) 

by its natural joints, or by its species, (kat j a[rqra h|/ pevfuken).  At this stage of its development, 

diairesis consists of collecting together particulars that can be subsumed under a general class 

which then can be divided into the species that naturally comprise the class.30  It at first appears 

that the method is employed for the sake of rhetoric: "So, the person who intends to associate 

with the art of rhetoric first must divide these things in this way, and grasp the characteristic of 

each class" (Oujkou`n to;n mevllonta tevcnhn rJhtorikh;n metievnai prẁton me;n dei` tau`ta oJdẁ/ 

dih/rh`sqai, kai; eijlhfevnai tina; carakth`ra eJkatevrou tou` ei[dou").31  Yet, at the conclusion of his 

discussion concerning collection and division, Socrates remarks: "I myself, Phaedrus, am a lover 

of these divisions and collections, so that I may be able to speak and to think" (Touvtwn dh; e[gwge 

aujtov" te ejrasthv", w\ Fai`dre, tẁn diairevsewn kai; sunagwgẁn, i{na oi|ov" te w\ levgein te kai; 

frovnei`n).32  Socrates goes on to call those who practice this method "dialecticians" 

(dialektikouv").33   

     It would appear that Socrates is suggesting that the method of division and collection is needed 

in order to have knowledge about what one is discussing, although he does not explicitly state 
                                                        
29 See, Phaedrus, 265d3-266b1. 
30 The example used in the Phaedrus is madness (maniva), or irrationality.  The genus madness is divided into two 
species, one brought about by "human illnesses" (noshmavtwn ajnqrwpivnwn), the other brought about by "divine release 
from usual customs" (qeiva" ejxallagh`" tw`n eijwqovtwn nomivmwn).  The divine species of madness is further divided into 
four parts which are connected with four gods: the madness of divine inspiration associated with Apollo; a sort of 
mystical madness associated with Dionysius; the poetic madness of the Muses; the erotic madness of Aphrodite and 
Eros.  See, Phaedrus, 265a6-b5.       
31 Phaedrus, 263b6-8. 
32 Phaedrus, 266b3-5.  
33 Phaedrus, 266c1.  A similar idea is conveyed in the Sophist.  "shall we not say that it is knowledge of dialectics that 
divides according to classes, and not to think that the same form is a different one or that a different one is the same" 
(to; kata; gevnh diaireìsqai kai; mhvte taujto;n ei\do" e{teron hJghvsasqai mhvte e{teron o]n taujto;n mw`n ouj th`" dialektikh`" 
fhvsomen ejpisthvmh" ei\nai).  Sophist, 253d1-3. 
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that the method is to be employed for the sake of determining the necessary and sufficient 

conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort.  It is, nevertheless, a method that is necessary 

for a philosopher, but it also is useful for a rhetorician, especially if we keep in mind Socrates' 

views in the Gorgias that rhetoric should be directed toward the good or the care of the listeners' 

souls.34 

     In the Sophist, Plato has the Elean Visitor fully explain and illustrate the method of division 

and collection, and once the Visitor accomplishes this task the method is extensively employed 

throughout the remainder of this dialogue.  Diairesis is utilized as the logical structure by which a 

definition may be reached in order to have knowledge about the definiendum by attempting to 

establish the necessary and sufficient conditions of the definiendum.  Before attempting to define 

the sophist, who is, of course, the central focus of this dialogue, the Elean Visitor suggests that 

both he and Theaetetus work through a practice definition so that they may observe how the 

method functions.  The example chosen, the angler (oJ ajspalieuthv"), is used so that they might 

attempt a definition of something inferior (periv tino" tẁn fauvlwn), or less important, as a 

paradigm (paravdeigma) of the method of division and collection before they try to define 

something more important (tou` meivzono"), namely, the sophist.35  The type of division is 

dichotomous.  That is to say, the division of each level results in two, and only two, successive 

characteristics, only one of which is necessary for the definiendum.  The division proceeds by 

further dividing the right-hand side and discarding the left-hand one.  Figure 1 illustrates the 

division of the angler. 

                                                        
34 Ferrari comments: "For if we take the procedure, praised by Socrates, of distinguishing types within a delimited 
domain (which is, of course, the method of 'Collection and Division' prominent in later dialogues such as the Sophist 
and Politicus), and consider it purely as a formal technique, it does not seem so very different from the skill of 
assimilation and dissimilation at which, as we saw Socrates determine, the orator must excel."  Ferrari ultimately 
concludes that Socrates' method is "a genuine and proper philosophic advance."  G. R. F. Ferrari, Listening to the 
Cicadas: A Study of Plato's Phaedrus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 61 and 66.   
35 See, Sophist, 218c7-219a2. 



 187 

Division of the Angler 
 
Non-Expert     Expert 
 
 
                     
           Production   Acquisition 
 
 
                      Exchange     Taking Possession 
 
 
 
                                             Combat   Hunting 
 
 
              
                                         Lifeless Things   Living Things (Animal Hunting) 
 
 
 
                                                                    Land Animals   Water Animals 
 
 
 
                                                                              Winged (Birds)   Underwater (Fish)                    
 
 
                                                                                                     Enclosing   Striking 
 
 
                                                                                         
                                                                                       Torch-Hunting (by night)   Hooking (by day) 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                   Spearing   Drawing Upwards 
 

 
Figure 1 

 
      

     The definition is obtained by collecting the right-hand terms.  Thus, an angler is someone who 

has expert knowledge for acquiring by taking possession through the hunting of living things 

which are water animals living underwater by means of striking with a hook to draw them 

upwards.  On each level, the characteristic is necessary to angling.  The angler must have these 

characteristics if he is to be an angler.  The characteristics also supply descriptions of the 
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sufficient conditions of the angler.  "Given this as a true description, no further information is 

needed to assure the correct application of the name 'angler' to the person so described."36  Thus, 

the definition of the angler provides the necessary and sufficient conditions for an angler to be 

angler.  The diairesis of the angler functions not only as a paradigm, but also, since it does indeed 

define the necessary and sufficient conditions for being an angler, demonstrates "the features of a 

successful definition in contrast with the several faulty definitions [of the sophist] which 

follow."37 

     Once the paradigm for the method of division and collection has been posited, the Visitor 

states: "Come, then, let us try to discover in accordance with this paradigm what a sophist is" 

(Fevre dhv, kata; tou`to to; paravdeigma kai; to;n sofisth;n ejpiceirẁmen euJrei`n o{ti pot  e[stin).38  

There are a total of seven attempts made to define the sophist, the first six of which fail.  The first 

five divisions are defective in that, although they do describe the sufficient conditions for being a 

sophist, none of them demonstrate that each of the posited characteristics furnish the necessary 

conditions.  Since all five divisions are defective, the sophist has not yet been defined, and further 

attempts are required.   

     The sixth division appears to reach an adequate definition, yet it could be argued the this 

definition of the sophist is not the sort of definition which Plato was seeking.  The sixth division 

is not connected with either the first five or with the seventh.  In contrast to the other divisions, 

the sixth begins with a collection of terms relating to the practices of combining and separating; 

the diairesis proceeds by dividing the latter classification, that is, the separative arts, whereas all 

the other attempts to define the sophist proceed from an initial division into production and 

                                                        
36 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 143. 
37 Ibid., 141. 
38 Sophist, 221c6-7. 
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acquisition with the latter characteristic being the one to be divided further.39  The sixth division 

leads to a definition of the "sophist of noble lineage" (hJ gevnei gennaiva sofistikhv).40  This 

definition seems far more applicable to Socrates and his use of the elenctic method than it does to 

the sort of sophists depicted, and criticized, by Plato in other dialogues.  The close resemblance of 

the definition of the "sophist of noble lineage" with the character of Socrates has not gone 

unnoticed by commentators.41  The sixth division does, however, supply a definition of sorts; a 

definition of a "sophist of noble lineage", that is, it defines someone who appears to resemble 

Socrates, but it does not define what one imagines Plato regarded as the true sophist, and the sort 

of sophist whom one suspects Plato was looking to define.42  In regard to the first six divisions, 

Cornford writes: "The definitions in which they terminate are not definitions of  'the Sophist', but 

analytical descriptions of easily recognisable [sic] classes to whom the name had been 

attached."43 

     The seventh and final diairesis, the one in which the necessary and sufficient conditions for 

the definition of the true sophist is given, is carried out at the very end of the Sophist.  But before 

Plato is able to offer an adequate definition of the sophist which conforms to the logical 

requirements of the method of division and collection, it is first necessary for him to work 

through a series of difficult and highly important arguments:  (1) the refutation of Parmenides;  

                                                        
39 The sixth division is carried out at Sophist, 226b2-231b8. 
40 Sophist, 231b8.   
41 See, for example, Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work, 380-381.  One way to view the rather uncomfortably close 
connection between the type of philosophy engaged in by Socrates and the practice of the sophists is to suggest that 
perhaps Plato is demonstrating how Socrates' use of the elenchus could be misconstrued as a sophistical device by 
those who were unaware of Socrates' true intentions.  It is not at all difficult to mistake the genuine and sincere desire 
to question beliefs for the sake of knowledge with the eristics of the sophists.  Cornford comments: "As Socrates 
remarked at the outset (216D), the genuine philosopher sometimes seems to wear the guise of the Sophist.  Here, 
moreover, Plato has been careful to analyse [sic] only the negative side of Socrates' practice – the side on which the 
resemblance lies."  Francis M. Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, Inc., 2003), 
182.   
42 Thorough analyses of the sixth division are given by Sayre and Cornford.  See, Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 148-
157, and Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, 177-187. 
43 Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, 187. 
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(2) giving an account of that which is (to; o]n); (3) the combination of Forms; (4) false judgment.44  

It is not until Plato establishes clearly articulated views on these matters can we discover the 

character of the true sophist.  Once Plato is able to demonstrate that the Parmenidean dichotomy 

of being and not-being is incorrect, that there is indeed an ontological category of coming-to-be in 

order that one might be able to speak about that which is not, then one may claim that false 

judgment is possible in the sense that one can think and speak about that which is not.  Grounded 

in these views, the seventh definition of the sophist reveals his true nature.  The successful 

seventh division in the Sophist, not only illustrates the proper use of the method of division and 

collection to attain knowledge of a thing, but it also lends support to the dialogue's other 

arguments. 

     When we turn to examine the Statesman, we see that the method of division and collection is 

once again extensively utilized.  As in the case of the Sophist, we are given examples of both 

unsuccessful and successful attempts at defining the statesman, as well as a paradigmatic 

division.  The first diairesis of the statesman fails.  This division is complex and it is set out in 

seven different sections of the text in order to allow the Visitor to demonstrate to Young Socrates 

how they might correct and refine the errors that have been made.45  Yet, even with these 

corrections, the diairesis does not succeed.  Figure 2, adapted from Sayre, shows the compete 

first division of the statesman.46 

 
                                                        
44 The sections in which these arguments respectively occur are, Sophist, 236d9-245e5, 245e6-250e2, 250e3-260a5, 
and 260a5-264e14.  Although it is beyond the scope of this study to analyze these arguments, not only are they 
necessary for the definition of the sophist, but in addition, they are of fundamental importance for Plato's late period 
philosophy. 
45 The first division occurs between Statesman, 258b4-261e8, 264d5-e5, 265b8-266b3 (the longer route), and 266e4-7 
(the shorter route).  The differentiae are collected at 267a8-c3.  There are two further refinements of the division at 
276d6 and 276e8 which should be added to the definition.  It should be noted that the longer and shorter routes refer to 
two ways of dividing: the longer route as much as possible makes its cuts in the middle (mesotomeìn); the shorter route 
proceeds by dividing a small part off against a large part (pro;" mevga mevro" smikro;n diairoumevnh).  See, Statesman, 
265a1-5, for the Visitor's description of these two ways of division. 
46 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 27.  The figure incorporates the longer route discussed at Statesman, 265b8-266b3. 
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First Division of the Statesman 
 

 
      Knowledge (258b4) 
 
 
Practical     Theoretical ((258e5) 
 
 
              Critical     Directive (260b4) 
 
 
                     (Unnamed)     Self-directive (260e5) 
 
 
                           Inanimate Objects     Living Subjects (261c1) 
 
 
                                                  Individuals     Groups (Herd-rearing) (261e8) 
 
 
                                                                 Aquatic     Dry-land (264d7-8) 
 
 
                                                                            Winged     Footed (264e6) 
 
 
                                                                                      Horned     Hornless (265b11)  
 
 
                                                                                     Interbreeding     Non-interbreeding (265e8) 
 
 
                                                                                                        Four-footed     Two-footed (266b3) 
 
 
                                                                                                             Divine herdsman     Human carer (276d6) 
 
 

                                                                                                                      Enforced     Voluntary (276e8) 
                                                                                                                                               (oJ politikov") 
 
 

Figure 2 

 

     Sayre identifies three false steps: (1) the Visitor assumes that the statesman possesses 

knowledge; (2) that this knowledge is theoretical rather than practical; (3) that the statesman, like 
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the slave-master, utilizes a similar sort of directive knowledge.47  Miller notices two principal 

flaws: (1) that only dichotomous division is employed; (2) that the statesman as a herdsman or 

shepherd is a false metaphor; the metaphor is a reflection of common opinion.48      

     It is difficult to believe that this division fails unintentionally.  Rather, it may be plausibly 

argued that there are two primary purposes for the Visitor to offer a diairesis that he surely must 

have known would be unsuccessful.  First, I believe, the failed division serves a pedagogical 

function.  The Visitor is demonstrating to the dialectically inexperienced Young Socrates how 

easy it is to posit and divide inappropriate classes of things.  The example which immediately 

follows concerning how to divide the human race makes this clear.  It is procedurally incorrect to 

begin by dividing the class of human beings into Greeks and barbarians.  The correct method is to 

begin by dividing the human race by male and female.49  The  point that the Visitor is trying to 

impress upon Young Socrates is that class and part must not be confused with each other.  "That 

when there is a class of something, necessarily it is also a part whatever thing of which it is said 

to be a class; but it is in no way necessary that a part is a class" ( JW" ei\do" me;n o{tan h\/ tou, kai; 

mevro" aujto; ajnagkai`on ei\nai tou` pravgmato" o{touper a]n ei\do" levghtai: mevro" de; ei\do" oujdemiva 

ajnavgkh).50  Sayre, who believes that division in the Statesman is carried out in accordance with 

the Forms, argues: "Dividing human beings between male and female … sets apart two classes 

that can be characterized without reference to each other."51  If Sayre is indeed correct about 

division according to Forms, then it is reasonable to infer that division is carried out according to 

contraries, rather than by classes that are defined relative to each other.  If "two classes can be 

                                                        
47 See, Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 16-18. 
48 See, Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, 16 and 34.  Lane, too, notes that the statesman/shepherd relation 
is incorrect; the notion of a king as a shepherd was common in popular Greek belief, and may be traced back to the 
Iliad.  See, Lane, Method and Politics in Plato's Statesman, 45. 
49 The discussion is at, Statesman, 262b1-263b11.  Division is to be carried out by species, not by cultural differences. 
50 Statesman, 263b8-10. 
51 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 219.  This is a class whose characteristics are independent of another class.  
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defined only relative to each other," then this relation "precludes their corresponding to eternally 

fixed Forms."52  The two classes, male and female, meet Sayre's criterion; they can in fact be 

characterized without reference to each other.  Sayre uses the expression "descriptive 

independence" to characterize these classes.53  Dividing in accordance with these independent 

classes is important for dialectics in that it ensures that the necessary conditions for the 

definiendum are established. 

     Second, the presumably intentional failure of the first division provides for Plato an 

opportunity to examine several aspects concerning the method of division and collection and 

dialectics in general.  The results of these examinations are then taken into account in order to 

make a second attempt to define the statesman.  Before reaching a definition of the statesman that 

satisfies the requirement of defining the necessary and sufficient conditions to be a statesman, the 

Visitor first turns to the following topics: (1) the use of paradigms; (2) the paradigmatic diairesis 

of weaving; (3) the digression on due measure; (4) the question regarding the purpose of this 

exercise.54  Following the example of the Visitor, I shall turn first to an examination of these 

topics before resuming the analysis of the use method in the Statesman.55 

 

                                                        
52 Ibid., 219.  I shall argue later in this chapter that diairesis according to contraries is indeed what takes place after the 
Visitor examines to metrion.  I do not, however, think that it is necessary to follow Sayre's view that the contrary 
classes represent Forms.  We can imagine these classes of contraries simply as contraries without having to claim that 
they are representations of  Forms. 
53 Ibid., 220. 
54 These four discussions are carried out at Statesman, 277d1-278e11, 279a7-283a8, 283c3-285c3, and 285c8-286c4, 
respectively.  The Myth of the Reversed Cosmos, at Statesman, 269c4-274e3, may be considered as a fifth digression in 
this dialogue.  The myth seems to serve two principal functions.  First, it posits an incorrect correspondence between 
the statesman and a divine ruler that needs correction if the definition of the mortal ruler is to succeed.  In this sense it 
acts as a paradigm of sorts; a paradigm which demonstrates that even though the conclusion reached in the myth 
concerning the function of a particular type of ruler is correct, nevertheless, it is an incorrect definition of a ruler for the 
purpose of the Visitor's investigation.  Second, it functions as an illustration of what the Visitor means by excessive 
length in his comments on excess and deficiency in the digression on due measure.  The Myth of the Reversed Cosmos 
serves to illustrate a paradigm that is excessively lengthy in relation to its results.   I shall briefly discuss this second 
function of the myth in the section on the use of paradigms. 
55 Since qualitative measurement and what is in due measure was the subject of the previous chapter, there is no need to 
discuss it at this time.  I shall, however, examine the role that what is in due measure plays in Plato's method later in 
this chapter. 
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The Use of Paradigms 

     The discussion concerning the use of paradigms occurs immediately after the unsuccessful 

attempt to define the statesman.  The Visitor remarks: "It is difficult, my friend, to demonstrate 

sufficiently any of the more important matters without using paradigms" (Calepovn, w\ daimovnie, 

mh; paradeivgmasi crwvmenon iJkanẁ" ejndeivknusqaiv ti tẁn meizovnwn).56  Furthermore, in order to 

convey the idea of a paradigm, a paradigm itself is required.57  There appear to be two 

requirements for a paradigm to function as a model of models.  The first requirement is a sense of 

familiarity.  The Visitor employs the analogy of learning letters and syllables as a paradigm to 

illustrate the use of paradigms.  By using letters and syllables that the student already knows, the 

student, when he comes upon the same letters in syllables that he not yet acquainted with, will be 

able to identify those that he does know.58  The importance of a paradigm becomes clear.  The 

student will not only have true judgment about familiar letters and syllables, but also he will have 

true judgment (ajlhqh` dovxan) about those that were previously unfamiliar.59  Sayre comments: 

"Prior ability to judge correctly in the paradigmatic case has been extended to a case in which it 

was previously lacking."60   

     A paradigm is also required to exhibit similar characteristics to the thing of which it a 

paradigm.  In other words, a letter or syllable that is unknown must share a likeness with the letter 

or syllable that is known.  This resemblance does not mean that the letter or syllable be written or 

                                                        
56 Statesman, 277d1-2. 
57 I prefer to translate to; paravdeigma as paradigm, rather than as model or example.  The context of the Visitor's 
argument suggest that he views the Greek term in the specific sense of a model of models; hence, it should be construed 
as a true paradigm.  Rosen provides a helpful analysis of the distinction between the terms paradigm, model, and 
example.  "We require not merely an example of a paradigm but a paradigmatic example.  Not all examples of models 
fulfill this function."  Rosen, Plato's Statesman, 81-88. 
58 A similar case is found at Theaetetus 207d8-208a10.  It should be noted that, although one will have "true judgment  
with an account" (meta; lovgou ojrqh; dovxa), one will not yet have knowledge.  It would appear to be the case, then, that a 
paradigm itself does not lead to knowledge.  Rather, it is what results from the correct use of a suitable paradigm that 
leads to knowledge. 
59 See, Statesman, 278c3-6. 
60 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 79. 
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inscribed in precisely the same way in both cases.  That is to say, neither a written or inscribed 

letter must be by the same hand and in the same style.  Rather, it means that the unknown letter or 

syllable must be a representation of a letter or syllable that is known.  Borrowing the example 

from the Theaetetus, the syllable THE (QE) is a paradigm for all other instances, both known and 

unknown, of precisely the same syllable, or combination of letters.  It can never be a paradigmatic 

representation of the syllable TE (TE).  Sayre makes the point that this second requirement for a 

paradigm, "is that a suitable paradigm share with the thing being learned salient features that are 

essential to the latter's nature."61  In sum, then, both familiarity and similar characteristics are 

needed if something is to be considered as a paradigm. 

     The importance of the use of paradigms in education prepares the ground for its importance 

for dialectics.  In order for a dialectical examination utilizing the method of division and 

collection to proceed correctly toward its desired goal it should make use, if needed, of the proper 

sort of paradigm.  It is well to remember that just before the Visitor discusses the use of 

paradigms he remarks: "it is more fitting for those who are able to follow to make manifest all 

living things by means of speech and discourse than by painting and all the manual crafts" 

(grafh`" de; kai; sumpavsh" ceirourgiva" levxei kai; lovgw/ dhlou`n pa`n zẁ/on ma`llon prevpei toi`" 

dunamevnoi" e{pesqai).62  One can infer from the location of this passage just prior to the discussion 

of paradigms that dialectical discourse, if it is to be successful, should also make use of 

paradigms. 

     Plato presents us with two such dialectical paradigms.  The paradigm of weaving fulfills this 

task in the Statesman.  In the Sophist, the diairesis of the angler functions as the dialogue's 

                                                        
61 Ibid., 80. 
62 Statesman, 277c3-5.  Even though I have translated zw`/on with its standard meaning of living thing, Sayre makes the 
interesting observation that in this context it may perhaps be better to render the term as "subject of depiction".  Plato 
appears to be suggesting that the term implies figures or images in general.  See, Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 81, n. 
4. 



 196 

dialectical paradigm.  Yet, does the angler paradigm fulfill the requirements set out in the 

Statesman for a proper paradigm?  It is arguable that it does not function as a paradigm in the 

Statesman's sense.  Although the division of the angler does indeed serve to demonstrate how to 

posit and divide classes so that the necessary and sufficient conditions of the definiendum are 

established, it does not well serve as a paradigm for the sophist.  Unlike the weaving paradigm 

which appears closely connected to the task of the statesman, the angler paradigm does not 

exhibit a similar relation to the sophist.  It would be stretching the connotation of the Greek too 

far to suggest that the "hooking" the angler employs to catch his underwater prey is analogous to 

the sophist's method of "hooking" his human quarry by utilizing dubious discursive tactics.  Even 

though we can say in English that a person angles to obtain something by doubtful or devious 

means,63 it does not seem to be the case that an equivalent connotation, or idiomatic expression, 

was known to the Greeks.64  If this is in fact the case, then the paradigm used by the Visitor is 

faulty, and the idea and use of paradigms would require a revision.   

     There are two possible explanations to consider in respect to paradigms.  First, it is arguable 

that Plato recognized at the time of writing the Sophist the lack of connection between the 

dialogue's dialectical paradigm and the subject about which the dialogue's divisions are directed, 

but did not see the need to relate a specific paradigm-type to a specific subject.  He may have 

simply regarded the angler paradigm as a paradigm of the method of division and collection.  

Alternately, it could be argued that it was not until Plato began to work through certain problems 

related to the correct practice of dialectic in the Statesman that the requirements set down by the 

Visitor regarding paradigms came to light, namely, that a paradigm needs to exhibit similarities to 

                                                        
63 For example, we can say a person was angling to get a promotion at work.  This would be considered as an idiomatic 
expression suggesting the person was perhaps plotting in some way to get ahead rather than relying on more acceptable 
means to receive a promotion. 
64 There are no definitions in LSJ for ajspalieuvomai, and its related noun and adjective, other than those related to 
angling as a type of fishing.  In contrast, one of the definitions of the English verb angle in the OED is to "use artful, 
indirect, or wily means to obtain something."  
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the subjects for which it is a paradigm.   Either explanation accounts for the need in the Statesman 

for Plato to present another paradigmatic division. 

      The Myth of the Reversed Cosmos may also be considered in part as an instance of a faulty 

paradigm.  I am not suggesting, however, that the myth does not serve other useful functions.65  

As a paradigm, the myth fails in two specific respects, and perhaps one general respect as well.  

First, even though the Visitor and Young Socrates appear to believe that the myth has corrected a 

mistake in the first diairesis, namely, that the statesman is concerned with the rearing not of herds 

of animals but with the rearing of human beings, the paradigm derived from the myth of the 

statesman as a shepherd is equally faulty.  The discovery of this mistake will eventually lead to 

the setting down of the more appropriate paradigm of weaving.  The second respect in which the 

myth fails is that it is too long.  The Visitor himself recognizes this failing: " we took up an 

astonishing mass of myth, and were compelled to use a greater part of it than we ought to have" 

(qaumasto;n o[gkon ajravmenoi tou` muvqou, meivzoni tou` devonto" hjnagkavsqhmen aujtou` mevrei 

proscrhvsasqai).66  The result of this overly long myth is the digression on due measure.  Sayre 

notes: "Ostensibly to adjudicate questions of this sort, he [that is, the Visitor] then launches into a 

                                                        
65 The Myth of the Reversed Cosmos functions on many levels and has received diverse interpretations.  Campbell 
suggests that the myth is used by Plato "to recall the mind from resting in a merely abstract ideal."  That is to say, the 
myth paints a picture of how things ostensibly stand in the actual world, in contrast to the theoretical world of dialectic. 
For Rosen, the myth is "a kind of Hegelian synthesis of two opposites, Cronos and Zeus."  Miller attempts to 
demonstrate that the myth serves a twofold purpose: (1) it functions as a sort of antidote to what Miller seems to 
believe were anti-tradionalist tendencies in fourth-century Greek thought; (2) Plato calls to attention the "thought-
forms" that correspond to their underlying mythic symbols.  Scodel believes that the myth is employed to reject divine 
guidance, by replacing it with the rule of human beings.  Ferrari argues that the myth furnishes the basis for Plato's 
conservative politics.  Lane argues that the tale told by the Visitor is crucial for connecting method and politics.  
Finally, Sayre, who devotes little attention to the myth, appears to regard it as a device for demonstrating the 
incorrectness of the shepherd paradigm and as an example of discussing something for longer than required.  Campbell, 
The Sophistes and Politicus of Plato, xxviii; Stanley Rosen, "Plato's Myth of the Reversed Cosmos," Review of 
Metaphysics 33 (1979), 74; Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, 36-37; Scodel,  Diairesis and Myth, 89; G. R. 
F. Ferrari, "Myth and Conservatism in Plato's Statesman," in  Reading the Statesman: Proceedings of the III Symposium 
Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 1995), 389-397; Lane, Method and Politics, 
101; Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 12-14. 
66 Statesman, 277b4-6.  It should also be noted that the lengthy diairesis of weaving also is a factor contributing to the 
need for the digression on due measure.  See, Statesman, 283b1-c1.  The myth may be considered as an illustration of 
something said too excessively in relation to its contribution, while the length of the division of weaving is appropriate 
for its function of providing a representative paradigm. 
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surprisingly abstract discourse on 'Excess and Deficiency in general'".67  Although the myth fails 

as a paradigm in these two specific respects, it nevertheless is useful for constructing a more 

suitable paradigm for the statesman, as well as for providing an opening into the discussion 

concerning due measure. Finally, the Myth of the Reversed Cosmos may be regarded as a 

demonstration of the failure of myth to function as a paradigm in general.  In the case of the 

Statesman, the myth is inadequate as a paradigm both for method and for the sort of statesman 

and political practice envisioned by Plato.  In dialogues composed prior to the Statesman, Plato 

frequently resorted to the use if myth to reinforce his arguments about politics and ethics, in a 

sense using the stories related by the myths as paradigms.  If the interlocutors could not be 

persuaded by argument, then the telling of a story might be a way to convince them.  In the 

dialogues which chronologically follow the Statesman, myth is no longer employed.  There is a 

sense that the Myth of the Reversed Cosmos was written by Plato to illustrate the futility of story-

telling as a substitute, or adjunct, to rational discourse.  Rather than attempting to convince 

individuals by affecting their emotions through the use of a myth, the type of philosophical 

method and argumentation that emerges in the Statesman becomes the sole means of persuasion.  

In other words, in general terms, the Myth of the Reversed Cosmos is the final instance in the 

corpus in which Plato attempts to use myth as a paradigm, rather than rational discourse and 

dialectical examination for the sake of persuading his audience to accept his philosophical 

positions. 

     In sum, the discussion of the use of paradigms fulfills an important role.  It sets out the manner 

in which a successful paradigm needs to be an appropriate representation of the thing for which it 

serves as a paradigm.  The faulty paradigm of the first diairesis of the statesman prepares the way 

for the establishment of a paradigm which correctly represents the statesman, the weaving 

                                                        
67 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 14. 
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paradigm.  The failure of the Myth of the Reversed Cosmos as a paradigm, not only contributes to 

finding the correct terms for defining the statesman, but it also serves to suggest the 

inappropriateness of myth for dialectical analysis. 

 

The Weaving Paradigm 

     The Elean Visitor begins the division of weaving by asking Young Socrates, "What paradigm, 

having the same activity as statesmanship, by being compared to it on a very small scale, could 

satisfactorily discover what we are seeking?" (Tiv dh`ta paravdeigmav ti" a[n, e[con aujth;n politikh`/ 

pragmateivan, smikrovtaton paraqevmeno" iJkanẁ" a]n eu{roi to; zhtouvmenon;).68  The Visitor will 

make use of  expertise in weaving (uJfantikov") as the paradigm for expertise in statesmanship.  

The diairesis of weaving is the direct result of the Visitor's discussion about the need for 

paradigms.  Once expertise in weaving has been defined successfully in respect to the 

requirements for paradigms, then both the logical structure of its divisions and the definition of 

weaving taken from the collection of the divided terms will establish the paradigm for this sort of 

dialectical investigation.  While the division of weaving does establish an appropriate paradigm, 

it also is the case that the definition of expertise in weaving meets the criteria for establishing the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort.  The diairesis of 

weaving leads to knowledge of the art of weaving, as well as demonstrating its appropriateness as 

a paradigm for use in examining other things, especially the art of statesmanship.  The division of 

weaving is performed in three distinct parts.69  For the purposes of this discussion, only the first 

and final parts of the division are shown.  Figure 3 illustrates the first division. 

 

                                                        
68 Statesman, 279a7-b1. 
69 The diairesis of the art of weaving is carried out between, Statesman, 279c7-283a8.  In comparison to the length of 
the first attempt to define the statesman, the division of weaving is relatively brief. 
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First Division of Weaving 
 
 
            Produced or Acquired Things 
 
 
 
   For Doing     For Preventing 
 
 
 
                    Charms     Defenses 
 
 
 
                        Armaments     Protections 
 
 
 
                                      Screens     Weather Protections 
 
 
 
                                                       Shelters     Coverings 
 
 
 
                                                        Spread Under     Placed Around 
 
 
 
                                                                         Single Piece     Compound 
 
 
 
                                                                                         Stitched     Unstitched 
 
 
 
                                                                                     Made from Fiber     Made from Hair 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                   Felted     Bound with Hair (Clothes) 
                                                                                                                                  (Part of the art of weaving) 
 
 

Figure 3 

     In the first part, a series of ten divisions of protective devices reaches a definition not of the art 

of weaving, but of clothes-making.70 The Visitor at first somewhat oddly claims that weaving is 

                                                        
70 See, Statesman, 279c7-280a1. 
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the largest part of clothes-making (o{son ejpi; th`/ tẁn iJmativwn ejrgasiva/ mevgiston h\n movrion), and he 

attempts to get Young Socrates to agree that a definition has been reached.71  It turns out that this 

definition is incomplete.   

     In the second part of the diairesis, the Visitor proceeds in two steps.  He begins by separating 

those arts that are akin to and share features with the art of weaving.  The arts that are separated 

are the arts of fabricating blankets, of fabricating garments from vegetable fibers, of felting, of 

cobbling, of working with skins, of building shelters, of making protective products (that is, the 

art of joinery), of producing arms for defense, and of protective charms.72  Sayre remarks that all 

but one of these arts, the art of cobbling (skutotomikhv), use terms to designate them which appear 

to be coined by Plato.73  These neologisms seem to satisfy "[t]he need for precise identification 

beyond general description" in order that "all kindred arts be specifically distinguished from 

weaving."74  In the second step the Visitor enumerates those arts that are related to clothes-

making but are not part of the art of weaving.  These arts are the art of breaking apart fibers, the 

art of carding, the art of manufacturing warp and woof, the art of fulling, the art of clothes-

mending, and the arts responsible for making the tools used in weaving, namely, all the products 

that are contributory causes (sunaitiva") of all things that are woven.75  Once again, three of the 

descriptive terms, dialutikhv (the art of breaking apart), xantikhv (fulling), and knafeutikhv (the 

art of clothes-mending) are Platonic neologisms.  The procedure that Plato utilizes of separating 

kindred arts is necessary in order to eliminate "the rival arts which will soon appear to challenge 

weaving."76 

                                                        
71 Statesman, 280a3-4 and 280e6. 
72 These arts are separated at, Statesman, 280a8-e4. 
73 See, Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 105-106.  It is also interesting to note that Plato's seems to display a 
considerable knowledge of the art of weaving. 
74 Ibid., 112. 
75 These arts are separated at Statesman, 281a5-c5. 
76 Lane, Method and Politics, 49. 
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     The third part yields the final definition of weaving.77  This diairesis separates particular arts 

in relation to their function.  Figure 4 represents the final division. 

 

Final Division of Weaving 
 
 

                                                       Expertise in Doing 
 
 
 
                Contributory Causes                                                      Direct Causes 
 
 
 
           Art of the Fuller                                                                       Art of Wool-working 
 
 
Washing     Mending    Looking After 
 
 
 
                                      Art of Separating                                                     Art of Combining         
 
 
                               Carding     Art of the Shuttle 
 
 
 
                                                                                    Art of Twisting                               Art of Intertwining 
            (ujfantikhv) 
                                                         
                                                        Art of Warp Spinning     Art of Woof Spinning 
 
 

Figure 4 
 

     At first glance, the diairesis of weaving appears to be an example of right-hand division.  

Indeed, the first part of the division at 279c7-283a8 follows the pattern initially set down in the 

Sophist of dichotomous division, that is, by "dividing in two the class that was posited" (scivzonte" 

dich`/ to; proteqe;n gevno").78  The left-hand terms are discarded while division of the right-hand 

terms proceeds toward the definition.  In the second and third parts of the weaving division, 
                                                        
77 The final division is at, Statesman, 281d8-283a8. 
78 Sophist, 264d12-13. 
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however, a new procedure emerges; both left-hand and right-hand divisions are pursued.  In these 

parts of the division of weaving we have the first examples of non-dichotomous division, a type 

of diairesis which will provide the paradigm for the division of the statesman later in the 

dialogue.  This new method of dividing is essentially eliminative.  "Weaving in effect is defined 

by eliminating other arts with which it shares relevant characteristics."79   

     There is an apparent advantage to employing this eliminative approach.  It is well to recall that 

the method of division and collection reaches a successful definition of a thing by furnishing the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort.  The sufficient 

conditions are derived from the terms to be divided, while the necessary conditions are given by 

the collection of the right-hand terms which had been divided.  Thus, both division and collection 

are required for a successful definition of the definiendum.  The diairesis of weaving supplies an 

alternate method of attaining a successful definition.  The task of discovering the necessary 

conditions for a thing to be such a thing no longer relies on the collection of divided terms.  

Rather, the necessary conditions depend on a paradigm which not only divides classes of things 

along the right-hand side, but also separates out on the left-hand side those terms that may be akin 

to, or share some characteristics with, the right-hand terms.  In the former method of division and 

collection,  the collection of terms on the right-hand side of the division appears to result in an 

increasing specification of terms for determining the necessary conditions for the definiendum.   

The terms used in the method of division and collection provide a general description of the 

definiendum.  In contrast, the method of division and elimination provides a far greater degree of 

precision in the terms used in the diairesis by removing terms that could be mistaken for the those 

that actually belong to the definiendum. This new method results in a more precise, and ultimately 

                                                        
79 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 111. 
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successful, definition, but only to the extent that kindred terms have been correctly identified and 

separated.80 

     The final topic I wish to address in regard to the weaving paradigm concerns its relevance as a 

paradigm for the division of the statesman.  There are two questions to consider. (1) What does 

weaving accomplish?  (2) How does weaving apply to statesmanship? 

     In response to the first question, the Visitor declares that "the art of weaving is the 

intertwining of woof and warp" (plektikh;n ei\nai krovkh" kai; sthvmono" uJfantikhvn).81  It is a skill 

of blending separate threads into whole cloth.  It brings about a unified product from disparate 

elements by a process of blending the warp and woof into a single fabric.  The expertise in 

weaving presents us with an interesting set of correspondences.  The art of dialectic, too, may be 

viewed as a sort of weaving together of elements.  In the Sophist, the Visitor remarks that 

"discourse comes to be through the weaving together of Forms with one another" (dia; ga;r th;n 

ajllhvlwn tẁn eijdẁn sumplokh;n oJ lovgo" gevgonen hJmi`n).82  While it is apparent  that this comment 

is directed toward discourse in general, it is not difficult to infer that it equally applies to dialectic 

which is but one specialized form of discourse.  Sayre points out that that verb sumplevkw is used 

at the very end of the Sophist in the passage where the Visitor asks Theaetetus whether they 

should "weave together" the various characteristics of the sophist in order to define him.83  

Clearly, there is a connection in Plato's mind between the practice of dialectic and the art of 

weaving in the sense that both blend disparate elements into some single thing, whether it be a 

definition or a piece of cloth, through some sort of process of intertwining.  In addition to the 

correspondence between weaving and dialectic, a second correspondence will be encountered 
                                                        
80 Sayre notes that Plato's concern with employing precise terminology may account for the neologisms found in the 
division of weaving.  See, Ibid., 112. 
81 Statesman, 283b2. 
82 Sophist, 259e5-6. 
83 "[S]hall we weave together his name from start to finish?" (tou[noma sumplevxante" ajpo; teleuth`" ejp j ajrchvn;).  
Sophist, 268c6.  See, Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 94. 
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when we examine the definition and function of the statesman.  The expert in statesmanship, like 

the weaver, and like the dialectician, will know how to blend the different parts of the city into a 

harmonious whole.   

     The art of weaving regarded as an expertise in blending together disparate things into a whole 

appears to function quite well as a paradigm for Plato's philosophical method, including for the 

diairesis of the statesman.  But a question that must be asked is this:  Does the art of weaving also 

function well as a paradigm for the art of statesmanship and the role of the statesman?  The 

second question concerning the application of weaving to statesmanship may be given, I believe, 

an affirmative answer.  The art of weaving appears to be a suitable paradigm for the art of 

statesmanship.  Unlike the paradigm of the angler, which was determined not to be a 

paradigmatic representation of the sophist, weaving does seem to be an analogous representation 

of the function of a statesman; or, at least, the function of a statesman as it came to be regarded by 

Plato in the late-period dialogues.  While it is possible to argue that representing the task of the 

statesman as analogous to the task of weaving is a misconception of political rule, it is not the 

case that Plato has committed any sort of error in logic by making use of  the paradigm of 

weaving to illustrate the function of the statesman.84  Since Plato's view of the function of the 

statesman was rooted in the idea that in order for there to be harmony in the political community 

the disparate elements in a polis needed to be mixed together, it was necessary for him to employ 

an appropriate representative paradigm.  Sayre also holds this view: "[w]hen Plato was looking 

around for a paradigm to illustrate the kind of blending skill involved in genuine statesmanship, 

the art of weaving was close at hand."85    

                                                        
84 Political philosophers can certainly imagine many others ways in which a statesman can carry out the task of 
governing besides that of weaving together the fabric of the political community.  It is not my intention to enumerate 
these different conception of the function of a statesman.  It is enough to note that Plato's conception in not the only one 
available. 
85 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 94.  
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     There is another response to these two questions; a response which accounts for the use of the 

weaving paradigm both in terms of it being a methodological paradigm and in terms of its relation 

as a paradigmatic representation of the function of the statesman.  I would like to suggest that the 

appeal to what is in due measure is the connecting link between Plato's philosophical method and 

the Statesman's political philosophy.86  By linking the weaving paradigm and the function of 

expertise in statesmanship with to metrion, the connection between the art of weaving and the art 

of statesmanship is established.  Both the weaver paradigm and the statesman have a close 

relationship to the digression on due measure in the sense that both the art of weaving and the art 

of statesmanship are concerned with blending disparate elements together.  As the art of weaving 

blends the warp and woof into a whole fabric in which both threads are combined, so, too, does 

the art of statesmanship blend the elements of the polis together into a single political fabric.  

What is in due measure, in turn, may then be  regarded as the common element to which the 

weaver paradigm and the statesman are related. 

     As I argued in the previous chapter, qualitative measurement functions to blend contraries by 

weighing them against a standard so that a mean results in which both contraries participate.87  

This resulting mean, in turn, is an appeal to the interchangeable standards of what is in due 

measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite.   In the art of 

                                                        
86 Although he does not recognize the link between due measure and Plato's political philosophy, Hoffmann argues that 
due measure functions as a structural principle for diairesis.  Building upon Miller's idea that Young Socrates 
represents one of the younger members of the Academy who display a certain haste in their investigations, Hoffmann 
argues that we " … gain an order in the dialogue in which 'the realization of the due-measure' as the structural principle 
of the art of leading a discussion is expressed.  It is to be hoped that through the practicing of defining concepts not 
only the younger Socrates, but we too have become better dialecticians."  Michael Hoffmann, "The 'Realization of the 
Due-Measure' as Structural Principle in Plato's Statesman," Polis 12 (1993), 94.  Also see, Miller, The Philosopher in 
Plato's Statesman, 5-8. 
87 It is worth recalling that the digression on due measure begins with remarks about "excess and deficiency in general".  
As I mentioned previously, the Myth of the Reversed Cosmos is an example of something said at excessive length in 
relation to its contribution, although the Visitor does acknowledge that there was a reason for this length.  See, 
Statesman, 286b8.  The weaver paradigm, in contrast, appears to be an example of something that is not excessive.  
Even though the diairesis of weaving is fairly lengthy (although not as long as other divisions, for example, the first 
division of the statesman), the value of its contribution to Plato's method justifies its length.   
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weaving, the weaver sets about intertwining the separate strands of the warp and woof into a 

single piece of cloth.  In effect, the weaver blends contrary things into something in which these 

two contrary elements are combined.  As I have just noted, the statesman, too, weaves contrary 

elements in the polis in order to bring about a mixture which is an appropriate blending of these 

contraries.  To put this another way, the appeal to what is in due measure applies both to the 

results of the weaving diairesis and to the function of the statesman.88  Rather than viewing the 

art of weaving as a paradigmatic representation of the art of statesmanship, or, conversely, that 

the art of statesmanship is related to the paradigm of weaving as a paradigmatic representation, it 

may be best to regard both the art of weaving and the art of statesmanship as related to what is in 

due measure.  The function of the statesman does not follow directly from the function of the 

weaver.  Rather, both the paradigm of weaving and the definition of the statesman are determined 

by what is in due measure.  Due measure acts as a sort of bridge between weaving and 

statesmanship in the sense that both depend on the skill of blending disparate, or contrary, things.  

 

Becoming Better Dialecticians 

     Immediately after the digression on due measure, the Visitor directs the discussion toward the 

topic of dialectics.  He questions Young Socrates about what he thinks is the purpose of their 

examination.  The Visitor first asks if a student learns his letters "more for the sake of answering 

a single question set before them" (eJno" e{neka ma`llon tou` problhqevnto"), or for the sake of 

"being able to answer all questions relating to letters" (h] tou` peri; pavnta ta; proballovmena 

grammatikwtevrw/ givgnesqai).89  Young Socrates responds that learning one's letters is "Clearly for 

                                                        
88 It is worth mentioning that the appeal to what is in due measure applies to all the arts, not simply the art of weaving 
or the art of statesmanship.  Plato is not claiming that there is an absolute standard of due measure in itself.  Rather, he 
is claiming that each individual art would have its own standard of to metrion in respect to the particular requirement of 
that art. 
89 Statesman, 285d1-3. 
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the sake of his being able to answer all" (Dh`lon o{ti tou` peri; a{panta).90   The Visitor then 

inquires if the discussion is "for the sake of that very thing [that is, the statesman], or for the sake 

of becoming better dialecticians in regard to all things" (e{neka aujtou` touvtou ... ma`llon h] tou` 

peri; pavnta dialektikwtevroi" givgnesqai).91  Once again, Young Socrates replies: "This, too, is 

clear, it is for the sake of being able in relation to all things" (Kai; tou`to dh`lon o{ti tou` peri; 

pavnta).92  In other words, the Visitor is asking whether the purpose of their conversation is for 

learning to practice dialectics correctly, or for articulating a certain view of political philosophy.  

Is the dialogue an exercise with an abstract theoretical purpose, or should it be regarded as having 

some practicable purpose for philosophy? 

     The manner in which the Visitor asks his questions is somewhat ambiguous.  The questions 

appear to be posed in the form of "is it for the sake of A, rather than for the sake of B," suggesting 

that the Visitor anticipates a reply from Young Socrates that chooses either A or B, but not both A 

and B.  Yet, Young Socrates' responses to both questions indicate that he understands the 

questions in the sense that he is not required to choose either A or B, rather his answers strongly 

suggest (by use the terms a{panta and pavnta) that both A and B are meant.  Another possible way 

in which to regard the Visitor's questions, is to say that A implies B.  Learning specific 

combinations of letters to answer a single question about them implies that the student is able to 

answer all questions about letters.  Similarly, becoming a better dialectician implies being able to 

use one's knowledge of dialectical procedure to examine all instances for which the practice of 

dialectics prepares one; in this particular case, the statesman.  Rowe comments: "In any case, 

however, no one would deny that finding the statesman is at least part of the purpose of the 

conversation in Plt. (and if the purpose were to make E. S. and Y. S. better able to discuss every 

                                                        
90 Statesman, 285d4.  
91 Statesman, 285d6-7. 
92 Statesman, 285d8. 
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subject dialectically, it would also make them better able to discuss the statesman.)"93  It does not, 

then, appear to be the case that the dialogue's is either a discussion of method or a treatise on 

political philosophy.94  It is both in the sense that before one can turn to studying questions such 

as the statesman and the art of statesmanship, one must first acquire a suitable understanding of 

the method which will lead to knowledge of what is being examined.  Once method is grasped, 

then examination will proceed correctly. 

          The Visitor then tells Young Socrates why dialectic is necessary.  "No one having sense 

would wish to hunt down the definition of weaving for its own sake" ( \H pou to;n th`" uJfantikh`" 

ge lovgon aujth`" tauvth" e{neka qhreuvein oujdei;" a]n ejqelhvseien nou`n e[con).95  Rather, although for 

some things there are "certain perceptible likenesses" (aijsqhtaiv tine" oJmoiovthte") that aid one in 

being able to give and account of them, there is "no image of the things that are the most 

important and most valuable" (toi`" d j au\ megivstoi" ou\si kai; timiwtavtoi" oujk e[stin ei[dwlon 

oujde;n).96  One must work at "being able to give and receive an account of each thing" (lovgon 

eJkavstou dunato;n ei\nai dou`nai kai; devxasqai).97  The greatest things can only be demonstrated by 

verbal (lovgw/) means; perceptible likeness, or pictorial accounts, do not demonstrate the greatest 

matters.  "Everything that is being said at present is for the sake of these things" (touvtwn de; e{neka 

                                                        
93 Rowe, Plato: Statesman, 210. 
94 The fact that the dialogue is concerned with both method and political philosophy has not prevented scholars from 
choosing to emphasize one aspect over the other depending on what aspect they wish to highlight in their 
interpretations.  Sayre, for example, concentrates on Plato's method, while commentators such as Rosen and Lane focus 
their attention of the political dimensions of the Statesman.  Both approaches are valid, provided that the interpreter 
acknowledges that the dialogue is concerned with more than either method or politics. 
95 Statesman, 285d9-10. 
96 Statesman, 285e4-286a1.  Owen argues that what is fundamental in this passage is the distinction between what is 
depictable and what is undepictable.   See, Owen, "Plato on the Undepictable," 138-147,  Lane, too, interprets this 
passage in light of Owen's views.  She argues that weaving is depictable, but that for giving an account of the greater 
things a logos, rather than "a picture of weaving was justified."  Lane, Method and Politics, 74.  In other words, the 
type of examination undertaken will necessitate the need for an account based upon either what is depictable or 
undepictable.  In contrast, Scodel, appears to read the passage as somehow rejecting the weaving paradigm.  "The 
digression on weaving is similarly dismissed."  This view is, I think, incorrect.  The passage does not reject weaving as 
a paradigm in the manner suggested by Scodel, since, after all, weaving is used as the paradigm for the statesman later 
in the dialogue.  Scodel, Diairesis and Myth, 137. 
97 Statesman, 286a5. 
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pavnt j ejsti; ta; nu`n legovmena).98  The Visitor remarks that it is better to practice on small things, 

that is, weaving, than on greater things, presumably, the art of statesmanship.  The length of the 

discussion about weaving, the Myth of the Reversed Cosmos, and even the examination in the 

Sophist concerning the being of non-being was appropriate in view of their importance.  Although 

the Visitor feared lest their discussions be superfluous (periverga), nevertheless they were of the 

proper length in relation the matters and purpose for which they were conducted.  It was 

necessary to speak of these things at length for the sake of future investigations.99 

     We should conclude then, along with the Visitor, that the digressions on the use of paradigms, 

the weaving paradigm, due measure, and the purpose of dialectics which interrupted the division 

of the statesman were necessary.  Before a successful division of the statesman could be carried 

out certain theoretical concerns needed to be addressed and examined.  It is arguable that theory 

must be analyzed before it can be applied.  In the case of the Statesman, one must first confirm 

that the method employed is one that will lead to the correct definition of the definiendum.  The 

statesman and the art of statesmanship cannot be properly determined until the method is shown 

to be sound.  Young Socrates gave the correct answers.  By becoming better dialecticians, skill in 

dialectical method leads to becoming better philosophers in general. 

 

The Statesman Defined 

     The Visitor prefaces the final diairesis of the statesman with some brief comments about 

brevity and length in respect to whatever topic is under discussion.100  The length or brevity of 

something should not be judged in terms of relative measure, "but in accordance with the part of 

the art of measurement which we said before we must remember, in relation to what is fitting" 

                                                        
98 Statesman, 286a7-8. 
99 See, Statesman, 286b9-c4. 
100 The passage is at, Statesman, 286c6-287b2. 
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(ajlla; kata; to; th`" metrhtikh`" mevro" o} tovte e[famen dei`n memnh`sqai, pro;" to; prevpon), that is, in 

accordance with qualitative measurement.101  Since the second and final attempt to define the 

statesman is quite long, it is indeed fitting that the Visitor remind Young Socrates, as well as the 

readers of the dialogue, about their discussion of due measure.102  Yet, given the argument 

concerning excess and deficiency in general, the second division of the statesman should not be 

charged with being excessively long.  Since the diairesis does result in a definition of the 

statesman, a definition that does set out the necessary and sufficient conditions for being a 

statesman, such a lengthy definition was required if it were actually to result in a correct 

definition of the definiendum.  Its length is fitting when measured against the importance of its 

results.  In the case of the statesman, one must not argue that the division was excessively lengthy 

in relation to less lengthy things.  Rather the division is of a fitting length in accordance with a 

standard of measurement, since when the division is complete an account is able to be given of 

the statesman.  Hence, we can then know what a statesman is and what functions he performs.  As 

the Visitor states: "and in fact, should an account, even if it has been spoken at great length, 

makes the hearer more able to make discoveries, we should take this one seriously and feel no 

irritation at its length" (kai; dh; kai; lovgon, a[nte pammhvkh" lecqei;" to;n ajkouvsanta euJretikwvteron 

ajpergavzhtai, tou`ton spoudavzein kai; tẁ/ mhvkei mhde;n ajganaktei`n).103 

      The Visitor begins the second attempt to define the statesman by noting that the king (oJ 

basileu;"), that is, the statesman, has been separated from many other such sorts of things, 

especially from those concerned with herds.  This sort of division of types of rulers is analogous 

with the separation of preventative arts in the weaving paradigm.  In fact, the diairesis will follow 

the paradigm of  weaving, not by making dichotomous divisions, but by dividing "limb by limb" 

                                                        
101 Statesman, 286c9-d2. 
102 The final division occupies some nineteen Stephanus pages from, Statesman, 287b4-305e6. 
103 Statesman, 286e1-3. 
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(Kata; mevlh).104  One of the purposes for which the weaving paradigm was introduced was to 

demonstrate non-dichotomous division.  Just prior to the exposition of the paradigm, the Visitor 

noted that there are countless people (murivoi) who dispute the role of the king "in regard to the 

care of cities" (peri; ta;" povlei" ejpimeleiva") who must be separated from the king.105   

     During the course of the diairesis, the Visitor identifies and separates four classes of things 

that compete with the statesman in the care of a polis.  The first class to be identified and 

separated are a general class of things which the Visitor refers to as "contributory causes" (tẁn ... 

sunaitivwn).106  These are the causes of things produced in the polis, and which are necessary for 

life in the polis, but are not the direct causes (tẁn aijtivwn) of the products of the art of 

statesmanship.107  Servants, or more correctly "those who are subordinate to the greatest extent" 

(Tou;" ... megivstou" uJphrevta"), are the second class which needs to be separated.108   This is a 

class of individuals which can take part in public affairs, but which cannot be considered as 

exercising expertise in statesmanship.   

     The identification and separation of the third class is the most complex and lengthiest of the 

four separations of classes, taking up thirteen Stephanus pages.  This class is comprised of 

regime-types and the rulers who govern them.  They are essentially imitators of the sort of 

statesman which the Visitor is attempting to define; both the rulers and the regime over which 

they rule imitate the true statesman and the true art of statesmanship.  They are described as a 

"very large mob" (pavmpolun o[clon), some of whom resemble various animals, both real and 

mythical.109  Among this group is to be found "the greatest sorcerer of all the sophists" (To;n 

                                                        
104 Statesman, 287c3.  It should be noted that this type of non-dichotomous division by limbs, or joints, is first 
encountered at Phaedrus, 265e1-2. 
105 Statesman, 279a2-3. 
106 Statesman, 287b6-7. 
107 The contributory causes are separated at, Statesman, 287c11-289c2. 
108 This class is separated at, Statesman, 289c4-290e8. 
109 Statesman, 291a2-3 and 291a7-b2. 
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pavntwn tẁn sofistẁn mevgiston govhta), the one who is "the most experienced in this skill" 

(tauvth" th`" tevcnh" ejmpeirovtaton), who although it is very difficult, must be separated "from 

those who truly are statesmen" (ajpo; tẁn o[ntw" o[ntwn politikẁn).110  These individuals, along 

with the regimes they govern, must be separated from the regime-type and statesman "based on 

knowledge" (th`" ejpisthvmono") for they are not statesmen, but "experts in faction" 

(stasiastikouv"), and "being the greatest imitators and sorcerers they turn out to be the greatest 

sophists among sophists" (o[nta" mimhta;" kai; govhta" megivstou" givgnesqai tẁn sofistẁn 

sofistav").111  The reference to knowledge as the basis of statesmanship is the criterion for 

distinguishing true statesmanship from the kinds of imitative statesmanship.112  Sayre comments: 

"The defining difference between genuine statesmanship and its imitations is that the former, and 

the former only, practices a skill of just government in the interests of the populace at large.  This 

skill is born of knowledge and as such is stronger than institutionalized law."113 

     The fourth class is one which consists of arts that are related to statesmanship, but which are 

not themselves part of the art of statesmanship.  Each of these arts, oratorical skill, generalship, 

and judgeship, has its own particular knowledge, or expertise, and each is subordinate 

(uJphretikhvn) to the statesman.114  The art of statesmanship controls (a[rcousan) the other arts.  

"For what is truly kingship must not itself act, but must control those who have the capacity to 

act" (th;n ga;r o[ntw" ou\san basilikh;n oujk aujth;n dei` pravttein, ajll j a[rcein tẁn dunamevnwn 

pravttein) … and because the true statesman knows the opportune time for action, he instructs his 

                                                        
110 Statesman, 291c3-5. 
111 Statesman, 303c1-4.  Presumably, the Visitor is referring not only to the sophist mentioned at Statesman, 291c3-5, 
but also to the sophist defined at Sophist, 268c1-d4, as an imitator who is incorrectly considered as having a name 
drawn from the name (parwnuvmion) of the person who is imitated. 
112 The notion of statesmanship as a form of knowledge is found throughout the Statesman, beginning at 258b3-5.  I 
shall take up further the connection between the art of statesmanship and knowledge in the next chapter. 
113 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 118. 
114 See, Statesman, 305a8-9. 
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subordinates, and "the others must do what has been prescribed" (ta;" d j a[lla" ta; prostacqevnta 

dra`n).115   

     Table 2 illustrates the four classes and their members that are separated on the left-hand side 

of the final, non-dichotomous diairesis of the statesman. 

 

Left-hand Divisions 
 

 Contributory Causes 
287c11-289c2 

 

Subordinates 
289c4-290e8 

 

Imitative Politics 
291a1-303d2 

 

Governing Subordinates 
303e7-305d10 

 
    
Tools Slaves Kingly Monarchy Rhetoric 
Vessels Merchants Tyrannical Monarchy Generalship 
Vehicles Heralds, public servants Aristocracy Judiciary 
Defenses Diviners, priests Oligarchy  
Recreations  Lawful Democracy  
Raw Materials  Lawless Democracy  
Nourishment    
 
 

Table 2 
 

     The complete final division of the statesman may now be briefly discussed.  Although it is not 

specifically stated, the second division situates the art of statesmanship under the class of 

practical knowledge.  The unsuccessful first division began by dividing knowledge into practical 

and theoretical, and then proceeding to attempt to define the statesman by placing him under the 

class of theoretical knowledge.  Rather than performing a division of practical knowledge, the 

Visitor immediately posits a subclass of expertise in governing a polis.  The diairesis is carried 

out with a combination of dichotomous and non-dichotomous divisions.  The subclasses on the 

right-hand side are divided in two, while the left-hand subclasses, following the pattern set down 

in the weaver paradigm, are non-dichotomously separated.  It would seem that non-dichotomous 

                                                        
115 Statesman, 305d1-5. 
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division is necessary, as it was in the weaver paradigm, to eliminate functions that could be 

considered as part of the art of statesmanship.  Yet, the right-hand divisions are carried out in 

accordance with the standard method of cutting two classes "through the middle" (dia; mevswn) so 

that it will be more likely that the dialectician will encounter true classes.116  Figure 5, which 

should be viewed in conjunction with Table 2, shows the final division of the statesman. 

 

Final Division of the Statesman 
 
 

                                   Expertise in the polis 
 
 
 
Contributory Causes (sunaivtioi)  Direct Causes (ai[tioi) 
 
 
 
         1  2  3  4  5  6  7                     
 
 
 

       Subordinates                             Governors 
 
 
 
           1  2  3  4         
 
 
 
               In Imitative Politics           In Genuine Politics 
 
 
 
                                                                               1  2  3  4  5  6           
 
 
 
                       Governing Subordinates       Governing Ruler 
                                                                                                        (oJ politikov") 
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116 See, Statesman, 262b6-9. 
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     The use of both dichotomous and non-dichotomous division serves two purposes.  First, the 

right-hand divisions divide according to classes, or on Sayre's reading Forms, in order to discover 

what the sufficient conditions are for being a statesman.  Second, the left-hand divisions, although 

they do not define the sufficient conditions, are necessary to eliminate any causes, practices, or 

skills that could mistakenly be identified with those of the true statesman.  In effect, the left-hand 

division provides a degree of clarity in respect to the right-hand divisions.  They assist in defining 

the definiendum, but are not themselves part of the definition, since they are not any of the 

sufficient causes of the definiendum.  Sayre comments that the left-hand divisions provide "a 

scaffolding for the descriptive coloration needed to bring the picture of the statesman to life."117  

In other words, while the right-hand divisions will still furnish the sufficient conditions for a 

successful definition, the definition is made clearer by eliminating on the left-hand side whatever 

may potentially blur the definition. 

     In accordance with the usual practice of the method of division and collection, the Visitor next 

collects the terms in order to set out the necessary conditions for the statesman.  At long last, it 

appears that the statesman is defined.  The statesman is the person who "controls all of these [that 

is, generalship, judgeship, and rhetoric], and the laws, and cares for everything in the city, 

weaving all things together in the most correct manner, by embracing its power with the name 

belonging to the whole, we would most correctly, it seems, call it statesmanship" (Th;n de; pasẁn 

te touvtwn a[rcousan kai; tẁn novmwn kai; sumpavntwn tẁn kata; povlin ejpimeloumevnhn kai; pavnta 

sunufaivnousan ojrqovtata, tou` koinou` th`/ klhvsei perilabovnte" th;n duvnamin aujth`" 

prosagoreuvoimen dikaiovtat j a[n, wJ" e[oike, politikhvn).118  But it does not yet seem to be the case 

that the Visitor is finished with setting down a full exposition of the art of statesmanship. 

                                                        
117 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 128. 
118 Statesman, 305e2-6. 
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     After the necessary and sufficient conditions have been established, the Visitor further clarifies 

the statesman's function in the polis in terms "fabricating the web of state."119  We should take 

note that in the definition, one of the statesman's roles is to weave together everything in the 

polis.  In order to illustrate how this weaving, or intertwining (sumplokhvn) operates, the Visitor 

examines in the remainder of the dialogue the manner in which the statesman weaves together, or 

mixes, contrary characteristics of the citizens into a mixture that shares in both of them.120  The 

significant point to note in relation to this chapter's examination is that the task of political 

weaving is carried out in accordance with what is in due measure.  The citizens' contrary natures 

are woven together into a complete fabric as the product of the art of statesmanship, which, in 

turn, brings about the happiness of the polis.  It is arguable that simply positing a definition of the 

statesman according to the method of division and collection is insufficient for a complete 

understanding of the art of statesmanship.  The Visitor must also show by example how the 

statesman must practice the art of statesmanship.  In other words, defining the necessary and 

sufficient conditions of the definiendum is not enough.  In order to possess full knowledge of a 

thing, it must also be shown how a thing functions.       

     It is obvious that the notion of weaving as a metaphor for the art of statesmanship is adopted 

from the weaving paradigm.  The statesman-as-weaver adds a further significance to the weaving 

paradigm.  Not only does the diairesis of  weaving furnish a paradigm for the correct manner in 

which dialectical inquiry should be carried out, but weaving and the weaver supply a 

paradigmatic representation of statesmanship and the statesman.  Like the weaver, the statesman 

possess expertise in blending disparate elements into a unified whole.  Additionally, and perhaps 

more importantly, due measure, which is closely related to the art of weaving in the sense that the 

                                                        
119 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 134. 
120 See, Statesman, 306a1-311c7.  The passage will be fully explored in the next chapter. 
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weaver intertwines the warp and woof into a whole cloth, is also extended to the task of 

governing.  If it is correct to suggest that an illustration of how a thing functions is required to 

complete the definition of a thing, and if, as in the paradigmatic case of weaving and in the 

particular case of the statesman, an appeal to what is in due measure is the basis for seeing how a 

thing functions, then it follows that to metrion has some sort of connection with method.  The 

final diairesis and discussion of the function of the statesman suggest that in the last part of the 

Statesman, Plato is positing a variant form of the method of division and collection.  It is a variant 

method that requires that the full definition be not merely the demonstration of the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for a thing to be such a thing, but that its function also be identified in 

accordance with to metrion, if the definiendum requires it.121 

     The significance of the definition of the statesman should not be underestimated.  It makes use 

of and illustrates the significance of all the digressions in the Statesman.  It illustrates the proper 

employment of paradigms in order to arrive at an appropriate definition.  It utilizes the paradigm 

of weaving both as a correct paradigmatic representation for the art of statesmanship and for the 

sort of task that both the weaver and the statesman undertake.  It relates, by means of the weaving 

paradigm and the functions of the statesman, to metrion to method and function.  And finally, the 

entire process of diairesis and discussion of function demonstrates how the examination of theory 

and practice are both required for those who desire to become better dialecticians. 

 

Due Measure and Division 

     The final diairesis of the statesman furnishes Plato's final use of the method of division and 

collection in the corpus; the method does appear in the works composed after the time of the 
                                                        
121 It is not the case that all definienda require their function to be identified in accordance with to metrion.  While the 
function of the statesman does require it, it does not appear to be the case that that the angler, for example, does.  The 
criterion for determining whether or not the function of a thing is required to be in accordance with what is in due 
measure is left unspecified in the Statesman. 
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Statesman.122  Sayre is correct to point out that "we have no way of knowing whether the 

procedures followed here represent the author's final thoughts on the use of paradigms in 

dialectic."123  Even though there is the opportunity in the works written after the Statesman, 

especially in the Philebus, for Plato to employ the method of division and collection, there 

appears to be no sound textual support for attempting to show why he did not continue to employ 

this method.124  There is, however, a somewhat different method encountered in the final works 

that may be regarded as a variant of the method of division and collection.  This method, too, is 

directed toward positing a definition of the definiendum, but in a way that blends the discarded 

terms of a division in order to set down the necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to of 

such a sort.  Rather than simply collecting the divided right-hand terms, it operates by first 

dividing a class either into contrary characteristics, or at least into separate elements, and then 

blends the separated elements, according to a standard of measurement, into something in which 

the elements share.  This method may be termed the method of division and blending.  It is a 

variant of the method of division and collection, applied to the sort of subject matter – weaving or 

statesmanship, for example – that requires a normative appeal to due measure in order for an 

acceptable definition to result.  The method we find in the final pages of the Statesman, is the 

basis of the philosophical method underlying the Philebus and the Laws.  It is a logical structure 

for analyzing contraries in accordance with to metrion that issues in a definition.  To illustrate this 

method, I shall discuss three examples, one each from the Statesman, the Philebus, and the Laws. 

     I have commented in the previous section that one of the tasks of the statesman is to know the 

manner in which opposing characteristics can be intertwined so that something new is brought 

                                                        
122 On a chronological reading of the dialogues, it is plausible to claim that, with the possible exceptions of the Timaeus 
and the Critias, only the Philebus and the Laws were composed after the Statesman. 
123 Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 135. 
124 One could, of course, argue that the method is not Plato's, but is that of the Elean Visitor.  But leaving aside the 
question of the Visitor's identity, which I shall take up in Appendix 4, the fact the method is employed in the Phaedrus 
would seem to indicate that division and collection was a Platonic method. 
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about in which the opposing characteristics share.  The statesman, like those who possess expert 

knowledge, voluntarily combines both the good and bad elements in what they produce, 

"rejecting as much as possible what is bad, and taking what is suitable and useful from them, 

elements that are both alike and unlike, he collects all of them into one, crafting some single 

capacity and form" (ta; me;n mocqhra; eij" duvnamin ajpobavllei, ta; de; ejpithvdeia kai; crhsta; 

e[laben, ejk touvtwn de; kai; oJmoivwn kai; ajnomoivwn o[ntwn, pavnta eij" e}n aujta; sunavgousa, mivan tina; 

duvnamin kai; ijdevan dhmiourgei`).125   In the Statesman, the Visitor argues that "moderation is 

something distinct from courage" (swfrosuvnhn ge ajndreiva" me;n e{teron), and "in some way, they 

are very much enemies to each other" (kata; dhv tina trovpon, eu\ mavla pro;" ajllhvla" ejcqra;).126  

Some citizens are too moderate and are liable to act too cowardly for their own good and the good 

of the community.  Others possess an excessive amount of courage which may lead to rash 

actions that can harm both themselves and the polis.  The statesman's task is to blend individuals 

who possess an excess these opposing traits into citizens who possess a balance of the two,  just 

like a weaver intertwines the warp and woof.127  He accomplishes this by finding a mean, or a 

standard of measurement, against which these opposing tendencies can be weighed and blended. 

     In terms of method, what the Visitor does is to divide a class of character traits, or virtues, into 

two, moderation and courage.  Each of these subclasses is further divided into two contrary parts, 

one that represents a fine example of moderation or courage, another that represents a bad 

example.  Moderation, then, is divided into orderliness and cowardice, while courage is divided 

into keenness or what may be termed manic excessiveness (uJbristika; kai; manika;).128  Once these 

contraries have been identified and divided, it falls to the statesman to find the way to blend them 

                                                        
125 Statesman, 308c4-7.  
126 Statesman, 306b2-10. 
127 See, Statesman, 309b2-7. 
128 See, Statesman, 306e2-307c7. 



 221 

so that a person ends up possessing these traits in the correct proportion, and thus becomes a well-

blended individual.  Figure 6 is a diagrammatic representation of the process. 

 

The Blending of Moderation and Courage 

Character Traits 

 

                                                             Moderation                                   Courage 

 

                                              Orderliness          Cowardice         Keenness          Manic Excessiveness 

 

                                                Proportioned Moderation                   Proportioned Courage 

 

Well-blended Individual 

 

Figure 6 

      

     A similar sort of division and blending is encountered throughout the Philebus.129  Indeed, it 

would not be stretching the point too far to suggest that the notion of dividing and measuring 

what has been divided according to a standard of measurement in order to arrive at some middle 

position is fundamentally important for this dialogue.130  Among the major instances of the use of 

this method is the initial discussion between Socrates and Protarchus about the life of pleasure, 

the life of intellect, and the life that is a mixture of the two in some correct proportion; the 

division of "all the things that are at present in the cosmos" (Pavnta ta; nu`n o[nta ejn tẁ/ panti;), the 

                                                        
129 In this section, I am only concerned with the method underlying the Philebus' arguments.  A more complete 
discussion of the arguments will be given in Chapter 8. 
130 I am not suggesting that the purpose of the Philebus is to illustrate the method of division and blending in relation to 
a standard of measurement, or due measure.  Rather, the arguments advanced in the dialogue, as well as the conclusions 
reached, are closely connected with the methodological employment of diairesis and due measure. 
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unlimted (a[peiron), limit (pevra"), the being that is mixed and generated from these two (ejk 

touvtwn ... meikth;n kai; gegenhmevnhn oujsivan), and that which is the cause and generation of the 

mixture (th;n de; th`" meivxew" aijtivan kai; genevsew"); and near the dialogue's conclusion, the 

determination and ranking of the types of lives.131  Additionally, there are minor instances in 

which a single concept, ignorance for example, is divided into subclasses in order to show that 

there is more than one way in which a person can be said not to know himself.132   

    By way of illustration, let us consider how the method of division and blending is carried out in 

the case the best sort of life.133  In the Philebus, two types of life are posited as the best.  Socrates 

summarizes that Philebus believes a life of pleasure is the best, whereas Socrates maintains the 

life of knowledge is the best.134  A lengthy and complex discussion ensues in which pleasure is 

examined in great detail.  It eventually turns out that there some pleasures that are mixed with 

pains, and some that are unmixed.135  Of the pleasures that are mixed, some are mixed badly, 

others are mixed well in respect to knowledge.136  Socrates and Protarchus then examine 

understanding and knowledge (nou` de; kai; ejpisthvmh").137  It would appear that a life of pure 

knowledge would be the best.  Yet, Socrates asks whether anyone would really desire a life of 

knowledge unmixed with pleasure.138  As in the case of pleasure, knowledge can be divided into 

mixed and unmixed; the mixed type can be further divided into a type that is mixed badly or 

mixed well.   The upshot of this discussion is that the good should be sought in a life that blends 

                                                        
131 See, Philebus, 21a8-22b2, 23c4-27c1, 66a4-d2. 
132 See, Philebus,  48d8-e10.  One can be ignorant of oneself in respect to believing that he is more wealthy than he is, 
that he possesses greater physical advantages than he does, and most importantly, that he is superior in virtue when in 
fact he is not. 
133 This account greatly simplifies a series of complex arguments for the sake of demonstrating the general outline of 
the manner in which the method of division and blending is employed. 
134 See, Philebus, 11b4-c3. 
135 See, Philebus, 50b1-4 and 52c8. 
136 See, Philebus, 55b1-c1.  It would be absurd for unmixed pleasure to be good,  Pleasure must be mixed with 
knowledge in accordance with a standard of measure in order for it to be good.  In other words, the blending of pleasure 
and knowledge implies that the combination of the two is mixed well. 
137 This investigation takes place between, Philebus, 55c4-59d2. 
138 See, Philebus, 60d3-e5. 
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well-mixed pleasures with knowledge that is well-blended in respect to pleasure.139  Figure 7 

represents the way in which these concepts are divided and blended. 
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Figure 7 
      

     The method of division and blending in encountered in the Laws, although not to the extent 

that it is employed in the Philebus.  This is not to say that the notion of finding a middle position 

between extremes that is a mixture of the extremes that weighs them against a standard of 

measure is not of great importance in the Laws.140  I am simply claiming that the method is not 

employed with the frequency of use found in the Philebus.141  We do find, however, that the 

method is utilized at a crucial point in the text, in the discussion in Book III of regime types.142 

                                                        
139 See, Philebus, 63d1-64a5 and 66a4-8. 
140 As will be made clear in Chapter 9, to metrion is at the core of the Laws' arguments. 
141 It is arguable that it was not necessary to work through the sorts of divisions and blendings that were required in the 
Philebus.  There is a sense that the concepts utilized by the Athenian were already familiar, and that there was no need 
to define them again by the frequent use of Plato's preferred philosophical method.  Additionally, it is plausible to 
suggest that the practicable nature of the Laws did not require the sort of methodological underpinning that a more 
hypothetical, or theoretical, examination would seem to need. 
142 The fact that the method is obviously employed in this section of the text lends some support to what was mentioned 
the previous footnote, namely, that the method is required more in a theoretical context than in a context that is setting 
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     There are two mother-constitutions (eijsi;n politeiẁn oi|on mhtevre" duvo tinev") from which all 

the other constitutions are derived.  These two forms of constitutional arrangement are monarchy 

and democracy, and it appears to be the case that the other forms of regime are derived from 

them.  The Athenian argues that the correct constitution must share in the forms of monarchy and 

democracy, and without so doing it can never be governed well.  He then demonstrates by means 

of a historical narrative that the Persian monarchy and the Athenian democracy, when taken by 

themselves, are incorrect constitutional forms because they have tended to an excess of their 

constitutional forms.143  The Persian monarchy fails as a model of the best form of constitution 

because it is excessively authoritarian.  The Athenian democracy exhibits a contrary failure, it 

permits an excessive degree of freedom to its citizens.  Both constitutions are unjust in that both 

are excessive in their practices.  It is only by blending the two types that a regime may enjoy 

"freedom and friendship along with wisdom" (ejleuqeriva t j e[stai kai; qiliva meta; fronhvsew").144  

In other words, the Persian monarchy and the Athenian democracy represent the two extremes of 

incorrectly organized regimes, neither of which possess freedom, friendship, and wisdom.  It is by 

blending these two constitutional forms into a third type that falls in between the two that the 

correct constitution can be established.  As in the previous two examples, the best constitution is 

found by blending contraries against a standard of measure.  More specifically, the extremes are 

weighed and reconciled in accordance with what is in due measure.  Figure 8 shows how the 

method divides and blends constitutional forms.145 

                                                                                                                                                                     
out practicable arguments.  The discussion concerning which constitutional form should be considered the best is 
essentially a theoretical examination, even if it leads to practicable results. 
143 See, Laws, 694a3-698a7 for the account of the Persian monarchy, and 698a9-701d3 for that of the Athenian 
democracy. 
144 Laws, 693d2-e3. 
145 Although the Athenian does not discuss it, we can infer that there are opposite forms of excessive monarchy and 
democracy, neither of which would suitable in themselves as the best form of regime.  Hypothetically, the opposite of 
an excessive monarchy would be one in which the ruler was weak and did not exercise a sufficient degree of authority 
over the citizens.  In the case of democracy, the opposite of the type which granted too much freedom to its citizens 
would be one in which the freedom of its citizens would be in some manner restricted. 



 225 

The Best Constitution 
 
 

Constitutional Forms 
 
 
 

                                  Monarchy                                                                                          Democracy 
 
 
 
(Deficient Monarchy)     Excessive Monarchy (Persia)          Excessive Democracy (Athens)     (Deficient Democracy) 
 
 
 
 
                                                                     Best Constitutional Form 

 
 

Figure 8 
 

     These three example illustrate the manner in which diairesis and due measure function as a 

variant of the method of division and collection.  In all these cases, the need to determine the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort is accomplished by the 

method of division and blending.  Contraries are weighed and blended, or reconciled, with each 

other in order to bring about a third thing – whether it be the well-ordered individual, the best sort 

of life, or the best constitutional form – that shares in the characteristics of the two contraries.  

The contrary characteristics are reconciled by weighing them against a standard of measurement, 

that is, they are weighed in accordance with to metrion.  The philosophical method I have termed 

the method division and blending furnishes the means by which a dialectician is able to set down 

the necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort in those instances in 

which contraries are required to be blended in respect to a standard of measurement for the sake 

of furnishing a definition. 

     This analysis of the philosophical methods found in Plato's dialogues has attempted to reveal 

the basic functioning of the logical structure underlying Plato's arguments.  There does, in fact, 
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appear to be a development to his use of method in the sense that method is formulated to meet 

the requirements of a particular manner of conducting philosophical inquiry.  In broad outline, we 

can summarize the trajectory of this development as follows.  In the Socratic dialogues, the 

elenchus was employed in the ultimately unsuccessful attempt to find the definition of things, and 

thereby have knowledge of the thing under examination.  In the middle-period works, the method 

of hypothesis was directed primarily toward determining the necessary and sufficient conditions 

for the truth of a given proposition.  In the Sophist and Statesman, the method of division and 

collection was directed toward a different end, the discovery of the necessary and sufficient 

conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort, that is, to furnish a definition of a thing.  In all 

these cases, the ultimate goal of the use of a particular method was to employ method as the 

foundation for knowledge. 

     The method of division and blending, although it is a variant of the method of division and 

collection, aims at the same goal.  It defines a thing by attempting to reveal how contrary things 

relate to one another.  It accomplishes this by weighing contraries against a standard of 

measurement in order to blend the contraries together.  The method of division and blending not 

only develops out of the method of division and collection, but also that at the center of this 

method lies to metrion.  Without having to metrion as a standard against which contraries are 

weighed, the method of division and blending would be unsuccessful, if not outright useless.  

Unless we are aware that there is such a thing as what is in due measure, there is virtually no way 

in which we could be able to blend contraries.  That fact that Plato uses the method of division 

and blending extensively in the Statesman, Philebus, and Laws, suggests that to metrion is of 

great significance for his late-period philosophical method. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

MODERATING THE POLIS: 
 

THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY OF THE STATESMAN 

 
 
     The purpose of this chapter is to examine the political philosophy of the Statesman in relation 

to to metrion.  While the primary focus of this analysis is on due measure and Plato's political 

thought, it is necessary to interpret the dialogue's political philosophy in a general sense as well.  

It is not so much the case that the political thought of the Statesman is entirely influenced by due 

measure, rather, due measure should be regarded as a primary influence on Plato's late-period 

political philosophy in general.  There are several other concerns – for example, education, the 

rule of law, the role of knowledge, and the relationship between political expertise and the 

practice of politics – which are examined throughout the corpus and which are integral in 

particular to the Statesman's political philosophy and in general to the political thought of Plato's 

late-period works.  One task of this chapter's discussion is to determine the manner in which these 

fundamental concerns fit in the context of the political thought of the Statesman.  Although it is 

plausible to claim that due measure exerts a strong influence on some aspects of Plato's late-

period thought, due measure should not be considered as the sole major influence on it; there are 

other influences at work as well.  Therefore, an interpretation of the Statesman's political 

philosophy in general is required. 

     The analysis in the previous chapter attempted to demonstrate that the role of the statesman 

and expertise in statesmanship are related to and result from the Visitor's discussion of 

philosophical method.  Most notable is the connection which the Visitor makes between the 

weaver and the statesman; the former weaves the contrary elements of the warp and woof into a 

piece of whole cloth, the latter blends opposing character traits of individuals into a harmonious 
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communal fabric.1  While it does appear to be the case that there is a direct connection between 

the weaver and the statesman, it cannot be maintained that the expertise in weaving is identical to 

art of statesmanship.  It seems more reasonable to regard them as analogous.  Both are related to 

and derived from due measure in the sense that both the weaver and the statesman require 

expertise in blending contrary, or opposing, elements.  By knowing what is in due measure both 

the weaver and the statesman will then attain the knowledge necessary either to weave a piece of 

whole cloth or blend together the fabric of the polis.   

     The primary thesis of my interpretation of the Statesman's political philosophy is as follows.  

The art of statesmanship consists in understanding the best manner in which a political 

community can be arranged, and how politics can be practiced, in accordance with moderation.  It 

requires that the statesman possess the politikē epistēmē to weigh and blend the disparate 

elements of a polis against a standard which is itself a mean between extremes.  If we consider 

this mean to be a position functionally equivalent to the virtue of moderation, then, in effect, 

politics is knowing why, when, and in what way to act moderately.  This suggests that the 

political philosophy of the Statesman, because it is derived from knowing what is in due measure 

rather than from the apprehension of the Forms, is more practicable than the political thought of 

Plato's middle-period dialogues. 

     The connection between Plato's philosophical method and the discussion of the statesman 

suggests a relationship between theory and practice.  In the previous chapter I tried to show that 

the Statesman is neither a theoretical work concerned with dialectics, nor is it a work of political 

philosophy which just so happens to include a long, perhaps even tedious, discussion of method.2  

                                                        
1 It is well to keep in mind that weaving functioned as the paradigm for diairesis.  Without the establishment of a 
proper paradigm, neither could the division of the statesman be carried out successfully, nor could the statesman's 
function be identified by analogy to the weaver.   
2 Taylor expresses the opinion that the first attempt to define the statesman "involves a rather tedious exercise in 
division (diairesis) … "  Q. P. Taylor, "Political Science or Political Sophistry? A Critique of Plato's Statesman," Polis 
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The method of correct dialectical inquiry supplies the logical structure in which philosophical 

examination may be carried out.  In the Statesman, the methodological discussions may be 

viewed as the theoretical basis for the practical investigation of the statesman and the art of 

statesmanship.  To put this another way, theory may be put into practice in the sense that the 

theoretical can have practical effects.  Yet, Plato does not appear to regard the relationship 

between theory and practice in the Kantian sense that theory entails general rules that may be 

applied in particular circumstances.3  Márquez draws a distinction between theoretical general 

rules that may be applied in practice and the more narrowly construed theoretical knowledge that 

one must possess in order to practice one's technē correctly.  "Indeed, the Stranger explicitly 

claims that the ejpisthvmh of the statesman must be the knowledge that applies to each particular 

circumstance in political life, not simply a knowledge of general laws, and indeed not even a 

knowledge that can be fully expressed in general laws."4   The statesman requires a specialized 

knowledge of the art of governing a polis that results from a theoretical examination, not of 

general considerations, but of the specific theoretical conditions that apply to the art of 

statesmanship.  That is to say, the theoretical conditions of statesmanship are those that are 

specifically applicable to the art of statesmanship; they are not the sort of general conditions 

under which the art of statesmanship may be subsumed.  For Plato, the relation between theory 

and practice is one that must utilize a particular theoretical framework in relation to a specific 

practice.  It would appear, then, that in the Statesman, there is a restricted sense in which we 

should regard the relation between theory and practice; the specific theoretical considerations of 

the Visitor's discussion of method leads to the practice of the art of statesmanship. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
17 (2000), 93.  Guthrie comments: "The Politicus has been called a 'weary' dialogue."  Unfortunately he does not cite 
any specific references to the commentators who regarded the Statesman as being weary.  Guthrie, The Later Plato and 
the Academy, 164. 
3 See, Immanuel Kant, ""On the Proverb: That May be True in Theory, but Is of No Practical Use," in Perpetual Peace 
and Other Essays, trans. Ted Humphrey (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1983), 61. 
4 Xavier Márquez, "Theory and Practice in Plato's Statesman," Ancient Philosophy 27 (2007), 32-33. 
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     Not only do we find a connection between theory and practice in this dialogue, but there is 

also a relationship between practice and practicability.  I believe that it is plausible to maintain 

that Plato intended the results of the Visitor's examination of the statesman and the art of 

statesmanship to be applied in actual political practice.  It is a mistake to regard the Statesman as 

simply a theoretical treatise on dialectical theory and practice, but one that lacks any 

practicability.  My interpretation of the dialogue suggests that the definition of the statesman and 

his function were meant to be regarded by Plato's audience as furnishing a template and guide for 

a political ruler and for the manner in which politics ought to be practiced.  The dialogue does not 

explore solely the relationship between theory and practice, rather in addition to this relationship, 

it suggests that there is a further relationship between theory, practice, and practicability.  Once 

theory provides the logical structure for examining practice, then the results of this combined 

analysis may be taken up and applied in actual practice.  If this reading is correct, then any 

interpretation of the Statesman needs to consider not only the dialogue's philosophical content, 

but also the practicable implications of Plato's arguments.   

     Another fundamental concern is that if there is a practicable dimension to the Statesman's 

arguments, in what way does it differ or remain similar to the types of solutions posited by Plato 

in respect to the political philosophy of other dialogues.  In Chapter 2, I discussed the notion of 

complementarity.  I argued that it is reasonable to consider Plato's various solutions to certain 

problems as complementing one another.  Rather than taking a strong developmentalist position 

and arguing that Plato's late-period dialogues reflect an improvement over the philosophy in the 

works that preceded them, it is perhaps best to regard the late works as offering arguments and 

solutions that complement those given in the dialogues of the early and middle periods.  What 

changes, as I have previously discussed, is the way in which Plato's political solutions may be 

best put into practice.  There is a greater sense that the Statesman supplies a more practicable 
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solution than the one offered in the Republic.  It would appear to be the case that political rule by 

an individual who possesses expert knowledge of statesmanship is less difficult to bring about 

than a political community ruled by philosopher-kings.  In the Statesman, it is arguable that the 

expert in the art of statesmanship is a more practicable version of the philosopher-king.  Cooper 

comments: "The king is assimilated to the statesman, not the other way about."5  Yet, we should 

not claim that the statesman replaces the philosopher-king in Plato's political thought; the 

statesman is a complementary solution to the philosopher-king in respect to what manner political 

rule is best exercised. 

     The interpretation of the Statesman which follows in the remainder of this chapter is based on 

four presuppositions: (1) to metrion plays a role of fundamental importance for Plato's late-period 

philosophy; (2) there are aspects to Plato's overall position that do not necessarily depend in 

themselves on due measure, but which must be considered alongside it in order to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the Statesman's political thought; (3) the political philosophy of 

this dialogue has a greater degree of practicability than the political works from the early and 

middle periods; (4) the solutions presented in the work complement those given in other works. 

     The chapter is arranged into three main sections.  In the first, I examine general issues related 

to the Statesman taken as a whole.  There are three primary aspects to investigate.  First, we 

should consider whether or not the Statesman presents a political philosophy that could be 

successful if put into practice.  Second, the structure and form of dialectical inquiry should be 

examined to determine if it is carried out correctly by the Visitor and Young Socrates.  Third, the 

identity and the function of the Visitor himself needs to be addressed.  The second part of the 

chapter will discuss four aspects of the Statesman's political philosophy: (1) the limited 

                                                        
5 John M. Cooper, "Plato's Statesman and Politics," in Reason and Emotion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1999), 190. 
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discussion concerning education; (2) the rule of law; (3) the Visitor's categorization of regime-

types; (4) the concept of expert knowledge, or politikē epistēmē.  The central focus of my 

interpretation of the dialogue –  the relation between what is in due measure and the dialogue's 

political philosophy –  will be analyzed in the third and final section.  The main point I wish to 

emphasize is that at the conclusion of the work the statesman employs his expert knowledge of 

the art of statesmanship to moderate the disparate elements of the soul and the polis into a into 

suitable mixture for the sake of both the individual and the community.  The statesman puts into 

practice the theoretical discussion concerning due measure to arrange things so that they are 

"removed from the extremes to the middle" (eij" to; mevson ajpw/kivsqh tẁn ejscavtwn).6  In short, the 

task of the statesman is to discover the appropriate degree of moderation in order to ensure the 

well-being of the citizen and the polis.  By so doing, both the souls of the citizens will be made 

moderate and politics will be practiced with moderation. 

 

General Considerations Concerning the Statesman 

1.  The Statesman's Political Philosophy 

     Regardless of whether or not one chooses to concentrate on the theoretical aspects of the 

Statesman or on the work's political thought, there is a fundamental question which  arises and 

needs to be addressed concerning the statesman and the art of statesmanship: Do the conclusions 

reached at the end of the dialogue furnish the basis for good politics and political practice?  It is 

arguable that the Statesman displays both successful and unsuccessful aspects in terms of 

articulating a political philosophy which can be put into practice.7  The dialogue's political 

                                                        
6 Statesman, 284e7-8. 
7 One could, of course, argue that by linking the art of statesmanship with the art of weaving, Plato is limiting his views 
on the practice of politics to one that expresses a particular conception of politics.  As I noted in the previous chapter, it 
seems to be the case that in the late-period dialogues, Plato strongly held the position that politics should be treated as 
the art of blending, or reconciling, contrary elements for the sake of the good of the political community.  It also is 
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philosophy succeeds in the sense that by defining the statesman, the political philosophy of the 

Statesman demonstrates the type and function of the sort of individual who is most suited for 

governing a political community.  The statesman is the sort of person who employs expertise in 

the art of statesmanship (politikē epistēmē), in accordance with what is in due measure, to bring 

about the best conditions for the polis and its citizens.  It falls short in that it does not furnish a 

comprehensive political philosophy because several aspects of the statesman's role are left under-

determined. Certain essential components of politics and political philosophy are not thoroughly 

examined.  Among the topics requiring more extensive analysis are the education of the citizen, 

the education and nurture of the statesman, the rule of law, and the role of political knowledge.  

All of these topics will be examined in detail during the course of this chapter. 

     Overall, there is a sense of ambiguity in the dialogue's political thought.8  Schofield remarks: 

"… the dialogue does not reflect as widely as it might have done on the framework of politics and 

the role political knowledge might play within it."9  Klosko also finds the Statesman's political 

philosophy to be incompletely developed.  "Plato's outlook in the work is ambivalent."10   Yet, the 

under-determination of the dialogue's political thought does not imply that somehow the work is 

completely unsuccessful.  This sense of ambiguity, or ambivalence, has led certain scholars to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
arguable that this particular view is a reasonable way in which to conceive of political practice.  It is very much the 
case, however, that other political philosophers may hold quite different positions about the best manner in which 
politics is to be carried out.  It is not my intention to offer a critique per se of Plato's use of the weaving paradigm as a 
model for correct political practice in relation to other possible alternatives for politics. 
8 By the term ambiguity I simply mean that certain basic questions regarding political practice are left under-
determined.  Roochnik argues that Plato's dialogues are ambiguous in a general sense.  "… because they are 
underdetermined, the Platonic dialogues are residually ambiguous, i.e., capable of sustaining two or more distinct 
meanings."  In reference to the Statesman, Roochnik presses this notion even further: "Platonic ambiguity is residual 
and cannot be eliminated, because the teaching of the dialogue – its content, what it takes to be the truth – is itself 
ambiguous."  I think that Roochnik overstates his case.  Undoubtedly, many texts can be said to be ambiguous since 
they are subject to more than one interpretation.  In the case of Plato, a careful reading of the entire corpus suggests that 
his principal philosophical positions may be determined.  Furthermore, the philosophy of the Statesman is not 
ambiguous in Roochnik's sense; it seems reasonably clear what is the work's philosophical content.  What is 
ambiguous, however, is the full determination of certain aspects of the dialogue's political theory.  David Roochnik,  
"Residual Ambiguity in Plato's Statesman," Journal of the International  Plato Society  5 (2005), 2-4.  Available: 
www.nd.edu/~plato/plato5issue/contents5.htm.  
9 Schofield, Plato, 183. 
10 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 216. 
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argue that the Statesman fails as a work of political theory.  The interpretations of Benardete and 

Taylor are among the more negative readings of the Statesman's political thought.  Benardete, in 

the context of discussing the dialogue's digressions, asserts: "The movement of the Statesman is 

perverse.  It is one long descent into the cave."11  Apparently, the work's content does not serve to 

enlighten the reader about method and politics, rather, Plato's arguments act to return us to the 

realm of shadowy opinions exemplified by the cave.12  Q. P. Taylor, writing under the influence 

of Popper's totalitarian reading of Plato's political philosophy, concludes: "As such, the Statesman 

(in both its method and prescriptions) is grossly deficient as a work of political theory."13  In 

particular, Taylor objects to the notions of absolute rule and the eugenics program which the 

Visitor outlines in the work.14  Both readings, I think, miss the more fundamental concerns that 

Plato attempted to address in this dialogue, namely, that before politics should be engaged in it is 

necessary to define the person and the art of the person who is to govern, and that political rule 

requires a particular sort of politikē epistēmē if it is to have any possibility of success.  Despite 

the ambiguities of the Statesman's political philosophy, these are significant accomplishments in 

themselves, and the dialogue should not be considered either as a "descent into the cave" or as 

"grossly deficient". 

                                                        
11 Benardete, Being of the Beautiful, III, 105. 
12 Although it is not certain, Benardete might be suggesting that the Statesman's political thought fails because, in 
contrast to the metaphysical grounding of the Republic's political philosophy, it is oriented more practicably.  Rather 
than turning to the intellection of the Forms as the foundation for knowledge of political practice, the turn in the 
Statesman to political knowledge derived from the understanding of non-metaphysical concerns, such as what is in due 
measure, implies that politics is grounded in what can be known from consideration of things in the sensible world.  In 
this sense, then, it can be said that we have returned to the cave. 
13 Taylor, "Political Science or Political Sophistry?", 109. 
14 By situating himself in the Popperian tradition, Taylor focuses excessively on those aspects of Plato's political 
philosophy that appear repugnant to an anti-totalitarian perspective.  While it is understandable how Popper could have 
formulated his views in light of the damage inflicted by mid-twentieth-century totalitarian regimes, it is a 
hermeneutical error to interpret a Platonic dialogue within the sort of anti-totalitarian framework employed by Popper 
and his followers.  Undoubtedly, there are aspects of Plato's philosophy that are at odds with contemporary 
sensibilities, but it is surely the case that Plato overriding concern was with articulating the conditions for human well-
being, even if some of his proposals might strike a contemporary interpreter as too harsh.  The fact that many 
contemporary Plato scholars (whether correctly or not) look to the dialogues for arguments that are relevant to liberal 
democratic political theory suggests that viewing Plato as some sort of totalitarian thinker is perhaps at best too 
restricted, and at worst misguided. 
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     I believe that perhaps the best manner in which to regard the political philosophy of the 

Statesman is to argue that it is a transitional dialogue between the Republic and the Laws.  It 

functions as a hinge, or bridge, between the metaphysically grounded political thought of the 

middle-period works and the far more practicably oriented thought of Plato's final work.  Klosko 

comments: "The Statesman stands midway between the worlds of Plato's two major political 

dialogues."15  While the Statesman's political philosophy displays certain ambiguities, it is 

arguable that they become fully worked out in the Laws.  It also is arguable that it was not Plato's 

intention to articulate a comprehensive political theory in the Statesman.  It is well to remember 

that this dialogue treats both theory and practice, and that the work's treatment of politics is in a 

sense subordinate to the discussion of philosophical method.  This is not to suggest, however, that 

the Visitor's discussion of the art of statesmanship is in any way inferior to his examination of 

method.  Rather, it appears to be the case that the somewhat shorter treatment of politics was of a 

suitable length to illustrate correct dialectical procedure in the far longer part of the dialogue.  To 

put this another way, if the primary purpose of the Statesman is to instruct us in how we may best 

know a thing through the proper use of dialectical examination, then obviously some sort of 

example needs to be utilized to demonstrate the method.  The statesman and the art of 

statesmanship were chosen for this task.  Yet, it would be wrong to regard the statesman as 

merely an example to be used for the sake of illustrating the manner in which method should 

operate.  Simultaneously with its use as a subject for dialectical inquiry, the examination of the 

statesman presents us with Plato's initial late-period views on political philosophy.  We should 

not expect a comprehensive political theory without any ambiguities remaining.  Rather, we 

should consider the political thought of the Statesman as an example of the type of practical 

philosophy that flows from the work's method, and which furnishes the basis for further 

                                                        
15 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 216. 
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discussion in the dialogues that chronologically follow.  On a general level, we should regard the 

relationship between the Statesman's method and political philosophy as one which demonstrates 

how theory may be put into practice. 

     On the one hand, due to the ambiguities and incompleteness of the Statesman's political 

thought, it cannot be said that this dialogue provides a firm enough foundation for good politics.  

As I have indicated, there are more aspects to Plato's views on politics that require further 

theorizing before we can claim that his views will lead to the sort of political practice which will 

ensure the good of the polis.  On the other hand, the conclusions reached about the statesman and 

the art of statesmanship do supply a reasonable and viable starting-point for good politics.  There 

are three aspects of this dialogue's political thought that may be viewed as the basis for good 

political rule.  First, rule by a statesman possessing politikē epistēmē appears to be a plausible 

complementary solution to the Republic's rule by philosopher-kings.  Next, the notion of the rule 

of law as a second-best alternative to rule without law by an expert appears to be a more 

practicable approach to governing a political community.16  Finally, the application of an appeal 

to due measure in the context of political philosophy indicates the connection between the 

theoretical and the practical.17  In sum, then, I believe we can claim that, although there are 

certain deficiencies in the political philosophy of the Statesman, there are, nevertheless, several 

valuable contributions made in this dialogue which lead to good politics. 

2.  Dialectical Inquiry in the Statesman 

     The second general consideration concerns the structure and form of dialectical inquiry in the 

Statesman.  The principal question to consider in respect to the use of dialectics in this dialogue is 

                                                        
16 It should be noted that this second-best alternative prepares the ground for the extensive discussion of the 
formulation and application of law in the Laws; a discussion which could not have possibly been carried out adequately 
in the Statesman. 
17 The due measure not only has a significant effect on Plato's political philosophy, but it also, as I shall discuss in the 
next chapter, has a distinct influence on the moral philosophy of the Philebus. 
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this: Does the discussion between the Elean Visitor and Young Socrates adhere to the correct 

manner in which dialectical inquiry ought to be conducted?  It appears to be the case that the 

search for the statesman is to be conducted as a joint exercise between the Visitor and Young 

Socrates.  Just prior to the first attempt to define the statesman, the Visitor remarks to Young 

Socrates: "It seems to me that we two must search for the statesman" (ajnagkai`on, wJ" ejmoi; 

faivnetai, to;n politiko;n a[ndra diazhtei`n nẁ/n).18  Indeed, throughout the remainder of the 

dialogue the Visitor continually asks his conversation partner whether or not he agrees with him, 

providing Young Socrates with the opportunity to make substantive contributions to the 

discussion.  

     Yet, with one or two possible exceptions, Young Socrates either simply assents to the Visitor's 

statements, or asks questions of the most basic nature.19  At times, Young Socrates even agrees 

with the Visitor when, clearly, the latter is merely testing the possibility of certain positions.  

Miller, too, comments on this point: "Most striking, however, he shows this impulsive energy less 

by taking up positions of his own than, quite the contrary, by repeated, overhasty agreements.  At 

crucial points he accepts the stranger's teachings while the stranger himself does not!"20  An 

excellent example is encountered when Young Socrates quite readily agrees that the collection of 

the differentiae in the first attempt to define the statesman does, in fact, adequately define him.  

The Visitor responds by asking Young Socrates: "Is it the case, Socrates, that we really have done 

what you just now said?" ( \Arav g j, w\ Swvkrate", ajlhqẁ" hJmi`n tou`to kaqavper su; nu`n ei[rhka" 

                                                        
18 Statesman, 258b2-3.  Another clear example that dialectical inquiry should be a joint venture is found at 297d3: 
"This is the sort of thing we must inquiry about" (Toiovnde ti deì ge zhteìn). 
19 Perhaps the most notable contribution of Young Socrates comes in the discussion concerning how law-governed 
regimes function, particularly in the passage in which he infers that if the laws prohibited inquiry, "all kinds of 
expertise would be completely destroyed" (pa`saiv te aiJ tevcnai pantelw`" a[n ajpovlointo).  See, Statesman, 299e6-10.  
Additionally his rather hurried and overconfident attempt to divide collective rearing into the rearing of human beings 
and the rearing of animals, while incorrect, does permit the Visitor to embark on the important discussion concerning 
the right way of distinguishing a class and its parts.  See, Statesman, 263a3-b11. 
20 Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, 7. 
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ou{tw" ejsti; kai; pepragmevnon;).21  It is the Visitor who bears the greatest responsibility for 

conducting the investigation.   

     On the surface, at least, it appears the structure and form of dialectical inquiry in the 

Statesman is more monologic than a true dialogue between two conversation partners.  Even 

though the examination of the statesman is supposed to consist of a shared dialectical search, the 

inquiry in the Statesman appears one-sided. Furthermore, if one of the purposes of this dialogue is 

to demonstrate the correct use of the dialectical method, then it is somewhat difficult to 

understand, in view of the fact that Young Socrates offers very little in the way of contributions, 

how this process is supposed to work.  Should not the structure and form of dialectical inquiry be 

such as to accommodate substantial contributions from two or more partners, or is it sufficient for 

just a single person to assume a role as leader of the inquiry?  The latter consideration would 

seem to be the case in the Statesman.  It seems reasonable to suggest that, given the concern with 

method in this dialogue, it is more appropriate for the Visitor to carry the weight of the 

discussion.22  The contributions of Young Socrates, especially those that give assent to positions 

which the Visitor ultimately believes are inadequate, are designed as a structural device to enable 

the investigation of philosophical method to proceed successfully.  In other words, if it is Plato's 

intention in the Statesman to set out his late-period views on method by employing a type of 

dialectical inquiry which leads to knowledge of the definiendum, and to articulate the relationship 

between theory and practice by demonstrating how the sort of statesman and art of statesmanship 

defined in theory may be realized in practice, then these tasks should fall to the more 

philosophically experienced conversation partner, the Elean Visitor, rather than to the 

                                                        
21 Statesman, 267c4-6. 
22 Although I would not wish to press the point too far, a parallel could be drawn between the sort of one-sided 
dialectical examination carried out by the Visitor and Young Socrates and the function of the expert in the art of 
statesmanship.  Both the Visitor and the statesman possess the requisite expert knowledge  that permits them to 
dominate in their respective areas of expertise. 
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philosophically inexperienced Young Socrates.  The form of the Statesman, then, resembles a 

didactic treatise; a discussion between a master and pupil.  Miller, I believe, is correct to note: "… 

by presenting Young Socrates as immersed in mathematics and not yet introduced to philosophy, 

he [that is, Plato] seems to address his students at just the point in their education where they 

must turn from one to the other."23      

     Support for this reading is given in a previously mentioned passage from the Seventh Letter.  

The knowledge of certain kinds of things can only be learned through the interaction of a teacher 

and his pupil.   It "arises from much intercourse about this very same subject-matter and from 

living together" (ajll j ejk pollh`" sunousiva" gignomevnh" peri; to; pra`gma aujto; kai; tou` suzh`n).24  

While it cannot be maintained that the conversation between the Visitor and Young Socrates 

resembles a dialectical inquiry between philosophical equals, it can be claimed that that there is 

much conversation of a certain sort between them.  The types of responses given by Young 

Socrates allows the Visitor to advance his arguments, with the result that by the end of the 

dialogue Young Socrates should have knowledge of how dialectical inquiry functions, as well as 

an understanding of the art of statesmanship.   

     Rowe evaluates the structure and form of the Statesman in light of the positions, both explicit 

and implied, taken in the final section of the Phaedrus.  We have seen that the arguments in the 

Phaedrus opposing the written word may be interpreted as implying that philosophy should be a 

dialectical interchange between a teacher and his student.  Despite the nature of Young Socrates' 

elenctic contributions, Rowe argues: "[T]he Politicus is indeed written with something like the 

Phaedran model of dialectic in mind, and that the most persuasive explanations of YS's (relative) 

inactivity is that the author, Plato, has priorities other than the realistic portrayal of a live 

                                                        
23 Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, 8. 
24 Epistles, 341c6-7. 
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philosophical conversation."25  Rowe's central claim is that, although the Statesman does not 

completely follow the form of a Platonic conversation, its special nature as a didactic work on 

dialectic explains why it does not precisely follow the model of dialectic implied in the Phaedrus.  

In a general sense, "[t]he Socrates of  the Phaedrus portrays dialectic in terms of a master-pupil 

relationship, in which the main gain is to the younger partner."26  Surely, this is also the case in 

the Statesman.  In the Phaedrus, and also in the Seventh Letter, we encounter the notion that 

philosophy is a conversation between partners, one of whom has the experience to act as guide, or 

teacher, for the other conversation partner, even if there is an unexpressed expectation that the 

less experienced partner may be able to make a significant conversation to the dialectical inquiry.  

In the Statesman, the same process is at work, the only differences being the rather specialized 

discussion of philosophical method and the philosophically inexperienced Young Socrates.  

When these differences are taken into account, it seems reasonable to suggest that the structure 

and form of dialectical inquiry in the Statesman follows the pattern for such inquiry set down in 

the Phaedrus and Seventh Letter. 

     Finally, Gill argues that in the late dialogues dialectical inquiry is directed more toward 

making philosophical progress.  Although there are resemblances to the sort of dialectical 

interchange of the early-period works, the dialogues of the middle and late periods do not end in 

aporiai.  Rather than concentrating on the refutation or validation of individuals' views by means 

of the elenctic method, there is a greater propensity for shared inquiry between discussants whose 

philosophical skills are reasonably well matched.  Gill contends that there is a tendency in Plato's 

late-period works "to engage in sustained 'dialogue' with other philosophical, or conventional, 

positions, a process which is sometimes (though not always) expressed through the dramatized 

                                                        
25 Christopher Rowe, "The Politicus: Structure and Form," in Form and Argument in Late Plato, ed. Christopher Gill 
and Mary Margaret McCabe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 154. 
26 Ibid., 176. 
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interchange between personae in the dialogue."27  While Gill's position may hold for many of the 

middle- and late-period dialogues, I do not think that it applies to the Statesman.  The 

philosophical skills of the Visitor and Young Socrates are significantly different.28  Gill attempts 

to meet this objection by arguing that in the section of the Statesman dealing with the statesman 

and the art of statesmanship, the Visitor is presenting an "examination and critique of a more 

conventional 'constitutionalist' position."29  This position is held by Young Socrates who the 

Visitor tries to refute.  It appears to be stretching the point to claim that Young Socrates held any 

sort of views on matters of political theory.  Rowe, too, is skeptical of Gill's argument that Young 

Socrates held views that the Visitor was required to refute: "… the contributions made by YS in 

these cases remains extremely small."30   

     It is more plausible to regard the structure and form of dialectical inquiry in the Statesman as 

an example of the type of philosophical conversation that should be engaged in between an 

experienced master and his inexperienced pupil.  This sort of philosophical discussion is didactic 

in nature, with the master seeking to guide his pupil to an understanding of the matter under 

discussion.  It is carried out in order for the student to become more adept at the practice of 

philosophy.  The particular type of inquiry in this dialogue requires that the Visitor makes himself 

responsible for articulating nearly the entire argument.  The minimal contributions of Young 

Socrates are designed to assist the Visitor's exposition.  Although the Statesman does not follow 

an ideal pattern of dialectical inquiry between partners who have experience in philosophizing, it 
                                                        
27 Christopher Gill, "Afterward: Dialectic and Dialogue Form in Late Plato," in Form and Argument in Late Plato, ed. 
Christopher Gill and Mary Margaret McCabe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 292. 
28 Among the late works, the Philebus, in contrast, does give the appearance of a true dialogic exchange between 
Socrates and Protarchus.  The latter's contributions to the discussion, reflecting his more advanced philosophical skills, 
are far more substantive than those of Young Socrates.  Arguably, since the Philebus is concerned with an examination 
of complex philosophical issues, rather than with a discussion which is in large measure concerned with philosophical 
method, it is more appropriate that its structure and form be representative of a conversation between two partners, both 
of whom are capable of making substantial contributions to the inquiry.  Interestingly, Philebus, whose position 
Socrates attempts to refute, hardly speaks. 
29 Gill, "Afterward: Dialectic and Dialogue Form in Late Plato," 291. 
30 Rowe, "The Politicus: Structure and Form," 158. 
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does adhere in a general sense to the structure and form of dialectics, with the result that Young 

Socrates and the work's readers will become better dialecticians. 

3.  The Identity of the Elean Visitor 

     The appearance of the Elean Visitor in the Statesman, as well as in the Sophist, presents a 

difficult interpretive challenge.  The principal question is: Who does the Elean Visitor represent?  

There are three possible answers to this inquiry: (1) we may simply take him to be Plato's 

spokesman; (2) we may treat him as espousing non-platonic philosophy in the context of works 

composed by Plato; (3) we may infer that he is representative of Plato's thought without assuming 

a strict correspondence between his views and those of Plato.  The answer to this question carries 

profound implications for the manner in which we interpret Plato's late-period thought.  If we 

assume a direct correspondence between the Visitor and Plato, then we should be able to find 

convincing evidence in the dialogues to confirm this assumption.  Similarly, if we wish to claim 

that he is not Plato, then this position, too, requires confirmation.  In respect to the third possible 

answer, we would need to justify the correspondence between the Visitor and Plato.  Q. P. Taylor 

argues: "If the inference is unjustified, then we should politely drop the convention of speaking of 

Plato's 'political thought' or Plato's 'philosophy'."31  Regardless of which view is adopted, some 

justification for holding that view is needed. 

     Before setting out my position on this question, it would be helpful to note very briefly how 

this question has been treated by several interpreters of Plato.  An evaluation of the scholarly 

literature on the question of the Visitor's identity reveals three general interpretive positions.  At 

one extreme are those scholars who simply assert that the Visitor is in fact Plato.  Campbell, after 

noting that Socrates in no longer the chief character in the late dialogues (with the exception of 
                                                        
31 Taylor, "Political Science or Political Sophistry?", 93.  It does not appear that Taylor's statement is restricted to the 
Statesman.  Presumably, he means that unless we can justify the inference we cannot in any circumstance refer to 
Plato's philosophy since Plato never speaks in his own person.  It should be noted that Taylor accepts the third 
possibility. 
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the Philebus), claims: "… the spirit of Socrates is still working under the Eleatic mask."32  

Skemp, who unquestioningly equates the Visitor with Plato, comments: "This Eleatic Stranger is, 

of course, used by Plato as a mouthpiece for his own views."33  Echoing Skemp's language, 

Klosko avers: "The main spokesman, obviously Plato's mouthpiece in the work, is an unnamed 

Eleatic Stranger."34  Both Skemp's and Klosko's remarks are simply assertions; neither 

commentator makes any attempt through a close examination of the text to establish their claims.  

As the final representative of this view, Guthrie, although not as assertive as Skemp or Klosko, 

conjectures that the Visitor is Plato who must first set out and then refute the Eleatics before 

being able to clear the way for "a positive restatement of Plato's own conception of knowledge."35 

     At the other extreme are interpretations designed to demonstrate that the Elean Visitor is 

employed by Plato to repudiate Socrates and the type of philosophy practiced by him.  Howland, 

for example, appears to discern in the figure of the Visitor an attempt to condemn Socrates and 

Socratic philosophy for failing to accord "with the standard of due measure itself."36  Solana 

Dueso, following a similar line of attack, argues that the Statesman was intended to demonstrate 

that "If the activity of Socrates is seen by Plato as the initiation of his political doctrines, in the 

eyes of the democracy it has to be seen as a doctrine intended to encourage tyranny."37  In other 

words, positions such as these attempt to argue that Plato, by the time he came to write the 

Statesman, also came to repudiate Socrates' political philosophy, if not Socrates himself.  A more 

subtle argument is developed by Zuckert who argues that not only does Plato employ the Visitor 

                                                        
32 Campbell, The Sophistes and Politicus of Plato, xix. 
33 Skemp, Plato: The Statesman, 24. 
34 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 201. 
35 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 123-124.  Lane, too, identifies the Visitor's views with those of Plato.  "I 
take the liberty of identifying the Eleatic Stranger's arguments with Plato's, in the spirit of identifying what the 
arguments are on their own terms rather than seeking clues that they are to be disregarded or minimized [sic]."  Lane, 
Method and Politics in Plato's Statesman, 8. 
36 Jacob Howland, "The Eleatic Stranger's Socratic Condemnation of Socrates," Polis 12 (1993), 27 and footnote 15, 
30. 
37 José Solana Dueso, "Statesman (299b-d) and the Condemnation of Socrates," Polis 12 (1993), 62-63. 
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to criticize Socrates, but also by drawing a contrast between the two philosophers certain 

deficiencies in the Visitor's position are made evident.38  The problem with readings of this sort is 

that they focus on passages isolated from the broader context of the dialogue in which they 

appear, they neglect to consider the arguments within the context of the Platonic corpus, and 

generally they ground their attacks on presuppositions of political theory that are themselves not 

necessarily applicable to politics as understood in antiquity.39  There is also a presupposition that 

in some way Plato's political thought favors democratic theory and practice, whereas Socrates' 

does not.   

     In the middle of these extremes are several diverse interpretations which suggest that there are 

a number of differences between the arguments employed by Socrates and those given by the 

Visitor, yet which do not attribute these differences to any sort of change in Plato's thought.  

Rather, they suggest that the Visitor functions either to critique aspects of Socrates' philosophy, 

or to use the latter's thought to point up the deficiencies in the arguments of the former.  These 

readings may be divided into three categories.40  (1) Those which articulate differences between 

the Visitor and Socrates, but which at some level ultimately are able to find the differences 

reconcilable and compatible.41  Miller, for example, suggests that the Visitor "is somehow to be 

judge and mediator both for the explicit conflict between Socrates and Athens and for the implicit 

conflict between Socrates and Theodorus' circle."42  Rosen notes differences between the Visitor 

and Socrates, particularly in terms of Eros and pedagogical style, yet seems to think that the 

                                                        
38 Catherine Zuckert, "The Stranger's Political Science V. Socrates'' Political Art," Journal of the International Plato 
Society 5 (2005).  Available: www. nd. edu/~plato/plato5issue/contents5.htm. 
39 For a well-argued counter-argument against the view that Socrates is somehow being punished for his political 
teachings, see, Christopher  Rowe, "Killing Socrates: Plato's Later Thoughts on Democracy," The Journal of Hellenic 
Studies 121 (2001). 63-76. 
40 At the risk of over-simplification, I am suggesting this classification solely to place these diverse readings of the 
Statesman in some degree of order. 
41 Representative of this approach are: Benardete, The Being of the Beautiful III; Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's 
Statesman; Rosen, Plato's Statesman: The Web of Politics. 
42 Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, 12. 
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function of the Visitor – an invention of Plato "for the sake of indicating his own refutation or 

punishment of his former teacher" – is the ground from which the two can be united.43  (2) 

Readings which not only find differences between the Visitor and Socrates, but which also, after 

analysis, tend to prefer the views of Socrates over those of the Visitor.44  (3) An interpretation 

which claims that the introduction of the Visitor and his arguments are designed to show up the 

inadequacies of the Visitor's position; the Statesman is a dialogue that thus becomes "a parody of 

the Stranger in which the silent Socrates is ultimately vindicated."45 

     We are confronted with interpretations of the Visitor's identity and role in the Statesman which 

are widely at variance and which cannot be reconciled among themselves.  I wish to argue that 

there is a way in which the identity of the Visitor might be revealed.  An examination of text of 

the Statesman in relation to the Platonic corpus may allow us to see any continuities, or 

similarities, between this work and the rest of the dialogues.46  If it can be established that the 

views espoused by the Elean Visitor are consistent with, or are related to, the views expressed in 

other works, then it is plausible to conclude that the Visitor is intended by Plato to represent his 

                                                        
43 Rosen, The Web of Politics, 7.  I shall pass over Rosen's notion that the Visitor metes out some sort of discursive or 
dialectical punishment upon Socrates.  At best, it may be said that the Visitor provides a critique of certain aspects of 
Socratic thought which is far removed from the idea that Socrates is being punished.  Benardete, too, subscribes to the 
idea that the Visitor, in the Sophist at least, is introduced by Plato to punish Socrates.  See, Benardete, The Being of the 
Beautiful III, 71.   
44 For example, Mara regards Socrates' classification of regime types as superior to those of the Visitor because the 
Visitor "Seems to deny the possibility of a compatibility between common and private human capacities".  Gerald M. 
Mara, "Constitutions, Virtue & Philosophy in Plato's Statesman and Republic," Polity 13 (Spring, 1981), 376. Weiss 
sees a move on the part of the Visitor to incorporate more of Socrates in his argument in the second half of the 
dialogue, that is, after the myth.  She also argues that the Statesman represents an extension and refinement of the 
political philosophy of the Republic.  See, Roslyn Weiss, "Statesman as ejpisthvmwn: Caretaker, Physician, and Weaver," 
in Reading the Statesman: Proceedings of the III Symposium Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: 
Academia Verlag, 1995), 213-217. 
45 Scodel, Diaeresis and Myth in Plato's Statesman, 167.  Although Zuckert in some sense builds upon Scodel's work, 
the latter's book-length analysis is sui generis.  As intriguing as Scodel's argument is, and despite the occasional 
illumination it offers concerning the text, the question must be asked if it is at all plausible, not to mention necessary, 
for Plato to have written a work extending over eighty-five Stephanus pages for the purpose of parodying the 
arguments of the Visitor without offering counter-arguments against his position? 
46 Although there is a risk that dissimilarities might be under-emphasized, an analysis which focuses on similarities is 
perhaps a better approach for bringing a degree of coherence to this issue.  To put this another way, if there are in fact 
significant similarities between the Statesman and Plato's other dialogues, then it is possible to analyze any variances in 
terms of their similarities to the extent that these differ from the rest of the corpus, instead of attempting to 
problematize the coherence of Plato's philosophy by emphasizing any particular dissimilarities. 
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own views.47  Surprisingly, no such analysis has been attempted in any adequate degree of detail 

by other commentators. 

     An examination of the corpus leads to the plausible conclusion that the Visitor does represent 

Plato's positions.  Although for reasons of space I cannot offer a full defense of my position in 

this chapter, I do set out my analysis in greater detail in Appendix 4.  The plausibility of my 

conclusion is given support by the examination of five general areas.  First, as we have seen in the 

previous chapter, there is a logical coherence to Plato's philosophical methods.  The method of 

division and collection in the Statesman, as well as in the Sophist, is logically related to the 

method of hypothesis.  While it cannot be maintained that the elenctic method is related to either 

of these two other philosophical methods, it can be maintained that all three function as means by 

which we can attain knowledge of a thing.  Second, there is a correspondence between 

sōphrosunē and to metrion introduced by the Visitor in the Statesman.  The idea that sōphrosunē 

is a kind of knowledge of knowledge in the Charmides, the Republic's notion of acting 

moderately, the introduction of due measure in the Statesman, and the use of due measure and 

moderation as fundamentally important concepts in the Philebus and the Laws, when taken 

together, suggests a close connection among these concepts which can be observed diachronically 

across the corpus.  Rather than regarding the Visitor's discussion of to metrion as something 

unique to himself, it is reasonable to argue that due measure is the chronologically latest attempt 

by Plato to posit a standard by which the individual and political community may best live.  

Third, an examination of Eleatic philosophy suggests that the Visitor was not a member of this 

philosophical school.  There is no evidence to indicate that the Visitor was in some way 

                                                        
47 It is also possible that the Visitor does not directly represent Plato.  Rather, it may be the case that he is someone who 
is intimately acquainted with Platonic concepts, and who employs these concepts for the sake of articulating the 
Academy's philosophy.  If this is the case, then the Visitor may be regarded as a sympathetic representative of the 
Academy whose role is to advance its philosophical views.  In order for this view to hold, however, we must be willing 
to accept the rather unlikely position that Plato was more concerned with setting out the views of the Academy rather 
than his own views in a work composed by and from a character created by Plato.   
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attempting to defend Eleatic views against those held by Plato and the Academy.  While it could 

be argued that in the dialogues written after the Sophist and Statesman Plato's views were 

influenced by the Visitor's Eleatic philosophy, the fact that the Visitor's positions show a degreed 

of continuity and correspondence with the philosophy of the early- and middle-period dialogues 

indicates otherwise.  Fourth, there are topics encountered in the Statesman that are familiar to us 

from other works.  Among them is the idea of expert knowledge, the use of the craft analogy, the 

categorization of poleis into an arrangement  of regime types, the employment of myth, the role 

of paradigms, the employment of letters and syllables for the sake of learning, and the need for 

some sort of eugenics program.48  Fifth and finally, there are unusual words and expressions 

spoken by the Visitor which appear only with great rarity in the rest of corpus.  The term 

metewrolovgo" (one who talks of heavenly bodies) is used only three times in the Platonic corpus; 

twice in the Cratylus and once in the Statesman.49  The expression deuvtero" plou`", as previously 

pointed out, appears just three times in Plato's works; once each in the Phaedo, the Statesman, 

and the Philebus.50  The rarity and contexts in which these words and phrases are found suggests 

a usage unique to Plato. 

     When these five general areas are considered together, it does indeed appear to be the case that 

the identity of the Visitor can be established.  The substantial degree of continuity and similarity 

between the Visitor's philosophical method and positions and those encountered elsewhere in the 

dialogues helps to illustrate the overall coherence of the Platonic corpus.  The lack of any 

recognizable Eleatic philosophy, the employment of familiar concepts, and the use of language 

indicates that there is a fairly high degree of correspondence between  the views of the Visitor 

                                                        
48 There are other topics as well that are beyond the scope of this study to evaluate, such as the notion of imitation and 
the role of the virtues.  These additional topics, if extensively analyzed, would, I believe, reveal further 
correspondences between the arguments made by the Visitor and those found elsewhere in the corpus. 
49 See, Cratylus, 396c2 and 401b8; Statesman, 299b7. 
50 See, Phaedo, 99d1; Statesman, 300c2; Philebus, 19c2-3. 
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and those of Plato.  It surely does not seem to be the case that the Visitor simply is a character 

introduced by Plato to condemn Socrates, nor was he designed expressly to show up the flaws in 

Socrates' thought.  While we should leave open the possibility that the Visitor may be Plato's 

portrait of a representative of the Academy, the evidence is such that we may plausibly accept the 

Elean Visitor as representing Plato himself. 

 

Education, Law, Regime-types, and Politikē Epistēmē 

     In this section I shall examine several aspects of the Statesman that are directly related to the 

dialogue's political philosophy.  Although not all of these aspects are fully discussed by the 

Visitor and Young Socrates, nevertheless, they play a significant role in Plato's late-period 

political thought in general.  Since I regard the Statesman as the pivotal work between Plato's 

early- and middle-period political thought, an analysis of the way in which certain concepts and 

themes are treated in the Statesman should be able to show not only how they function in this 

work, but an analysis also should attempt to reveal the relationships of these aspects to both the 

earlier dialogues and to those written afterward.   

1. Education 

     The Statesman is nearly silent on the subject of education.  We can in a certain sense regard 

the entire dialogue as the education of Young Socrates, as well as its readers, in the correct 

practice of dialectical reasoning.51  This is not, however, what I mean by the claim that there is a 

lack of discussion concerning education.  What I do mean is that there is no mention in the 

Statesman as to the manner in which both the expert in the art of statesmanship and the citizens 

under his authority are to educated.  We have seen in Chapter 4 that in early-period works such as 

                                                        
51 Or, if we accept Miller's interpretation that there is a performative dimension to the Statesman, we can view the work 
as a pedagogical demonstration by some members of the Academy for the sake of instructing their fellow students. 
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the Laches and the Protagoras, Plato was greatly concerned with the role of education, even if no 

comprehensive educational plan was worked out.  It was also shown that in the Republic a full 

course of education was developed as the prerequisite for being able to live well.  Given the 

importance attached by Plato to education in these works, it is surprising that it is not taken up in 

the Statesman. 

     The Visitor does, however, briefly mention the function of "educators and tutors" (paideutai`" 

kai; trofeu`sin).52  The art of kingship (hJ basilkh;) will not allow the educators, who are subject to 

law (kata; novmon), to do anything contrary to their role of trying to bring about the appropriate 

mixture in the characters of their pupils; "they are exhorted to teach only these things" (tau`ta de; 

movna parakeleuvesqai paideuvein).53  While education in respect to courage and sōphrosunē 

appears to be the central task of educators and the primary goal of education, there is no 

substantial examination of how this molding of character is to be accomplished.54  Klosko 

comments: "Plato's discussion is not only brief but it is also dominated by the metaphor of 

weaving, so it is not entirely clear how this programme [sic] of education is to work."55  In view 

of Plato's other discussions of education, the one in the Statesman is relatively inadequate.56   

                                                        
52 Statesman, 308e5. 
53 Statesman, 308e4-9. 
54 The passage does set down remedies for those whose natures are incapable of being made moderate.  The polis deals 
with the worst cases "by death, or sending them into exile, or by punishing them with the severest punishments" 
(qanavtoi" te ejkbavllei kai; fugaì" kai; taì" megivstai" kolavzousa ajtimivai").  Those who are not incorrigible but who 
nevertheless  "wallow in ignorance and baseness are brought under the yoke into the class of slaves" (Tou;" de; ejn 
ajmaqiva/ te au\ kai; tapeinovthti pollh`/ kulindoumevnou" eij" to; douliko;n uJpozeuvgnusi gevno").  Statesman, 309a2-6. 
55 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 208.  Klosko goes on to note that the sort of education 
envisaged in the Statesman is one in which "the statesman will attempt to instill correct moral convictions." 
56 Cooper appears to think that Visitor's brief comments on education are sufficient.  By linking together the notion of 
weaving with education, Cooper argues that education should be regarded as the blending of excessive or deficient 
character traits into a moderate disposition which "is the result of the educator's expertise, exercised under the control 
and direction of the expert statesman, who of course oversees all the 'weaving' that goes on in his city by establishing 
each sort of weaving's particular objects in relation to the overall project."  This reading does accord with the meaning 
of the text, but it does not seem to recognize what the text does not mention, namely, how this process of education is 
to be accomplished.  Furthermore, it is not at all clear that the both the statesman and the educator are identical to the 
weaver; weaving is perhaps better regarded as an analogy for the types of tasks undertaken by the statesman and 
educator.  All three functions, weaving, statesmanship, and education, do indeed blend together disparate things, but 
they also require expert knowledge of their particular function.  The Visitor does not address this point in respect to 
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     I would like to suggest one way in which the lack of a discussion of education, broadly 

construed, in the Statesman may be understood.  If we regard this dialogue as occupying an 

intermediate position between the early- and middle-period works and the Laws, then there is a 

plausible explanation for why Plato chose not to offer a full discussion about education in the 

Statesman.  There is a sense that at the time the Statesman was composed Plato may still have 

been tied to the idea of a philosopher-king.  This idea is reflected both in the function of the 

statesman and in the language used to describe his art.   

     The Visitor refers to the statesman as practicing either the "art of statesmanship" (politikhv) or 

the "kingly art" (basilikhv) without any apparent distinction between these two expressions.57  The 

expert in the art of statesmanship may, after all, be seen as a more modest and practicable version 

of the philosopher-king. While education in the limited sense of being made moderate is indeed 

part of the Visitor's argument, a central component of the Statesman's  political thought is on the 

need for an expert in the art of statesmanship.  That is to say, both individuals and political 

communities are best governed by one who possesses politikē epistēmē.  It is not until we reach 

the Laws that we encounter the notion that a combination of law and properly educated citizens, 

both male and female, is sufficient to ensure good government.  Since the Statesman still adheres 

to the notion that expert knowledge is required for good political rule, perhaps it  is not odd that 

the Visitor does not present a comprehensive educational plan.  The basic idea that the Visitor is 

attempting to convey is that as long as the citizens are educated in respect to being moderate, and 

as long as there is someone with the requisite politikē epistēmē to rule over them, then the polis 

will be governed well and its citizens will live sufficiently good lives.  By the time Plato came to 
                                                                                                                                                                     
educators. It is insufficient to claim, as Cooper does, that under the directive knowledge of the statesman, educators 
weave together opposing character traits in individuals.  What is missing in Cooper's analysis is a determination of the  
nature of an educator's expert knowledge, how he obtains it, and in what manner does he go about instructing his 
pupils.  Cooper, "Plato's Statesman and Politics," 183. 
57 That the "kingly art" and the "art of the statesman" are identical may suggest a close connection between the 
philosopher-king and the statesman.  I translate basilikhv as the "kingly art" throughout this study. 
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compose the Laws, it appears to be the case that a far more comprehensive treatment of education 

is required because Plato no longer holds the view that a single ruler possessing politikē epistēmē  

is a fundamental prerequisite for good political practice.58  In effect, the educational program set 

out in the Laws embraces the possibility that through education and the rule of law a greater 

number individuals will be able to live politically and morally responsible lives without the need 

to be directed by an expert in the art of statesmanship. 

2. The rule of law 

     We have previously examined the role of law in the early and middle dialogues.  With the 

exception of the Crito's concept of legal obligation and the few mentions of law in the Republic, 

Plato does not offer any discussion of law and its place in the polis.  The discussion of political 

rule with or in the absence of law in the Statesman is Plato's first attempt to analyze the relation 

of law in general to the requirements of politics.  The examination of law is framed by the 

Visitor's analysis of regimes-types and what ought to be considered as the best form of political 

arrangement.  The result of the first part of the inquiry concerning regime-types is that the best 

regime-type is "the one in which a person would find that the rulers truly possess knowledge, and 

not one in which they merely seem to do so, whether they rule without laws or without laws" (ejn 

h|/ ti" a]n euJrivskoi tou;" a[rconta" ajlhqẁ" ejpisthvmona" kai; ouj dokou`nta" movnon, ejavnte kata; 

novmou" ejavnte a[neu novmwn a[rcwsi).59  The conclusion reached by the Visitor concerning the best 

type of constitutional organization allows him to introduce the subsequent discussion about the 

rule of law. 

     The Visitor begins by examining the possibility of there being political rule without law.  

Since legislation is a function of the king, that is, of the person who possesses politikē epistēmē to 

                                                        
58 I shall discuss the importance of education in the Laws in Chapter 9. 
59 Statesman, 293c6-9. 
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govern correctly, "the best thing is not that the laws, but that the man who is kingly and endowed 

with wisdom be powerful" (to; d j a[riston ouj tou;" novmou" ejsti;n ijscuvein ajll j a[ndra to;n meta; 

fronhvsew" basilikovn).60  In other words, law is unnecessary when the polis is governed by a ruler 

who possesses expert knowledge.  The argument is similar to the one made in the Republic, 

where Socrates maintains that legislation is not required for education which is conducted in 

accordance with lawful convention, nor is there a need to establish laws to regulate certain 

activities such as market transactions.61  

     After the Visitor has claimed that the ruler who possesses politikē epistēmē should rule 

without laws but by means of his wisdom (fronhvsew"), he continues the discussion by pointing 

out the limitations of law.62  The Visitor argues that laws are too generalized to be applied to 

individual cases.  The continually changing differences in human beings, their circumstances, and 

their actions "does not allow any expertise whatsoever to declare a simple judgment in anything 

that is concerned with all cases and will last for all time" (oujde;n ejẁsin aJplou`n ejn oujdeni; peri; 

aJpavntwn kai; ejpi; pavnta to;n crovnon ajpofaivnesqai tevcnhn oujd j hJntinou`n).63  Law is like a person 

who gives orders that must be carried out as prescribed and who cannot be questioned, even if 

what he has commanded brings about a result contrary to what was intended. 

                                                        
60 Statesman, 294a7-8. 
61 See, Republic, 425b7-e2.  Klosko claims that the Visitor's argument is different from the one given in the Republic: 
"In the Republic, Plato argues that laws are useless: in a good state they are unnecessary."  I think that this claim is 
incorrect.  In the Republic, the term employed by Plato in respect to legislating about such things is eu[hqe", which 
means silly, simple-minded, or foolish; it does not mean "useless".  Although it is possible to infer that something silly 
may be useless, there is a distinction between something that is useless and something that is silly.  The former term 
means that something serves no purpose, or that it cannot produce good results; the latter term means absurd, 
ridiculous, fatuous, or lacking in good judgment.  Something that serves no purpose is best considered as something 
that is unnecessary rather than as something that is useless.  Given the fact that in the Republic it is reason that enables 
us to understand how to conduct these matters correctly, and in the Statesman it is the knowledge of ruling that permits 
the expert in the art of statesmanship to dispense with the need for written laws, it is plausible to conclude that in both 
cases laws are unnecessary.  The two arguments are similar because it is either the use of reason or expert knowledge 
that makes laws unnecessary.  The difference between them which Klosko claims cannot be maintained.  Klosko, The 
Development of Plato's Political Theory, 204. 
62 See, Statesman, 294a10-295b5. 
63 Statesman 294b4-6. 
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     Since there are limitations to what law is able to accomplish, the Visitor and Young Socrates 

need to examine "Why, then, it is ever necessary to make laws" (ti; dhv pot j ou\n ajnagkai`on 

nomoqetei`n).64  There are two principal points which the Visitor discusses.  The first concerns the 

impossibility of legislating for particular cases.  Arguing from the analogy of expert trainers (tẁn 

tevcnh/ gumnazovntwn), the Visitor concludes that, just as it is impossible for one possessing 

expertise in gymnastics to arrange physical training on an individual basis, it is also impossible to 

prescribe appropriate laws accurately for individuals.65  Instead, the statesman will enact laws 

according to a standard of what best suits the majority of people and for the majority of cases, 

"legislating by means of ancestral custom" (patrivoi" de; e[qesi nomoqetẁn) .66  No statesman would 

be capable of attending to each person throughout his entire life for the sake of prescribing what 

is appropriate. 

     The second point concerns the question of whether or not laws, both written and unwritten, 

just like medical prescriptions or the needs of physical training, should be changed as 

circumstances require.67  It would be impossible for a legislator to anticipate all possible future 

contingencies.  The Visitor argues that if a physician or trainer, who was intending to be absent 

for a period of time and who had left instructions before his departure, returned unexpectedly to 

discover that his prescriptions were no longer effective, he would change them to something more 

suitable for the new circumstances.  It should also be the case, then, that laws should be changed 

"if someone recognizes that there are better laws contrary to those that had been established 

previously" (ei[ ti" gignwvskei para; tou;" tẁn e[mprosqen beltivou" novmou").68  This change is to be 

effected by persuading the people to adopt the better laws.  There is, however, the case in which 

                                                        
64 Statesman, 294c10. 
65 See, Statesman, 294d4-295a3. 
66 Statesman 295a5-9 
67 This somewhat lengthy discussion is carried out at Statesman, 295b10-301a4.   
68 Statesman, 296a8-9. 
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coercion rather than persuasion is employed to bring about change.  Yet, since coercion is 

contrary to persuasion and the expertise of the statesman, it is "shameful, bad, and unjust" (to; 

aijscro;n kai; kako;n kai; a[dikon).69  Something that is forced on the citizens is not to their benefit; 

that which is in the interests of the governed "is the truest criterion of correct administration of a 

polis" (to;n o{ron ei\nai tovn ge ajlhqinwvtaton ojrqh`" povlew" dioikhvsew"); it is the criterion by which 

the wise statesman will govern.70  By holding the benefit, or interest, of the governed as the prime 

consideration, "a regime would be correct if it resulted from those who are able to rule in this 

way, that is, by providing the strength of their expertise as more powerful than the laws" (para; 

tẁn ou{tw" a[rcein dunamevnwn ojrqh; givgnoit j a]n politeiva, th;n th`" tevcnh" rJwvmhn tẁn novmwn 

parecomevnwn kreivttw).71  To state this another way, expert knowledge is more beneficial to the 

polis and it members than written or unwritten laws, as long as it is directed toward the interests 

of the governed.  If this sort of situation can be instantiated, then the best type of constitutional 

arrangement would be established; a regime which was governed not by law, but by someone 

possessing politikē epistēmē. 

     The Visitor next discusses under what circumstances are laws necessary.  He argues that the 

mass of people (plh`qo") can never have the expertise to govern themselves well; it is only in the 

correct regime-type that this can be accomplished.  The Visitor refers to the standard underlying 

this regime as his "first" (prẁtovn).72  Yet, since there are poleis in which the people do govern 

themselves, laws are necessary for this sort of regime.  The standard behind this regime-type is 

the second (deuvteron).  This second standard states: "No one in the polis should dare to do 

                                                        
69 Statesman, 296c6-7. 
70 Statesman, 296e2-4. 
71 Statesman, 297a3-5. 
72 See, Statesman, 297d5-e6.  Although the word standard is not explicitly used in the text, it seems reasonable to infer 
from his remarks that the governing by means of expert knowledge without written or unwritten laws is the standard in 
which the best regime is grounded.  A regime in which the citizens are subject to the rule of law is the standard for the 
second-best form of government. 
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anything contrary to the laws, and the person who dares to do so is to be punished with death and 

every extreme punishment" (To; para; tou;" novmou" mhde;n mhdevna tolma`n poiei`n tẁn ejn th`/ povlei, 

to;n tolmẁnta de; qanavtw/ zhmiou`sqai kai; pa`si toi`" ejscavtoi".)73  Employing the analogies of 

pilots and physicians, the Visitor demonstrates the manner in which a law-governed regime 

functions.74  Hypothetically, what would result if the noble (gennai`on) pilot or physician were 

thought to be doing the  most terrible things (deinovtata), rather than those things which preserve 

us?  In other words, what if the people on account of their ignorance came to believe that the 

sometimes painful courses of action which a pilot or physician must resort to in order to save a 

ship or a patient were wrongly considered to cause harm rather than good?  The people would 

replace them, substituting their own ignorance in place of expert knowledge.  Non-experts would 

establish written rules governing the practice of these and all other arts.  In a reductio ad 

absurdum, the Visitor argues that there will be laws against inquiring or speculating on these arts, 

and if anyone demonstrates some expertise about them he will be regarded, not as an expert, but 

as a "stargazer, some kind of babbling sophist" (metewrolovgon ajdolevschn tina; sofisthvn).75  

Finally, if anyone is found to being doing this, he may be indicted for "corrupting those who are 

younger than himself" (diafqeivronta a[llou" newtevrou"), and if he is found guilty of persuading 

anyone contrary to the law, "he is to be punished with the extreme penalty" (kolavzein toi`" 

ejscavtoi").76  Since everything is written down in the law, there is no possibility that anyone can 

be mistaken about what the laws stipulate.   

                                                        
73 Statesman, 297e1-3. 
74 See, Statesman, 298a1-299e10.  The tone of the argument strikes a rather discordant note.  There is a sense of 
maliciousness and parody in the Visitor's comments.  Yet, given Plato's harsh and negative views on what results when 
ignorance poses as knowledge, the severity of the Visitor's tone should perhaps come as no surprise.  
75 Statesman, 299b7-8.  The rarity of the word metewrolovgon is discussed in Appendix 4. 
76 Statesman, 299c2-5.  The allusion to Apology, 24b9 is unmistakable.  While it could be argued that this reference to 
Socrates and Socratic inquiry suggests a criticism of Socratic practice, it is more plausible, I think, given the tone of the 
argument, that any implied criticism is directed at the social customs and political institutions which put Socrates to 
death.  In a sense, Socrates supplies the model for the Visitor's argument. 
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     The laws were initially set down by those who lacked knowledge in relation to particular 

subjects.  Those who attempt to change them because they do possess knowledge must not be 

listened to and punished.  In effect, laws established in this manner perpetuate ignorance and lead 

to a badly-governed polis since they prohibit change if someone with expert knowledge is able to 

demonstrate that the laws are inadequate.  Young Socrates recognizes the problem that if the arts 

were practiced in accordance with these written rules and not on the basis of expert knowledge 

"all the arts would be completely destroyed" (pa`saiv te aiJ tevcnai pantelẁ" a]n ajpovlointo).77  

Furthermore, because of the law prohibiting inquiry, the arts could never be restored, with the 

result that "life would come to be unlivable" (ajbivwto" givgnoit j a]n to; paravpan).78 

     The situation could be even worse.  The Visitor mentions the case in which written rules are 

ignored by those in office who themselves lack expert knowledge.79  It would be a greater evil if 

an ignorant ruler, acting for his personal advantage, ruled contrary to established law.  The Visitor 

concludes that if someone such as this were to act "contrary to the laws that were laid down on 

the basis of much experience, with some advisors having given advice on each subject with good 

intention, and with the majority having been persuaded to establish them" (Para; ... tou;" novmou" 

tou;" ejk peivra" pollh`" keimevnou", kai; tinwn sumbouvlwn e{kasta carievntw" sumbouleusavntwn kai; 

peisavntwn qevsqai to; plh`qo"), then, even more so than in the case in which laws set down by non-

experts and which cannot be inquired into and changed destroy the arts, rule by a non-expert who 

ignores the laws would be an even "greater evil" (mei`zon kakovn).80  It is important to recognize 

that in this passage, the Visitor has significantly altered two premises of the argument.  The first 

premise is that legislation is to be set down by those who do not possess expert knowledge about 
                                                        
77 Statesman, 299e6-7.  As previously noted, this remark is one of the few insightful comments made by Young 
Socrates in the course of the dialogue. 
78 Statesman, 299e6-10.  It appears that Young Socrates' comment refers to Socrates' belief , stated at Apology, 38a5-6, 
that "the unexamined life is not worth living" (oJ de; ajnexevtasto" bivo" ouj biwto;"). 
79 See, Statesman, 300a1-b6. 
80 Statesman, 300b1-6. 
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the subject for which they are legislating.  Yet, the conclusion of the argument is not entailed by 

this premise.  Instead, the Visitor concludes that at least some of the laws are established by those 

who have much experience concerning the subject.81  That is to say, legislation is to be presented 

for consideration on the basis of some sort of knowledge or experience; it is not to be proposed by 

those who are lacking expertise.  The second premise is that force, rather than persuasion, will be 

employed to get the majority to pass the legislation.82  But, once again, the conclusion does not 

follow from this premise; the laws are adopted by the majority on the basis of persuasion, not 

force. 

     The reason for changing these two premises is clear.  The conclusion of the argument leads the 

Visitor to posit the second-best (deuvtero" plou`") way of governing.  The best way is rule without 

written or unwritten law by the expert in the art of statesmanship.  The second-best way is rule by 

law, but this second-best way is not without problems.  The Visitor asks:  "Would not what was 

written by those who know as far as possible be imitations of the truth of each thing?" (Oujkou`n 

mimhvmata me;n a]n eJkavstwn tau`ta ei[h th`" ajlhqeiva", ta; para; tẁn eijdovtwn eij" duvnamin ei\nai 

gegrammevna;).83  It is necessary that "for those who set down laws and written rules about 

anything whatsoever is never to permit either the individual or the majority to do anything 
                                                        
81 See, Statesman, 298b7-d5 and 300b1-6. 
82 While this is not explicitly stated, in light of the Visitor's discussion of the difference between persuasion and force 
which introduces the argument, we can reasonably infer that the laws in the main body of the argument are not passed 
on the basis of persuasion, rather, they are adopted under compulsion.  See, Statesman, 296b1-d5. 
83 Statesman, 300c5-7.  The Visitor's claim that laws established by those who know something about what the subjects 
for which they are legislating are imitations raises an interesting question.  What is the relationship this sort of imitative 
law and the second-best way of governing?  It appears that the Visitor continues to maintain that only the knowledge 
possessed by the expert in the art of statesmanship is able to govern in respect to what is true.  Rowe has made an 
intriguing argument that attempts to demonstrate that the Visitor's question is not "an endorsement of laws per se, … 
but rather a reference to an ideal set of laws."  It is Rowe's view that "what these 'imitations' of the truth' will be are 
laws that are as good as any laws could possibly be, not just any laws."  In other words, Rowe argues that although it is 
difficult to acquire knowledge, knowledge is the only means by which the correct, or ideal, form of political 
organization is possible.  Good "imitations of the truth", however, "allows for the possibility, and the validity, of our 
attempting to approximate to the truth – of 'imitating' it."  This sense of approximating the truth is what Rowe believes 
that Visitor is aiming at in this passage; it allows for non-ideal regime-types to have the chance of being governed well.  
Rowe also thinks that what the Visitor argues in respect to the imitation of the truth "is what permits the writing of the 
Laws,"  Christopher Rowe, "The Treatment of Non-Ideal Constitutions in the Politicus: Further Considerations," 
Journal of the International Plato Society, 5 (2005).  Available: www.nd.edu/~plato/plato/5issue/contents5.htm. 
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contrary to these laws" (toi`" peri; oJtouou`n novmou" kai; suggravmmata tiqemevnoi" ... to; para; tau`ta 

mhvte e{na mhvte plh`qo" mhde;n mhdevpote eja`n dra`n mhd j oJtiou`n).84  If the Visitor did not change the 

premises regarding who should legislate and in what manner laws should be passed, then the 

second-best method, as given by the Visitor, would not follow from the conclusion in the form 

that it does.  Rather, if the second-best method was entailed by the original premises, then the 

conclusion would result in a situation in which the rule of law was one in which legislation was 

proposed by non-experts by means of force or compulsion.  This would hardly be an acceptable 

second-best way of governing, and undoubtedly this sort of rule of law would lead to a very 

incorrect form of government. 

     At the end of the Visitor's examination of law, we are left with two possibilities for good 

government. The first possibility, or best way, describes the situation in which the political 

community is governed without written or unwritten laws by the person who possesses politikē 

epistēmē.  The second possibility, or second-best way, is the type of political rule in which laws, 

initially established by those who possess at least some degree of expertise in the subjects for 

which they are legislating and which cannot be changed by the people, rule the polis.85  Those 

who legislate for this type of regime imitate the laws of the expert in the art of statesmanship.  

They appear to be able to approximate the truth possessed by the true statesman.  These regime-

types have a possibility of succeeding.  In contrast, if legislation is established by those who do 

not possess any sort of knowledge, then the regimes for which they legislate are incorrect 

constitutional forms.  Rowe comments: "the non-constitutions simply fail to do what 

                                                        
84 Statesman, 300c1-3. 
85 Klosko distinguishes four  possibilities: (1) rule without law by those who possesses expert knowledge of the art of 
statesmanship; (2) rule by law that is laid down by those who possess knowledge of the subjects for which they are 
legislating; (3) rule by law that has been established by those who do not possess any expertise; (4) rule in which the 
laws are disregarded by a ruler who himself lacks knowledge of statesmanship.  While Klosko's distinction is correct,  
only possibilities (1) and (2) are the basis on which good government may be practiced.  See, Klosko, The Development 
of Plato's Political Theory, 212. 
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constitutions, qua constitutions, are supposed to do … look after the true interests of the citizens 

as a whole. … [the reason they fail is that they] are based on ignorance."86   The discussion in the 

Statesman concerning law is an advance on Plato's treatment of this topic in the early- and 

middle-period dialogues.  The limited treatments of law in the Crito and the Republic are being 

replaced by a wider consideration of the relation between law in general and political rule.  While 

the possibility of rule without law is important for the Statesman's political theory, it is arguable 

that the second-best way is even more significant for Plato's late-period political philosophy.  The 

notion of the rule of law will become the foundation for the political thought of the Laws. 

3.  Regime-types 

     The Visitor's discussion of law is bracketed by an examination of regime-types.  For the 

purpose of this study, the most salient point of the Visitor's investigation is the relation between 

regime-type and knowledge.87  The fundamental idea which the Visitor is attempting to convey is 

that there is a correspondence between the form of political organization and knowledge.  He 

begins by mentioning three recognized regime-types: monarchy (monarciva); rule by a few (th;n 

uJpo; tẁn ojlivgwn dunasteivan); rule by the many, which is called democracy (dhmokrativa).88  Based 

                                                        
86 Rowe, "The Treatment of Non-Ideal Constitutions in the Politicus." 
87 There are other important aspects of the discussion of regime-types which have been explored by commentators.  
Mara emphasizes the difference between the classification of regimes in the Statesman and the Republic.  He views 
these differences as reflecting "the differing perspectives of the characters who present them."  Mara argues that since 
these two dialogues offer "very different conceptions of virtue and two correspondingly different accounts of the best 
city, … the classification of regimes in the Republic and the Statesman present two different interpretations on the 
relationship between the common (political) and most private (philosophical) dimensions of human nature."  Mara, 
"Constitutions, Virtue & Philosophy in Plato's Statesman and Republic, 357, 364, and 374.  Griswold sees the 
classification of regime-types as supporting the notion that democracy is a mean between the extremes of monarchy 
and tyranny.  This arrangement leads him to argue and conclude: "[T]he Statesman points us to a proposition not 
normally associated with Platonic political philosophy: politikē epistēmē and the virtues will best flourish in the context 
of a democracy ruled by law.  Charles L. Griswold, "Politikē Epistēmē in Plato's Statesman," in Essays in Ancient 
Greek Philosophy III, ed. John P. Anton and Anthony Preus (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1989), 
161-162.  Roochnik, too, attempts to show that Plato is advocating democracy as the best regime-type in particular 
circumstances.  Grounding his interpretation in the notion of "residual ambiguity", Roochnik concludes: "By its end 
[that is, at the conclusion of the Statesman] we be forced to concede that however ambiguous 'democracy,' both the 
word and the regime, really is, it is probably the best regime we will come up with while living in the Age of Zeus."  
Roochnik, "Residual Ambiguity in Plato's Statesman," 13. 
88 See, Statesman, 291d1-8. 
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on the notions of force and consent, poverty and wealth, and law and lawlessness, the first two 

forms of regime can be further divided; monarchy, or sole rule, into tyrannical and kingly forms; 

rule by the few into aristocracy and oligarchy.  Even though there are two forms of democracy as 

well, one in which law and consent governs, another in which force and lawlessness prevails, they 

are generally referred to by the same name.89  The result of this diairesis of regime-types is that 

there are six forms of political organization, although only five have their own names. The 

organization of regime-types articulated by the Visitor can be tabulated as follows: 

 

 Lawful Regimes Lawless Regimes 

Rule by one person Monarchy Tyranny 

Rule by a few persons Aristocracy Oligarchy 

Rule by many Democracy Democracy 

 

Table 3 

 

     Since the criterion for good government is knowledge of the art of statesmanship, the question 

the Visitor and Young Socrates must consider is: "in which of these does knowledge concerning 

the rule of human beings happen to occur" (ejn tivni pote; touvtwn ejpisthvmh sumbaivnei givgnesqai 

peri; ajnqrwvpwn ajrch`").90  Straightaway, democracy is eliminated; it is not possible for the many, 

even a relatively small number such as fifty, to possess expert knowledge of statesmanship.  

Apparently for the same reason, both aristocracy and oligarchy are ruled out.  The Visitor never 

                                                        
89 See, Statesman, 291e2-292a9. 
90Statesman, 292d2-4.   It is well to recall that the discussion of regime-types is important for the diairesis of the 
statesman.  The Visitor must separate out those who pretend to practice statesmanship but who do not possess the 
politikē epistēmē to be regarded as true statesmen. 
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quite discusses these two regime-types, rather he concludes that "we must seek the correct rule in 

respect to some one, two, or at most a few persons, when it is correct" (th;n me;n ojrqh;n ajrch;n peri; 

e{na tina; kai; duvo kai; pantavpasin ojlivgou" dei` zhtei`n, o{tan ojrqh; givgnhtai).91  Regardless of 

whether the rulers govern with law or without, or over willing or unwilling subjects, or whether 

they are poor or wealthy, the only correct regime-type is "the one in which someone might find 

rulers who truly possess knowledge, and not one in which they merely seem to do so" (ejn h|/ ti" 

a]n euJrivskoi tou;" a[rconta" ajlhqẁ" ejpisthvmona" kai; ouj dokou`nta" movnon).92  All the remaining 

regime-types are "not genuine" (ouj gnhsiva"), rather they are "imitations of this one" (memimhmevna" 

tauvthn).93  Even the law-abiding regime-types are imitations; there is only one correct form of 

constitutional organization – rule without law by the person who possesses expert knowledge. 

     When Young Socrates remarks that this sort of rule would be very difficult to accept, the 

Visitor enters into his discussion of law, and after law has been examined, the conversation 

returns to the topic of expert knowledge in relation to regime-types.  The discussion about law 

was necessary to establish the concept that the best regime is the one in which the statesman 

rules.  The Visitor reiterates the point that the expert in the art of statesmanship would govern in 

accordance with his expert knowledge, acting contrary to even those laws set down by him 

"whenever it seems better to him" (oJpovtan a[ll j aujtẁ/ beltivw dovxh/).94   Yet, there is the 

possibility that an individual or a group of individuals who do not possess politikē epistēmē may 

do the same thing, that is, they may act contrary to the law "because it is better otherwise" (wJ" 

bevltion e{teron o[n).95  In this case, the Visitor argues that those who attempt to act contrary to the 

laws without expert knowledge "would be attempting to imitate what is true, but would imitate it 

                                                        
91 Statesman, 293a3-4. 
92 Statesman, 293c6-8. 
93 Statesman, 293e3-4. 
94 Statesman, 300c11-d1. 
95 Statesman, 300d6. 
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altogether badly" (mimei`sqai me;n a]n ejpiceiroi`en to; ajlhqev", mimoi`nt j a]n mevntoi pagkavkw").96  

The Visitor asks what about the case in which they were able to act contrary to the laws on the 

basis of expert knowledge, would "this no longer be imitation but that very same thing that is 

most true?" (tou`to oujk e[stin e[ti mivmhma ajll j aujto to; ajlhqevstaton ejkei`no;).97  Young Socrates 

agrees.   

     By considering this last case, the Visitor appears to have placed himself in a difficult position.  

He attempts to resolve this difficulty by arguing that it previously was agreed that "no large group 

of people is able to acquire to any expertise whatsoever" (mhde;n plh`qo" mhd j hJntinou`n labei`n 

dunato;n ei\nai tevcnhn).98  There are two main reasons why the Visitor's response is flawed.  First, 

the Visitor alters the number of people connoted by the word plh`qo".  In the passage at 292e 

where he and Young Socrates had agreed that the plh`qo" could never possess expert knowledge, 

it is clear that plh`qo" refers to the majority, or the masses, in a democracy.  In the passage at 

300e, plh`qo" surely does not refer to a majority, rather it strongly suggests a relatively limited 

number of individuals.  Additionally, there is no indication that in this latter passage the Visitor is 

making reference to any particular sort of regime-type.  He is making a general claim.  These 

distinctions are significant in that the Visitor's response to the case in which there may be some 

experts who could change the laws makes use of an argument, taken from a completely different 

context, which does not apply to the terms of his claim.  Second, the Visitor's reply is faulty in 

that he never considers the possibility that a limited number of citizens could, in fact, posses the 

expert knowledge needed to amend the laws.  Rowe comments: "…on the face of it, large-ish 

numbers of people can acquire some kinds of expertise (farming, weaving, and so on)."99  While 

                                                        
96 Statesman, 300d10-e1. 
97 Statesman, 300e1-2. 
98 Statesman, 300e5.  The agreement on this point was reached at Statesman, 292e1-293a1. 
99 Rowe, Plato: Statesman, 231.   
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it is undoubtedly correct to suppose that politikē epistēmē is very difficult to acquire, it does not 

seem to be the case that expertise in a more modest technē is comparably hard to attain.100  

Throughout the dialogues, Plato has repeatedly connected the knowledge of particular technai 

with the ability to carry out the functions of these technai.  For example, one could not be a 

physician if one did not possess expertise in the art of medicine.  It is not implausible to suggest, 

then, that in any polis there would be present those who possess expert knowledge of their 

particular technai, and these individuals, if called upon, would be able to offer ideas for changing 

the laws that were related to their particular technē.  By ignoring this possibility, the Visitor 

believes that he is more securely establishing his claim that the second-best form of government 

is the one in which there is rule by laws which cannot be altered.  It is arguable that if he had 

seriously considered the possibility that the second-best regime-type is one in which there is rule 

by laws which can be changed by those possessing particular sorts of expertise, rather than 

responding to this possibility with a flawed argument, then the appearance of this second-best 

regime-type would look considerably different.  Although in the Statesman this possibility is 

never considered, it does seem to be the case that in the Laws we encounter a form of government 

which more closely resembles the second-best regime-type which the Visitor neglects to consider 

in the Statesman. 

     The Visitor concludes this portion of the discussion by reasserting that "neither the group of 

those who are wealthy nor the people altogether" (to; tẁn plousivwn plh`qo" kai; oJ suvmpa" dh`mo") 

are able to possess the expert knowledge of statesmanship.101  At best, the regime-type that is 

                                                        
100 Rowe also notes that the principal point on which the Visitor and Young Socrates had agreed was that 
"statesmanship was a peculiarly difficult form of expertise to acquire (292d-e) – though there are evidently other lesser 
forms which are also difficult (like petteia)."  Ibid., 231-232. 
101 Statesman, 300e7-9.  Note how the Visitor abruptly introduces the term "wealthy" into the discussion.  Nothing in 
the passage we have just examined suggests that the expression mhde;n plh`qo" includes a reference to the wealthy.  
Once again, the Visitor is guilty of changing the terms of his argument while in the middle of it.  In this case, it appears 
that he qualifies plh`qo" for the sake of his claim that when the wealthy imitate the best regime-type it is called an 
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second-best will be as far as possible (eij" duvnamin) a good imitation of "that true regime-type of 

the one person ruling with expertise" (ejkeivnhn th;n tou` eJno;" meta; tevcnh" a[rconto" politeivan).102  

The result of this discussion is that all five regime-types are reducible to one in the sense that all 

lack expert knowledge of the art of statesmanship.103  The tyrant and the king, as well as 

oligarchy, aristocracy, and both types of democracy come to be because the people cannot accept 

the idea that there can be the sort of statesman who "is willing and able to rule with virtue and 

knowledge, correctly dispensing to all what is just and right" (ejqevlein kai; dunato;n ei\nai met j 

ajreth`" kai; ejpisthvmh" a[rconta ta; divkaia kai; o{sia dianevmein ojrqẁ" pa`sin).104  So, unless there 

comes to be a ruler who possesses politikē epistēmē, rule by law is indeed the best alternative.   

     Although it is surprising that these second-best regime-types can survive without being 

governed by an expert, the correct question to ask is this: "Which, then, of these incorrect regime-

types is the least difficult to live with … and which is the heaviest to bear?" (Tiv" ou\n dh; tẁn oujk 

ojrqẁn politeiẁn touvtwn h{kista caleph; suzh`n ... kai; tiv" barutavth;).105  The Visitor once again 

divides forms of constitutional organization into seven types; the six that are arranged in Table 3, 

and a seventh – the correct one.  The Visitor arranges the regime-types in descending order from 

the best to the worst in order to indicate clearly that they are not to be confused with the regime-

type governed by the expert in the art of statesmanship.106  If we are to know who the true 

                                                                                                                                                                     
aristocracy, but when the wealthy ignore the laws we refer to it as an oligarchy.  Since this claim does not strictly 
follow from the Visitor's previous statements, it was necessary for him bring in the qualification of the wealthy.  Even 
so, it is debatable that the terms aristocracy and oligarchy defines the sort of regime-types the Visitor has in mind.  See, 
Statesman, 301a5-8. 
102 Statesman, 301a1-2. 
103 See, Statesman, 301b5-8. 
104 Statesman, 301c11-d2. 
105 Statesman, 302b5-7. 
106 See, Statesman, 302c8-303c5.  In descending order the regime-types are: monarchy, aristocracy, lawful democracy, 
lawless democracy, oligarchy, tyranny.  Democracy occupies an interesting position.  The Visitor considers it to be the 
worst of the lawful regimes, but the best of those which are lawless.  This has led some scholars, such as Roochnik, to 
argue that lawful democracy may prove to be the best regime-type that is possible in practice.  While it is possible to 
make this inference, this sort of view seems to miss the larger point that the Visitor is attempting to make, namely, that 
none of these regime-types, lawful democracy included, is a correct form of constitutional organization. 
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statesman is and over what sort of regime-type he governs, then it is necessary to separate out 

those regime-types that might be erroneously taken for the one in which the expert in the art of 

statesmanship actually belongs.  This second diairesis of regime-types concludes this part of the 

discussion. The Visitor resumes the inquiry concerning the statesman.107 

4. Politikē Epistēmē 

     Both the discussion of law and the examination of regime-types are necessary for establishing 

the claim that the true statesman needs expert knowledge, or politikē epistēmē, in order to govern.  

A regime-type, in its lawful form, that lacks the true statesman at its helm is one that can only 

imitate the correct regime-type.  In other words, in order for there to be a correct form of 

constitutional organization there must also be a ruler who possesses politikē epistēmē.108  The 

purpose of this section is to examine what sort of expert knowledge this is and to what it is 

related, before turning in the final part of this chapter to discuss how it is applied by the statesman 

in practice. 

     Through the employment of the method of division, the Visitor determines what constitutes 

expert knowledge in regard to statesmanship.  In the previous chapter I had discussed that in the 

final diairesis of the statesman, the Visitor removed certain technai that are associated with 

statesmanship, but which are not a part of statesmanship in its pure form: generalship 

(strathgiva), the art the of judging (dikastikhv), and the art of rhetoric (rJhtoreiva).109  These three 

technai, although they do exercise some sort of ruling function, are subordinate to the art of 

statesmanship.  Arguing from the analogy of the learning of music and other similar things, the 

                                                        
107 The search for the statesman was interrupted at 291c7. 
108 We may ask if there is an implicit criticism of Pericles and the Periclean style of  political leadership underlying the 
Visitor's requirement for politikē epistēmē.  Based on Plato's negative view of Pericles, it is reasonable to believe that 
Pericles did not possess the sort of politikē epistēmē needed to govern in accordance with the views set down in the 
Statesman.  For one of the stronger anti-Periclean views expressed in the dialogues, see, Gorgias, 515d6-516d5. 
109 See, Statesman, 303e10-304a1.  It should be noted that the art of rhetoric which is associated with statesmanship is 
of a particular kind: it is the sort of rhetoric which "persuades people about what is just" (peivqousa to; divkaion).  It is the 
type of rhetoric advocated by Socrates in the Gorgias. 



 266 

Visitor gets Young Socrates to agree that there is a type of knowledge that "controls all the other 

[kinds of knowledge] together" (a[rcein sumpasẁn tẁn a[llwn).110  In the case of learning, the 

knowledge that decides whether or not one should learn a particular subject controls the specific 

sorts of knowledge related to the learning of each subject.  In the case of the statesman, politikē 

epistēmē is the knowledge that controls those technai that are subordinate and akin to 

statesmanship and which have their own specific sorts of knowledge.  As music is a particular 

sort of learning, so, too, the functions of the general, the judge, and the orator are particular sorts 

of practical tasks.  In both cases, there is a controlling knowledge: "For what is really the kingly 

art [that is, statesmanship] must not itself perform practical tasks, rather it must control those who 

are able to perform them" (th;n ga;r o[ntw" ou\san basilikh;n oujk aujth;n dei` pravttein, ajll j a[rcein 

tẁn dunamevnwn pravttein).111  The expert knowledge of the art of statesmanship is a directive 

knowledge.  It is the knowledge that "controls all these functions, as well as the laws, and cares 

for everything altogether in the city" (Th;n de; pasẁn te touvtwn a[rcousan kai; tẁn novmwn kai; 

sumpavntwn tẁn kata; povlin ejpimeloumevnhn).112 

     It would appear from the Visitor's discussion that the possession of politikē epistēmē is the 

sole criterion by which the statesman is defined.  It also appears to be the sole criterion by which 

his authority over the polis is legitimized.  Cooper comments: "…knowledge in the relevant area, 

and the personal virtues that go along with that knowledge, are the sole valid criterion for 

legitimate access to political power at any level.  It is because, and only because, the expert 

statesman is expert at what it takes to make a human community happy that he is entitled to 

rule."113  In the absence of the statesman who possess politikē epistēmē, no political community 

                                                        
110 Statesman, 304c2. 
111 Statesman, 305d1-2. 
112 Statesman, 305e2-3. 
113 Cooper, "Plato's Statesman and Politics," 186. 
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could be regarded as possessing a correct form of constitutional organization.  It would merely be 

one, in its lawful form, that imitates by the rule of law the type which is governed by the true 

statesman. 

     Given the fundamental importance of politikē epistēmē, it is something of a surprise that the 

Visitor does not examine how one comes to possess this knowledge.  Although the Visitor does 

recognize that this sort of directive knowledge is "nearly the most difficult and the greatest to 

acquire" (scedo;n th`" calepwtavth" kai; megivsth" kthvsasqai), he simply assumes that such 

knowledge and such a person is possible.114  We unfortunately are given no hint about how this 

may come to be.  There is nothing in the text of the Statesman from which we can even infer how 

the true statesman is to be educated.  It does not seem reasonable to view the passage near the end 

of the dialogue which notes that a person who has the proper mixture of courage and moderation 

may be placed in charge of "a single office should there happen to be a need" (a]n eJno;" a[rconto" 

creiva sumbaivnh/) as referring to the true statesman.115  The person who has been educated in 

courage and sōphrosunē cannot be considered as identical to the statesman.  The correct amount 

of courage and moderation might be adequate for holding an office in the polis, but as the 

qualities required for the exercise of politikē epistēmē they appear to be insufficient.  The true 

statesman surely requires an education in many more areas than these.  Saunders is incorrect to 

argue: "The ideal ruler would in that case be one with politikē epistēmē  somehow based on a 

knowledge of relevant Forms."116 

                                                        
114 Statesman, 292d4-5. 
115 Statesman, 311a4-5. 
116 Saunders, "Plato's Later Political Thought," 466.  One could, of course, speculate that since the statesman seems to 
be related to the Republic's philosopher-kings, the educational program designed for the philosopher-kings would be 
similar to the one that is required for the statesman.  A potential major obstacle to accepting this interpretation is, in my 
view, the lack of any obvious reference to the Forms in the Statesman.  Despite Sayre's argument, in Metaphysics and 
Method in Plato's Statesman, that the classes divided by the Visitor are Forms, a position which is plausible but not 
compelling, there is no hint whatsoever that the statesman's directive knowledge is entailed by the apprehension of the 
Form of the Good as it is in the case of the Republic's philosopher-kings.  The problem of the education of the 
statesman is perhaps the sort of problem for which a solution may not be possible.   
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     Although we are not able to demonstrate the manner in which the statesman acquires politikē 

epistēmē, we are able to determine to some extent what his knowledge comprises.  Clearly, the 

knowledge of the statesman is directive, aimed not only at controlling the practical actions of 

those who are subordinate to him, but also at bringing about the conditions under which both 

individuals and the polis may live in harmony.  Yet, what must the statesman know in order to 

accomplish the tasks articulated in the Statesman's arguments?  I wish to suggest that it is 

necessary for the statesman to know what is in due measure.  Without knowledge of due measure, 

it would not be possible for the statesman to direct the actions of the general, judge, and orator, as 

well as to blend together the excessive or deficient character traits of the citizens.  To state this 

point another way: politikē epistēmē consists in part of knowing, and knowing how to achieve, to 

metrion. 

     Moreover, I believe that in a general sense the statesman's knowledge is knowing how and 

when to act in accordance with sōphrosunē.  I had argued in Chapter 3 that there is a connection 

between the Charmides' conception of sōphrosunē as the knowledge of knowledge and the sort of 

knowledge needed by the statesman.  Sōphrosunē  was regarded as the ability to arrive at correct 

behavior when measured against some standard.  This standard, to metrion, is set down in the 

Statesman, thereby linking sōphrosunē with to metrion.  In Chapter 4, I had argued that in the 

Republic the idea of "acting moderately" indicates that a person knows how to find a middle 

position between extremes.  "Acting moderately" is functionally equivalent to acting in 

accordance with due measure.  When these arguments are taken together, it seems reasonable to 

conclude that politikē epistēmē is in part comprised of the epistemological aspect of sōphrosunē, 

along with the practical aspect of acting with moderation, with the result that the statesman's 

knowledge is, in effect, knowing the interchangeable standards of what is in due measure, what is 

fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite, all of which are governed by 
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qualitative measurement.117  Without the knowledge of what is in due measure to guide him, the 

statesman will lack a fundamental component of the politikē epistēmē needed to direct the affairs 

and citizens of a political community.  Regardless of whatever other elements that make up the 

statesman's expert knowledge, it appears to be the case that understanding what is in due measure 

is perhaps the most important.  It remains to determine the manner in which the person who 

possesses politikē epistēmē utilizes due measure in his role as an expert in the art of 

statesmanship. 

 

Due Measure and the Politics of the Statesman 

     Before examining the relationship between due measure and the Statesman's political thought, 

it would be helpful to address the issue of the statesman's goal.  Simply stated, the statesman 

requires expert knowledge to make individuals and the political community good by directly 

involving himself in the affairs of the polis.  Rowe draws a useful contrast with the 

Euthydemus.118  In this dialogue, Socrates makes the distinction between acquiring knowledge 

and using knowledge.  "There does not seem to be any benefit in any other kind of knowledge … 

which knows how to make things, unless [it knows how] to use what it makes" (Oujdev ge, wJ" 

e[oike, th`" a[llh" ejpisthvmh" o[felo" givgnetai oujdevn ... h{ti" poiei`n ti ejpivstatai, crh`sqai de; mh; 

                                                        
117 It is important, I believe, to emphasize that what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, and 
what is requisite are interchangeable standards.  Politikē epistēmē is knowing how all these standards are related to one 
another.  It does not seem to be the case that one of them ought to be given greater significance that the others.  Lane is 
only partially correct by concentrating on what is timely (kairov"), a term which she treats in its temporal sense only.  
Her basic claim is that the political theory of the Statesman is a political ideal, "but one shaped by a crucial innovation: 
the perspective of time as the dynamic medium within which political conflict occurs."  For the statesman, ho kairos is 
a "claim of objective knowledge"; it is the knowledge of recognizing the opportune moment for action.  This is true to a 
certain extent.  The objective of knowledge of knowing when to act leaves unanswered the following question:  In what 
manner, for what purpose, and in relation to what does the statesman act?  This question can be answered more 
satisfactorily by regarding the statesman's knowledge as comprising what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is 
appropriately timely, and what is requisite, rather than by treating his knowledge solely in terms of ho kairos.  Melissa 
S. Lane, "A New Angle on Utopia: The Political Theory of the Statesman," in Reading the Statesman: Proceedings of 
the III Symposium Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 1995), 276. 
118 See, Christopher Rowe, "The Politicus and other Dialogues," in The Cambridge History of Greek and Roman 
Political Thought, ed. Christopher Rowe and Malcolm Schofield, 251-253. 
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w|/ a]n poihvsh/).119  These two different kinds of knowledge need to be combined into a single type 

of knowledge that both knows how to make and how to use what it makes.  Furthermore, Socrates 

notes that it was believed that "the art of the statesman and the kingly art were the same" (hJ 

politikh; kai; hJ basilikh; tevcnh hJ aujth; ei\nai).120  The art of statesmanship knows how to make 

use of what is under its control.121  Socrates then asks a fundamental question: "What about the 

kingly art?  When it governs everything that it controls, what does it produce?" (Tiv de; hJ basilikh; 

pavntwn a[rcousa w|n a[rcein; tiv ajpergavzetai;).122  It appears that the product of the expertise is 

something good, but what sort of good this is must be determined.  This determination presents a 

difficulty in that both Clinias and Socrates are in agreement that there is nothing good except 

some sort of knowledge.  The king, or statesman, does not benefit the citizens in the sense that 

their material goods increase, because the argument has established that these are not goods in 

themselves.  It seems to be the case, then, that the kingly art would have to benefit human beings 

by making them "wise and good" (sofou;" kai; ajgaqouv").  Socrates realizes the difficulty that they 

have gotten themselves into and breaks off further consideration of this topic.123  

     Does politikē epistēmē in the Statesman impart knowledge?  An analysis of this question 

suggests that it does not, at least not on any deep level.  In the Euthydemus, the argument seems 

to lead to the conclusion that the kingly art imparts knowledge in the sense that this art instructs 

individuals in how to be good.  Any relation between being good and the practice and goals of 

politics is unexamined.  In the Statesman, politikē epistēmē aims at something more than merely 

imparting a certain type of knowledge; it aims a specific political ends as well.  First, since 

politikē epistēmē  is directive knowledge it directs the arts which are subordinate to it – a 

                                                        
119 Euthydemus, 289a4-7. 
120 Euthydemus, 291c4-5. 
121 The parallel with the statesman directing the general, judge, and orator in the Statesman should be obvious. 
122 Euthydemus, 292a4-5. 
123 See, Euthydemus, 292a7-293a1. 
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distinctly political task.  Second, by blending excessive and deficient degrees of courage and 

moderation in the polis' citizens, the statesman concerns himself with the life of the political 

community.  Rowe comments: "In both these roles, he seems to acquire a direct involvement in 

practical politics of the sort that is denied to the ideal king of the Euthydemus."124  While the 

kingly art of the Euthydemus is directed toward a good, this good may be characterized as 

somewhat abstract.  In contrast, the good aimed at by the Statesman's expert in the art of 

statesmanship is a practical, concrete good – the harmony and preservation of the political 

community.   

     Moreover, it may be argued that the differences between the goods aimed at in the 

Euthydemus and Statesman reflect the more pronounced practicability of the Statesman's political 

thought.  Unlike the Euthydemus, the Statesman contains no reference to the Socratic notion that 

virtue is knowledge.  Knowledge is not treated in this work as the philosophical understanding of 

knowing how to be virtuous for the sake of one's soul.  Rather, politikē epistēmē has a different 

aim; its possession allows the statesman to direct the political practices of a community so its 

citizens live well.  It is arguable that Socrates ended the discussion in the Euthydemus about the 

kingly art because he was unable to determine how the kingly art could ever impart knowledge to 

the relatively large number of people who are disinclined to practice philosophy.  It would seem 

to be the case that unless substantial numbers of citizens possessed the knowledge to practice 

virtue, then there would be little chance of a political community living well.  By restricting the 

goal of politikē epistēmē in the Statesman, it appears that Plato is arguing in favor of a politics 

that is more practicable than the one encountered in the Euthydemus.  The statesman is not 

attempting to impart philosophical understanding to his subjects, rather his principal purpose is to 

make them good by making them moderate.    

                                                        
124 Rowe, "The Politicus and other Dialogues," 253. 
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     In order to help Young Socrates understand the manner in which the statesman performs his 

function, the Visitor refers "to the paradigm of the art of weaving" (kata; to; th`" uJfantikh`" 

paravdeigma).125  By employing the art of weaving as a paradigm for the art of statesmanship, in 

the sense that both arts are concerned with the idea of intertwining (sumplokhvn), the Visitor 

attempts to determine "what sort of thing it is and in what way" (poiva tev ejsti, kai; tivni trovpw/) 

intertwining relates to statesmanship.126  While both the art of weaving and the art of 

statesmanship require knowledge of what is in due measure in order to accomplish their 

respective tasks, knowledge of weaving and politikē epistēmē are not the same.  Since they are 

directed toward two different objects, the relationship between weaving and statesmanship is at 

best analogous.  Perhaps the greatest difference between the expert knowledge of the weaver and 

the statesman is that the latter must possess directive knowledge, whereas the former possesses 

knowledge "concerning all the things that are done" (peri; pavnta ta; drwvmena), that is, the weaver 

possesses productive knowledge.127 

     The Visitor begins his discussion of the statesman's political art with a bold assertion:  The 

virtues of courage and moderation "are in some way extremely hostile to each other and hold an 

opposite position in many things" (kata; dhv tina trovpon, eu\ mavla pro;" ajllhvla" ejcqra; kai; 

stavsin ejnantivan e[ceton ejn polloi`" tẁn o[ntwn).128  The Visitor continues by demonstrating to 

Young Socrates that we often speak of courage and moderation in relation to other fine (kala;) 

                                                        
125 Statesman, 305e8. 
126 Statesman, 306a1-3. 
127 Statesman, 281d8-9.  There is an interesting point of similarity between some of the things that are produced and 
one of the functions of good political leadership.  In the first division of weaving, the Visitor notes that some things are 
produced for the sake of defense or protection.  These are things that provide security.  Likewise, the statesman, by 
exercising control over the art of generalship may be seen as possessing the expert knowledge to provide security for 
the polis.  It seems to be the case that the true statesman will know when and in what manner the polis is to be 
preserved.  See, Statesman, 279d1-3 and 305d2-5. 
128 Statesman, 306b9-11.  The Visitor's claim immediately raises the question of whether or not the parts of virtue are 
different than virtue as a whole.  Recognizing this part to whole relationship, the Visitor argues that courage and 
moderation are hostile to each other in the a specific sense discussed above. 
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qualities; for example, "sharpness and speed" (ojxuvthta kai; tavco") in reference to courage, and 

"slow and soft" (bradeva kai; malakav) in reference to moderation.129  When these respective 

qualities occur at the right time (ejn kairẁ/) they in effect describe the virtues they represent, and 

accordingly are praised.  But when they occur at the wrong time (a{kaira), the virtues represented 

by these descriptive qualities are censured, and the virtues are given opposite names, that is, they 

are regarded as vices.  When these qualities "occur more sharply than is timely" ( jOxuvtera me;n 

aujta; gignovmena tou` kairou`) a person is called "overbearing and manic" (uJbristika; kai; manika;), 

when they are untimely slow or soft we say that a person is "cowardly and lethargic" (deila; kai; 

blakikav).  Thus, when courage or moderation are either too sharp or too slow in respect to what is 

appropriately timely, they are "not mixed with each other" (ou[t j ajllhvlai" meignumevna"), and are 

opposed to each other.130   

     Mishima argues that courage and moderation are separate virtues which describe separate 

individuals; they are not separate virtues in the same person.131  He argues that there is both 

"essential disunity" and "extensional disunity".  There is "essential disunity" because courage and 

moderation "belong to 'opposite species' (306 c 7-8)."  There is "extensional disunity" because 

"the two virtues are said not to appear within the same individuals."132  Mishima finds this theory 

of virtue unsatisfactory, and he attempts to explain it by arguing that Plato's objective in writing 

the Statesman "is not to pursue theoretical rigour [sic] for its own sake, but to give practical 

advice on how to make a harmonious and happy society from existing, and in many aspects 

                                                        
129 See, Statesman 306d1-307b3. 
130 See, Statesman, 307b5-d4. 
131 Teruo Mishima, "Courage and Moderation in the Statesman, " in Reading the Statesman: Proceedings of the III 
Symposium Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 1995).  I should point out that 
throughout this section I use the terms "moderation" and its associated forms to render both kovsmio" and swfrosuvnh and 
the words related to them.  Since the Visitor employs both terms interchangeably, it seems best to use a single English 
word to translate them. 
132 Ibid., 307.  Mishima's evidence for his claim of extensional disunity is the part of the passage I just discussed, 
Statesman, 307c2-7. 
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imperfect, resources."133  While I agree, in part, with Mishima's conclusion, his understanding of 

the way in which courage and moderation are treated in the Statesman seems incorrect.   

     In terms of "essential disunity", it does not seem to be the case that the Visitor is making the 

claim that a courageous individual and a moderate individual are members of "opposite species".  

Rather, the Visitor states that "we should place all the things that we call fine into two classes that 

are opposed to each other" (o{sa kala; me;n levgomen, eij" duvo de; aujta; tivqemen ejnantiva ajllhvlwn 

ei[dh).134  It is the qualities that are opposed to each that are to be placed in opposite classes, not 

the individuals who display these qualities. The Visitor nowhere either explicitly or implicitly 

affirms that there are separate classes of individuals who possess one and only one virtue.135  It is 

implausible to suggest that an individual could be courageous but not moderate, or moderate but 

not courageous.  Perhaps a better way to regard this is to claim that a person can be described by 

her dominant character trait.  Someone who possesses both courage and moderation can be 

characterized in four ways in respect to what one's courage or moderation inclines: (1) as manic if 

courage inclines more toward sharpness and quickness than it ought; (2) as cowardly if courage 

inclines more toward slowness and softness than it ought; (3) as overbearing if moderation 

inclines more toward sharpness and quickness than it ought; (4) as lethargic if moderation 

inclines more toward slowness and softness than it ought.  In terms of "extensional disunity", the 

passage Mishima employs in support of this notion should not be taken as referring to individuals 

who exhibit one or another of these virtues but not both.136  The Visitor is simply making an 

                                                        
133 Ibid., 311. 
134 Statesman, 306c7-8. 
135 The passages at Statesman, 309a8-b7 and 311a4-5, suggest that a person can have both courage and moderation.  In 
the first of these passages it is suggested that some may incline more toward one or the other of these virtues, but not 
that they possess one or the other exclusively.  The second passage clearly refers to "the person who has both qualities" 
(ajmfovtera e[conta).  Skemp, too, does not think that courage and moderation are "irreconcilable opposites".  Skemp, 
Plato, 229. 
136 Bobonich discusses this issue in terms of a Reciprocity Thesis of the Virtues and an Incompatibility Thesis.  The 
former states: A person has one virtue if and only if he has all the virtues.  The latter claims: There are psychic qualities 
F and G, such that F is a virtue and G is a virtue and a person can have either F or G but not both.  Bobonich correctly 
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analytic distinction to show what sort of character is entailed by an excess or deficiency of 

courage and moderation.  It is the task of the statesman to blend both courage and moderation in 

the same person, not in separate individuals who implausibly exhibit only one or another of these 

virtues. 

     The Visitor argues that as a consequence of the opposition of courage and moderation there 

will be a negative effect manifested in the life of the polis in respect to how individuals are 

inclined in terms of moderation and courage.  Those whose dispositions are too moderate, on 

account of their passion for order and quiet, are "more untimely that they ought to be" 

(ajkairovteron o[nta h] crhv).  They are inclined to be peaceable and avoid engaging in warfare.  

Since they are "unwarlike" (ajpolevmw") and are concerned with preserving peace, "they are 

continually imposed upon [by others]" (o[nte" te ajei; tẁn ejpitiqemevnwn), with the result that 

without even noticing it, they, their children, and the whole polis "often become slaves instead of 

free men" (ajnt j ejleuqevrwn pollavki" ... genovmenoi dou`loi).137  In contrast, those who tend to 

incline more toward courage always draw their poleis into some sort of war "because their desire 

for such a life is more impetuous than it ought to be" (dia; th;n tou` toiouvtou bivou sfodrotevran 

tou` devonto" ejpiqumivan), and by making enemies of those who are powerful, "either completely 

destroy their own countries, or else make them slaves and subjects of their enemies" (h] pavmpan 

                                                                                                                                                                     
argues: "If Incompatibility is true and at least one person has either F or G, then Reciprocity is false, but the denial of 
Reciprocity does not entail Incompatibility."  The question, then, is does Plato actually reject Reciprocity and accept 
Incompatibility?  There does not seem to be enough evidence in the Statesman to determine whether or not Plato' is 
committed to either thesis.  In other words, the lack of a fully worked out theory of the virtues in this dialogue suggests 
a certain degree of ambiguity on this question.  Yet, in view of the blending function of the statesman at the end of the 
work, it is difficult to argue in favor of the Incompatibility Thesis.  Bobonich, whose analysis adopts a cautious 
approach to the this issue, and whose arguments are grounded in the view that Plato alters his views about the 
capacities of non-philosophers in the late-period works, remarks: "The ambiguity we are left with at the end of the 
Statesman may well reflect a genuine tension in Plato's views [about these capacities] … Nevertheless, the Statesman's 
closing section does suggest that important changes in Plato's ethical theory and ethical psychology are taking place in 
the late dialogues."  Christopher Bobonich, "The Virtues of Ordinary People in Plato's Statesman," in Reading the 
Statesman: Proceedings of the III Symposium Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 
1995), 313-314 and 329. 
137 Statesman, 307e1-308a2. 
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diwvlesan h] douvla" au\ kai; uJpoceirivou" toi`" ejcqroi`" uJpevqesan ta;" auJtẁn patrivda").138  Both 

characteristically moderate and courageous persons can bring about the same negative 

consequences for their political community; its enslavement or destruction.  The Visitor notes that 

similar results can be entailed by different causes.   This fact supports his initial claim "that the 

parts of virtue are in no small way naturally at odds with each other" (o{ti movria ajreth`" ouj smikra; 

ajllhvloi" diafevresqon fuvsei).139  Based on the Visitor's analysis, it appears to be the case that in 

certain circumstances the virtues, rather than working together for the sake of living well, can 

conflict with one another with the result that the individual does not live well, potentially harming 

both herself and the political community in which she lives.  This occurs when courage and 

moderation do not mix with each other but pull in opposite directions. 

     In the final part of the argument, the Visitor determines the role of the statesman.  There 

appears to be two courses open to anyone who possesses expert knowledge.  Either expert 

knowledge voluntarily puts together whatever it produces from good and bad elements by 

combining the good and bad, or it rejects as far as possible the bad and makes use of "what is 

suitable and good" (ta; de; ejpithvdeia kai; crhsta;), bringing both like and unlike good elements 

together, with the result that the expert is "crafting some single kind of thing and some single 

capacity" (mivan tina; duvnamin kai; ijdevan dhmiourgei`).140  The art of statesmanship (hJ politikhv) 

will never voluntarily attempt to construct a political community from good and bad human 

beings.  Rather, it will first test children in play, and when they have been tested it will entrust 

them to educators who have the capacity for this particular end.  The art of statesmanship will 

direct the educators in their task of educating the young for the sake of the polis, just like the art 

of weaving (hJ uJfantikhv) entrusts its materials to those who are responsible for preparing them for 

                                                        
138 Statesman, 308a4-9. 
139 Statesman, 308b7-8. 
140 Statesman, 308c1-7. 
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the weaver.141  In other words, in accordance with the directive knowledge possessed by the 

statesman, his subordinates will carry out the actual task of educating the young, while he 

prescribes how the educators are to accomplish their duties.  It was noted previously that the art 

of statesmanship will not permit the educators and tutors to do anything contrary to the law: "they 

are to produce some suitable disposition [in their pupils] that is not contrary to its own task of 

mixing together (o{ti mhv ti" pro;" th;n auJth`" suvgkrasin ajpergazovmeno" h\qov" ti prevpon 

ajpotelei`).142   

    After the incorrigible and ignorant have been separated out, those who remain are persons 

whose natures, when educated, are "sufficiently noble" (ejpi; to; gevvnai`on iJkanai;).  It is they whom 

the art of statesmanship attempts to weave together.  Continuing the weaving metaphor, the 

Visitor states that the individuals who strain more toward courage, since their dispositions are 

firm are like the warp; the individuals who incline toward the orderly (ejpi; to; kovsmion), or 

moderate, since they are soft resemble the woof.  The art of statesmanship blends together those 

who have more courageous dispositions with those whose dispositions tend toward the opposite, 

that is, toward moderation, just as the art of weaving intertwines the warp and woof, with the 

result that an individual possessing a well-blended disposition is produced.143 

     The Visitor then describes the manner in which this blending is carried out.  He first mentions 

that there are two bonds which unite the aspects of the soul; a divine bond which has a kinship 

with the divine elements in the soul, and a mortal bond which ties together the mortal aspects of 

the soul.  The divine bond is what enables human beings to have "right belief about what is fine, 

just, and good, as well as about the things that are their opposites" (Th;n tẁn kalẁn kai; dikaivwn 

                                                        
141 See, Statesman, 308d1-e2. 
142 Statesman, 308e6-8.  There are some who do not have the capacity to be educated in respect to courage and 
moderation.  Unfortunately, why this is and what causes it to occur is not discussed by the Visitor.  As mentioned 
earlier, the incorrigible and ignorant are removed from the polis. 
143 See, Statesman, 309a8-b7. 
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pevri kai; ajgaqẁn kai; tẁn touvtoi" ejnantivwn o[ntw" ou\san ajlhqh` dovxan).144  Only the statesman and 

the good lawgiver are able to forge this divine bond by means of the "muse that belongs to the art 

of kingship" (th`/ th`" basilikh`" mouvsh/).145  The courageous soul, when it has grasped true opinion, 

will become more moderate, and the moderate soul, rather than being soft and timid, will be made 

"truly moderate and wise" (o[ntw" sẁfron kai; frovnimon).146  This divine bonding together is 

especially successful in the case of those who dispositions are naturally noble and who have been 

nurtured in accordance with their nature.  It would appear that this last remark is the justification 

for eliminating the incorrigible and ignorant from the polis; their souls are such that the divine 

bond uniting the parts of virtue that are unlike and opposed to each other could never be 

established.147   

     In relation to the difficulty faced by the statesman in blending the soul's divine bonds, the 

human bonds are relatively easy to understand and establish.  The forging of human bonds is 

effected through a eugenics program.148  Based on the principle that "like attracts like", the 

Visitor argues that those who are disposed toward moderation seek out and marry those who are 

similar; those who incline toward courage do the same.  The result of this inter-marriage between 

like types is that in the case of those whose characters are predominantly courageous procreation 

over the course of many generations will produce in the end a disposition that "erupts completely 

in madness" (ejxanqei`n pantavpasi manivai"); in the case of the excessively moderate, the result is a 

soul  which is "unmixed with daring courage" (ajkevrasto" tovlmh" ajndreiva"), and in the end 

                                                        
144 Statesman, 309c5-6. 
145 Statesman, 309d2-3.  Plato's choice of the word moùsa is interesting.  He appears to be suggesting that there is some 
sort of divine inspiration behind statesmanship and law-giving.  Skemp comments: "the word moùsa does not seem to 
be used in quite the same sense elsewhere in Plato, but the closest parallels are probably Republic, VI, 499d, and Laws, 
IV, 722d, particularly the latter, for though the actual word moùsa there refers to musical 'nomes' there is the deliberate 
play on musical 'nomes' and political 'nomes' or laws to which the lawgiver must compose a prelude."  Skemp, Plato, 
230. 
146 Statesman, 309e6. 
147 See, Statesman, 310a1-5. 
148 See, Statesman, 310b2-e3. 
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becomes "completely crippled" (pantavpasin ajnaphrou`sqai).149  Once the divine bonds have been 

established so that both dispositional types possess a single opinion about what is fine and good, 

it is not a difficult task for the statesman to blend the moderate with the courageous.  "For this is 

the single and complete task of kingly weaving-together, never to allow moderate dispositions to 

stand away from the courageous" (tou`to ga;r e}n kai; o{lon ejsti; basilikh`" sunufavnsew" e[rgon, 

mhdevpote eja`n ajfivstasqai swvfrona ajpo; tẁn ajndreivwn h[qh).150  When a "well-woven fabric" 

(eujhvtrion u[fasma) has been made out of the moderate and the courageous character-types, then 

political offices may be entrusted to both types in common.  Those who are inclined to 

moderation, when they hold office, supply the polis with a sense of caution, justice, and 

preservation, while those who are disposed toward courage, but who are inferior in respect to 

justice and caution, provide a keenness when action is required.  "Unless both of these are 

present, it is impossible in cities for anything that concerns both public and private matters to be 

done well" (pavnta de; kalẁ" givgnesqai ta; peri; ta;" povlei" ijdiva/ kai; dhmosiva/ touvtoin mh; 

paragenomevnoin ajmfoi`n ajduvnaton).151 

     The discussion of the statesman and the art of statesmanship has reached its conclusion.  The 

statesman, weaving together the dispositions of courageous and moderate citizens, employs his 

expert knowledge "to complete the best and most magnificent of all fabrics" (pavntwn 

megaloprepevstaton uJfasmavtwn kai; a[riston ajpotelevsasa) – a political community whose 

citizens to live together in "concord and friendship" (ojmonoiva/ kai; filiva/).152 

     While it is clear that the statesman requires politikē epistēmē to direct the affairs of the polis, 

and that he performs his task by blending together the opposing virtues in the dispositions of his 

                                                        
149 Statesman, 310d6-e3. 
150 Statesman, 310e7-9. 
151 Statesman, 311b3-5. 
152 Statesman, 311b9-c3. 
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subjects, the Visitor does not explicitly address the issue concerning the standard by which the 

statesman measures courage and moderation.  In relation to what standard does the statesman 

know how to blend courage and moderation in the citizens?  It seems insufficient simply to claim 

that the statesman blends, or interweaves, opposing elements into something whole in which both 

partake without attempting to say what these opposites are weighed against.  It is my position that 

the answer to this question is implicit in the text of the Statesman.  It is in accordance with to 

metrion that the statesman carries out his task.  The standards of what is in due measure, what is 

fitting, what is appropriately timely, and what is requisite are reflected in the blending operation 

that the statesman performs on the souls of his subjects.  Due measure is framed in terms of 

weighing the extremes of excess and deficiency against a mean in which both may share; it is a 

way of knowing how to measure and reconcile contraries.  Without knowing how to weigh and 

reconcile courage and moderation, the statesman would not be able to blend the dispositions of 

his citizens in the manner suggested by the Visitor.  The statesman's politikē epistēmē comprises 

two principal components: (1) it knows how to direct the actions of those who are subordinate to 

the ruler; (2) it knows how to apply due measure to bring about the good for individuals and the 

political community. 

     Earlier in this chapter I had argued that the political philosophy of the Statesman was 

incomplete.  Yet, despite this sense of incompleteness, the dialogue does offer a new way of 

conceiving politics; a way which complements the treatment of politics in the Republic and other 

early- and middle-period dialogues.  The political thought in the Statesman is directed toward 

what may be termed a politics of moderation.  By understanding and applying  due measure, the 

expert in the art of statesmanship is able to blend the excessive and deficient dispositions of the 

citizens so that one particular virtue, or character trait, does not dominate the others in respect to 

both the souls of individuals and the political community as a whole.  Without the application to 
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politics of due measure, there is a significant chance that ultimately the political community may 

tear itself apart from within or be destroyed from without.  In effect, politics and political 

leadership becomes an exercise in acting moderately to ensure the preservation and flourishing of 

the polis.  While the solution presented in the Statesman is very likely immensely difficult to 

bring about successfully in practice, it appears, nevertheless, that it may be a more practicable 

solution for politics than the one offered in the Republic.  The statesman who possesses politikē 

epistēmē and rules in accordance with what is in due measure may be considered as an interim 

step between the philosopher-kings of the Republic and the expert law-giver and rule of law set 

down in the Laws.  In this sense, the Statesman looks backward and forward while 

simultaneously presenting its own, albeit incomplete, political philosophy.  There is, however, a 

common thread running through all of Plato's political writings – at the core of all human and 

political action there is the need for moderation or knowing what is in due measure. 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

MODERATING THE INDIVIDUAL: 
 

DUE MEASURE IN THE PHILEBUS 
 
 
 
     As is the case in Plato's late-period political philosophy, to metrion plays a significant role in 

this period's moral philosophy as well.  In this chapter I would like to analyze the manner in 

which to metrion is employed throughout the Philebus for the sake of determining what is the 

best sort of life for human beings.  Due measure is the standard against which pleasures, pains, 

and different types of knowledge are weighed in this dialogue.  Yet, before Plato is able to 

conclude that the best sort of life is one that mixes true pleasures and knowledge, he first sets 

down a complex series of metaphysical and ontological arguments which function as the ground 

for his views concerning the best sort of life at the dialogue's conclusion.  These metaphysical and 

ontological arguments, in turn, make extensive use of the method of division and blending, a 

philosophical method which itself relies on due measure in order to mix together contraries.  

Moreover, the method of division and blending is utilized for the diairesis of the types of lives.  

In short, then, to metrion underlies both the method and the philosophy of the Philebus.  

Arguably, many of the complex arguments and positions taken in this dialogue may best be 

illuminated in terms of what is in due measure. 

     The principal discussion of the Philebus concentrates on the question of what sort of life 

brings about the greatest good for a human being: Would this be a life of pleasure, a life of  

knowledge, or a life which combines elements of both?  Although the focus of the work seems to 

be centered on individual moral choice and conduct, the Philebus deals with far more than merely 

an agent's moral choice of the best type of life.  Closely interconnected with the dialogue's 

principal topic are investigations of matters concerning ontology, metaphysics, and philosophical 
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method, all of which should be regarded as being integral to understanding the whole work, and 

supporting its conclusions.  It does not seem to be the case that Plato intended these investigations 

to be taken as digressions, or subordinate to the main discussion.  Rather, they are incorporated 

into the Philebus to serve four primary functions.   

     First, the discussions of ontology and metaphysics allow Plato to argue that an individual's 

choice of life is not simply an action performed by a human moral agent, but that the best sort of 

life chosen by an individual is inextricably linked with the manner in which Plato views the 

cosmos.  Since the individual human soul is a part of the cosmic soul, both sharing in the same 

properties, the sort of life chosen by a human agent will be a reflection of the order of the 

universe.  That is to say, the best sort of life is one which replicates on the level of the human "the 

measure and the nature of due proportion" (mevtrou kai; th`" summevtrou fuvsew") found on the level 

of the cosmos.1  Second, the metaphysical and ontological examinations in the Philebus function 

to connect this work with other dialogues.  In respect to Plato's metaphysics, the Philebus 

articulates one of his fundamental premises: the cosmos is rationally ordered by a divine mind.  

The premise that a divine mind is the organizing force of the universe is found throughout the 

middle- and late-period works, from the Phaedo to the Laws, and its inclusion in the Philebus 

serves to demonstrate the continuity between the former and latter dialogues.  In respect to Plato's 

ontology, the four ontological categories posited in the Philebus should be read as a development 

of the ideas set down in the Sophist concerning being, becoming, and not-being.  Third, the 

philosophical method employed in the Philebus continues the use of the Statesman's method of 

division and blending.  Arguably, the view expressed by Socrates that the best life is the one that 

is a mixture of the life of pleasure with the life of knowledge is directly influenced by Plato's 

treatment of method in the Statesman.  Fourth, to metrion plays a significant role in the Philebus.  

                                                        
1 Philebus, 64d9. 
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Since the dialogue concludes that the best life is the mixed life of true pleasure and knowledge, 

and since pleasure and knowledge are two contrary qualities, there must be some sort of standard 

against which these contraries may be measured, both individually as pleasure and as knowledge, 

and collectively as a combination of the two.  Without the Statesman's appeal to what is in due 

measure as the standard by which pleasure, knowledge, and the type of life are weighed and 

judged, Plato's conclusion that the life which mixes true pleasure and knowledge is the greatest 

good for human beings could not be satisfactorily reached. 

     In sum, then, the Philebus is a complex text whose many considerations work together to 

attempt to demonstrate that the best sort of life is not simply one which an agent chooses for the 

sake of living in the sensible world.  Rather, the connection between the human and divine in this 

dialogue seeks to point out the relationship between the individual and the cosmos: As the 

universe is a rationally ordered whole, so, too, should the individual live a rationally ordered life, 

a human existence which mirrors the order, measure, and proportion of the cosmos. 

     The purpose of this chapter is to examine to metrion, along with the philosophical method of 

division and blending, in respect to the Philebus' arguments for the best life.  This chapter should 

not be regarded as offering a comprehensive treatment of particular problems concerning Plato's 

moral philosophy, ontology, or metaphysics, nor should it be viewed as presenting an overall 

interpretation of the dialogue.2  Rather, for the most part,  I limit my examination to the method 

of division and blending and to metrion in order to show how the Philebus' arguments rely upon 

these two important features of Plato's late-period philosophy.  The chapter is organized into four 

main sections.  In the first section, I discuss briefly several interpretive views on the Philebus for 

the sake of situating my reading in respect to current scholarship.  The second section addresses 

                                                        
2 In view of this chapter's place in this study, it is not possible, except to the extent required by my interpretation, to 
examine the dialogue's moral philosophy, ontology, and metaphysics in themselves.  Any in depth treatment of these 
topics would go well beyond the scope of this study. 
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two important issues concerning the Philebus: the dialogue's chronological location in the 

Platonic corpus, and the relationship between the work's dramatic form and its dramatis 

personae.  The third section examines the manner in which diairesis is carried out in the dialogue.  

In the fourth and final section, I analyze the use of due measure in the Philebus, especially in 

respect to the necessity for having some sort of standard against which pleasures and knowledge 

should be measured. 

 

Reading the Philebus 

     In general, the Philebus is regarded as a work of moral philosophy which  examines what sort 

of life would bring about the greatest good for human beings.  This view of the dialogue's main 

topic is emphasized by nearly all scholars who examine the Philebus.3  Taylor, for example, 

comments: "In the Philebus we are once more dealing with 'practice' and more specifically with 

'individual' morality.  The dialogue is a straightforward discussion of the question of whether the 

'good for man' can be identified either with pleasure or the life of thought."4  Similarly, Dorothea 

Frede regards the main subject of the work as an examination of "the rivalry between pleasure 

and knowledge as candidates for the dignity of the highest good in human life."5  Guthrie, 

however, holds a dissenting view.  He argues that the principal topic of the Philebus is not exactly 

what Taylor claims it to be.   On Guthrie's reading, the discussion about whether the life of 

pleasure or the life of knowledge is the "good for man" has been concluded "(evidently to a 
                                                        
3 There are, of course, notable exceptions.  Sayre, for example, analyzes the work's ontological views far more 
extensively than its moral philosophy.  See, Sayre, Plato's Late Ontology, esp., 118-186, and Metaphysics and Method, 
passim.  It appears that for Benardete, the Philebus is far more than simply a work that treats ethics, metaphysics, and 
ontology.  It is a dialogue – along with the Republic, Theaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman – in which Plato set down his 
views regarding the relationship between the beautiful, the just, and the good, for the sake of articulating the contrast 
between philosophy and poetry.  Plato "has philosophy invade the territory of poetry and claim for itself what seems to 
be the indisputable domain of poetry.  Philosophy, he either argues or boasts, can do better what poetry seems to best,"  
Seth Benardete, The Tragedy and Comedy of Life: Plato's Philebus (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), ix. 
4 Taylor, Plato: the Man and his Work, 408. 
5 Dorothea Frede, "Disintegration and Restoration: Pleasure and Pain in Plato's Philebus," in The Cambridge 
Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 425. 
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stalemate) before the dialogue began."6  He argues that Socrates almost immediately directs the 

conversation to a consideration that perhaps neither a life of pleasure nor a life of knowledge is 

best; a third alternative is possible, a life that is better than either.7  A careful reading of the text 

seems to bear out Guthrie's position.  Since the dialogue begins mediis in rebus, starting with a 

quick recapitulation by Socrates of his and Philebus' views on the life of pleasure versus the life 

of knowledge, is it reasonable to take Taylor's and Frede's comments as being not quite accurate.  

It is more correct to say that the principal topic of the Philebus is the "relative importance" of the 

two types of lives in respect to each other and in respect to a third, alternate sort of life.8  The 

distinction made by Guthrie is not insignificant in that the impasse reached by Socrates and 

Philebus before the dialogue actually commences prepares the ground for the more detailed and 

philosophically sophisticated discussion concerning pleasure which follows.  Guthrie comments: 

"By this dramatic device of a dialogue before a dialogue Plato shows plainly that he has no 

intention of treating us to yet another refutation of the naïve hedonistic equation of pleasure with 

good which he already dealt with amply in the Gorgias and Republic."9   

     Furthermore, Guthrie is correct to recognize that the Philebus' philosophy should be 

considered in its entirety.  The moral philosophy of this work cannot be adequately understood 

without grasping the relationship between Plato's ethics, ontology, and metaphysics.  Guthrie is in 

agreement with my previous remarks about the need to treat the dialogue as a whole.10  It is 

necessary to consider the connection between the human and the divine, the worldly and the 

cosmic, if one hopes to gain a full apprehension of the Philebus.  There is an order to the cosmos 

                                                        
6 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 202. 
7 See, Philebus, 11d11-12a1. 
8 See, Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 202 
9 Ibid., 202. 
10 Although Guthrie does regard the Philebus in terms of the relationship of its metaphysics, ontology, and moral 
philosophy, he does not consider the dialogue's underlying philosophical method, or  the importance of what is in due 
measure for its arguments and positions.  It is my intention to attempt to fill this lacuna in this chapter. 
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that is reflected both in the individual and in the polis; a view of the universe and a view of 

human beings which seem to be a hallmark of Plato's late-period philosophy.  Neither the 

individual nor the political community appear to be regarded by Plato as isolated parts of the 

cosmos.  Rather, the individual and the polis are closely bound to the universe in which they 

partake.  Even though Plato examines, or perhaps emphasizes, separate components of this whole 

in individual dialogues, it is well to keep in mind that the idea of a cosmic order is at the core of 

Plato's late philosophy.  Guthrie remarks: "The Philebus treats of it in the individual, the Politicus 

in the state, and the Timaeus in the universe at large, but all alike are at pains to put mankind in 

his setting as an integral part of the cosmic order.11  It is arguable that even the Laws, a dialogue 

generally regarded as a work of practical political philosophy, shares in Plato's attempt to link 

together the human and the divine.   One only has to recall that in this work Plato argues that the 

moderate person (oJ swvfrwn) is dear to the god because they are similar (o{moio") to each other.12  

In other words, Plato is making the claim that both the human and the divine share in the quality 

of moderation, or being moderate; in a sense, it is the principal defining characteristic both of 

men and of the gods.13 

     An understanding of the Philebus is complicated by the fact that, in comparison to Plato's 

other dialogues, there is a relative lack of full-scale, book-length analyses and interpretations of 

this dialogue.  The number of essay-length articles far surpasses the number of books written 

about this work.   In general, these examinations are directed toward particular problems 

encountered in the dialogue, rather than at a comprehensive interpretation of the entire dialogue.  

                                                        
11 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 203.   
12 See, Laws, 716d1-3. 
13 This point will be examined further in the next chapter.  Moreover, the theological discussion in Book X of the Laws 
could be read as Plato's attempt to set the task of legislation within a divine, cosmic framework.  As I noted in Chapter 
4, Schofield does regard the political thought of the Laws as a sort of theocracy.  The ordering of Magnesia by means of 
positive law may reflect, or depend upon, the ordering of the universe by divine law.  In any case, the type of political 
community discussed in the Laws should be regarded in the same sense that we regard the relationship between the 
worldly and the cosmic in Plato's late-period thought.  See, Schofield, Plato, 311-325. 
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Commentators typically focus on either the ontological and metaphysical portions of the work, or 

on the dialogue's moral philosophy.14  Similarly, there is a relative scarcity of commentaries on 

the work as a whole.15  Although the scholarly literature concerning the Philebus is enormous, it 

is reasonable to say that, in general, the Philebus has been treated by scholars in a somewhat 

piecemeal fashion, either by concentrating on a specific aspect of the dialogue, or by 

incorporating a rather generalized interpretation of the work into a larger study concerned with 

Greek views on pleasure.16   

      Further complicating the picture is a belief by some interpreters that the arguments and 

meaning of the Philebus are obscure.  Grote, for example, writes: "It is neither clear nor orderly 

… Every commentator of Plato, from Galen downwards, has complained of the obscurity of the 

Philebus [sic]."17  A more contemporary scholar, Waterfield, also regards the Philebus in a 

negative light.  The dialogue contains "wild ideas and bad arguments."18  In addition to his 

criticism of the its arguments, Waterfield is also  critical of the work's dramatic structure: the 

Philebus is a "bad example of the earlier dialogue form."19  Waterfield's disparaging comment 

                                                        
14 I am able to cite only a very small number of studies concerning the Philebus.  For works dealing with the dialogue's 
ontology and metaphysics, see: R. M. Dancy, "The One, The Many, and the Forms: Philebus 15b1-8," Ancient 
Philosophy 4 (1984); John M. Cooper, "Plato's Theory of Human Good in the Philebus," in Reason and Emotion; 
Sylvain Delcomminette, "The One-and-Many Problems at Philebus 15 B," Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 22 
(2002); Amber Carpenter, "Phileban Gods," Ancient Philosophy 23 (2003); Sayre, Plato's Late Ontology; Cristina 
Ionescu, "The Unity of the Philebus: Metaphysical Assumptions of the Good Human Life," Ancient Philosophy 27 
(2007).  For studies concerned primarily with the work's moral philosophy, see: J. C. B. Gosling, "False Pleasures: 
Philebus 35C-41B," Phronesis 4 (1959); Anthony Kenny, "False Pleasures in the Philebus: A Reply to Mr. Gosling," 
Phronesis 5 (1960); Terry Penner, "False Anticipatory Pleasures: Philebus 36A3-41A6," Phronesis 15 (1970); Cynthia 
Hampton, "Plato's Later Analysis of Pleasure," in Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, Vol. 3, ed. John P. Anton and 
Anthony Preus (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1989); Dorothea Frede, "Rumpelstiltskin's 
Pleasures: True and False Pleasures in Plato's Philebus," in Plato 2; Dorothea Frede, "The Hedonist's Conversion: The 
Role of Socrates in the Philebus," in Form and Argument in Late Plato, ed. Christopher Gill and Mary Margaret 
McCabe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
15 Two useful commentaries on the Philebus are those of Hackforth and Gosling.  Both commentaries are presented in 
conjunction with translations of the dialogue.  Reginald Hackforth, Plato's Examination of Pleasure (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1945), and  J. C. B. Gosling, Plato: Philebus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975). 
16 For example, see: J. C. B. Gosling and C. C. W. Taylor, The Greeks on Pleasure (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1982), and Daniel Russell, Plato on Pleasure and the Good Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).  
17 George Grote, Plato and the Other Companions of Sokrates, 3rd ed. (London: John Murray, 1875), Vol. II, 584. 
18 R. A. H. Waterfield, "The Place of the Philebus in Plato's Dialogues," Phronesis 25 (1980), 272. 
19 Ibid., 271. 
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may be regarded as tendentious in view of his belief that the Philebus is not a late-period 

dialogue, rather it belongs to that a group of works composed by Plato before a period of self-

critical re-evaluation of his philosophy.20   

     Frede attempts to explain why the Philebus has not received the sort of treatment given to the 

majority of Plato's other writings.  The work is essentially divided into two major sections.  In the 

first part, Plato is primarily concerned with questions of dialectic and metaphysics; in the second, 

he concentrates on questions of ethics.  Frede grants that that first part of the dialogue, its 

discussion of dialectics and metaphysics, is difficult, although she does not go quite so far as 

Grote in claiming that this section of the work is obscure.  The issues in this part of the Philebus 

appeal to specialized scholarly interests.  The second section's treatment of ethics is of interest to 

either moral philosophers or general readers.  According to Frede, the specialist is not particularly 

concerned with Plato's examination of pleasure and pain, while the general reader is somewhat 

put off by the more difficult discussion of dialectics and metaphysics.  She concludes: "Our 

situation with respect to the dialogue is therefore rather paradoxical: The 'general' reader cannot 

and the specialist will not deal with it as a whole.  As a consequence, the Philebus has remained 

largely excluded from the discussion of Plato's philosophy … "21  Frede's explanation appears to 

be reasonable, if one believes that there are distinct and separable arguments taking place in this 

dialogue.  If, however, one views the complete work in the sense that I, and others, have 

suggested, then perhaps the Philebus need not be considered and interpreted as having an appeal 

for two different sets of readers.  Both the "general" and the "specialist" readers should attempt to 

understand the text of this dialogue in its entirety, in order to see how Plato's ontology, 

metaphysics, moral philosophy, and dialectics function together to articulate a view of the highest 

                                                        
20 Waterfield's views will be discussed further in the next section of this chapter.  He seems to be the only Plato scholar 
who does not believe that the Philebus is a work of Plato's late period. 
21 Frede, "Disintegration and Restoration," 426. 
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human good, a view entailed by Plato's position on the relationship between the human and the 

divine.22       

     There are two books written about the Philebus which are worth briefly mentioning.  Among 

older book-length studies is Gadamer's interpretation of the dialogue.23  While this book presents 

a fascinating exercise in hermeneutics, it may perhaps best be regarded as a meditation by one 

great philosopher on the work of another; an evaluation of Plato through Gadamer's 

phenomenological perspective.24  Gadamer's analysis goes well beyond the usual interpretations 

given by scholars in respect to the Philebus.  He employs Plato's use of dialectics to demonstrate 

the way in which we reach a shared understanding through dialogical interaction; a notion which 

itself is fundamental to Gadamer's own philosophy.  At the very outset of his book, Gadamer 

writes: "The process of reaching a shared understanding of the matter in question through 

conversation (Sachliche Verständigung im Gespräch) is aimed at knowledge."25  Furthermore, 

Gadamer examines Plato's practice of dialectics in conjunction with Aristotle's view that 

knowledge is arrived at through demonstration, in order to show that "dialectic is not a uniform 

phenomenon but can appear in diverse forms."26  The point that Gadamer is attempting to 

establish is that shared understanding can only be attained by means of some process of 

conversation.  The discussion between Socrates and his interlocutors in the Philebus is but one 

way in which a shared understanding, or knowledge, of a particular question can be reached.    

                                                        
22 I am not, of course, suggesting that all studies of the Philebus should focus on the dialogue as a whole.  I am merely 
suggesting that a full understanding of the Philebus' positions must take into account the inter-relationships among all 
of the work's aspects. 
23 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Plato's Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Interpretations Relating to the Philebus, trans. 
Robert W. Wallace (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991).  It is well to remember that this was Gadamer's 
first book, published in 1931. 
24 I do not mean to imply any criticism of Gadamer's interpretation of Plato.  I do wish to suggest, however, that 
Gadamer offers a reading that considers Plato through a unique interpretive point of view; a point of view which 
possibly reveals more about Gadamer's relation to Plato than about Plato himself. 
25 Gadamer, Plato's Dialectical Ethics, 17.  The translator's rendering of Sachliche as "shared" is somewhat inaccurate.  
It would be better to translate the term as "objective". 
26 Ibid., 18. 
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     A more recent study of the Philebus is that of Hampton.27  The great merit of Hampton's 

analysis is her attempt to connect the human good to the universal, cosmic good in which the 

human good shares.  We are only able to realize our human good by acknowledging the 

relationship between the human good and the universal, or cosmic, good under which the human 

good is subsumed.  Not only does Hampton offer a comprehensive interpretation of the Philebus 

itself, but she also demonstrates the sense of continuity with Plato's other writings on the question 

of pleasure, as well as with his moral philosophy in general. 

     Although the Philebus has not received the sort of comprehensive examination that many 

other of the dialogues have received, the interpretations of this work have been successful in 

revealing particular aspects of its sometimes difficult, but not obscure, arguments.  In particular, 

the studies by Sayre, Frede, Hampton, and Gosling, have assisted in enriching our understanding 

of the Philebus.  Yet, even in view of these scholarly contributions, it is arguable that there is still 

a substantial amount of work remaining to be done on this dialogue before we are able to claim 

that its arguments have been fully explained and its riches fully revealed. 

 

The Chronology, Dramatic Form, and Characters of the Philebus 

     Before turning to an analysis of Plato's use of diairesis and the role of what is in due measure, 

I first wish to address two issues regarding the Philebus that are of some importance for 

understanding the dialogue, as well as for the manner in which I interpret the work. 

1.  The Philebus' chronological position in the Platonic corpus 

     The Philebus is almost universally regarded as belonging to Plato's late-period dialogues.  As I 

previously mentioned, Waterfield appears to be alone in viewing the Philebus not as a work 

                                                        
27 Cynthia Hampton, Pleasure, Knowledge, and Being: An Analysis of Plato's Philebus (Albany, NY: State University 
of New York Press, 1990. 
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belonging to Plato's late period, but as a dialogue written in during his middle period.  Waterfield 

exhaustively analyzes four major areas – literary criticism, external evidence, stylometry, and 

doctrinal considerations – to reach the conclusion that Plato went through what Waterfield calls a 

"critical period", that is, a period in which Plato subjected his philosophy to a probing self-critical 

examination.  Waterfield does not find that the arguments given in the Philebus are the of the sort 

that Plato employed after this period of self-examination.  The arguments, as well as the form, of 

this dialogue seem to him to belong to an earlier time in Plato's career as a philosopher.  In his 

conclusion, Waterfield remarks: "I have argued that it cannot simply be taken for granted that the 

Philebus is a post-critical dialogue.  An assumption I have made throughout is that there is a 

critical period to Plato's work, and that these critical arguments are, or Plato took them to be, 

decisive against certain elements of his earlier metaphysics."28  Waterfield's argument is 

interesting but by no means compelling.  Perhaps the most serious objection to his position is that 

it is not entirely certain that we can ascribe to Plato a "critical period".  Undoubtedly, a work such 

as the Parmenides is self-critical of Plato's middle-period theory of Forms, but there does not 

seem to be a group of works that can be regarded as offering a critical re-evaluation of Plato's 

earlier thought.  It seems more reasonable to argue that, with the exception of the Parmenides, 

any self-criticisms encountered in Plato's works should be considered as part of his evolution, or 

development, as a philosopher.  Waterfield's distinction between Platonic critical and post-critical 

periods seems rather artificial.  A second objection is that Waterfield's analysis is unable to 

account satisfactorily for the similarities between the Philebus and other late-period dialogues, 

especially in respect Plato's philosophical method and to metrion.  The fact that diairesis is 

carried out in the Philebus in accordance with the method of division and blending which was 

established in the Statesman as a variant form of the method of division and collection set down 

                                                        
28 Waterfield, "The Place of the Philebus in Plato's Dialogues," 299. 
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in the Sophist and in the first part of the Statesman, suggests that at least in terms of method the 

Philebus exhibits characteristics that resemble those employed in other late-period works which 

are not found in any dialogues written prior to them.  In addition, the use of due measure in the 

Philebus indicates that this work belongs to that group of dialogues – the Statesman, the Philebus, 

and the Laws –  in which the appeal to what is in due measure plays a prominent role in 

determining a fundamental aspect of a dialogue's philosophical views. 

     Even though the Philebus should be regarded as a work of Plato's late period, it does strike the 

reader as somewhat odd that its dramatic form is reminiscent of the early-period, Socratic 

dialogues, particularly in respect to its opening mediis in rebus and the manner in which Socrates 

and Protarchus carry on the conversation.29  It is arguable that this resemblance between the 

Philebus and the Socratic dialogues is superficial.  Frede notes that the similarity between the 

Philebus and the early-period works is a bit misleading.  Because the Philebus begins just when 

there is a change of conversation partners, the work "has no introduction at all, for its beginning 

is not a real beginning."30  Unlike works which begin with an introduction of a sort, namely, a 

topic for discussion is proposed, and then is examined initially with one conversation partner 

before any change of partners takes place, the Philebus begins after a preliminary discussion with 

Philebus has occurred which simply is recapitulated by Socrates when Protarchus takes over as 

Socrates' main interlocutor.31   

     The difference between the opening of this dialogue and other Socratic dialogues is striking.  

Although the Gorgias, for example, does not have a dramatic opening in the sense of the kind 

encountered in the Republic, it does have a beginning that both briefly sets the scene and sets out 

                                                        
29 Unlike the relatively detailed dramatic beginnings of works such as the Phaedo, the Republic, the Symposium, the 
Phaedrus, and the Parmenides, the dramatically unprepared opening of the Philebus reminds one of the openings of the 
Meno or the Gorgias, but even these two dialogues do not start mediis in rebus. 
30 Frede, "The Hedonist's Conversion," 217. 
31 See, Philebus, 11a1-c3. 
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the topic for examination before the conversation with Socrates passes successively from 

Gorgias, to Polus, and finally to Callicles.32  Typically, a switch in conversation partner indicates 

that some sort of change is taking place in the direction of the examination after the views of an 

interlocutor have been stated and rejected.  This is not the case in the Philebus.  We are made 

aware of the different views held by Socrates and Philebus concerning the best sort of life, but we 

are not privy to how these conversation partners reached their respective positions before 

Protarchus agrees to take over the argument from Philebus at the beginning of the work.  Nor are 

we given any reason as to why Philebus chose to break off his conversation with Socrates.  Frede 

notes: "We are given to understand that Philebus wishes to drop out, but it is left unclear whether 

he does so from sheer indolence or from ennui with Socrates and with the drift of the previous 

discussion in general."33   

     In view of the fact that the Philebus resembles the form of an early-period Socratic dialogue, 

while simultaneously employing the method and philosophical positions encountered in the 

works of Plato's late period, a serious interpretive question arises: Why did Plato choose to write 

this obviously late-period dialogue in the dramatic form of an early-period work?34  It is perhaps 

best to defer an answer to this question until the Philebus' dramatis personae have been 

discussed. 

                                                        
32 A similar sort of dramatic structure is encountered in the Meno, the Laches, and the Charmides.  In the Meno, the 
question concerning the teachability of virtue is clearly stated before Socrates examines this topic with Meno and 
Anytus.  In the Laches, the subject of manly courage is first brought up before Socrates examines it with Laches and 
then with Nicias.  Finally, sōphrosunē is the chosen subject for Socrates' conversation with Charmides in the first part 
of the Charmides, and with Critias in the work's latter portion.  In all these dialogues, and in others as well, there is no 
sense that the work commences in the middle of a conversation.  The opening of the Philebus is even more striking 
when it is compared to dialogues of the middle period such as the Phaedrus, Phaedo, and Republic.  In these latter 
works Plato gives to his reader a detailed depiction of the dialogues' dramatic settings before the philosophical 
discussion commences.  While the opening of these works have great literary beauty, strictly speaking, they are not 
philosophically necessary for the ensuing conversations. 
33 Frede, "The Hedonist's Conversion," 218.  In other works, the Gorgias, for example, Plato makes it quite clear why 
one conversation partner decides to disengage from further discussion with Socrates. 
34 It is well to remember that the Theaetetus, too, exhibits the characteristics of an aporetic dialogue although its 
philosophical content seems more closely related to Plato's late-period works than to the early-period Socratic 
dialogues. 
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2.  The dramatis personae of the Philebus   

     The unusual opening of the Philebus also raises several questions concerning the characters in 

this dialogue.  Who is Philebus, and why does he withdraw from the conversation with only a 

summary of his position given to us?  Who is Protarchus, and what function does he serve in the 

work?  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, why does Plato employ the character of Socrates 

as the protagonist in the Philebus? 

     There is no historical record of Philebus.35  It would appear to be the case that he was invented 

by Plato as a representative of a certain view: "Philebus claims that the good for all living 

creatures is to have enjoyment, to have pleasure and delight, and all such things of this sort that 

go together with them" (Fivlhbo" me;n toivnun ajgaqo;n ei\naiv fhsi to; caivrein pa`si zw/voi" kai; th;n 

hJdonh;n kai; tevryin, kai; o{sa tou` gevnou" ejsti; touvtou suvmfwna).36  In reference to Philebus, 

Guthrie remarks: "He is simply the embodiment of a dogmatic hedonism."37  Although the 

dialogue is named after him, his contribution to the discussion in minimal and insignificant.  It is 

reasonable to argue that there is no need for Philebus to present his views on the best life in an 

extended examination with Socrates.  If we regard Philebus as a sort of less politically ambitious 

version of Callicles, then it is hardly necessary to have him set out in detail a defense of the 

hedonist position which was previously argued by Callicles in the Gorgias.38  Since the hedonist 

position was fully articulated and rejected by Socrates in the Gorgias, it would serve little 

purpose to set out, go over, and reject the same sort of position yet again in the Philebus.  It is 

sufficient for Plato simply to make use of the character of Philebus as a representative of 

                                                        
35 See, Debra Nails, The People of Plato: A Prosopography of Plato and Other Socratics (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett 
Publishing Company, 2002), s. v. Philebus.  It should be noted that the name, Philebus, literally means "loving youth" 
or a "lover of youth".  It is not necessarily correct to regard the name as connoting sexual love; it may be best to 
consider the name as suggesting the sort of love of all sorts of pleasure usually associated with young persons. 
36 Philebus, 11b4-6. 
37 Guthrie,  The Later Plato and the Academy, 198.  Frede, too, views Philebus in a similar manner.  See, Frede, "The 
Hedonist's Conversion," 218-219. 
38 Frede holds a similar view,  See, Frede, "The Hedonist's Conversion," 219-220. 
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hedonism, who undoubtedly could not be convinced that his views were untenable, before 

moving on to a discussion with a more pliant and cooperative conversation partner.39  

Additionally, the ensuing examination of the best sort of life is far different and more 

philosophically sophisticated than Plato's other treatments of pleasure in the Protagoras, Gorgias, 

and the Republic.40  In order for this different argument for choosing the best life to succeed, a 

different interlocutor is required. 

     Protarchus is referred to as "the son of Callias" (w\ pai` Kallivou) and as the "son of that man" 

(w\ pai`  jkeivnou tajndrov").41  Scholars have assumed that this Callias is identical to the wealthy 

Callias who participates in the Protagoras and who was reputed to be an admirer of the 

Sophists.42  This identification, however, is not securely established.  Nails argues that Protarchus 

could not be the son of the Callias he has been assumed to be.  She notes that there were other 

men of this period with the name Protarchus, and that the name Callias was common, so that it is 

possible that the Protarchus of the Philebus was the son of a different Callias.43  Regardless of his 

actual identity, Protarchus may be seen as a conversation partner who is open to persuasion.  

Unlike the dogmatic hedonist, Philebus, Protarchus is reformable.  His hedonist views can be 

changed.  Frede bases part of her interpretation of the Philebus on the idea of the conversion of 

Protarchus.44   Since Protarchus appears to have received some sort of education at the hands of 

the Sophists, he is a worthy conversation partner for Socrates.  But neither does he exhibit the 

                                                        
39 Frede notes: "Here, the unreformable hedonist is simply passed over as not capable of dialogue; Socrates no longer 
cares for mere tactical victories in this renewed treatment of hedonism … He works on a more promising partner."  
Ibid., 220. 
40 Frede presents a good summary account of Plato's arguments on pleasure in the Protagoras, the Gorgias, and 
Republic, especially in respect to the manner in which they differ from the account given in the Philebus.  In a sense, 
the arguments in the Philebus complete, or tie up the loose ends, of Plato's earlier attempts to discuss pleasure, while at 
the same time make an advance on his previous treatments of the issue.  See, Frede, "Rumpelstiltskin's Pleasures," 349-
354. 
41 Philebus, 19b5 and 36d6-7, respectively. 
42 See, for example, Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 198, and Frede, "The Hedonist's Conversion," 221. 
43 Nails, The People of Plato, s. v. Callias III and Protarchus. 
44 See, Frede, "The Hedonist's Conversion," passim. 
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dogmatism of characters such as Callicles or Thrasymachus, nor does he simply respond with yes 

or no answers in the manner that some of Socrates' philosophically untrained interlocutors do.  In 

a sense, Protarchus is an ideal conversation partner, holding his own views and exhibiting a 

willingness to cooperate and be persuaded.  Frede comments: "Even the intelligent reader well 

versed with Plato's philosophy would often not do better than Protarchus … Nor does Socrates 

treat him as an ignoramus, for he praised him more than once for a smart answer (24b-c, 31d1)."45   

     There is another way in which we may consider Protarchus and the manner in which he carries 

out the discussion with Socrates.  We can view Protarchus as an example of the sort of student of 

philosophy which both the Elean Visitor in the Statesman and Plato in the Seventh Letter 

recommended as being well-suited for the practice of dialectics.  Unlike the philosophically 

unsophisticated Young Socrates, Protarchus is, for the most part, able to engage Socrates on the 

level of a talented pupil dialectically pursuing philosophy with his teacher.  While Protarchus 

may represent a moderate hedonist position and a willingness to alter his views, it would be 

difficult for him to change his position if he did not possess the capacity to engage in dialectical 

inquiry correctly.  Protarchus' contributions to the discussion, in addition to his receptiveness to 

the views expressed by Socrates, conform to Plato's model of dialectical inquiry between master 

and pupil, with the result that at the end of the Philebus, Protarchus is able to claim: "We now all 

agree, Socrates, that what was said by you is most true" ( JAlhqevstata, w\ Swvkrate", eijrh`sqaiv soi 

nu`n h[dh fame;n a{pante").46 

                                                        
45 Ibid., 222.  In a different essay, Frede notes: "Protarchus, Socrates' main interlocutor, is not at all reduced to the ayes 
and nays of the respondents in the second part of the Parmenides, the Sophist, and the Statesman; he plays an active 
role to the very end of the discussion.  There is true antagonism, wit – including sexual innuendoes – and a gradual 
conversion."  Frede, "Disintegration and Restoration," 432.  It should be pointed out, however, that  Protarchus does, at 
times, agree too readily.  For example, he agrees without question to Plato's fundamental thesis that the universe is 
governed by a divine intelligence; a thesis that is surely of such importance as to warrant some debate.  See, Philebus, 
28d5-e6. 
46 Philebus, 67b8-9.  It is left unclear whether or not we should include Philebus among those who agree.  It seems 
more reasonable to suppose that only Protarchus and perhaps some others of those who are present have come around 
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     The appearance of Socrates in the Philebus is perhaps more problematic.  It is the only 

dialogue of Plato's late period in which Socrates is given the role of protagonist.  In the Sophist, 

Statesman, Critias, and Timaeus Socrates merely functions in a minor capacity while the 

arguments are given to the Elean Visitor, Critias, and Timaeus, respectively.  In the Laws, of 

course, Socrates does appear at all.47  Scholars have accounted for the presence of Socrates in 

various ways.  Guthrie, for example, writes: "Socrates again leads the debate, probably because 

the subject is pleasure, about which he has so often expressed strong views in earlier dialogues, 

but his manner is more like that of the Eleatic visitor than of the ironic Socrates we know."48  

Wood, in an essay analyzing Plato's criticism of comedy in the Philebus, argues: "… Plato is not 

simply criticizing comedy and laughter in the Philebus.  He instead uses a very specific 

conception of comedy as malicious ridicule to oppose to the philosophical life of Socrates."49  

Frede offers a well-considered argument for Socrates' presence.  She argues that the Socrates of 

the Philebus is not the Socrates familiar to us from the early-period Socratic dialogues, rather he 

is the Socrates described in the Sophist as the "'sophist of noble lineage' … which seems to 

represent something like Plato's last word on Socrates."50  This noble Sophist, the sixth whom the 

Visitor attempts to define through  diairesis, is the one who cleanses the soul of empty beliefs, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
to Socrates' position.  The near omission of Philebus from the discussion, along with his dogmatic hedonist views, 
suggests that Socrates is unable to persuade him to change his position. 
47 I leave aside the case of the Theaetetus, a work in which Socrates does indeed play the principal role, but a work 
whose chronological location in the corpus is uncertain. 
48 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 197. 
49 James Lewis Wood, Comedy, Malice, and Philosophy in Plato's Philebus," Ancient Philosophy 27 (2007), 77.  
Despite Wood's analysis, it is difficult to understand how the section on comedy and malice (Philebus, 47e1-50e2) 
directly pertains to Socrates.  Wood's views are even more perplexing when he attempts to link his interpretation to the 
Philebus' ontology.  "The nature of mixture described by Socrates in the most seriously 'philosophical' part of the 
dialogue, is revealed in the person of the philosopher to be comic."  Ibid., 93. 
50 Frede, "The Hedonist's Conversion," 223.  Yet, it may be questioned whether the noble Sophist represents Plato's 
final view concerning Socrates.  It could be the case that the division leading to the noble Sophist presents a definition 
of the Sophist that comes dangerously close to defining Socrates and the Socratic practice of philosophy, but does not 
imply that late in his life Plato came to regard Socrates as akin to a Sophist.  The definition of the noble Sophist may 
have been undertaken to show just how easy it could be to mistake Socrates for a Sophist, without implying that 
Socrates was a Sophist of any sort, not even one of "noble lineage". 
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preparing it for knowledge.51  In light of Frede's interpretation that the moderate hedonist, 

Protarchus, is converted by Socrates, then her argument linking the Socrates of the Philebus with 

noble Sophist of the Sophist seems plausible.  Yet, Frede's position on the presence of Socrates 

holds only if Protarchus is purged of, or converted from, his previously held beliefs in the sense 

that Frede advocates in respect to his conversion to Socrates' position regarding the best sort of 

life. 

     I would like to argue that Socrates' presence and function may be considered in a manner 

similar to that in which I view the presence and function of Protarchus.  As Protarchus serves as 

an example of the sort of philosophically trained student who is willing to engage in the practice 

of dialectics, so, too, is the figure of Socrates an example of the sort of patient teacher of 

philosophy who attempts to discover the truth through a discussion with a talented pupil.  In other 

words, we are presented in the Philebus with a dialogue fashioned in the form of an exemplary 

philosophical conversation which employs the method of dialectics to examine a problem.  The 

Socrates depicted in this dialogue is not the Socrates who must refute someone like Callicles or 

Thrasymachus; it is a portrayal of Socrates as a teacher and philosophical guide for a talented and 

eager pupil.52  Frede is incorrect, I believe, to identify this Socrates as the "sophist of noble 

lineage", much less argue that this was Plato's final view of Socrates.53  The Philebus offered to 

Plato one final opportunity to depict his friend and mentor in the guise of the sort of teacher of 

philosophy that Plato advocated in the Statesman and Seventh Letter.   
                                                        
51 See, Sophist, 226a6-231b8. 
52 As I noted previously, this is the main reason why Philebus does not participate in the discussion; his dogmatically 
held views would not be amenable to Plato's depiction of Socrates as a model for dialectical examination.  Any attempt 
to examine the best sort of life with Philebus would most likely lead to the same sort of result as in Socrates' discussion 
with Callicles; Philebus would withdraw in anger, and the discussion would either be taken over by another 
interlocutor, by Socrates himself, or perhaps even end in an aporia. 
53 Frede also, I think, overstates her case in respect to the conversion of Protarchus.  In order for Protarchus to become 
converted to Socrates' views, it would be necessary for Socrates to have a firmly held position on the best sort of life.  
My reading of the Philebus suggests that both Protarchus and Socrates are searching for the truth.  Socrates does not 
enter the conversation fully armed with an answer to the question they are examining.  Rather he, along with 
Protarchus, arrives at an answer by means of dialectical inquiry into the problem. 
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     If this interpretation is correct, then Guthrie's position that Socrates is present because the 

topic of discussion is pleasure is given support.  Since the dialogue is primarily concerned with a 

subject treated several times previously by Socrates in the corpus, it is reasonable to suppose that 

his appearance in Plato's chronologically final treatment of this subject is quite intentional.  Even 

though the arguments in the Philebus are far removed from what is generally considered to be 

Socratic philosophy, and employ a much different method than that encountered in the Socratic 

dialogues, the fact that the dialogue is an examination concerning the question of what is the best 

sort of life for a human being, it is plausible for Socrates to appear discussing a subject about 

which he spent a great portion of his life investigating. 

     The question I earlier deferred from answering – Why did Plato choose to write this obviously 

late-period dialogue in the dramatic form of an early-period work? – can now be given an answer.  

In light of my analysis of the Philebus' dramatis personae, it does not seem to be the case that 

Plato wrote this dialogue in the dramatic form of an early-period work.  Any resemblance 

between the dramatic form of the Philebus and the Socratic dialogues is superficial.  What the 

Philebus does resemble is the sort of dialectical inquiry between a master and a philosophically 

educated pupil which Plato set out in the Statesman and in the Seventh Letter.  The manner in 

which Socrates and Protarchus examine the question of the best life is reminiscent of the type of 

dialectical inquiry conducted by the Elean Visitor and Young Socrates, with the significant 

exception that Protarchus, even though he is guided along by Socrates, has sufficient training in 

philosophy to function as a reasonably adequate conversation partner.  Furthermore, it cannot be 

maintained that there is any resemblance between the Philebus' ontological and metaphysical 

positions and the early-period Socratic works.  Plato's late-period views on these topics has 

nothing in common with the early-period dialogues.  Finally, the philosophical method utilized in 
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the Philebus is of the same sort employed by the Visitor in the Statesman; it is not the elenctic 

method utilized so frequently by Socrates in Plato's early writings.54   

     In sum, then, the Philebus is not written in the form of an early-period Socratic dialogue.  The 

Philebus is a late-period work composed to demonstrate the manner in which dialectical inquiry 

should be carried out between the sort of master and pupil who exemplify correct philosophical 

practice.  Although the presence of Socrates appears out of place in this late work, it is in some 

sense fitting that Plato chose to employ the character of Socrates to articulate his final views on 

the question of how we may best live; a question which was at the core of both Socrates' and 

Plato's philosophizing.   

 

Diairesis in the Philebus 

     Diairesis is carried out somewhat differently in the Philebus than it was in either the Sophist 

or the Statesman.  It appears to be the case that rather than proceeding by dividing a class into a 

number of subclasses for the principal purpose of obtaining a definition of a thing, the method of 

division and blending, although it still may furnish a definition of a definiendum, is employed in 

the Philebus primarily for the sake of identifying the members of a class, so that each member 

may be examined in relation to the class itself and in relation to every other member.  Plato is not 

so much concerned with finding the necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing 

of such a sort; he is more concerned with distinguishing the individual elements that comprise a 

class.55  There is one notable exception: the division and blending of the class of lives to 

                                                        
54 Despite Frede's attempts to demonstrate that the elenchus is used throughout the first part of the Philebus, it seems 
more reasonable to argue that the dominant method of this dialogue is the method of division and blending.  See, Frede, 
"The Hedonist's Conversion," 239-247. 
55 Perhaps the best analogue to the method of division on the Philebus is the one found in the final division of the 
Statesman, where the Visitor distinguishes four classes of things – contributory causes, subordinates, imitative politics, 
and governing subordinates – for the sake of demonstrating the parts that make up each of these classes.  See, 
Statesman, 287c11-305d10. 
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determine the best life.  In this particular diairesis, the definition of the best life is obtained 

through the use of the method of division and blending. 

     No attempt is made is this dialogue to define any of its principal terms, such as pleasure or 

knowledge, by means of diairesis.  Moreover, even though Protarchus suggests that a division of 

the kinds of pleasures and kinds of knowledge might be required, unless Socrates is willing to 

pursue their discussion in some other way, their division is not carried out.  Protarchus tells 

Socrates: "In respect to these matters, then, consider whether you yourself must divide the kinds 

of pleasure and knowledge or must let it alone, if somehow you are able and willing to make clear 

in some other way the matters presently being disputed among us" (Bouleuvou dh; pro;" tau`ta 

aujto;" povteron hJdonh`" ei[dh soi kai; ejpisthvmh" diairetevon h] kai; ejatevon, ei[ ph/ kaq j e{terovn tina 

trovpon oi|ov" t j ei\ kai; bouvlei dhlẁsaiv pw" a[llw" ta; nu`n ajmfisbhtouvmena par j hJmi`n).56  Frede 

seems thankful that these divisions are not performed: "The student of the divisions (dihairesis) 

[sic] in the Sophist … and in the Statesman … will probably regard this shortcut in the Philebus 

with unmitigated relief, in view of those long and still far-from-complete (!) exercises devoted to 

the divisions of all the arts.  But it is not just the shudder provoked by the thought of the ordeal of 

a complete division of all pleasures and all kinds of knowledge that justifies our gratitude for 

Socrates' parsimony in the Philebus.  There are good reasons to doubt that a completion of 

dialectical divisions … would be of any real use."57   

     It should be pointed out that Frede does not appear to be criticizing the method of division in 

general, only its use in this particular case.  Frede does, however, touch upon one good point.  It 

would seem to be the case that a series of divisions of all  types of pleasures and kinds of 

knowledge would be unnecessary, since Socrates recalls that neither pleasure nor knowledge in 

                                                        
56 Philebus, 20a5-9.  
57 Frede, "Disintegration and Restoration," 438. 
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themselves is the good, "rather, there is some other third thing, different than these and better than 

both" (ajlla; a[llo ti trivton, e{teron me;n touvtwn, a[meinon de; ajmfoi`n).58  It is well to remember the 

Visitor's remarks in the digression on due measure regarding length and brevity in discussions.  

Arguably, a lengthy division of pleasure and knowledge would be excessive in respect to what it 

might accomplish in the context of the Philebus' discussion.59 

     In effect, the use of the method of division in the Philebus attempts to address the fundamental 

and difficult problem of the relation between the one and the many, the relation between unity 

and plurality.60  Sayre frames the one and the many problem in terms of the Forms: How can an 

unchanging Form "become involved with many changing particulars without losing its unity?"61  

We should recall that it is Sayre's position that the use of method in the late dialogues in 

concerned with solving difficulties about the ontology of the Forms.62  In the case of diairesis in 

the Philebus, the procedure followed by Socrates is to find a single Form from among the things 

being examined, and then to  divide this Form further, either dichotomously or into even more 

than two subdivisions, to the extent that any further divisions are necessary, in order to determine 

of what the thing under examination is a particular example.63  The result of these divisions "is to 

see the original Form as neither simple nor indefinitely numerous, but rather as containing a 

                                                        
58 Philebus, 20b8-9. 
59 See, Statesman, 283c3-6. 
60 The one and the many problem is examined at, Philebus, 14c7-18d2.  An especially important passage is, Philebus, 
15b1-8.  The problem has received much attention from scholars.  Delcomminette provides a helpful bibliography of 
the more significant analyses.  See, Delcomminette, "The One-and-Many Problems at Philebus 15 B," 21, n. 1. 
61 Sayre: Plato's Late Ontology, 119. 
62 I have previously expressed some reservations regarding Sayre's view that division is carried out in respect to Forms 
in Chapter 5. 
63 This is Sayre's interpretation of a difficult passage at Philebus, 16d1-e2.  In reference to this passage, Gosling 
remarks: "[the] whole passage has proven extremely recalcitrant to interpretation."  Gosling, Plato: Philebus, 154. 
Sayre attempts to explain the passage by comparing the use of the method of division and collection in the Philebus to 
the manner in which it is employed in the Sophist and the Statesman. Yet, Plato's use of the word "unlimited" (a[peiron) 
in the Philebus passage presents a serious challenge if the comparison is to hold: the word is not encountered in the 
description of the method of division in the Sophist and the Statesman.  Otherwise, it is Sayre's view that the method 
would "appear essentially the same" in all three dialogues.  Even though it is beyond the scope of this study to discuss 
and evaluate Sayre's argument, it should be noted that he does attempt to account for the difficulty that arises from the 
presence of the word "unlimited". 



 304 

definite number of specifically identified Forms."64  According to Sayre, then, participation in a 

Form fulfills both necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort.65  It 

seems to be the case that, rather than defining a particular thing in terms of the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for a thing to be a thing of such a sort, a thing's participation in a Form 

defines the thing.  It is unclear whether or not Sayre's analysis convincingly shows that there is an 

actual distinction between defining a thing in terms of its necessary and sufficient conditions and 

its participation in a Form.  It is arguable that a thing's participation in a Form does, in fact, 

supply the necessary and sufficient conditions for defining a thing, thereby making Sayre's 

distinction unnecessary. 

     Returning to the examination of the Philebus, the one and the many problem arises early in the 

discussion when it is noted that there are many different kinds of pleasures and kinds of 

knowledge that are not alike: "there can be many dissimilar pleasures, and many different kinds 

of knowledge" (pollai; me;n hJdonai; kai; ajnovmoioi gignevsqwn, pollai; de; ejpisth`mai kai; 

diavforoi).66  If we wish to say that either pleasure or knowledge is the good, and if the good is a 

single thing, or unity, and if there are many different kinds of pleasures and knowledge, that is, a 

                                                        
64 Sayre, Plato's Late Ontology, 123.   
65 This interpretation would seem to lead to a serious problem for Plato's ontology: Does a Form consist of other Forms 
that participate in it?  An affirmative answer seems to be required if we accept Sayre's view that division is carried out 
in respect to Forms.  As I shall soon discuss, it is possible that diairesis does not solve the one and the many problem, 
rather the problem is generated by the application of the method of division in the Philebus.  Additionally, Sayre's 
claim that participation in a Form provides the necessary and sufficient conditions for defining a thing may also be 
problematic.  The method of division and collection leads to a definition of thing first by dividing a class into the 
elements that make up the class, and then after collecting the divided terms, a definition is given.  In the Philebus, it is 
not the case that the divided terms are collected.  Without the crucial step of collection, it is hard to see how the 
necessary and sufficient conditions are established for the definiendum.  It seems more reasonable to view diairesis in 
the Philebus as simply a procedure for isolating the various members of a class in order to determine the composition 
of a class and the relationship of the individual members both among themselves in respect to the class to which they 
belong.  This certainly seems to be the procedure followed in the division of "all the things that are now in the 
universe" (Pavnta ta; nùn o[nta ejn tw`/ panti;) at Philebus, 23c4.  Although Socrates does state: "let us try collecting each 
one into a unity again" (peirwvmeqa ... eij" e}n pavlin eJkavteron sunagagovnte"), the ontological categories that are revealed 
by division are not gathered together to establish the necessary and sufficient condition to define "all the things that are 
in the universe".   They are collected in order "to understand in what way each of them is one and many" (noh`sai ph`/ 
pote h\n aujtw`n e}n kai; polla; eJkaveron).  Philebus, 23e4-6.  
66 Philebus, 14a8-9. 
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plurality of pleasures and knowledge, then how are we able to regard this plurality of either 

pleasure or knowledge as a unity?  How do we demonstrate the relation between the many, the 

different kinds of pleasures and knowledge, and the one, the good.  Socrates himself is quite well 

aware of the difficulty confronting him: "It is these problems concerning the one and the many … 

that are the causes of all kinds of difficulties if they are not well agreed upon, but would not be if 

they are well solved" (tau`t j e[sti ta; peri; ta; toiau`ta e{n kai; pollav ... aJpavsh" ajporiva" ai[tia mh; 

kalẁ" oJmologhqevnta kai; eujporiva" au\ kalẁ").67  Socrates attempts to solve the problem by using 

the method of division, but not in the sense that diairesis will lead to knowledge by furnishing a 

definition of the terms of the matter under consideration.  Rather, the employment of the method 

of division will lead to recognizing the relationships among the things that are being investigated. 

     Yet, it is arguable that the method itself, or the sort of dialectical inquiry practiced in the 

Philebus, does not satisfactorily solve the problem.68  The chief difficulty arises in how one 

interprets Plato's use of diairesis to address the question of the one and the many.  Does the 

method of division introduced at Philebus 16c5, actually solve the problem of the relation 

between the one and the many, or does the method give rise to the problem?69  According to 

Delcomminette: "… these problems [that is, the problems associated with the use of division to 

articulate the relation of the one to the many] do not appear before the practice of dialectic: they 

are rather the consequences of such a practice."70  In other words, diairesis may not be the means 

by which the one and the many problem is solved; the employment of the method of division to 

examine it may, in fact, may be the cause of the problem in the first place.  Delcomminette argues 

                                                        
67 Philebus, 15b8-c3. 
68 It is not my intention to attempt to offer a solution to the problem in this study.  I am merely indicating that the use of 
the method of division to address the one and the many problem may not be sufficient for dealing with this difficulty; 
or at the very least it is insufficient in respect to the way in which it is employed in the Philebus. 
69 There is a third alternative.  Diairesis may reveal, rather than solve or give rise to, the one and the many problem.  In 
other words, the relationship between genus and species may be made apparent when a genus is divided in the manner 
in which Plato's method of division functions. 
70 Delcomminette, "The One-and-Many Problems at Philebus 15 B," 29-30. 
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that if this is the case, then "… we should not look for a solution to these problems in Socrates' 

description of this method, or, in fact, in the Philebus itself."71  This does not mean that the 

problem is insoluble; it simply means that the solution is not given in the Philebus, nor does it 

appear that the solution is achievable by the method of division.72 

     The attempt to distinguish the relation between the one and the many is the first principal use 

of diairesis in the Philebus.  One will become "wise" (sofov") when one has apprehended how 

pluralities can be a unity; similarly, in reverse, if one has grasped certain pluralities, it is 

necessary "to grasp some number that determines each plurality" (ajriqmo;n au\ tina plh`qo" 

e{kaston e[contav ti katanoei`n), before proceeding from these pluralities "to unity" (eij" e{n).73  The 

point of this dialectical exercise is to demonstrate each thing is both one and many, and how each 

thing is not altogether unlimited, but is limited by some number.74  In the Philebus, knowledge, 

then, is not a matter of defining a thing by discovering the necessary and sufficient conditions for 

a thing to be a thing of such a sort; knowledge is determining the relation between the one and the 

many, how pluralities are subsumed under a unity, and how pluralities are not completely without 

limit but do possess some numerical limit.  It would appear that the method of division is not the 

correct analytic tool for this task.75  We have seen that the method of division was directed toward 

obtaining the definition of a thing, and if the definiendum is defined, then there is knowledge of 

the thing.  In contrast, it appears that in the Philebus knowledge is something different than being 

able to give a definition; knowledge is being able to apprehend a complex set of relations between 

pluralities and a unity.  This is not to say that knowledge is no longer being able to give an 

                                                        
71 Ibid., 42. 
72 Delcomminette suggests that the solution to how the one and the many problem in relation to diairesis is to be sought 
elsewhere in the Platonic corpus, principally in the Theaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman.  See, Ibid., 42. 
73 See, Philebus, 17d7-18b3. 
74 See, Philebus, 18e8-19a2. 
75 Whether or not the one and the many problem is generated by the use of diairesis, as Delcomminette believes, is a 
somewhat different concern.  My position is that, since Plato appears to be arguing that knowledge is entailed by 
discovering the relation between the one and the many, diairesis is not the means by which this can be accomplished. 
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account of a thing.  Rather, for the specific purposes of the Philebus' arguments, it appears to be 

the case that Plato is claiming that there is a sort of knowledge that arises from the apprehension 

of relationships, in addition to the sort of knowledge that comes about from being able to furnish 

a definition of a thing.   If this is indeed the case, then, even though diairesis is employed at 

various points in the dialogue for a variety of purposes, it is possible that it is not the appropriate 

means by which the relationship between the one and the many may be determined.   

     Diairesis can, however, successfully separate out the elements that comprise a class.  This is 

precisely what Socrates attempts to accomplish when he divides " all the things that are now in 

the universe" (Pavnta ta; nu`n o[nta ejn tẁ/ panti;).76  He begins by reminding Protarchus that "it is 

a gift of the gods to men" (Qeẁn me;n eij" ajnqrwvpou" dovsi") that human beings have learned that 

"of the things that are ever said to be come from one and many, having inborn in them limit and 

unlimitedness" (wJ" ejx eJno" me;n kai; pollẁn o[ntwn tẁn ajei; legomevnwn ei\nai, pevra" de; kai; 

ajpeirivan ejn auJtoi`" suvmfuton ejcovntwn).77  Thus, there are two categories of thing, limit and the 

unlimited, into which the things in the universe are divided.  A third category can be discovered 

which results from, or is generated by, the "mixing together" (summisgovmenon) of limit with the 

unlimited.78  Clearly, this third ontological category is not derived from the method of division as 

set out in the Sophist, rather it should be regarded as a case of the variant form of division and 

blending which was employed by the Elean Visitor in the latter part of the Statesman.  Neither 

limit nor the unlimited are divided to reveal the category "the mixed" (hJ miktov").  The category 

"the mixed" is generated when limit and the unlimited are blended together.79  Since "the mixed" 

                                                        
76 Philebus, 23c4. 
77 Philebus, 16c9-10. 
78 Philebus, 23d1. 
79 The category of the mixed is not merely something brought about by the uncontrolled mixing of limit with the 
unlimited.   Rather, the mixed is regarded as a unity in itself; it is a "coming-into-being from the measures created with 
limit" (gevvnesin eij" oujsivan ejk tw`n meta; toù pevrato" ajpeirgasmevnwn mevtrwn). Philebus, 26d8-9.  The category of the 
mixed may provide the ontological ground for to metrion. 
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results from the blending of limit with the unlimited, there must be something that brings about 

the mixed.  A fourth category is required: "Look at the cause of the mixing together of these two 

with each other, and set it down as my fourth category in addition to those three" (Th`" summeivxew" 

touvtwn pro;" a[llhla th;n aijtivan o{ra, kai; tivqei moi pro;" trisi;n ejkeivnoi" tevtarton tou`to).80  

Since everything that comes into being must be produced by some producer, or maker, it follows 

that there is a cause for all things; what comes into being and what produces something that 

comes into being are different.81  What comes into being must not be mistaken for what causes 

the thing to come into being.  Protarchus then asks if a fifth category, one that "has some capacity 

for their separation" (diavkrisivn tino" dunamevnou), is required.82  Socrates replies that he does not, 

at least at the moment, think that this fifth category is necessary.83 

     Thus, four ontological categories are established – limit, the unlimited, the mixed, and the 

cause – for the purpose of determining which type of life corresponds to which ontological 

category.  Cooper argues that Plato's fourfold ontology is set down for the sake of his moral 

philosophy: "Though this passage [that is, the passage establishing the four ontological 

categories] has often been interpreted as an isolated 'digression,' it is presented in the text as 

making an essential contribution to the predominantly ethical dispute …"84  By this point in the 

dialogue, three types of lives have been distinguished: one of pleasure, one of knowledge, and 

one which shares in both.  Socrates begins with the mixed type of life; a life that is comprised of 

all that is unlimited, bound by limit" (sumpavtwn tẁn ajpeivrwn uJpo; tou` pevrato" dedemevnwn).85  The 

mixed type of life corresponds to the category of the mixture.  Since pleasure or pain have no 

                                                        
80 Philebus, 23d7-8. 
81 See, Philebus, 26e1-27b2. 
82 Philebus, 23d9-10. 
83 It could be suggested that this fifth category, separation, is not required because the object of their examination is not 
to see how things are brought apart from each other, but rather to investigate the manner in which things are related to 
each other. 
84 Cooper, "Plato's Theory of Human Good in the Philebus," 150. 
85 Philebus, 27d9. 
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limit, the life of pleasure corresponds to the category of the unlimited.86  Assigning the life of 

knowledge to the proper ontological category is a bit more difficult.  In order to demonstrate that 

the life of knowledge actually corresponds to the category of cause, Socrates must first show that 

reason (nou`") belongs to that category which is the cause of all things.  He argues that since the 

universe has a soul which is directed by cosmic reason, it is cosmic reason that is the cause of all 

things in the universe.  Similarly, since the human soul and intellect are patterned after the 

relation between the cosmic soul and cosmic reason and share in the cosmic soul and reason, it 

follows that human reason is the cause of all things for human beings.  In imitation of the divine, 

the human soul is directed by human reason.87  Whereas pleasure belongs to the category of the 

unlimited, "reason is akin to cause and is surely of that category" ( vnou`" me;n aijtiva" h\n suggenh;" 

kai; touvtou scedo;n tou` gevnou").88  Socrates is able to conclude that the life of knowledge 

corresponds to the category of cause. 

    The division carried out in these passages appears to be undertaken not to show how the 

problem of the one and the many may be solved.  Rather, the division of "all the things that are 

now in the universe" appears to be directed at distinguishing the sort of categories that are 

employed to apprehend the structure of the cosmos.  By understanding the relations among the 

ontological categories of limit, the unlimited, mixture, and cause, we are able to have some 

degree of understanding about the universe.  But since the Philebus is concerned with more than 

simply ontological and metaphysical matters, we are also provided with the means for being able 

                                                        
86 See, Philebus, 27e1-28a4.  Interestingly, Socrates discusses the correspondence between the life of pleasure and the 
unlimited with Philebus, not Protarchus who, when Philebus starts becoming somewhat annoyed with Socrates, tells 
Philebus: "Socrates is speaking correctly … we must obey him" ( jOrqw`" toi levgei ... kai; aujtw`/ peistevon).  It seems 
that Protarchus is well on the way to being persuaded by Socrates.  Philebus, 28b4-5. 
87 It would appear to be the case that, since human reason is the cause all human things, human reason also directs all 
human choices.  A person would choose a particular sort of life because human reason enables one to do so.  The type 
of choice that one makes, whether praiseworthy or blameworthy, would depend on one's use of reason.  A choice that is 
praiseworthy would be one in which human reason is used correctly to direct human choices in imitation of the divine 
reason which chooses correctly in respect to the manner in which it orders the cosmos. 
88 Philebus, 31a7-8. 
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to understand the manner in which human concerns are related to the cosmos.  The 

correspondence between the types of lives available to us and the organization of the universe is 

able to furnish reasons why the choice of one sort of life is preferable to another.  Although the 

diairesis in this part of the Philebus can be interpreted and applied to a variety of philosophical 

concerns, perhaps its greatest significance lies in its use as a guide for determining the most 

choiceworthy type of life. 

     There are two divisions carried out in the Philebus which are designed to demonstrate that 

both pleasure and knowledge may be mixed.89  The first division concerns the ways in which it 

possible for one not to know oneself; the second division, the division of the arts, distinguishes 

between pure and mixed knowledge.90  In the first of these two divisions, Plato has Socrates argue 

that one can hold a false opinion of oneself in respect to three things: (1) we can falsely believe 

that we are more wealthy than we are; (2) we can think that we have greater physical advantages 

than we do; (3) we can be mistaken about how much virtue we possess, especially the virtue of 

wisdom (sofiva").  False self-opinion, when combined with weakness and an inability to take 

revenge when laughed at, leads one to being viewed by others as a ridiculous person.  When false 

self-opinion is combined with strength or power, then that person is regarded as malicious and 

harmful.  Frede remarks: "We enjoy the spectacle of our neighbor making a fool of himself, so 

long as he is weak (because he cannot revenge himself on us), while such a display of ignorance 

                                                        
89 The method of division is also employed on a smaller scale to distinguish linguistic and musical sounds.  Plato 
utilizes linguistic and musical sounds as examples drawn from the sensible world to illustrate the relation between unity 
and plurality.  See, Philebus, 17a8-e6.  For the purposes of this study, it is not necessary to examine these two divisions 
at length.  The discussion of the Plato's ontological division sufficiently demonstrates his attempt to show the 
relationship between the one and the many.  Ionescu views the division of sensible linguistic and musical sounds as the 
first stage in apprehending these classes of sound in the intelligible sphere.  She argues that division of grammar and 
sound can be carried out on the level of either  the sensible or the intelligible for the sake of their classification: 
"Whether they [that is, linguistic and musical sounds] are regarded under their sensible or intelligible aspect is a 
reflection of the extent to which the method is pursued."  It is her view that if a diairesis is carried through far enough 
on sensible things, then the intelligible Forms in which they participate will be revealed.  Ionescu, "The Unity of the 
Philebus," 57-59. 
90 See, Philebus, 48d8-49c5 and 56c4-57c4, respectively. 
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in a powerful neighbor causes fear in us, because she is capable of taking revenge."91  The 

division of ignorance is undertaken for the purpose of demonstrating a certain ambiguity in our 

emotional makeup, an ambiguity which indicates that neither pleasure nor pain is pure, rather 

they are mixed, or impure.  "For we had agreed all along that resentment is a pain of the soul, and 

laughing is a pleasure, and that both of these occur at the same time on those occasions" (to;n ga;r 

fqovnon wJmologh`sqai luvphn yuch`" hJmi`n pavlai, to; de; gela`n hJdonhvn, a{ma givgnesqai de; touvtw ejn 

touvtoi" toi`" crovnoi").92  Thus, by means of diairesis, Plato is able to establish the point that 

pleasure and pain may be mixed; a point which will be crucial for the determination later in the 

dialogue that the best sort of life is one that is mixed.93 

     Similarly, the division of the arts attempts to show how the different arts are relatively pure or 

mixed in relation to each other and with respect to the truth, "by considering whether one kind of 

knowledge is any purer than another, just as one kind of pleasure is purer than another" (skopẁn 

a\rav ejstiv ti" eJtevra" a[llh kaqarwtevra ejpisthvmh" ejpisthvmh, kaqavper hJdonh`" hJdonhv).94  The 

division begins by dividing "the so-called arts" (ta;" legomevna" tevcna") into those having "less 

precision" (ejlavttono" akribeiva") and those with "greater" (pleivono") precision in their practices.95  

Although mathematics – that is, arithmetic, geometry, the "art of calculating "(logistikhv), and the 

"art of measuring" (metrhtikhv) –  is counted among the precise arts, it, too, may be further 

divided into two kinds, the kind of mathematics employed by the many and the kind utilized by 

philosophers.  While both kinds of mathematics go by the same name, their objects and their 

                                                        
91 Frede, "Disintegration and Restoration," 451.  
92 Philebus, 50a7-9. 
93 It should be noted that the division of ignorance does not establish the necessary and sufficient conditions to define 
ignorance.  Rather, this division does show how false opinion, combined with certain dispositions of character, lead to 
the demonstration that there is a mixing, or blending, of pleasures and pains.  The object of this diairesis, then, is 
directed toward the aim of determining the manner in which contraries, that is, pleasure and pain, can be blended 
together. 
94 Philebus, 57a11-b2. 
95 See, Philebus, 56c4-6.  We should recall that this is the passage which Sayre believes takes up the discussion of the 
notion of preciseness mentioned at Statesman, 284d1-2.  See, Sayre, Metaphysics and Method, 191-193. 
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relative degrees of certainty differ.  Arts that are referred to by a single name should actually be 

regarded as two, depending on their "degree of certainty and purity" (to; safe;" kai; to; kaqaron;), 

and whether or not these are practiced with "more precision" (ajkribevsteron) by philosophers or 

by non-philosophers.96  The arts practiced by philosophers are indeed superior to those with the 

same names engaged in by non-philosophers because "they are superior in precision and truth in 

respect to their use of measure and number" (ajkribeiva/ kai; ajlhqeiva/ peri; mevtra te kai; ajriqmou;" 

diafevrousin).97  Even though these arts are very precise when used by philosophers, there is an art 

that is supreme, the art of dialectics.  Dialectics, because it is concerned with being, what is truly 

real, and what is eternal "is the truest of all the kinds of knowledge" (ajlhqestavthn ei\nai 

gnẁsin).98  The art of dialectics alone leads to "a purity of mind and reason" (to; kaqaro;n nou` te 

kai; fronhvsew").  All the other arts, because they deal with what comes to be, that is, what is 

merely opinion, are not pure and can never lead to certainty.99  The upshot of this diairesis, then, 

is the proof that there are different degrees of knowledge in relation to the degree of purity of 

knowledge.  The degree of purity of knowledge differs in relation to the object of knowledge and 

the purpose for which knowledge is employed in a particular art.  At one extreme, the 

philosopher's art of dialectics is the purest type of knowledge, at the other extreme would be those 

arts practiced by non-philosophers in which there is more opinion than knowledge, that is, an 

impure sort of knowledge.  In any case, however, just as Plato used diairesis to demonstrate that 

all pleasures cannot be regarded as being either the same or unmixed, so, too, does the method of 

division assist in showing that not all knowledge is the same and that nearly all knowledge is 

mixed with opinion. 

                                                        
96 See, Philebus, 57c1-3. 
97 See, Philebus, 57c9-d2. 
98 See, Philebus, 58a4-5. 
99 See, Philebus, 58d6-59b5. 
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     The divisions of ignorance and the arts supply an important conceptual foundation for the final 

arguments in the Philebus.  Diairesis has established the point that things that are usually 

understood as being called by a single name and are considered as simple, unmixed things are, in 

fact, different and compound.  What we refer to as pleasure is not a single, simple thing.  Rather, 

there are different types and degrees of pleasure, most of which have some degree of pain mixed 

in with them.  Similarly, knowledge is not something which is single and simple.  Like pleasure, 

there are different kinds of knowledge and different degrees of knowledge, most of which are 

mixed with some amount of opinion.   

     It is reasonable to claim, then, that the method of division plays a significant role in the 

Philebus.  Diairesis was employed to establish, by dividing a class that may be termed the class 

of types of lives, that there is a life of pleasure, a life on intellect, and a life in which both 

pleasure and knowledge are mixed.  The method of division is also used to demonstrate the 

correspondence between the types of lives and Plato's ontological categories, especially in respect 

to the view that there is a link between the way in which the universe is structured and the way in 

which human lives should be lived.  In other words, diairesis reveals a connection between the 

sensible and supersensible realms.  In effect, it articulates the connection between Plato's moral 

philosophy and metaphysics, in the sense that diairesis demonstrates the grounding of Plato's 

ethics in his metaphysical and ontological views.100  Additionally, by using the method of 

division to prove that pleasure and knowledge can be mixed, Plato has prepared the ground to 

argue that a mixture of the appropriate sorts pleasure and knowledge is what would constitute the 

best sort of life.  Since it has been set down that most pleasure is not pure, rather pleasure is 

mixed in varying degrees with pain, and that nearly all sorts of knowledge are mixed with 

                                                        
100 Ionescu, who regards the Philebus as offering a unified set of arguments, acknowledges that the unity of this 
dialogue is indebted to the method of division, especially in the sense that that diairesis can reveal the connection 
between the sensible and the metaphysical.  See, Ionescu, "The Unity of the Philebus," passim. 
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differing degrees of opinion, perhaps it would be plausible to extend this idea to the manner in 

which human beings ought to live.  The task that remains for Plato in the final part of the 

Philebus is to demonstrate how, or by means of what standard, the best type of mixed life is to be 

achieved. 

 

To Metrion and the Philebus 

     I wish to argue that to metrion plays a fundamentally important role in determining the 

Philebus' best sort of life.  In Chapter 5, I attempted to demonstrate that qualitative measurement 

is the means by which contraries may be weighed and reconciled, or blended, against some 

standard by an appeal to what is in due measure, what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, or 

what is requisite.  Two extremes are measured against this standard so that a middle ground, or 

mean between the extremes, might be attained; a mean in which both extremes share.  In the 

Philebus it seems clear that the best life is one in which contrary, or opposing, types of lives are 

blended together.  The life of pleasure and the life of knowledge are contrary, or opposing, types 

of lives, neither of which would be the best by itself.  The mixed, or best, life is one in which 

these contrary lives have been reconciled, or blended together, in order that the person who 

chooses to live the best life shares in both pleasure and knowledge.  Furthermore, Plato argues 

that both pleasure and knowledge may be either unmixed (pure) or mixed (impure), and that 

mixed pleasure and knowledge may by mixed well or mixed badly.101  The best life, then, is the 

one in which well-mixed, or correctly blended, pleasure and well-mixed knowledge is blended in 

accordance with an appeal to the interchangeable standards of to metrion, to prepon, ho kairos, or 

to deon. 

                                                        
101 I refer the reader to Chapter 6, figure 7 for an illustration of the manner in which these notions are divided and 
mixed. 
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     Plato's examination of pleasure in the Philebus is the subject of much scholarly debate.102  

Pleasures are divided into those that are true and those that are false.  "Shall we say that these 

pleasures and pains are true or false" (Povteron ajlhqei`" tauvta" ta;" luvpa" te kai; hJdona;" h] 

yeudei`" ei\nai levxomen;).103  Both Penner and Frede maintain that pleasures are true or false in a 

propositional sense.  A pleasure is true in the propositional sense "if it not only accompanies a 

belief but is taken in that belief, that is, one is pleased about the things believed."104  Pleasures, 

like beliefs, cannot be morally evaluated unless they are true or false in a propositional sense: 

"…only 'propositional' pleasures can be analysed [sic] and judged in the same way as opinions 

and beliefs are."105  In contrast, Hampton argues that pleasures are neither true nor false in respect 

to true or false belief, rather their truth or falsity depends on the way in which one orders his or 

her life.  It is her view that both Penner and Frede regard the propositional sense of true and false 

pleasures in a manner foreign to Plato's way of thinking.  Hampton argues that for Plato human 

beings not only wish to know the truth intellectually, but also wish to experience it in our 

existence as human beings.  That is to say, human beings do not merely wish to apprehend the 

truth as some sort of abstract intellectual concept, rather human beings wish to have an actual 

experience of the truth, both physically and emotionally, in their day-to-day affairs.  A human 

being must actually experience truth as something that provides a sense of physical and emotional 

satisfaction.  Hampton concludes:  "Thus, in the Philebus Plato makes it clear that only those 

                                                        
102 The interpretations of Gosling, Kenny, Penner, Hampton, and Frede, cited earlier in this chapter, are among the 
more significant contributions to the debate.  It is not my wish to offer an interpretation of Plato's views on pleasure in 
this dialogue.  I am merely attempting to indicate that the pleasures that are well-mixed, or true, are those that are 
beneficial for the mixed life.  The discussion takes place at, Philebus, 36a3-41a6. 
103 Philebus, 36c6-7. 
104 Hampton, "Plato's Later Analysis of Pleasure," 41.  Penner and Frede do differ in respect to the manner in which 
they respectively interpret the word "belief" (hJ dovxa).  There is a certain ambiguity in the word dovxa, depending on 
whether one construes it in its active or passive senses.  Penner argues that "belief" should be taken in its active sense, 
that is, the process of believing; Frede claims that it should be taken in its passive sense, that is, the result of the 
process, or the thing that one believes in.  See, Penner, "False Anticipatory Pleasures,"  171-176; Frede, 
"Rumpelstiltskin's Pleasures," 362-364. 
105 Frede, "Rumpelstiltskin's Pleasures," 372. 
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pleasures that do not impede reason's commitment to the truth may be considered a part of the 

good life (62E-64B), for it is truth alone which is our proper goal."106  In other words, one cannot 

properly order one's life until one has had a complete experience of the truth. 

     Hampton's interpretation appears to be more plausible and textually sound than those of 

Penner and Frede.  The text of the Philebus lends strong support to Hampton's position.  Socrates 

clearly expresses the need for truth in the mixture of pleasure and knowledge; truth, in effect, 

functions as the standard against which true and false pleasures are measured.107  When measured 

against the truth, certain pleasures will be shown to be false, and must not be allowed into the 

mixture.  The most intense and false pleasures will act as an impediment, "even preventing us 

from developing at all (kai; givgnesqaiv te hJma`" th;n ajrch;n ouj ejẁsi).108  Only true pleasures will be 

permitted into the mixture, pleasures which will forge a kinship with reason in order that the 

mixture be stable.  This is especially the case if one wants to understand "what is the good in a 

human being and in the universe, and what idea one must divine of the nature of the good itself" 

(tiv pote e[n t j ajnqrwvpw/ kai; tẁ/ panti; pevfuken ajgaqo;n kai; tivna ijdevan aujth;n ei\naiv pote 

manteutevon).109   

     Yet, if  true and false pleasures are determined in respect to the truth, a further question arises: 

What enables us to determine the relationship of pleasure to truth?  Or, to put the question 

somewhat differently: What determines whether or not a pleasure is to be judged true?  The 

answer appears to be that reason determines the manner in which truth is measured.  Reason will 

insist that only true pleasures be included in the mixture of pleasure and knowledge; reason will 

reject any pleasure that is false.  Reason insists upon this because it is the ordering principle in the 

                                                        
106 Hampton, "Plato's Later Analysis of Pleasure," 47. 
107 See, Philebus, 64b2-3. 
108 Philebus, 63d6-e1. 
109 Philebus, 64a1-3. 
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soul and most valuable element in a human being.110  Protarchus does not hesitate in responding 

to Socrates' question "whether reason or pleasure is more akin to truth (povteron hJdonhvn 

suggenevsteron h] nou`" ajlhqeiva/).111  There is no doubt in Protarchus' mind that reason is more 

closely related to truth than pleasure is related to truth.  Furthermore, since human reason is the 

ordering principle of the human soul, and divine reason is the ordering principle of the cosmos, a 

connection is established between the human and the divine.  Arguing from the position that there 

is a unity to the arguments of the Philebus, Carpenter comments: "… we thus get a picture of 

what it means for human beings to be part of the universe as a whole, and for reason … to be part 

of that same whole."112 

     In respect to pleasure, to metrion is employed for two purposes: (1) to show that there are 

certain sorts of pleasures that need to be admitted into the best life; (2) to demonstrate the 

relationship between these types of pleasures and knowledge.  Plato's argument proceeds in two 

steps.  First, pleasures are shown to be either true of false when measured against the truth.  A 

true pleasure is one in which truth is mixed in with pleasure; a false pleasure is one in which no 

amount of truth is mixed.  Moreover, since it appears to be the case that a thing that is pure (to; 

kaqarovn) is closer to the truth, a true pleasure is a pleasure that is true to the degree that it is 

pure.113  Clearly, true and false pleasures are contrary, or opposite, pleasures.  Without measuring 

pleasure by means of an appeal to what is in due measure, it would be difficult for Plato to argue 

that there are in fact different types of pleasures.  Rather than rejecting pleasure in its entirety as 

an important component of the best life, the use of due measure allows Plato to demonstrate that 

                                                        
110 See, Philebus, 64b5-c9. 
111 Philebus, 65c2-3.  In this context, the word noù" is best rendered as "reason", rather than as "understanding" or 
"mind".  It seems that Plato in attempting to convey the idea of an active cognitive process which determines whether 
or not something – in this case a pleasure – is true or false.  The word "understanding" connotes a sense of the product 
of the cognitive process, while "mind" suggests the thing that carries out this process.  
112 Carpenter, "Phileban Gods," 111. 
113 A pleasure is pure to the extent that it shares in pain.  The less the amount pain that is mixed in with a pleasure, the 
purer the pleasure.  See, Philebus, 52d6-53c2. 
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contrary pleasures can be measured against a standard, the truth, and, in effect, reconcile different 

pleasures in respect to their relationship with truth.  True pleasures are admitted into the best life; 

false pleasures are rejected.  Second, once Plato has determined that true pleasures should be part 

of the best life, then it is necessary to weigh true pleasure against knowledge.  If we regard 

pleasure as the contrary of knowledge, then in accordance with what is in due measure there will 

need to be a standard against which they are measured.114  Reason is the standard for measuring 

true pleasure and knowledge in this second application of to metrion.  As truth functioned as the 

standard for analyzing the relationship between the different sorts of pleasures, so, too, does 

reason function as the standard for measuring true pleasure against knowledge, in order to 

determine the relative value of each in respect to their participation in the best life.  Since reason 

is more akin to truth than true pleasure is akin to truth, it is reason that is the more valuable 

component in the life that mixes true pleasure with knowledge.  In sum, then, the appeal to what 

is in due measure provides the analytic tool which enables Plato first to measure pleasure in 

general so that he may determine the difference between true and false pleasure, and second, to 

measure true pleasure and knowledge in order to determine the relative value of each of these 

fundamental elements of the best life. 

     As with the distinction between true and false pleasures, Plato also attempts to distinguish two 

types of knowledge.  "One kind [of knowledge] treats what comes to be and perishes, while the 

other treats what does not come to be or perishes, but what the same in itself and eternal" (hJ me;n 

ejpi; ta; gignovmena kai; ajpolluvmena ajpoblevpousa, hJ d j ejpi; ta; mhvte gignovmena mhvte ajpolluvmena, 

kata; taujta; de; kai; wJsauvtw" o[nta ajeiv).115  The former kind of knowledge is "uncertain and 

                                                        
114 Pleasure is contrary to knowledge in the sense that pleasure does not require knowledge in order for it to be 
experienced and knowledge does not depend on the presence or absence of pleasure.  Moreover, following Plato's line 
of reasoning in the Philebus, he clearly sets up the life of pleasure as the contrary of the life of knowledge, thereby 
suggesting an opposing dichotomy between pleasure and knowledge. 
115 Philebus, 61d10-e3. 
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impure" (ouj bevnaion oujde; kaqara;n); the latter kind is the opposite.116  Knowledge of what comes 

to be and perishes is an inferior and impure kind of knowledge, which in the Republic is treated 

as dovxa, or opinion, while knowledge of what always is and remains the same is a type of superior 

and pure knowledge; it is the type of knowledge associated with philosophy.117   Although 

knowledge is divided into two kinds, Plato does not eliminate one of them, as he does in the case 

of false pleasure.  Both kinds of knowledge are to admitted into the mixture.  A distinction is 

made between false pleasure and inferior knowledge: the admission of false pleasure would be 

harmful for the soul, whereas the admission of inferior knowledge would not do any damage.  

Protarchus supplies the reason why both kinds of knowledge should be allowed in the mixture: 

"In my view, it appears to be necessary if our life is to be at least some sort of life" ( jAnagkai`on 

faivnetai e[moige, ei[per ge hJmẁn oJ bivo" e[stai kai; oJpwsou`n pote bivo").118  As long as the pure 

sort of knowledge is included in the mixture, the addition of the impure kind should do no harm.  

Presumably, reason will be able to distinguish between the two types and their appropriate 

usages.119  Socrates agrees with Protarchus and adds both kinds of knowledge to the mixture. 

     Once it has been determined that the mixed life will consist in a mixture of true pleasure and 

all kinds of knowledge, it remains for Socrates and Protarchus to discover what other element, or 

elements, are necessary and the most valuable for the best life.120  It turns out that there are three 

elements necessary for the good: "beauty, proportion, and truth" (kavllei kai; summetriva/ kai; 

                                                        
116 See, Philebus, 62a2-b7. 
117 It is not the case, however, the inferior kind of knowledge is false and the superior kind is true.  The notion of false 
knowledge would be a contradiction in terms.  Rather, it is best to view the two kinds of knowledge in respect to their 
relative degrees of purity.  Music provides an example of the inferior kind of knowledge, for the knowledge associated 
with music may be "full of guessing and imitation and is lacking in purity" (stocavsewv" te kai; mimhvsew" mesth;n ou\san 
kaqarovthto" ejndeìn).  Philebus, 62c1-2. 
118 Philebus, 62c3-4. 
119 Without wishing to push the point too far, it could be suggested that an appeal to what is in due measure would be 
an excellent tool for measuring pure and impure knowledge against each other on the occasions when either of the two 
types are required, or when both types are in conflict.   
120 It should be pointed out that reason insists that in order for the mixture to be stable only true pleasures will be 
allowed to be included.  See, Philebus, 63d1-64a5. 
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ajlhqeiva/).121  These three things are closely related in the sense that the good cannot be captured in 

a single idea; beauty, proportion, and truth are necessary if the good is to be described 

correctly.122  Beauty, proportion, and truth should be treated as a single thing, and they are held 

responsible (aijtiasaivmeq j), in the view of Socrates and Protarchus, for what is in the mixture.  

Beauty, proportion, and truth are in themselves goods, and they make the mixture itself good.  I 

have already discussed the importance of truth for the best life; reason is more akin to truth than 

to pleasure in the sense that truth is present in reason.  Similarly, proportion is possessed by 

intelligence (fronhvsi") rather than by pleasure.  Finally, it is set down that, beauty is more akin to 

reason and is present in reason, so that "reason is more beautiful than pleasure" (ei\nai kallivw 

nou`n hJdonh`").123  Neither truth nor proportion nor beauty are akin to pleasure, nor are they present 

in pleasure; in themselves they are goods, whereas in itself pleasure is not a good since pleasure 

does not possess truth, proportion, or beauty.   

     It seems, however, that in this argument the notion of true pleasure, or the sorts of pleasures 

related to health and virtue are ignored; only the "most intense" (ta'" megivsta") pleasures are 

being compared to the goods of truth, beauty, and proportion.124  Guthrie notes this small but 

significant change in determining what is good in the mixture: "What about those pleasures which 

are no less in it?  Protarchus's [sic] by now enthusiastic cooperation makes it clear that in 

deciding the issue between pleasure and thought only the 'false', most vehement pleasures are 

being taken into account."125  One can only conjecture as to why this shift in emphasis has 

                                                        
121 Philebus, 65a2. 
122 "So, if we are unable to capture the good in a single idea, we should take hold of it with three things: beauty, 
proportion, and truth" (Oujkoùn eij mh; mia`/ dunavmeqa ijdeva/ to; ajgaqo;n qhreùsai, su;n trisi; labovnte", kavllei kai; 
summetriva/ kai; ajlhqeiva/).  Philebus, 65a1-2. 
123 Philebus, 65e3. 
124 See, Philebus, 65e9-66a3.  In the context of this passage, the best English rendering of  ta`" megivsta" is "most 
intense" rather than "the greatest".  Clearly, Socrates is referring to the strength of certain pleasures, not to the 
quantities of pleasures. 
125 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 234-235. 
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occurred.  One possible way in which to regard this change is to suggest that Plato, who appears 

anxious to get to the end of the discussion, is unwilling to admit that there are certain true and 

necessary pleasures, such as the pleasures related to health or virtue or even learning, that are 

valuable.126  It is perhaps enough for him to concede that true pleasures are indeed necessary for 

the best life, without wishing to argue that some of these pleasures may in fact be nearly as 

valuable for a human life as are truth, proportion, and beauty.  Given the fact that the relationship 

between reason and truth, proportion, and beauty are central concepts in Plato's metaphysics and 

moral philosophy, it is reasonably understandable that Plato may have been reluctant to argue in 

favor of including true pleasure among the things that are valuable for a human life.127 

     The third good, proportion, is the most important for this analysis.  "That any kind of mixture 

that does not in some way possess measure and the nature of  due proportion will necessarily 

destroy its components and first of all itself" ( {Oti mevtrou kai; th`" summevtrou fuvsew" mh; 

tucou`sa hJtisou`n kai; oJpwsou`n suvgkrasi" pa`sa ejx ajnavgkh" ajpovllusi tav te kerannuvmena kai; 

prwvthn auJthvn).128  In the absence of measure and proportion there would be no blending in the 

mixture, each component would be independent and unconnected, essentially free to function at 

will.  "Measure and proportion come to be identified everywhere with beauty and virtue" 

(metriovth" ga;r kai; summetriva kavllo" dhvpou kai; ajreth; pantacou` sumbaivnei givgnesqai).129  It 

would appear that measure and proportion are essential for determining the relationships among 

                                                        
126 The dialogue straightaway proceeds to the ordering of the types of lives and its conclusion after the relatively brief 
examination of truth, proportion, and beauty.  In addition, at the very end of the Philebus there is the sense that it is 
Socrates who is in a hurry to finish the conversation.  After Socrates asks if he can leave, Protarchus reminds him that 
"there is still a bit more remaining" (Smikro;n e[ti to; loipovn), which unfortunately is not taken up further when the 
dialogue somewhat abruptly ends.  Philebus,  67b10-11.   
127 Russell, who fails to notice this shift in the discussion from true to false pleasures, argues that Plato does believe 
that "pleasure is necessary for happiness since pleasure is a part of the self to be transformed and rationally 
incorporated into the life of virtue."  This does seem to be Plato's position prior to the examination of pleasure in 
relation to truth, proportion, and beauty.  The text is ambiguous whether this view still holds after the relative value of 
truth, proportion, and beauty in respect to pleasure is determined.  Russell, Plato on Pleasure and the Good Life, 203. 
128 Philebus, 64d9-11. 
129 Philebus, 64e6-7. 
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all the elements in the mixture.  Not only is the relationship of pleasure to the goods weighed in 

respect to the measure and proportion, but it also seems to be the case that the relationships 

between reason, truth, and beauty depend to some degree on measure and proportion.  Ultimately, 

the good itself is entailed by the relationships of measure and proportion with all the elements in 

the mixture.  Guthrie remarks: "Everyone knows that the goodness in any mixture depends on 

correct measure or proportion.  This at once unites goodness with beauty, for that is a matter of 

measure and proportion like any kind of excellence (aretē)."130  

     Although Plato does not explicitly mention it, it is plausible to regard the appeal to what is in 

due measure as furnishing the conceptual framework underlying the notion of measure and 

proportion in the Philebus.131  We have seen that Plato, from his early-period dialogues onward, 

made several attempts to set down some sort of standard of measure.  I argued in Chapter 5 that 

qualitative measurement and the appeal to what is in due measure posited in the Statesman was 

Plato's solution to the problem concerning the weighing of contraries.  In the Philebus there is a 

clear necessity for measure and proportion as one of the goods that enable one to live well.  Since 

we are not given any other arguments in Platonic corpus, except for the one made in the 

Statesman's digression on due measure, that attempt to establish the need for measure and 

proportion, it is likely that the comments in the Philebus regarding measure and proportion refer 

to to metrion.  The manner in which qualitative measurement and the appeal to what is in due 

measure function to reconcile, or blend, contraries seems well suited to the sort of measure and 

proportion required to determine the appropriate mixture of reason, truth, beauty, and true 

pleasure in respect to their relationships in the Philebus.  Unless one wishes to argue that Plato 

means something entirely different when he states that measure and proportion are necessary to 
                                                        
130 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 234.  Guthrie also notes that this necessity for proportion in respect to 
the body, soul, and beauty is discussed in similar terms in the Timaeus.  See, Timaeus, 87c1-88c1. 
131 There is some textual evidence in support of my interpretation at, Philebus, 66a6-7, which I shall very shortly 
discuss. 
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properly weigh and blend all the elements that comprise the best life, then it can be claimed that 

to metrion is in fact the standard of measure and proportion to which he refers. 

     Immediately after Socrates' and Protarchus' discussion of truth, measure, and beauty, Socrates 

sets down the arrangement of lives, and thus brings the dialogue to a close.  There are five lives, 

ranked in descending order from the best to the least desirable.132  Socrates introduces the 

ordering by saying "pleasure is not a possession of the first rank" (hJdonh; kth`ma oujk e[sti prẁton); 

nor is it a possession of the second, third, or fourth ranks; a life that partakes of true pleasures is 

the fifth and final one in this ordering of lives.133   The fourth-best life is the one that is led in 

accordance with "correct beliefs" (dovxa" ojrqa;"), the third-best is given over to "reason and 

wisdom" (nou`n kai; frovnhsin), and the second-best life is the one "concerned with the 

commensurable, the beautiful, the perfect, the sufficient, and all such things that belong to that 

class" (peri; to; suvmmetron kai; kalo;n kai; to; tevleon kai; iJkano;n kai; pavnq j oJpovsa th`" genea`" au\ 

tauvth" ejstivn).134 

     The prize for the best life is awarded to the life that is "in some way concerned with measure, 

what is in due measure, the appropriately timely, and all such things that should be considered 

such as these" (ph/ peri; mevtron kai; to; mevtrion kai; kaivron kai; pavnta oJpovsa crh; toiau`ta 

nomivzein).135  It is not unreasonable to regard this best life as one closely connected with to 

                                                        
132 It should be pointed out that the five lives are yet another example of non-dichotomous division designed to 
illustrate the manner in which a class may be divided, blended, and compared in accordance with the variant method of 
division set down in the latter part of the Statesman. 
133 Philebus, 66a5-6 and 66c4-6.  It may strike the reader as somewhat odd, perhaps, that Socrates refers to pleasure as 
a possession.  Does one actually possess pleasure in the same sense that one possesses, say, knowledge?  It would seem 
that pleasure is more of a psychological state that comes into being after  one undergoes some sort of pleasant 
experience.  In regard to the word kth`ma, Guthrie writes: "To conclude, Socrates divides what he calls 'possessions' into 
five."  Guthrie is incorrect, I believe, to interpret the word "possession" as referring to the five lives which Socrates will 
shortly enumerate.  The word clearly refers to pleasure and not the five lives.  Guthrie, The Later Plato and the 
Academy, 235. 
134 Philebus, 66b1-c2 
135 Philebus, 66a6-8.  It should be noted that this sentence ends with the expression th;n ajivdion hJ/rh`sqai [fuvsin], a 
phrase which is meaningless in this context.  Clearly, the manuscript tradition is corrupt, and several emendations have 
been offered to make the Greek seem plausible.  The bracketed word, fuvsin, is found only in manuscript T.  See, 
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metrion.  The choice of words used to describe the best life reflects those employed in the 

Statesman.  The expressions to; mevtrion and kaivron are precisely those found in the passage from 

the Statesman in which the appeal to what is in due measure is made.136  It does not seem to be 

the case that the parallels between the Statesman and Philebus passages are accidental.  Rather, it 

is arguable that Plato was consciously making use of what is in due measure as an essential 

notion underlying the best sort of life.  The person who apprehends what is in due measure will 

know the standard for weighing contraries against each other so that he or she may live as well as 

possible. 

     Rather than making a simple choice between a life of pleasure or a life of knowledge, the 

arguments presented in the Philebus lead to the conclusion that the best life is a mixed sort of life; 

a life in which knowledge and true pleasures are blended and which is governed in accordance 

with to metrion.  Without an understanding of due measure, it would be quite difficult for an 

individual to order appropriately the elements that go into comprising the best life.  Furthermore, 

although it is not explicitly stated in this dialogue, it nevertheless can be inferred that the best life 

is a life that is moderate.  It appears to have been one of Plato's goals, both in his political and 

moral philosophy, to find a way in which the individual and the political community could live 

moderately.  The tentative steps taken in early works such as the Protagoras and Charmides 

toward this goal were significantly advanced when the appeal to what is in due measure is made.  

In the Statesman due measure is used to moderate the polis; in the Philebus it is employed to 

moderate the individual.  When we turn to examine the Laws in the next chapter, it will become 

apparent that due measure and moderation are necessary both for the moral education of the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
"Sigla" in Burnett's Oxford Classical Text edition of the Philebus, as well as the textual variants listed for this passage.  
In any case, this expression is unimportant for the notion that a life of due measure is the best attainable. 
136 The fact that the expressions to; prevpon and to; devon are not used in the Philebus passage does not alter the reference 
to the passage in the Statesman.  These two phrases can be understood as being included in the phrase "all such things 
that should be considered such as these".  See, Statesman 284e6-8. 
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citizens of Magnesia and for its political and legal institutions.  By knowing what is in due 

measure, individuals are able to live as morally responsible agents and politically responsible 

citizens in accordance with to metrion and sōphrosunē. 
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CHAPTER 9 
 

THE CONVERGENCE OF 
 

SŌPHROSUNĒ AND TO METRION IN THE LAWS 
 
 
 

     In the previous two chapters I analyzed how to metrion was important for understanding the 

political philosophy of the Statesman and the moral philosophy of the Philebus.  Both dialogues 

rely on the use of to metrion to set down a certain degree of moderation in their respective 

subjects.  In the Statesman, the person who possesses expert knowledge in the art of 

statesmanship makes the polis moderate by blending, the contrary, or opposing, character traits in 

the souls of its citizens according what is in due measure in order to ensure the harmony of the 

political community.  In the Philebus, the best sort of life is the one in which true pleasure and 

knowledge are combined with measure and proportion so that an agent may live a morally correct 

life which, under the guidance of due measure, is a life that reflects on the human level the order 

of the cosmos. 

     When we turn to the Laws, it is my position that Plato is attempting to synthesize the 

Statesman's best type of political organization with the Philebus'  best sort of life to establish a 

polity that is moderate in respect to both the projected character of its citizens and its political 

organization and institutions.  The citizens of Magnesia are moderate because they are to be 

educated in the virtue of sōphrosunē.  It is a moderate polis because its constitutional form is a 

mixture that combines the best features of monarchical and democratic regime-types, and because 

its political institutions are grounded in the rule of law.  The political community described in the 

Laws is one which depends to a great extent on due measure for its success.  To metrion and 

sōphrosunē are central to what constitutes the best type of regime, the manner in which a law-

giver legislates, and the education which Magnesia's citizens receive relative to the political 
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community.1  If due measure is absent from the intentions and program of its legislator, it appears 

to be less likely that Magnesia and its citizens could succeed in becoming moderate.  In other 

words, to metrion is essential to ensure the proper establishment of a polis, its continued 

existence, the laws by which it is governed, and the manner in which its citizens live as morally 

responsible agents and politically responsible citizens.  Without a firm grounding in what is in 

due measure, the political community risks destruction and its individual members risk living 

morally vicious lives. 

     There is one additional point to consider in respect to the importance of due measure in the 

Laws, namely, the feasibility of its political program ever actually being put into practice.  I have 

suggested throughout this study that one of the distinguishing characteristics of Plato's late-period 

political philosophy is its practicability, that is, the possibility that it could come into being.  If it 

is indeed the case that it is less difficult for a larger number of individuals to understand to 

metrion than it is for them to apprehend the Forms as the standard by which one judges and 

chooses the best course of action, then it is reasonable to claim that the sort of moral and political 

life set down in the Laws is more practicable, or possible, than the solutions offered by Plato in 

those other works which deal with matters of political and moral philosophy.  Since virtuous 

action, both by an individual and by a political community as a whole, depends on knowledge, 

the link between knowledge and virtuous action established by the appeal to what is in due 

measure may furnish a more practicable way of bringing about the conditions under which 

individuals may determine how to live well.  Due measure grants to individuals a means by which 

they might know and act upon what is best for themselves and the political community in which 

they participate without needing to possess the training in philosophy necessary for the 

                                                        
1 As I shall argue later in the chapter, there is a sense that by the time he composed the Laws, due measure and 
sōphrosunē are functionally equivalent in Plato's thought.  
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apprehension of a supersensible realm.2  The difficulties encountered in Plato's middle-period 

political thought are significantly minimized if understanding what is in due measure is 

substituted for the apprehension of the Forms.  In effect, the practicability of the Laws' program is 

brought about by to metrion.  A greater number of citizens will practice moderation and the polis 

will engage in a politics of moderation precisely on account of the fact that by understanding to 

metrion, rather than by having to grasp an abstract metaphysical concept, a space is opened up to 

permit the political program of the Laws to be feasible. 

     In order to keep this chapter to a manageable length, and in order to keep it in conformity with 

the topics which were examined in regard to Plato's early- and middle-period political philosophy 

in previous chapters, the discussion is organized as follows.3  In the first section I address two 

issues of general consideration: (1) the purpose of the Laws compared to Plato's other works of 

political philosophy; (2) the relation of the Laws to the rest of the Platonic corpus.  The point of 

this analysis is to demonstrate, in a broad sense, the similarities and discontinuities of this work 

with some of Plato's other writings.  The second section examines the role of education in the 

Laws, specifically in respect to the manner in which education relative to the regime is aimed at 

producing citizens of a certain sort.  The use of drinking parties and education in musikē and 

gumnastikē are all designed to foster a sense of sōphrosunē in the young by showing them how to 

choose and hold to a middle course.  I turn to the matter of legislation in the third section, 

concentrating primarily on the relationship between the preambles to the laws and the laws 

themselves, and the task of the legislator.  Plato specifically states that a legislator must perceive 
                                                        
2 I am not suggesting that there is not a metaphysical dimension to the Laws.  In this work Plato is still very much 
concerned with notions of the divine and its relation to the human sphere.  What I am suggesting, however, is that the 
political philosophy of the Laws does not directly depend on metaphysical considerations, in the sense that it did in a 
work such as the Republic, in order for it to be possible to be put into practice.  I shall examine briefly the role of 
metaphysics and theology in the Laws in a later section this chapter. 
3 Due to the large amount of material covered by Plato in the Laws, it is necessary to omit discussion of several subjects 
which, although important for Plato's presentation, are not strictly relevant to this study.  The most significant topics 
which are not discussed include the arrangement of Magnesia's political institutions and offices and the specific laws 
set down in its legal code. 
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what is in accordance with due measure and set down the law accordingly.  While it is the 

function of the preambles to persuade individuals to obey the laws to which they are attached, 

there is a sense in which the combination of a persuasive preamble with a positive law assists in 

moderating the severity of the law.  In the fourth section, I examine the remarks made in Book III 

by the Athenian Stranger concerning regime-types.4  The principal focus of this examination is on 

the idea of the mixed regime; a regime-type which is a mixture blended from two contrary 

regime-types.  This mixed regime is regarded as the second-best type of constitutional 

arrangement and is the one for which the Athenian legislates in the Laws.5  The fifth section 

investigates the role of metaphysics and theology in the Laws to show that considerations of the 

divine still play an important role in Plato's late-period political philosophy, particularly in the 

sense that there is a relationship between the human and the divine.  Finally, in the sixth section, I 

discuss the relationship between to metrion and sōphrosunē.  It appears to be the case that in the 

Laws knowledge of to metrion and sōphrosunē converge in the sense that there is a reciprocal 

relationship between them; one cannot be moderate without knowing what is in due measure, and 

one who knows what is in due measure is moderate. 

 

The Purpose of the Laws and Its Relation to the Platonic Corpus 

     Before turning to investigate the main topic of this section, there are two general issues that I 

would like to examine briefly concerning the Laws.  The first issue that requires consideration, 

                                                        
4 Unlike my translation of  jEleavth" Xevno" as Elean Visitor, I believe it is more appropriate to render the Laws'  
jAqhnaìo" Xevno" as Athenian Stranger, or simply as the Athenian.  In view of the fact that the Athenian is unknown to 
Clinias and Megillus, as opposed to Theodorus who does know the Elean Visitor and between whom there apparently 
is some relation of  reciprocal hospitality, it is more accurate to refer to the Athenian as a stranger rather than as a 
visitor.  I should point out that I regard the Athenian Stranger as representing Plato's own views.  My reasons for doing 
so are set out in Appendix 5. 
5 It is worth noting that the discussion of regime-types is the only part of the Laws in which Plato clearly makes use of 
the method of division and blending.  In general, Plato does not employ in the Laws the sorts of philosophical methods 
which are so prominent in other dialogues.  Perhaps because of the subject matter, length of exposition, and the near-
monologic character of the Athenian's arguments, Plato's usual reliance on a particular type of method is not required. 
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but which is infrequently discussed by commentators, is whether or not the text of the Laws 

accurately transmits to us what Plato wrote, or intended to write.  Since this work was left in an 

incomplete state by Plato at the time of his death and was transcribed by Philip of Opus, at least 

according to the account of Diogenes Laertius, we are justified in questioning whether the text 

that has been handed down from the hand of Philip is faithful to Plato.6  Nails and Thesleff offer 

an excellent analysis of this potential problem.  In addition to providing a historical account of the 

interpretation of the text of the Laws, they argue that the Laws in the form we have it does not 

accurately depict Plato's thoughts; the Laws is an example of what they term "Academic 

accumulation", that is, it is an accretion by numerous hands of arguments that were not 

necessarily those of Plato.  Although they concede that their interpretation is impossible to prove, 

they do provide evidence that there are sufficient inconsistencies in the text which reasonably 

suggest that Philip (or perhaps someone else) "… edited a diverse school accumulation that had 

been composed by more than one person, and represented layers of revision.  It is our misfortune 

that Philip was not philosophically competent for the task he undertook."7  In view of the fact that 

it is not possible to prove that the Laws in the form we have it is not fully the work of Plato, I 

accept, for the purposes of this study, the arguments of the Laws as given in the text, while 

recognizing that there is also the possibility that not all of them may precisely represent what 

Plato had intended to argue. 

     The second issue needing some discussion concerns the manner in which the Laws ought to be 

read.  The fundamental question is: Given the literary form of the work, how are we to interpret 

it?  Are we to interpret the Laws as merely a political treatise of a certain sort, or is it a work of 

political philosophy?  One criterion for distinguishing between a political treatise and a work of 

                                                        
6 See, Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers, III.37. 
7 Debra Nails and Holger Thesleff, "Early Academic Editing: Plato's Laws," in Plato's Laws: Proceedings of the VI 
Symposium Platonicum, ed. Samuel Scolnicov and Luc Brisson (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2003), 14 and 29. 
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political philosophy is whether or not a work leads to further reflection and debate about its 

subject matter.  Adomėnas, who approaches the Laws from the perspective of contemporary 

literary criticism, argues that the Laws is "self-referential". Adomėnas argues: "Plato's 

protagonists identify their conversation (and, by implication, Plato's dialogue, which presents 

itself as the 'script' of the conversation) with the lawcode of the state which is to be established.  

Thus it is not only a conversation about the laws, but also a presentation of the laws."8  On 

Adomėnas' reading, the Laws is written in such a manner that it is able to transcend 

considerations of place and time, "to enact" itself by persuading us in respect to "the goodness 

and necessity of implementing the political project which it outlines."9  Because of the self-

referentiality of the text we are drawn into a dialogue with it implying that the Laws is a work of 

political philosophy precisely because it compels us to engage in an ongoing intellectual debate, 

"by issuing a challenge which cannot be ignored, only overcome by further and better 

argument."10 

     The Laws' standing as a work of political philosophy has been challenged by Schofield.  His 

challenge is directed mainly at the lack of real dialogical interchange among the Athenian, 

Clinias, and Megillus.  Since philosophy, according to Plato, proceeds by dialectical inquiry, the 

absence of any substantial amount of such inquiry in the Laws suggests that it is not a 

philosophical work.  Schofield argues that the Laws' intended audience is the "practiced Platonic 

reader" but not necessarily a reader who is a philosopher.  Especially in reference to 

contemporary liberal sensibilities, the monologic character of the Laws discourages free 

philosophical inquiry.  The Laws points out for us "the consequences of constructing a political 

settlement conceived in terms of a controlling gerontocratic religious rhetoric … There is here a 
                                                        
8 Mantas Adomėnas, "Self-Reference, Textuality, and the Status of the Political Project in Plato's Laws," Oxford 
Studies in Ancient Philosophy 21 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 35-36. 
9 Ibid., 56-57. 
10 Ibid., 59. 
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message for our times – but warning, not beckoning us."11  In opposition to Schofield, Bobonich 

argues that although the Laws is principally monologic for the sake of positing stable views 

concerning legislation in general and Magnesia's legal code, dialogical exchange does occur, 

especially in matters concerning ethical reflection.  Despite the fact that the weight of the 

arguments is shouldered solely by the Athenian, Bobonich argues: "In the Laws, Plato tries to live 

with the tension between fostering true beliefs supported by good reasons and avoiding the 

undermining effects associated with exposure to false opinion, and we see this tension reflected in 

his literary techniques and the use of the dialogue form."12  Finally, Gill addresses the issue of the 

use of dialogue in the Laws in relation to Plato's use of the dialogue form in the corpus as a 

whole.  In brief, it is Gill's view that because "[t]he ideas of the Laws are, to an exceptional 

degree, couched in ordinary, conventional language," the type of dialectical inquiry encountered 

in Plato's other writings is not required.  The Laws is a real dialogue in the sense that the amount 

of dialogical exchange among its participants is appropriate to the manner in which the work's 

ideas are expressed.13 

     Schofield perhaps goes too far in claiming that the Laws is not a philosophical work.  Even if 

one were to concede that more than one-hundred laws set down by the Athenian are not what is 

usually considered as philosophy, there are many other topics examined in the Laws that surely 

are of a philosophical nature, that are discussed by all three characters, and that are suitable 

subjects for further philosophical discussion.  Moreover, the use of contemporary liberalism as 

the framework Schofield employs to critique the Laws, does not furnish an adequate reason for 

denying that this dialogue is a philosophical work.  At best, the liberal perspective of free inquiry 

                                                        
11 Malcolm Schofield, "Religion and Philosophy in the Laws," in Plato's Laws: Proceedings of the VI Symposium 
Platonicum, ed. Samuel Scolnicov and Luc Brisson (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2003), 13. 
12 Christopher Bobonich, "Reading the Laws, " in Form and Argument in Late Plato, ed. Christopher Gill and Mary 
Margaret McCabe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 281. 
13 Christopher Gill, "The Laws – Is It a Real Dialogue?", in Plato's Laws: Proceedings of the VI Symposium 
Platonicum, ed. Samuel Scolnicov and Luc Brisson (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2003), 45-47. 
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advocated by Schofield may be used to argue against, or disagree with, Plato's views on what 

constitutes political practice in relation to the positions commonly held by contemporary 

commentators.  If we define a philosophical work as one with which there is some sort of 

continuing dialogue, then the fact that we are still engaging with the text of the Laws, regardless 

from which perspective we choose to do so, indicates that this dialogue is indeed a philosophical 

work.      

     Both Bobonich and Gill are correct in regarding the Laws as a dialogue.  While it is certainly 

the case that the Laws contains large stretches of monological exposition, these lengthy passages 

are mostly those in which the Athenian is describing Magnesia's social and political institutions 

and setting down its legal code.14  When the discussion turns to examine matters of education, 

regime-type, the preambles to the laws, ethics, and theology, both Clinias and Megillus do engage 

in a dialogue with the Athenian.  Although it cannot be maintained that either of these characters 

makes significant contributions to the work's political and moral philosophy, they are depicted no 

less differently in terms of their role in the Laws than many other characters in Plato's late-period 

works.15  As conversation partners, neither Clinias nor Megillus are the equal of the Athenian, but 

they do participate in the discussion to the extent that, by assisting the Athenian in advancing the 

philosophy of the Laws, it is not difficult to regard this work as conforming to the dramatic style 

of Plato's late-period dialogues. 

     In view of the fact that the Laws should be considered as a philosophical work written in the 

form of a dialogue, the principal topic of this section may now be examined.  One way in which 

to view the purpose of the Laws and its relation to Plato's other writings on political philosophy is 

                                                        
14 Books V – IX and XI – XII, the books in which the Athenian sets down Magnesia's laws, have the lengthiest 
monological sections, but with the exception of Book V, opportunities are provided to Clinias and Megillus to question 
or comment on the Athenian's views. 
15 It is well to keep in mind that in Plato's later dialogues the concern is not so much to refute the views held by 
another, but to expound his own positions.  Clinias and Megillus are not opponents whom the Athenian must refute, 
rather, like Theatetus or Young Socrates, they are employed to help clarify the issues discussed by the Athenian. 
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to follow the interpretation given by Cicero in De legibus.16  Cicero appears to have regarded the 

Laws as a sort of sequel to the Republic: "But I think that I must do as Plato, the most learned 

man and most serious of all philosophers, did, who wrote first about the republic, and then 

separately about its laws" (Sed ut vir doctissimus fecit Plato atque idem gravissimus 

philosophorum omnium, qui princeps de republica conscripsit, idemque separatim de legibus 

eius, id mihi credo esse faciendum).17  Cicero's view is mistaken; the Laws is not a sequel to the 

Republic.  Plato did not set down in the Laws legislation for the ideal regime described in the 

Republic.  Rather, it is clear that in the Laws, the Athenian is setting down a legal code for what 

he considers to be the second-best polity; a fact which Cicero somehow manages to overlook. 

     Another way in which to regard the purpose of the Laws is to argue that is it Plato's practical 

solution to the question of how we may best organize and live in a political community.18  Unlike 

the Republic, which established the theoretical possibilities for the best regime, the Laws offers a 

set of practical possibilities.  Laks, for example, interprets the Laws in terms of three models: (1) 

a model of completion –  the Laws brings to a conclusion the political program of the Republic 

and the Statesman; (2) a model of revision – the Laws revises the type of regime set down in the 

other two dialogues; (3) a model of implementation – the Laws describes the practical realization 

of a type of political design.19  Although Laks' interpretation is to some extent a valid reading of 

                                                        
16 I leave aside Aristotle's somewhat tendentious reading of the Laws.  In general, it is arguable that Aristotle's far too 
brief critique of the Laws leaves its most significant aspects unexamined, thereby rendering Aristotle's interpretation 
not as useful as it might have been.  Even more troublesome is the fact that Aristotle regards the perceived difficulties 
in the arguments of the Republic as "being very similar to those in the Laws as well, [a work which] was written later" 
(Scedo;n de; paraplhsivw" kai; ta; peri; tou;" Novmou" e[xei tou;" u{steron grafevnta"). Aristotle, Politics, 1264b26-
1266a30.  There are large enough differences and difficulties encountered between these works that do not warrant 
them being treated in so similar a manner as they are by Aristotle.  This fact, however, does not prevent one 
contemporary scholar, Simpson, from claiming: "The Laws is the same as the Republic, as Aristotle said." Peter 
Simpson, "Plato's Laws in the Hands of Aristotle," in Plato's Laws: Proceedings of the VI Symposium Platonicum, ed. 
Samuel Scolnicov and Luc Brisson (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2003), 303. 
17 Cicero, De legibus, II.14.   
18 That the Laws is a practical work has long been recognized by scholars.  Taylor writes: "… the purpose of the whole 
is severely practical …" Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work, 463.   
19 See, André Laks, "The Laws," in The Cambridge History of Greek and Roman Political Thought, ed. Christopher 
Rowe and Malcolm Schofield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 267-275. 
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the text, it is arguable that it is not quite accurate to claim that the Laws completes, revises, and 

implements the political thought of the Republic and the Statesman.   

     I should like to present a brief criticism of each of Laks' three principal points.  First, the 

nature of the political philosophy of the Republic and the Statesman is sufficiently different, in 

terms of both their theoretical aspects and the solutions presented for political practice, that it 

does not seem to be the case that the political thought of these two works is somehow completed 

in the Laws.20  All three dialogues can stand on their own as presenting unique solutions to the 

question of how we may best be governed.  Second, despite that fact that certain topics are 

examined in the Laws that had been treated in the Republic and the Statesman, there is no 

significant reason for thinking that their appearance in the Laws is a revision of the manner in 

which they were dealt with in the other works.21  Moreover, Laks regards these revisions as a 

"retreat" by Plato from previously held positions.22  For example, Plato retreats from the 

Republic's view that a philosopher-king is the only person suited to govern and the Statesman's 

position that the expert in the art of statesmanship is most fitted for political rule to advance the 

idea of  the rule of law in the Laws.  While it is possible, but unlikely, to regard this change as a 

retreat, it seems more reasonable to consider it as a different sort of solution which is the result of 

the context in which it is being offered.  It is also important to remember that there is a distinct 

                                                        
20 Laks views the Republic and the Statesman as "little more than outlines of political philosophy."  For Laks, neither 
the Republic nor the Statesman are authentic treatises on politics; the Laws, however, "can be considered the first work 
of genuine political philosophy."  Apparently, in order for a work of political philosophy to be regarded as "genuine", 
Laks requires that it combine an analysis of the problem under consideration with arguments designed to demonstrate 
how the problem might be solved.  This is accomplished by Plato in the Laws through the examination of law and 
legislation coupled with the positing of an actual legal code.  Is it truly the case that this sort of political philosophy is 
not accomplished in the Republic and the Statesman?  Arguably, in these two dialogues Plato both analyzes problems 
and offers solutions, perhaps not in as much detail as he does in the Laws, but certainly to a great enough extent that 
qualify the Republic and the Statesman as works of political philosophy.  Laks, "The Laws," 258 and 267. 
21 Several of these topics are examined in Appendix 5 in the context of showing a certain continuity between the 
Athenian Stranger and Plato.  In none of the cases is there the sense that a topic initially encountered in the Republic or 
the Statesman undergoes a revision in the Laws in the sense that Laks suggests. 
22 See, Laks, "The Laws," 269-270.  Laks is also of the opinion that there is a critique of the Republic and the 
Statesman contained in the Laws, Unfortunately, he does not elaborate precisely what the Laws is supposedly 
criticizing in the other dialogues.  Ibid., 273. 
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difference between the ideal polis ruled by philosopher-kings in the Republic, and the second-best 

polis under the rule of law in the Laws.  In other words, it is not necessarily the case that Plato's 

views the Laws as a retreat from the positions he offered in the Republic, rather his views in the 

latter work result from an entirely different manner of contextualizing politics.  Third, Laks 

argues that the implementation of the Laws does not refer to so much as the realization in practice 

of the actual political program outlined by the Athenian, as it does to the possibility of 

implementing this program as a theoretical model.  That is to say, it is Laks' view that Plato does 

not expect Magnesia itself to be established, rather, Plato expects that the Laws be regarded as a 

theoretical model for a certain type of political practice.  But if this is the case, then one might ask 

in what sense is the Laws any less theoretical than the Republic?  Laks is aware of this objection, 

but his response seems rather ambiguous.  He frames his answer by arguing that even though both 

the Republic and the Laws are theoretical models, there is a significant change in respect to the 

level on which each dialogue theorizes; from the level of the divine in the Republic to the level of 

the human in the Laws.23  As a consequence of this change in levels, Laks concludes: "By so 

resolutely taking into account the human factor, the Laws, in its specific and still very Platonic 

way, opens the path to Aristotle."24  While it is arguably the case that the Laws' political program 

is grounded more in the realm of the human than in the supersensible realm, there still remains a 

substantial element of the divine in the Laws, especially in terms of the relation between the 

divine and the human.25  Moreover, the idea that a "path to Aristotle" is opened up in this work 

strikes one as being superficial at best.  It does not seem to be the case that the political program 

of the Laws resembles, or significantly influences, Aristotle's political philosophy, except to the 

                                                        
23 See, Ibid., 272-75. 
24 Ibid., 275. 
25 While there is certainly a divine element at the core of the Laws' political philosophy, one does not have to go so far 
as Schofield and claim that the Plato, in the guise of the Athenian, is legislating for a theocracy.  See, Schofield, Plato, 
309-325. 
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extent that both the Laws and the Politics do not depend on the apprehension of a supersensible 

dimension in order for their respective political programs to function.26  Yet, even though Laks 

regards the Laws in terms of its emphasis on the human, he appears to contradict this position 

when he writes: "Most striking in the Laws, however, in comparison with the rest of the corpus, is 

the new emphasis placed on 'god' in the conduct of human affairs, and more generally on piety."27  

Surely, the relationship being the human and the divine is a fundamental concern that is 

encountered throughout Plato's dialogues, and is not something that becomes particularly 

emphasized in his last work.   

     In any case, Laks' view that the Laws is Plato's practical solution to politics appears to uncover 

only one dimension of this complex work.  Besides containing a practical aspect, there is a more 

than sufficient amount of theorizing about the best way to live to argue that the Laws is also a 

theoretical work.  The dialogue is theoretical in the sense that throughout the exposition of its 

views it offers grounds for reflecting on what it means to  live well.  While these theoretical 

reflections are set within the context of a political community ruled by law, it is necessary to 

remember that the polis for which the Athenian is legislating is not the ideal one, rather it is the 

second-best one.  Space is left open by Plato for further reflection, or theorizing.  Indeed, one 

may say that the political program set down for Magnesia is only one possible solution in respect 

to a larger number of possible solutions that result from the theoretical dimension of the text.  The 

Laws is also theoretical in the sense Plato continues to wrestle with, as he did throughout all his 

whole career as a philosopher, metaphysical questions, especially those concerning the relation 

between the human and the divine.  These are the sorts of questions for which only theoretical 

answers can be given.  Even if an interpreter chooses to focus on either the practical or theoretical 

                                                        
26 This is not to suggest that Aristotle was not influenced by Plato.  Rather, it does not seem to be the case that the 
social, political, and legal arrangements of the Laws were a significant influence on Aristotle's view of politics. 
27 Laks, "The Laws," 291. 
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aspects of the Laws, it is necessary to keep in mind that this dialogue is one in which both aspects 

are present.  Saunders sums up this position well when he writes: "The Laws has a good claim to 

be the most ambitious of all Plato's writings: it supplies a program of combined practical work 

and theoretical inquiry for the years after his death.28   

     In addition to the interpretations I have just discussed, I would like to suggest that there is one 

further way in which the Laws may be considered in respect to its purpose and in its relation to 

the rest of the Platonic corpus.  It is arguable Plato conceived the Laws as a more practicable and 

complementary solution for politics and ethics than those offered elsewhere in the corpus.  This is 

not to say, however, that the model presented in the Laws is in any sense easy to realize in 

practice; there are numerous difficulties that would have to be resolved first.  Perhaps the greatest 

difficulty to overcome is persuading the citizens to accept Plato's fundamental premise that the 

unjust life is bad and painful, the just life is good and pleasant.  Despite the attempts to educate 

individuals to be just, it is not at all certain that everyone would choose to live a just life.29  

Rather, what is offered in this dialogue is a model which in comparison to the one set down in 

Republic has a better chance of being implemented successfully.  

     In terms of the work's practicability, I do not mean that the Laws articulates merely a more 

practical type of political philosophy than, say, the Republic.  Although the Laws is both practical 

and theoretical in the ways I have just discussed, it is also practicable in the sense that its political 

program is feasible.  In general, the political philosophy of the early- and especially the middle-

period dialogues does not appear to possess much practicability because it is not feasible to bring 

about.  Since the political philosophy of the early- and middle-period works was examined at 

                                                        
28 Saunders, "Plato's Later Political Thought," 484. 
29 See, Laws, 660d11-663c5.  The notion that it is task of the law-giver to convince the citizens that to live justly is to 
live well appears necessary in order for the whole program to work.  Other difficulties include finding a legislator of 
the type described by Plato, ensuring the continued stability of a polis organized in accordance with the Laws' model, 
and finding a balance between the sacred and the secular aspects of the polis so that it does not become a theocracy. 
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length in Chapter 4, there is no need to reconsider it here except to make one broad observation in 

respect to the political philosophy of each of these periods.  A principal problem with 

instantiating the political philosophy discussed in the early-period works is that Plato did not 

elaborate in any great detail the sort of institutional arrangements needed for its realization.  A 

different, but equally serious, problem is encountered in the political philosophy of Plato's middle 

period.  The grounding of political philosophy in metaphysics leads to the sort of political 

practice that depends on the apprehension of a supersensible realm which may be accessed only 

by those who have been trained in dialectical inquiry.  The understanding of correct political 

practice is limited to only a very small number of individuals; it is an elite type of political 

practice that excludes most of the citizens from fully participating in the political community.30  

In both cases, whether it be on account of the lack of an institutional framework or because of an 

elitist politics of exclusion, the consequences are nearly the same – the political philosophy of 

both the early- and middle-period dialogues is impracticable in the sense that the difficulties 

encountered in them are not possible to realize in practice.31  In the Laws, however, a well-

developed set of institutional arrangements and the relinquishment of the need to apprehend a 

supersensible realm suggests that there is a greater possibility that the political program can be 

realized in practice.  In other words, we are given in the Laws a practicable political philosophy.    

     In terms of the dialogue's relationship to the rest of the corpus, the Laws should not be 

regarded as a revision, development, or rejection of Plato's earlier attempts at political 

philosophy.  Rather, the political thought of the Laws offers an alternate, complementary 

                                                        
30 Despite my criticisms of Bobonich's developmentalist reading of the Laws, he is correct, I believe, to argue that in 
this dialogue there is a greater opportunity given for a substantially larger number of individuals to live well and 
virtuously.  See, Bobonich, Plato's Utopia Recast, passim. 
31 It is well to remember that the ideal polis examined in the Republic was viewed as a paradigm.  Any actual 
realization of it would most likely be an approximation; it is the ideal polis that is impracticable.  In contrast, the polis 
for which the Athenian legislates in the Laws is considered to be the second-best polity.  Because it is not the ideal 
polis, it is arguable that it is practicable. 
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approach to politics.  Although the Laws displays many continuities with Plato's other writings 

and develops, in the weak sense of development, the views set down elsewhere, it should be 

considered as a distinct and to some degree independent work.  It is independent not in the sense 

that it should be read apart from the context of the Plato's philosophy as a whole; it is independent 

in the sense that it is not the culmination, or final development, of Plato's views on politics.  It is a 

work that furnishes its own solutions in response to the question how we may best live in a 

political community.   

     In respect to the relationship between the Laws and the Republic, the Laws does not supercede 

the Republic's political philosophy; both dialogues should be read alongside each other, with each 

work offering its own, but not mutually exclusive, views.  Where the Republic primarily 

addresses political philosophy from the perspective of the ideal political community, the Laws is 

principally a work which is directed toward the second-best polis.  Where the solutions in the 

Republic may be regarded as infeasible, those in the Laws may be said to be possible to be put 

into practice.  One solution is not necessarily better, or more efficacious, than the other; both 

dialogues posit equally valid arguments about politics.  It is merely a matter of individual 

perspective, and perhaps personal inclination on the part of their readers, whether either the 

Republic or the Laws, or perhaps even both in their different ways, provides the more satisfactory 

solution.  For example, a person who believes that politics ought to include some sort of 

metaphysical dimension might be inclined to prefer the solutions offered in the Republic over 

those given in the Laws.  In contrast, someone who thinks that metaphysical considerations have 

little or no place in politics might choose to focus on the Laws' grounding in the rule of law. 

     The Laws and the Statesman should also be viewed as complementary dialogues, but the 

relationship between the Laws and the Statesman is somewhat more complex than the 

relationship between the Laws and the Republic.  Although the Laws and the Statesman do treat 
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politics in different ways, the former work is dependent on two very significant concepts set out 

in the Statesman: the appeal to what is in due measure and the notion of the second-best.32  The 

reliance on these two concepts in the Laws may seem to make the Laws and the Statesman less 

distinct, but a careful examination of the political philosophy contained in each dialogue strongly 

suggests otherwise.33  Even though the Statesman relies extensively on the appeal to what is in 

due measure and the notion of the second-best, its political philosophy is grounded in the idea of 

a ruler who possesses expert knowledge of the art of statesmanship.  In contrast, the Laws' 

political philosophy is based on the rule of law, administered by citizens who have been educated 

to govern the polis well.  Unlike the sole rule of the expert in the art of statesmanship, the 

opportunity to govern Magnesia is open to a large number of qualified citizens.  While there are 

other substantial differences between the political philosophy of the Statesman and the Laws, for 

example, the lack of an examination of education in the former dialogue contrasted with the 

detailed treatment of education in the latter work, the difference in terms of who is best fitted to 

govern the polis is great enough in itself to demonstrate that each dialogue's political thought is 

fundamentally different.  Despite the continuities between the Laws and the Statesman, these two 

works, just as in the case of the Republic, complement each other in respect to the political 

philosophy set down in each one. 

     In sum, then, it is plausible to argue that Plato composed the Laws for the purpose of positing 

a practicable solution to the problem of how we may best be governed.  This solution is one 

which may be considered as being more feasible than the solutions he presented in other 

                                                        
32 The relatively close proximity in time of composition between these two works, in contrast to the greater amount of 
time that had passed between the writing of the Republic and the Laws, as well as the experiences Plato underwent in 
Sicily during the interval between the middle- and late-period dialogues, may contribute to the appearance that there is 
closer relationship between the Laws and the Statesman than between the Laws and the Republic. 
33 The two dialogues also seem to be less distinct owing to the fact that the Statesman, the Laws, and the Philebus as 
well, are arguably more concerned with the actual realization of their respective philosophical positions than those 
works which may be considered to be more theoretical in character. 
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dialogues concerned with political philosophy.  Because positions set down in the Laws are aimed 

at a type of political arrangement grounded in the rule of law and administered by the citizens 

themselves, rather than by a philosopher-king or an expert in the art of statesmanship, because it 

is directed toward a non-ideal polity, and because it is not elitist and exclusionary, the political 

philosophy espoused in the Laws is such that it could perhaps be realized in practice. 

     The relationship of the Laws to the rest of the Platonic corpus is one of complementarity.  Yet, 

in addition to being complementary, this dialogue also exhibits a continuity with the corpus; a 

continuity that reveals itself in the manner in which certain concerns that Plato had grappled with 

throughout his works appear to find a resolution, or completion, in his final work, the Laws.  This 

sense of continuity and completion may be analyzed in terms of sōphrosunē and to metrion.  In 

order for there to be the sort of social and political conditions that are able bring about the good 

of the individual and the political community of which one is a member, some sort of standard is 

required against which things are weighed and evaluated.   

     In one of the early-period dialogues which was examined, the Charmides, we have seen that 

sōphrosunē, regarded as a kind of knowledge of knowledge, was considered as a possible means 

for determining what is morally virtuous or vicious.  In a middle-period dialogue, the Republic, 

the Forms were posited as the standard.  But in both cases, however, difficulties arise, leading to  

the result that the employment of either the Charmides' sense of sōphrosunē or the Republic's 

two-world metaphysics would be impracticable, if not impossible, to realize in practice.  When 

we turn to the Statesman, we find that Plato establishes to metrion as a non-metaphysical 

standard, accessible to a relatively large number of human beings, which may be used to 

reconcile and blend contrary, or opposing, things so that one may be able to choose a middle 

position which incorporates elements of the extremes it measures, and thereby producing a degree 

of moderation.  Finally, in the previous chapter dealing with the Philebus, I have argued that what 
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is in due measure was fundamentally important for determining the best sort of life.  In the 

remaining sections of this chapter, I shall examine the manner and sense in which to metrion and 

sōphrosunē converge in the Laws, with the result that both the individual and the polis become 

moderate. 

 

Educating the Citizen to Become Moderate 

     According to the Athenian, the purpose of education is to prepare the citizens to become 

virtuous: "[education is] education from childhood in virtue, and produces the desire and love to 

become a perfect citizen who knows how to rule and be ruled with justice" (ei\nai paideivan ... th;n 

de; pro;" ajreth;n ejk paivdwn paideivan, poiou`san ejpiqumhthvn te kai; ejrasth;n tou` polivthn genevsqai 

tevleon, a[rcein te kai; a[rcesqai ejpistavmenon meta; divkh").34  Education, then, is a lengthy process 

of habituating human beings to become good citizens.35  Yet, it is arguable that Plato is well 

aware that habituation through education is not successful in all cases.  The fact that a lengthy 

legal code is necessary suggests that more than simply habituating the citizens to act virtuously is 

required.  If education alone were sufficient to secure virtuous behavior, then there would be no 

need for Magnesia's institutional framework to supplement its educational program.  Moreover, 

the need for the Nocturnal Council, whose members must possess virtue in the highest degree, 

implies that not all the citizens are capable of being habituated to virtue to the same extent.36   

                                                        
34 Laws, 643e3-6. 
35 This point did not escape Aristotle's attention.  The notion of habituation is fundamentally important for his 
arguments in the Nicomachean Ethics; the idea of knowing how to rule and how to be ruled is central to Aristotle's 
views on citizenship in the Politics.  For example, see Aristotle's remarks at, Nicomachean Ethics, 1098b3-4, and 
Politics, 1333a2-3. 
36 Although Plato does rely on the notion of habituation, he quite correctly, I believe, recognizes that there are certain 
limitations to using habituation through education to ensure the virtuous behavior of all the citizens.  More is required, 
whether it be in terms of institutional arrangements or the virtuous individuals who comprise the Nocturnal Council, to 
ensure that the entire polis lives in a morally correct manner.  Plato's doubts about the effectiveness of habituation are 
quite apparent in the Myth of Er where at least one soul who "had participated in virtue by habit but without 
philosophy" (e[qei a[neu filosofiva" ajreth`" meteilhfovta) choose "the greatest tyranny" (th;n megivsthn turannivda).  
Republic, 619b7-d1. 
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     Morrow believes that Plato was influenced by Lacedaemonian educational practices: "The 

value of such habituation Plato could see in the products of the Spartan discipline."37  Yet, for 

Plato, habituation is not for the sake of disciplining the body to endure the sort of physical 

hardships which were expected of a Lacedaemonian citizen.38  Rather, habituation is regarded as 

a process by which one is made virtuous.39  It is more important to educate the soul than to train 

the body, although physical training, especially instruction in dancing and wrestling, does have its 

place in preparing the citizens to have the necessary physical skills to honor the gods at festivals 

and to defend themselves in times of war.40 

     This education in the habituation of virtue is directed primarily at learning to balance the 

pleasures and pains with which one is confronted.  "Educating children consists in correctly 

disciplining pleasures and pains" (touvtwn ga;r dh; tẁn ojrqẁ" teqrammevnwn hJdonẁn kai; lupẁn 

paideiẁn oujsẁn).41  When these conflicting emotions are in the proper relationship among one 

another, then a person may be regarded as being virtuous.  Virtue is, in effect, "the concord" (hJ 

sumfwniva) between reason and emotion, so that "one hates what one ought to hate from first to 

last, and loves what one ought to love" (misei`n me;n a} crh; misei`n eujqu;" ejx ajrch`" mevcri tevlou", 

stevrgein de; a} crh; stevrgein).42  In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle appears to agree with 

Plato's view that virtue is a state in which pleasure and pain are held in balance by reason: "It is 

                                                        
37 Morrow, Plato's Cretan City, 300.  Morrow offers an in-depth treatment of the Laws' views on education in relation 
to the historical educational practices of the Greeks.  See, Ibid., 297-398. 
38 Xenophon presents an excellent depiction of the Spartan education system established by Lycurgus.  Unlike Plato, 
however, Xenophon appears to suggest that the severe discipline of Spartan youths is directed at more than merely 
fostering the ability to endure physical hardships.  The training of the body leads to a certain disciplining of the soul as 
well.  See, Xenophon, Constitution of the Lacedaimonians, 2.1-6.5. 
39 The process of habituating one to become virtuous presupposes that virtue can, in fact, be taught.   The long-standing 
question in Plato's mind about the teachability of virtue appears to be resolved in the affirmative in the Laws, in the 
sense that one can be habituated to virtue.  Morrow comments: "Plato's answer is that virtue can be taught, but not 
primarily by admonition, nor by the explanation and proof of principles, as one would teach a science."  Morrow, 
Plato's Cretan City, 300. 
40 See, Laws, 795d6-796d5. 
41 Laws, 653c7-8. 
42 Laws, 653c1-2. 
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for this reason that somehow we must straightaway from youth be led, as Plato says, so that we 

both take delight in and feel pained by what we ought; for this is correct education" (dio; dei` 

h\cqaiv pw" eujqu;" ejk nevwn, wJ" oJ Plavtwn fhsivn, w{ste caivrein te kai; lupei`sqai oi|" dei`: hJ ga;r 

ojrqh; paideiva au{th ejstivn).43 

     The sort of virtue that Plato has in mind is, I believe, the virtue of sōphrosunē.  In the Laws, 

there is a sense that by the term sōphrosunē, Plato does not simply mean that moderation is one of 

the four cardinal virtues which can be treated apart from the other three.  Rather, it is arguable 

that wisdom, justice, and courage are all integral parts of, or are derived from, the virtue of 

sōphrosunē.44  The person who possesses sōphrosunē and who acts in accordance with 

moderation also is courageous, just, and wise, and this person will live well.  Yet, in addition to 

sōphrosunē, Plato recognizes that pleasure is required for the good life as well.  Although the 

Athenian does not explicitly state it, the pleasures to which he refers should be understood as the 

sorts of pleasures which were considered to be true pleasures in the Philebus; that is, those 

pleasures that are blended into the best life.  It is by balancing, under the guidance of reason, 

one's emotional states in respect to pleasure and pain that a person becomes moderate.  And if one 

is moderate in this manner, then one will live correctly and happily.  If it is the case, then, that 

both sōphrosunē and pleasure are needed to live well, then there are two distinct claims being 

made by Plato: (1) sōphrosunē is necessary in order to live a happy life; (2) pleasure, too, is 

necessary to live this sort of life.  Either virtue or pleasure alone is insufficient for living well.  

Sōphrosunē and pleasure together furnish both the necessary and sufficient conditions for living 

well and happily.  Carone, who analyzes the role of pleasure in the Laws, concludes: "Thus, the 

                                                        
43 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1104b11-13. 
44 A similar view is expressed in the Gorgias.  "The moderate man, as we just discussed, since he just, courageous, and 
pious, is a completely good man" (to;n swvfrona, w{sper dihvlqomen, divkaion o[nta kai; ajndreìon kai; o{sion ajgaqo;n a[ndra 
ei\nai televw").  Gorgias, 507c1-3. 
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appeal to virtue and the appeal to pleasure can be seen to fulfill two distinct informative roles on 

the context of the Laws: while the former highlights the intrinsic value of virtue as a state of inner 

harmony, the latter focuses on our innate feelings of pleasure and pain as a heuristic mark of the 

happy life."45  

     It seems that these two claims depend on the position advocated at the end of the Philebus:  

the best life is the one in which true pleasures are mixed with knowledge, a life that is "in some 

way concerned with measure, what is in due measure, the timely, and all such things that should 

be considered such as these" (ph/ peri; mevtron kai; to; mevtrion kai; kaivron kai; pavnta oJpovsa crh; 

toiau`ta nomivzein).46  The arguments given in the Philebus are important for the treatment of 

pleasure and virtue in the Laws.  By demonstrating that there are some pleasures which are 

necessary to live a complete life, Plato has made it possible to argue that virtue alone does not 

lead to living well and happily.  Virtue mixed with the correct sorts of pleasures, that is, the true 

pleasures, will suffice for this purpose.  One of the difficulties encountered in the early- and 

middle-period dialogues was that the acquisition of virtue and a life lived strictly in accordance 

with virtue alone was impossible for most people to attain.  Arguably, only those who have the 

capacity to be educated in philosophy, that is, by being trained in dialectics in order to apprehend 

the Forms, would be able to live completely virtuous lives.  By allowing true pleasure to be 

mixed with knowledge in accordance with a standard of measure, more individuals have the 

opportunity to possess virtue in the sense that they become moderate, and thus can live well and 

happily.  Rather than the intellection of a supersensible realm by a relatively small number of 

individuals, a far greater number of individuals have the opportunity for doing so if they receive 

the correct education and habituation in respect to being moderate and enjoying true pleasure.   

                                                        
45 Gabriela Roxana Carone, "The Place of Hedonism in Plato's "Laws," Ancient Philosophy 23 (2003), 299-300. 
46 Philebus, 66a6-8. 
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     This latter alternative is possible only if it is the case that many human beings have some 

capacity for being moderate.  It is unclear whether Plato actually came to hold this view by the 

time he composed the Philebus and the Laws.  Bobonich takes the position that many people do 

have this capacity and that Plato did indeed hold this view near the end of his life.  While 

Bobonich is correct, I believe, to argue that the sort of education in respect to virtue in the Laws is 

designed to make non-philosophers virtuous, he perhaps extends himself too far when he claims: 

"Insofar as many citizens, both men and women, can come to make such progress, Plato is far 

more optimistic than Aristotle about the capacity of human beings to attain a good and flourishing 

state of soul."47  It is debatable whether or not Plato can be characterized as being "optimistic".  

The number and severity of the laws set down by the Athenian suggests otherwise.48   

     If the educational system outlined in the Laws was sufficient to guarantee that the citizens of 

Magnesia would live virtuously as a consequence of the training they receive from childhood, 

then, why, we may wonder, was such a detailed legislative program necessary to ensure their 

compliance with living in a certain manner.  Surely, the extensive legal code of the Laws would 

not be necessary if by means of education alone the citizens were able to become virtuous and 

live happily.  It appears more plausible to argue that both education and the rule of law are 

required if individuals and a political community are to live well.  Education is employed as the 

first step which attempts to direct individuals toward virtue, but by acknowledging that this may 

not always come about, the laws are required to supplement education in those cases in which 

training and habituation either fall short or fail entirely.  Rather than claiming that Plato was in 

any sense optimistic about the capacity of human beings for becoming virtuous, it is perhaps 

more reasonable to regard him as being aware that some sort of solution was needed which would 
                                                        
47 Bobonich, Plato's Utopia Recast, 479. 
48 As previously noted, the end of the Republic offers evidence that suggests that not all individuals are capable of 
learning to act virtuously during the course of one bodily existence, so that they end up choosing unwisely for their 
next physical life. 
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enable a larger number of individuals to be made moderate.  The attempt to habituate the citizens 

to practice virtue through education and, when necessary, to enforce morally virtuous conduct by 

means of the laws was a solution that not only permitted a wider range of individuals to live well, 

but also supplied a solution which was more able to be realized in practice than the solutions 

offered elsewhere in the Platonic corpus. 

     The educational program articulated by the Athenian has two principal components: (1) the 

education received by means of drinking parties, especially in respect to the formation of correct 

social practices and the proper use of musikē; (2) a more formal educational program 

concentrating on the sort of general cultural and physical education necessary to become good 

citizens.  In both cases, however, the primary goal of education is to foster a sense of moderation 

in the citizens from childhood onward.  The examination of education is divided among four 

books.  Books I and II deal primarily with drinking parties, while the more formal and academic 

sort of education is discussed in Books VI and VII.  Guthrie takes a somewhat negative view 

about the manner in which education is presented in the Laws: "In spite of its supreme importance 

for Plato, the subject of education is treated is a more rambling way, and with more irrelevant 

digressions, than any other major topic."49  While it is true to say that the Athenian often 

digresses, for example, when in the middle of a discussion concerning the composition of music 

in Book II, he launches into an examination of the just and unjust lives, it is not the case that these 

digressions are without purpose for the main topic.50  This digression is important in that Plato 

must make the distinction between the just and unjust life so that the children may be persuaded 

when they are receiving instruction in musikē that the just life is superior to the unjust life.51   

                                                        
49 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 345-346. 
50 See, Laws, 660d11-664b2. 
51 See, Laws, 664b3-c2. 
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     In respect to spreading the discussion concerning education between Books I and II and Books 

VI and VII, the context in which these two discussions takes place demonstrates why the 

examination of this fundamental topic was presented in this manner.  The discussion about 

drinking parties in Books I and II follows quite naturally from the conversation regarding the 

Lacedaemonian and Cretan social and cultural institutions with which the Laws begins.  The 

Athenian is trying to establish the point that certain social institutions are vitally important for 

educating the citizens to live in a certain manner.  Moreover, since musikē is closely tied up with 

the sort of practices that take place at drinking parties, it is easy to understand the reasons for 

including a discussion of musikē within the context of an examination of drinking parties, and the 

way in which they are to be properly carried out.  The digressions which Guthrie views as being 

"irrelevant" are integral for understanding the Athenian's purpose.  The Athenian clearly indicates 

that the drinking of wine will have an effect on the manner in which one experiences pleasure, 

pain, and other emotional states; a person has the least amount of "self-control" (ejgkrathv"), and 

has an emotional state similar to that of a child.52  Because the Athenian is treating such matters 

as pleasures, pains, and other emotional states, it is necessary for him to examine these things in 

order to be able to relate them to drinking parties, as well as to the purpose served by drinking 

parties.  Ultimately, the drinking party will assist in fostering a good character: "This would be  

one of the most useful things, knowing the nature and disposition of people's souls" (Tou`to me;n 

a[r j a]n tẁn crhsimwstavtwn e}n ei[h, to; gnẁnai ta;" fuvsei" te kai; e{xei" tẁn yucẁn).53  By the end 

of Book II, the Athenian has established the point that the correct conduct of drinking parties is a 

beneficial social institution, and the polis must take the proper attitude toward drinking.  The 

                                                        
52 See, Laws, 645d1-e8. 
53 Laws, 650b6-7. 
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Athenian is quite clear about this point when he states: "making use of this exercise is for the sake 

of becoming moderate" (wJ" tou` swfronei`n e{neka melevth/ crwmevnh).54 

     The fact that any discussion concerning education is suspended for more than three books until 

it is resumed in Books VI and VII seems reasonable in view of the context in which this second 

discussion about education occurs.  Unlike the examination of the educative value of drinking 

parties which took place in the context of considering what sort of social institution would be 

beneficial for the citizens, the treatment of education in the latter part of the Laws is related to the 

specific educational needs and goals of the polity for which the Athenian is legislating. Before the 

Athenian can begin examining the particulars of Magnesia's education program, it was first 

necessary to establish Magnesia and begin addressing the arrangement of its administrative 

offices and their functions.55  The Athenian reiterates the idea that education is necessary for the 

formation of good character.56  Indeed, the caretaker of education (oJ th`" paideiva" ejpimelhth;") 

holds "by far the most important of the highest offices in the polis" (tẁn ejn th`/ povlei ajkrotavtwn 

ajrcẁn polu; megivsthn).57  Since education is not a matter of secondary importance, the law-giver 

must ensure that the person appointed to this office is the best of the citizens, chosen by and from 

among those who are the "Guardians of the Laws" (nomofulavkwn).58 

     The formation of a child's character, both in respect to the care he or she is given at home 

before formal schooling commences and the educational program set down by the Athenian for 

older pupils, is treated comprehensively by the Athenian.  The development of a child's character 

                                                        
54 Laws, 673e5. 
55 Similarly, the lengthy discussion in Book III about the origin of political systems and the types of regimes was 
required before proceeding to found and legislate for Magnesia.  The same view should be held in regard to the 
examination in Book V concerning the care of the soul.  Since the principal task of the legislator and the polity for 
which he legislates is to care for the souls of the citizens, it was necessary to engage in a preliminary discussion about 
the care of the soul prior to demonstrating how a polis' legal code, institutions, and social practices should be arranged 
for the sake of this fundamentally important purpose. 
56 See, Laws, 765e3-766a4. 
57 Laws, 765d4-e2. 
58 See, Laws, 766b1-c1. 
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begins soon after conception.  A child, both in the embryonic stage and during the first three 

years of its life, should be kept in motion because the Athenian perceives that there is a mental 

and physical advantage for the child if its mother and its nurses follow this practice.  Keeping a 

child in constant motion cures it of its restlessness, producing a calm in the child's soul and 

instilling a sense of courage.59  Children between the ages of four and seven will have their 

characters formed by engaging in play, but at the age of six the boys and girls should be kept 

apart from each other and educated separately.60  After this time, children begin their formal 

lessons.  There is a twofold division for the subjects the children will formally study: physical 

training and cultural education.  The former for the sake of perfecting the body, the latter for the 

sake of perfecting the character.61  Both males and females will be given the same instruction in 

musikē  and gumnastikē.  The former study will allow them to receive a general level of education 

in literature, arithmetic, and lyre-playing, as well as to attain the knowledge required to manage 

the affairs of their households sufficiently; the latter study will enable them to participate 

appropriately in the sorts of physical movements and dancing which are parts of religious 

festivals, while at the same time learning the necessary skills needed for warfare.62   

     When asked by Clinias what would be the best model for teaching literature, the Athenian 

responds: "I should not be able, I imagine, to commend a better paradigm to the person who is 

both a Guardian of the Laws and an educator than this one" (tẁ/ dh; nomofuvlakiv te kai; paideuth`/ 

                                                        
59 See, Laws, 789a8-791c6. 
60 See, Laws, 793e3-794d3.  Presumably, play is not only used for the formation of a child's character, but it also is 
directed toward the learning the skills needed for the occupation which one will pursue as an adult.  Playtime is to be 
employed "to lead the soul to the greatest love of that occupation of which, when he becomes a man, he will need to 
have complete excellence"  (th;n yuch;n eij" e[rwta mavlista a[xei touvtou o} dehvsei genovmenon a[ndr j aujto;n tevleion ei\nai 
th`" toù pravgmato" ajreth`").  Laws, 643d1-3.  It is also important to note that, based on the idea that the sort of play we 
engage in as children affects the way in which we act as adults, the Athenian argues that innovations should not be 
introduced into play.  There is a need for constancy and continuity for the sake of setting a standard.  Novelty must be 
avoided since it makes human beings despise custom, or the traditional ways of doing things.  If novelty is introduced 
into the games of children, then the adults will turn out quite differently from those of previous generations.  See, Laws, 
797a7-798d5. 
61 See, Laws, 795d6-8. 
62 See, Laws, 795d6-817e3. 
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paravdeigma oujk a]n e[coimi, wJ" oi\mai, touvtou bevltion fravzein).63  It is Plato's Laws itself which 

will serve as the paradigm for teaching the proper sort of literature.  It appears to be the case that, 

since the Laws presents an examination of the sorts of considerations and measures necessary to 

bring about moderate individuals and political communities, then the use of this work as the basic 

educational text would admirably suit this purpose.  Rather than relying on texts drawn from the 

canon of Greek literature –  Homer or the tragedians –  which most likely would contain some 

material that is unsuitable for the purposes Plato has in mind, the use of the Laws would prevent 

the pupils from being exposed to any such inappropriate material.64   

     In addition to the basic level of moral and practical instruction, there is a more advanced type 

of education available to those who possess the aptitude for it.  "For the freeborn, there still 

remain three areas of study: one concerns calculation and the study of number; the second 

concerns the art of measuring lines, surfaces, and solids; the third concerns the course of the stars 

and how they travel naturally in relation to each other"       ( [Eti dh; toivnun toi`" ejleuqevroi" e[stin 

triva maqhvmata, logismoi; me;n kai; ta; peri; ajriqmou;" e}n mavqhma, metrhtikh; de; mhvkou" kai; 

ejpipevdou kai; bavqou" wJ" e}n au\ deuvteron, trivton de; th`" tẁn a[strwn periovdou pro;" a[llhla wJ" 

pevfuken poreuvesqai).65  Some knowledge of these subjects is essential for human beings, just as 

it is for any "god, spirit, or hero who is seriously capable of being made the caretaker of human 

beings" (qeo;" oujde; daivmwn oujde; h{rw" oi|o" dunato;" ajnqrwvpwn ejpimevleian su;n spoudh`/ 

poiei`sqai).66  These higher subjects are not suitable for everyone to learn, but apparently they are 

to be learned only by those who will involve themselves in the administration of the polis.  These 

                                                        
63 Laws, 811d5-6. 
64 One only needs to recall the sorts depictions of the gods in Greek literature that Plato argued against in the Republic 
to understand his reasons for thinking that the Laws  would be a better choice of texts for the moral education of the 
young. 
65 Laws, 817e5-818a1. 
66 Laws, 818c1-3. 
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are subjects which must be appropriately taught, since it is more dangerous, or harmful, to know 

something in detail that has been improperly taught than it is not to know it at all.67 

     Taken together, then, education is directed toward making human beings virtuous by 

providing them with the proper type and level of instruction for which they suited are so that they 

might live well both as individuals and as citizens.  In the Laws, education is not of the exclusive 

sort advocated in the Republic; it is not the kind of education in philosophy that enables a only a 

small number of individuals to apprehend a supersensible realm and employ their understanding 

of this realm to rule over those who do not grasp, or who are not even given the opportunity to 

grasp it.  Rather, the sort of educational program set down in the Laws is of the type that will 

attempt to make a larger number of individuals virtuous by educating them in respect to a set of 

shared social and cultural practices which themselves are designed to enable the citizens to live 

well.  "Because, in general, those who have been educated correctly become good … [and]  

because those who are able to rule over themselves are good, but those who do not are bad" (wJ" oi{ 

ge ojrqẁ" pepaideumevnoi scedo;n ajgaqoi; givgnontai ... wJ" ajgaqẁn me;n o[ntwn tẁn dunamevnwn a[rcein 

auJtẁn, kakẁn de; tẁn mhv.)68   In effect, those who have been educated in this manner become 

moderate and carry out their private affairs and public duties by practicing sōphrosunē.   

     Finally, it is arguable that educating human beings to practice sōphrosunē by instructing them 

how to balance their pleasures and pains requires some sort of standard against which these 

conflicting emotional states may be measured.69  Although the Athenian does not explicitly refer 

to to metrion in his examination of education, it is not implausible to suggest that due measure is 

employed as the standard of measurement from which correct human behavior is determined.  
                                                        
67 See, Laws, 819a1-6. 
68 Laws, 644a7-b7. 
69 It is well to remember, as noted earlier in this section, that there is a connection between the examination of pleasures 
and pains in the Laws and the examination of the relationship between true pleasure and knowledge in the Philebus.  In 
both cases, contraries are being measured against each other in accordance with some standard of measurement so that 
a middle position is determined in which elements of both contraries partake. 
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The Athenian does, however, argue that, in general, a law-giver must not neglect "what is in due 

measure" (to; mevtrion), for without  perceiving what is in due measure, the greatest disease, folly, 

comes to be and corrupts everything with which it comes into contact: "Therefore, to guard 

against this [danger], by recognizing what is in due measure, is the task of the greatest law-

givers" (tou`t j ou\n eujlabhqh`nai gnovnta" to; mevtrion megavlwn nomoqetẁn).70  If the law-giver is 

required to legislate in accordance with what is in due measure, and if it is one of the functions of 

the law-giver to set down the laws which regulate all aspects of education so that human beings 

learn to become moderate, then it follows that it is due measure which underlies the educational 

program of Magnesia.  As a law-giver must recognize to metrion in order to legislate well, so, 

too, must human beings learn to perceive to metrion if they are to practice sōphrosunē and live 

well.  The connection between to metrion and sōphrosunē is even more pronounced when we 

examine the topic of legislation in the Laws  

 

Legislating Sōphrosunē in the Polis 

     In contrast to the rule of the philosopher-king in the Republic and the rule of the expert in the 

art of statesmanship in the Statesman, the polis for which the Athenian legislates in the Laws is 

governed by law.  The personal authority of the philosopher-king or expert in the art of 

statesmanship gives way to the rule of law.  The Athenian states: "For where the law is 

subservient and without authority, I see that in such a <polity> destruction is at hand; but where 

the law is master over those who rule and the rulers are the servants of the law, I observe its 

preservation and all those good things that the gods grant to cities" (ejn h|/ me;n ga;r a}n ajrcovmeno" h|/ 

kai; a[kuro" novmo", fqora;n oJrẁ th`/ toiauvth/ eJtoivmhn ou\san: ejn h|/ de; a}n despovth" tẁn ajrcovntwn, oiJ 

de; a[rconte" dou`loi tou` novmou, swthrivan kai; pavnta o{sa qeoi; povlesin e[dosan ajgaqa; gignovmena 

                                                        
70 Laws, 691c1-d5. 
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kaqorẁ).71  Klosko argues that since the proper exercise of personal authority by means of 

"philosophical intelligence" is not possible, Magnesia must be governed by law: "Human beings 

cannot be entrusted with unaccountable power, and so must be placed under laws."72   The rule of 

laws functions "as the only safeguard against the abuse of power in the world of fallible human 

beings."73  Although it may appear that the Nocturnal Council wields unlimited power, it, too, is 

subject to the law.  Hall, who argues that in the Laws the ruler governs within the limits imposed 

by the law, comments: "Even the Nocturnal Council does not enjoy 'unfettered authority' no 

matter how its role is conceived in the practical state of the Laws … the Nocturnal Council is 

contained within the state's organizational structure."74  Although the function of the Council is 

restricted by Magnesia's institutional framework, its composition and operation is of the highest 

importance for securing Magnesia's stability and flourishing.  It functions as "a sort of anchor for 

the whole polis" (oi|on a[gkuran pavsh" th`" povlew") to preserve everything in it.75 

     Arguably, the rule of law is possible because the citizens of Magnesia have been educated to 

act as autonomous moral agents, and the unlimited authority of the philosopher-king or statesman 

is unnecessary.  Under the authority of a carefully worked-out legal code, the polis will be able to 

govern itself.  Since it appears that the philosophy of Plato's late period provides the opportunity 

for a larger number of individuals to learn how to act in a morally responsible and virtuous 

                                                        
71 Laws, 715d3-6. 
72 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 246.  Klosko's reading seems somewhat misleading.  It does 
not appear to be the case that rule by a philosopher-king is impossible, rather, it may be more correct to claim that such 
a rule is very unlikely, or impracticable, to realize in practice. 
73 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 382. 
74 Robert W. Hall, "Platonic Rule: Fiat or Law," Polis 18 (2001), 112.  It is worth pointing out that there is a degree of 
continuity in terms of the way in which Plato regards the Republic's philosopher-kings, the Statesman's expert in the art 
of statesmanship, and the Laws' Nocturnal Council, in the sense that all three have attained some measure of 
philosophical knowledge which enables them to rule.  The members of the Nocturnal Council appear to possess some 
of the intellectual qualities of the philosopher-king and the expert in the art of statesmanship, without possessing the 
unlimited authority held by the philosopher-king and the statesman.  
75 Laws, 961c4-6.  In a sense, the Council functions to protect politics from philosophy and philosophy from politics, in 
addition to preventing theological considerations from turning Magnesia into a theocracy.  The Council members' 
knowledge of virtue ensures the safety of Magnesia so that philosophy, politics, and religion are kept in balance. 
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manner, they will not need to be placed under the political power of any sort of authoritarian 

personal rule that attempts to ensure their compliance with what this authority deems to be the 

correct way in which they ought to live.  Rather, the legal code itself, and especially the 

preambles that the Athenian believes ought to be affixed to the laws, is a sufficient source of 

authority for the polis.  By submitting to the authority of the legal code, and by being open to the 

persuasive power of the laws' preambles, the citizens of Magnesia ought to be able to live well.  

     Moreover, there is a connection between the type of education that the citizens have received, 

Magnesia's legal code, and the use of rational persuasion.  Magnesia's educational program is 

designed to prepare the citizens to attain some degree of moral knowledge, in part by means of 

persuasion.  The Athenian admits that it is difficult to persuade men in respect to what is true, and 

that sometimes it might be necessary for a law-giver to employ useful falsehoods to convey the 

truth.  Tales, or fables, are useful for persuading the young, since it shows a law-giver that "if he 

tries, he can persuade the souls of the young of anything" (a]n ejpiceirh`/ ti" peivqein ta;" tẁn nevwn 

yucav").76  The preambles to Magnesia's laws are designed to persuade the citizens to obey the 

laws.  The Athenian wishes that the citizens "be as easy to persuade as possible in respect to 

virtue, and clearly this is what the law-giver will try to do in all his legislation" (wJ" 

eujpeiqestavtou" pro;" ajreth;n ei\nai, kai; dh`lon o{ti peiravsetai tou`to oJ nomoqevth" ejn aJpavsh/ 

poiei`n th`/ nomoqesiva/).77  Persuasion, then, is fundamentally important for both education and the 

legal code, in the sense that its use will assist in instructing the citizens to live well. 

     Viewed in this light, the use of rational persuasion conveys a benefit on the citizens.  

Bobonich argues that that this type of persuasion furnishes the citizens with the sort of knowledge 

needed to practice virtue: "Thus if rational persuasion fails to produce ethical knowledge, it will 

                                                        
76 Laws, 664a1. 
77 Laws, 718c8-10. 
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fail to produce any benefit for the citizens."78  It is Bobonich's position that Plato believed that 

rational persuasion was beneficial for the citizens because they are free persons: "A free person is 

benefited by such exercise of his rational powers and by reaching a rational understanding of the 

bases of his actions."79  In effect, virtuous behavior depends on the use of a free person's rational 

capacities, and it is for this reason that both Magnesia's educational program and legal code rely 

on the use of persuasion.  The capacity for individuals to be persuaded in respect to their moral 

behavior implies that individuals are capable of self-rule, and do not require the unlimited power 

of a philosopher-king or expert in the art of statesmanship to govern them.  Mayhew argues that 

Bobonich is incorrect; the political philosophy of the Laws makes rational persuasion impossible.  

By examining several passages from Book X of the Laws, Mayhew attempts to demonstrate that 

Plato did not depend to as great an extent on rational persuasion as he did on the fostering of 

correct theological beliefs.80  It is Mayhew's contention that the theological discussion in Book X 

shows that Plato "cannot support rational persuasion or freedom in any genuine sense."81  Rather 

than disproving Bobonich's position, Mayhew, I believe, is wrong to apply the arguments given in 

Book X, which, after all, do have a specific theological context, to the whole of the Laws.  The 

lack of the use of rational persuasion in Book X, in the sense that it is utilized in respect to 

education and the law in the rest of the Laws, is perhaps better regarded in terms of the manner in 

which Plato generally treated the apprehension of metaphysical concepts.  Rational persuasion 

alone is insufficient to direct an individual toward the intellection of the divine; any such 

intellection is the result of an inward (or perhaps even some sort of outwardly assisted) turn 
                                                        
78 Christopher Bobonich, "Persuasion, Compulsion, and Freedom in Plato's Laws,'" in Plato 2: Ethics, Politics, 
Religion, and the Soul, ed. Gail Fine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 392. 
79 Ibid., 402. 
80 The passages Mayhew examines are: Laws, 887c8-888a3, 892d8-893a7,903a7-905c7, and 908a8-909d2.  They are 
respectively concerned with what Mayhew calls: "Hating Atheists", "The River-Fording Analogy", "Mythic 
Incantations", and "Punishment for Impious Beliefs.  See, Robert Mayhew, Persuasion and Compulsion in Plato's Laws, 
Polis 24 (2007), 95-108. 
81 Ibid., 108.  While it may be the case that Plato held certain theological views that may be termed dogmatic, it is not 
the case that this theological dogmatism is carried over into the Laws' political philosophy. 
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toward the apprehension of the supersensible realm.82  Rational persuasion, however, is possible 

when it is employed to attempt to convince individuals that they ought to live in a certain manner.  

Even though I have given only a small number of examples, there are numerous instances 

throughout the Laws where the notion of rational persuasion is at the core of the Laws' political 

thought.  It does not seem reasonable, as Mayhew attempts to do, to take the context-specific 

arguments of Book X, apply them to the entire dialogue, and then claim that free persons do not 

have the capacity to be persuaded to act in a morally virtuous manner.  Rather, it appears to be 

more plausible to accept Bobonich's view that rational persuasion is a core concept for the 

treatment of education and law in the Laws. 

     The Athenian clearly indicates that Magnesia's laws serve a twofold purpose: to persuade 

and/or to compel the citizens to be virtuous.  "The method of the laws will be partly by persuasion 

and partly, when there are characters who defy persuasion, by compulsion and just punishment" 

(tẁn novmwn aujtẁn hJ dievxodo", ta; me;n peivqousa, ta; de; mh; uJpeivkonta peiqoi` tẁn hjqẁn biva/ kai; 

divkh/ kolavzousa).83  Those who are not convinced by rational persuasion and act contrary to the 

law will receive punishments that are appropriate to their crimes.84  The purpose of the laws' 

preambles is to attempt to persuade and explain to the citizens the reasons why they should obey 

a particular law, while the penalties for the various crimes are stipulated in the laws themselves.  

The use of explanatory preambles was a significant contribution by Plato to legal theory.  The 

                                                        
82 This notion of an inward turning is most clearly brought out in Republic VII.  Something, or someone, whether 
internally or externally, compels a dweller in the cave to turn from the shadowy sensible sphere to the supersensible 
sphere illuminated by the Good.  See, Republic, 515c4-516c2.  For an excellent contemporary interpretation of 
implications of Plato's argument in the Republic, see Joshua Mitchell, Plato's Fable: On the Mortal Condition in 
Shadowy Times (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), passim. 
83 Laws, 718b2-3. 
84 Although many of the punishments may strike the modern reader as overly severe, if not downright barbaric, they 
were not necessarily too harsh in the context of fourth-century Greek penal practices.  One also has to wonder, given 
the educational system of Magnesia, how often the most severe punishments would need to be handed out in actual 
practice.  If a citizen cannot be persuaded to live a virtuous life, then the escalating severity of punishments for one 
who is incorrigible might, in fact, be suitable.  After all, the whole purpose of Magnesia's educational program and 
legal code was to ensure that the individual and the political community live in a certain harmonious balance.  The 
polis could not risk several, or even one citizen, significantly upsetting the order and balance of the whole community. 
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Athenian is somewhat surprised that legislators have neglected to prefix their laws with 

preambles, since preambles will help make the citizens more cooperative with the laws.85  

Through use of preambles the citizens will display a greater sense of readiness to learn and abide 

by the legal code. 

     In addition to the introduction of preambles to the laws, there is a second notable and 

innovative feature to Magnesia's legal code: punishment is for the sake of chastising and 

reforming one who breaks the law; it is not for the sake of retribution or vengeance.  Saunders is 

quite correct to argue that for Plato punishment looked to the future, and was not looking back 

toward the past.  The purpose of punishment "is not to inflict suffering on an offender in return 

for the suffering he has inflicted, but the reformative effect it should have on him henceforth."86  

The view that punishment is not retributive is stated in the Protagoras as well.  Protagoras argues 

that punishment is not for exacting vengeance for a past wrong, rather punishment acts as a 

deterrent: "for one cannot undo what has been done – but it is done for the sake of the future" (ouj 

ga;r a]n tov ge pracqe;n ajgevnhton qeivh –  ajlla; tou` mevllonto" cavrin).87  If punishment does act as 

a deterrent against future transgressions, then it appears that it also is for the sake of instructing 

the individual in how to act properly in the future.  In other words, if acting properly means acting 

virtuously, then Protagoras appears to be implying that virtue can be taught, at least to the extent 

that one will act with enough virtue in order to avoid committing the same offense and receive a 

similar, or even more severe, punishment.  Even though the Protagoras ends with Protagoras 

apparently denying the teachability of virtue and Socrates seeming to think that it can be taught, 

the view that virtue can be taught is a central idea in the Laws, and it is accomplished through 

                                                        
85 See, Laws 722b4-723b6. 
86 Trevor J. Saunders, Plato's Penal Code: Tradition, Controversy, and Reform in Greek Penology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 162. 
87 Protagoras, 324b3-4. 
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Magnesia's educational program, through the preambles to its laws, and by means of the sort of 

reformative punishments handed out to those who do break the law.  Education and law work 

together to teach human beings to live moderately. 

     The combination of preambles which are designed to persuade a citizen to obey the laws and 

laws which lay down the types of reformative punishments that a citizen will suffer if he or she 

breaks the law may be regarded as the blending of two contraries, persuasion and compulsion.  

By combining persuasion and compulsion, the Athenian establishes a legal code in which these 

two contrary elements function in tandem to produce a unified system of law which requires both 

elements in order for it to be effective.  Persuasion and compulsion are mixed together so that 

both contraries have a share in the overall structure of Magnesia's legal code.  Rather than 

viewing persuasion or compulsion as mutually exclusive, or distinctly separate opposites, they are 

in a sense reconciled when they are brought together in the legal system set down by the 

Athenian.  The code of law is not considered merely as either a set of descriptive explanations 

posited for the sake of persuading the citizens to act in a certain manner, or as a set of prescriptive 

legal remedies established for the sake of compelling the citizens to obey the laws.  The legal 

code depends on the reconciliation of persuasion and compulsion in order for it to function 

successfully.  Neither persuasion nor compulsion is sufficient by itself, both must be mixed and 

reconciled if the legal code is to assist in educating the citizens to live virtuously.   

     Although I do not wish to press the point too far, it is arguable that the blending and 

reconciliation of persuasion and compulsion as the basis for Magnesia's system of laws is brought 

about by the application of due measure.  Since qualitative measurement shows how contraries 

may be blended and reconciled so that a middle position is reached in which both contraries, or 

extremes, partake, and since Magnesia's legal code blends and reconciles the contraries of 

persuasion and compulsion into a unified legal system which relies on both, it appears plausible 
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to argue that the manner in which the Athenian organizes the legal code makes use of qualitative 

measurement with its appeal to what is in due measure to establish the overall structure of 

Magnesia's legal system.  To put this another way, qualitative measurement and the appeal to 

what is in due measure establishes a pattern for the blending and reconciling of opposites, and it 

is this pattern which the Athenian follows as he sets down Magnesia's legal code.  In light of the 

innovative character of Magnesia's legal code, it is somewhat difficult to imagine that the manner 

in which it combines persuasion and compulsion would be possible without there having been 

previously established the sort of qualitative measurement available for demonstrating how 

contraries can be blended together.  It would seem, then, that the structure of Magnesia's legal 

code utilizes qualitative measurement, and without the use of this kind of qualitative 

measurement the Athenian would not be able to blend persuasion and compulsion as he does in 

this legal code. 

     In the previous section I discussed the notion that a law-giver must be cognizant of "what is in 

due measure" (to; mevtrion) if he is to legislate well for the good of the political community.  By 

knowing what is in due measure, the law-giver guards against folly and its destructive potential 

for the polis.  A principal task of the legislator is that "he must try to instill as much good sense as 

possible in cities, and to the greatest extent eradicate folly" (peiratevon tai`" povlesin frovnhsin me;n 

o{shn dunato;n ejmpoiei`n, th;n d j a[noian o{ti mavlista ejxairei`n).88  He accomplishes this task by 

trying to make the citizens moderate, and he is able to make them moderate because he knows 

how to measure things in accordance with what is in due measure.   

     While the exact manner in which the law-giver goes about making the citizens moderate by 

applying the appeal to what is in of due measure to his legislation is not explicitly addressed in 

the Laws, we can make use of the example of burial expenses to demonstrate, at least to some 
                                                        
88 Laws, 688e6-8. 
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extent, how making the citizens moderate functions.  In Book IV, just prior to the discussion 

concerning the need for preambles, the Athenian makes the point that a legislator, unlike a poet, 

must be precise in what he means.  He notes that the expenditure on a funeral can be "excessive, 

deficient, or moderate" (th`" me;n uJperbeblhmevnh", th`" de; ejlleipouvsh", th`" de; metriva"), and the 

one which is prescribed and praised is "the moderate one" (th;n mevshn).89  Yet, even though the 

moderate burial is the one which is recommended, the Athenian makes the very significant point 

that before the legislator can establish this sort of moderate burial as the lawful form of burial, it 

is first necessary to define what one means by the term "moderate": "one must state what 

moderate is and how large it is" (tiv to; mevtrion kai; oJpovson rJhtevon).90  In other words, it is 

necessary for a legislator to be precise in respect to the terms he employs, for the term "moderate" 

may mean something quite different in relation to one's resources.  For a wealthy individual, 

moderate may seem deficient, for a poor person it may be excessive, while for a person of 

moderate means, moderate may be appropriate.  Thus, the permissible expenditures on a burial 

are relative to an individual's property. 

     The Athenian does not define what a moderate burial should be nor does he set down the 

regulations for a moderate funeral relative to the amount of one's property until the final book of 

the Laws; not until he has established the point that the soul is far superior to the body.  It is the 

soul, not the body, which should be the object of care and attention during the course of a 

person's life, and a person who lives moderately is one who properly cares for the soul.  Because 

the soul has departed from the body, the body should be considered "as a soulless altar to the gods 

of the underworld" (wJ" eij" a[yucon cqonivwn bwmovn), and only "what is moderate should be spent" 

                                                        
89 See, Laws, 719d4-7.  Note that the Athenian describes these three types of burial expenses in terms of what is 
excessive, deficient, and moderate, or what is in the middle.  The fact that the language found in this passage echoes the 
language  used in the digression on due measure in the Statesman suggests that the appeal to what is in due measure 
underlies the way in which the Athenian derives his idea of what is moderate. 
90 See, Laws, 719e3-5. 
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(ta; mevtria ajnalivskonta) on it.91  The notion that only a moderate amount should be spent on 

burials is mentioned in the address the Athenian makes Book IV to a group of colonists 

concerning an individual's duties and responsibilities: "When one's parents have died, the most 

moderate burial is best" (teleuthsavntwn de; gonevwn tafh; me;n hJ swfronestavth kalivsth).92  

Because only the legislator will have the correct idea of what is moderate, it is his task to legislate 

the maximum expenditure for burials.  The Athenian sets down the appropriate amounts in terms 

of one's property-class.93  It appears, then, that because one's attention should be directed toward 

the care of the soul, one should not concern oneself with things that may turn one aside from this 

aim.  To the extent that the burial of one's body be moderate, one should live moderately for the 

sake of one's soul.  As neither excessive nor deficient amounts should be spent on the burial of 

one's mortal remains, neither should one live excessively or deficiently.  In all circumstances one 

should try to live moderately. 

     The Athenian is very well aware of the fact that most human beings do not have the capacity 

to live moderately without some outside assistance.  "Only a small class of human beings, few by 

nature and nurtured with the highest training, who, when they fall into various needs and desires, 

are able to persevere in respect to what is in due measure" (smikro;n gevno" ajnqrwvpwn kai; fuvsei 

ojlivgon kai; a[kra/ trofh`/ teqrammevnon, o{tan eij" creiva" te kai; ejpiqumiva" tinẁn ejmpivpth/, karterei`n 

pro;" to; mevtrion dunatovn ejstin).94  It is for this reason that a legislator who does know what is in 

due measure and is able to apply this knowledge when he establishes a polis' legal code is 

                                                        
91 See, Laws, 959d1. 
92 Laws, 717d7-8.  The significance of this speech will be examined further in the penultimate section of this chapter. 
93 He considers moderate amounts to be as follows: five minae for persons of the highest property-class, three minae for 
those of the second class, two minae for those of the third, and one mina for those of the fourth, and lowest, property-
class.  Although the Athenian considers these sums to be moderate, they nevertheless are substantial.   One mina is 
equal to one-hundred drachmae, and in the fifth and fourth centuries, one drachmae was more or less the daily wage of 
a skilled workman.  So, for a person of the highest property-class, the allowable "moderate" amount that one could 
spend on a funeral was roughly equivalent to the wages earned by a skilled workman in five-hundred working days, or, 
approximately, in one and one-half years of labor.  
94 Laws, 918c9-d2 
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required.  Without such a law-giver and the sort of legal code that he is able to establish, there is 

little chance that the citizens could find on their own the correct way to live.   

     Similar to the manner in which the educational program of Magnesia is directed toward 

habituating the citizens to act virtuously, the combination of preambles and legislation assists the 

citizens by persuading and, when necessary, compelling them to live virtuously.  Guthrie 

correctly remarks: "Law is in fact a form of education."95  By grounding the legal code in what is 

in due measure, the legislator is able to instruct the citizens of Magnesia that by avoiding the 

extremes of excess and deficiency their lives will be directed toward living moderately, or living 

in accordance with what is in due measure. 

 

The Moderate, Mixed Regime 

         In addition to its importance for the Laws' educational program and legal code, to metrion 

and the idea of sōphrosunē are central to the Athenian's discussion of political philosophy in 

Book III.  After recounting the origins of political systems and relating a destruction myth 

concerning the earliest political communities, the Athenian goes on to demonstrate how their 

present-day social, cultural, and political practices developed gradually out of the practices of the 

past.  This process of development was carried in out in four stages: (1) single families living 

under autocratic rule; (2) collections of families under aristocratic rule, or kingship; (3) poleis 

situated on the plains whose political arrangements took various forms; (4) leagues of poleis.96  

The general purpose of this exposition is to show that as life became more sophisticated and 

complex, there was a proportionate increase in the need for formally organized political systems, 

technical skills, and laws, along with an increase in the potential for morally virtuous or morally 

                                                        
95 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 336. 
96 See, Laws, 678a5-685a4. 
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vicious behavior.  All these attempts to arrange political systems, even the Lacedaemonian one 

for which the Athenian displays some degree of admiration, or sympathy, ultimately failed.  

These systems failed primarily on account of their own ignorance and folly in respect to the target 

at which correct social and political practice must aim.  More specifically, they failed because of 

a conflict of authority in the political system.  The Athenian outlines seven different ways in 

which authority can be exercised, or claimed, in respect to ruling and being ruled (ajxiwvmata de; dh; 

tou` te a[rcein kai; a[rcesqai), and how they conflict with one another.  The result of these 

conflicts is that "disharmony", or discord (hJ diafwniva) takes hold of  a polis and ruins it.97 

     There are, however, two remedies which can be employed for the sake of preserving political 

communities: (1) legislating in respect to what is in due measure; (2) organizing the polis so that 

its constitutional form is one which shares in the features of more than one regime-type.  The first 

remedy requires that a law-giver must not neglect "what is in due measure" (to; mevtrion) when 

legislating for a polis.  As was discussed previously, legislation which makes use of the appeal to 

what is due measure will prevent poleis from being destroyed through their own folly because 

they will be guided by the laws, and by whatever social institutions are established by the law-

giver, to act moderately (metrivw").  Additionally, a legislator must ensure that the citizens receive 

a good education in order to learn how to become virtuous.  This especially is the case in respect 

to the virtue of sōphrosunē.  It appears that, for the Athenian, sōphrosunē is the best of the 

virtues: "In the absence of moderation, justice will not spring up" ( jAlla; mh;n tov ge divkaion ouj 

fuvetai cwri;" tou` swfronei`n).98  Sōphrosunē is "what benefits us the most (plei`sta hJma`" 

wjfelou`n), and when it is added to whatever good qualities a person may possess "it would most 

                                                        
97 The seven ways of ruling or being ruled are: (1) parents over their offspring; (2) the noble-born over the base-born; 
(3) the older over the younger; (4) masters over slaves; (5) the stronger over the weaker; (6) the wise over the ignorant; 
(7) a person who has the good fortune and who is favored by the gods (Qeofilhv") to be successful when rulers are 
chosen by lot.  See, Laws, 690a1-691a8. 
98 Laws, 696c5-6. 
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correctly deserve to be held in the highest honor" (mavlist j a]n timwvmenon oJrqovtata timẁ/to).99  It 

is important that honor and disapprobation be distributed properly if a polis is to survive.  The 

highest honor is to be accorded to the goods of the soul, "if it possesses moderation" (swfrosuvnh" 

uJparcouvsh" aujth`/), the second-highest honors are to be given to the goods of the body, and third 

and last are the honors paid to property and wealth.100  Clearly, then, by legislating with a view 

toward what is in due measure, the citizens are given the opportunity to become moderate, and if 

the most highly-esteemed virtue of sōphrosunē is present, then the polis stands a good chance of 

being preserved and "being as happy as humankind may possibly be" (eujdaimonhvsein eij" duvnamin 

ajqrwpivnhn).101 

     The second remedy requires that a polis have a mixed-type political structure.  The Athenian 

begins his examination of this remedy by claiming that there are "two mother-forms of 

constitution" (eijsi;n politeiẁn oi|on mhtevre" duvo tinev"), monarchy and democracy; all the other 

regime-types are derived from them.102  He then argues that the correct regime-type must be one 

which shares in both of these constitutional forms.  It is only by blending monarchy and 

democracy that a polity may enjoy "freedom and friendship along with wisdom" (ejleuqeriva t j 

e[stai kai; filiva meta; fronhvsew").103  The combination of the two will result in a constitutional 

arrangement that does not tend to be extreme.  Rather, it appears to be the case that by the mixing 

of monarchy and democracy into a third regime-type a moderate sort of regime-type will come 

about. 

     The Athenian employs the examples of the Persian monarchy and the Athenian democracy to 

illustrate how each of these regime-types, when taken by themselves, are incorrect constitutional 

                                                        
99 Laws, 696d11-e4. 
100 See, Laws, 697a10-c3. 
101 Laws, 697b1. 
102 Laws, 693d2-3. 
103 Laws, 693d8-e1. 
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arrangements which eventually develop into an extreme form of either type.  Even though it 

began well, the Persian monarchy developed into a absolute kingship whose corruption increased 

over time so that its citizens were deprived of their liberty.  The Persian monarchy "destroyed 

friendship and community in the state" (to; fivlon ajpwvlesan kai; to; koino;n ejn th`/ povlei).104  The 

Athenian dismisses the Persian monarchy as "being badly administered at present on account of 

excessive slavery and despotism" (wJ" oujk ojrqẁ" ta; nu`n dioikei`tai dia; th;n sfovdra douleivan te 

kai; despoteivan).105  The current Athenian democracy is harshly criticized, but for the opposite 

reason, for possessing an excessive and degenerate kind of freedom.  Like the Persian monarchy, 

the Athenian democracy began well with a spirit of community and a respect and fear of the laws.  

Eventually, Athens' citizens grew tired of the restraint imposed by the law on their liberty, and as 

more and more of citizens came to believe that they had "wisdom on all matters" (eij" pavnta 

sofiva"), they began to disregard the laws, disobey the authorities, and exhibit a complete and 

degenerate sort of freedom.106  The point that the Athenian is attempting to convey is that an 

unmixed form of constitutional organization will ultimately decay from being a moderate sort of 

regime-type to one that is extreme.  Despite the fact that both the Persian monarchy and the 

Athenian democracy began as moderate representatives of their respective regime-types, "each 

declined when it became an extreme representative of its type."107  The Persian monarchy became 

a regime-type displaying the greatest degree of authoritarianism; the Athenian democracy carried 

liberty to the extreme. 

     Since the Persian monarchy and the Athenian democracy represent two extremes of 

incorrectly organized regimes, neither of which possess freedom, friendship, or wisdom to the 
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106 See, Laws, 701a5-c4. 
107 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 239. 
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proper degree, the correct form of constitutional organization will mix elements from both.  That 

such a mixed regime-type is possible is due, I believe, to the appeal to what is in due measure.  

The blending of the extremes of monarchy and democracy into a third, middle-type, mixed form 

in which elements of both extremes participate precisely follows the manner in which the appeal 

to what is in due measure operates.  Although he makes no attempt to connect the Laws' mixed 

regime-type with due measure, Klosko is correct to remark: "Thus, Plato attempts to find a mean 

between extremes of arbitrary rulers and an unbridled, tyrannical mob."108  The mixed regime-

type will restrain and balance the extremes of unmixed monarchy and democracy so that the 

political community will be governed well, and it will be preserved because it will be stable.  

Klosko also rightly points out that the Athenian "never explicitly describes how the two forms are 

embodied in Magnesia."109  It appears that we must infer this from the way in which Magnesia's 

political institutions are arranged.110  The tendency to absolute authority in a monarchy is 

tempered by the idea that there should be popular authority over some aspects of the government, 

while excessive democratic liberty is held in check by the higher magistrates whose long terms of 

office ensure a certain distancing from and stability against popular expression of will.  The 

combination of some degree of popular authority with the superior abilities of the higher 

magistrates whose use of power is constrained by the law will lead to a political system in which 

arbitrary power cannot be wielded by either the masses or their rulers.  Each party will act as a 

check against potential excesses and abuses by the other.111 

                                                        
108 Ibid., 239. 
109 Ibid., 239. 
110 The Athenian does, however, comment in respect to the procedures for selecting officials that "The selection made 
in this way will be a mean between a monarchic and democratic constitution, which is to keep to the mean that a 
constitution always must" ( JH me;n ai{resi" ou{tw gignomevnh mevson a]n e[coi monarcikh`" kai; dhmokratikh`" politeiva", h|" 
ajei; deì meseuvein th;n politeivan).  Laws, 756e9-10. 
111 It is well to remember that despite its many shortcomings, the Athenian does praise Lacedaemonia's mixed form of 
government. The combination of kings, the gerousia, and the ephors "because it was mixed together from what it ought 
to be and because is possessed what is in due measure, preserved itself and was the reason for the preservation of 
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     I noted near the beginning of this chapter that the discussion of the mixed regime-type is the 

only place in the Laws where we can clearly see the method of division and blending in operation.  

Moreover, I examined in Chapter 6 the manner in which division carried out in terms of a 

standard of measure allows the extremes of monarchy and democracy to be reconciled into what 

should be considered as the best constitutional arrangement.112  While there is no need to go over 

my previous comments, it is worth reiterating, however, that without the appeal to what is in due 

measure, it would be very difficult for Plato to argue that the best regime-type is one which 

blends elements from contrary regime-types into a form of constitutional organization in which 

both contrary types participate.  In a sense, this middle, mixed regime-type may be regarded as a 

moderate sort of regime.  It is moderate because it is a mixture of the more moderate qualities of 

monarchy and democracy which function to keep in balance the tendencies of either individual 

regime-type to become extreme.  By employing the method of division and blending first to 

separate the types of regimes from one another and then to weigh them against the standard of 

what a well-governed, moderate regime ought to be, Plato is able to determine that this best 

regime-type is the one in which the moderate form of monarchy and the moderate form of 

democracy are mixed together.  

     The mixed regime-type which the Athenian advocates in Book III of the Laws is a 

constitutional form that is moderate.  Unmixed regime-types will fail because, on account of the 

folly and ignorance present in them, they will over time exhibit extreme degrees of either 

authoritarianism or freedom.  The task of the good law-giver is to ensure that the sort of disease 

inherent in an unmixed regime-type will not be able to increase so that the political system and its 

citizens become corrupted or even destroyed.  He accomplishes this task by "recognizing what is 

                                                                                                                                                                     
everything else" (ejx w|n e[dei suvmmeikto" genomevnh kai; mevtron e[cousa, swqeìsa aujth; swthriva" toì" a[lloi" gevgonen 
aijtiva).  Laws, 692a7-b1. 
112 See, Chapter 6, figure 8. 
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in due measure" (gnovnta" to; mevtrion).113  Just as Magnesia's educational program and it legal 

code depended on the appeal to what is in due measure in order for its citizens to live virtuously, 

so, too, does the constitutional organization of a polis rely on the same appeal.  If the regime-type 

in which people live, along with the regime's social, cultural, and political institutions, is 

established in accordance with what is in due measure, then the regime, as well as its citizens, 

will possess sōphrosunē and live well and happily.  The political community and its members will 

be stable and will be preserved because the sort of folly, or ignorance, that arises in polities which 

are established and conduct their private and public affairs with the benefit of to metrion will not 

be present. 

 

The Relationship between Metaphysics and Sōphrosunē  in the Laws 

     Although one can view the Laws principally as a work of practical political philosophy, it is 

not the case that this dialogue restricts itself solely to maters concerning how one may organize 

and legislate for a political community.  Indeed, Plato continues to display a great concern with 

metaphysics and theology in the Laws, but not in the sense that the apprehension of a 

supersensible realm is necessary in order for the individual and the political community to live in 

a morally virtuous manner.  Rather, it appears to be Plato's view that it is sufficient for a human 

being to be like, or to model oneself after, the divine if one is going to be virtuous.  This view 

represents a significant shift in the manner which he conceives the relationship between 

metaphysics and moral and political philosophy. Yet, it is a shift which displays a high degree of 

continuity with Plato's earlier positions on the need for human affairs to be grounded in 

metaphysical and theological considerations.   

                                                        
113 Laws, 691d4. 
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      Throughout the corpus, Plato holds a fundamental and unshakeable belief that human beings 

should not be left to themselves to determine their own standard of conduct.  It is necessary for 

human beings to look toward something beyond themselves which provides the standard for the 

way they ought to live, otherwise, in the absence of this standard, there is the great risk 

individuals will turn toward his or her own human standard as the ground for regulating their 

conduct.  Human beings must not adhere to the Protagorean doctrine that "of all things man is the 

measure" (pavntwn crhmavtwn mevtron ejsti;n ajnqrwpo").114  For Plato, the measure of all things is 

god.  The sort of relativism entailed by Protagoras' doctrine arguably is something that Plato 

opposed throughout his philosophical career, and is taken up by Plato for the last time in the 

Laws.115 

     The alteration in Plato's emphasis from the need to apprehend the supersensible to the 

emulation of the divine as the as the basis for living virtuously arguably owes its origin to the 

view that order and harmony in the individual is a reflection of the order and harmony of the 

cosmos.  In the previous chapter, I noted that the idea of a cosmic order was central to Plato's 

late-period thought.  The notion that there is an order to the universe which is shared in by human 

beings is encountered in the Timaeus, the Statesman, and the Philebus, and it should not be 

surprising that it is found in the Laws as well.  While it is possible to interpret this shift in Plato's 

late philosophy in several ways, for the purpose of this discussion I would like to regard this 

change primarily in terms of its possibility of being realized in practice.  In accordance with 

Bobonich's view that in the late works Plato is concerned with demonstrating that large numbers 

of non-philosophers are capable of living virtuous lives, it seems reasonable to argue that one of 

the ways in which this could be accomplished is to educate the citizens to recognize that there is a 

                                                        
114 Hermann Diels and Walther Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, II, 263. 
115 It may not be pressing the point too far to suggest that one of Plato's principal targets in the corpus was Protagorean 
relativity. 
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relationship between the human and the divine.116  An understanding of the divine and human 

relationship will enable the citizens to become moderate. 

     The difficulties in attempting to educate a large number of individuals to apprehend a 

supersensible realm are daunting, to say the least.  As I have discussed previously, it is 

impracticable that enough individuals will be able to acquire the necessary philosophical skills to 

do so.  Since large numbers of people are incapable of accomplishing this, rulers who are trained 

in philosophy, or who possesses the expert knowledge of the art of statesmanship, are needed to 

direct the political and moral lives of those they govern.  But the rule by a philosopher-king, or an 

expert in the art of statesmanship, is also impracticable, since there is very little possibility of this 

sort of rule ever being brought about in actual practice.  It appears, then, that a more reasonable 

and practicable way in which to arrange a political community so that it and its citizens may live 

in a morally virtuous manner would be to employ some metaphysical concept that a larger 

number of individuals would be capable of understanding and putting into practice.  This, I 

believe, is precisely what Plato is attempting to do in the Laws where the need to apprehend the 

supersensible is given less importance than the need to recognize that there is a close relationship 

between the human and the divine.  By being made aware that the human shares in the divine, or 

that the order of the cosmos is reflected in the human order, and by emulating the divine in one's 

own life, then it becomes feasible for one to be morally virtuous.  In other words, the 

metaphysical grounding of Plato's middle-period political and moral philosophy which is 

extremely difficult, if not impossible, to bring about in practice, is altered in the late period to 

take into consideration the possibility that more individuals, not just those who rule over them, 

must be able to apprehend the ideas upon which their behavior is grounded. 

                                                        
116 I should point out that, although I accept the broad implications of Bobonich's position, there are numerous matters 
of detail in his interpretation with which I disagree, perhaps the most significant being his strong developmentalist 
view. 
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     Yet, even the grounding of political and moral philosophy in Plato's late-period metaphysics is 

not easy to realize, and it is for this reason that a political community's social, cultural, political 

institutions and practices must be arranged in such a manner as to nurture the moral behavior of 

its citizens.  In the Laws, it is the task of the knowledgeable legislator to ensure that this 

arrangement is successfully carried out.  We have already examined how Magnesia's educational 

program and legal code are designed to foster a sense of due measure and sōphrosunē in its 

citizens.  It is primarily by means of the virtue of sōphrosunē and the appeal to to metrion that the 

Athenian is able to demonstrate the relationship between the human and the divine, as well as the 

importance of this relationship for human moral conduct, and without which both the citizens and 

the political community as a whole could become moderate. The principal discussion concerning 

the relationship between human and divine sōphrosunē occurs in Book IV.  But before turning to 

an examination of that passage, it would be helpful to consider briefly the lengthy theological 

arguments in Book X which deal with the existence of the gods.  

     The arguments in Book X have been regarded as proof that it was Plato's intention to construct 

a theocracy.  I have already criticized Schofield's view that the "political framework" in which the 

Laws' political discourse operates is a theocracy.117  It is not the case that Plato is attempting to 

establish a theocratic form of regime; what he is attempting to establish is a proof that a divine 

realm does exist, and it would be well for human beings to acknowledge the gods' existence for 

the sake of their own souls.118  Taylor comments: "He [that is, Plato] is convinced that there are 

certain truths about God which can be strictly demonstrated, and that the denial of these leads 

                                                        
117 Schofield, Plato, 311.  Although Mayhew does not attempt to argue to the extent that Schofield does in claiming 
that Plato is attempting to establish a theocracy, he does try to show that Plato's theological proofs are an unsuccessful 
means by which the citizens can be persuaded to obey the laws.  See, Mayhew, "Persuasion and Compulsion in Plato's 
Laws, passim. 
118 It should be noted that theological arguments precede the laws against impiety.  In a sense, these theological proofs 
function as a preamble, albeit a very lengthy one, to these laws, in that this preamble, just like all the other preambles in 
Magnesia's legal code, attempts to persuade the citizens as to why they should obey the laws concerning impiety. 
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directly to practical bad living."119  Specifically, Plato attempts to refute three pernicious views: 

(1) the gods do not exist; (2) if they do exist, they do not care about human affairs; (3) if they do 

exist, they can be bought off by gifts.120  Very briefly stated, the arguments are as follows. The 

proof of the existence of the gods requires that there be some sort of prime mover, or first 

principle, which for Plato is the cosmic soul.121  The proof that this cosmic soul exists allows 

Plato to prove that the gods exist.  Once the gods are proven to exist, then Plato further proves, by 

making use of the analogy of the craftsman, that the gods do concern themselves with human 

affairs: as a good craftsman does not neglect any part of his product, so, too, do the gods not 

neglect human affairs which is one of the products that fall under the gods' domain.  The proof 

that the gods cannot be bought off depends on another analogy: one of the functions of the gods is 

to be a guardian, and as a good human guardian cannot be bribed, so, too, can the gods not be 

bribed.  Even though, "Plato's arguments throughout this section are weak and beg various 

questions at issue," they appear to suffice for his purposes.122   

     In Plato's view, these proofs are sufficient to establish three propositions: (1) the cosmos is a 

rationally organized structure, guided by a cosmic soul which itself is prior to matter; (2) the 

heavenly bodies, whose motions are not random but rational, are gods; (3) the gods do care for 

human beings and reward those who are morally virtuous and punish those who are morally 

vicious, and because the gods themselves are virtuous, they cannot be bought off by sacrifices or 

prayers.  In sum, the theological examination in Book X is designed to demonstrate the 

connection between the human and the divine.  If we can be persuaded that both the universe and 

                                                        
119 Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work, 488. 
120 The three arguments are found at, Laws, 886e6-899-d3, 899d4-905d1, and 905d1-907b7, respectively. 
121 Guthrie notes that the Demiurge of the Timaeus is not present in the Laws.  It is Guthrie's view that the idea of  a 
cosmic soul is adequate for Plato's purposes, since the Book X arguments are not a creation of the cosmos narrative.  
"For Plato's present argument the primacy and overlordship of a good and intelligent soul are enough." Guthrie, The 
Later Plato and the Academy, 366. 
122 Klosko, The Development of Plato's Political Theory, 248. 
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ourselves possess an immortal soul, that the gods exist, that they care for us, that that they 

themselves are good, and that they reward the virtuous and punish the wicked, then there is every 

reason why we should attempt to live our lives in emulation of the divine pattern.  Saunders puts 

the point thus: "Hence he [that is, Plato] presses theology and religion into the service of the 

moral, legal, and constitutional orthodoxies of Magnesia.  Book X is in fact his most sustained 

attempt to mold the minds of the Magnesians into the shape he requires."123    

     In Book IV the Athenian pretends to address a group of newly-arrived colonists in order to 

persuade them to live in accordance with "divine law" (tou` qeivou novmou).124  Those who live in 

this way will be happy, whereas those who turn aside from divine law will be punished and will 

bring themselves, their households and their polis to ruin.  How, then, must one live so that he, 

his household, and the political community to which he belongs lives well and happily?  Clinias 

provides a part of the answer: "Every man must resolve to keep close company with those who 

follow the god" (wJ" tẁn suvnakolouqhsovntwn ejsovmenon tẁ/ qeẁ/ dei` dianohqh`nai pavnta a[ndra).125  

While it is true to say that a person will live a morally virtuous life if he or she associates with 

like-minded people, this does not appear to be quite sufficient for Plato's purposes.  One will 

require more than the company of human beings who are alike; one will need to turn to 

something beyond the merely human.  Arguing from the proposition that "like is dear to like 

when it is in due measure, while what is not in due measure is dear neither to one another or to 

moderate things" (o{ti tẁ/ me;n oJmoivw/ to; o{moion o[nti metrivw/ fivlon a]n ei[h, ta; d j a[metra ou[te 

ajllhvloi" ou[te toi`" eJmmevtroi"), the Athenian attempts to link what is in due measure, or what is 

moderate, with the god.126  "In our view, the god above all is the measure of all things" (oJ dh; qeo;" 

                                                        
123 Saunders, Plato's Later Political Thought," 479-480. 
124 See, Laws, 715e7-719e5. 
125 Laws, 716b8-9. 
126 Laws, 716c2-4. 
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hJmi`n pavntwn crhmavtwn mevtron a]n ei[h mavlista).127  It hardly requires comment that this view is 

the opposite of Protagoras' doctrine.  Yet, it is important to be aware that for Plato it is the divine, 

not the human, that is the standard against which we measure our conduct.128  

     After the Athenian claims that god is the measure of all things, he makes what I regard to be 

possibly the most important statement in the Laws; a statement which indicates the sort of 

relationship between the human and the divine that Plato had in mind when composing this 

dialogue, and which provides a key for understanding the importance of to metrion and 

sōphrosunē in the late-period works.129  Since like is dear to like, then if a person intends to live a 

morally virtuous life, it is necessary for that person to keep company with the god in order to live 

this sort of life.  "The moderate person among us is dear to god, for he is alike, whereas the 

immoderate person is unlike and different, as is the unjust person" (oJ me;n swvfrwn hJmẁn qeẁ/ 

fivlo", o{moio" gavr, oJ de; mh; swvfrwn ajnovmoiov" te kai; diavforo" kai; <oJ> a[diko").130  The Athenian 

notes that he believes this to be "the finest and most true of all accounts" (aJpavntwn kavlliston kai; 

ajlhqevstaton ... lovgwn).131  The claim which the Athenian establishes is that the god, who is the 

measure of all things, is moderate.  If, then, the god is both the measure of all things and 

moderate, it follows that being moderate is in some way connected with being the standard of 

measure.  Arguably, it is plausible to regard this standard of measure as to metrion.  Since the 

appeal to what is in due measure demonstrates the manner in which contraries can be weighed 

and reconciled so that a mean, or middle position, is found in which elements of the contraries 

participate, then what results from the application of to metrion is a mean that is moderate.  In 

                                                        
127 Laws, 716c4-5. 
128 It is worth reiterating the point that it is arguably less difficult for one to learn to understand this metaphysical 
concept than it is to apprehend the Forms, particularly in light of the manner in which the educational and political 
systems of Magnesia are arranged. 
129 Arguably, this statement also furnishes a key for understanding the principal aim toward which the Laws as a whole 
is directed: to make human beings moderate so that they may live well and happily. 
130 Laws, 716d1-3. 
131 Laws, 716d5-6. 
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order to know what is moderate, one must also know what is in due measure.  The god is the 

measure of all things because the god knows how to determine the mean between extremes, and 

therefore the god is moderate.      

     Thus, if a person is to live virtuously, that is, live in accordance with sōphrosunē and to 

metrion, then that individual must pattern his or her life on that of the god who is the paradigm of 

sōphrosunē and to metrion.  The consequences of trying to model oneself after the god are great.  

The morally virtuous individual who lives by keeping close company with the god and acts in 

accordance with sōphrosunē and to metrion will be happy, whereas as the morally vicious person 

will have the opposite sort of life.  Living a moderate and pious life by honoring the gods, both 

those of Olympus and those of Hades, as well the gods of the polis and one's ancestral gods, and 

honoring one's parents are the ways in which one may ensure a blessed, virtuous, and happy 

life.132 

 

Equating Sōphrosunē with To Metrion 

     In this final section, I should like to examine briefly the idea that in the Laws sōphrosunē and 

to metrion converge in the sense that Plato appears to treat them as functionally equivalent.  

Sōphrosunē is no longer regarded as an independent virtue that one should possess along with the 

virtues of wisdom, justice, and courage in order to live well.  To metrion is no longer merely the 

standard against which contraries can be judged and reconciled.  Both sōphrosunē and to metrion 

function in tandem; there is a reciprocal relationship between them.  What is in due measure is 

what the moderate person would choose to do, and a person is moderate because she chooses to 

do what is in due measure.  In other words, a moderate individual cannot choose something lying 

at the extremes, and what is not in due measure would be something chosen be an immoderate 

                                                        
132 See, Laws, 717a6-b6. 
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person.  Some understanding of what is in due measure is necessary in order for a person to be 

moderate, and a person cannot be moderate without possessing some understanding of what is in 

due measure. 

     We have seen that from at least the time of the Charmides Plato struggled to define adequately 

what sōphrosunē is.133  The most promising definition offered in this dialogue is that sōphrosunē 

is a kind of knowledge of knowledge; a kind of self-knowledge that would enable one to 

determine correct and incorrect standards of behavior.  Although Plato was unable to demonstrate 

conclusively that this is what sōphrosunē actually is, because he was unable to determine 

precisely what this kind of self-knowledge consists in, he did, however, establish that there is an 

important  epistemic component to sōphrosunē, in that there is a connection between knowledge 

and virtuous action.  In the Republic, sōphrosunē is treated in a somewhat different manner, but 

expands on the views expressed in the Charmides.  In this middle-period dialogue, sōphrosunē is 

considered primarily as something which controls the appetites and establishes a sort of order in 

the soul and in the polis.  An individual and a political community will live well if it is kept in a 

harmonious balance because the possession of sōphrosunē guides the individual and the polis to 

the recognition of what is our proper end.  Sōphrosunē will assist reason in directing us toward 

what is best.  The epistemic component of sōphrosunē will enable one to know that one must "do 

one's own business" if a person is to be moderate.  What is lacking, however, is a standard which 

would enable a large number of individuals to judge the moral correctness of their choices and 

actions.  To be sure, the Forms, and particularly the Form of the Good, is the standard by which 

all conduct should be determined, but the full apprehension of this standard is restricted only to 

those whose have received the proper philosophical training.  Arguably, a standard is needed 

which could be grasped by many individuals, rather than by a select few.  

                                                        
133 See, Chapter 3, for a full discussion concerning the Charmides' and the Republic's views on sōphrosunē. 
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     It appears to be the case that this standard is supplied by the appeal to to metrion.  Although 

there are hints in the Republic that the possession of sōphrosunē is somewhat similar to 

understanding what is in due measure, it is not until the appeal to what is in due measure is 

established in the Statesman that Plato can begin linking sōphrosunē and to metrion, and thereby 

opening up the possibility that a greater number of individuals have the opportunity to understand 

how it is that they ought to live virtuously.134  At first, due measure is treated as something that 

permits the measurement and reconciliation of contraries in respect to some standard.  The use of 

the appeal to what is in due measure is initially demonstrated by Plato in respect to his 

philosophical method.135  The method of division and collection is given a variant form in what I 

have termed the method of division and blending.  Once due measure has been incorporated into 

his method, Plato then is able to apply it to his practical philosophy, that is, to questions 

concerning politics and ethics.  This application of what is in due measure to politics is clearly 

shown in the Statesman in regard to the manner in which the expert in the art of statesmanship 

intertwines the disparate character traits of his subjects to form a character who is both moderate 

and courageous, and in the Philebus due measure is applied to ethics in the sense that the appeal 

to due measure provides a conceptual framework for the determination that the best sort of life is 

one that is measured and in correct proportion.136 

     Having established a position on sōphrosunē, and having set down the appeal to what is in due 

measure, it seems reasonable to suggest that at some point Plato would attempt to combine the 

two for the sake of furnishing the means to a large number of people to be able to know and judge 

what sort of choices and actions are morally correct.  I believe that this is precisely what he does 

in the Laws.  Since an understanding of what is in due measure does not require the apprehension 

                                                        
134 See, Chapter 5, for my analysis of to metrion. 
135 The use of what is in due measure for diairesis is examined in Chapter 6. 
136  For an examination of the use of to metrion in the Statesman and the Philebus, see, Chapters 7 and 8, respectively,  
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of a supersensible realm, and since sōphrosunē can be regarded as the product of knowing what is 

in due measure, it appears to be the case that the views expressed in the Laws are aimed at the 

goal of teaching a large number of individuals to know how to act moderately in accordance with 

what is in due measure.  We have seen that in this dialogue the regime-type for which the law-

giver legislates, the task of the legislator, Magnesia's educational program, social, cultural, and 

political institutions, its legal code, and its discussions concerning metaphysics and theology are 

all designed with this particular end in view: to habituate the citizens to become moderate.  Like 

the god who a morally virtuous person must emulate, the moderate citizen will be moderate 

precisely on account of the fact that he or she has been educated and habituated to act in 

accordance with what is in due measure, and understanding how what is in due measure permits 

one to weigh and determine the contrary things, such as conflicting pleasures and pains, with 

which one is frequently confronted will enable one to live virtuously and moderately.  It is in this 

sense, then, that in Plato's final work we see a convergence, or functional equivalence, of two of 

the more important aspects of his philosophy: sōphrosunē and to metrion.     
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CHAPTER 10 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
 

     I have attempted to show throughout this study that to; mevtrion is fundamentally important for 

Plato's late-period philosophy.  We may best comprehend his late-period views on politics and 

ethics by considering them in light of what is in due measure.  An understanding of due measure 

permits us to account for the perceived continuity and difference between the dialogues 

composed in the last twenty or so years of Plato's life and those written during the early and 

middle periods.  Rather than arguing that the late-period works display marked differences in 

relation to the rest of the corpus, or that these dialogues present Plato's final thoughts on political 

and moral philosophy, it is more reasonable to regard them as continuing and complementing one 

another in the search for answers that preoccupied Plato throughout his career as a philosopher 

concerning the way in which one ought to live. 

     The manner in which Plato treats the virtue of sōphrosunē offers an illustration of the sense of 

continuity which is encountered across the entire corpus.  From the Charmides' failed 

examination of this virtue to the arguments set down in the Laws, the need to live moderately is 

viewed by Plato as being necessary if one were to live well.  The Charmides ends in an aporia 

because there is an absence of a standard against which we may determine what is correct or 

incorrect behavior.  In the Republic, Plato argues that we could only become morally virtuous if 

we are able to apprehend the Form of the Good.  But this solution is not without its own set of 

difficulties, especially in the sense that any apprehension of a supersensible realm is confined to 

those who are trained in philosophy, thereby excluding a large majority of the citizens from being 

able to live virtuously on their own unless they are given guidance by the Guardians.  Once, 

however, the idea of qualitative measurement and the appeal to what is in due measure is posited 
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in the Statesman, (and it is well to remember that the establishment of qualitative measurement 

fulfills the need for an art of measurement first mentioned in the Protagoras), then a standard is 

set down for determining the type of conduct that would enable individuals to live virtuously 

without the need to apprehend the Forms.  The appeal to due measure then allows Plato to argue 

in the Philebus that the best sort of life, the life which mixes true pleasure and knowledge, is one 

that is measured and well-proportioned, or, in other words, it is a life that is moderate.  Finally, in 

the Laws there is a convergence of sōphrosunē and to metrion in the sense that in order to possess 

sōphrosunē one must recognize what is in due measure, and if one understands what is in due 

measure then one possesses sōphrosunē.  In sum, then, even though we are presented with 

different views concerning the relationship between sōphrosunē and living well, the fact that 

Plato kept examining the role which this virtue plays in one's life provides us with the opportunity 

to observe the manner in which the corpus may be regarded as displaying a sense of continuity. 

     The sense of difference that we find among Plato's dialogues is demonstrable in respect to the 

manner in which a work's solutions are either practicable or impracticable.  I have argued that the 

political and moral philosophy of the late-period dialogues is practicable in relation to the 

impracticability of a middle-period work such as the Republic.  While the arguments and 

solutions given in the Republic are certainly one possible way of addressing the issue of how we 

may best live, they are impracticable in the sense that they are extremely difficult, if not 

impossible to realize in practice.  In contrast, the arguments and solutions offered in the 

Statesman, the Philebus, and the Laws, while not altogether easy to bring about, do appear to be 

practicable, or feasible; there is a greater chance to bring them about.  They are practicable 

because they are grounded in the more readily grasped idea of qualitative measurement and the 

appeal to what is in due measure, rather than depending on the apprehension of a supersensible 

realm.  Furthermore, we may also see the way in which Plato's solutions differ if we regard them 
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in terms of who can actually benefit from these solutions.  In the case of the Republic's ideal 

polis, it is arguable that only those of the Guardian-class would be able to understand and receive 

the full benefit of Plato's views, whereas in both the Philebus and the Laws, the opportunity is 

given to a larger number of individuals to understand and apply to their own lives the solutions 

presented by Plato for living well.  We need only to recall that the Athenian recommended that 

the text of the Laws itself should be used as the principal textbook in Magnesia's educational 

system.  Again, it is the understanding of what is in due measure, rather than the apprehension of 

the Forms, that opens up the possibility that more individuals can learn how to be virtuous.  The 

practicability of his late-period political and moral philosophy and the wider audience for whom 

Plato intended these works is made possible by grounding his arguments in to metrion. 

     While the dialogues of Plato present many arguments and solutions, some practicable and 

some impracticable, concerning the manner in which human beings ought to live for the sake of 

their immortal souls, it is arguable that among these diverse arguments and solutions the 

possession and exercise of the virtue of sōphrosunē  held a central position in Plato's philosophy.  

This especially appears to be the case when Plato attempts to demonstrate the connection between 

the divine order of the cosmos and the order of the human soul.  The relationship between 

sōphrosunē, cosmic order, and human order is perhaps best articulated in the Laws.  This 

relationship indicates that in some manner the universe and the human beings who participate in 

and mirror the cosmic order are both bound together by sōphrosunē, measure, and proportion.  It 

is the god, the measure of all things, who is moderate.  The god is moderate precisely because the 

god apprehends the manner in which contrary, or opposing, things must be weighed and 

determined.  In effect, it is the god's fundamental quality of sōphrosunē that is the standard 

against which all things must he measured.   
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     If human beings wish to be moderate and live virtuous lives caring for their souls, then, they, 

too, must understand how to weigh and determine their choices and actions against some standard 

of measure.  It is, I believe, to metrion that furnishes this standard for human beings.  As the god 

is the standard of moderation, measure, and proportion for the cosmos, what is in due measure is 

the standard of moderation, measure, and proportion for human beings.  If human beings choose 

to employ due measure to determine the manner in which they may best live, then they emulate 

the god.  And if human beings emulate the god, they will live and act moderately.  As the 

Athenian states in the Laws: "The moderate person is dear to god, for he is alike."  This 

expression, given in Plato's final dialogue, is an apt sentiment with which to conclude a lifetime's 

search for an answer to the question of how we may best live.  Ultimately, the best that we human 

beings can do in order to live virtuously and well, is to attempt to live our lives in imitation of the 

divine cosmic order.  By living in this manner, we will live moderately and in accordance with 

what is in due measure, so that not only will we be happy in our earthly existence, but also, and 

more importantly, our souls will experience their due rewards in the afterlife. 

_______________ 

     Although I did not discuss the implications of to metrion and sōphrosunē for political and 

moral philosophy in general, it is perhaps fitting to conclude this study with a few brief remarks 

concerning their influence and relevance. 

     The most obvious influence of Plato's views regarding to metrion is on Aristotle. It is arguable 

that Aristotle's doctrine of the mean, set down in Book II of the Nicomachean Ethics, stems 

directly from Plato's later philosophy.1  The doctrine is designed to show what the appropriate 

virtues and their corresponding vices are, and the manner in which these virtues should be 

practiced.  As such, the doctrine is a key concept in Aristotle's system of ethics.  By attaining a 

                                                        
1 See, Nicomachean Ethics, 1106a26-1108b18. 
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mean (to; mevson) in relation to two extremes in living a virtuous life, an individual is best able to 

fulfill the function of a human being.2  In an argument that echoes Plato's arguments in the 

Statesman and Philebus, Aristotle defines a mean by demonstrating that of everything that is 

continuous and divisible it is possible to take a larger, smaller, or equal part in respect to the 

whole.  The mean will be the point at which the whole is divided into two equal parts.  From this 

basic definition of the mean Aristotle then develops the notion of a relative mean (mevson ... to; 

pro;" hJma`").3  This relative mean is the central characteristic of the doctrine of the mean, and is 

Aristotle's most important development of to metrion in Plato.  The relative mean is not the same 

for everyone and cannot be determined as an arithmetical proportion, as in the case of number.  

The relative mean will be that point which corresponds to an individual's dispositions while 

avoiding the extremes of excess and deficiency, functioning as a safeguard, or standard, against 

the extremes which tend to destroy success in any undertaking.  It takes into account that each 

individual is different, having different tendencies and dispositions in his or her emotions and 

actions, and precisely because of these differences the mean between the extremes regarding 

emotions and actions will not be the same for each individual. 

     One additional point must be noted.  Aristotle twice states in Book II that virtuous behavior is 

not simply a matter of attaining a relative mean; rather, the practice of virtue should be directed 

toward "the right person, to the right extent, at the right time, for the right reason, and in the right 

manner" (to; d j o{te dei` kai; ejf j oi|" kai; pro;" ou}" kai; ou| e{neka kai; wJ" dei`).4  It is by attaining 

and following a relative mean and employing the mean in the appropriately correct manner that 

virtue is achieved.  Thus, Aristotelian moral practice is a comprehensive plan through which 

                                                        
2 It should be noted that Aristotle generally employs the term to; mevson rather than either to; mevtron or to; mevtrion as 
preferred by Plato.     
3 See, Nicomachean Ethics, 1106b7. 
4 Nicomachean Ethics, 1106b21.  Very similar language is employed at 1109a28. 
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persons properly live, directing their lives toward the goal of individual and communal 

flourishing. 

     Aristotle's political philosophy also appears to rely on the concept of a mean in the sense that a 

regime-type should be mixed.  This is similar to the sense of due measure as a mixture which was 

encountered in Plato's positions that the best life was a mixture of true pleasure and knowledge in 

the Philebus, and that the best regime-type was the one that blended elements of monarchy and 

democracy in the Laws.  In his discussion of the type of regime organization called polity 

(politeiva), Aristotle remarks that it is a mixing (mivxi") of oligarchy and democracy, or perhaps 

more correctly, a mixing of the best elements of each of these regime-types so that a middling 

constitutional arrangement is produced.5  He goes on to argue that polity exists in most states in 

the limited sense that there is an attempt to unite the freedom of the poor and the wealth of the 

rich.  But in addition to freedom and wealth, there is a third element, namely, excellence or virtue 

(ajrethv) which may be mixed in some combination with the other two.6  A mixture of the poor 

and rich is a politeia, whereas a blend of all three elements constitutes an aristocracy.  It would 

appear, then, that in this passage Aristotle is suggesting that even the manner in which we regard 

the arrangement of regime-types there is a sense that they owe their arrangement to the way in 

which they are blended.  A regime-type whose mixing pays heed to what is in due measure is one 

that offers perhaps the best chance for living well in a political community. 

     The development of Plato's views on what is in due measure in Aristotle's moral and political 

philosophy represents, I believe, an important step in making more widely accessible a type of 

philosophy grounded in the practice of virtue for the sake of both individual and collective 

flourishing, even beyond the steps taken by Plato himself in the Philebus and the Laws.  The 

                                                        
5 Politics, 1293b34. 
6 Politics, 1294a20. 
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space initially opened up by Plato in his last works is appreciably expanded by Aristotle in both 

the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics. 

     Finally, I would like to conclude with the suggestion that, although there is much to be gained 

by analyzing the philosophical content of a particular philosopher for the sake of attaining a better 

understanding of his or her thoughts, it is perhaps even more important and gratifying to be able 

to determine if any of the ideas contained in the works of older thinkers may still be relevant for 

contemporary problems.  If my overall interpretation is correct, namely, that Plato's late-period 

thought is grounded in an appeal to what is in due measure and the need for moderation, then we 

are provided with the possibility that at least this portion of Plato's political and moral philosophy 

may still be relevant and beneficial for us today.  The idea that an appeal to what is in due 

measure, along with the need for moderation, can in some sense form the core of contemporary 

political and moral thought may perhaps be valuable.  After all, there has been a long tradition, 

from Plato to Burke, which holds the idea of moderation as its central doctrine.  Contemporary 

philosophers and political theorists could do much worse than to turn toward Plato's views on due 

measure and moderation.  They should engage themselves in discourse with his late-period 

political and moral philosophy; Plato is a conversation partner from whom we may still have 

much to learn. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 

The Notion of "Possibility" in the Republic 
 
 
     In this appendix I list the twenty-two passages which Burnyeat has identified as containing 

references to the notion of possibility in respect to the political and social programs discussed in 

the Republic.1  As I have discussed in the main text, these passages suggest that in some sense 

Plato did regard his proposals as possible.2  While there is no doubt that it would be extremely 

challenging to put these ideas into actual practice, Plato's remarks in regard to their possibility 

indicate that his proposals were more than merely theoretical constructs; he also appears to have 

thought that his ideas could be realized.  The texts, especially the passage at 472b7-473b9, reveal 

that Plato did not expect a polis to be established exactly in accordance with his political and 

social programs.  Rather, a good polis could be founded if it approximated the ideals set out in the 

Republic.  Thus, it appears to be the case that Plato considered it possible for practice to follow 

theory, and some version of kallipolis could be founded. 

     There are three features to note concerning these passages: (1) their distribution in the 

Republic; (2) the language used to express the notion of possibility; (3) the topics to which the 

concept refers.  I have set out these characteristics in a summary manner. 

I.  Distribution of passages containing the notion of possibility according to book: 

 Book I    0 
 Book II      1 
 Book III   1 
 Book IV   2 
 Book V    12 
 Book VI   3 

                                                        
1 Burnyeat, "Utopia and Fantasy," 301, n. 11.  Burnyeat has listed these passages by Stephanus-page section.  In more 
than one case, however, there are multiple mentions of the notion of possibility within the same section.  In order to be 
consistent with Burnyeat's list, and because when the concept of possibility does occur more than once in the same 
passage it is always in reference to the same topic, I have chosen to regard multiple occurrences in the same passage as 
one mention of the notion of possibility. 
2 See, Chapter 4. 
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 Book VII   2 
 Book VIII   0 
 Book IX   1 
 Book X      0 
 
II.  Language used to express the notion of possibility: 
 
 dunatovn   used in 15 passages 
 oujk ajduvnaton  used in 2 passages 
 no specific word used in 5 passages 
 
III.  Principal topics to which the notion of possibility refers: 
 
 Nature of a guardian  1 occurrence 
 Persuasion and education 3 occurrences 
    for the sake of future 
    generations 
 Women – their education, 9 occurrences 
    holding them and children 

   in common, 
    their suitability to be  

   guardians    
Philosopher-Kings  6 occurrences 
Possibility of kallipolis  3 occurrences 
 
 

______________ 
 
 
 
 375c6-e6  Context:  It seems impossible (ajduvnatovn) to discover someone  

whose nature is a blend of gentleness and spiritedness.  Yet, such  
dispositions may be found in creatures who are likened to the  
guardian.  Therefore, such a disposition is possible and not contrary to 
nature. 
 
"This, then, I said, is possible" 
 
Tou`to me;n a[ra, h\n d j ejgwv, dunatovn (375e5) 

 
 
 415c3-d5  Context:  Passage in the Myth of the Metals arguing that the sons  

whose souls are infused with silver of gold, and who are born to  
those who have bronze or iron in their souls, are to be honored by  
allowing them the opportunity to become guardians because the  
state will be overthrown if those who have bronze souls are its  
guardians.  Glaucon cannot see how the immediate generation of  
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citizens can be persuaded of this tale, but future generations might  
be able to accept this it.  In other words, it is possible to get the  
people of later generations to believe the myth for their own good  
and the good of the political community. 
 
"There is no way, he said, that they themselves could; but,  
nevertheless, their sons and successors and the rest of human  
beings who will come later" 
 
Oujdamẁ", e[fh, o{pw" g j a]n aujtoi; ou|toi: o{pw" mevnta]n oiJ touvtwn  
uJei`" kai; oiJ e[peita oi{ t j a[lloi a[nqrwpoi oiJ u{steron (415c9-d1) 

 
 
423d2-424b1  Context:  In addition to each performing his proper task, education  

and nurture will make it possible for the polis to become a unity.   
Furthermore, once a polity starts well, as long as education and  
nurture are correctly practiced, then even better people will be  
produced for it in the future.  Thus, Socrates assures Adeimantus that if 
these practices are followed it is possible for the polis to flourish in the 
long run, becoming better with each succeeding generation. 
 
"The polity, once it starts, if it is set in motion well, will increase  
as if in a circle; for good nurture and education, when preserved,  
will produce good natures, and, in turn, useful natures, when they  
have received this sort of education, grow even better than their  
ancestors" 
 
politeiva ejavnper a{pax oJrmhvsh/ eu\, e[rcetai w[sper kuvklo"  
aujxanomevnh: trofh; ga;r kai; paivdeusi" crhsth; sw/zomevnh fuvsei"  
ajgaqa;" ejmpoiei`, kai; au\ fuvsei" crhstai; toiauvth" paideiva"  
ajntilambanovmenai e[ti beltivou" tẁn protevrwn fuvontai (424a5-9) 
 

 
425d5-e7  Context:  Socrates argues that it would not be right to legislate  

about business transactions and the like.  For those who are 
 properly educated will find out these regulations for themselves,  

provided that the god grants them the preservation of the principal  
laws.  The possibility that the polis can be preserved rests on the  citizens' 
adherence to fundamental legal principles; but if these are  
neglected the citizens will act like those who are sick, always  
looking for some remedy that will restore their health.  Therefore,  
the notion of possibility rests on the appropriate education directed  
toward knowing one's place and task in the political community.  
There is also the sense that some divine power is required for this  
to be possible. 

 
"Yes, my friend, I said, if the god grants to them the preservation  
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of the laws that we discussed previously." 
 

Naiv, w\ fivle, ei\pon, ejavn ge qeo;" aujtoi`" didẁ/ swthrivan tẁn novmwn  
w|n e[mprosqwn dihvlqomen.  (425e3-4) 

 
 
450c8-e3  Context:  In respect to the idea of holding women and children in  

common, Socrates remarks that it is not easy to explain this  
because people may not believe that it is possible.  Yet, if he could  
feel certain that he was speaking with knowledge, he would be able  
to speak securely and confidently.  It seems, then, that Socrates'  
proposal is impossible only for those who do not realize that it is  
the best way of organizing familial relations. 

 
"For they would not believe that what was said is possible, and  
even if it could especially come about, that this would be best. …  
that our argument would not seem to be a mere wish." 

 
Kai; ga;r wJ" dunata; levgetai, ajpistoi`t j a[n, kai; eij o{ti mavlista  
gevnoito, wJ" a[rist j a]n ei[h tau`ta ... mh; eujch; dokh`/ ei\nai oJ lovgo"  
(450c8-9; 450d1) 

 
 
452e2-453c7  Context:  In regard to the idea that females might be able to share  

in the same tasks as males, Socrates asks whether or not they  
should consider these proposals to be possible.  Yet, to claim that  
women can perform the same functions as men appears to  
contradict the previous claim that each must perform the task that  
is suited to his or her nature.   

 
"Must we not first agree, then, if these <proposals>  are possible or  
not" 

 
\Ar j ou\n ouj prẁton me;n tou`to peri; aujtẁn ajnomologhtevon, eij dunata; h] 
ou[ (452e3-4) 

 
 
456c1-11  Context:  In respect to the previous comments, it is asked whether  

it is possible and best that women become guardians.  It is  
concluded that it is possible since it is in accordance with nature  
(kata; fuvsin).  It remains to determine whether this is best as well. 

 
"So, was not our inquiry asking if this was possible and best?  It was.  
And that it was agreed that it is possible?  Yes." 

 
Oujkou`n hJ ejpivskeyi" hJmi`n h\n eij dunatav te kai; bevltista levgoimen;  

 \Hn gavr.  Kai; o{ti me;n dh; dunatav, diwmolovghtai;  Nai v. (456c5-9) 
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457a3-4   Context:  It is also concluded that the foregoing arrangement is  
also best for the polis. 
 
"The law we established for the state not only is possible, but also  
it is the best." 
 
Ouj movnon a[ra dunato;n ajlla; a[riston povlei novmimon ejtivqemen.  
(457a3-4) 

 
 
457b7-c2  Context:  The first wave, that is, the notion that women can be  

educated to become guardians, has been successfully defended.  It  
is both possible and beneficial for the polis that this be so.  

 
"And this argument is in agreement with itself because it claims  
that <these proposals> are both possible and beneficial?" 

 
ajllav ph/ to;n lovgon aujto;n auJtẁ/ wJmologh`sqai wJ" dunatav te kai;  
wjfevlima levgei; (457c1-2) 

 
 
457d6-e4  Context:  Socrates introduces the second wave, the idea that  

women and children are to be held in common.  They must  
examine whether such an arrangement would be beneficial and  
possible. 

 
"But I think that there would arise the most dispute about whether  
it was possible or not." 

 
ajll j oi\mai peri; tou` eij dunato;n h} mh; pleivsthn ajmfisbhvthsin  
genevsqai (457d8-9) 

 
 
458a1-b1  Context:  Socrates suggests that they should delay the question of  

possibility assuming that what is desirable exists, and proceed first  
to an examination of the arrangements. 

 
"in order not be tired when they deliberate about what is possible or not" 

 
i{na mh; kavmnwsi bouleuovmenoi peri; tou` dunatou` kai; mhv (458a4-5) 

 
 
458b1-7  Context:  Again, Socrates suggests that they put off the question of  

possibility until later, but assume that it is possible. 
  

"I desire to delay and consider later if it is possible, but at present  
assume that it is possible" 
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kai; ejkei`na me;n ejpiqumẁ ajnabalevsqai kai; u{steron ejpiskevyasqai,  
h|/ dunatav, nu`n de; wJ" dunatẁn o[ntwn qei;" (458b1-3) 

 
 
466d5-7  Context:  Glaucon agrees with Socrates that women and men  

should associate with one another in all pursuits.  The question still  
remains whether it is possible to bring this about. 
 
"Does it not remain to determine if this is even possible for human  
beings, just as it is among other living creatures, that this  
association can come to be, and in what way it is possible?" 
 
Oujkou`n, ... ejkei`no loipo;n dielevsqai, eij a[ra kai; ejn ajnqrwvpoi"  
dunatovn, w{sper ejn a[lloi" zwv/oi", tauvthn th;n koinwnivan  
ejggenevsqai, kai; o{ph/ dunatovn; (466d5-7) 

 
 
471c3-e4  Context:  Glaucon reminds Socrates that he was to consider  

whether such a polity was possible.  The things that have been  
mentioned would be good for their model polis if it came into  
being in this way.  But they must try to be persuaded that it is, in  
fact, possible.  
 
"That it is possible that this polity can come about, and in what  
way it is possible. … but now let us try to persuade ourselves that  
it is possible and in what way it is possible" 
 
to; wJ" dunath; au[th hJ politeiva genevsqai kai; tivna trovpon pote;  
dunathv ... ajlla; tou`to h[dh aujto; peirwvmeqa hJma" aujtou;" peivqein,  
wJ" dunato;n kai; h|/ dunatovn (471c6-7; 471e2-4) 

 
 
472b7-473b9  Context:  This is perhaps the most critical passage in the Republic  

in respect to the possibility of kallipolis ever coming to be.   
Socrates reminds Glaucon that they were searching for justice and  
what sort of person the just individual would be in order to  
determine if it is possible for them to come into being.   
Furthermore, Socrates notes that they were making a theoretical  
model of a good city, but it would still be worthwhile to examine  
this model even if it could not come to be.  There are, however,  
conditions under which this sort of polis may be established, but  
not exactly as constructed in theory.  Rather, a polis can come into  
being that closely resembles their theoretical city.  There may one  
or, at most, a few changes that can be made to existing poleis that  
would enable them to approximate kallipolis. 
 
"But it is not for the sake of this [i.e., justice], but it is in order to  
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demonstrate that it is possible for these things to come to be." 
 
ajll j ouj touvtou e{neka, i{n J ajpodeivxwmen wJ" dunata; tau`ta  
givgnesqai (472d1-2) 
 
"Did  we not say that we were making a model in theory of a good  
city?" 
 
ouj kai; hJmei`", famevn, paravdeigma ejpoiou`men lovgw/ ajgaqh`" povlew"…  
(472d9-10) 
 
"Do you think that we would be speaking less well for the sake of  
this if we were unable to demonstrate that it is possible to found a  
city in the way that was mentioned?" 
 
|Httovn ti ou\n oi[ei hJma" eu\ levgein touvtou e{neka, eja;n mh; e[comen  
ajpodei`xai wJ" dunato;n ou{tw povlin oijkh`sai wJ" ejlevgeto… (472e2-4) 
 
"To please you, I must be willing to demonstrate especially how  
and in accordance with what it would be most possible [to establish this 
polis]." 
 
proqumhqh`nai dei` sh;n cavrin, ajpodei`xai ph`/ mavlista kai; kata; tiv 
dunatwvtat j a]n ei[h (472e7-8) 
 
"Is anything able to be practiced as it has been stated" 
 
\Ar j oi|ovn tev ti pracqhvnai wJ" levgetai (473a1) 
 
"Let us say that what you have ordered has been discovered, namely, that 
this is possible to come to be." 
 
favnai hJma`" ejchurhkevnai wJ" dunata; tau`ta givgnesqai a} su; ejpitavttei" 
(473a8-b1) 
 
 

473c2-e4  Context:  In order to make this polis possible, Socrates  
introduces the third and greatest wave, the rule of philosopher- 
kings.  Unless they come to rule, the theoretical city will never  
come into existence to the fullest extent possible.  
 
"There is one change that seems to me able to be pointed out that  
would make this change, yet it is neither small nor easy, but it is  
possible." 
 
JEno;" me;n toivnun ... metabalovnto" dokou`mevn moi e[cein dei`xai o{ti  
metapevsoi a[n, ouj mevntoi smikrou` ge oujde rJa/divou, dunatou` de v. (473c2-4) 
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"Unless either philosophers rule as kings in the cities, or those who  
are at present called kings also are able to philosophize genuinely  
and adequately … this regime which we have now been describing  
in theory will never be born to what is possible and or see the light  
of the sun." 
 
jEa;n mhv ... h] oiJ filovsofoi basileuvswsin ejn tai`" povlesin h] oiJ  
basilh`" te nu`n legovmenoi kai; dunavstai filosofhvswsi gnhsivw" te  
kai; iJkanẁ" ... au{th hJ politeiva mhv pote provteron fuvh/ te eij" to;  
dunato;n kai; fẁ" hJlivou i[dh/, h}n nu`n lovgw/ dielhluvqamen (473c11- 
d2; 473d6-e1) 

 
 
485a1-2  Context:  The best sort of ruler is the person who possesses the  

ability to guard the polis and who is keen-sighted, that is, those  
who have knowledge of what is true.  It is necessary for Socrates to  
discuss the philosophic nature. 
 
"Should we not discuss this, in what way would it be possible that  
they possess the former and the latter <qualities>?" 
 
Oujkou`n tou`to dh; levgwmen, tivna trovpon oi|oiv t j e[sontai oiJ aujtoi;  
kajkei`na kai; tau`ta e[cein; (485a1-2) 

 
 
499c7-500e3  Context:  Socrates is discussing the difficulty of persuading the  

majority that a philosopher should rule in the city.  This task will  
be difficult, but not impossible.  Since a philosopher is concerned  
with what is divine, he, too, will be as divine as it is possible for a  
human being to become. The majority will come to realize that  
what Socrates has been saying is true, and thus they will accept the  
rule of philosophers. 
 
"For it is not impossible that this comes to be, nor are we speaking  
about impossibilities." 
 
ouj ga;r ajduvnato" genevsqai, oujd j hJmei`" ajduvnata levgomen (499d4-5) 

 
 
502a4-c7  Context:  If a ruler established the sorts of laws that Socrates has  

described, it should not prove to be impossible for them to be  
carried out by the citizens.  Yet, the arrangements he has made are  
best, only if they are possible.  Based on all that he has argued,  
Socrates concludes that although it will be difficult to bring all of  
this about, nevertheless, it is possible. 
 
"If a ruler established the laws and practices that we have  
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described, surely it would not be impossible that the citizens would  
be willing to do them." 
 
[Arconto" ga;r pou ... tiqevnto" tou;" novmou" kai; ta; ejpithdeuvmata a}  
dielhluvqamen, ouj dhvpou ajduvnaton ejqevlein poiei`n tou;" polivta"  
(502b6-8) 
 
"Now, then, as seems likely, in regard to this legislation we can  
conclude that what we stated is best, if it comes about, but while it  
is difficult for it to come to be, it is not, at least, impossible." 
 
Nu`n dhv, wJ" e[oiken, sumbaivnei hJmi`n peri; th`" nomoqesiva" a[rista  
me;n ei\nai a} levgomen, eij gevnoito, calepa; de; genevsqai, ouj mevntoi  
ajduvnata ge. (502c5-7) 

 
 
520e1-521a8  Context:  Socrates is examining how it will be possible to convince  

philosophers to accept the burden of ruling.  A philosopher who  
despises the idea of ruling actually is the person best suited to rule,  
if a well-governed polis is to be possible.  He will not refuse  
this responsibility on account of the education he has received.   
Glaucon remarks that it is not possible for him to refuse. 
 
"If you can find a way of life that is better than ruling for those  
who are intending to rule, a polis that is well-governed will  
become possible for you … but if beggars who hunger after private  
goods go into public service … [a well-governed polis] is not  
possible." 
 
eij me;n bivon ejxeurhvsei" ajmeivnw tou` a[rcein toi`" mevllousin a[rxein,  
e[sti soi dunath; genevsqai povli" eu\ oijkoumevnh ... eij de; ptwcoi; kai;  
peinẁnte" ajgaqẁn ijdivwn ejti; ta; dhmovsia i[asin ... oujk e[sti (520e4- 
521a6) 
 
 

540d1-3  Context:  Socrates asks Glaucon if the proposals he has made  
regarding the rule of philosophers are possible. 
 
"Do you agree that what we said regarding the city and regime is  
not entirely a mere wish, but although it is difficult, it is somehow  
possible …?" 
 
sugcwrei`te peri; th`" povlewv" te kai; politeiva" mh; pantavpasin  
hJma`" eujca;" eijrhkevnai, ajlla; calepa; mevn, dunata; dev ph/ (540d1-3) 

 
 
592a5-592b4  Context:  Glaucon is concerned that the person whose soul is well- 
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balanced will not be willing to take part in politics.  Socrates  
argues that he would be willing in the sort of city they have been  
founding.  This city does not exist on the earth, but only in theory.   
Thus, Plato appears to deny the possibility of kallipolis ever  
coming to be.  Yet, Socrates immediately remarks that if one  
desires to follow the pattern laid up in heaven of such a city,  
regardless of whether it currently exists or will exist, he or she will  
follow this divine pattern.  In other words, the individual will take  
part in the divine pattern for the sake of both his or her soul and the  
political community in which he or she lives.  It is the practice of  
justice by the individual that will make possible some sort of  
approximation of the ideal city in theory. 
 
"But perhaps, I said, there is a pattern laid up in heaven for the  
person who wishes to look at it, and when he has looked at it, to  
establish it in himself.  And it makes no difference whether it  
exists or will exist; for he would manage the affairs of this city  
alone, and no other." 
 
jAll j, h\n d j ejgwv, ejn oujranẁ/ i[sw" paravdeigma ajnavkeitai tẁ/  
boulomevnw/ oJra`n kai; oJrẁnti eJauto;n katoikivzein.  diafevrei de;  
oujde;n ei[te pou e[stin ei[te e[stai: ta; ga;r tauvth" movnh" a]n  
pravxeien, a[llh" de; oujdemia`".  (592b1-4) 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

Passages on Measurement in the Statesman and Protagoras 
 
 

A. Statesman 283c-285c 
 
283c3 
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284a 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Visitor:  First, then, let us look at excess and deficiency in general, in order that we 
may praise or blame in accordance with reason what is said on each occasion at 
greater length than it ought, as well as the opposite in regard to such sorts of 
discourses. 
Young Socrates:  Thus it must be done. 
Visitor:  If our discussion is about these very things, then I think that we would be 
doing it correctly. 
Young Socrates:  What things? 
Visitor:  About length and shortness, and excess and deficiency in general; for I 
suppose that the art of measurement is concerned with all these things. 
Young Socrates:  Yes. 
Visitor:  Then let us divide it in to two parts; since it is necessary, then, in respect to 
what we are now striving after. 
Young Socrates:  Please say in what way to make the division. 
Visitor:  In this way;  one part is according to the association of greatness and 
smallness in relation to each other, the other part is according to what is the being 
[that is] necessary for coming-into-being. 
Young Socrates:  What do you mean? 
Visitor:  Does it not seem to you that according to nature the larger must be said [to 
be] larger than nothing other than the smaller, and the smaller, in turn, smaller than 
nothing other than the larger? 
Young Socrates:  It seems so to me. 
Visitor:  What about this?  Shall we not also say that there really is a natural excess of 
what is in due measure, or is exceeded by it, either in words or in deeds, and in which 
both evils and goods differ most of all among us as well? 
Young Socrates:  It appears so. 
Visitor:  It must be laid down that these are two kinds of the great and the small, and 
there are two ways of distinguishing between them, but not, as we said  before, that 
they must be only in relation to each other, but rather, as we have just now said, that in 
one way they must be said to be in relation to each other, and in the other way they 
must be in relation to what is in due measure.  Should we wish to learn why? 
Young Socrates:  Of course. 
Visitor:  If someone will allow that by nature the greater is not in relation to anything 
other than in relation to the smaller, it will never be in relation to what is in due 
measure.  Or not? 
Young Socrates:  It would be in this way. 
Visitor:  Then, with this account would we not destroy the arts themselves and all 
their products, and moreover, would we not hide from view the art of statesmanship 
we are now seeking, and the just mentioned art of weaving?  For I suppose all such 
<kinds of expertise> guard against what is more and less than what is in due measure, 
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not as something that is not, but as something that is difficult in regard to their 
practices, and it is in this way, then, by preserving measure, that all good and fine 
things are produced. 
Young Socrates:  What then? 
Visitor:  So, should we make hidden the art of statesmanship, our inquiry for the 
knowledge of kingship will be hard to discover. 
Young Socrates:  Yes, very much so. 
Visitor:  So, just as in the case of the sophist we forced there to be that which is not, 
since it was in accordance with this that the argument escaped us, so, too, we must 
now in turn force the more and less to become measurable not only in relation to each 
other, but also in relation to the coming-into-being of  what is in due measure.  For if 
this has not been agreed, then, it is not possible for either the statesman or anyone else 
of those who have knowledge of practical matters to come into being indisputably. 
Young Socrates:  So, we must now above all also do this same thing. 
Visitor:  This task, Socrates, is even greater than the former one – and yet we 
remember how lengthy that one was – but it is also very right to propose something 
such as this about these things. 
Young Socrates:  What? 
Visitor:  That at some time we shall need what I mentioned just now for the 
demonstration of preciseness itself.  But in respect to what is presently being shown 
well and sufficiently, it seems to me that this argument aids us magnificently, namely, 
that we must consider that all the arts similarly exist, and at the same time that larger 
and smaller are to be measured not only in relation to each other but also in relation to 
the coming-into-being of what is in due measure.  For if the latter is the case, then the 
former also is the case, and if the former exists, then the latter too exists, but if neither 
of them is not the case, then neither of these ever will exist. 
Young Socrates:  You say this correctly; but what, then, is next? 
Visitor:  It is clear that we should divide the art of measurement, as we just said, by 
cutting it in two in this way, laying down as one part of it all those arts that measure 
the number, lengths, depths, breadths, and speeds in relation to what is opposite, and 
as the other <part>, all those things that measure in relation to what is in due measure, 
what is fitting, what is appropriately timely, what is requisite, and all such things that 
are removed from the extremes to the middle. 
Young Socrates:  Each of the sections you mentioned is also a large one, and they 
differ very much from one another. 
Visitor:  Yes, Socrates, for sometimes many of those who are clever, supposing that 
they are declaring something wise, say that the art of measurement concerns 
everything that comes into being, which happens to be the very same thing we just 
now said.  For in a certain way everything that is within the province of art partakes in 
measurement; but because people have not been accustomed to consider these things, 
by dividing them according to classes, and believing that different sorts of things are 
similar, they immediately throw them together into the same <class>; or, in turn, they 
do the opposite of this by not dividing other things according to parts, as is proper, but 
when someone first perceives an association of pluralities, he should not give up until 
he sees in it all the differences, as many as are situated in the classes.  And, in turn, the 
dissimilarities of every kind, when they are seen in a great number of things, one 
should not be able to stop in shame until one has encompassed all related things 
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within one likeness, having made them a certain class by means of their being.  So, let 
this be enough said about these things and about  what is deficient and excessive; and 
let us keep guard that two kinds of art of measurement have been discovered 
concerning these things, and let us remember what we say they are. 
Young Socrates:  We shall remember. 
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  ΞΕ. Πρῶτον τοίνυν ἴδωµεν πᾶσαν τήν τε ὑπερβολὴν καὶ    
τὴν ἔλλειψιν, ἵνα κατὰ λόγον ἐπαινῶµεν καὶ ψέγωµεν τὰ 
µακρότερα τοῦ δέοντος ἑκάστοτε λεγόµενα καὶ τἀναντία περὶ  
τὰς τοιάσδε διατριβάς. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Οὐκοῦν χρή. 
  ΞΕ. Περὶ δὴ τούτων αὐτῶν ὁ λόγος ἡµῖν οἶµαι γιγνόµενος 
ὀρθῶς ἂν γίγνοιτο. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Τίνων;   
  ΞΕ. Μήκους τε πέρι καὶ βραχύτητος καὶ πάσης ὑπεροχῆς 
τε καὶ ἐλλείψεως· ἡ γάρ που µετρητικὴ περὶ πάντ’ ἐστὶ              
ταῦτα. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Ναί. 
  ΞΕ. Διέλωµεν τοίνυν αὐτὴν δύο µέρη· δεῖ γὰρ δὴ πρὸς 
ὃ νῦν σπεύδοµεν. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Λέγοις ἂν τὴν διαίρεσιν ὅπῃ. 
ΞΕ. Τῇδε· τὸ µὲν κατὰ τὴν πρὸς ἄλληλα µεγέθους καὶ 
σµικρότητος κοινωνίαν, τὸ δὲ [τὸ] κατὰ τὴν τῆς γενέσεως 
ἀναγκαίαν οὐσίαν. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Πῶς λέγεις;   
  ΞΕ. Ἆρ’ οὐ κατὰ φύσιν δοκεῖ σοι τὸ µεῖζον µηδενὸς 
ἑτέρου δεῖν µεῖζον λέγειν ἢ τοῦ ἐλάττονος, καὶ τοὔλαττον αὖ 
τοῦ µείζονος ἔλαττον, ἄλλου δὲ µηδενός;                 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Ἔµοιγε. 
  ΞΕ. Τί δέ; τὸ τὴν τοῦ µετρίου φύσιν ὑπερβάλλον καὶ 
ὑπερβαλλόµενον ὑπ’ αὐτῆς ἐν λόγοις εἴτε καὶ ἐν ἔργοις ἆρ’ 
οὐκ αὖ λέξοµεν ὡς ὄντως γιγνόµενον, ἐν ᾧ καὶ διαφέρουσι   
µάλιστα ἡµῶν οἵ τε κακοὶ καὶ [οἱ] ἀγαθοί; 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Φαίνεται. 
  ΞΕ. Διττὰς ἄρα ταύτας οὐσίας καὶ κρίσεις τοῦ µεγάλου 
καὶ τοῦ σµικροῦ θετέον, ἀλλ’ οὐχ ὡς ἔφαµεν ἄρτι πρὸς 
ἄλληλα µόνον δεῖν, ἀλλ’ ὥσπερ νῦν εἴρηται µᾶλλον τὴν µὲν   
πρὸς ἄλληλα λεκτέον, τὴν δ’ αὖ πρὸς τὸ µέτριον· οὗ δὲ 
ἕνεκα, µαθεῖν ἆρ’ ἂν βουλοίµεθα; 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Τί µήν; 
ΞΕ. Εἰ πρὸς µηδὲν ἕτερον τὴν τοῦ µείζονος ἐάσει τις     
φύσιν ἢ πρὸς τοὔλαττον, οὐκ ἔσται ποτὲ πρὸς τὸ µέτριον· 
ἦ γάρ; 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Οὕτως. 
  ΞΕ. Οὐκοῦν τὰς τέχνας τε αὐτὰς καὶ τἆργα αὐτῶν σύµ-   
παντα διολοῦµεν τούτῳ τῷ λόγῳ, καὶ δὴ καὶ τὴν ζητουµένην 
νῦν πολιτικὴν καὶ τὴν ῥηθεῖσαν ὑφαντικὴν ἀφανιοῦµεν; 



 401 

 
 
      b 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      c 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      d 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      e 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
285a 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ἅπασαι γὰρ αἱ τοιαῦταί που τὸ τοῦ µετρίου πλέον καὶ 
ἔλαττον οὐχ ὡς οὐκ ὂν ἀλλ’ ὡς ὂν χαλεπὸν περὶ τὰς πράξεις 
παραφυλάττουσι, καὶ τούτῳ δὴ τῷ τρόπῳ τὸ µέτρον σῴζουσαι        
πάντα ἀγαθὰ καὶ καλὰ ἀπεργάζονται. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Τί µήν; 
  ΞΕ. Οὐκοῦν ἂν τὴν πολιτικὴν ἀφανίσωµεν, ἄπορος ἡµῖν 
ἡ µετὰ τοῦτο ἔσται ζήτησις τῆς βασιλικῆς ἐπιστήµης;   
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Καὶ µάλα. 
  ΞΕ. Πότερον οὖν, καθάπερ ἐν τῷ σοφιστῇ προσηναγκά- 
σαµεν εἶναι τὸ µὴ ὄν, ἐπειδὴ κατὰ τοῦτο διέφυγεν ἡµᾶς 
ὁ λόγος, οὕτω καὶ νῦν τὸ πλέον αὖ καὶ ἔλαττον µετρητὰ 
προσαναγκαστέον γίγνεσθαι µὴ πρὸς ἄλληλα µόνον ἀλλὰ καὶ   
πρὸς τὴν τοῦ µετρίου γένεσιν; οὐ γὰρ δὴ δυνατόν γε οὔτε         
πολιτικὸν οὔτ’ ἄλλον τινὰ τῶν περὶ τὰς πράξεις ἐπιστήµονα 
ἀναµφισβητήτως γεγονέναι τούτου µὴ συνοµολογηθέντος. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Οὐκοῦν καὶ νῦν ὅτι µάλιστα χρὴ ταὐτὸν 
ποιεῖν. 
  ΞΕ. Πλέον, ὦ Σώκρατες, ἔτι τοῦτο τὸ ἔργον ἢ ’κεῖνο—  
καίτοι κἀκείνου γε µεµνήµεθα τὸ µῆκος ὅσον ἦν—ἀλλ’ 
ὑποτίθεσθαι µὲν τὸ τοιόνδε περὶ αὐτῶν καὶ µάλα δίκαιον. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Τὸ ποῖον; 
  ΞΕ. Ὥς ποτε δεήσει τοῦ νῦν λεχθέντος πρὸς τὴν περὶ          
αὐτὸ τἀκριβὲς ἀπόδειξιν. ὅτι δὲ πρὸς τὰ νῦν καλῶς καὶ 
ἱκανῶς δείκνυται, δοκεῖ µοι βοηθεῖν µεγαλοπρεπῶς ἡµῖν οὗτος 
ὁ λόγος, ὡς ἄρα ἡγητέον ὁµοίως τὰς τέχνας πάσας εἶναι, 
µεῖζόν τε ἅµα καὶ ἔλαττον µετρεῖσθαι µὴ πρὸς ἄλληλα µόνον 
ἀλλὰ καὶ πρὸς τὴν τοῦ µετρίου γένεσιν. τούτου τε γὰρ ὄντος 
ἐκεῖνα ἔστι, κἀκείνων οὐσῶν ἔστι καὶ τοῦτο, µὴ δὲ ὄντος 
ποτέρου τούτων οὐδέτερον αὐτῶν ἔσται ποτέ. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Τοῦτο µὲν ὀρθῶς· ἀλλὰ τί δὴ τὸ µετὰ τοῦτο;          
  ΞΕ. Δῆλον ὅτι διαιροῖµεν ἂν τὴν µετρητικήν, καθάπερ 
ἐρρήθη, ταύτῃ δίχα τέµνοντες, ἓν µὲν τιθέντες αὐτῆς µόριον 
συµπάσας τέχνας ὁπόσαι τὸν ἀριθµὸν καὶ µήκη καὶ βάθη 
καὶ πλάτη καὶ ταχυτῆτας πρὸς τοὐναντίον µετροῦσιν, τὸ δὲ  
ἕτερον, ὁπόσαι πρὸς τὸ µέτριον καὶ τὸ πρέπον καὶ τὸν καιρὸν 
καὶ τὸ δέον καὶ πάνθ’ ὁπόσα εἰς τὸ µέσον ἀπῳκίσθη τῶν 
ἐσχάτων. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Καὶ µέγα γε ἑκάτερον τµῆµα εἶπες, καὶ πολὺ 
διαφέρον ἀλλήλοιν.  
  ΞΕ. Ὃ γὰρ ἐνίοτε, ὦ Σώκρατες, οἰόµενοι δή τι σοφὸν 
φράζειν πολλοὶ τῶν κοµψῶν λέγουσιν, ὡς ἄρα µετρητικὴ    
περὶ πάντ’ ἐστὶ τὰ γιγνόµενα, τοῦτ’ αὐτὸ τὸ νῦν λεχθὲν ὂν 
τυγχάνει. µετρήσεως µὲν γὰρ δή τινα τρόπον πάνθ’ ὁπόσα 
ἔντεχνα µετείληφεν· διὰ δὲ τὸ µὴ κατ’ εἴδη συνειθίσθαι 
σκοπεῖν διαιρουµένους ταῦτά τε τοσοῦτον διαφέροντα συµ-  
βάλλουσιν εὐθὺς εἰς ταὐτὸν ὅµοια νοµίσαντες, καὶ τοὐναντίον 
αὖ τούτου δρῶσιν ἕτερα οὐ κατὰ µέρη διαιροῦντες, δέον, ὅταν 
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µὲν τὴν τῶν πολλῶν τις πρότερον αἴσθηται κοινωνίαν, µὴ         
προαφίστασθαι πρὶν ἂν ἐν αὐτῇ τὰς διαφορὰς ἴδῃ πάσας 
ὁπόσαιπερ ἐν εἴδεσι κεῖνται, τὰς δὲ αὖ παντοδαπὰς ἀνοµοιό- 
τητας, ὅταν ἐν πλήθεσιν ὀφθῶσιν, µὴ δυνατὸν εἶναι δυσωπού- 
µενον παύεσθαι πρὶν ἂν σύµπαντα τὰ οἰκεῖα ἐντὸς µιᾶς   
ὁµοιότητος ἕρξας γένους τινὸς οὐσίᾳ περιβάληται. ταῦτα 
µὲν οὖν ἱκανῶς περί τε τούτων καὶ περὶ τῶν ἐλλείψεων καὶ 
ὑπερβολῶν εἰρήσθω· φυλάττωµεν δὲ µόνον ὅτι δύο γένη 
περὶ αὐτὰ ἐξηύρηται τῆς µετρητικῆς, καὶ ἅ φαµεν αὔτ’ εἶναι         
µεµνώµεθα. 
  ΝΕ. ΣΩ. Μεµνησόµεθα. 

 
 
B. Protagoras 356b-358c 
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… but just like the person who is good at weighing, you place together the pleasures 
and the pains, both the near and the far, weighing them on the balance scale, and say 
which of the two is more.  For if you weigh pleasures against pleasures, the greater 
and the more must always be taken; and if pains against pains, the fewer and the 
smaller; and if pleasures against pains, and if the painful is exceeded by the pleasant, 
whether the near by the far or the far by the near, you must do that action in which the 
pleasant is present; but if the pleasures are exceeded by the painful, it must not be 
done.   I should not say that somehow this is otherwise, my friends.  For I know that 
we should not speak otherwise. 
     This was agreed to by Protagoras as well. 
     Since this is so, I shall say, answer me this.  Do things of the same size appear in 
your sight larger when near, and smaller when far; or do they not? 
     They will say that they do. 
     And likewise for what is thick and what is many?  And equal sounds are louder 
when near, but quieter when far away? 
     They would say yes. 
     If, then, our faring well depended on this, doing and taking hold of large things, but 
avoiding and not doing small ones, what would appear as the salvation of our life?  
The art of measurement or the power of appearance?  Does the latter not often make 
us wander back and forth, to participate in and repent of the same things in actions and 
in choices of large and small things, whereas the art of measurement would make this 
appearance powerless, and by making clear the truth, would it make the soul be at 
rest, abiding in the truth and save our lives?  Could people agree in respect to this that 
it is not any other art than the art of measurement that saves us? 
     He agreed that it is the art of measurement. 
     What if the salvation of our life depended on the choice of odd and even, whenever 
it was necessary to choose correctly the greater and the lesser, either the same kind 
against itself or one kind against the other, whether it be near or far?  What would 
save our life?  Would it not be knowledge?  And would it not be some sort of art of 
measurement, since this is the art of excess and deficiency?  And since it is of odd and 
even, would it be anything other than the art of arithmetic?  Would these people agree 
with us, or not? 
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     It seemed to Protagoras that they would agree. 
     Well then, my friends; since the salvation of our life appeared to us to depend on 
the correct choice of pleasure and pain, be they more or fewer, larger or smaller, or 
farther or nearer, does it not first of all appear to be an art of measurement, an 
examination of excess and deficiency and equality in relation to one another? 
     Necessarily. 
     But since it is measurement, surely, it necessarily is an art and knowledge. 
     They will agree. 
     But what this art and knowledge are we shall consider later; but that it is 
knowledge of some sort suffices for the proof which Protagoras and I must 
demonstrate in regard to what you had asked us.  You asked about it, if you 
remember, when we agreed with each other that nothing is stronger than knowledge, 
and that it always, whenever it is present, governs pleasure and everything else; but 
you then said that pleasure often rules over the person who knows, and since we did 
not agree with you, you next asked us this: "Protagoras and Socrates, if this 
experience is not being overcome by pleasure, what is it, and what do you say it is?  
Tell us." 
     If, then, we immediately said that it is ignorance, you would have laughed at us; 
but if you now laugh at us, you would be laughing at yourselves as well.  For you 
have indeed agreed that those who err in regard to the choice of pleasures and pains, 
err by the lack of knowledge – that is, both goods and evils – and not only by the lack 
of knowledge, but also by the lack of that which you previously further agreed is the 
art of measurement; and surely you yourselves also know that a mistaken act done 
without knowledge is done in ignorance.  So it is this, namely the greatest ignorance, 
that is being overcome by pleasure, of which Protagoras here claims to be a physician, 
as well as Prodicus and Hippias; but you, on account of thinking it to be something 
other than ignorance, neither go yourselves nor send your children to the teachers of 
these things, these sophists, because it cannot be taught, but since they are troubled 
about money and do not give it to them, they fare badly in private and in public. 
     This would be our answer to the many; but I ask you, Hippias and Prodicus, along 
with Protagoras (for let this discussion be common) whether I seem to you to be 
speaking the truth or whether I am speaking falsely. 
     It seemed to all of them that what was said was extraordinarily true. 
     So do you agree, I said, that the pleasant is good and the painful bad.  I beg to be 
excused from Prodicus' division of names; for whether you say pleasant or delightful 
or enjoyable, or from whatever way or in whatever manner you take pleasure in 
naming such things, my dear Prodicus, answer me in respect to what I wish. 
     Laughing, Prodicus, as well as the others, agreed. 
     What about this, then, gentlemen, I said.  Are not all actions towards living 
painlessly and pleasantly fine [and beneficial]?  And is the fine activity both good and 
beneficial? 
     He agreed. 
     If, then, I said, the pleasant is good, no one who either knows or thinks that other 
things are better than what he is doing, and possible, will do them, if it is possible to 
do the better things; being overcome by oneself is nothing other than ignorance, and 
ruling oneself is nothing other than wisdom. 
     All agreed. 
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ἀλλ’ ὥσπερ 
ἀγαθὸς ἱστάναι ἄνθρωπος, συνθεὶς τὰ ἡδέα καὶ συνθεὶς τὰ 
λυπηρά, καὶ τὸ ἐγγὺς καὶ τὸ πόρρω στήσας ἐν τῷ ζυγῷ, 
εἰπὲ πότερα πλείω ἐστίν. ἐὰν µὲν γὰρ ἡδέα πρὸς ἡδέα 
ἱστῇς, τὰ µείζω ἀεὶ καὶ πλείω ληπτέα· ἐὰν δὲ λυπηρὰ πρὸς 
λυπηρά, τὰ ἐλάττω καὶ σµικρότερα· ἐὰν δὲ ἡδέα πρὸς 
λυπηρά, ἐὰν µὲν τὰ ἀνιαρὰ ὑπερβάλληται ὑπὸ τῶν ἡδέων, 
ἐάντε τὰ ἐγγὺς ὑπὸ τῶν πόρρω ἐάντε τὰ πόρρω ὑπὸ τῶν 
ἐγγύς, ταύτην τὴν πρᾶξιν πρακτέον ἐν ᾗ ἂν ταῦτ’ ἐνῇ· ἐὰν 
δὲ τὰ ἡδέα ὑπὸ τῶν ἀνιαρῶν, οὐ πρακτέα. µή πῃ ἄλλῃ 
ἔχει, φαίην ἄν, ταῦτα, ὦ ἄνθρωποι; οἶδ’ ὅτι οὐκ ἂν ἔχοιεν 
ἄλλως λέγειν. — Συνεδόκει καὶ ἐκείνῳ. 
  Ὅτε δὴ τοῦτο οὕτως ἔχει, τόδε µοι ἀποκρίνασθε, φήσω. 
φαίνεται ὑµῖν tῇ ὄψει τὰ αὐτὰ µεγέθη ἐγγύθεν µὲν µείζω, 
πόρρωθεν δὲ ἐλάττω· ἢ οὔ; — Φήσουσιν. — Καὶ τὰ παχέα 
καὶ τὰ πολλὰ ὡσαύτως; καὶ αἱ φωναὶ <αἱ> ἴσαι ἐγγύθεν 
µὲν µείζους, πόρρωθεν δὲ σµικρότεραι; — Φαῖεν ἄν. — Εἰ οὖν 
ἐν τούτῳ ἡµῖν ἦν τὸ εὖ πράττειν, ἐν τῷ τὰ µὲν µεγάλα 
µήκη καὶ πράττειν καὶ λαµβάνειν, τὰ δὲ σµικρὰ καὶ φεύγειν 
καὶ µὴ πράττειν, τίς ἂν ἡµῖν σωτηρία ἐφάνη τοῦ βίου; ἆρα 
ἡ µετρητικὴ τέχνη ἢ ἡ τοῦ φαινοµένου δύναµις; ἢ αὕτη 
µὲν ἡµᾶς ἐπλάνα καὶ ἐποίει ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω πολλάκις  
µεταλαµβάνειν ταὐτὰ καὶ µεταµέλειν καὶ ἐν ταῖς πράξεσιν 
καὶ ἐν ταῖς αἱρέσεσιν τῶν µεγάλων τε καὶ σµικρῶν, ἡ δὲ 
µετρητικὴ ἄκυρον µὲν ἂν ἐποίησε τοῦτο τὸ φάντασµα, δηλώ- 
σασα δὲ τὸ ἀληθὲς ἡσυχίαν ἂν ἐποίησεν ἔχειν τὴν ψυχὴν 
µένουσαν ἐπὶ τῷ ἀληθεῖ καὶ ἔσωσεν ἂν τὸν βίον; ἆρ’ ἂν 
ὁµολογοῖεν οἱ ἄνθρωποι πρὸς ταῦτα ἡµᾶς τὴν µετρητικὴν 
σῴζειν ἂν τέχνην ἢ ἄλλην; — Τὴν µετρητικήν, ὡµολόγει. — 
Τί δ’ εἰ ἐν τῇ τοῦ περιττοῦ καὶ ἀρτίου αἱρέσει ἡµῖν ἦν ἡ (5) 
σωτηρία τοῦ βίου, ὁπότε τὸ πλέον ὀρθῶς ἔδει ἑλέσθαι καὶ 
ὁπότε τὸ ἔλαττον, ἢ αὐτὸ πρὸς ἑαυτὸ ἢ τὸ ἕτερον πρὸς τὸ 
ἕτερον, εἴτ’ ἐγγὺς εἴτε πόρρω εἴη; τί ἂν ἔσῳζεν ἡµῖν τὸν 
βίον; ἆρ’ ἂν οὐκ ἐπιστήµη; καὶ ἆρ’ ἂν οὐ µετρητική τις, 
ἐπειδήπερ ὑπερβολῆς τε καὶ ἐνδείας ἐστὶν ἡ τέχνη; ἐπειδὴ 
δὲ περιττοῦ τε καὶ ἀρτίου, ἆρα ἄλλη τις ἢ ἀριθµητική; Ὁµο- 
λογοῖεν ἂν ἡµῖν οἱ ἄνθρωποι ἢ οὔ; — Ἐδόκουν ἂν καὶ τῷ 
Πρωταγόρᾳ ὁµολογεῖν. — Εἶεν, ὦ ἄνθρωποι· ἐπεὶ δὲ δὴ 
ἡδονῆς τε καὶ λύπης ἐν ὀρθῇ τῇ αἱρέσει ἐφάνη ἡµῖν ἡ σω- 
τηρία τοῦ βίου οὖσα, τοῦ τε πλέονος καὶ ἐλάττονος καὶ 
µείζονος καὶ σµικροτέρου καὶ πορρωτέρω καὶ ἐγγυτέρω, ἆρα 
πρῶτον µὲν οὐ µετρητικὴ φαίνεται, ὑπερβολῆς τε καὶ ἐνδείας 
οὖσα καὶ ἰσότητος πρὸς ἀλλήλας σκέψις; — Ἀλλ’ ἀνάγκη. — 
Ἐπεὶ δὲ µετρητική, ἀνάγκῃ δήπου τέχνη καὶ ἐπιστήµη. — 
Συµφήσουσιν. — Ἥτις µὲν τοίνυν τέχνη καὶ ἐπιστήµη ἐστὶν  
αὕτη, εἰς αὖθις σκεψόµεθα· ὅτι δὲ ἐπιστήµη ἐστίν, τοσοῦτον 
ἐξαρκεῖ πρὸς τὴν ἀπόδειξιν ἣν ἐµὲ δεῖ καὶ Πρωταγόραν 
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ἀποδεῖξαι περὶ ὧν ἤρεσθ’ ἡµᾶς. ἤρεσθε δέ, εἰ µέµνησθε, 
ἡνίκα ἡµεῖς ἀλλήλοις ὡµολογοῦµεν ἐπιστήµης µηδὲν εἶναι 
κρεῖττον, ἀλλὰ τοῦτο ἀεὶ κρατεῖν, ὅπου ἂν ἐνῇ, καὶ ἡδονῆς 
καὶ τῶν ἄλλων ἁπάντων· ὑµεῖς δὲ δὴ ἔφατε τὴν ἡδονὴν 
πολλάκις κρατεῖν καὶ τοῦ εἰδότος ἀνθρώπου, ἐπειδὴ δὲ ὑµῖν  
οὐχ ὡµολογοῦµεν, µετὰ τοῦτο ἤρεσθε ἡµᾶς· "Ὦ Πρωταγόρα 
τε καὶ Σώκρατες, εἰ µὴ ἔστι τοu`το τὸ πάθηµα ἡδονῆς ἡττᾶσθαι, 
ἀλλὰ τί ποτ’ ἐστὶν καὶ τί ὑµεῖς αὐτό φατε εἶναι; εἴπατε 
ἡµῖν." εἰ µὲν οὖν τότε εὐθὺς ὑµῖν εἴποµεν ὅτι Ἀµαθία, 
κατεγελᾶτε ἂν ἡµῶν· νῦν δὲ ἂν ἡµῶν καταγελᾶτε, καὶ ὑµῶν 
αὐτῶν καταγελάσεσθε. καὶ γὰρ ὑµεῖς ὡµολογήκατε ἐπιστή- 
µης ἐνδείᾳ ἐξαµαρτάνειν περὶ τὴν τῶν ἡδονῶν αἵρεσιν καὶ 
λυπῶν τοὺς ἐξαµαρτάνοντας—ταῦτα δέ ἐστιν ἀγαθά τε καὶ  
κακά—καὶ οὐ µόνον ἐπιστήµης, ἀλλὰ καὶ ἧς τὸ πρόσθεν ἔτι 
ὡµολογήκατε ὅτι µετρητικῆς· ἡ δὲ ἐξαµαρτανοµένη πρᾶξις 
ἄνευ ἐπιστήµης ἴστε που καὶ αὐτοὶ ὅτι ἀµαθίᾳ πράττεται. 
ὥστε τοῦτ’ ἐστὶν τὸ ἡδονῆς ἥττω εἶναι, ἀµαθία ἡ µεγίστη, 
ἧς Πρωταγόρας ὅδε φησὶν ἰατρὸς εἶναι καὶ Πρόδικος καὶ 
Ἱππίας· ὑµεῖς δὲ διὰ τὸ οἴεσθαι ἄλλο τι ἢ ἀµαθίαν εἶναι 
οὔτε αὐτοὶ οὔτε τοὺς ὑµετέρους παῖδας παρὰ τοὺς τούτων  
διδασκάλους τούσδε τοὺς σοφιστὰς πέµπετε, ὡς οὐ διδα 
διδασκάλους τούσδε τοὺς σοφιστὰς πέµπετε, ὡς οὐ διδακτοῦ 
ὄντος, ἀλλὰ κηδόµενοι τοῦ ἀργυρίου καὶ οὐ διδόντες τούτοις 
κακῶς πράττετε καὶ ἰδίᾳ καὶ δηµοσίᾳ. 
  Ταῦτα µὲν τοῖς πολλοῖς ἀποκεκριµένοι ἂν ἦµεν· ὑµᾶς δὲ 
δὴ µετὰ Πρωταγόρου ἐρωτῶ, <ὦ> Ἱππία τε καὶ Πρόδικε 
(κοινὸς γὰρ δὴ ἔστω ὑµῖν ὁ λόγος) πότερον δοκῶ ὑµῖν ἀληθῆ 
λέγειν ἢ ψεύδεσθαι. — Ὑπερφυῶς ἐδόκει ἅπασιν ἀληθῆ εἶναι 
τὰ εἰρηµένα. — Ὁµολογεῖτε ἄρα, ἦν δ’ ἐγώ, τὸ µὲν ἡδὺ ἀγαθὸν  
εἶναι, τὸ δὲ ἀνiαρὸν κακόν. τὴν δὲ Προδίκου τοῦδε διαίρεσιν 
τῶν ὀνοµάτων παραιτοῦµαι· εἴτε γὰρ ἡδὺ εἴτε τερπνὸν 
λέγεις εἴτε χαρτόν, εἴτε ὁπόθεν καὶ ὅπως χαίρεις τὰ τοιαῦτα 
ὀνοµάζων, ὦ βέλτιστε Πρόδικε, τοῦτό µοι πρὸς ὃ βούλοµαι 
ἀπόκριναι. — Γελάσας οὖν ὁ Πρόδικος συνωµολόγησε, καὶ οἱ 
ἄλλοι. — Τί δὲ δή, ὦ ἄνδρες, ἔφην ἐγώ, τὸ τοιόνδε; αἱ ἐπὶ 
τούτου πράξεις ἅπασαι, ἐπὶ τοῦ ἀλύπως ζῆν καὶ ἡδέως, ἆρ’ 
οὐ καλαί [καὶ ὠφέλιµοι]; καὶ τὸ καλὸν ἔργον ἀγαθόν τε καὶ  
ὠφέλιµον; — Συνεδόκει. — Εἰ ἄρα, ἔφην ἐγώ, τὸ ἡδὺ ἀγαθόν 
ἐστιν, οὐδεὶς οὔτε εἰδὼς οὔτε οἰόµενος ἄλλα βελτίω εἶναι ἢ 
ἃ ποιεῖ, καὶ δυνατά, ἔπειτα ποιεῖ ταῦτα, ἐξὸν τὰ βελτίω· οὐδὲ 
τὸ ἥττω εἶναι αὑτοῦ ἄλλο τι τοῦτ’ ἐστὶν ἢ ἀµαθία, οὐδὲ 
κρείττω ἑαυτοῦ ἄλλο τι ἢ σοφία. — Συνεδόκει πᾶσιν. 
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 APPENDIX 3 
 

Plato's Concept of the Second Sailing 

 

     I wish to examine in this appendix Plato's use of the term deuvtero" plou`", literally, "second 

sailing" or "second-best".  Plato is the first author in extant Greek literature to use the phrase 

"second sailing".  The expression is employed only three times in the corpus, on each occasion at 

junctures where it appears that the course of the problem under examination is proving to be 

fruitless and a new direction is required.  It marks a change from one method of inquiry to 

another which at first seems to be "second-best", but which as the discussion unfolds actually 

becomes the best way of proceeding.   

     Chronologically, the first occurrence of the expression is found in the Phaedo.1  In this 

passage Socrates tells his listeners that he decided to give up the pursuit of natural philosophy, the 

investigation of things by means of material elements, to follow a course of examination of the 

causes of things by means of lovgoi.  Dissatisfied with Anaxagoras' claim that Mind (nou`") is the 

cause of all things, but of which he makes no use, Socrates determined it best to introduce a 

method of his own in his search for causes.   

     It is arguable that in a general sense the notion of the second sailing is the point from which 

Plato's two-world metaphysics is launched.  Rather than turning to the material explanations of 

the natural philosophers, the deuvtero" plou`" marks Plato's turn to an approach consisting in the 

hypothetical positing of entities located in a supersensible realm.  Other, interpretations are 

possible, both on a general level and in more specific terms.  Benardete, for example, argues that 

the second sailing is a metaphor for Socratic philosophizing.  "When the winds fails, the sailor 

turns to oars.  He relies no longer on any help outside himself.  Socratic philosophy, as we know 
                                                        
1 Phaedo, 99d1. 
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it from Plato, is the practice of this so-called second sailing."2  Sayre takes a more restricted view 

of the phrase, arguing that deuvtero" plou`" refers to "the hypothetical method itself, which leads to 

explanation by formal causes."3  Kanayama, who also takes the expression as referring to the 

examination of causes, notes that "second-sailing" proverbially referred to the use of oars rather 

than sails as a safer way of sea-faring, but not in the sense that rowing is inferior to wind-driven 

sailing.4  "Thus, for Socrates the second voyage is never inferior to the first.  It is certainly 

laborious, but the labour [sic] is the price to be paid for safety and steadiness."5  In any case, it is 

clear that the expression connotes some sort of significant change of direction. 

     The phrase deuvtero" plou`" next occurs in the Statesman, where the Elean Visitor argues that 

the second-best course for those who set down laws is to prohibit anyone from doing anything 

contrary to the law.6  According to the Visitor, the first-best way of governing would be expert 

rule by the statesman without written law, since the statesman, as the Visitor conceives him, 

possesses the requisite knowledge to govern in the best interests of the governed.  But because the 

best way is impracticable, if not impossible, the second-best method is to establish laws that must 

be upheld.  This argument is reflected in the Laws, which in a sense becomes a justification of the 

meaning of deuvtero" plou`" first articulated in the Statesman.  In Book V of the former dialogue, 

                                                        
2 Seth Benardete, Socrates' Second Sailing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 2.  While it is often difficult 
to understand what Benardete is attempting to convey, it is arguable that the philosophy of the middle-period dialogues 
is not Socratic in the manner suggested by Benardete's interpretation. 
3 Sayre, Plato's Analytic Method, 4, n. 3.  Sayre also notes that the use of the phrase "second-best" for the method of 
hypothesis is ironic in relation to the method of Anaxagoras. 
4 While Kanayama is correct to note the origin of the expression "second-sailing", it is well to remember the context in 
which Socrates uses the phrase in the Phaedo.  Socrates makes use of the example of contemplating an eclipse to make 
a comparison between the first-best way and the second-best, but safer, way.  Rather than observing an eclipse directly, 
which could result in severe damage to the eyes, the second-best and safer way to observe an eclipse is "to contemplate 
an image of the sun in water or in some such thing" (eja;n mh; ejn u{dati h[ tini toiouvtw/ skopw`ntai th;n eijkovna aujtoù).  
But Socrates also notes that this analogy perhaps is inadequate; his new method is not a second-best in the sense that it 
is not like contemplating images instead of contemplating things in themselves.  Phaedo, 99d4-100a3. 
5 Yahei Kanayama, "The Methodology of the Second Voyage and the Proof of the Soul's Indestructibility in Plato's 
Phaedo," in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 18 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 95.  Kanayama's 
suggestion that the way might be more laborious is supported by the "longer way" in the Statesman.  See, Statesman, 
265a1-5.  For the statesman, ruling by law would be more laborious than ruling without law. 
6 Statesman, 300c2. 
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after first articulating what would constitute the ideal or best constitutional form, the Athenian 

turns to examine "the one that is second" (hJ miva deutevrw"), but which resembles the ideal.7  The 

ensuing discussion reveals that this second-best regime-type – the one for which the Athenian 

legislates – is, in effect, the best constitution that is practicable; others are either an unattainable 

ideal or incorrect constitutional forms.  

     The third appearance of this crucial phrase is found in the Philebus, in the context of 

Protarchus' remark to Socrates that although it is a fine thing (kalo;n) for a wise man to know 

everything, the second-best alternative is that "he not be ignorant of himself" (mh; lanqavnein aujto;n 

auJtovn).8  Knowing oneself entails that one is able to judge things correctly in order to live a 

complete, well-rounded existence.  By the conclusion of this dialogue, Socrates and Protarchus 

agree that a life which blends true pleasure and knowledge against the standard of what is in due 

measure turns out, after all, to be the most desirable sort of life.  As in the Phaedo and the 

Statesman, the deuvtero" plou`" of the Philebus actually turns out to be the first-best way, a way 

which is more firmly connected to the practical realities encountered in the sensible sphere than 

to the realities of the supersensible sphere.9   

    It is perfectly reasonable to argue that in the Phaedo the expression deuvtero" plou`" generally 

demarcates the point of departure for Plato's two-world metaphysics, or in respect to Plato's 

philosophical method introduces the method of hypothesis as the best way to test the validity of 

propositions.  But if we consider this phrase in view of its two other occurrences, it is possible to 

regard the expression in a somewhat different light.  Since it is my position that Plato became 

aware that certain difficulties arose by attempting to ground his middle-period political and moral 

                                                        
7 Laws, 739e1-7. 
8 Philebus, 19c2-3. 
9 It is arguable that the in the Statesman, the idea that the second-best way actually is the first-best way has not been 
demonstrated as clearly as it was in the Phaedo and the Philebus.  The description of the task of the expert in the art of 
statesmanship in the dialogue's closing pages suggests that he governs without law. 
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philosophy in his two-world metaphysics, it is arguable that the deuvtero" plou`" of the Statesman 

and the Philebus marks the inception of a philosophy more concerned with practicability.  The 

ideal rule without law in the Statesman and the ideal regime of the Laws are, for all intents and 

purposes, nearly impossible to put into practice.  In their arguments both the Elean Visitor and the 

Athenian Stranger use the expression "second-best", or simply "second", precisely at the point 

where their arguments shift from considerations of the ideal to a discussion of the practicable.  

Although the turn to arguments based on what is practicable may appear to be second-best, that 

fact that these arguments deal with what is possible suggests that, at least in terms of how we 

actually live and practice politics, they are in fact our first-best options. 

     In all three instances where the phrase deuvtero" plou`" is used, it is vital to understand that it 

indicates a change in direction for a discussion that has reached an impasse to a discussion that 

opens up new avenues for philosophizing.  The fact that the phrase is employed in three different 

dialogues (the Phaedo, the Statesman, and the Philebus), on three different subjects (the best 

method with which to examine the causes of things, the character of the best sort of rule by law, 

and the nature of the best sort of life), and by three different characters (Socrates, and the Elean 

Visitor, and Protarchus) suggests that the use of the phrase is not restricted to a particular context 

or a particular character.  Rather, it is a signal in Plato's philosophical method which is employed 

regardless of the subject matter or of the character who expresses it.  If this analysis is correct, 

then the expression "second sailing" or "second-best" may be considered as an important concept 

in Plato's philosophy.  In other words, if certain philosophical positions no longer appear tenable, 

then perhaps a philosopher should set out on a new, second voyage, reconfiguring, where 

possible, those positions when they are confronted with criticism.  It is arguable that this is what 

Plato is attempting to accomplish in the turn from the middle-period conception of the Good and 

its relation to moral and political philosophy to the appeal to to metrion in the dialogues of the 
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late period.  In the Statesman and the Philebus, at least, the expression deuvtero" plou`" signals a 

change to a type of political and moral philosophy that, in relation to the political and moral 

philosophy of the middle-period works, is more possible to realize in practice.   
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APPENDIX 4 
 

The Identity of the Elean Visitor 
 
 
 

     In this appendix, I take up the five areas mentioned in Chapter 7, the analysis of which aids in 

determining that the Elean Visitor is a character created by Plato to advance Plato's own 

philosophical positions.1  Contrary to the views of some contemporary Plato scholars, whose 

interpretations were discussed in Chapter 7, the Visitor should not be regarded as a historical 

figure whose presence in the Sophist and the Statesman is intended by Plato either to expound 

some sort of non-Platonic philosophy, or to attempt to refute the philosophy of Socrates.2   

1.  Plato's philosophical methods 

     Because the philosophical methods underlying Plato's arguments were extensively discussed 

in Chapter 6, there is little need to repeat what was said there, except perhaps to reiterate that 

even though the Visitor introduces the method of division and collection in the Sophist and 

Statesman, this method should not be regarded as being expressed by Plato uniquely through the 

Visitor.  There are three points to consider.  First, since there is a logical relation between the 

method of division and collection and the method of hypothesis, the former method is best 

viewed as a refinement, or methodological development, of the latter.  Second, both methods are 

utilized by Plato to establish the necessary and sufficient conditions for giving an account of a 

thing.  Third, the fact that a variant of the method of division and collection is used in the 
                                                        
1 The usual translation of   jEleavth" Xevno" as Elean (or Eleatic) Stranger is inadequate.  Literally, a xenos is a guest-
friend, that is, one who is in a relation of reciprocal hospitality with another, and which frequently requires the 
exchange of gifts.  Since the translation "Elean Guest-friend" is awkward in English, I have throughout this study 
rendered the expression as "Elean Visitor".  The word "Visitor" at least conveys an impression of some relation 
between the characters in these dialogues; a relation which is excluded by use of the term "Stranger". 
2 I think that it is rather implausible that Plato could have invented two Elean Visitors.  The brief comments exchanged 
by Socrates, Theodorus, and the Visitor at the beginning of the Statesman strongly suggest that the Sophist's Visitor is 
the same character that continues the discussion in the Statesman.  It is well to keep in mind that the Sophist and the 
Statesman are only the first two parts of what was supposed to be a trilogy of dialogues respectively examining the 
sophist, the statesman, and the philosopher.  A work on the philosopher does not, of course, exist.  See, Statesman, 
257a1-c9.   
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Philebus and the Laws, dialogues almost certainly composed after the Sophist and the Statesman, 

strongly suggests Plato's on-going effort to employ a logical framework that most effectively aids 

the dialogue's characters in the search for knowledge.  The fundamental agreement between and 

development of  Plato's philosophical methods indicates that there is a logical coherence and very 

little real distinction between the philosophical methods employed in the middle- and late-period 

dialogues.   

2. To metrion 

     Again, since to metrion, its relation to the manner in which Plato conceptualized sōphrosunē, 

and its significance for both Plato's method and political and moral philosophy are the central 

focus of this study, it is only necessary to note in this appendix the significance of to metrion and 

cognate conceptions for Plato's thought throughout all three chronological periods.  The 

discussion of due measure which Plato puts into the mouth of the Visitor is similar to his 

exposition of the method of division and collection.  In both cases, the Visitor is not introducing 

into the Statesman something that is uniquely his own.  Rather, the Visitor posits due measure as 

something that appears to clarify ideas about knowledge and political and moral actions which 

Plato had been wrestling with from at least the time when the Charmides was composed.  What is 

in due measure is arguably the culmination of Plato's search for a standard in which to ground his 

arguments concerning method, political theory, and moral philosophy.  In view of the fact that 

there is a sense of continuity extending backward from the Statesman's discussion and use of due 

measure to the Charmides' and Republic's examinations of sōphrosunē, as well as to the need for 

an art of measurement mentioned in the Protagoras, and forward to the Philebus' and the Laws' 

investigations into the best of sort life and the best sort of political community, it is not plausible 

to maintain that due measure is an innovation of the Visitor.  Rather, it is far more the case that 

the Visitor is setting down in the Statesman a Platonic idea.  In other words, the relation between 
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due measure and cognate concepts strongly suggests that the Visitor is in fact Plato and not a 

representative of Eleatic philosophy. 

3.  Eleatic philosophy 

     Perhaps the best way to begin this investigation is to inquire whether the Visitor is indeed 

portrayed by Plato a follower of the Eleatic school of thought.  He is introduced by Theodorus to 

Socrates as a companion of those who associate with Parmenides and Zeno.  Additionally, he is 

not someone who engages in refutation solely for the sake of winning an argument.3  What, then, 

makes the Visitor an Eleatic philosopher? 

     Traditionally, but controversially, the Eleatic school was founded by Xenophanes, who 

possibly was the major philosophical influence on Parmenides, although it has been plausibly 

argued that the influence was the other way round.  Parmenides, in turn, was the teacher of Zeno.4  

The central doctrine of Parmenides, and the Eleatics in general, was an ontological monism; 

essentially there is either a "that-which-is" or a "that-which-is-not"; they could neither 

simultaneously be, nor could there be a middle position – that is, a coming-into-being from one to 

another – between "that-which-is" and "that-which-is-not".  Zeno supported the position of 

Parmenides "by the device, not of arguing directly in its favor, but of showing up its contrary as 

absurd."5  His rigid logic and seemingly irresolvable paradoxes presented a serious challenge to 

Plato, who in the final thirty or so pages of the Parmenides attempted to give counter-arguments 

against them.  Zeno's apparently forceful method of argumentation has led commentators such as 

Miller to regard him as practicing eristics and to assert that the Visitor is the "true heir of 

                                                        
3 See, Sophist, 216a1-4 and 216b5-8. 
4 The best discussions of the Eleatics are found in: W. K. C. Guthrie, The Presocratic Tradition from Parmenides to 
Democritus, Vol. II of A History of Greek Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 2-101; 
Jonathan Barnes, The Presocratic Philosophers, rev. ed. (London: Routledge, 1982), 82-99 and 155-295; G. S. Kirk, J. 
E. Raven, and M. Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd. ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 
239-279.  Both Parmenides and Zeno appear as central figures, arguing against the much younger Socrates in Plato's 
Parmenides. 
5 Guthrie, The Presocratic Tradition from Parmenides to Democritus, 80. 
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Parmenides."6  I think Miller overstates his case; a person who practices eristics is solely 

interested in winning an argument for its own sake, whereas Zeno should be regarded as 

defending a particular philosophical position in the face of a potentially devastating set of 

counter-arguments.  Zeno, Parmenides, and Plato's Elean Visitor are true philosophers, not 

eristics.   

     We should also mention that there is no suggestion in any of the surviving fragments of 

Eleatic philosophy that it had any concern with political philosophy or the practice of politics.  

The closest we come to having any knowledge of an Eleatic interest in politics is a remark in 

Diogenes Laertius, who quoting Speusippus, comments that Parmenides was considered by some 

to have given Elea some of its laws.7  There is an additional remark by Plutarch in Adversus 

Coloten that "each of the citizens annually swore to abide by the laws of Parmenides" (e{kaston 

ejniauto;n ejxorkou`n tou;" polivta" ejmmenei`n toi`" Parmenivdou novmoi").8  This evidence is too slight 

and removed in time to be considered as proof of some sort of Eleatic political philosophy.  While 

is always is a hazardous task to offer a conclusion based on an argumentum e silentio, it is, 

however, plausible to argue that if the Eleatic school did hold some sort of views on politics, then 

we should expect Plato to make known the Elean positions on political philosophy in the 

Statesman.  

     In light of the principal doctrine of the Eleatic school, is the Visitor depicted by Plato truly one 

of its members?  I think it is difficult to make a convincing case that he is.  There are three 

primary reasons why we should not regard the Visitor as an Eleatic.  First, in the Sophist, the 

Visitor sets about refuting "father Parmenides'" (patro;" Parmenivdou) fundamental doctrine.9  

                                                        
6 Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, 10-14. 
7levgetai de; kai; novmou" qeìnai toì" polivtai", w{" fhsi Speuvsippo" ejn tw`/ Peri; filosovfwn. Diogenes Laertius, IX.23.  
Also see, Guthrie, The Presocratic Tradition from Parmenides to Democritus, 2. 
8 Plutarch, Adversus Coloten, 1126a11-b2. 
9 The refutation of Parmenides begins at, Sophist, 241d5.   
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Indeed, the Visitor's demonstration that a thing can both "be" and "not-be" is undoubtedly the 

most important philosophical contribution made in this dialogue.  It is hard to imagine why a 

member of the Eleatic school would refute the central doctrine of his own school while engaging 

in a discussion with the circle of intellectuals around Socrates and Plato.  This is especially the 

case in view of the need for Plato to show that Parmenides' unity of being was invalid.  It was 

fundamentally necessary for Plato to establish a third ontological category between "that-which-

is" and "that-which-is-not" in order to account for the mental state of opinion or belief, a state 

which is between knowledge and ignorance.10   Second, there is no evidence whatsoever that the 

Eleatics formulated or engaged in the method of division and collection, or in diairesis of any 

sort.  While this is in itself not a fatal objection to categorizing the Visitor as an Eleatic, the fact 

that this method is logically related to the philosophical methods used in other dialogues strongly 

supports the argument that the Visitor was created by Plato to espouse the views of the Academy 

rather than those of the Eleatic school.  Third, as was just mentioned, although a significant 

portion of the Statesman is concerned with questions of politics, the sources indicate that the 

Eleatics disregarded this branch of philosophy.  The refutation of Parmenides, the use of the 

method of division and collection, and the lack of any Eleatic political philosophy raise serious 

doubts about the degree to which the Visitor actually was an Eleatic philosopher, much less 

Miller's "true heir of Parmenides".  

      But if the Elean Visitor is not an Eleatic philosopher, we are confronted with the question 

why did Plato choose to represent him as such?  The above examination suggests that the Visitor 

is more Platonic than Eleatic.  Why, then, should Plato not have made these arguments in his own 

voice, or at least in the voice of someone known to be closely associated with him?  Ultimately, I 

believe that any answers to these questions can only be speculative, but nevertheless, I shall 

                                                        
10 See, Republic, 479d6-8, and Guthrie, The Presocratic Tradition from Parmenides to Democritus, 74-75. 
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attempt to suggest an answer that may strike the reader as containing some measure of 

plausibility.  There are two parts to my response.  First, it is necessary to make some remarks on 

the role of Socrates in the Sophist and Statesman.  Since Plato chose not to speak in his own 

voice, the arguments advanced in the dialogues are always entrusted to other characters, 

particularly Socrates.  We also know that in the works of the late period, with the exception of the 

Philebus, the figure of Socrates recedes into the background.  One way to account for this change 

is to note that the late-period dialogues articulate a philosophy which can no longer be considered 

as Socratic, although Socratic elements are present in them.11  It would seem unlikely that the 

methodological and ontological arguments of the Sophist and  Statesman could effectively be 

seen as representing the views of Socrates.  His presence, but lack of participation, in these two 

works could be regarded as indicating a respective silence while listening to arguments which go 

beyond his own philosophy, but which are not fundamentally discordant with his views.  While 

Miller's suggestion that Plato is putting members of "the Academy on stage before itself" is 

intriguing, there is a different way to interpret Socrates' lack of participation.12  Given that the 

dramatic date of the these two works is just before Socrates' trial in 399, we do not need to resort 

to the suggestion that it is members of the Academy on stage in front of Socrates, rather, it is 

perhaps just one member – Plato – who is demonstrating, at the last possible moment before the 

execution of his mentor and friend, the manner in which he developed the teachings of Socrates.13  

The lack of participation on the part of Socrates may be read as his silent approval of his  

student's exposition.  

                                                        
11 The distinction between what is Socratic and what is Platonic in the dialogues is notoriously difficult to disentangle, 
and I shall not attempt to do so.  It is however, fairly safe to say that in the late works the metaphysical, ontological, 
and epistemological arguments are at a remove from what is known of the historical Socrates. 
12 Miller, The Philosopher in Plato's Statesman, 5-8. 
13 I am not claiming that the philosophy of the Sophist and Statesman represents Plato's thoughts in 399, rather I am 
suggesting that Plato has projected his more mature philosophy roughly thirty-five years back in time to the last 
opportunity he could have had to speak with Socrates himself. 
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     Second, because Plato refuses to speak in the first person, it follows that his arguments need to 

be expressed by some other voice or school, as well as in a voice which has some relation to the 

arguments being made.  Besides the Eleatics, what other choices would have been available to 

Plato?  Certainly not Anaxagoras; Socrates had previously repudiated his teachings in the 

Phaedo.14  Not the Pythagoreans; even though Plato was influenced by Pythagorean mysticism 

and mathematics, the subject matter of the Sophist and the Statesman have nothing to do with this 

school.  Even less a possibility would be Heraclitus, since it is arguable that one of the central 

concerns of Platonic philosophy was to argue against the Heraclitean notion of ceaseless change.  

The same is true of Protagoras;  much of Plato's thought was directed at Protagorean relativism.  

The doctrines of the Atomists, such as those of Democritus and Leucippus, are irrelevant for the 

two dialogues we are considering, not to mention that Plato himself was influenced by this school 

as is apparent in the Timaeus.  What remains is the school of Parmenides whose philosophy Plato 

respected (as allusions in the Republic and Timaeus would suggest), and which needed to be 

refuted by Plato if his own philosophy were to have any validity.15  Furthermore, the refutation of 

the Eleatics would appear to possess a greater force if it was delivered by a member of their own 

school in the person of the Elean Visitor, rather than from a position outside of it.  The Visitor, 

then, is dramatically and philosophically employed by Plato to articulate the latter's own thought 

while simultaneously refuting an ontological view which was potentially devastating to Plato's 

philosophy.  

     In sum, then, the Elean Visitor does not appear to be depicted as a representative of Eleatic 

philosophy.  His arguments, as far as can be determined, do not espouse Eleatic views.  His 

refutation of Parmenides' ontology suggests that he serves the requirements of Plato far more than 

                                                        
14 See, Phaedo, 97b8-99d2. 
15 See, for example, the Parmenidean language and thought at Republic, 477b4-9 and 508d3-9, and at Timaeus, 27d5-
28a7. 
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those of the school to which he ostensibly belongs.  He functions more as a representative of 

Plato by setting out what should be regarded as Plato's mature thought. 

4.  Familiar concepts 

     In this section, I should like to discuss five concepts that are employed by the Visitor which 

are familiar from other dialogues: expert knowledge; craft analogies; regime types; myth; 

paradigms. 

A. Expert knowledge.  The Visitor begins his discussion with Young Socrates by asking whether 

they must posit (qetevon) that the statesman (to;n politikovn a[ndra) is one who possesses expert 

knowledge (ejpisthvmh).16  The craft, or art, (tevcnh) of kingly rule (basilikhv) will be one which is 

grounded in such expert knowledge.  The notion of ejpisthvmh is retained throughout the divisions 

of the Statesman; it is a fundamental notion underlying the attempt to define the statesman.  

Moreover, the concept of expert knowledge as the basis for the correct practice of any craft is 

encountered throughout the dialogues.  A person cannot be said to practice a craft correctly 

without possessing expert knowledge of the craft.  A tevcnh is only such if its practitioner has the 

requisite ejpisthvmh of that craft.  This is made plain in the attempt to define the angler in the 

Sophist.17  The craft of angling is defined in terms of the expertise needed by the angler to 

practice his craft correctly.  The possession of expert knowledge implies a degree of exclusivity; 

there are far fewer individuals who possess the expert knowledge of a given craft than those who 

do not.  In the Statesman, for example, it is argued that a multitude (plh`qo") in a polis does not 

possess expert knowledge to the degree which the expert in kingly rule must possess it.18  

     Similarly, we encounter in other dialogues the notion that expert knowledge is necessary for a 

craft.  A physician cannot correctly practice medicine without expert knowledge of the art of 

                                                        
16 See, Statesman, 258b3-5. 
17 See, Sophist, 218e2-221c3. 
18 See, Statesman, 292e6-293a1. 
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medicine; the builder cannot construct a proper dwelling without the knowledge appropriate to 

building; a pilot could not captain a ship well unless he had the correct knowledge of the craft of 

piloting.  Additionally, expert knowledge as applicable to the art of politics is a concept found in 

Plato's other political works.  In the Gorgias, for example, Socrates argues that craftsmen, guided 

by their knowledge, set things in a certain organization, compelling one thing to be suited for 

another and to fit together with it until the entire object is arranged in a certain organization 

(tavxi") and order (kovsmo").  One who does not have this knowledge cannot know what is suitable 

or fitting to be done; the product of non-expert knowledge cannot be a good one, rather it would 

be disorganized.19   

     There are serious consequences for politics and for the care of the soul.  Just as experts in 

construction and ship-building are called upon by the assembly to give guidance for public 

projects, so, too, are experts in the care of the soul needed to make the citizens better.20  In the 

Republic, expert knowledge is of fundamental importance for ruling the polis; only the 

philosopher-kings, because of the expertise they possess, should be entrusted with political rule.  

Rowe comments that, "The Politicus argues as single-mindedly for the rule of the expert as did 

the Republic."21  In the same vein, Lane argues that, "After all, that politics is an art (tevcnh) 

requiring knowledge is as fundamental to the Republic as to the Statesman."22  There appears, 

then, to be a strong conceptual link concerning the need for ejpisthvmh across a number of 

dialogues and for a number of core philosophical issues.  The Visitor's employment of the 

concept is not unique; Plato simply has him make use of a concept which is central in Plato's 

thought. 

                                                        
19 See, Gorgias, 503e4-504b5.  The form of the argument is this:  Any x will be good if and only if it is organized and 
has the order proper to itself.  See, Gómez-Lobo, The Foundations of Socratic Ethics, 105. 
20 See, Gorgias, 513e5-514e9. 
21 Rowe, "The Politicus: Structure and Form," 158. 
22 Melissa Lane, "A New Angle on Utopia: The Political Theory of the Statesman," 285. 
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B. Craft analogies.  It is a commonplace to say that the craft analogy appears throughout the 

dialogues from the early Socratic works to those of the late period.  The Visitor, no less than 

Socrates, relies on the analogy with a craft for the purpose of inducting from a set of particular 

cases or examples (most often three) to a generalization.  The favored analogies used by the 

Visitor are those of the builder (tektonikov"), the physician (ijatrov"), the gymnastic trainer 

(gumnasthv"), and the pilot (kubernhvth").  The Visitor uses these analogies not only as an aid for 

determining the proper place at which to make a division; they also figure prominently as the 

basis of his discussion for the rule of law.23  Perhaps, most importantly, is the division and 

analysis of the craft of the weaver (uJfantiko"), a paradigmatic analogy for the role and function 

of the statesman.24  As the craft of kingly rule weaves together the diverse characters of the 

citizens, so, too, does the craft of weaving blend the warp and woof of a fabric; a well-woven 

garment is analogous to a well-woven polis.25  The use of craft analogies in the Statesman which 

accord with their utilization throughout the Plato's writings suggests a continuity and 

correspondence with a particular mode of thinking and arguing which is central in Plato's 

philosophy.  To put it differently, given Plato's unquestioned literary skill, one should think that if 

the Visitor was intended to represent a position different than that of Plato's, or a point of view 

from outside the circle of the Academy, then either different types or analogies could have been 

employed, or, better still, the analogical method could have been dispensed with altogether. 

C. Regime types.  There is a consistency in the Visitor's discussion of regime-types with those 

encountered in the Republic and the Laws.  In all three dialogues political constitutions are 

arranged in a similar taxonomy.  There are five (or seven, if we count expert kingly rule and a 

                                                        
23 For example, crafts are mentioned at the start of the first division at Statesman, 258d8; the reference to physician and 
the gymnastic trainer in the discussion of the rule of law is found at 295c1. 
24 See, Statesman, 299b2-e5. 
25 See, Statesman, 310e7-311a2. 
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form of degenerate democracy as independent types) regime-types posited by the Visitor, based 

on either a correct understanding or a debasement of the type – monarchy/tyranny, 

aristocracy/oligarchy, and democracy.26  This same classification is found in the  Republic and in 

the Laws.  Gill notes the "points of similarity between these three works" in terms of their basic 

level of political theorizing.27  There are also, of course, many differences related to the particular  

focus of the discussion: the Republic's examination of regime types is related to Plato's 

conception of human psychology; the examination in the Statesman is linked to the need for 

expert rule; and in the Laws as part of the discussion of how to bring about the best practicable 

regime that blends elements from more than one regime-type.  It is important, however, to 

recognize that, as far as is known, Plato was the first thinker to employ this classification.  As I 

indicated earlier, there is no concern with questions of political thought among the Eleatics, and 

we would be hard pressed to find any consideration of this branch of philosophy among any of 

the surviving works of the Presocratics.  It would be reasonable to suggest, then, that, given the 

lack of precedent in Greek thought before Plato, the Visitor's employment of the five regime-

types in his argument reflects the political thought of Plato rather than another source.  Likewise, 

the correspondence between the philosopher-king and the expert statesman as a solution to the 

problem of who is most fitting to govern, seems to indicate a further connection between the 

Republic and the Statesman. 

D. The use of myth.  The Myth of Cosmic Reversal in the Statesman occurs at a structurally 

crucial point in the dialogue.28  After reaching an inadequate definition of the statesman as one 

who cares as a shepherd over a herd, the Visitor suggests that he recount a story (muvqo") to see if it 

will aid them in better defining the expert ruler.  The telling of this myth allows the Visitor to put 
                                                        
26 Statesman, 291d1-292a3. 
27 Christopher Gill, "Rethinking Constitutionalism in Statesman 291-303," in Reading  the Statesman: Proceedings of 
the III Symposium Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 1995), 304. 
28 Statesman, 268e4-274e3. 
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the division of the statesman back on track.  This use of myth corresponds to the manner in which 

Plato utilizes myth at critical junctures in other dialogues.  The three great eschatological myths 

of the Gorgias, Phaedo, and Republic, the myth in Book X of the Laws, and the myth told by 

Protagoras in the Protagoras concerning the gifts of the gods to human beings all occur at 

structurally critical places in their respective dialogues, even if their content differs.  The point is 

that Plato rather frequently in his wrings relied upon the telling of a story as an adjunct and 

extension to philosophical argument.   

     The content and analysis of the Myth of Cosmic Reversal is beyond the scope of this 

appendix, but suffice it to say that commentators have pointed out similarities between it and 

other myths in the Platonic corpus.  Naddaf, for example, has pointed out a degree of uncertainty 

in Plato's position toward whether or not the universe had or did not have a temporal beginning; 

an "ambivalent position" that is consistent in the myths of the Statesman, Timaeus, and Laws.29  

Ferrari has noted that, "In its overall pattern, the cosmic cycle of the Statesman is similarly as 

compromise between reason and necessity," as is the "order of the cosmos and its inhabitants" in 

the Timaeus.30  Finally, Guthrie has demonstrated at least seven correspondences between the 

Statesman's myth and the Timaeus, Critias, Laws, Protagoras, Republic, and Sophist.31  More 

importantly, perhaps, is the underlying Pythagorean influence in the Myth of Cosmic Reversal in 

the very notion of a cyclic recurrence of historical events.  It has been long recognized that one of 

the major influences on Plato's thought was that of Pythagorean philosophy.32  The appearance of 

this influence in the myth of the Statesman should then come as no surprise if we are willing to 

allow that the Visitor is, in fact, articulating Plato's own philosophical positions. 

                                                        
29 Gerard Naddaf, "Mind and Progress in Plato," Polis 12 (1993), 130. 
30 G. R. F. Ferrari, "Myth and Conservatism in Plato's Statesman," 391-392. 
31 Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 193-196.   
32 Scholars as diverse as Guthrie, Cornford, Brisson, Ferrari, among  others have traced both the Pythagorean and 
Orphic influences on Plato, influences which most typically manifest themselves in the underlying presuppositions of 
the myths. 
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E. The role of paradigm.  The Visitor remarks to Young Socrates that it is difficult to set out any 

of the greater things (ti tẁn meizovnwn) sufficiently except by using paradigms (mh; paradeivgmasi 

crwvmenon).33  Thus, he begins a discussion of the necessity for using paradigms for the 

apprehension of unknown things.  In this sense, a paradigm is an epistemological aid for 

obtaining knowledge and knowing that we have obtained it.  A paradigm can also function as an 

equivalent for an analogy; the art of weaving is both an analogy for the role of the statesman 

weaving together the fabric of society and a paradigm of a pattern to be followed. A paradigm in 

the sense of a pattern to be followed is best seen in the example of the "city in speech" which 

ends Book IX of the Republic: "perhaps a paradigm is laid up in heaven for the person who 

wishes to look at it" (ejn oujranẁ/ i[sw" paravdeigma ajnavkeitai tẁ/ boulomevnw/ oJra`n).34  Similarly, the 

definition of the angler in the Sophist functions as a paradigm for the correct manner of carrying 

out a diairesis.  Kato writes: "… in the method of paradeigma we can see the most characteristic 

thinking of Plato."35  Both the epistemological and exemplar senses of the term paradigm play a 

significant role in the philosophy of the middle- and late-period dialogues.  In this respect, there is 

nothing unique to Visitor's use of this concept, rather Plato has the Visitor quite naturally employ 

this notion as the analysis of the statesman is developed, thereby lending additional support to the 

hypothesis that the Visitor's positions are not distinct from those of his literary creator, the author 

of the Statesman. 

F. Letters and syllables as epistemological aids.  The Visitor makes use of the manner in which 

children learn their letters to support his position on the use of paradigms.36  The epistemological 

type of paradigm in the Statesman – the learning by example through the use of letters and 

                                                        
33 See, Statesman, 277d1-2. 
34 Republic, 592b1-2. 
35 Shinro Kato, "The Role of Paradeigma in the  Statesman," in Reading the Statesman: Proceedings of the III 
Symposium Platonicum, ed. Christopher J. Rowe (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 1995), 162. 
36 See, Statesman, 27736-278c1. 
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syllables – is paralleled in a passage from the Theaetetus.37  In both dialogues the use of letters 

and syllables illustrates the epistemological problem of relating parts to wholes.  In the case of the 

Theaetetus, letters must be learned before the syllables that are composed of individual letters can 

be learned.  In order to learn a whole, that is, a syllable, its parts, that is, the individual letters, 

must first be learned.  In the case of the Statesman, there is a similar relationship between the 

learning of individual letters and syllables.  By learning how individual letters combine to form 

certain syllables, the pupil will come to know that a particular syllable stands as a paradigm for 

all other instances of that syllable.  Once the student is able to recognize a particular instance of 

how parts relate to whole, then the student will be able to see the manner in which a known whole 

relates to wholes that are unknown.  In view of the fact that both Socrates in the Theaetetus and 

the Visitor in the Statesman make use of letters and syllables to illustrate the relationship between 

parts and wholes, as well as the importance of this relationship for knowledge, it is somewhat 

hard to imagine that it is not Plato's views that are being advanced by both characters. 

G. Eugenics.  In the Statesman, the Visitor institutes what is in effect a eugenics program for the 

sake of harmony of the polis.  The marriage of those who possess excessive courage with those 

who are too moderate will result in offspring whose dispositions share in both qualities.38  The 

idea of a eugenics program for the sake of the good of the political community is encountered in 

the Republic as well.  Marriages (gavmou") are to be made as sacred as possible (iJerou;" eij" duvnamin 

o{ti mavlista), and these sacred marriages are those that are most beneficial (wjfelimwvtatoi) for the 

political community.  As in the case of the breeding of hunting dogs and fighting birds, the social 

organization of kallipolis is to be arranged so that the best men mate as often as possible with the 

best women in order to produce the best offspring.  The opposite is the case for men and women 

                                                        
37 See, Theaetetus, 202e3-203e5.  The relationship between letters and syllables is a particular example of the general 
problem of the relationship between parts and wholes. 
38 See, Statesman, 310c9-311a2. 
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of an inferior nature.39  Although the eugenics programs of the Republic and the Statesman differ 

somewhat in the manner in which the citizens ought to be married or mated, both dialogues, 

nevertheless, advocate the view that only citizens of a certain type of disposition should be 

married or mated with each other in order to ensure the establishment of a certain concord and 

stability for the political community.  As is the case in the other familiar concepts I have 

discussed, the need for some sort of eugenics program is not a concept unique to the Visitor in the 

Statesmen.  Rather, this concept appears to be central component in Plato's views on how a polis 

can attain harmony and thereby preserve itself.   

5.  Unusual words and phrases 

A.  metewrolovgo", metewrostovpo".  In the Statesman, the Visitor employs the word metewrolovgo" 

(one who talks of heavenly bodies) in reference to those who disobey the laws by attempting to 

investigate matters concerning the crafts (tevcnai) contrary to the prohibition set down by the 

laws.40  Those who are clever in speculating (sofizovmeno") about crafts such as navigation and 

medicine are not to considered as possessing the appropriate skills, rather they are to be called a 

metewrolovgo", or a stargazer, "some sort of sophistic babbler" ( ajdolevschn tina; sofisthvn).  One 

who talks about or gazes upon the stars is considered to resemble a person who chatters about 

things which are of no concern to the community.  In other words, by violating the law 

prohibiting inquiry, the offender makes himself useless to his fellow citizens.  The Visitor goes 

on to argue that should someone continue in this practice, he will be brought to trial for 

corrupting the young (diafqeivronta a[llou" newtevrou") by encouraging them to inquiry into the 

crafts in opposition to the laws.41   

                                                        
39 See, Republic, 458e3-459e4.  Also see Plato's discussion about the relationship between geometrical number and the 
conceiving of children at, Republic, 546a1-547a6.  The breeding of inferior offspring will lead to civil war. 
40 See, Statesman, 299b7 
41 See, Statesman, 299b8-9. 
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     Besides the obvious reference to one of the charges brought against Socrates in the Apology, 

the use of the word metewrolovgo" is of some significance.42  The word is quite rare in Plato, being 

used only three times; once in the Statesman and twice in the Cratylus. The first use of the word 

in the Cratylus concerns what the astronomers (metewrolovgoi) say in respect to the acquisition of 

a pure mind (to;n kaqaro;n nou`n) which results from looking at the things in the heavens.43  The 

second instance is found in a passage where Socrates tells Hermogenes that those who first gave 

names to the gods were not inferior persons (fau`loi), but were metewrolovgoi kai; ajdolevscai tinev", 

certain individuals who talked about things in the heavens and who talked at length.44  It appears, 

from these three uses of the word metewrolovgo", that Plato intended to refer to a type of person 

whose gaze was fixed on things beyond the mundane.  From Plato's philosophical perspective, a 

metewrolovgo" is one who gazes upon what is true and real, whereas from the opposite, non-

philosophical perspective, that is, the perspective of the common people, one who talks about the 

heavens is viewed as engaging in a useless task and babbling.  

     This interpretation in corroborated by the Parable of the Pilot in Book VI of the Republic.  In 

this passage, Plato uses a cognate word, metewroskovpo" – a stargazer, as well as the term 

ajdolevschn, to denote the person who is the true pilot (ajlhqẁ" kubernhtiko;n), even though the 

many consider him to be a stargazer and babbler in the same negative sense he is regarded in the 

Statesman.45  We should also point out that the word metewroskovpo" not only is unique to Plato, 

but also that this is its sole use in the entire Platonic corpus.  This suggests that Plato attaches a 

rather high degree of significance to the word and the concept which it connotes.  Given the 
                                                        
42 Indeed, it has often been remarked that the passage from 299b2-e5 echoes the charges and trial against Socrates.  
Even the response of Young Socrates that if expert knowledge were completely destroyed, "life, which is now difficult, 
would at that time become altogether unlivable" (oJ bivo", w]n kai; nùn calepov", eij" to;n crovnon ejkeìnon ajbivwto" givgnoit j 
a]n to; paravpan),  resonates with traces of Socrates' claim at Apology, 38a5-6, that the unexamined life is not a life 
worth living. Statesman, 299e9-10. 
43 See, Cratylus, 396c2. 
44 See, Cratylus, 401b8. 
45 See, Republic, 488e3. 
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linguistic connection between metewroskovpo" and metewrolovgo", the rarity of their use, and the 

fact that it is Socrates who uses the words in the Republic and the Cratylus, it should give us 

pause to wonder why Plato would put the word metewrolovgo" and the concept it conveys in the 

mouth of the Visitor. 

B. deuvtero" plou`".  The notion of the "second sailing" or "second-best" was examined in 

Appendix 3, and does not require further analysis.  We should recall, however, that Plato was the 

first author, at least in the body of Greek literature that has come down to us, to use this 

expression which occurs only three times in the corpus.46  Each time it is employed, it is at critical 

junctures in the dialogues, in relation to three different subjects, and it is spoken by three different 

characters.   

                                                        
46 The phrase deuvtero" ploù" is found at Phaedo, 99d1, Statesman, 300c2, and Philebus 19c2-3. 
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APPENDIX 5 
 

The Athenian Stranger 
 
 
 

     The Athenian Stranger is generally considered by commentators to be a character created by 

Plato to set out Plato's own positions.  Morrow, who believes that the Athenian is Plato's 

mouthpiece, writes: "In no other dialogue do we feel less of a dramatic screen between ourselves 

and Plato."1  Taylor points out that the Athenian is depicted as possessing some of the 

experiences that Plato himself had: "… of the Athenian we learn that he has astronomical and 

mathematical knowledge, is regarded by the others as a highly suitable person to give advice on 

matters of jurisprudence and political science, and that he has had personal experience of 

association with a 'tyrant' (711a)."2 

     It has also been suggested – most recently by Pangle and Benardete –  that the Athenian might 

represent Socrates.  Pangle asserts: "In the Laws we learn what Socrates would have said and 

done if his quest for self-knowledge, and his friendships, had ever allowed him the leisure to 

engage in giving advice to political reformers – and if he had ever found himself in the 

appropriate circumstances."3  Pangle's claim appears to be quite in error.  Even if we were to 

grant that Socrates displayed any interest whatsoever in articulating a comprehensive political 

philosophy (which I do not believe is supported by both the textual and historical evidence), the 

views that Plato has the Athenian set down in the Laws are far enough removed from the sort of 

                                                        
1 Morrow, Plato's Cretan City, 74.  Morrow also is of the opinion that Plato chose to represent the protagonist of the 
Laws as an Athenian in order to contrast the Athenian way of life to that of the dialogue's two Dorian characters, 
Clinias and Megillus.  Guthrie, too, holds this view: "[both Clinias and Megillus] are completely overshadowed by the 
Athenian, Plato's own mouthpiece." Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 324. 
2 Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work, 465.  Taylor may not be correct in claiming that the Athenian had experience 
with a tyrant.  The text seems ambiguous on this point.  "But perhaps you have not observed a city-state governed by a 
tyrant" (uJmeì" de; tavca oujde teqevasqe turannoumevnhn povlin).  While one can infer that the Athenian had direct 
experience of such a regime, the text does not state specifically that he, in fact, had such experience.  Laws, 711a6. 
3 Thomas L. Pangle, "Interpretive Essay," in The Laws of Plato (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 379. 



 429 

philosophical positions espoused by Socrates in the Socratic dialogues to conclude that the 

Athenian could not possibly represent Socrates or Socratic political philosophy.  As I have 

attempted to show throughout this study, the political philosophy presented in the Laws is more 

closely related to that of Plato than to that of Socrates.  Pangle's claim that the Athenian presents 

"what Socrates would have said" is simply not plausible.    

     Benardete, whose position is more subtly presented than Pangle's, bases his argument on two 

principal points: (1) on the similarity of a response given by Socrates in the Minos to one given 

by the Athenian in reference to the relation between Homer and the Cretan tradition; (2) on what 

appears to be Aristotle's view in Book II of the Politics that Socrates is the main speaker in the 

Laws.4  In view of modern scholarship, there appears to be little justification for this claim.  Even 

though the Minos contains similarities to Platonic thought, these similarities seem to be more like 

imitations of Plato, rather than an authentic work, and consequently, the Minos ought to be 

regarded as a spurious dialogue.  To argue that Aristotle identifies the Athenian with Socrates is 

simply wrong.  While it is true that in the Politics Aristotle abruptly shifts from an examination of 

Socrates' role in the Republic to a discussion of the Laws, there is no sense that Aristotle is 

suggesting that Socrates is the speaker in the latter dialogue.5  Furthermore, the remark made by 

Aristotle, immediately following this passage, should not be regarded as implying that Socrates is 

present in the Laws.  Aristotle comments: "All the discourses of Socrates are not, then, 

commonplace" (to; me;n ou\n peritto;n e[cousi pavnte" oiJ tou` Swkravtou" lovgoi).6  This remark 

appears to be directed toward all the dialogues in which Socrates appears, not the entire Platonic 

corpus, and it should not be construed as suggesting that Aristotle believed that Socrates was the 

                                                        
4 In all fairness, Benardete does not extensively press this claim: "We may take the coincidence [that is, between 
Socrates in the Minos and the Athenian in the Laws] as a sign of either the spuriousness of the Minos or the casual 
Aristotelian identification of the Athenian Stranger with Socrates."  Seth Benardete, Plato's Laws: The Discovery of 
Being (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 5. 
5 See, Aristotle, Politics, 1264b28-1265a10. 
6 Aristotle, Politics, 1265a11. 
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principal speaker in the Laws.7  In either case, there is no solid ground for claiming that the 

Athenian might be Socrates. 

     Rather than merely asserting that the Athenian represents Plato's own positions, a better 

strategy would be to examine whether there are any similarities between the views expressed by 

the Athenian and positions encountered elsewhere in the corpus.  With this in mind, I should like 

to discuss briefly eleven topics, examined by the Athenian, that reflect, or parallel, similar 

examinations in other dialogues.8  By so doing, we should be able to confirm, at least to some 

extent, that the Athenian is, in fact, expressing the views of Plato.   

     Before examining these particular topics, however, I should like to mention one analysis of the 

Laws that regards this dialogue as depending on and re-visiting certain positions previously 

treated by Plato in the Republic.  According to Shorey, if we view the Laws as a whole, many 

ideas recur in the Laws that were initially articulated in the Republic.9  It is well to keep in mind 

that Shorey's arguments about the relation of the Laws to the Republic are made within the 

context of establishing a sense of unity and coherence in respect to both the Laws itself and to this 

work's relation to the Platonic corpus.  Shorey enumerates nine broadly construed topics for 

which he sees correspondences between these two dialogues.  Among them he includes: "The 

dependence of all reform on education, and the conception of moral education as the development 

and inculcation of instinctive right habit and true opinion in relation to pleasure and pain"; "the 

                                                        
7 For a brief discussion of this passage, see, Guthrie, The Later Plato and the Academy, 323, n. 2. 
8 It should be noted that the topics under consideration do not exhaust the list of possible correspondences between the 
Laws and the rest of the corpus.  It also is well worth pointing out that there is a danger in focusing on the similarities, 
or correspondences, among the positions expressed throughout the corpus, in the sense that in attempting to show any 
similarities both philosophical and contextual differences tend to be minimized.  Since the purpose of this appendix is 
to examine briefly certain broad topics in which it appears that the Athenian is expressing views that are similar to 
those made in other dialogues, and is not for the purpose of presenting a detailed analysis of the similarities and 
differences in regard to these views, I do not believe that the potential risk is too great.  Despite the possibility that the 
distinctions between the expressions of similar positions may be minimized, nevertheless, it is arguable that there is a 
certain value in attempting to set out broadly some evidence that might allow us to determine with some degree of 
plausibility the extent to which Plato has the Athenian Stranger speak on Plato's behalf.     
9 See, Paul Shorey, "Plato's Laws and the Unity of Plato's Thought I," Classical Philology 9 (1914), 369. 
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determination of morals by mores"; "the anticipation of the Aristotelian doctrine of the mean, and 

its application to the theory of mixed government."10  Although Shorey's list is valuable, he 

unfortunately offers very little by way of analysis of these specific cases to support his view that 

there is a general correspondence between the Republic and the Laws.  In fact, it is arguable that 

Shorey's failure to show adequately the connections between the Republic and the Laws, except 

on a very superficial level, may be taken as evidence in support of the view that his unitarian 

position in regard to the corpus is not convincing. 

     While I am not claiming to prove beyond doubt that the Athenian Stranger is Plato's 

spokesman, the evidence presented in this appendix should suggest that there are plausible textual 

reasons for identifying the Athenian as the representative of Plato himself.  With the exception 

the topic of due measure and moderation, I have chosen to discuss the views expressed by the 

Athenian that reflect those found elsewhere in the corpus in the order in which they are presented 

in the text of the Laws. 

1.  Pleasure and pain 

     Near the beginning of Book II the Athenian states: "educating children consists in correctly 

disciplining pleasures and pains" (touvtwn ga;r dh; tẁn ojrqẁ" teqrammevnwn hJdonẁn kai; lupẁn 

paideiẁn oujsẁn).11  From their earliest years children are to be educated to love what ought to be 

loved and to hate what ought to be hated in respect to pleasure and pain.  The concern with the 

correct relationship between pleasure and pain, and the connection between reason, one's 

psychological state, and virtue, is a subject frequently discussed in the dialogues, perhaps most 

notably in the Book IX of the Republic and in the Philebus.12  For the Athenian, virtue is "the 

concord" (hJ sumfwniva) between reason and our emotional states; for Socrates, in the Philebus, the 

                                                        
10 Shorey, "Plato's Laws and the Unity of Plato's Thought I," 359-360. 
11 Laws, 653c7-8. 
12 See, Republic, 580d2-588a9 and Philebus, passim.  
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best life, or the virtuous life, is one is which pleasure, governed by reason, is mixed with 

knowledge.13  In both dialogues the point that is stressed is that it is necessary to find, under the 

guidance of reason, a correct proportion between the various sorts of pleasures and pains with 

which one is confronted, if one intends to live virtuously and well.  The position held by the 

Athenian is generally in accord with the views expressed in the Philebus on the relationship 

between pleasure and pain. 

2. Legislation 

     In Book IV of the Laws, the Athenian discusses the conditions under which a law-giver 

establishes laws.14  Perhaps the greatest difficulty that a legislator faces is that he cannot 

universally set down laws; circumstances change according to "chance and opportunity" (tuvch 

kai; kairov").15  The Elean Visitor, while discussing the rule of law, makes a similar point: "nothing 

in human affairs, as it were, is ever brought to rest" (to; mhdevpote mhde;n wJ" e[po" eijpei`n hJsucivan 

a[gein tẁn ajnqrwpivnwn), so that it is impossible to legislate for all future cases.16  The view of the 

Athenian appears to mirror clearly that of the Elean Visitor.  It would be odd if the views 

expressed by two Platonic characters in two different dialogues do not articulate Plato's own 

position concerning the view that, since life is unstable and subject to chance, universal, or 

comprehensive, legislation is not possible. 

3.  Expertise 

     Directly linked to the above consideration is the notion that to supplement the workings of 

chance some person is needed who, by means of his expertise, understands how to carry out his 

task correctly.  In the case of the Laws' legislator, it is "the art" (th`" tevcnh") of the law-giver 

                                                        
13 See, Laws, 653a5-c3 and Philebus, 63d1-64a5. 
14 See, Laws, 709a1-d3. 
15 See, Laws, 709b7. 
16 Statesman, 294b3-4. 



 433 

which, by understanding the circumstances for which he is legislating, allows him to set down 

laws in order for the polis "to live happily" (eujdaimovnw" oijkhvsein).17  In other words, expertise, or 

expert knowledge, is required if a law-giver is to legislate well.  Similarly, in the Statesman, it is 

the person who possesses expertise in the art of statesmanship who will know to govern in 

accordance with his expert knowledge.18  In both cases, the idea of expertise underlies the task of 

the legislator and the statesman.  Moreover, it hardly requires mentioning that the idea that expert 

knowledge is necessary for any craft to be practiced well is encountered throughout the Platonic 

corpus. 

4. Persuasion 

     Persuasion is fundamental to the manner in which the laws function.  In Book V the Athenian 

argues: "The method of these laws will be partly persuasion and partly … by compulsion and 

chastisement" (tẁn novmwn aujtẁn hJ dievxodo", ta; me;n peivqousa, ta; de; ... biva/ kai; divkh/ 

kolavzousa).19  The law-giver should attempt to bring it about that the citizens "are as easy to 

persuade as possible toward virtue" (wJ" eujpeiqestavtou" pro;" ajreth;n ei\nai).20  The idea of 

persuasion is very frequently encountered in Plato's writings.  Throughout the early-period 

Socratic dialogues, Socrates attempts to persuade, or in turn to be persuaded by, his interlocutors.  

In the middle period, both the opening and closing of the Republic are concerned with the notion 

of persuasion.21  As persuasion seems central to Plato's understanding of how philosophy is 

correctly practiced, so, too, is persuasion at the core of the Athenian's view of law.  Neither the 

practice of philosophy nor the rule of law can be carried out well in the absence of persuasion: 

neither dogmatic assertions nor bare laws are sufficient for getting people either to adopt certain 

                                                        
17 See, Laws, 709c5-d3. 
18 See, Statesman, 300c9-d2. 
19 See, Laws, 718a5-b5. 
20 See, Laws, 718c8-9. 
21 See, Republic, 327c10-11 and 621c1, respectively. 
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points of views or to obey the authority of a legal code.  It seems to be the case that for Plato, as 

well as for the character he created, the Athenian, the best way in which one might change one's 

views or obey the laws is by persuasion, rather than through compulsion.    

5. Types of lives 

     In Book V, the Athenian once again discusses pleasures and pains, but this time in reference to 

the sort of life that would be best for a human being.22  An individual should choose the sort of 

life that will enable him or her "to live as blessedly as possible for a human being" (zh`n wJ" oi|ovn  

t j ejsti;n a[nqrwpon makariwvtata).23  The Athenian lists four types of lives that he regards as good: 

the moderate (swvfrona), the wise (frovnimon), the courageous (to;n ajndrei`on), the healthy (to;n 

uJgieino;n).  These good lives are contrasted with four sorts of lives that the Athenian regards as 

bad: the foolish (a[frona), the cowardly (deilovn), the licentious (ajkovlaston), the diseased 

(noswvdh).24  In the moderate life the pleasures are controlled and outweigh the pains; in the 

licentious life, the pains exceed the pleasures and are uncontrolled.  It appears to be the case that 

both the idea of dividing lives into types, as well as the notion that the best life is the one which is 

moderate, reflect the arguments given in the Philebus.25  That a person should attempt to choose 

the best type of life in order to live well and virtuously is not a position expressed solely by the 

Athenian, rather it is an idea that is fundamental to Plato's thought. 

6.  Purging the polis 

     Immediately following his discussion concerning the types of lives, the Athenian examines the 

idea that sometimes a polis, like a herd of animals, must be purged of its ill-bred (ajgennh)̀ 

members, for the sake of ensuring that the political community does not come to any harm from 

                                                        
22 See, Laws, 732e4-734e2. 
23 Laws, 733e2-3. 
24 See, Laws, 733e4-6. 
25 See, Philebus, 66a4-c6. 
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those who are unable to live in accordance with the harmony of the polis.26  There are two forms 

of purging the polis; a mild form (rJav/ou") and a harsher form (calepwvterai).27  In the mild form of 

purging, citizens who are inferior are to be moved to a colony in as friendly a manner as possible, 

while in the harsher form, citizens who are inferior will first be punished, and if this method is 

unsuccessful, then the incorrigible will either be exiled or put to death.  The problems of dealing 

with society's ill-bred members is one that occupied Plato in both the Republic and the 

Statesman.28  Purging the polis of the incorrigible, by exile or death, is a solution not unique to 

the Athenian.  This is the course of action recommended in the Statesman as well.  It seems to 

have been Plato's belief, in the Republic, the Statesman, and the Laws, that a political community 

could not be secure, stable, and prosperous unless some drastic measures were taken, when 

necessary, against its most troublesome citizens. 

7.  Weaving 

    In this same passage from Book V, the Athenian refers to weaving as an analogy for the 

relationship between the rulers and their citizens.29  Just as the warp must be a superior and 

stronger material than the woof which is softer and more pliable, so, too, must the polis be woven 

of a stronger material, the rulers, and a more workable material, the citizens.  As the warp and 

woof are intertwined to produce a complete piece of cloth, so, too, are the stronger and more 

pliable elements of the polis woven together to produce a well-woven political community.  The 

analogy of weaving was, of course, employed extensively by Plato throughout the Statesman, 

both as a paradigm for his philosophical method and as an analogy for the task of the statesman.  

The use of weaving as a paradigm for political practice in both of these dialogues strongly 

supports the view that it is Plato who is represented by the Athenian Stranger. 
                                                        
26 See, Laws, 735a6-736c4. 
27 See, Laws, 735d3. 
28 See, Republic, 459c3-7 and Statesman, 309a1-3. 
29 See, Laws, 734e6-735a6. 
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8.  The types of political communities 

     The Athenian notes, also in Book V, that they must consider the task of legislation not only in 

respect to an ideal polis, but also in respect to the "second- and third-best" (deutevran kai; trivthn) 

types of political communities as well.30  A polis will almost always fall short of the ideal, so the 

law-giver needs to consider other less-than-ideal situations.  In fact, the polis for which the 

Athenian does legislate in the Laws is the second-best political community.  The distinction 

between the ideal and what is second-best is frequently made by Plato.31  Plato appears to be well 

aware that the ideal, or first-best, option is not always possible, and thus tends to direct his 

examinations toward what is more likely to be the case.  In terms of his political philosophy, the 

notion of the importance of the second-best is made very apparent in the Statesman.32  While the 

political philosophy of the Republic may be regarded as Plato's ideal case, the fact that both the 

Statesman and the Laws are primarily concerned with the second-best alternative, suggests that in 

these two late works Plato is moving toward a political philosophy that is more possible to realize 

in actual practice.  The fact that the Athenian legislates for this second-best polity is evidence that 

his views are not contrary to those of Plato in terms of the idea of the second-best. 

9.  Mathematics 

     Although this topic is not over-emphasized in the Laws, the Athenian does occasionally rely 

upon mathematical notions to underpin some of his positions.  For example, in Book V he insists 

that the ideal number of households should be precisely 5040; he refers to this number as 

"suitable" (proshvkonto").33  While the Athenian does not explicitly state it, there is a sense that he 

attaches a certain significance to this number, perhaps because it admits the largest number of 

                                                        
30 See, Laws, 739a1-b7. 
31 See, for example, the discussion of the notion of the second sailing in Appendix 3. 
32 See, Statesman, 300c1-3. 
33 See. Laws, 737e1-2. 
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divisors, fifty-nine, a number which he thinks is suitable for purposes of war and peace, and 

contributions and distributions.34  This use of number recalls passages in the Republic where Plato 

attempts to prove by means of mathematical calculations the number that represents the human 

cycle of generation, and the relative pleasure of a king and a tyrant.35  In all three cases, there is 

an underlying notion that somehow the use of mathematics lends a certain justification when 

applied to practical matters.  Additionally, in Book VII, the Athenian recommends the study of 

mathematics for those who have the capacity for this sort of higher study.36  Indeed, the subjects 

the Athenian recommends for advanced study, arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy, closely 

follow the course of education set down for philosophers in Book VII of the Republic.  It is not 

implausible to argue that the emphasis on mathematics in these two dialogues reflects the 

importance of mathematics as one of the fundamental areas of study in the Academy.  Because 

Plato apparently held the view that a knowledge of pure science was essential for the practice of 

philosophy, the study of "pure mathematics – the one department of sheer hard thinking which 

had attained any serious development in the fourth century B.C. – formed the backbone of the 

curriculum [in the Academy]."37  If the study of mathematics in the Academy was as important as 

appears to have been, then it is not difficult to understand why Plato would desire its inclusion in 

the educational programs of the Republic and the Laws, whether this subject is advocated by 

Socrates or by the Athenian Stranger. 

10.  Common education 

     As Socrates argues in the Republic, the Athenian argues in Book VII of the Laws that males 

and females are to be given the same education.38  It is absolutely necessary that the legislator 

                                                        
34 See, Laws, 738a4-9. 
35 See, Republic, 546a1-547a6 and 587d12-e4, respectively. 
36 See, Laws, 817e5-818d1. 
37 Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Work, 5-6. 
38 See, Republic, 540c5-9 and Laws 804d6-805b2, respectively. 
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make certain that both men and women are educated in the same manner in order to ensure that 

they have a common purpose.  A polis in which this does not occur is only "half a polis instead of 

a whole one" (hJmivseia povli" ajnti; diplasiva").39  A law-giver who does not take the common 

education of males and females into account is guilty of making an "amazing error" (qaumasto;n 

aJmavrthma).40  The fact that the need for education in common is expressed by both Socrates and 

the Athenian suggests that this topic, too, is one in which two different characters are employed to 

advance Plato's views. 

11.  To metrion and sōphrosunē 

     Since to metrion and sōphrosunē have been investigated extensively throughout this study, and 

their importance for the Laws was examined in depth in Chapter 9, there is no need to discuss 

them in this appendix, except to note that in one form or another they appear throughout the entire 

Platonic corpus.  The employment to metrion and sōphrosunē by the Athenian in the Laws should 

be taken, not as something unique to the Athenian's positions, but as a pair of fundamental ideas 

running through the whole of Plato's philosophy. 

                                                        
39 Laws, 805a7-8. 
40 Laws, 805b1. 
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