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Abstract

In this thesis I shall argue (1) that for Plato ‘moral” education, rightly
understood (or ‘Platonic education” as I shall call it), can be an
effective method for cultivating virtue in non-ideal societies; (2) that
Platonic education is a process that occurs (or Plato hopes might
occur) through an engagement with some of the dialogues; (3) that
Platonic education strongly mirrors Sokratic discourse in its aims; (4)
that Plato’s whole approach to education should be understood
mainly from the context of the problem of teaching virtue in imperfect
societies; (5) that Plato intends some of the dialogues to serve as a
propaedeutic for a possible education in virtue and not as a method for
creating fully virtuous people. Lastly, (6) Platonic education is
primarily concerned with human virtue, and insofar as it can support
a notion or notions of civic virtue, it cannot do so unequivocally. The
evidence for these claims is found not chiefly in the educational
programmes and theories of the Republic and the Laws but in a
number of techniques, such as protreptic rhetoric, life-models,
argumentation, and myth, which Plato employs in some of the
dialogues. Platonic education is specifically designed to function in
imperfect societies. With this in mind therefore, an additional concern
of this thesis is with whether we could imagine any of Plato’s
educational principles or techniques being used to improve moral

education today.



Introduction

One of the problems that Plato was seeking to address in writing the
dialogues is one that still faces us today: the problem is not merely ‘how
do we teach virtue?’ but ‘how do we teach virtue in an imperfect society?’ In
the ideal polis this problem does not exist because here the dream of
true education becomes a reality.! But such a society has never
existed; virtue has never been taught. For Plato virtuous people did
exist, but their virtue was derived not from teaching but from divine
providence.? And since, the argument runs, these people have never
had the opportunity to practice their virtue for the benefit of the
whole community, we remain, as we have always remained, in the
dark, that is to say, largely ignorant about the true nature of virtue,

happiness, and the good life.

The problem of teaching virtue in imperfect societies rests not
necessarily on the absence of adequate teachers, but on the difficulty
of such a task in the face of the counter-influence of the prevailing,
and state sponsored educational culture.®> However, for Plato there is
still a way of making moral education, if not entirely successful, then
at least more effective. The effectiveness of moral education does not
depend upon its ability to create good citizens only, or citizens who

unquestioningly accept the moral culture into which they are born,



but rather it depends upon its ability to create individuals who will

try, against all the odds, to become virtuous.

In his simile of the cave Plato gives us a powerful image of our nature
in mawelag te TéQL kat amoaudevoinag (Republic 514a2). As I shall
elaborate more thoroughly in Chapter Four, at the heart of Plato’s
conception of education is the idea that the chief function of teaching
is to turn the soul around from our shifting and illusionary moral
culture towards true being. Education enables us to see our world for
what it is, in all its complexity, and to recognise that the moral terms
that we employ, and our conventional opinions about ‘right and
wrong’ and ‘good and bad,” as well as our conceptions of virtue and
character, are in constant flux, never remaining the same and never
fully reflecting the kind of truth that would set ethics on a firm
footing.* Plato directly identifies true education with the ascent out of
the cave, and hence with the pursuit of and the desire for wisdom:

education is philosophy.

According to book 7 of the Republic, philosophy (understood as a
subject) is the mastery of a group of scientific disciplines guided by
the dialectical method. The most thorough education a person can
receive is an education in philosophy, the aim of which is knowledge
of the Good. Nowhere in any other dialogue are we given so

complete a picture of the education of the philosopher, and it is one
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that is set within the context of the ideal polis; it is taught in the state

by the state for the state.’

Therefore, for many scholars Plato’s theory of education is found
almost exclusively in his ‘Utopian” works.® Such a view is advanced
most strongly by I. M. Crombie. According to Crombie ‘Plato never
talks about education except as it would be in his Utopias, and what
he would recommend about education in normal circumstances has
to be conjectured from this.”” For Julia Annas Plato’s discussion of
education in the Republic appears to be a ’structural part’ of his
overall argument, and therefore ‘he is not offering a detachable
“philosophy of education” that can safely be extracted from the
argument about the state.”® The aim of education in the Republic, and,
indeed, the Laws, seems to be clear, the creation and maintenance of

‘Utopias.’

But did Plato write about “Utopias’? The term utopia (no-place) is not
one that Plato used,’ although it is in many ways an appropriate
name. The problem with the term utopia, however, is its necessarily
negative connotation with respect to the practicability of the
imagined society to which it is assigned.® What Plato envisions in the
Republic is a city in speech (369a4, 369¢9, 472d9-10, 592all-bl), a

eutopia (good-place), or, to be precise, a kallipolis (527¢2),"" a fine,



beautiful or noble city. Is Plato’s ideal polis a serious proposal for

political action?

As Myles Burnyeat observes, "the non-existence of the ideal city is a
fact of history, not of metaphysics’:? utopian thinking is, and always
has been, a feature of political theorising.’* This is why we can
appreciate Halloway’s maxim,'* and it is also why one must exercise
caution when approaching questions of intent and practicability.!®
Even if some of Plato’s “proposals’ are impossible,'® whether by
design, naivety or error, we are still presented with a thesis about

how a person can attain the highest virtue.

Contra Popper, some scholars dismiss the idea that Plato’s Kallipolis
is a blueprint for political action,'” and in light of this the question of
practicability takes on a new significance.’® According to Leo
Strauss,'® in his The City and Man, the just city is impossible, ‘it is
impossible because it is against nature,” hence ‘the Republic conveys
the broadest and deepest analysis of political idealism ever made,’
Allan Bloom concurs.? A better course would be to acknowledge that
the priority,? both ontologically and logically, is with the person and
not the city; this is where Plato’s real concern lies (and where,

moreover, we should look when considering his theory of education).



In writing the Republic it was Plato’s intention, I would argue, to
show the limitations,? not of the city first and foremost, but of men,
both in their political actions and their private ones.? I shall have
more to say on this later. In respect to the ideal polis, however, what
many scholars stress, quite rightly, is that the just polis of the Republic
is an approximation** of an ideal, and not the ideal itself.?> The
difficulty is not so much in approximating the ideal but in

maintaining it, and, as we shall see, Plato was well aware of this.?

However, and as I shall argue in this thesis, we are not to understand
Plato’s theory of education as being one which rests upon either the
desirability or the probability of ideal poleis, and nor should we
understand Plato’s contribution to educational theory as being
restricted to what we learn from the Republic and the Laws as such.
My interest is not so much with what Plato says about education, but
rather with Platonic education, that is, a process that can occur, or Plato
meant to occur, when a person engages with certain dialogues. It is
important to realise, therefore, that Platonic education is specifically

designed to function in imperfect societies.

I contrast Platonic education with ‘Sokratic education,” by which I
refer to the process that occurs (or is shown to have occurred) in the
world of Platonic drama. These two forms of education are related in

two ways. First, Sokratic education is embedded within the medium
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of the other, that is, the dialogues; and second, they both share the
same aims. The aim of both Sokratic and Platonic education is to turn
people towards the pursuit of virtue, and I wish to distinguish this form
of education from one that has a higher aim, that is, the creation of
fully virtuous individuals, people who have attained perfect human
virtue. I call this form of education ‘ideal,” such as the education of the
philosopher rulers in the Kallipolis. However, my primary concern in

this thesis is with the more limited aim of Platonic education.

Platonic education is carried out through an engagement with the
dialogues, through written discourse. The written word, however, only
has so much power, a power that is commensurate with the level of
reality that it is able to communicate. The dialogues are a Sokratic call
to virtue; and they can only be such, as I shall discuss in Chapter
Four, if they contain no truth. The dialogues are not educational
manuals containing facts, but rather they present the reader with
various hypotheses on virtue, the good life, and happiness. It is not
the task of the dialogues to tell the reader what is true but rather to
urge them to try and discover it for themselves. Therefore, like the

master they seek to emulate, the dialogues teach nothing.?”

What do the dialogues do if they do not teach? They inform, they
entertain, they enrage, and a great many other things. Principally

they recommend a method of teaching: dialektike or discussion. The
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dialogue is an image of dialectic, its offspring if you will. Sokrates’
reticence to speak of the Good in the Republic is not just a testament to
a Sokratic principle, but also, and importantly, it is a reflection on the
educational limitations of the dialogue form.?® However, even though
the dialogues can only turn a person towards virtue and not lead
them to it, this does not represent a failure: it represents a

fundamental insight into the educative process.

Platonic education uses a number of techniques in order to try to
solicit this end: protreptic rhetoric (which I shall discuss in Chapter
Two), argumentation, and myth (both of which are dealt with mainly
in Chapter Four), ‘life-models’ (an analysis of which I shall provide in
Chapter Five), all of which are embedded within the dialogues. Of
course none of these techniques is sufficient for the creation of
virtuous people, although Plato does regard them, I shall argue, as a

necessary step towards that end.

Plato may be silent about why he wrote dialogues as such, but as we
shall see in Chapter Four, it is reasonably clear why he chooses the
dialogue form over other types of written composition, one which
lends some support to the idea that some of the dialogues could be
seen as having a specific pedagogical aim. The best type of written
discourse has, as well as its capacity to amuse, the ability to move a

person towards the kind of subjects represented within it. The
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dialogues, of course, are not mere discourses, accounts on any given
subject: they are stories containing characters set within a historical (if
not historically accurate) context. Therefore, the dialogues are not
historical documents, they are inquiries interwoven with both history
and myth (and the two often overlap); they represent a Sokratic
Cycle, a dialogical story of the philosopher and his inquiries. It is a
story with a predominately ethical context, and to understand this

context represents a major challenge to Platonic scholarship.

In recent years this aspect of the dialogues has come to be recognised
by scholars.?? Angela Hobbs, in her Plato and the Hero, stresses the
educative aspect of Plato’s works and in particular his use of role-

models or ‘life-models” within the dramatic setting of the dialogues:

In choosing the dialogue form, Plato...allows us to see a wide range of
potential or actual role models in action, whether they are self-proclaimed
authorities and guides such as Protagoras and Hippias, ancien régime officers
such as Nicias and Laches, or charismatic mavericks such as Callicles and
Alcibiades. Furthermore, we shall find that through the skilful use of
forward-shadowing we are enabled to glimpse not only what their lives are
currently like, but what they will shortly become. Far from tossing us vague
injunctions, Plato wishes to ensure that our choices are as concrete as
possible.30

Harvey Yunis, in his “The Protreptic Rhetoric of the Republic,” echoes
the broad thrust of Hobbs’ analysis, arguing that ‘Plato’s overarching
purpose in writing the Republic was to effect a change in his readers

similar to the change that Glaucon and Adeimantus undergo at
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Socrates” hands in the fictional world of dialogue.”® According to
Yunis ‘Plato’s purpose as a philosophical writer was not merely to
present compelling arguments about how one should live, but to
present them in such a way that the reader would most likely be
compelled by them to choose to live in a particular way.”® This puts
Plato in the position of being both a philosopher and an educator
(indeed, these roles are largely synonymous for Plato), who not only
actively seeks to exhort his readers to virtue but also provides, within
the formal and literary apparatus of the dialogues, techniques that

might in some way contribute to this end.

In this respect I follow Jill Gordon and others in claiming that one of
the chief purposes of the dialogues ‘is to turn reader and audience
toward the philosophical life by engaging them in philosophical
activity in the form of deep examination.”®® A key component of this,
argues Gordon, is the literary and dramatic aspects of the dialogues.
On this reading, which is increasingly popular, Plato endeavours to
affect his readers, not solely through argument, but also through

other techniques embedded within the narrative.

The dialogues present us with various claims and counter-claims
about how life should be lived, and they, like Sokrates himself, force
us to stand back from and to scrutinise the conventions of our society.

Indeed, it is integral to this idea of education as an art of turning

9



around that, strictly speaking, true education, outside of the ideal
polis, cannot be too deeply embedded within the culture that it is
seeking to distance us from; one must retain a critical distance from
one’s culture if one is ever going to be in the position to question it

and its presuppositions.

That is one of the reasons, perhaps, that for the most part Plato is so
sceptical about the possibility of a public and state run education in
virtue. With the dialogues, however, Plato is able to create the
necessary distance between the pupil and his moral culture; to
present the pupil with a critical view of society without drawing him
too close to it and its corrupting influence. It is left to the reader,
ultimately, to decide which kind of life is the best and which is the
most likely to lead to happiness, and, moreover, which methods are
best employed to achieve that end. The dialogues can only take us so
far on this journey, they can only recommend philosophy, they can
only prepare the ground for the pursuit of wisdom; as Sokrates says
in the Euthydemus, the value of philosophy is something that we have

to decide for ourselves (307b7-c6).

How a person responds to philosophy is going to depend largely on
how much they have been corrupted by conventional education. In
an imperfect society all potential philosophers will be subjected to

non-Platonic education from an early age; there is nothing Plato can
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do about this. Sokrates sought out talented young Athenians, and by
such intervention tried his best to repair the damage caused by his
educational rivals. Plato prefers a rather different method of
intervention. If Plato was unwilling or unable to challenge
conventional education in person, then he could at least do so
indirectly, and perhaps, on account of this, do so more effectively.
With a wider audience, and with the benefit of hindsight, and
bolstered by his considerable artistic and philosophical ability, Plato

thus continues Sokrates” mission.

In modern moral education in the UK and with how morality or
ethics is dealt with throughout the curriculum as a whole, the issue is
not just with competing claims about virtue or the good life (as it was
for Plato), but rather with the educational system’s apparent inability
or unwillingness to make any strong claims about what they mean by
virtue, good character, and the good life. In a diverse society like the
UK, there are many ways in which the good life is conceived. In itself
this does not necessarily present a problem, that is to say, the issue is
not with the fact that moral diversity exists but rather with the impact
that its existence has on the ability of government to recommend or
establish in mainstream education a robust programme of public
moral education. In a morally diverse society no one single and

11



concrete view of virtue (or whatever term or terms we choose to use)

can be privileged over another.

The main issue in moral education today, argues James Davidson
Hunter in his The Death of Character, is with inclusivity.®> Indeed, in
recent years the language of inclusivity has become more pervasive,
and not just in the UK, as this sample taken from the Canadian
Ministry of Education’s Finding Common Ground: Character

Development in Ontario Schools illustrates:

Character development is the deliberate effort to nurture the universal
attributes upon which schools and communities find consensus. These
attributes provide a standard for behaviour against which we hold ourselves
accountable. They permeate all that happens in schools. They bind us
together across the lines that often divide us in society. They form the basis
of our relationships and of responsible citizenship. They are a foundation of
excellence and equity in education, and for our vision of learning cultures
and school communities that are respectful, safe, caring and
inclusive...Excellence in education includes character development.
Through character we find common ground.3

The report does not mention in any great detail what sort of character
that they are recommending ought to be developed in schools.?” We
do learn, however, that the development of character is threefold: ‘it
develops a whole student as an individual, as an engaged learner and
a citizen.”® Hence: ‘character development is about excellence in
education, communities that are vibrant and caring, and students

who will think critically, feel deeply and act wisely.” The language is
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predominantly concerned with the nature of character development
rather than what character itself is. The exhortation for pupils to think
critically, feel deeply and act wisely says very little. The report is wary of
charges of indoctrination and is, therefore, eager to point out that
character education is not about ‘a government imposing a set of

moral standards.’3*

The key thinking here, and one that has been in vogue for many
years, and one that is particularly indebted to the influence of
Lawrence Kohlberg, is that rather than transmitting to pupils a
specific set of moral values one should develop their natural moral
capacity: ‘character development strives for an ever-growing depth of
self-awareness, reflection and understanding’;** it is about ‘the
universal attributes upon which diverse communities find common
ground.”*! Inclusivity is an essential element of this: “inclusivity is not
an option; it is a moral choice that must be made and someone must
lead the way.”#> For Hunter there is a direct correlation between the
lack of moral content in modern moral education and the drive

towards inclusivity:

Against the urgent demand made in every generation for a common moral
education, is the question: how can it be conducted in a way that satisfies
everyone? What are the moral parameters of its pedagogy? Who defines its
principles? How shall these principles be taught, and by whom? By what
authority and reasoning shall they be grounded? Every effort to find a
solution that is both effective and inoffensive has eventually fallen apart by
revealing its particularity*

13



For Hunter, because of the fragmentation of modern society and
culture, and, in turn, of the moral culture on which it is dependent
‘there has been a dissolution in the system of dispositions that give
meaning to our moral vocabulary and coherence and purpose to our
moral aspirations.”** Therefore, if, as Hunter argues, character is
socially embedded, then the disintegration of society will necessarily
entail the demise of the dominant conceptions of character embedded
within it# In the face of this, the strategies that educators and
educational institutions employ are largely ineffective and, indeed,
counterproductive.* This rests upon what Hunter calls the ‘paradox
of inclusion,” wherein every generation seeks and fails to make moral
education ‘inclusive and universal.”#” This failure is due to the denial
or downplaying of the ‘particularity’ that is ‘central to moral
reflection and engagement and decisive to character development.’4
In a bid to deal with the ‘expanding pluralism in modern society and
culture,’® moral education has committed itself to inclusivity in order
to neutralise ‘the possibility of conflict.”*® The problem, Hunter states,

is this, that

culturally speaking, particularity is inherently exclusive. It is socially awkward,
potentially volatile, offensive to our cosmopolitan sensibilities. By its very
nature it cuts against the grain of our dominant code of inclusivity and
civility. In our quest to be inclusive and tolerant of particularity, we
naturally undermine it. When the particular cultures of conviction are
undermined and the structures they inhabit are weakened, the possibility of
character itself becomes dubious. By now, the moral vocabularies available
to us are so inclusive that nearly all particularity has been evacuated.5'

14



What has given rise to this? The theories of Lawrence Kohlberg in
particular have had a massive influence on moral education. One of
the defining characteristics of the developmental approach to moral
education is its antipathy towards virtue oriented theories of ethics.
Indeed, for developmentalists, and Kohlberg especially, the language
of virtue, that is, any talk about virtue, habit, character and so on, is
not only unhelpful in the pursuit of a viable programme of moral
education but also fundamentally flawed. ‘The psychologist’s
objection to the bag of virtues,” complains Kohlberg, ‘is that there is
no such thing.”? Virtues and vices are nothing but labels by which
people award ‘praise or blame’ and have little value, Kohlberg

claims, in determining ‘moral goals.”>

For Kohlberg the most important aspect of moral development is
moral reasoning:** as James Hunter puts it, ‘the essence of morality
for Kohlberg was found in the kinds of reasoning brought to bear on
situations of tension and conflict — the way a person decides what to
do when confronted by a moral dilemma.”*® The thinking behind this,
as Hunter observes, is that by understanding the stages of moral
development in children one can get a better understanding of how

to educate them morally.*

The Kohlbergian response [...] to the problem of value pluralism is to argue
that there are real possibilities for moral consensus if development is
sufficiently motivated to the highest stages of moral development®”

15



As a Kantian, Kohlberg's attitude to virtue and the role of virtue in
moral development should not surprise us. However, even Kant,
who has often been criticised on the same grounds, finds a place for

virtue in his theory of character development.>

The central problem is this: that by rejecting the ‘bag of virtues’
Kohlberg places too little emphasis on the content about which moral
reasoning is ultimately concerned: as David Carr says ‘an account of
the nature of morality which focuses pretty well exclusively on moral
reason and judgement can hardly be sufficient or necessary to
comprehend all that we should ordinarily take to be implicated in
moral life and conduct.® As Robert T. Sandin observes in his The

Rehabilitation of Virtue:

Kohlberg’'s dismissal of the philosophy of virtue as an example of an
underdeveloped moralism is a grotesque distortion of the tradition of ethics.
Aristotle, who assigned a central place to cognitive factors in moral
development and decision making, nevertheless emphasised the importance
of nurturing moral traits of character through habit formulation®

According to Hunter, developmental psychology has consistently
attacked the ‘religious and classic virtues associated with strong
character,” and in turn has downplayed the relevance of moral

content and the particularity central to character and moral culture.®!

16



The issue for Hunter is primarily cashed out in terms of the authority

of moral culture:

I take it as a given that learning (as well as life itself) is dialectical or
reciprocal in nature. The individual acts in the world, to be sure, but the
world also acts back on the individual. Indeed, a defining moment in this
dialectic is the internalisation of that nomos as the very structure of our
worldview and...the organising categories of our very identity in all its
fluidity and complexity. The moral culture, in other words, is not merely the
environment within which identity plays out. It is, even more, a reality that
frames the categories of identity, structures of identity, and even indelibly
stamps identity. Without the authoritative presence of moral culture,
internalised into subjective consciousness, there can be no character or
“character development” ¢

What people generally understand as good character or what they
think the moral person is like is going to originate largely from how
they view their relationship with their society, either narrowly in
terms of their immediate communities, or more broadly to include
the nation as a whole. The more diverse a society is, politically,
ethnologically, and intellectually, and in its religions, the greater are
the ways in which good character or what the moral person is like
can be interpreted and understood. Whether a society is diverse or
not, what the majority of its people think is good character is not
going to be one which can be divorced from how they see themselves
as social entities belonging to a distinct group or community. In each
case, for most individuals and their communities, good character or
the moral person is ‘this’ and not ‘that” and not ‘this and that’: it is
particular.
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The particularity of moral culture certainly operates in a way that all of us
are conscious or aware of. Even more powerful, however, are the ways in
which it frames deeper, unconscious attitudes and attachments. Indeed, the
power of culture is always measured by its power to bind us, to compel us,
to oblige us in ways we are not fully aware of. In this, particular moral
cultures define the horizons of our moral imagination in ways that we are
not fully conscious. They set out the possibilities that we can envision in
specific circumstances®

Therefore, it is part of Hunter’s thesis that how character is actually
conceived and developed is dependent upon a complex set of factors
peculiar to the culture and society from which it originates: ‘character
may possess a common form but is, by definition, diverse in
manifestation and practice.”** Hence, from differing ideas of the
common good come differing ideas about which model of character
will best satisfy the collective aims of society, and, in turn, differing

educational strategies dedicated to this aim.

Hunter cites the ideal polis of Plato’s Republic as a prime example of a
society with an authoritative moral culture and a strong notion of
good character created by and grounded in an effective moral
education. However, Hunter is not endorsing the ideal polis, and nor
does he think that any reform of moral education today would result
in any substantial results, because ‘the enterprise of moral education
is a prism through which we observe a larger and changing moral

culture,’® hence:
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The question is not about how to reform moral education in order to make it
work better, for moral education is inextricably bound to the moral culture
within which it is found. Rather, the question is about how moral cultures
change and what, if anything, people might do to influence that change in
ways that secure benevolence and justice...in the meantime, perhaps the
most we can do is to create greater space in our social life (and not just in
private life) for what remains of our wide-ranging and diverse moral
communities to be renewed and to renew?®

Is Hunter right to be so pessimistic about the potential that moral
education has to restore a strong sense of character? Considering the
agenda of inclusivity, perhaps the best we can do is to preserve what
little moral particularity now remains. Certainly, a government in a
morally diverse society could not easily promote a particular
conception of good character, and still less initiate a public and

universal programme of education dedicated to that aim.

A good deal depends upon whether character, as Hunter argues, is
inextricably bound to particular society and culture; whether or not it
may be possible to envision a notion of good character (or indeed
virtue) that stands apart from and is resistant to an uncertain and
changing society.” In England, moral education is seen mainly
against the backdrop of civic awareness, political literacy, and of

moral and social responsibility, in a word, citizenship.

For Plato, however, the effectiveness of moral education in an

imperfect society seems to demand a total divorce between educator and
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government. In modern moral education in England, whether through
subjects like Citizenship Education and PSHE (Personal, Social, and
Health Education), or in more traditional subjects (especially
religious education and history), the teaching of ‘morality’ (usually
understood in terms of ‘values’) is one which is firmly placed within
a distinct social and political context (liberal, democratic, and
multicultural), and it is this context which also forms the basis of how
morality and ethical issues are to be understood. The good person is
the good citizen and ethical issues are largely those issues which
confront the citizen rather than the human. This view, which is still
very much in vogue in educational policy, is one which I wish to
question in this thesis. For Aristotle the human being is a citizen of a
certain kind, and a person’s civic life, of whatever variety, is (or ought
to be) the natural outlet for the expression of or the practicing of
virtue; but for Plato, however, virtue in the imperfect society, in
contrast to the perfect society, can only be indirectly and secondarily
civic: the whole purpose of attaining virtue is to gain that happiness
that is peculiarly human, and where one happens to find oneself is of

little importance.

Plato would argue that, for the person who wishes to be virtuous,
whether he is a Spartan or an Athenian citizen, or a citizen of the
United Kingdom, the method is the same, philosophia. However, this

does not mean that one’s duties and rights as a citizen are ignored or
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taken lightly, they just become subsidiary to something which is
obviously of higher value, one’s psyche. It is, of course, a good
question to ask to what degree one can pursue philosophy (as Plato
understands it) and at the same time be recognizable by one’s fellow
citizens as being a good citizen (as they would understand that
concept): for Plato there is very little chance of this. However, the
philosopher is not interested in ruling others (not even in the best
polis) or taking part in democratic procedures (although he may do
s0); his interest is with ruling himself and urging others to follow his

example.®® Philosophy helps one to master oneself, not others.

Given the political reality, that is, the diversity of modern society and
current educational trends, it would be very difficult to teach a notion
of virtue or character that is not in some way understood in terms of
citizenship first and foremost. In ancient Greece, in communities far
less inclusive than ours, it was natural (and more expedient) to
understand virtue as primarily civic (this, of course, was not the case
for Plato and Aristotle). Today, in our culturally and religiously
diverse society, in which we have many competing opinions on what
the moral person is like, we have been forced to give up on the search
for true virtue, finding it much easier to swallow the rhetoric of this
and the previous government. Instead, and like so many before us,

we are content to be good citizens (or worse still ‘consumers’) rather
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than trying to be good humans. Indeed, we do not even know what it

means to be human today.

Can Plato’s dialogues address these problems, or perhaps, point the
way towards a solution? Despite current educational policy and
practice, and indeed the general political, social and ethical climate, I
will submit that there is such a possibility, although it is one which, if
imbedded within the school system, would have serious
repercussions for how moral education is currently delivered within

the National Curriculum.
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Chapter One

Ethics and Exile

1 matols, wg €otke, Ppidtatov Peotoid!

In the Apology Sokrates defends himself; in the Crito he defends
Athens. Taken together, we might say, the Apology and the Crito force
us to consider Sokrates the Athenian citizen and Sokrates the
philosopher as a single entity. But how can this dual defence work?
How can Plato have Sokrates declare his loyalty both to philosophy
and to the state? In the Apology, Sokrates makes it clear that, made to
choose, he would obey god rather than the law, and yet, at least
according to the Crito, he owes Athens and her laws a great debt,

great enough to make him submit to unjust execution.

But what does Sokrates owe Athens? He owes Athens his very life,
his upbringing, and, importantly, the opportunity to practice
philosophy. So, despite what we learn in the Republic, the philosopher
does seem to owe the bad regime something after all (Republic 520b1-
2). For the most part, however, Sokrates keeps his civic
responsibilities at a distance. Nevertheless, he is not altogether

inactive: he fought in Athens” wars, and, when it cannot be sensibly

i ‘Dearest to men, it seems, is native soil” (Phoenician Women 406).
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avoided, he fulfils his democratic obligations; and he takes his “‘moral
and social’ responsibilities very seriously.! Indeed, Sokrates sees his
philosophical mission not only as being beneficial to himself but also

to his fellow Athenians.

Paradoxically, however, to pursue philosophy as Sokrates does,
makes him less recognisable as a citizen and yet more devoted to his polis
and to his fellow citizens. This ‘devotion,” however, is not unthinking
patriotism, and nor is it uncritical of political structures. In a sense, it
is a devotion that subsumes the duties of citizenship to a higher set of
obligations. The Sokratic way of life, however, cannot be embraced by
every citizen (or by the ruling elite) without radically altering the
society in which they live. Outside the ideal polis the philosopher’s
engagement with politics may be limited in scope (and
incomprehensible to his fellow citizens), but he remains, according to
Plato, and again however paradoxical this may seem, the only true
statesman and the only citizen for whom the salvation of his society is

his life’s concern (Gorgias 521d6-8).

Sokrates’” dual defence could perhaps point to a possible
reconciliation between the philosopher and society, but it seems
much more likely, however, that Sokrates” dual defence points to the
tension that exists, and will always exist between the philosopher and

the city and their aims.? But it must be so. As I shall detail more
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thoroughly in the coming chapters, the philosopher must always
stand slightly apart from his society for his creditability and power as
an educator depends upon precisely this. All I wish to explore here,
before moving on to discuss Sokratic education in the next chapter, is
the philosophical implications of Sokrates” rejection of exile (puyn) in
the Apology and the Crito, and in particular these three questions:
first, in what respect is Sokrates” mission shaped by his Athenian
citizenship? And second, does Sokrates’ ability to conduct philosophy
depend upon his residence in Athens? And finally, how essential, for

Plato, is one’s civic identity for philosophy, virtue and happiness?

§1

Sokrates Defends Himself

And when they bring you unto the synagogues, and unto magistrates, and
powers, take ye no thought how or what thing ye shall answer, or what ye
shall say: For the Holy Ghost shall teach you in the same hour what ye ought
to say (Luke 12.11-12, The Holy Bible, KJV)

As Sokrates sees it, the Athenian jury has a simple choice to make:
either accept him and his philosophy or condemn them both (Apology
30b8-10). The jury chooses to condemn them (38d1-2), as Sokrates

makes clear at 39c¢8-11: ‘vOv yap tovto elpyacOe oldpevor pév
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anaAA&EecOat tov doval éAeyxov tov Blov.i But what were
Sokrates’ alternatives and how seriously did he take them? Despite
the guilty verdict and the penalty of death proposed by Meletos,
Sokrates has the opportunity to put forward a counter penalty:
‘Tatal ©' obv poL 0 dvne Oavatov. elev: €yw d¢ o1 Tivog VULV
avrtiunioopat @ avdeeg Adnvaioy 1) dONAov 6t g aliag” (36b3-

5).iii

This statement is certainly provocative. However, in asking to be
sentenced according to what he deserves, Sokrates is not referring to
the charges brought against him but to his role as a public benefactor.
As a ¢fetaotr|g and gift from god (31a10-31b1), what does Sokrates
deserve? What else but free meals in the Prytaneum. However, this is
not a genuine counter penalty, as Sokrates was well aware;? he may
well believe that he ought to be treated like an Olympic victor* but
insofar as he is following the rules of the court (which he must) it is
incumbent upon him to choose a genuine counter penalty,® one that
fits the charges against him. Sokrates has three options:
imprisonment, a fine, or exile. Sokrates rejects imprisonment and

exile, and eventually settles for a fine, since this entails the least harm,

i ‘For now you have done this to me because you hoped that you would be
relieved from rendering an account of your lives..” (trans. Harold North
Fowler p.137).

ii ‘And so the man proposes the penalty of death. Well, then, what shall I
propose as an alternative? Clearly that which I deserve, shall I not?’ (trans.
Harold North Fowler p.129).
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and proposes the modest sum of one silver mina, which, with the
help of his friends, is raised to thirty (38a9-c1).6 Sokrates rejects exile
out of hand, even though, as he says, this sentence might be to the
jury’s liking (37c¢5-6; 37d4-6). Why was Sokrates not willing to

countenance exile?

First we should ask: what is exile and what would it have meant for
the typical Athenian? In 5% Century B.C. Athens exile was a
punishment, a legal act, but it could also be an act of political
aggression or expediency.” Although they are closely related, we
must distinguish between exile in either of these senses and
ostracism.? Ostracism was a tool of democratic Athens, used to check
the power of the leaders of the state, whilst exile was normally, in the
classical period at least, either a legal penalty enacted by the judiciary
or an extreme and often dubious political act.” The relationship
between political exile, forced or otherwise, and ostracism is certainly

strong, and both are, to a degree, political phenomena.

To be an exile is to have no city (&moAic)," and as an ‘ordeal,” as
Robert Gorman states, it has both ‘physical and psychological
aspects.”’? The exile’s most immediate concern would be the loss of
his property and the prospect of poverty. More pressing perhaps
would be the loss of civic rights, and this would also be compounded

by the loss of support from friends, family, and fellow citizens. An
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exile would therefore be at the mercy of strangers, and would no
longer be master of his own destiny. With his expulsion, the exile
leaves behind the benefits and responsibilities of citizenship, which,

in an age of city-states, meant leaving behind much of value.

In Greek tragedy exile is nearly always presented as a political act,
the legitimacy of which is often questionable.’* This should not
surprise us, of course, since exile and reclamation was such a strong
feature of the internal power struggles that marred Athens in the
second half of the 5% Century B.C. The fullest treatment of the
consequences of exile in Greek drama is found in Euripides’
Phoenician  Women. In the stichomythia between Iokaste and
Polynikes, the essentials of a life in exile are sketched out: the exile
has no freedom of speech (PW 391), lives like a slave (PW 392; 395), is
dependent on bad rulers (PW 393-394), is denied the help of his
friends (PW 402-403), and is not even guaranteed safety in spite of his

noble birth (PW 404-405).

Some of these seem particularly appropriate to Sokrates. However,
Sokrates’ rejection of exile is not only based upon such considerations
(Apology 37d4-6).1> For Sokrates it is a particular type of free speech'®
and a particular type of freedom that he values. For Sokrates the chief
problem with exile is that it would mean that he would be unable to

continue his philosophical inquiries, since they require him to not
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only be residing in a city but in a city which will allow him to
question its citizens, from the humble potter to the powerful
politician (21b11-21e3). As Sokrates points out, if the Athenians

cannot endure his words then who else could (37¢7-37d5)?

KAAOG OOV av pot 0 Plog el €€eABOvTL TNA@de AvORWTW AAANY €&
AAANG TOAews apePouéve kail éEeAavvopéve Cnv. €0 yap old’ ot dmot
av EABw, Aéyovtog €uoD akQoAoovTaL Ol VéoL oTeQ EvOAdE: Kkav HEV
tovtovg  ameAavvw, ovtol pe  avtol  €EeAwotl  melBovteg  TOULG
MEEOBLTEQOVG: Earv OE U] ATeAaUVW, ol TOUTWV MATEQES D& Kl olkeloL O’
avToLg TovToug (Apology 37d6-e2)

Wherever Sokrates went he would be in the ridiculous position of
either being driven out himself or driving others away (ironically, he
would be in the position of ‘exiling” others).”” Sokrates” reputation
ensures that he would not be able to practice philosophy, as Meno
puts it in the eponymous dialogue: ‘“kai pot dokeic €0 BovAevecOat
OUK EKTIAEwV EVvOEVOE 00O ATodNU@V" el Y EEVOG €v dAAN moAeL
TOLAVTA TIOLOLG, TAY AV W yong anaxOeing’ (Meno 80b5-8).v In that
case, comes the objection, perhaps Sokrates ought to remain quiet

(Apology 37e4-5). But for Sokrates this would be more terrible than

‘A fine life I should lead if I went away at my time of life, wandering from
city to city and always being driven out! For well I know that wherever I go,
the young men will listen to my talk, as they do here; and if I drive them
away, they will themselves persuade their elders to drive me out, and if I do
not drive them away, their father and relatives will drive me out for their
sakes’ (trans. Harold North Fowler p.133).

v‘In my opinion you are well advised not to leave Athens and live abroad. If
you behaved like this as a foreigner in another country, you would most
likely be arrested as a wizard” (Meno 80b5-8, trans. W. K. C. Guthrie p.128).
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either exile or death since to do this would be to disobey the god
(37e6-8).18 Sokrates” “happiness’ is entirely predicated on his ability to
live the examining life; to be an exile or remain and be silent makes

little difference — both would entail 6 ave&étaotog Blog (38a5-6).

With the jury’s rejection of his counter penalty Sokrates is sentenced
to death. Considering what Sokrates has said about the implications
of his philosophical mission, both for himself and for the city, we
might expect, if we did not know better, that death would be no less
of an evil than exile. For Sokrates will no longer be able to serve god
and develop his and his fellow citizens” understanding of virtue, and
in turn the city will lose its greatest benefactor. But Sokrates is quick
to emphasise that death, such a grim prospect for others, is for him a
trifling matter. Indeed, Sokrates” language is even stronger than this
(40a4, 40b11). Since his daimon had not opposed him in any way,
Sokrates feels sure that the outcome of his trial, his own death, cannot

be a bad thing (40c1-4).

At the very worst, claims Sokrates, death is nothing, a dreamless
sleep (40c6-e3), or it is a change and migration of the soul to another
place.” In the first instance, death is easily preferable to exile, since
Sokrates would not be aware of what he was missing, and,
presumably, it would be in accordance with god’s will (cf. Crito 43d9-

44al), and in the second case, Sokrates would be able to continue his
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investigations on a higher level, and what could be finer than that
(Apology 40e4-41c8, cf. Phaedo 67b7-c3)? As Sokrates makes plain at
28b2-10, he does not consider death or the fear of death to be an
adequate reason for not doing philosophy, or, indeed, any action. The
most pertinent factor in any consideration of how one should act is
the justice or injustice of the proposed action and whether it is
representative of a good or a bad man (28b8-10, as it is in the Crito

49a2-50a4).

At his trial Sokrates imagines a hypothetical situation where the jury
would consent to release him on the condition that if he were caught
doing philosophy again that he would be promptly put to death
(Apology 29c7-11). In such a case, Sokrates declares, he would obey
god rather than the jury (29d3-6); he would continue to practice

philosophy and accept the consequences.

Drawing on his military experiences, Sokrates sketches out an
analogy between the obligation a soldier has to his commanding
officer and the obligation that he has to god, a god who has ordered
him to spend his life doing philosophy and examining himself and
others (28e5-29a6). Since Sokrates does not know if death is an evil
(indeed, it could be the greatest good), he will not be led by an

unfounded fear in to disobeying god, for ‘aducelv kai amelOetv ¢
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BeAtiovt kat Oew kat avOpwnw, OTL kKaKOV Kal aloxedv eotv olda’

(29b7-9).

It has to be noted, however, that there was no Athenian law that
prohibited “philosophy,” although there were certainly laws against
impiety and the corruption of the young. What then do we make of
Sokrates” hypothetical situation? Strictly speaking, Sokrates is not on
trial for being a philosopher and practicing philosophy but for
impiety and corrupting the young. Sokrates must be implying that
the charges brought against him are seen by the jury as a
consequence of his philosophical activities, otherwise Sokrates’
hypothetical case would make little sense. This suggests, rightly in
my opinion, that, as Plato presents it, Sokrates” accusers are judging

him as if he were a sophist.?

Indeed, Sokrates expresses this concern early in the Apology, saying
that the oldest prejudice against him, that he is a cross between a
natural scientist and a rhetorician, is the most damaging. Sokrates’
defence rests on convincing the jury that he is not a sophist (which is
not helped by his rhetorical style or by his questioning of Meletos), in
short, that he is neither impious nor a corrupter of the young (since it

is these two crimes that are most readily attributable to Sophistic

vi ‘I do know that it is evil and disgraceful to do wrong and to disobey him
who is better than I, whether he be man or god’ (trans. Harold North Fowler
p-107).
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teaching).?’ By ‘threatening’ to disobey the jury Sokrates is actually
stating his commitment to piety and to the welfare of the young; he is
suggesting that by obeying god and practising philosophy he is the
person who is least likely to be guilty of the charges raised against him.
Sokrates’ chief concern is with obeying god and with the moral well
being of all Athenians, young or old.?? Therefore, as we shall see,
when Sokrates expresses his obedience to the law in the Crito he is

really just restating this point (Crito 50c4-51c6, cf. Apology 24e1-4).2

§2

Sokrates Defends Athens

T O VOU Ttetotéov...(Apology19a8)vi

Despite Sokrates” statement in the Apology, that he would abide by his
sentence (Apology 39b6-8), in the Crito the question as to whether he
should live or die is still an open one. Therefore, Sokrates must
defend himself yet again, but this time not to a jury but to his friend
Krito.2* This defence will apply not only to himself and his decisions as a
philosopher but also to his obligations as a citizen of Athens and also to

Athens herself.?>

vii ‘The law must be obeyed.’
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Krito’s arguments are based largely around the considerations of
friendship, shame, and a traditional conception of justice.?* Before we
look at these arguments, it is probably worth noting that Krito is not
going to be arguing in favour of exile, but in so far as Sokrates’ escape
and subsequent flight from Athens would involve his leaving the city
he must try his best to make exile, never the most pleasing of
prospects, at least seem like a viable alternative to death. In the case
of someone other than Sokrates this strategy might have worked. But,
as we will see, because of Krito’s inability to see beyond conventional
morality (of which he is undoubtedly a spokesman) his arguments

will have little impact on Sokrates.?”

Krito’s first point is this, that if Sokrates dies then he (Krito) will lose
his oldest and greatest friend (Crito 44b5-8). And second, if Sokrates
does not escape then it may appear as though his friends did not help
him, and Krito’s own reputation would suffer as a consequence
(44b8-c6). Krito’s third point runs as follows, whether Sokrates is
refusing to escape out of concern for the welfare of his friends and the
consequences it may have on them (44el-45a5). To which Sokrates
answers that he is thinking of this, and other things besides.?® Krito is
delighted to hear this and re-assures Sokrates that he need have no
worries on their part; not only do Krito and his friends have sufficient
funds to pay off informers, but they also have friends in Thessaly

who could help him (45a7-c4). Krito’s last line of attack is as follows:
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in not escaping and saving himself Sokrates is betraying himself and
his family, dying when he could live (an irrelevant objection if one
considers the Apology 29a6-11), thus giving his enemies an easy
victory, and again all this will also reflect badly on his friends (Crito

45c5-46a10).%

Krito’s first point is not directly addressed by Sokrates.®® A greater
concern for Sokrates at this moment is Krito’s insistence that
reputation and the opinion of hoi polloi, particularly in respect to
virtue, are pertinent considerations as to whether he should escape
and evade his sentence (44d1-5).3! Sokrates wants Krito to accept this
principle: that one should only esteem good opinions (46d10-e2; 47a3-
8). Good opinions are those that are held by the wise, the bad by the
foolish (47a10-11). In all matters one should obey the good and the
wise, that is, those that hold correct opinions based upon a sound
knowledge of the issues involved (47a10-47c4).3> To do otherwise, to
follow the opinion of hoi polloi, would be to incur harm, not just to
one’s body but to that part of oneself which ‘rteol 6 1] te ddkia ki 1)
dwkatoovvn eotiv’ (47e10-48al).vii And life is hardly worth living if
one’s body is ruined (47e4-5), so how much more wretched would
one’s life be if one were harmed in respect to that which makes it
possible for one to €0 (v (48b7-8)?% Hence, for Sokrates” own good,

the consideration for whether he ought to escape must not be based

vii ‘Is concerned with right and wrong’ (trans. Harold North Fowler p.167).

39



upon the opinion of hoi polloi but on whether it is just for him to do
so, and in this respect he will defer to the opinions of the wise and the

good.*

After having hopefully reminded Krito that in all matters concerning
what is just one should defer to the moral expert, and perhaps
claiming this expertise for himself, Sokrates can reinforce his
philosophical authority and proceed with his main argument. (Is it
ironic that it is only by such anti-democratic reasoning that Sokrates
can then proceed to defend his obligations to Athens, a democratic

polis?). The argument can be summed up in the following way:

1. (49a2-6): One should never do injustice intentionally.

2. (49b5-8): Doing injustice is bad for the agent.

3. (49b10): “Then we ought not to do injustice at all’ (oVdapwS & det

ADIKELY).

4. (49b12-13): One should never requite injustice with injustice.

5. (49¢2): One should never do evil.

6. (49c4-5): One should never requite evil with evil.
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7. (49c7): Doing evil is the same as doing injustice.

8. (49c9-49d1): ‘Then we ought neither to requite injustice with
injustice nor to do evil to anyone, no matter what he may have done
to us’ (oUte Apa Avrtadikelv del OUTE KAKWSG TOLELV OLdEVA

avOewWTwV, 0VO’ AV OTIOLV TT&OoXN VTT ALTWV).

Krito readily agrees with all these principles (whether he actually
believes them is or not is another point, cf. Crito 49d1-6), so Sokrates

moves on to the next, and crucial, stage in the argument:

9. (49e7-8): “Ought a man to do what he has agreed to do, provided it

is right, or may he violate his agreements?’i

“Yes’ comes Krito’s answer, if a man has agreed to do something right

he ought to abide by that agreement. Therefore:

10. (49€9-50a4): If Sokrates escapes from prison he will be doing evil

to the city by not abiding to do what was agreed to be just.

Krito is puzzled. Krito accepts that one must abide by agreements,
providing that they are just, but he is unable to transfer this principle

to Sokrates” current predicament (49e7-8). Krito is having a difficulty

X ‘mtdTegov & dv TG OpHoAoYNOT) T dikata OvTa TomTéov 1) eEamatnTéov;’
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conceptualising this agreement between Sokrates and Athens. Krito
cannot understand why if Sokrates escapes he will harm Athens.
Even if Krito does believe that one must not requite evil with evil, he
does not see Sokrates” escape as an example of injustice (50c3), hence

his confusion.

Everything is going to depend upon the nature of Sokrates” Athenian
citizenship, and it is exactly on this point, as we shall see, that the

Laws will make their stand.

Indeed, Krito’s failure to understand the final move in Sokrates’
argument forces him (Sokrates) to speak in a different voice (50a6-9).
Therefore, we now have the rather ironic situation of Sokrates
arguing on behalf of the law and the city that has condemned him to
death.®® Why does Sokrates do this? As Roslyn Weiss* puts it ‘for
whom do the laws speak?’? I think the most tempting answer would
be to say that the Laws speak both for themselves and for Sokrates.*
As Kraut puts it “‘the speech of the Laws is a complicated mixture of

Socratic philosophy and Athenian legal practice.”®

But considering Krito’s feelings about the verdict (and the whole
judicial process) and his failure to transfer Sokratic principles to
Sokrates” obligation to Athens and her laws, it is not easy to see how

this change of tack would be successful.*
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The first point that the Laws make is that if Sokrates attempts to
evade his sentence he would be destroying both the city and the laws
it is built upon (50a9-b2).#! This seems rather strong. But the key thing
to remember, as Andrew Barker and others have stated, is that this is
not a consequences argument. The Laws are not really claiming that if
Sokrates disobeys them that Athens will be destroyed, indeed, such a
claim would be quite ridiculous. The point is that by disobeying the
laws, Sokrates will not destroy Athens as such, but only in respect to
the sense that to break laws and undermine the judicial process is an
attack on an important principle of the Athenian state — it is not an
actual attack on the city itself but on an ideal: that Athens is a city

founded upon a justice system.

Krito is not convinced by the above argument (50a9-b2); he still holds
that if the verdict against Sokrates is unjust then that is all the
motivation Sokrates needs in trying to evade his sentence, the laws of
Athens be damned (50b10-50c3). Sokrates therefore switches back to
his main point, first raised at 49e9-50a4, and therefore he will now
demonstrate to Krito the nature of the agreement between himself
and Athens as both a citizen and a philosopher. As John B. Morral

puts it:

the dialogue raises the problem with which Plato was to wrestle in varying
forms and with varying degrees of success throughout his entire
philosophical career. How could the wholehearted pursuit of truth by the
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philosopher square with his obligation to be a good and fully active
citizen?4

As a citizen of Athens and as a human being, Sokrates cannot find
fault with those laws upon which both his civic identity and his
existence depend. It is because of the city and its laws that Sokrates
has lived and enjoyed the benefits of citizenship, and on account of
which he was reared and received his education (I do not think
Sokrates is being ironic here, 50d8; 50e2). And not only did Sokrates
choose to remain in Athens he was also content to beget and rear his
children in the city, and he also passed over the chance of leaving
Athens at his trial, refusing exile as his counter penalty (52b11-c6).
The relationship between the city and Sokrates is like that between a
father and son; the relationship is not based on equality, and since the
city has provided so much for him, Sokrates has no right to disregard
its laws and hence the city itself. Indeed, the reverence and respect
one ought to hold to one’s city is even greater than that shown to

one’s parents and ancestors (50d9-c6, cf. Laws 804d7-8).

Moreover, as the Laws point out, all citizens have the right and
recourse to persuasion (Crito 51cl), and where this has failed (as it
had when Sokrates failed to persuade the jury at his trial),** one must
suffer whatever consequences the city sees fit (51b5). And, if this is

not to a citizen’s liking, they could have taken up residence elsewhere
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(61d2-11, the implication being that Sokrates was aware of this but
chose to stay anyway; he took his chances like every other Athenian).
But if a citizen chooses to stay this means, necessarily, that a citizen is
happy with the way his city is governed. And, in a democracy like
Athens, a citizen has some opportunity to affect policy, or, if charges
are brought against him, to defend himself in court. The choice is

simple: persuade or obey (51e1-52a4).

Now the Laws move from these general comments about the duties
that a citizen has to his city and to its laws to Sokrates” own case,
which, as we will see, seems to commit him to an even greater

obligation to the city than his fellow citizens (52a5-8).

Tokoateg, HeyaAa MUV TovTwv TeKUNOLX €oty, OTL ool Kal TUelg
NEEOTKOUEV Kal 1) MOALS" OV YAQ &V TOTE TV dAAwV ABnvaiwv anaviwv
dLxpeQOVTWG €v aUTh) EmedNUELS el U] 0oL dadPeEdVTWCS T)OETKEY, Kal oUT’
et Bewolav mmot’ &k NG mdAews EENADeg, 6t un anal eic Tobuov,
oUte AAAooe 0oUdapOOE, €l M) TOL OTQATEVOOHEVOS, OUTE KAANV
amodnuiay €momow ToTE WOoTeQ ol aAAoL &dvBpwmot, ovd’ émbupia o
AAANG TOAEewS 0VdE AAAWVY VOHWV EAafev eldéval, AAAX THELS oot ikavol

5

Nuev kal 1 fuetéoa oA (Crito 52b1-11)x

By refusing exile at his trial and throughout his life, Sokrates has

committed himself to the city and to its laws (52c6-d7). Sokrates has

x ‘Socrates, we have strong evidence that we and the city pleased you; for
you would never have stayed in it more than all other Athenians if you had
not been better pleased with it than they; you never went out from the city to
a festival, or anywhere else, except on military service, and you never made
any other journey, as other people do, and you had no wish to know any
other city or other laws, but you were contented with us and our city’ (trans.
Harold North Fowler p.183).
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grown old in Athens, with all the ‘wisdom’ that his years suggest,
and yet he made no attempt to leave Athens for another city, not even
the most praised Sparta or Krete, so to leave now would seem
ridiculous (52e2-7). Indeed, he has spent even more time in the city
than the lame and the blind: ‘o0tw oot dadepdVTWS TV AAAWV
AOnvaiwv Noeokev 1] MOALS Te Kkal MUELS ol vouoL dnAov ot (53a3-

5).xi

The Laws round off their argument by speaking about exile more
explicitly.*# Other well-governed poleis that Sokrates might flee to,
such as Thebes or Megara, would look upon him as an enemy (53b6).
Moreover, if Sokrates” friends helped him they would run the risk of
being exiled themselves.*> How could Sokrates claim to speak for
justice in these cities when his very presence would contradict him
(53b6-c5)? How, when he has fled Athens and evaded his sentence,
could Sokrates claim to care about justice; and what kind of
discourses would he engage in? He could say nothing, or else he
would risk his words contradicting his deeds (53c9-13). What about
more lawless lands, Thessaly for example, how would they receive
Sokrates?4% Would he be respected or appreciated? Not likely. He
would be a virtual slave, whose intellect would be neither welcome

nor tolerated (53c5-d9); he would spend his time feeding his belly

x ‘So much more than the other Athenians were you satisfied with the city
and evidently therefore with us, its laws’ (trans. Harold North Fowler
p-185).
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rather than his mind (53e7-54a1).#” As Weiss rightly points out,* the
Laws force home to Krito just what exile would be like for a man like

Sokrates, both as a philosopher and as a citizen of Athens.*

If leaving Athens would hinder Sokrates’ philosophical mission then
it is clear that in some sense his ability to conduct philosophy is
dependent on his Athenian citizenship, or, at the very least, on his
being a citizen as such. Indeed, being an Athenian citizen would
certainly have had extra benefits for Sokrates the philosopher, as not
only was Athens the cultural centre of Greece, but it gave him, up
until the moment of his death, the chance to converse freely and
openly with citizen and foreigner alike, as Richard Kraut puts it: ‘the
freedom Athens gave its citizens...is the very thing that made
Socrates prefer it to any other legal system.® And it was partly
because of this freedom that Sokrates was content to remain in

Athens.
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§3

The Exile Theme in the Republic and the Phaedrus

Sokrates” refusal to compromise, to renounce philosophy, and to
become, at least according to his accusers’ conception, a ‘good
citizen’, did not mean that he was willing to unjustly disobey the laws
of Athens. Sokrates remained true to both Athens and his
philosophical mission. Sokrates is unjustly convicted, but insofar as
he recognises this and yet is still willing to abide by the court’s
decision, this shows a level of commitment to his polis that throws

Meletos’ philopolis into the shade.

This commitment is both to the city in which he was born and to his
fellow citizens and also in a sense to the city as an abstract ideal.
Sokrates’ loyalty is to that which is stable and enduring; his loyalty is
not, perhaps, to the Athens of Meletos but to what Athens could

become: a polis founded upon true justice.

It is then as a citizen of Athens that Socrates examines the lives of others.
And since all citizens share a common life, the examination of one's own life
is also an examination of the life of the city. Only in this way and in this
context is it possible for philosophy and politics to be reconciled without
compromise; giving philosophy a new subject matter, the polis, and making
the highest norms and laws of political action the chief problem of
philosophy. While this is true, it is also one-sided. For Socrates is not just a
citizen. Nor does he owe everything to Athens. The polis and laws gave him
all the good things they could, but they could not give him everything. (His
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daimon owes nothing to the polis.) Nor are the laws of Athens to which he
offers such unconditional obedience simply the laws of contemporary
Athens. Rather they are idealizations of an abstract archaic law. It is to this
idea of law and of Athens that Socrates offers his obedience. And by making
this law holy and the embodiment of wisdom, tradition, and the will of the
gods, he implicitly condemns any legal practices that depart from it. Thus in
the very process of being a good citizen of Athens, Socrates shows the
corruptness of the city.5

For the philosopher in the ideal polis there is no alternative to
obedience. The philosopher ruler returns to the city because he owes
his very existence to it, but political activity, as with Sokrates, is not
his true concern. Their training and education, however (Republic
520b7), coupled with their lack of ambition, make the philosopher
rulers the only possible candidates for leadership, and, despite what
they actually desire (519c8-520a4), ruling is central to their purpose.
Sokrates also owes his existence to Athens, and, as far as he can, he
fulfils his obligations, and he too rejects political ambition, for such a
career, if it had been earnestly followed, would have been fatal
(Apology 31d9-31el), hence: AAA’ avayxkalov €0t TOV T OVTL
Haxovpevov UméQ ToL dwkalov, kat el péAAel OAtyov xodévov
cwOnoeoOat, Wiwtevey dAAX pr) dnpootevey (32al-3).4 Indeed, it
appears as though a full and proper exercise of one’s citizenship is

impossible for a philosopher in the imperfect polis. 52

Xt ‘A man who really fights for the right, if he is to preserve his life for even a
little while, must be a private citizen, not a public man’ (trans. Harold North
Fowler p.115).
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In book 6 of the Republic Sokrates and Adeimantos discuss why,
generally, those who have the greatest philosophical potential end up
abandoning this calling and turn instead to the affairs of state
(Republic 494a10-495c6). The very qualities that constitute the
philosophical nature when combined with bad rearing cause these
young men to become exiled from philosophy, hence: ‘O0tot pev on
oUTWG EKTUMTOVTEG, OIC HAALOTA TQOONKEL EQNUOV KAl ATEAN
drAocodiav” (495b8-cl).xit With her true parents in exile philosophy
becomes orphaned (495c3), and with the way now clear, a gang of
squatters move into her territory, the sophists,> peddling their cheap
recycled wisdom (495c8-el). The love of fame, honour and glory, the
whims and fancies of hoi polloi, the conventional claptrap of the
Sophists, all combine to make it impossible for the young philosopher

to emerge (412e2-414a5).

However, a small group of genuine philosophers remain
uncorrupted, and there are five conditions which make their survival
possible: (1) when a well reared and noble character is kept in check
by exile (a reference to Dion perhaps?); (2) when a great soul is reared
in a small city, and looks beyond its narrow borders to something
more; (3) when other men come to it from other arts (Plato possibly);

(4) the example of Theages (mentioned in the Apology at 33e9), whose

Xt ‘So these men, for whom philosophy is most suitable, go thus into exile
and leave her abandoned and unconsummated’ (trans. Allan Bloom p.175).
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bodily aliments prevented him from being exiled from philosophy,
and lastly; (5) the Sokratic daimon (496a10-496e2). Philosophy (the
love or desire for wisdom), then, can exist without the ideal
conditions of the ideal city, provided that the philosopher does not
seek political office (592a1-592b4). In Athens, or indeed any city, the
philosopher can never be the best citizen and can never excel in the

political field.

Kal ToUTWV O TV OALYwV Ol YeEVOUEVOL KAl YELOAMEVOL WS MOV kal
HAKAQLOV TO KTAUA, KAl TWV MOAAQDV av tkavag ddvTeg TNV paviav, kol
OTL 0VOEIC OVOEV VYLEG WG €TOC ELTIELV TEQL TA TWV TIOAEWV TRATTEL OV
€0TL oUpHaX0G HeD” OTov Tig lwv €Tl TNV T dkaie Por|Oewxrv owlolt’ av,
aAN” @omeQ el Onola avOowmog éumecv, oUte ouvadikely €0éAwv ovTe
KaVOG WV elg MoV aypiolg avtéxew, moiv Tt v oA 1 ldoug dvioat
TIEOATIOAOEVOS AVWPEATC AT Te KAl TOlg AAAOLS &v YéVolTo—TavTa
MAvTa AOYLOHQ Aafav, rjovxiav éxwv kal o adTod MEATTWYV, Olov &V
XELLOVL KOVIOQTOV Katl CAANG vmo mvevpatog ¢pegopévov UTO TelXiov
ATIOOTAS, 0QV TOUG AAAOVS KATATUUTAAUEVOUS Avopiag, dyama el T
avTog KaBaog adikiag te kal avoolwv €oywv tov te €vBdde Blov
Puooetat kal Ty AMAAAxy vV avToL peta KaANG EATidog Aews e kal
evpevng anaAdaletar (Republic 496¢5-e3)xv

v ‘Now the men who have become members of this small band have tasted
how sweet and blessed a possession it is [philosophy]. At the same time,
they have seen sufficiently the madness of the many, and that no one who
minds the business of the cities does virtually anything sound, and that
there is no ally with whom one could go to the aid of justice and be
preserved. Rather — just like a human being who has fallen in with wild
beasts and is neither willing to join them in doing injustice nor sufficient as
one man to resist all the savage animals — one would perish before he has
been of any use to city or friends and be of no profit to himself or others.
Taking all this into the calculation, he keeps quiet and minds his own
business — as a man in a storm, when dust and rain are blown about by the
wind, stands aside under a little wall. Seeing others filled full of lawlessness,
he is content if somehow he can live his life here pure of injustice and
unholy deeds, and take his leave from it graciously and cheerfully with fair
hope’ (trans. Bloom p.176).
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This man, who is content to live his life free from injustice and
impiety, is quite possibly Sokrates (or more likely Plato). But living
such a life is not enough; so much more could be achieved if someone
like Sokrates lived in a city sympathetic to philosophy (497a3-5).
Since there is no city worthy of the philosophical nature (497b1-2),
then the philosopher must ‘mind his own business’ (496c11) or suffer
the consequences. The antagonism between Sokrates and Athens is
paradigmatic of the awkwardness between the philosopher and his
city; the philosopher needs the city (if only to philosophise) whilst the
city will never accept the authority of philosophy (488a2-489a2).5 But

there is more to it than this, however.

Sokrates’” attachment to polis life is briefly sketched out in the
Phaedrus. Here we find that Sokrates’ love for the polis and his
commitment to philosophy are closely associated: ‘dprAouadrc yao
ELUL T HEV 0DV Xwola Katl Tor dEvOpa 0VdEV [ E0€AeL ddAOoKELY, Ol
O’ &v 1@ dotel AVOQWTIOL 0L HEVTOL DOKEIG HOL TG EUNG €E000L TO
daopaxkov noonkéval (Phaedrus 230d4-7). To Phaedrus, Sokrates
acts like a stranger when outside the city walls (230c8-d3, as he does
in the court room, Apology 17d1-18a7; cf. Theaetetus 173d1-4), and
Sokrates confesses that he only follows him out of the city because of

what he hopes to learn (Phaedrus 230el). As a lover of learning

x ‘I am, you see, a lover of learning. Now the people in the city have
something to teach me, but the fields and trees won’t teach me anything’
(trans. Walter Hamilton p.26).
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Sokrates is not bound to the city, whether it is Athens or any other, but
to men (243d4). Does this suggest that philosophy can transcend the

polis?

In a limited sense perhaps it does. But Sokrates” brief absence from
the city is possible and tolerable only insofar as he can continue
philosophising. Sokrates” love for philosophy is greater than his love
for his city. Sokrates’ trip outside the city walls in the Phaedrus is akin
to his trip to the Piraeus in the Republic: in both cases philosophy is
seen as residing beyond Athens. However, philosophy cannot remain
in exile indefinitely; philosophy must reclaim the city (Republic
473cl11-e4, 499c6-d6), since, ultimately, it must reclaim mankind.
Philosophy and the life of justice ought not to be alienated from the
city, even if, as Plato thought, contemporary political and social trends

made this almost inevitable.

For the most part, nevertheless, the dialogues present us with a
picture of philosophy that is firmly rooted in Athens and Athenian
cultural life.”” However, it is an Athens of the past; it is Sokrates’
Athens. This enables Plato to say so much more, and to state fully the
quarrel between the philosopher and the imperfect society; it allows
each side to slug it out in a bloodless though not insignificant contest.
However, a more drastic measure may be required in order to turn a

city towards virtue; a city where Sokratic education becomes an
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institution, and where the philosopher’s word is final. Before we
come to that, however, we need to look in some detail at Sokratic

education, and it is to this subject that I shall now turn.
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Chapter Two

Sokratic Education

naQaKaAoDUéV  o0g, O kKal magekaAéoapév MOn, XONoaL CEAUTOV
OAOKATIQwG 1) ovvnyoola TG aAnBeiag kat taic maga oL Oegov
Eyywopévals T daxvoig cov 6pUals TEOG TV ToL ayaBob ovoTaoLv!

The subject of this chapter is Sokratic education. What do I mean by
‘Sokratic” education? Very broadly, when I refer to Sokratic education
I refer to Sokrates’” engagement with educational questions in the
dialogues. And more explicitly, I refer to Sokrates’ principal
educational aims and method as Plato presents them in the dialogues.
The principal method of Sokratic education is the combination of
elenkhos and exhortation, and its principal aim is to get people to care
for their souls. Sokratic education, moreover, is largely defined by its
concern with a key set of ethical questions: What is virtue? Is virtue

teachable? How should one live?

The inquiry into virtue, happiness, and ‘moral’ culture generally, is

seen as valuable in its own right, but importantly it is also seen as

i’...we urge you, as we have urged you before, to devote yourself entirely to
the advocacy of the truth, and to those impulses which are implanted by
God in your soul for the establishment of good’ (Saint Basil, Letter VII, trans.
Roy. J. Deferrari, slightly adapted, p.47).
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being of direct benefit both to the inquirer and those whom he or she

engages with.

Another notable feature of Sokratic education is the peculiar nature of
its teacher pupil relationship. Any educative endeavour requires a
certain degree of communication between a supposed expert and a
(hopefully) willing pupil, who, talent and perseverance withstanding,
might just learn something. In ancient Greece the teacher might be a
schoolmaster, a male parent or relative, an epic poet or dramatist, or,
as was increasingly the case as the 5" Century B.C. progressed, a
sophist. All of these teachers might, in some sense, claim to be able to
teach virtue. Not so Sokrates. Although his life was dedicated to
learning, he did not claim to be able to teach virtue. This is an
astonishing assertion but, as we shall see, a necessary first step in the
Sokratic project. Sokrates, perhaps unlike anyone before him, refused
the mantle of a teacher of virtue because he felt no shame in admitting
his ignorance. To sum up, and to anticipate much of what I will go on
to say in this chapter, Sokratic education is non-institutional,
inclusive, free, but it comes with no guarantees, no promises of
wealth, success, or even honour, at least in the conventional sense; it
is painful, at times disheartening, but, according to Sokrates, it is the

only possible anthropon epimeleia.
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To reiterate, Sokratic education is something that Plato attributes to
Sokrates, or rather, and to state the matter more accurately (and
cautiously), it is something that the character of Sokrates is shown to
practise and endorse in certain dialogues. Nevertheless, I see the aims
of Sokratic and Platonic education as being the same: care of the soul.!
Therefore, even though I restrict the term ‘Sokratic education’ to
Sokrates” pedagogical method in the dialogues, I am not suggesting
that there is any fundamental difference between its central tenets and
those that we find in Platonic education,? or indeed any essential
difference between Sokrates” educational method in the dialogues and

Plato’s educational method as a writer of dialogues.

I will begin, in section one, by saying a few words about education in
ancient Athens and the cultural context into which Sokratic teaching
is set in the dialogues. Then, in section two, I shall discuss exhortation
(parakeleuma), elenkhos, and epimeleia or care of the soul, their
relationship with each other and the role that they play in Sokratic

education.
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§1

Teaching Virtue in Athens

Whatever we make of the authenticity of the Clitophon, we find
within it a clear presentation of Plato’s main concern with the way
that education was conceived by his fellow Athenians. The Athenians
regarded their education, which for the most part consisted of
gymnastics, mousiké (a term we shall discuss shortly), and grammar,
to be a complete education in virtue, which, the complaint runs in the
Clitophon, it is clearly not. Therefore: ‘mw¢ o0 katadoveite T VOV
nawwevoews ovdE (NTelte OlTveG VUAS TAVOOLOL TAVTNG TG
apovoiag” (Clitophon 407c4-6).1 But why did the Athenians think that
their educational system was adequate for creating virtuous people?

and, more crucially, what did they mean by virtue (arete)?

For the Greeks the purpose of education was to foster those traits and
potentialities that would best enable a person to fulfil their duty to
their polis, whether this meant participating in political decisions or
fighting in wars. Hence, differently constituted societies had different
educational objectives, as with Athens and Sparta for example.* But in

all cases, it seems, the general aim of education was to produce

i How is it that you do not condemn this present mode of education nor
search for teachers who will put an end to your lack of culture [mousike]?’
(trans. Michael Richard Hart).
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virtuous citizens. To be an Athenian citizen was to be an active®
member of the polis.® The Athenian citizen had, first and foremost, an
obligation to the laws of his city,” but he also had certain rights and
privileges that clearly distinguished him from non-citizens.? It was in
the political field® that the benefits of Athenian citizenship could most
clearly be seen: the right to hold office and to participate in the
judicial process.’® With Athens, as with other Greek poleis, citizenship
was inextricably bound up with the political constitution of the
polis.! To be an Athenian citizen meant that one was, at least

formally, a democratic citizen.!

The existence of character or ‘moral” education as a distinct discipline,
or, in the case of school curricula, as a taught subject, is not
something that the Greeks would have recognised. This has a lot to
do with the way in which the Greeks generally thought about
education. The nature of the Greek polis, as R. L. Nettleship remarks,
meant that ‘the influence of personal character upon society and
politics was more direct and unmistakable than it can be in the vast
organization of a modern nation, where the members at the
circumference may be almost unconscious of their connexion with the
centre.””® Education, then, was always based upon a conception of
character,’* and its form, content, and execution was driven almost
exclusively by this:!® the Greeks, as Werner Jaeger observes: “‘were the

first to recognize that education means deliberately moulding human
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character in accordance with an ideal.”® Again as Jaeger says:
‘education is such a natural and universal function of society that
many generations accept and transmit it without question or
discussion’;'” paideia is not simply ‘education” as in ‘schooling’; its
meaning is much broader: it refers to a person’s assimilation into a

culture.18

As William Barclay states, for the Greeks ‘education ‘was the
birthright of the child, and an essential part of anything which could
be called civilisation.”’ However, education in Athens in the 5% and
4™ Centuries B.C. was poorly regulated.?® Attendance at schools was
not enforced, and the quality and duration of a child’s education was
dependent upon the financial situation of his parents. Education was
restricted to boys; girls received no formal education in Athens.
Education for boys, at Athens for example, consisted mainly of
mousike, gymnastics, and reading and writing, and usually took place
in schools.?! Boys were sent to the grammatistes, the kitharistes and the
paidotribes, to be taught letters, mousike and physical training
(gumnastike) respectively,?> as we learn, for example, in Plato’s

Protagoras.®

But what could Greek parents expect their children to learn from
such a rudimentary education? On the one hand, an education of this

sort instilled harmony of movement and speech, and on the other, it
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introduced the child, through recitals and grammar, to the myths,
rituals and heroic figures which would go on to form an essential role
in their lives.?* Mousike, a term that is nigh impossible to translate,
which was partly concerned with musical training (singing and
playing the lyre) and part cultural study, formed the bedrock of a
young Athenian’s liberal education (cf. Protagoras 338e7-339a2, éyw
avool madelag Héylotov Hé€Qog etvat mel EmV. detvov elvat: €0ty
d¢ ToLTO T UTO TWV otV Aeydueva olov T  elvat ovviévat & te
000wg memointat kat & 1), kat éniotacOar OeAetv Te Kal

EowTHEVOV Adyov dovvat).it

The poets, especially Homer, exerted a powerful influence over Greek
education.”” From an early age boys would learn about the great
heroes, about their exploits and their virtues. It was within their
cultural-musical education (mousike) that children were introduced to
the poets and the great heroes. Homer was seen as an educator,? as
were many other poets.?” Poetry was considered didactic; and the
Iliad and the Odyssey contain a heroic code and ideal and, at the same

time, a tragic presentation of human striving and achievement.?

i ] consider...that the greatest part of a man’s education is to be skilled in
the matter of verses; that is, to be able to apprehend, in the utterances of the
poets, what has been rightly and wrongly composed, and to know how to
distinguish them and account for them when questioned” (trans. W. R. M.
Lamb pp.183-185).
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The educational import® of the Iliad and the Odyssey may not be easy
for us to appreciate, however these works provided the Greeks with
not only a heroic “history” but a model of heroic action and speech,*
and as such it gave them two of their greatest and most paradigmatic
heroes, Akhilleus and Odysseus.*® However, the Greeks of the 5" and
4 Centuries B.C. were not Homeric in the proper sense of the word.
In the main, Homer’s poems depicted a tribalistic, feudal world, a
world of warlords and chieftains. This was a time before democracy,
where the power of authority stemmed not so much from written law

but from divine sanction and brute force.

However, the fascination that the Greeks had with Homer’s poems
hinged not on a total identification with the heroes within them but
on the central ethical message that the poems were thought to
contain: ‘aiév dolotevev kat Umelgoxov Eupevar dAAwv' (Iliad
VI1.208). Excellence or ‘being the best” could be reduced to two human
spheres, words and deeds, hence the Homeric ‘maxim”: ‘uvOwv te
onto’ Euevar monktnod te £oywv (Iliad 1X.443).32 Excelling in
words and deeds was the Greek ideal, therefore, and between them
Akhilleus and Odysseus shared all that was considered to be the
most excellent. This ideal may have been problematic, even
ambiguous, but it epitomized what the Greeks praised most highly:

rhetorical skill and martial prowess.
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Exhortation was implicit in the study of mousike, and seems to have
been used as a way of transmitting values from one generation to the
next, as we learn in Protagoras at 322e4-326a4. It might seem rather
incongruous for a 4" Century B.C. Greek boy to seek to emulate Aias
or Diomedes, but what they would be seeking to emulate, as we have
already indicated, is not the specific achievements of such heroes but

the virtues that they typified.?

Gymnastics has its obvious uses: basic physical training, grace and
poise, and athleticism; these could be all called upon in times of civic
emergency, and frequently were. Traditionally, the ‘basic Greek
education,” if one can call it such, was geared towards ‘the soul and
the body’3 rather than economic factors. Indeed, the notion of “utility’
was an ‘anathema to the cultured Greeks’; as Barclay says: ‘anything
which enables a man to make money is necessarily an ungentlemanly
thing; and anyone engaged in making money is ipso facto unfit to be a
citizen.”® Education, therefore, was not for the Greeks simply the
transmission and preservation of facts and figures,* it was concerned
almost exclusively with the creation and promotion of a conception of
human character; to be educated is not merely to learn but to become;
as Kant puts it: ‘Man can become man through education only. He is
only what education makes him.¥” From the 5% Century B.C.
onwards, in Athens at least, ‘traditional education” of this kind could

be supplemented. The Sophists, not only to Plato’s disapproval,
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provided a “higher education,” one that advanced and refined their
pupils’ linguistic and argumentative powers.* Protagoras taught his
pupils to excel in words and deeds, and by this he meant in the affairs
of the city; in Sokrates” words he claimed to be able to make people

better citizens.®®

One’s definition of a ‘better citizen” will depend, generally speaking,
on the demands of citizenship and the nature of the polis and its
politeia. In a sense, sophistic training filled the void left by the lack of
formal training in citizenship in Athens. Indeed, the only institution
that provided anything like citizenship training was the ephébeia.
Initially this had been little more than a cadet force, where young
Athenians were enlisted to defend Athens’ borders, but by 335 B.C.
this institution, possibly as the result of the Macedonian threat from

the north, came to include a stronger educational component.*

The ephébeia aside, however, within mainstream education there were
no specific courses of study devoted to citizenship. Civic education
was provided for ‘on the job’ so to speak, and any specific skills that
would help a young man to achieve success as a citizen were the
responsibility of the family, friends, and in some cases, lovers.* Their
education, as we have said, was liberal, its purpose was precisely to

avoid specifics and to train body and ‘mind” according to the mores
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of the previous generation, to instill good character, and to leave

everything else to providence.

Going back to our initial two questions, the Athenians thought that
their educational measures were adequate for the creation of virtue
because first and foremost the whole point of education for them was
to a make a potential Athenian become an actual Athenian; and the
teaching of virtue was not considered to be a difficult matter. Distinct
virtues, such as courage and temperance, were not seen to work
independently of the civic framework and the duties and obligations
of citizenship. Therefore, the virtues that education were thought to
inculcate were seen primarily through the prism of citizenship and
the needs of the polis. That, at least, was the idea. There was in fact a
great deal of tension between notions of virtue as such and the idea,
relatively new in the first part of the 5% Century B.C., that virtues

ought to be civic, if not in origin, then at least in application.*

However, despite the fact that the Athenians were fairly confident in
their ability to teach the younger generation how to become good
citizens (although by the end of the 5% Century B.C. that confidence
was on the wane), we should be under no illusion about the
complexity of Greek ethics at this time, nor underestimate the level of

confusion that existed regarding the nature of virtue.
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As Athens expanded, both politically and culturally, and the demand
grew for a more professional approach to citizenship education, this
mixture of confidence and confusion proved fertile ground for the
sophists. As we see in Aristophanes, however, sophistic education
was seen as a major threat to traditional pedagogy and its notion of
the kaloagathos.* However, the threat was seen to come not only from
the sophists, who, for the most part, were foreigners, but from one of

their own, Sokrates.
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§2

Parakeleuma, Elenkhos, and Epimeleia

olov, v O’ €yw, TOLELS TYOULEVOG, €l OTL HAALOTA 0¢ EAEYXW, AAAOUL TIVOG
éveka EAéyxewv 1) obTeQ Eveka KAV EHALTOV OLEQELVEUNYV Ti Aéyw,
dopovpevoc pr mote AdBw olopevog pév T eldéval, eldwg O¢ un. kat vov
on ovv E&ywyé PnuL todTO TOoLELY, TOV AdYOV OKOTELV HAAOTO PEV
uavtov éveka, lowg d¢ B kal TV aAAwv émrtndeiwv: 1) oL KooV ofet
ayaBov eivat oxedov L maowv avBowmnolg, yiyveobat katadpaveg Ekaotov
TV ovtwv 6T éxey (Charmides 166¢8-d7)iv

In the early dialogues Sokrates is often directly engaged with
questions about the nature of particular virtues or excellences (aretai).
Plato’s early works, however, are not merely “definitional” dialogues,
whose chief purpose is to delineate the meaning of ethical terms.** In

fact, as scholars are now becoming increasing aware

the goal of the dialogical Socratic method is fundamentally of an educative
and ethical nature and only secondarily and indirectly of a logical and
epistemological nature. Socratic dialectic aims at exhorting man to virtue. It
aims at convincing human beings that the soul and the care of the soul are
the maximum good for man. It aims at purifying the soul by basically testing
it precisely through questions and answers in order to liberate it from errors
and to dispose it towards the truth.*

v ‘How can you think, I said, if my main effort is to refute you, that I do it
with any other motive than that which would impel me to investigate the
meaning of my own words — from a fear of carelessly supposing at any
moment, that I knew something while I knew it not? And so it is now: that is
what I am doing, I tell you. I am examining the argument mainly for my
own sake, but also, perhaps, for that of my other intimates. Or do you not
think it is for the common good, almost, of all humans, that the truth about
everything there is should be discovered?’ (trans. W. R. M. Lamb, slightly
adapted, p. 55).
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To exhort, of course, is not to teach, still less to teach virtue. But
granted that virtue can be taught, who and where are its teachers?
This is a key problem in Sokratic education. It seems to Sokrates that
virtue is a kind of knowledge, and yet this is nowhere demonstrated,
that is to say, there are no teachers who are able to impart this
knowledge, virtue. Hence, the conclusion runs, virtue cannot be
knowledge because a primary feature of knowledge is that it is
communicable. Nevertheless, and despite the aporia that is a common
feature of the early dialogues, Sokrates continues to exhort people to

pursue virtue and therefore to find the moral expert.

When Sokrates urges people to find a true expert, as he does in the
Laches (201a2-b5), he is not to asking them to abandon him, or to take
him to be the expert; the exhortation ‘find a teacher of virtue’ is not
ironic. By telling people to seek out the expert he is inviting them to

join him on his mission. But how does Sokrates accomplish this?

In a society in which most people (and especially ‘moral’
conservatives) would be convinced that they know what the virtues
are (Meno 93a2-3; Apology 24c10-25a9), and that they either possess
virtue themselves or are committed to pursuing it (without, of course,
really knowing what virtue is), and that they are in a position to teach
others the same virtue, how is it sensible to try and get people to

spend any time trying to find someone who can tell them what they
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already know? Simple: show them that they are ignorant about what
virtue is and that as a consequence they are not in fact virtuous, and,
assuming that they still want to be virtuous, state the obvious and

say: ‘find a teacher of virtue!’

Exhortation and elenkhos are at the heart of Sokratic education and
between them they constitute the principal method by which
Sokrates pursues his main pedagogical aim: the care of the soul.#” As
we saw earlier, exhortation was common in traditional education,
particularly in mousike, and was an important moral-educative
device. To exhort a person is to induce an action or course of action,
to ‘persuade, press upon or win over’ (Peitho). The Greek verb
Protrepd means, for example, ‘to urge forward.” Exhortation is
common in any rudimentary form of ethical system, and amounts to
little more than recommending a person to act in such and such a
way or be like such and such a person, or, in more abstract terms, to
‘be brave’, i.e., to be one thing rather than another. Homer’s Iliad is
full of such exhortations (I1.188-210; 244-264; I11.38-75; 1V.234-250;
255-400; 401-418; IX.432-605; XII1.274-294). In Homer’s poems
exhortation is often combined with rebuke and admonishment, and
often its function is largely to persuade, in particular by appealing to
a person’s sense of honour or pride. It is a basic and rather rough and
ready form of moral education.*® However, its use in the Iliad is

largely corrective, and is therefore not specifically a method for
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teaching ‘virtue” but rather it is a rhetorical device for correcting
deviant views or behaviour (Aias” speech to Akhilleus in book 9 of

the Iliad is a fine example of this, IX.624-642).4

In the Apology we learn that Sokrates spent the majority of his adult
life exhorting his fellow Athenians to virtue, and, according to the
Clitophon, his ‘teaching’ is restricted to the use of exhortation
(parakeleuma, parainesis). Clitophon is deeply critical of Sokrates’
apparent unwillingness to move beyond merely hortatory
(protreptikos) statements, no matter how laudable they may be, and
actually teach people how to be virtuous.® It is all very well telling
people that they ought to pursue justice (for example), complains
Clitophon, but what we want to know is how we are fo become just.
Indeed, Clitophon goes as far as to say that Sokrates” method (as he
understands it) is a positive hindrance in the pursuit of virtue: ‘ur
HEV YOO TIQOTETQAMMUEVWL 08 AVOQWTIWL @ LWKQATES AEOV elval
TOU MAVTOS Prjow, TROTETQAMUEVWL 0¢ 0XedOV KAl EUTIOOIOV TOL
mEOG TEAOG AReTng EABOVTa evdaipova yevéoOal (Clitophon 410e5-

8).v

v ‘For I will maintain, Socrates, that for a man who isn’t yet persuaded by
your exhortations you are worth the world, but for someone who is you're
actually almost a stumbling-block for reaching complete virtue and so
becoming truly happy’ (trans. S. R. Sling, Plato: Clitophon, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999, p.259, slightly adapted).
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However, I would suggest that far from amounting to a serious
critique of the Sokratic method or more particularly of his use of
exhortation, the Clitophon actually helps us to draw out more clearly
the distinction between an unreflective form of exhortation, which is
almost certainly the target of the author’s criticism, and the kind that
we see Sokrates use in the dialogues. Indeed, if one looks to the
dialogues then one sees that Sokrates wastes little time in explicit
exhortation. The main problem with exhortation of this sort is that it
is entirely uncritical, like the exhortations one finds in poetry it does
not tell people why they must be virtuous and still less what virtue is.
Indeed, questions such as these would render explicit exhortation
impotent. How can one exhort a person to be just if one does not

know what justice is?"!

Therefore, Sokratic education must include a feature that gets people
to question whether they do indeed understand what the virtues are,
and this is the elenkhos. In the Laches we are given an example of just
this procedure. Ostensibly concerned with defining courage (andreia),
the Laches is more interested in the nature of Sokratic education, and
in particular how it differs from its two main rivals, traditional and

sophistic education.

In the Laches, Lysimakhos and Melesias call upon Nikias, Lakhes, and

Sokrates to give educational advice in respect to their sons, Aristeides
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and Thukydides. That Lysimakhos and Melesias feel compelled to
ask others for advice on how to raise their sons is revealing.
According to the Meno, and with obvious irony, we are told that
Lysimakhos and Melesias had received the finest education that
Athens could offer, and yet despite this neither was able to excel their
neighbours in virtue let alone match the achievements of their
famous fathers.”> However, in the Laches both men complain of how
their fathers did not properly attend to their education, and do not

want the same fate to befall their own sons.

However, as poorly educated men themselves, neither Lysimakhos
nor Melesias feel sufficiently confident in their judgement to be able
to take make the important decisions regarding their sons” further
education. This speaks volumes about the education that the boys
have already received; it is clear that neither father thinks that it was

sufficient to enable their children to become virtuous.

Importantly, however, Lysimakhos and Melesias are painfully aware
of their own shortcomings (an important first step in one’s
susceptibility to Sokratic education), and concerned that their sons
will turn out more like them than their more illustrious fathers they
are motivated to call upon ‘expert’ advice. Therefore, despite their
own experiences both men retain some hope that there could be an

educational solution.
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This solution comes in the form of hoplomakhia (literally ‘fighting in
armour’), a new form of military training pioneered by Stesilaus
(Laches 183c9). Therefore, Lysimakhos and Melesias invite Nikias and
Lakhes to watch this new training technique, to see if they think it

would be suitable for their sons.

Both Nikias and Laches are all too ready to give their advice. As
something of an educational progressive, Nikias has no doubt that
hoplomakhia would be of educational benefit, and that, among other
things, it would be useful for the inculcation of andreia (181d10-
182d6).5 Lakhes, however, holds a more traditional view of warfare,
and hence of the nature of courage; and he does not think therefore
that fighting in armour would be of much value (182d8-184c8).>*
Much of their response to the question of the usefulness of
hoplomakhia is based on their attitudes towards educational expertise
but more particularly on their differing understanding of the nature

of courage.

Since Nikas and Lakhes are at odds in respect to the efficacy of
hoplomakhia, at the request of Lysimakhos, they now look to Sokrates
to cast the deciding vote. Typically, of course, Sokrates will have none
of it; this matter cannot be settled by vote, by majority approval, but

only by the expert (184d5-e9).
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The first thing to establish is the nature of educational expertise.
Nikias is confused: is not the question in hand whether hoplomakhia
ought to be learned or not? Fighting in armour, however, is only a
means to an end; and it is the end that the educator must keep

constantly in mind (185d1-3).

For Sokrates the present discussion, in the broadest sense, is
concerned with an accomplishment that is studied for the sake of
young men’s souls (185d9-el). In order to know whether fighting in
armour is valuable one must first understand the nature and needs of
the soul. So which of the present company is skilled in the ‘treatment’
of the soul (therapeia, 185d9; 185e3)? What Sokrates is asking,
although he has yet to make this explicit, is which of them has any

knowledge of virtue.

Sokrates, of course, denies that he has any knowledge of virtue and
therefore also denies that he has any educational expertise.
Nevertheless, and with characteristic irony, he is willing to admit that
Nikias or Lakhes may well do so, and therefore if this is the case, he
would like them to tell him who they learned it from, or, if they came
to this knowledge independently, to give him a display of their
knowledge (186c6-187b8). Sokrates is asking Nikias and Lakhes to

subject themselves to Sokratic examination.%
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Behind Sokrates” questioning of Nikias and Lakhes, and behind the
Sokratic elenkhos as such, is an attack on two common assumptions
that are often held by Sokrates’ interlocutors: (1) the interlocutors’
belief that they have been taught virtue; and (2) that they in turn have
taught (or could teach) others to be virtuous. In order to undermine
these assumptions, Sokrates has to show his interlocutors that they
have no understanding of virtue. And, if that is shown, then they can
no longer safely assume that they have been taught virtue or taught
others to be virtuous (189d4-190bl). At the end of the Laches, no
satisfactory definition of andreia is agreed upon. Therefore, the only
remaining course of action, declares Sokrates, is for all of them to

urgently seek out a teacher of virtue (201a2-b5).

Superficially at least, Sokratic elenkhos bears some similarity with
sophistic eristics, the art of refutation (much to Sokrates’ expense). In
the Euthydemus, however, the only other dialogue that deals
specifically with exhortation, the difference between eristic and

Sokratic styles of ‘refutation’ is carefully distinguished.%

In the Euthydemus the young brothers, Euthydemos and
Dionysodoros, who at 273d8-9 claim to be able to teach virtue, are
challenged by Sokrates to give a demonstration of this power:
TOUTOVL TOV VEAVIOKOV TeloaTtov, ws Xot Gprlocodelv kal AQeTng

émupeAetoBal, kat xapletobov éuol te kat Ttovtowol maot (275a5-7,
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dynamis cf. 274d2)." The brothers are only too happy to oblige
Sokrates, and they proceed to examine Cleinias, who is to be the
target of their wisdom. We should note, however, that the brothers’
indifferent tone is an indication of the fact that they will not be
faithful to the remit that Sokrates has set for them. The brothers will
not exhort Cleinias to virtue but will instead subject him to verbal
trickery (278c6-7). In response to Euthydemos and Dionysodoros’

examination of Cleinias, Sokrates delivers his own protreptic display.

Sokrates begins with this axiom: that all human beings wish to fare
well (eu prattein). Then he asks: how does one fare well? The answer
is: by possessing many good things (polla kagatha). The next question,
inevitably, is: which things are good? Such things as wealth, health,
good birth, talent, honour, and, moreover, sophrosune, andreia,
dikaiosuné, and, of course, wisdom. The greatest good, however, is
good fortune, which, it turns out, is nothing other than wisdom.
Having thus established (with a little too much ease and with some
humour) that wisdom is the greatest good Sokrates takes Cleinias
through his main argument, the main points of which ca