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Abstract 

The dissertation treats of what it means to become a better person in the 

philosophy of Plato. The author uses a psychological idea from the 20th century 

about stages of development and argues that a similar idea is to be found in 

Plato. It is also maintained that the dialectical practice that is used in Plato’s 

dialogues aims to make the interlocutors better. The writings by Plato that are 

most discussed in relation to the stages of development are the Republic and the 

Symposium. In the discussion of the dialectical practice there are also references 

to other dialogues, such as the Protagoras, the Gorgias, the Theaetetus, the 

Sophist, the Alcibiades I and the Phaedrus. 

 

 





Ágrip 

Doktorsritgerðin fjallar um hvað það þýðir að verða betri manneskja í 

heimspeki Platons. Höfundur notast við sálfræðilega hugmynd um þroskastig 

frá 20. öld og rökstyður að sambærilega hugmynd sé að finna hjá Platoni. 

Einnig er því haldið fram að samræðuaðferðin sem beitt er í samræðum Platons 

miði að því að gera viðmælendurna betri. Þau rit Platons sem mest er unnið með 

varðandi þroskastigin eru Ríkið og Samdrykkjan. Þegar fjallað er um 

samræðuaðferðina er vitnað til fleiri samræðna eins og Prótagórasar, 

Gorgíasar, Þeætetosar, Sófistans, Alkibíadesar I og Fædrosar. 
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Introduction 

In recent years there has been quite a lot of research on the good life in Plato.1 

Typically such research deals with a set of ethical problems in Plato or 

discusses how virtue or happiness is understood in his dialogues. This kind of 

research tends to deal with these questions from the point of view of the fully 

ethical or virtuous human being. My point of view is different, for in the present 

work my interest lies in the development of virtue or goodness. The question is 

therefore how one becomes virtuous or good rather than what it means to be 

fully virtuous or good.2 

Initially I intended to focus on what Plato has to say about exercises or 

practices that a person can perform to improve.3 Exercises as vehicles of change 

are however difficult to understand solely by themselves. It is necessary to 

understand what they aim at and how one can describe the change that occurs. 

The question therefore becomes what it means for Plato to improve or how he 

would measure improvement in a person. Hence I do not discuss the concept of 

change itself, although in the third chapter I do address dialectical practices. In 

the first two chapters, however, I try to describe the stages of development that I 

find in Plato. The question is not what change is, but rather what stages a 

developing person goes through, and how Plato conceives of these stages. 

In the first two chapters I explain and defend the developmental model I 

have found in Plato. There are two main reasons this takes up about two thirds 

of the work. First, the theme of human development is not altogether alien to 

Plato scholarship, but to my knowledge this is the first time a developmental 

model of this kind is attributed to Plato. Therefore I thought it necessary to 

explain it as well as possible. Second, the idea is actually quite complex, which 

calls for an in depth discussion. 

In chapter 1 I discuss this question: What is the material of human life in 

Plato? This is an important question because, as we will see more clearly in 

chapter 2, Plato grades reality into a stagelike hierarchy where particular kinds 

of things are more important than others. In chapter 1 I argue that Plato divides 

the things that exist into four categories. For the lack of a better word I call 

these four categories “areas of life”. Areas of life is meant to convey the 

understanding that each category can be a particular area of human life, an area 

                                                 
1 Cf. Meyer 2008, Russell 2005, Annas 1999, Wolf 1996, and Irwin 1995. 
2 In this work I only discuss human development within one human being‘s life and not within a 

series of incarnations, as one might do in dealing with Plato.  
3 Cf. P. Hadot on spiritual exercises (1995: 81-125), Foucault on techniques of the self (1990: 10-

11), and Horn 1998: 31-49. 
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which the person can be particularly interested in during a period of time. There 

are thus kinds of things that belong to a particular area and if these things, more 

than other things, are the objects of a person’s interest, we may associate the 

person more with that particular area than another one. 

In chapter 2 I am concerned with these questions: How are the areas 

valuated by Plato? And how can the hierarchy of areas be defended as a 

stagelike developmental model? It is clear that in Plato the areas of life are 

graded in terms of value. They thus form a hierarchy of values and I interpret 

this hierarchy as a stagelike developmental model. This means that 

improvement can be measured as a gradual movement from one stage to 

another. In other words: development means that a person moves from being 

primarily interested in one area of life to another area of life. I say “primarily 

interested”, because a mature person will have some interest in more than one 

area. Furthermore I will argue that for Plato the development from stage to stage 

can only happen in a particular order. It may be added that it is not my intention 

to discuss whether Plato is correct about this, but merely to argue that this is his 

view. 

Finally, in the third chapter I discuss dialectical practice as a means to 

becoming better. As I have said, the foundational part of this work grew more 

than anticipated so that less attention could be given to the original main topic, 

i.e. the exercises and practices in Plato. Instead of discussing the different 

exercises that one finds in Plato’s works I only deal with the dialectical practice 

which is certainly the most common exercise. The questions I try to answer 

concern how the dialectical practice can move a person from stage to stage. I 

use what I found in the first two chapters to explain how different types of 

dialectic must be used for people at different developmental stages. 

Furthermore, I argue that Platonic dialectical practice has certain characteristics 

which aid the process of becoming better. 

On method 

Concerning the choice of texts for the first two chapters my research is more or 

less based on the Symposium and the Republic, where the latter is the more 

important dialogue. I can think of two criticisms concerning this choice. First, 

why not give central position to other dialogues that concern the good life, such 

as the Euthydemus (cf. 279a-d, 280b), the Gorgias (cf. 452a ff.), the Meno (cf. 

87d ff.), and the Laches (cf. 185a)? The reason is first and foremost that my 

work here is not about the good life in the sense of describing or defining the 

content of the good life. I do, indeed, say something about content, but that is 

mostly about the different kinds of objects that make up the areas of life. As I 

said before, my work is more on becoming good than being good. In chapters 1 

and 2 I defend the view that in the Symposium and the Republic we find a 
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hierarchy that forms a developmental model which is not the same as a general 

theory of the good life. 

Second, why not choose or include other dialogues where there are 

hierarchies of value, such as the Laws (631c-d, 697b), Philebus (66a-d), and the 

Eighth Letter VIII (355a-b)? The main reason is that in the Republic the ascent 

to the good is supported by so much more material than in other dialogues. The 

reason I also use the Symposium is that it seems to me to correspond essentially 

to what we find in the Republic and give a kind of simplified version of it. I 

could have included the hierarchies in the other dialogues, but I leave them out 

for the simple reason that this part of my work was already longer than I 

anticipated and I did not want to make it any longer. Leaving them out does not 

entail a claim on my part that there is no need to look at them because there are 

no other types of hierarchies in Plato than the one we find in the Symposium and 

the Republic. I simply leave the question unanswered whether the hierarchies in 

the other dialogues correspond to this one or not. If I talk in the third chapter as 

if this is the only hierarchy, that is because this is the only one I have 

researched. 

Another related issue may be addressed here, namely why I have not used 

more references to other dialogues of Plato to defend my argument while 

dealing with the Symposium and the Republic. The reason for that is that I want 

the interpretations of each dialogue to stand for themselves as much as possible. 

I think that if one has to patch a developmental model from references to many 

different passages in different contexts in different dialogues, one is left with a 

much weaker argument for its existence in Plato than if one is able to find it 

presented as a whole in one dialogue. Each dialogue is its own construction, its 

own piece of creation, its own small universe. To put a system together from 

different elements of different constructions is therefore a weaker argument. 

Having said this I do not want to claim that for clarification or support for 

an argument about one dialogue one should never refer to other dialogues. I 

merely want to maintain that picking and choosing different elements from 

different dialogues to build a systematic idea about Plato‘s philosophy is 

generally a weaker argument for the existence of such an idea in Plato than an 

argumentation which is more or less based on elements from one dialogue. 

This however does not mean that we cannot find the same system or very 

similar systems in different dialogues. In this work I claim that concerning 

human development we find the same system in the Symposium and the 

Republic. However it must be admitted, first, that there are differences between 

the individual descriptions of the system within the Republic and, second, 

between the descriptions in the Republic, on the one hand, and the Symposium, 

on the other hand. In my opinion these differences are however in both cases 

small enough for us to talk about one system. That this system can be found in 
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these two dialogues does again not mean that this system is inherent in all of 

Plato‘s thought about development. My answer to the question whether the 

system can be found in the whole of Plato is simply that I do not know, because 

I have not looked at other dialogues closely enough. 

It could be claimed that there are two opposed and potentially exclusive 

approaches to Plato’s work. One is a systematic approach which tries to find a 

system in the entire Platonic corpus. The other is to have each dialogue stand 

for itself as much as possible. It might then be added that I am trying to use both 

approaches. In light of what I have already said I would answer such a claim by 

saying two things. First, I believe it is one of the main aims of philosophers to 

find a system in the material they are working with. Therefore I do look for a 

system in Plato. Second, I believe that preferably a system should be argued to 

be a part of Plato one dialogue at a time. A system that is found in one dialogue 

can be used as a hypothesis about other dialogues, but can only be verified as 

existing in another dialogue by the evidence found in that particular dialogue. 

This is what I try to do in the case of the Symposium and the Republic. 

Having found a system in the Symposium I use it as an hypothesis about the 

Republic and try to show that the same system can be found there. As I have 

said there are differences between the two dialogues, but at the same time I have 

found more similarities than differences. Therefore I try to defend the view that 

we basically find the same system in the two dialogues. As I have stated I do 

not make claims about the system being present in other dialogues, besides the 

Symposium and the Republic. If one were to do so the argument would have to 

be based on that very dialogue. 

In chapter 3 I use the findings of chapters 1 and 2 to interpret other 

dialogues, besides the Symposium and the Republic. It might be claimed that it 

is dubious to use a system that has only been established in two of Plato‘s works 

as an interpretative tool in other works by him. Two points about this: First, of 

course the developmental model could be inherent in other dialogues than the 

two, although I have not shown this to be the case. Second, and more 

importantly, you can hardly find a system better suited to interpret a thinker 

than one that can be found in his own thought. This was one of the main reasons 

I started looking for a developmental model in Plato, rather than using a model 

based on or taken from another thinker. 

On the title 

Why have I called this work “Becoming as Good as Possible”? For reasons I 

have already explained I wanted to use the verb “become” in the title, but to 

denote what one becomes I could have used some other phrase or word. I could 

have called it “Becoming as Virtuous as Possible” or “... as Happy as Possible”. 

All of these are mentioned in some dialogue by Plato as the final aim of human 
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life. In the Apology Socrates seems to think that the only thing that matters is 

virtue (28b, 32d; cf. Cri. 48c-d). In the Euthydemus happiness is said to be the 

ultimate aim of man.4 In the allegory of the cave in the Republic “the form of 

the good is the last thing to be seen” (517b), suggesting that the good is the final 

aim.  

That Plato has different words for the ultimate goal in his writings could 

have many reasons.5 Firstly, an aspect of this could be that Plato is not very 

consistent in how he expresses his thoughts. He tends to use different words and 

phrases to denote the same thing in different contexts. Speakers in his dialogues 

even warn us against getting to attached to words, whereby they stress the 

thoughts themselves instead of their particular expressions.6 Secondly, these 

thoughts are also strictly speaking never uttered by Plato himself but by the 

characters in his dialogues and they could simply differ. Thirdly, Plato could 

well have changed his mind between dialogues about what is most important. 

Fourthly, Plato could also have been unsure about what the ultimate goal really 

is or found it difficult to describe it adequately. Fifthly, the goal could have 

many aspects or could be seen from different points of view, for which it was 

fitting to use different words. Sixthly, the different words could refer to a 

system of an ultimate goal and subgoals. 

As I have already said I will not discuss these questions here. It however 

seems clear that the good, virtue, and happiness are intimately connected in 

Plato’s thought. Therefore it does not seem to matter much which of these three 

words we use as a catchword. In the Euthydemus Socrates concludes that to 

reach happiness one needs virtue, more precisely wisdom.7 In the Republic 

reaching the good seems more or less to guarantee virtue and happiness.8 And in 

addition to stressing the importance of virtue in the Apology Socrates says it is 

most important to become as good as possible (36c, 39d).9 

The words “as good as possible” are a translation of ὡς βέλτιστος which is a 

superlative of ἀγαθός. Another superlative of ἀγαθός is ἄριστος which is most 

often translated as “virtuous” or “excellent”, ἀρετή being translated as “virtue” 

or “excellence”. These two forms βέλτιστος and ἄριστος are therefore clearly 

connected. Of the two superlatives βέλτιστος is narrower in one sense but also 

                                                 
4 At 278e we learn that everyone wants to do well and at 280b doing well is the same as being 

happy. Cf. the Symposium 205a. 
5 That there is nonetheless such a goal in Plato, see Horn 2009: 158-161; Striker 1996: 170-173; 

and Svavarsson 2012: 461. 
6 Cf. the Cratylus 439b and the Sophist 218c. 
7 Cf. Irwin 1995: 32-33, 52f. Annas claims about Plato that “[p]lainly, he always thinks that being 

virtuous is necessary for eudαimoniα.” (2008: 270) 
8 Cf. Horn 2009: 159-161. 
9 Cf. Vasiliou’s statement when discussing the Apology: “The virtuous action, the fine or noble 

action, the just action, and the good action are all synonymous.” (2008: 24 n. 6) This may be a 

little too strong, but seems close to the truth. 
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less specific in another sense. It is narrower in the sense that it seems first and 

foremost to be used of persons and not also animals and other things as ἄριστος 

(cf. R. 352e, 353b). In referring to persons, βέλτιστος is also less specific than 

ἄριστος, which is more likely to refer to specific traits, like nobility, bravery, or 

moral virtue.10 It is well known that ἀρετή has a variety of meanings and Plato 

himself clearly has another understanding of it than for example Homer.11 This 

less specific meaning of βέλτιστος (good) makes it an easier companion in my 

research than ἄριστος (virtuous),12 the danger being that the word “virtue” has 

too many ideas attached to it, whereas “good” is more neutral. 

On development 

As there seem to be different types of development, the question may present 

itself what kind of development we find in Plato. It seems to me this is a 

worthwhile question, but I will not try to answer it in this research for the 

following reasons. First, I am not aware of any distinction in Plato that is 

particularly helpful in this respect. Plato rather does not seem to differentiate 

clearly between types of development. I actually feel this is one of the main 

limitations of his “model of development”. Second, to answer that question we 

would then have to use a model of types of development from somewhere else 

to apply to Plato. We could for example use Aristotle‘s distinction of 

intellectual and moral virtues at the start of the second book of the 

Nicomachean Ethics as a foundation for discussing development.13 This would 

however demand an indepth research of virtue, which I have said, I do not have 

space to discuss here. Another possible approach would be to use the modern 

idea of multiple intelligences to understand what type or types of development 

Plato may have in mind. Again this demands a lengthy discussion which I am 

not prepared to go into here. I will therefore leave the question open what kind 

of development we find in Plato. 

It may also be noted that concerning a stagelike developmental model it is 

not my aim to discuss the merit of Plato‘s model. I aim to show that just as such 

a model is present in modern psychology it can be found in Plato. In the present 

research I however do not want to argue for or justify such a model as the 

correct way of representing human development. I merely want to show that 

                                                 
10 Cf. Liddell and Scott 1996, hereafter LSJ. One of the reasons for this may be that βέλτιστος is 

a younger form than ἄριστος. I could not find any instances of βέλτιστος in Homer and Hesiod, 

whereas ἄριστος is quite frequent in Homer and is also found in Hesiod. This longer history of 

ἄριστος may have attached many more meanings to the word than is the case with βέλτιστος. 
11 Cf. Svavarsson 2010: 3-6 and 2009: 5-11. On the many uses of ἀρετή, see Horn and Rapp 

2008: 59-64. 
12 It is interesting to note that in his work on vocatives in Plato, Halliwell claims that the vocative 

ὦ ἄριστε is more elusive than most, including ὦ βέλτιστε (1995: 105-106). 
13 Cf. Kristjánsson 2007: 15f. 
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such a model can be found in Plato. Therefore, for example when I argue that 

Plato‘s view implies that one has to go through the stages in a particular order I 

do not discuss whether Plato is right in holding such a view. It may though be 

noted that the defence of it would have to be based more or less on empirical 

findings. 

On concepts 

“Areas of life”, “stages of development”, and “developmental model” are not 

terms that have a direct Greek counterpart. I concede that such a counterpart 

would be preferable but at the same time reject the notion that one is only 

justified in applying concepts to Plato that he or other ancient Greek authors 

use. Modern research and thought has yielded many conceptions which we may 

use to understand ancient thought, although they do not have direct counterparts 

in ancient Greek authors. Thus despite the fact that Plato does not for example 

talk about “stages of development” as such, this term may help us to understand 

ideas that are implicit in his thinking. 

What about areas of life? An important part of a stagelike developmental 

model is that humans are primarily concerned with different kinds of objects at 

different stages of development. This means that they both sense these objects 

better than other objects and are more interested in them. Areas of life is a 

concept for these different kinds of objects that Plato discusses but has no term 

for. It is thus true that for example the Symposium treats objects of love and the 

Line in the Republic treats different kinds of cognition. There is therefore no 

one description of the objects of a particular area of life and no one connection a 

person can have to these objects. They are things you can love and perceive in 

different ways. When I say that a person can be concerned with them I mean all 

these different ways of connecting to the objects. And “areas of life” is an 

attempt to bring these different ways of being concerned with objects together 

under one concept. Furthermore, when I say in chapter 2 that human life is 

made up of these four areas of life I mean that if the objects of the four areas are 

the scope of what a human being can be concerned with then concerning oneself 

with these objects is what human life consists of. 





Chapter 1 The Four Areas of Life 

The aim of this work is to understand what Plato says about how humans 

change for the better. One of the important things is therefore to have some idea 

about what it is that changes. In Plato it may seem at times that the only thing 

that matters to human well-being is the soul, narrowly understood as the rational 

part of it.14 On that understanding the body, riches, and social honors scarcely 

matter at all. The broader understanding of the soul that we encounter above all 

in the Republic however tells us that the soul desires different things and not 

just those that it encounters when it is “by itself” (Phd. 65c). Even Socrates in 

the Apology acknowledges his need for food and shows his desire for honor.15 

Thus these objects, which the soul also desires, are crucial in understanding 

what life is about in Plato. 

The important thing about this material is to categorize it. In this chapter I 

will attempt to do that and divide the material into four areas of life. This will 

help us to see that a person’s relationship to the different areas of life can tell us 

a lot about what Plato thinks of that person, because, although the picture in this 

chapter is relatively flat, Plato clearly attaches a hierarchy of values to the four 

areas. This we see above all in the parts of the soul in the Republic, which I will 

argue are connected to the four areas, as well as the divided line, which is a 

hierarchical image. The hierarchy will be better explained in chapter 2. 

Where are these four areas to be found in Plato? As is well known it is 

difficult to find consistency in the whole of Plato. Therefore the aim is not to 

find a system that is thought to be consistent in all of his works. Furthermore 

not all of the dialogues offer much material that is relevant for this type of 

research. I have found that the Symposium and the Republic together give us a 

rich and a more or less holistic picture of the four areas, being mostly in 

agreement with each other. They are therefore a good choice. There are also 

further similarities between these two dialogues which I will discuss in chapter 

2. I will start by discussing the Symposium because the description there is 

simpler and can help us see the bigger picture before we go on to the more 

complicated picture of the Republic. 

  

                                                 
14 Cf. the Phaedo, where the soul has been imprisoned in the body (82d-83a); the Alcibiades I, 

where man is said to be “nothing other than his soul” (130c); and the Laws, where “the soul has 

an absolute superiority over the body” (959a). 
15 Cf. Socrates’ claim that he needs food and thinks it appropriate that he should be fed in the 

Prytaneum which is where people were honored for their services to the state (Ap. 36d-e). 
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The desires in the Symposium 

The Symposium is a dialogue about eros or love. In the five speeches that 

precede Socrates’ speech – which for the most part consists of a retelling of a 

dialogue with Diotima – eros has been understood to be a god. Socrates and 

Diotima will however define him differently from all the others. They define 

eros as a daemon who goes after that which he does not have (cf. 199e-200b, 

202e-203a). He is therefore understood in terms of his longing after some object 

of his desire.16 

In this context I believe we are justified in talking about a subject and an 

object. The subject has a desire for some object that it fancies. Here I want to 

find out more about both this desire and its object. I am looking for a schema of 

the different kinds of desires and objects that can be desired by a human being. 

And I believe this is what we will find in Diotima’s speech. 

Although in the Symposium Plato gives an account of desires for different 

things, he uses the word ἔρως for them all.17 Furthermore, ἔρως usually has a 

more or less sexual meaning. Plato is however careful to define it anew and has 

Diotima maintain that love is meant to apply to a broad range of desires. This is 

something Diotima says explicitly (205b-d).18 She maintains that people have 

used the word ἔρως, which means the whole of, to refer to a special kind of 

ἔρως (205b), namely sexual love.19 According to her the “main point is this: 

every desire for good things or for happiness is ‘the supreme and treacherous 

                                                 
16 In the following I will not be dealing with the five other speeches or six, if one includes 

Alcibiades’ speech. My reason for excluding them is not that I do not think they have something 

to say that is meaningful to Plato’s project. Horn has dismissed the view that only Diotima’s 

speech has any philosophical worth, claiming that the other speeches also present us with Platonic 

points (2012a: 3-4). I agree with this view and also his claim that the Diotima passage is 

concerned with self-transcendence (14-15). However whereas Horn sees Diotima’s and Socrates’ 

project being about a particular kind of love that the other speakers can complement, I claim that 

the Diotima passage gives a general framework, which includes the viewpoints of the other 

speakers. This rests on my interpretation of 205b-d, as I will explain. Concerning the further 

question whether what Diotima has to say is Plato’s view or not, I will merely say that I will 

argue in the following that the things I focus on in the Diotima passage correspond more or less to 

passages in the Republic.  
17 In the dialogue Plato also uses the word ἐπιθυμία for desire. 
18 It seems to me that some scholars have made too little of Diotima’s broadening of the 

conception of love. Santas is one of them (1988: 32-39). He talks about “generic eros” and 

“specific eros”, saying the first is attracted to the good, while the latter is attracted to beauty. He says 

“specific eros” comes closer to the everyday use of ἔρως and that this is the idea used in the ascent 

passage later in Diotima’s speech. If Santas is right about this, then at least two things become very 

hard to explain. First, why does Diotima go to the trouble of explaining that the concept of love really is 

much broader than what comes across in everyday use, if she does not intend to use that broader 

conception? Second, if one ascends to the top only because of beauty, and never because of the good, 

why then bring up the good; who will ever desire it? I maintain that a more natural reading of the text 

and one more in harmony with Plato’s inclination to group good things together, is to see beauty, the 

good, and happiness all as a part of the aim of the ascent. 
19 Cf. Santas 1979: 67 and Sier 1997: X. 
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love’ in everyone.” (205d)20 And in this context Diotima takes examples of 

making money, practicing sports, and philosophizing as things that are pursued 

because of love (205d). Here love is therefore not just love, normally 

understood, but is rather a synonym for many kinds of desires which have 

different objects.21 

Although Diotima has told us that there are different kinds of desires she 

has not told us which ones she has in mind. This description, if we can call it 

that, is not a direct one but indirect in the sense that we only have a description 

of the different objects that love can have and not of love itself, as it were. This 

however suits my aim, for I am interested in knowing what it is that human 

desire is engaged with. 

The four areas 

A little later in her speech Diotima gives us a schema of the kinds of objects that 

humans are concerned with. She tells us that a human being undergoes constant 

changes throughout his life even though he “is said to be the same from 

childhood till he turns into an old man” (207d). It is worth quoting the passage 

at length. 

he is called the same, but he is always being renewed and in other respects 

passing away, [1] in his hair and flesh and bones and blood and his entire 

body. And it’s not just in his body, but [2] in his soul, too, for none of his 

manners, customs, opinions, desires, pleasures, pains, or fears (οἱ  τρόποι, 
τὰ ἢθη, δόξαι, ἐπιθυμί αι, ἡδοναί , λῦπαι, φόβοι) ever remains the same, but 

some are coming to be in him while others are passing away. And [3] what 

is still far stranger than that is that not only does one branch of knowledge 

come to be in us while another passes away and that we are never the same 

even in respect of our knowledge, but that each single piece of knowledge 

has the same fate. For what we call studying exists because knowledge is 

leaving us, because forgetting is the departure of knowledge, while studying 

puts back a fresh memory in place of what went away, thereby preserving a 

piece of knowledge, so that it seems to be the same. And in that way 

everything mortal is preserved, not, like [4] the divine, by always being the 

same in every way, but because what is departing and aging leaves behind 

something new, something such as it had been. (207d-208b) 

                                                 
20 All quotations to the works of Plato, except otherwise indicated, are to the edition of J. Cooper 

(1997). 
21 Cf. Scott and Welton 2008: 113-114. Dodds has a similar view of eros, claiming that “Plato 

sees the sexual and the nonsexual manifestations of Eros as expressions of the same basic 

impulse” (1951: 231n60). Cornford says that in the Symposium eros is “the name for the impulse 

of desire in all its forms.” (1937: 70, cf. 72) Steiner stresses that love desires different objects 

(1992: 79-80). L. Cooper says that love has “a single aim but many objects.” (2001: 356)  
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In short the passage discusses four kinds of objects that human beings may be 

concerned with in life, (1) the body, (2) the soul, (3) knowledge, and (4) the 

divine.22 

Here I want to raise a possible criticism. The function of this passage does 

not seem to be to inform us about kinds of objects, but rather about eros’ strife 

for immortality and the beautiful. Therefore, even though Diotima may mention 

different kinds, we cannot be sure about the status of these four kinds and 

whether there are any other kinds.  

To answer this, I would suggest that it is true that Diotima is here first and 

foremost concerned with eros, but it seems to me it is important for the 

argumentation to give a holistic picture of the kinds of objects. Immediately 

prior to the quoted passage Diotima says: “among animals the principle is the 

same as with us, mortal nature seeks so far as possible to live forever and be 

immortal. And this is possible in one way only: by reproduction (τῇ γενέσει)” 

(207d). Now, if animals and the body can live forever it would seem that the 

more important parts of human life would also be capable of living forever. 

Having said that it is only through reproduction or coming into being (γένεσις) 

that mortal nature can live forever, Diotima has to argue that all higher parts of 

the mortal nature can also undergo change because otherwise they would not be 

able to live forever. Therefore, it makes sense for the argumentation to mention 

all kinds. Moreover after describing how knowledge is reproduced Diotima says 

that “in that way everything mortal is preserved” (208a) which suggests that she 

has mentioned all kinds of objects. 23 

What then about the divine which is not preserved in this way, but is always 

the same? Clearly the divine is, strictly speaking, not part of mortal life, but 

nonetheless it is a possible object for human beings. This we will see in the 

ascent passage where Diotima describes this kind of experience. Furthermore, 

by pairing the kinds mentioned here with the stages of the ascent passage I will 

better defend my reading of this passage. In the ascent passage the lover’s 

progress from stage to stage is explained in terms of the objects that the lover 

desires and the kinds here match these objects. Now if we suppose, as I think 

we must, that the lover must desire all the kinds of objects there are on his way 

                                                 
22 One thing we may notice to begin with is that if this is meant to be taken as an overview of the 

areas of human life it says nothing about a big part of our life which is external things. There is no 

mention of man made objects, like tools and houses, and no mention of natural objects, like 

rivers, trees, or animals. There is also no direct reference to human society and culture. I do not 

however think that this means that these things are not to be included, but that they are left out 

here for brevity’s sake. 
23 Cf. Strauss about this passage: “We constantly change so much that every part of us changes” 

(2001: 221). D. Frede says that the argumentation for the flux theory presented in the passage 

“umfasst alle Aspekte des Lebens” (2012: 147). 
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to loving beauty itself, then the kinds of objects mentioned here are all the kinds 

of objects there are. 

Given this, what do we learn about the different areas?24 A1 is basically the 

entire physical human body. That is all it says. A2 which is called the soul is, I 

think, a bit more complicated than one might think at first. Clearly what is 

indicated here is the inner life of the person, for Diotima ascribes desires, 

pleasures, pains, and fears to this area. The other two words used to describe it 

though seem to point in a different direction: manners (τρόποι) and customs 

(ἢθη). Translated in this way τρόποι and ἢθη do not, strictly speaking, point to 

inner reality, or, at least, not just to inner reality. The Greek words are 

somewhat ambiguous and some translators translate them in another way, 

because they can also refer to character or character traits.25 

This may indicate that Plato meant to refer to regular actions, hence 

manners or customs, based on the character of the person involved.26 In this 

sense the area that is labeled soul is not only concerned with inner life but also 

the actions that lead from this inner life, actions based on character, or at the 

very least the rules or norms of behavior, which could be said to be the 

subjective side of actions. In other words, what is invoved is the soul and what 

leads from it. The regularity or normativity that is involved may be emphasized 

here. 

Another thing that is important to emphasize in connection to the area of the 

soul is that it is here an object of speculation or interest. This means that we are 

not talking about the inner life as the perspective from which we look but rather 

as an object itself. It is a person’s subjective life but as it is seen here it has been 

made an object of investigation. Thus the subjective is the object of the 

subjective and the subjective directs “desires, pleasures, pains, or fears” towards 

it as towards other kinds of objects. 

A3 is concerned with knowledge (ἐπιστήμη) and studying (μελέτη). We 

learn that knowledge leaves us and is reproduced just like the objects in A1 and 

                                                 
24 In the following I will refer to area one as A1, area two as A2 etc. Each area may contain 

different objects of desire, but objects belong to the same area if something unites them. 
25 Among those who translate οἱ  τρόποι and τὰ ἢθη with words that refer to behavior are 

Nehamas and Woodruff (J. Cooper 1997: 490); Lamb: “manners or habits” (1925: 195); 

Schleiermacher: “Gewöhnungen, Sitten” (1824: 441; cf. Wolf 2008: 82; however Kurz 1974: 335: 

“Gewohnheiten, Sitten”); and Jowett: “habits, tempers” (1942: 283). Among those who take these 

words to refer rather to thinking, feeling, or the construction of a person’s inner character are 

Emilsson: “geðbrigði” and “lundarlag” (1999: 115); Apelt: “Sinnesart, Charakter” (1988: 54); 

Ferrari: “le inclinazioni, il carattere” (1996: 191-193); and Sier who claims these words refer to 

the soul as “Trägerin des individuellen Charakters” (1997: 244). The best translation is possibly 

that of Susemihl: “der Charakter, die Gewohnheiten” (1855) or that of D. Frede: 

“Verhaltensweisen (tropoi), Charaktereigenschaften (ēthē)” (2012: 148). 
26 In the Republic there are instances where Plato clearly uses these words in the external sense: 

τρόποι at 541a and 561e and ἢθη at 541a and 572d. 
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A2.27 Furthermore there is little information on A4 which is the divine (τὸ 

θεῖ ον) area of life. We are only told that it always stays the same in every way 

as opposed to the three human areas which undergo change. 

The lesser mysteries 

Now that we have identified the four areas there seem to be two things lacking: 

first to establish the objects that each area contains as objects of love and second 

to get a better understanding of each area. And, I believe, this is what we get in 

the next 3 or 4 Stephanus-pages. It seems in order to divide these pages into two 

passages, as has often been done. It is common to talk about the lesser and 

higher mysteries in this respect.28 What Diotima describes in the lesser 

mysteries (208c-209e) seems to be the most common valuation of how to lead 

one’s life, or a description of what is most often the object of people’s desire (or 

love). The higher mysteries (210a-212c), in other words the ascent passage, 

however describe the right kind of desire and its objects. 

The description of the lesser mysteries begins in a passage on seeking honor 

(φιλοτιμία, 208c). This is a condition of desiring to become famous 

(ὀνομαστός) and having immortal glory (κλέος), and it is said that people are 

“ready to brave (κινδυνεύειν) any danger for the sake of this, much more than 

they are for their children; and they are prepared to spend money [...] for the 

sake of glory.” (208c-d)29 Thus this kind of longing seems truely human, but 

what area of human life does it have as its object? Does honor and being famous 

fit anywhere in the areas mentioned? Here it is interesting to note that there 

seems to be a distinction made between what this kind of person is after and 

what he is willing to give to aquire that aim. The aim is fame and glory, but 

children and money seem to be something less important, so these things may 

belong to another area. 

Immediately after this we learn that the lower mysteries distinguish between 

two kinds of people, those pregnant in body and those pregnant in soul (208e-

209a). This therefore seems to correspond to the first two areas described above, 

those of body and soul. We also get a closer description of the different objects 

these two kinds of people desire. The first kind of people “turn more to women 

                                                 
27 Krell maintains that this is different from what is said elsewhere about ἐπιστήμη in Plato 

(1988: 162). Here alone ἐπιστήμη is associated with γένεσις, but elsewhere it is connected to 

being (οὐσία). I will not discuss all the passages, neither does Krell, but he mentions the Republic 

in this respect. It is true that the word ἐπιστήμη is used of that which does not change in the 

Republic (cf. 533e), but at least in that case ἐπιστήμη refers to a higher level of being than here in 

the Symposium, i.e. the highest stage in the divided line metaphor which corresponds to A4 as will 

be explained later. I claim that Plato uses the word differently in these two places. 
28 Cf. Neumann 1965: 42 and Obdrzalek 2010: 417 n. 5. 
29 Cornford connects this to the spirited part of the soul in the Republic (1937: 74). I agree, as will 

become clear. 
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and pursue love in that way, providing themselves through childbirth with 

immortality and rememberance and happiness, as they think, for all time to 

come” (208e-209a). Little else is said of those who see their happiness in 

children except that they are far less honored than those who are pregnant in 

soul (209d-e). 

The description of those pregnant in soul is much fuller. What is said to fit 

them is “[w]isdom and the rest of virtue, which all poets beget, as well as all the 

craftsmen30 who are said to be creative. But by far the greatest and most 

beautiful part of wisdom deals with the proper ordering of cities and 

households, and that is called moderation and justice.” (209a-b) Before going 

futher it is important to note that Diotima’s description of the lesser mysteries 

seems a little crooked for three reasons. First, Socrates introduces her 

description of the lesser mysteries by saying she spoke in the manner of “a 

perfect sophist” (208c). Second, some of the valuations of things spoken about 

are in clear opposition to what Socrates’ Plato maintains in other dialogues.31 

Third, it is indicated at 210a, at the beginning of the ascent passage, that this 

account in 208e-209e concerns rites done incorrectly, the ascent being the rites 

done correctly.32 

I take this to mean that Diotima is imitating what could be a sophistical 

valuation of things, which happens to be a more popular valuation of things 

than what she will propose in the higher mysteries. When she therefore 

associates the different virtues with the description here this is a valuation that, I 

think, is not meant seriously. However, I see no reason to doubt that the objects 

of desire that she is discussing are real. 

So the works of poets and creative craftsmen are connected to this area of 

life and above all the “proper ordering of cities and households”.33 Furthermore 

the people described here may not have perfect virtue but it seems that they are 

concerned with aquiring it, which suggests a preoccupation with how one lives. 

This is confirmed a little later when it is said that the person with this kind of 

desire, when meeting the right person, will “teem with ideas and arguments 

about virtue – the qualities a virtuous man should have and the customary 

                                                 
30 The Greek word is δημιουργός which literally means “one who works for the people” (cf. 

LSJ), but generally refers to craftsmen. It can though also refer to a title of a magistrate. Although 

that meaning does not seem otherwise to be found in Plato it could make more sense in this 

passage as it would make it rhyme with the text at 209d-e where Diotima talks about poets and 

lawmakers. 
31 An example is that all poets are said to beget wisdom and the rest of virtue, which is hardly in 

harmony with Plato’s views. About these two points, see Obdrzalek 2010: 423-425. 
32 Scott and Welton claim that the above quote cannot be taken seriously because it is only by 

looking at beauty itself at the end of the higher mysteries that the lover will be able to beget true 

virtues (2008: 135).  
33 As will be discussed in chapter 3, this is the kind of art that the sophist Protagoras claims to be 

able to teach (Prt. 318e-319a). 
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activities in which he should engage (ἃ ἐπιτηδεύειν); and so he tries to educate 

him.” (209c) Furthermore such people are claimed to leave behind more 

esteemed children than the parents of human children (209e-210a). Examples of 

such offspring are those of the poets Homer and Hesiod which are said to 

provide them with “immortal glory and remembrance” (209d). Other examples 

of the offspring of people pregnant in soul are the laws of the likes of Lycurgus 

and Solon (209d-e) which bring them honor.34 

Interestingly, then, those who have the soul as their object are 

characteristically inclined towards poetry and laws, and most of all the honor 

which these things can bring them. As in the first description of the area of the 

soul (A2) we see that much more than the inner life of the individual as such is 

involved here. We are also talking about interpersonal life or cultural life which 

takes other persons into account; hence the importance of honor. We see 

therefore that the description that Diotima started on when she began talking 

about the lesser mysteries was a description of A2. But we also saw there that 

this was distinguished from the desire for human children and money which 

therefore seem to belong to another area of life. Children clearly belong to the 

bodily area and it seems best to put money there also (A1), although it is not 

explained here how to think about that. In the Republic money-making is 

connected to the body, because money is good for taking care of bodily needs 

(cf. 580e-581a). In any case it would seem to fit better there than with 

knowledge or the divine. 

Before moving on to the higher mysteries I want to mention that when 

Diotima established that love could have many objects she took three examples 

of such objects. They were making money, practicing sports, and 

philosophizing (205d). Having placed money in the first area of life it is 

tempting to see these examples as representatives for the three first areas. 

Money-making then connects to the body (A1), practicing sports may be 

connected to the soul (A2), because in Ancient Greece it may have been 

regarded as much or more about honor than cultivating the body as such,35 and 

philosophizing connects to learning and knowledge (A3). 

The higher mysteries 

Let us then move on to the higher mysteries which are a description of a lover’s 

ascent from stage to stage until he at the end arrives at beauty itself.36 The 

                                                 
34 Cornford thinks that this is a different “way in which the individual can perpetuate something 

of himself” than what is said in 208c (1937: 75). I disagree. 
35 Young connects Ancient Greek athletics to stong competition and big prizes (1988: 1133, 1140-

1141). See also Craig 2002: 90; Olivová 1984: 130; and Ratto 2007: 197f. 
36 In chapter 2 I will return to the ascent passage and talk about the stages in more detail. It may 

be noted that there I argue that the stages in the ascent correspond to the areas of life. 
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stages are defined by the beautiful objects37 that the lover desires on the way up. 

The problem here is that Diotima describes the objects that the lover desires in 

two conflicting ways, so it is not obvious how many stages are involved. First 

there is what I will call the “general account” (210a-211b) and then we have a 

summary of it (211c-d). The summary goes like this:  

from one body to two and from two to all beautiful bodies (σώματα), then 

from beautiful bodies to beautiful customs (ἐπιτηδεύματα), and from 

customs to learning beautiful things (μαθήματα), and from these lessons he 

arrives in the end at this lesson, which is learning of this very Beauty (αὐτοῦ 

ἐκείνου τοῦ καλοῦ), so that in the end he comes to know just what it is to be 

beautiful. 

Taken at face value it seems the objects of love are six: 

1. one beautiful body, 

2. two beautiful bodies, 

3. all beautiful bodies, 

4. beautiful customs, 

5. learning beautiful things, 

6. beauty itself. 

In the general account the starting point is the same, i.e. the love of one body. 

There is on the other hand no mention of two bodies, but Diotima goes straight 

to the love of all bodies.38 So in the summary there are three stages where the 

general account seems to have only two. After bodies the lover turns to souls, 

which are not mentioned in the summary. The result of this is, Diotima says, 

that the lover “will be forced to gaze at the beauty of activities (ἐν τοῖ ς 

ἐπιτηδεύμασι) and laws” (210c). Here the problem is whether to understand 

souls, on the one hand, and activities and laws, on the other hand, as being the 

same kind of objects or different ones. When Diotima moves to the next objects 

after activities and laws she refers to the preceding stage as τὰ ἐπιτηδεύματα.39 

                                                 
37 On my reading of the Symposium, beauty is a symbol for that which the lover is attracted to. It 

is therefore in a sense empty of content, but gains content by attachment to the objects that the 

lover desires. This I conclude from the fact that beauty can be attached to many kinds of objects 

and that the lover goes from being mostly concerned with one kind of object to another. 
38 Foley has claimed that we should see three stages for bodies here as in the summary (2010: 60). 

This is a minority view. 
39 Having translated ἐπιτηδεύματα with “activities” in the sentence before, Nehamas and 

Woodruff translate this later occurrence with “customs”, as they do in the summary (J. Cooper 

1997: 493). This may be a way of conveying the understanding that the later occurrences of 

ἐπιτηδεύματα are meant to cover “activities and laws”. Schleiermacher conveys a similar 

understanding in his translation (Wolf 2008: 85-86). 
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That surely entails activities and laws, but whether it includes souls too could be 

debated. Next Diotima moves on to “various kinds of knowledge” which seems 

to correspond to the fifth object in the summary. Finally, the lover arrives at 

beauty itself as in the summary. 

In an attempt to make sense of these apparent inconcistencies, let me first 

make a distinction between stages (levels) and steps. In the scholarly literature 

there are two ways of marking progress in the ascent passage. The more 

common one is to define stages or levels which are more or less explained in 

terms of general descriptions of the lover’s object of love or main preoccupation 

at a particular time.40 The less common approach is to analyse Plato’s text more 

closely into a series of steps.41 The difference is that the stage approach 

emphasizes the broad stages that the text describes, whereas the step approach 

takes the precise order of things said in the text to represent actual steps in the 

ascent to beauty itself. 

I believe that the stage approach makes more sense. Ascending to beauty 

itself is not something you do in a heartbeat; the time it takes has to be 

measured in years. Given the time factor and the complexity of human life the 

climb must be a much more complex and messy affair than can be explained 

with any precision on two Stephanus-pages, which is the length of the 

description of the ascent. Therefore, to view more or less each successive 

sentence as a separate step in the correct order of the ascent is going too far. 

Defining anywhere between four and seven general stages is much more 

plausible. This does, however, not mean that Plato indicates no steps within the 

stages, but only that they should be looked at with caution. If that is done the 

approaches can work together.42 

Based on the above distinction commentators commonly talk about four to 

seven stages in the ascent passage. The minimum is one stage for bodies, one 

for souls and customs, one for science, and one for beauty itself. At most there 

are three stages for bodies, one for souls, one for customs, one for science, and 

one for beauty itself. Basically this leaves us with two problems concerning the 

number of the stages. First, how many are the bodily stages, one, two, or three? 

Second, do souls and customs belong to the same stage or seperate ones?43 I will 

argue that it is best to talk about four stages in total.44 

                                                 
40 See e.g. Morrison 1977: 215 and McEvilley 2002: 184. Obdrzalek has this kind of conception 

although she uses the word “steps” (2010: 430). 
41 See Blondell 2006: 153ff. 
42 This is more or less the approach taken by Moravcsik. He describes four levels (1972: 285, 

292) and fourteen steps (1972: 286). 
43 There is general agreement that there is no textual basis for splitting up the stages of science 

and beauty itself. Admittedly, Blondell splits each of them into two, but her approach is more 

step-like than stage-like (2006: 154). 
44 Cf. McKeon 1951: 21 and Cornford 1937: 76-77. 
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The ascent to beauty itself has four stages 

Stages in the ascent have already been described as general descriptions of the 

lover’s object of desire or main preoccupation at a particular time. This is in 

harmony with Plato’s text, because the ascent is more or less described in terms 

of the objects the lover desires and progression in the ascent is described as 

moving from one object of love to the next. This suggests that it is logical to 

talk of one bodily stage, because if the object of love defines the stage it seems 

strange to have two or three stages for bodies and only one for science for 

example. 

Another objection to multiple bodily stages is that if they are meant to stand 

for any real experience – which certainly seems the case the way the ascent is 

described – then it seems strange to fix the number at two or three. There is no 

way of fixing how many bodies a person needs to love before he is able to love 

all bodies. The discrepancy between the general account and the summary, the 

former having two bodily stages and the latter three, also seems to indicate that 

the number of bodily stages was not crucially important. Why then mention 

more than one bodily steps? 

The most plausible reason seems to be that Plato wanted to convey the idea 

that at the beginning of the ascent, i.e. when the lover loves bodies, he has to 

learn to sort different things under one heading. First you see one thing, then 

another similar thing, and gradually you learn to sort all similar things under 

one concept, e.g. “body”. If this is the case it is not necessary to talk about 

different bodily stages to convey the idea. It seems more natural to think of this 

learning process as steps within one bodily stage. 

But why then does Plato talk about three bodily stages in the summary? I 

can offer two reasons for this. First, it is simply a reminder of the logic of going 

through the stages: one’s love for each object has to go through steps of 

increasing understanding before it can be transcended. To show this it makes 

sense to present first the love of one body, then two bodies, and finally the love 

of all bodies. The other reason is the correspondence some scholars have seen 

between the stages in the summary, on the one hand, and the content of the six 

speeches given in the Symposium, on the other hand. Although I will not argue 

for this correspondence here, Plato may very well have wanted to give the 

reader a key to understanding the connection between the speeches in this 

way.45 

Having concluded that it is best to talk of one bodily stage, let us now turn 

to the problem of whether the love of souls and love of customs belong to the 

same stage or different ones. It seems difficult to decide the matter on the 

                                                 
45 Foley dedicates an entire article to this correspondence (2010). Hahn also argues for it (1985: 

98-100). Strauss hints at it (2001: 237). 
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general account alone, at least without further analysis. The summary gives a 

better indication, for it lists customs and does not mention souls. This makes it 

natural to assume that there is only one stage. Based on the argument so far, this 

can, though, hardly be conclusive. It has been maintained that the summary 

talks about three bodily stages when it is more natural to talk of only one bodily 

stage; the summary thus adds stages. One might, therefore, ask: if the summary 

adds stages, why could it not remove stages, i.e. the soul stage? I have argued 

why I think Plato adds two bodily stages to the summary. That he would extract 

important stages from the summary I find less likely, although it is not 

unthinkable, if the stages of the summary are first and foremost meant to 

correspond to the speeches of the Symposium. 

The earlier mention of the soul in Diotima’s speech, though, provides 

further evidence that souls and customs belong to the same stage. As we have 

seen the area of life that was named after the soul does not only have to do with 

inner reality but also outer reality. This was my conclusion after a discussion of 

the words τρόπος and ἦθος. Interestingly the word ἐπιτηδεύματα which is used 

in the ascent passage has a similar meaning as these two when they refer to 

outer reality. This being the case there is no reason not to connect the customs 

and soul of the ascent passage together into one stage. 

Furthermore, the development that takes place from stage to stage in the 

ascent also explains why it makes sense to say that the soul and customs belong 

to the same stage. At the bodily stage the objects of love are simple physical 

things. There is no indication that the lovers see anything but their surfaces, 

there is no depth here. At the next stage an understanding of the inner life of 

these physical bodies is added, i.e. their souls. The change between the stages is 

therefore from a surface view of physical bodies to a consciousness of the inner 

life of these bodies. At the bodily stage the lover moves in steps from loving 

only one body to loving them all. The movement at the stage of souls and 

customs is from the recognition of the soul space to an understanding of how 

tendencies within the soul affect the person’s customs, i.e. the actions of a 

person who has a soul. Thus one’s customs reflect the inner life of the soul and 

the soul’s inner life is a condition for understanding the actions of the physical 

body.46 To understand that bodies have an inner life does not give a sufficient 

understanding of the soul. It is only by understanding the connection of the soul 

and customs that one can properly understand the inner space.47 

                                                 
46 In On Beauty, where he refers repeatedly to the Symposium, Plotinus talks about this connection 

of the soul and ways of life: you must look at beautiful ways of life (ἐπιτηδεύματα) and works 

and compare them to the souls that produce these beautiful works (I.6 [1] 9, 2-7). 
47 This is also in harmony with Socrates’ famous belief that knowledge suffices for virtue. Plato’s 

thinking is probably more sophisticated, but he still believes there is a close connection between 

knowledge and virtuous activity. 
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Given the above reasons mostly found in the ascent passage, I think we have 

good evidence to claim that the ascent should be viewed as having four stages 

concerned with bodies, souls, knowledge, and beauty itself. The stages in the 

ascent thus correspond to the four areas of life described earlier and to the lesser 

mysteries, although the lesser mysteries only deal with A1 and A2.48 

It is not difficult to spot the correspondence between, on the one hand, the 

bodily areas in the ascent passage and, on the other hand, the one pregnant in 

body in the lesser mysteries who provides himself with immortality through 

childbirth. The lower mysteries, as we have seen, also discuss the pregnant in 

soul who is said to create “ideas and arguments about virtue” and be willing to 

educate the soul he loves (209c). This corresponds to the soul stage of the 

ascent passage where it says that the lover gives “birth to such ideas as will 

make young men better” (210c). Futhermore, these ideas have to do with the 

“customary activities in which [a virtuous man] should engage (ἃ ἐπιτηδεύειν)” 

(209c). Again the correspondence seems clear, the verb ἐπιτηδεύειν being used 

in 209c and the noun ἐπιτηδεύματα in 210c. 

Then concerning A3, it seems to have a clear correspondence in the stage 

defined by knowledge, the word ἐπιστήμη being used in both cases. The 

connection of A4 to beauty itself is also quite obvious, for the divine and beauty 

itself are both things that do not change. This is what Diotima says of beauty 

itself: 

First, it always is and neither comes to be nor passes away, neither waxes 

nor wanes. Second, it is not beautiful this way and ugly that way, nor 

beautiful at one time and ugly at another, nor beautiful in relation to one 

thing and ugly in relation to another; nor is it beautiful here but ugly there, 

as it would be if it were beautiful for some people and ugly for others. Nor 

will the beautiful appear to him in the guise of a face or hands or anything 

else that belongs to the body. It will not appear to him as one idea or one 

kind of knowledge. It is not anywhere in another thing, as in an animal, or in 

earth, or in heaven, or in anything else, but itself by itself with itself, it is 

always one in form; and all the other beautiful things share in that, in such a 

way that when those others come to be or pass away, this does not become 

the least bit smaller or greater nor suffer any change. (211a-b) 

In short, in the Symposium we have found four areas of life which can be called 

the areas of body, soul, knowledge, and the divine. 

  

                                                 
48 Cf. Obdrzalek 2010: 430. 
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The areas of life in the Republic 

I have argued that in the Symposium human life is divided into four areas; a 

discussion of love or desire led to the four different kinds of things human 

desire can be aimed at. In my treatment of the Republic I will also start with 

human desire. There the tripartition of the soul means that desire is split into at 

least three parts. First the different objects of desire of the parts of the soul will 

lead us onto the areas of life we are looking for. I will then describe each area of 

life in more detail. 

The parts of the Republic that are relevant to a discussion of the areas of life 

hardly ever give us a holistic picture of the areas. There are four main 

descriptions of areas of life in the Republic. In Books 2 to 4 there is a 

description of the just city which deals mostly with the two lowest classes of 

that city, more or less leaving the third class out. I will claim that these two 

classes desire the objects of A1 and A2. In Book 4 there is the division of the 

parts of the soul which could admittedly be more detailed. In Books 5 to 7 there 

is a discussion of the two highest classes of the just city, especially the highest 

class of philosophers. I will argue that the philosophers actually desire both A3 

and A4. Finally, in Books 8 and 9 there is a description of the political 

constitutions which are desired by the two lower parts of the soul. Another 

difficulty is that Plato develops his description of individual areas as the work 

goes on, usually making the description of individual aspects more clear.49 

All three parts of the soul have desires 

In the Republic the soul is divided into three parts: the appetitive 

(ἐπιθυμητικόν), the spirited (θυμοειδές), and the rational (λογιστικὸν) parts 

(439d-e).50 This means that the different parts of the soul have different 

functions because each of them desires different things, has different pleasures, 

and values. That all of the parts have desires is not clearly stated in Book 4 

where the division of the soul is introduced. It may therefore seem that only one 

of them has desires because one of them is called after desire or appetite 

(ἐπιθυμία). Usually when the words ἐπιθυμία or ἐπιθυμητικόν are used in the 

Republic it signifies this part of the soul, i.e. the appetitive part. 

There are however instances where Plato says that the rational part desires 

something. In Book 5 the philosopher, who is ruled by the rational part of his 

                                                 
49 An example are the soldiers and rulers under one heading in the creation of the best city and 

then the differences between them that emerge, first in Book 4 and then in Books 5 to 7. Another 

example is how areas 3 and 4 are not distinguished until in the divided line at the end of Book 6. 
50 Plato’s argumentation for exactly three parts is not conclusive. Why he therefore distinguishes 

between three parts of the soul and not two, four, or any other number, is not entirely clear. See 

e.g. Cooper 1999 and Miller 1999: 91-101. 
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soul, desires learning (475b).51 In Book 6 a person is said to be able to desire 

learning, which is one of the most characteristic objects of the rational part of 

the soul.52 Finally in Book 9 it is said that all of the parts have desires (580d).53 

To this it may be added that the persons, who are ruled by one of the parts, are 

often described as ”loving” (φιλό-) this or that. For example in Book 9 it says 

that “there are three primary kinds of people: philosophic (φιλόσοφον), 

victory-loving (φιλόνικον), and profit-loving (φιλοκερδές)” (581c).54 Φῐ λί α is 

not as strong as ἔρως and it does not seem to have the sexual undertones of the 

latter word. It however has the same directionality, indicating that a person 

wants something or likes to be in the company of it.55 As we will see more 

clearly these three kinds of people correspond to the three parts of the soul, each 

being ruled by a different part of the soul and each desiring different things. 

Because of this division of the soul the Republic has different words for 

different kinds of desires, unlike the Symposium where all of them were some 

kind of love.56 This may make it easier to spot the things that each part of the 

soul aims for, but it does not relieve us of the work of describing them, because 

the names Plato gives to the parts of the soul are little more than labels. 

The differences between the parts of the soul 

To give us some idea about the three parts of the soul, I will begin in Book 4 of 

the Republic, where Plato distinguishes the parts of the soul from each other. 

First it is said that thirst and hunger are the clearest examples of the appetitive 

part (437d). Furthermore this part lusts (ἐράω), gets excited (πτοέω) by other 

appetites, is irrational (ἀλόγιστος) and a “companion of certain indulgences and 

pleasures” (439d). The appetitive part is also “the largest part in each person’s 

soul and is by nature most insatiable for money” and there is a danger it may be 

“filled with the so-called pleasures of the body” (442a). 

                                                 
51 Here the noun ἐπιθυμητής is used. It has the same stem as ἐπιθυμητικόν and ἐπιθυμία and 

means “one who longs for or desires”. At 485a “philosophic natures always love (ἐρῶσιν) the sort 

of learning that makes clear to them some feature of the being that always is”. Therefore there 

seems no great difference between ἐπιθυμία at 475b and ἔρως at 485a, as is the case in the 

Symposium. 
52 Cornford maintains that the “three forms of desire are themselves characterised by their 

peculiar objects” (1937: 69). 
53 Cf. White 1979: 226. 
54 Referring to this passage, L. Cooper maintains that the parts of the soul are primarily 

characterized by what they love (2001: 346). 
55 At 475c being hungry, having an appetite for food, and being a lover of food, all seems to mean 

more or less the same. 
56 Scott and Welton connect the tripartite soul and its objects with eros in the Symposium: “the 

desires for all three things are explicitly mentioned by Diotima as forms of Erôs (even 

moneymaking, χρηματισμὸν, at 205d4; also honor-love, φιλοτιμί αν 208c3, and philosophy, 

φιλοσοφί ᾳ 210d6)” (2008: 114). 
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From this short description it is clear that this part of the soul has to do with 

basic bodily needs. Only the urge for sex seems to be lacking here, but it is 

added in Book 9 where it is also explained that money is important to this part 

because these “appetites are most easily satisfied by means of money” (580e). 

This is why the appetitive part of the soul is called “money-loving 

(φιλοχρήματον) and profit-loving (φιλοκερδὲς)” (581a). 

Moving on to the spirited part, according to Book 4 we become angry 

through it (439e). This part is then said to be willing to fight (442b), which 

seems a result of the anger. Furthermore this part is a helper (ἐπίκουρος) of the 

rational part (441a) and allies itself with it, but never with the appetitive part 

against the rational one (440b). And it is courageous “when it preserves through 

pains and pleasures the declarations of reason about what is to be feared and 

what isn’t” (442c). In Book 9 it is added that this part is “wholly dedicated to 

the pursuit of control, victory, and high repute” (581a). 

The spirited part is therefore clearly more aggressive than the appetitive part 

but at the same time more disciplined and prefers to have a leader who can lay 

down the rules for it.57 And it seems to pay more attention to social reality than 

the appetitive part, being called “victory-loving (φιλόνικον) and honor-loving 

(φιλότιμον)” (581b).58 

Finally, the rational part calculates (λογίζομαι, 439d), plans (βουλεύω, 

442b) and is supposed to rule and thereby make the person wise.59 In 

accordance with this it is concerned with the whole, for it is said to have “within 

it the knowledge of what is advantageous for each part and for the whole soul” 

(442c). And by its wise rule of the parts the whole person becomes just and thus 

from having been many things he becomes entirely one, moderate and 

harmonious. Only then does he act. And when he does anything, whether 

acquiring wealth, taking care of his body, engaging in politics (πολιτικόν),60 

or in private (ἴ δια) contracts – in all of these, he believes that the action is 

just and fine that preserves this inner harmony and helps achieve it, and 

calls it so, and regards as wisdom the knowledge that oversees such actions. 

(443d-e) 

                                                 
57 The spirited part may also be inclined to be a lover of ruling itself (549a). This last point is said 

of the timocrat, who is not a description of the spirited part in its best state. It seems that the 

spirited part wants to be ruled but if there is no ruler it will gladly take up the rule itself. 
58 Cf. Kahn 1987: 83. Kahn maintains that the spirited part of the soul has an “essentially social 

character”. 
59 The above person (lover of wisdom) “is moderate and not at all a money-lover 

(φιλοχρήματος)” (485e). And of the three parts the rational part “cares least for money and 

reputation” (581b). 
60 Strangely Grube’s translation (rev. by Reeve) of πολιτικός here is different from where it 

describes the courage of the soldiers (430c). There it is translated “civic”, instead of “political”. 

Then it would here be “civic duty” or something similar. What would it mean in a city like the 

just city to engage in politics? Does it have a meaning at all for others than the philosophical 

rulers? Cf. 473c-d where “political power and philosophy (δύναμίς τε πολιτικὴ καὶ  φιλοσοφία) 

entirely coincide”. 
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Furthermore, in Book 9 it is added that the rational part is “learning-loving 

(φιλομαθὲς) and philosophical (φιλόσοφον)” or wisdom-loving (581b), which 

is an aspect that in Book 2 is connected to gentleness.61 

It therefore seems that the rational part’s strength lies in its ability to plan 

and look at the whole picture, which is not an aspect of the other parts of the 

soul, and this it may owe to its willingness to learn and to look for wisdom. It is 

also gentle which is the opposite of the spirited part and is able to lay down 

rules for the other parts to follow. 

Here it is important to keep in mind that the above description of the parts 

of the soul is only accurate when everything is as it should be, i.e. when the 

rational part rules and the other parts follow suit.62 But this is not always so, 

because the other parts can be the ruling part within a person’s soul, not only the 

rational one. This is the reason why there are three primary kinds of people, as 

we have seen (581b-c, cf. 587a).63 The following quotation from Book 6 gives 

us a kind of explanation for this rule of individual parts: “when someone’s 

desires (ἐπιθυμίαι) incline strongly for one thing, they are thereby weakened 

for others, just like a stream that has been partly diverted into another channel.” 

(485d)64 We may notice that the other two streams are not said to dry up, they 

are merely weakened, but it seems that the main stream becomes strong enough 

to define the character of the person involved. 

The embodiments of the parts of the soul 

The tripartite soul is not explained as an isolated phenomenon in the Republic, it 

is very much integrated into the discussion of what may seem the aim of the 

dialogue, that is to explain justice. After the discussion of Book 1 the question 

that Socrates is left with at the start of Book 2 is whether it is better to be just 

than unjust (357a). What he is therefore looking into is justice in the individual. 

Plato however has Socrates and his interlocutors look for it in an ideal city 

because it is easier to spot in something big than in something small (cf. 

368df.). The hope is then that they will be able to go back to the individual and 

see the same things in him.65 

                                                 
61 The philosophic nature is “just and gentle (δικαία τε καὶ  ἥμερος), from youth on”, not “savage 

and hard to associate with (δυσκοινώνητος καὶ  ἀγρία).” (486b) 
62 The descriptions in Books 8 and 9 have to be used carefully because they apply to the parts 

when they are not behaving properly, because they are not following the rational part (cf. 586d-

587a). 
63 Bobonich raises the possible objection that not everyone may fall into one or another of these 

three primary classes of people, but then shows that there can be no other classes (2002: 48-51). 
64 And then he takes an example of this: “when someone’s desires flow towards learning and 

everything of that sort, he’d be concerned, I suppose, with the pleasures of the soul itself by itself 

(αὐτῆς καθ᾽  αὑτὴν), and he’d abandon those pleasures that come through the body”. 
65 The question is often raised whether justice can be the same in a state and an individual. See 

e.g. Annas 1981:73. 
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In short the creation of the just city yields a city that has three classes: 

workers, soldiers, and rulers. And justice was found to be in the city because the 

“three natural classes (γένη φύσεων) within it did its own work” (435b). 

Having found that justice is to be found in a city with this structure of three 

classes where each does its own work, Socrates concludes that the same must be 

the case with the individual, that the just individual has three parts where each 

part does its own work. 

Because of this connection between the three classes and the parts of the 

soul one could say that the persons involved, the worker, the soldier, and the 

ruler, are embodiments of the corresponding parts of the soul. The worker 

represents the appetitive part, the soldier the spirited part, and the ruler the 

rational part. As we have seen this corresponds to the profit-loving, victory-

loving, and philosophic (wisdom-loving) persons respectively.66 Furthermore, 

after the philosopher, who, as we know, is ruled by the rational part of his soul, 

has been described in Book 7, the description of the four characters in Books 8 

and 9 represent the other parts of the soul. The spirited part is represented by the 

timocrat and the appetitive part is represented by the oligarch, the democratic 

man, and the tyrannical man. 

Area one: the physical things of the workers’ lives 

In Book 2 Socrates and his interlocutors start creating the just city. Socrates 

says it is through the satisfaction of our needs (ἡ ἡμετέρα χρεία) that the city is 

created (369c). If it is, as it seems to me, that needs arise out of human desire, 

then the city is a reflection of what humans desire.67 By looking at the city we 

are therefore able to understand the objects of human desires. The most basic 

needs, which are described first, are appetitive needs and they are tied up with 

the lives of the workers. This makes sense as the workers represent the 

appetitive part of the soul and the things that they are grappling with in their 

lives are therefore the things that make up A1.68 In other words we could say 

that the workers are the caretakers of the needs of A1. 

To start with the three most important needs are (1) “food to sustain life”, 

(2) shelter, and (3) “clothes and such”. Corresponding to these there are the 

                                                 
66 There are two similar ways of describing the classes at 427d-434d. At 434a-b: (1) craftsman or 

some other kind of money-maker (“money-getter” may be better, cf. LSJ) (δημιουργὸς ὢν ἤ τις 
ἄλλος χρηματιστὴς), (2) class of soldiers (τὸ τοῦ πολεμικοῦ εἶ δος), and (3) that of the judges 

and guardians (τὸ τοῦ βουλευτικοῦ καὶ  φύλακος). At 434c: (1) money-making (χρηματιστικοῦ), 

(2) auxiliary (ἐπικουρικοῦ), and (3) guardian classes (φυλακικοῦ γένους). 
67 White observes that “the development of the city is a natural occurrence, rather than one that is 

imposed on people from outside in some manner.” (1979: 85) 
68 Although it has not been established that the areas of life in the Symposium and the Republic 

correspond I will use the same abbreviation for the areas in both dialogue as it is my intent to 

argue for correspondence. 
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kinds of professions that are necessary to take care of these needs: (1) farmers, 

(2) builders, and (3) weavers and cobblers. And it is added that someone is 

needed to attend the body (περὶ  τὸ σῶμα θεραπευτήν) probably for medical 

care (369d). 

Additionally a good part of the city will be concerned with servicing these 

basic professions. The farmers and craftsmen will need tools, made of metal and 

wood, which are made by others: farming, building, weaving, and shoemaking 

tools (370c-d). Furthermore, there is need for “cowherds, shepherds, and other 

herdsmen in order that the farmers have cows to do their ploughing, the builders 

have oxen to share with the farmers in hauling their materials, and the weavers 

and cobblers have hides and fleeces to use” (370d-e). Still further there will be 

imports and exports and for that there is need for merchants (371a) and people 

who know how to sail (371a-b). “Then we’ll need a marketplace and a 

currency” (371b) and retailers to sell the products (371c-d). Finally, there will 

be wage-earners who will sell their bodily strength for labor (371d-e). 

Concerning food there is bread and wine (372a), the citizens will “knead 

and cook the flour and meal they’ve made from wheat and barley” (372b). 

Futhermore, “they’ll obviously need salt, olives, cheese, boiled roots, and 

vegetables of the sort they cook in the country. We’ll give them desserts, too, of 

course, consisting of figs, chickpeas, and beans, and they’ll roast myrtle and 

acorns before the fire, drinking moderately” (372c-d). This will give them good 

health, says Socrates (372d). Interestingly, although there will be cows and 

sheep, there is no mention of eating of any kind of meat. 

There are no details given about the houses, but as for clothes it is stated 

that the housebuilders will “work naked and barefoot in the summer, and wear 

adequate clothing and shoes in the winter.” (372a-b) Then, it seems, there will 

not be much in the way of furnishings and utensils because the citizens will put 

their “honest cakes and loaves on reeds or clean leaves, and, [will be] reclining 

on beds strewn with yew and myrtle” (372b). Two further points need to be 

added, namely that people will, “crowned with wreaths, hymn the gods” (372b), 

and that they will enjoy sex (ἡδέως συνόντες ἀλλήλοις) without having more 

children than their resources allow, for fear that they fall into poverty or war 

(372b-c).69 The point about fear of war shows that the workers of this city, 

which is often called the first city (369a-372d),70 do not like war like the 

persons controlled by the spirited part of their souls.71 

                                                 
69 In Book 3 no pleasure is said to be greater or keener or madder than sexual pleasure (ἡδονὴν 
τῆς περὶ  τὰ ἀφροδίσια, 403a). 
70 Cf. Reeve 1988: 170. 
71 Reeve notes that no desires are attributed to the inhabitants of the first city except appetitive 

desires (1988: 176). 
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This is the first city that is founded and we can easily see that it is a frugal 

city and not only by modern standards, for Glaucon complains about this. He 

says that the food described is the food of pigs and that if people are not “to 

suffer hardship, they should recline on proper couches, dine at a table, and have 

the delicacies and desserts that people have nowadays.” (372d-e) They then go 

about enlarging the city so that it is luxurious, although the first city is labelled 

“healthy” (373b) and is said to cover the necessities (373a).72 

What is added in the way of food is pastries (373a) and meat. Cattle is 

mentioned (373c), and then there is talk of hunters (373b) and swineherds 

(373c) which suggests there will also be game of some kind and pork. The 

houses themselves and clothes are not mentioned, but there is an increase in the 

production of furnishings and decorative art. “[C]ouches, tables, and other 

furniture will have to be added, and, of course, all sorts of delicacies, perfumed 

oils, incense, [...] painting and emroidery must be begun, and gold, ivory, and 

the like acquired.” (373a) Also things “for the adornment of women“ (373b). 

Furthermore, all kinds of entertainment and services will be added “artists 

or imitators, many of whom work with shapes and colors, many with music.73 

And there’ll be poets and their assistants, actors, choral dancers, contractors [...] 

And so we’ll need more servants, too. Or don’t you think that we’ll need tutors, 

wet nurses, nannies, beauticians, barbers, chefs, cooks” (373b-c). And there will 

be prostitution (373a) and a “far greater need for doctors than before” (373c-d), 

indicating that the city will not be as healthy as before. Finally, there will be a 

need for more land (373d) to satisfy the luxurious lifestyle. This need will then 

spark the need for another class of people in the city, namely the guardians 

(φύλακες)74 who can wage war with the neighboring countries. And so the 

description of the first class and its life is at an end. 

As can be expected from the discussion of the appetitive part of the soul in 

Book 4, the description of the workers’ lives is very much bound up with basic 

human needs for food, shelter, clothing, and sex. We can also notice how the 

desire for these things can easily go beyond what Socrates initially deems 

necessary. In the description of Book 2 the workers are not said to be money-

lovers but it is easy to see how that label can be ascribed to them, because, as 

we have seen, what they desire can be bought for money. 

                                                 
72 At 399e Socrates says that he and his interlocutors have been purifying the city so maybe it will 

be healthy after all. Anyway some of the luxuries seem to be good: although there was no 

mention of eating meat in the first city, in the final version of the just city the best warriors will 

get the best meat (cf. 468c-d: long cut of the backbone and meat itself is a prize for doing well in 

war). White discusses the reason for the luxuries (1979: 88-89). 
73 Cf. μουσική which Grube and Reeve generally translate as “music and poetry”. 
74 To begin with the word refers to both the soldiers and the rulers. Later it changes, as I explain 

in a later footnote. 
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Comparing this description with A1 in the Symposium we see that this one 

is much richer. We however see that as in the Symposium it sticks essentially to 

material things and needs: most things are connected to the body and there is a 

mention of having children.75 It may also be noted here that in the Republic 

there is a mention of the love of boys (474d), which some have understood to be 

the meaning of the love of body in the ascent passage.76 

There are just a few references in the above description in the Republic to 

things that could be said to belong to some other area of life. First it is said that 

the people hymn the gods, but as should be clear religion comes in all forms, so 

this need can just as well belong to A1 as any other. Then in the luxurious city 

there will be the entertainment of poets and other kinds of actors. As we 

remember poets were connected to A2 in the Symposium and the other artists 

may therefore also better belong there. It must however be noted that there is a 

difference between being an artist and being enjoyed by one. To be an artist one 

may need to want honor, whereas enjoying art does not require that. Therefore 

the needs being met here do not have to be connected to A2. 

Area one: the appetitive characters in the regression 

A1 is not only described in some detail in Book 2, for this is also done in Books 

8 and 9. Here it is not represented by one character but three: the oligarch, the 

democratic man, and the tyrannical man. The reason for this seems to be that the 

appetitive part is “multiform (πολυειδίαν)” (580d) and therefore not easily 

characterized by a single thing. Another thing that is important about the three 

characters is that they represent constitutions which are the products of a 

regression. 

After having described the just city and its philosophers in Book 7 Plato 

goes on to describe a regression of constitutions where the appetitive characters 

represent the three worst kinds. This means that unlike the workers in the just 

city these three appetitive characters are not ruled by the rational part but are 

left to their own devices. Thus they meddle in things that are not their own, for 

they are ruled by the appetitive part of the soul, and they can therefore not be 

said to be healthy representatives of that part of the soul. They are however not 

equally unhealthy for it is clear that the oligarch is the best of the characters, the 

democratic man is in the middle, and the tyrannical man is the worst of the 

three. As the description of the workers’ lives in Book 2 the description of these 

three characters is also dominated by references to basic needs, some of which 

have lost their way, it seems. 

                                                 
75 Bobonich connects the workers in the Republic to the love of children in the lesser mysteries in 

the Symposium (2002: 68). 
76 Cf. Vlastos 1981: 40. 
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What creates oligarchy is the city’s “insatiable desire to attain what it has 

set before itself as the good, namely, the need to become as rich as possible” 

(555b). Wealth is thus the highest value to the oligarch (cf. 550c-d, 555e, 554a). 

And the oligarch “satisfies only his necessary appetites, makes no other 

expenditures, and enslaves his other desires as vain.” (554a) It seems he does 

not spend any money on anything besides staying alive and making more 

money. 

But the oligarch has a darker side to him, for Socrates says:77 “Do you know 

where you should look to see the evildoings of such people? [...] To the 

guardianship of orphans or something like that, where they have ample 

opportunity to do injustice with impunity.” (554c)78 However “in those other 

contractual obligations, where he has a good reputation and is thought to be just, 

he’s forcibly holding his other evil appetites in check by means of some decent 

part of himself”, holding them in check “by compulsion and fear, trembling for 

his other possessions.” (554c-d)79 So the oligarch is able to control lesser desires 

for the sake of his valuation of wealth as the highest good, for Socrates says: 

“Then someone like that wouldn’t be entirely free from internal civil war and 

wouldn’t be one but in some way two, though generally his better desires are in 

control of his worse.” (554d-e) 

Turning now to the democratic man, Socrates tells us that he “spends as 

much money, effort, and time on unnecessary pleasures as on necessary ones” 

(561a). Unnecessary desires are defined as “those that someone could get rid of 

if he practiced from youth on, those whose presence leads to no good or even to 

the opposite” (559a). Whereas the oligarch had one kind of desires rule the 

other desires, the democratic man “lives, always surrendering rule over himself 

to whichever desire comes along, as if it were chosen by lot. And when that is 

satisfied, he surrenders the rule to another, not disdaining any but satisfying 

them all equally.” (561b) Thus the democratic man makes not distinction 

between good and bad for he “declares that all pleasures are equal and must be 

valued equally.” (561c) 

Whereas the oligarch defines the good as wealth, the democratic man 

therefore defines it as freedom, and so his insatiable desire is for freedom (562b, 

cf. 557b). This idea breeds the multicolored life of the democratic man where a 

multitude of desires come into play (cf. 557c, 559d, 560b). 

                                                 
77 At 556c-e the description of the rich man does not quite correspond to what one might think for 

he is “reared in the shade and carrying a lot of excess flesh”. This tells us that the rich person is 

not ruled by his spirited part, but one would think that if the rich person is able to control his 

appetites for other things than the necessities he would not be fat. 
78 These evildoings may even be lawless, it seems, as in the case of the tyrant. 
79 In the part of the quote I left out it is indicated that there is a better way to deal with appetites 

than by compulsion (the rational way). 
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And so he lives on, yielding day by day to the desire at hand. Sometimes he 

drinks heavily while listening to the flute; at other times, he drinks only 

water and is on diet; sometimes he goes in for physical training; at other 

times, he’s idle and neglects everything; and sometimes he even occupies 

himself with what he takes to be philosophy. He often engages in politics, 

leaping up from his seat and saying and doing whatever comes into his 

mind. If he happens to admire soldiers, he’s carried in that direction, if 

money-makers, in that one. There’s neither order nor necessity in his life, 

but he calls it pleasant, free, and blessedly happy, and he follows it for as 

long as he lives. (561c-d) 

This leads the democratic man to disregard how competent people are (558b) 

and assigns them to positions of rule by lot (557a). Everyone is therefore equal 

(cf. 558c). Even the laws are not respected, because that may curb freedom (cf. 

563d-e, 562d). Two examples are mentioned: when people serve in public 

office as jurors even though the law forbids it, and secondly, when condemned 

criminals are not put away (557e-558a).80 

The democratic man is more complex than the oligarch in the sense that he 

seems more likely to desire things that might belong to some other area than 

A1. Whereas the oligarch nearly only desires money, which is clearly a part of 

A1, the democratic man is sometimes interested in philosophy, which seems to 

belong to A3, and sometimes politics, which could belong to A2. It is however 

clear that there is no stability in his desires for these things.81 This suggests that 

he is not able to connect to them in what they are truely about, hence he is 

occupied with what he thinks philosophy is, rather than what it is. It is likely 

that he rather sees some beauty in philosophy and politics that is merely 

accidental to them and belongs to A1. 

The last appetitive character, the tyrannical man, is ruled by lawless desires 

(cf. 572d-e, 575a). Lawless desires are, according to Socrates, those  

that are awakened in sleep, when the rest of the soul – the rational, gentle, 

and ruling part – slumbers. Then the beastly and savage part, full of food 

and drink, casts off sleep and seeks to find a way to gratify itself. You know 

that there is nothing it won’t dare to do at such a time, free of all control by 

shame or reason. It doesn’t shrink from trying to have sex with a mother, as 

it supposes, or with anyone else at all, whether man, god, or beast. It will 

commit any foul murder, and there is no food it refuses to eat. In a word, it 

omits no act of folly or shamelessness. (571c-d) 

                                                 
80 Against this, it seems, Reeve maintains that the democratic man is never ruled by lawless 

desires (1988: 47). 
81 White observes that the democratic man never reaches a clearly defined point at which he 

remains stable (1979: 216). 
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From this description it seems that the desires that rule the tyrannical man have 

basically the same objects as the desires of the appetitive part in general.82 The 

difference is how they are satisfied and in Books 8 and 9 we learn about 

different ways in which the tryannical man can be lawless. He “brings someone 

to trial on false charges and murders him (as tyrants so often do)” (565e). The 

tyrannical man “goes in for feasts, revelries, luxuries, girlfriends, and all that 

sort of thing.” (573d)83 He will also sacrifice his mother “for a recently acquired 

girlfriend whom he can do without” and strike his father “for the sake of a 

newfound and replaceable boyfriend in the bloom of youth” (574b-c). He will 

also “break into someone’s house or snatch someone’s coat late at night”, he 

will try to loot a temple (574d), and “won’t hold back from any terrible murder 

or from any kind of food or act.” (574e)84 And as a tyrant in a city the end at 

which his desires are directed is enslaving his whole fatherland (575d). 

Socrates also explains the cause of this terrible lawlessness. The origin are 

the tyrannical people who are trying to get the young man to come with them. 

They “contrive to plant in him a powerful erotic love, like a great winged drone, 

to be the leader of those idle desires that spend whatever is at hand.” (572e) 

Furthermore “many terrible desires grow up day and night beside the tyrannical 

one, needing many things to satisfy them” (573d). And these “other desires [...] 

buzz around the drone, nurturing it and making it grow as large as possible, they 

plant the sting of longing in it. Then this leader of the soul adopts madness as its 

bodyguard and becomes frenzied.” (573a-b, cf. 578a) Earlier it has been 

explained that drones with stings are evildoers (552c-d) so now this ruling 

desire in the tyrannical man has been turned into an evildoer who is capable of 

the lawlessness that has been described (cf. 573e-574a, 574e-575a). Moreover it 

is clear that the tyrannical man is himself a slave to this desire (cf. 575c-d) and 

by looking at the whole soul Plato concludes that he is not doing what he wants 

(cf. 577c-d, 579d-e). 

It was clear what the objects of the ruling desires of the oligarch and the 

democratic man were. This is however not stated clearly in the case of the 

tyrannical man. We may however take it as a hint when Socrates says that a 

drunken man has something of a tyrannical mind adding that “a man becomes 

tyrannical in the precise sense of the term when either his nature or his way of 

life or both of them together make him drunk, filled with erotic desire, and 

mad.” (573c) What seems to be under discussion here is what nowadays is 

                                                 
82 The desire for murder could be a new desire, but it is basically the desire to get someone out of 

the way who may take something from you, I think, or is holding on to something you want. 
83 If we take note of the Symposium, it seems that the love of boys is an important thing, so that 

should not in itself be thought to be a bad thing. The other things and the context nevertheless 

suggest that the tyrannical man has more luxurious desires (i.e. unnecessary) than the lover in the 

Symposium. This is really a description of things gone wrong. 
84 Cf. also 575b. 
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called addiction, for alcoholism is today the most commonly accepted form of 

addiction. Addiction can however have many other forms, at least all of the 

basic desires of the appetitive part can form the basis of such an addiction.85 

Although the tyrannical man is therefore clearly ruled by the appetitive part 

it seems he could be partly interested in A2, because if he gets to power, during 

the first days of his reign he makes all sorts of promises (566d-e) and he creates 

a theatrical façade that can dazzle others (577a). This is however purely a front 

he puts up to get what he wants, for it is clear that the appetitive desires are 

what are in control and they will use any means to get what they want. If 

making promises and looking good will help the tyrannical man get what he 

wants then he will do so without that being valuable in itself. A2 objects are 

therefore purely a means to an end for him. 

Area two: the soldiers in the just city 

As we have seen, the second class is introduced to the just city because it may 

have to fight for land with neighboring cities.86 For this reason Socrates 

maintains that the city must be enlarged by a whole army. The reason the 

citizens, that have been mentioned in respect to area one, cannot be responsible 

for the fighting is that “it’s impossible for a single person to practice many 

crafts or professions (τέχνας) well.” (374a) In what follows it is clear that the 

profession of the soldiers, who are called guardians (τῶν φυλάκων, 374e), is 

different from all the other crafts that have been mentioned in the context of the 

just city. But at this stage it is not clear what makes this craft different from all 

the other crafts in a different way than the other crafts are diffent from each 

other. To put it another way: why can we say that the objects of the other crafts 

belong to one area and that the objects of the profession of the soldiers belong 

to another area? 

The initial answer is that they have both physical and psychic qualities that 

set them apart from the workers in general. This is explained by likening the 

nature of a well-born youth in respect to that of a pedigree young dog: “each 

needs keen senses, speed to catch what it sees, and strength in case it has to 

fight it out with what it captures.” (375a) Concerning their souls then the 

guardians must be spirited (θυμοειδὴς), because that makes them courageous, 

in other words it “makes the whole soul fearless and unconquerable” (375b). 

Here in Book 2 Plato has more things to say about the necessary qualites of the 

                                                 
85 Further passages that support the addictive reading: 575e-576a, 579c. 
86 About the soldier class in Book 2, see 373d-376c. The origin of war is this: “It comes from 

those same desires that are most of all responsible for the bad things that happen to cities and the 

individuals in them.” (373e) Here it seems that the desires that Socrates is talking about are the 

luxurious desires that made the city bigger and less healthy than it was after the first phase of its 

creation (the “healthy city”). 
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guardian. We must however keep in mind that at this stage that word still refers 

both to the soldier and the ruler. It therefore becomes clear later that the further 

qualites that he ascribes to the guardians are meant for the rulers which I will 

discuss later. 

Towards the end of Book 3 Plato distinguishes between the guardians who 

are to rule and those who are merely soldiers. Then it is discussed how the 

workers and the soldiers live differently which gives an answer to the question 

why we can say that they desire different areas of life. What is explained here is 

the difference in the soldiers’ and workers’ relationship to physical things. It 

may though be kept in mind that this description not only concerns the soldiers, 

but also the rulers.87 As I will however explain later, although the rulers may 

sometimes desire the objects of A2, A3 and A4 are the areas that they value 

above the others. 

In Book 3 what starts as a discussion of the kind of housing that is suitable 

for soldiers and not for money-makers (415e) ends up yielding four rules about 

the soldiers’ (and rulers’) relationship to property.88 These are set so that the 

wrong relationship to housing and property “will neither prevent them from 

being the best guardians nor encourage them to do evil to the other citizens.” 

(416c-d) The following are the rules that distinguish the soldiers from the 

money-makers (cf. 415e): 

First, none of them should possess any private property (οὐσίαν [...] ἰ δίαν)89 

beyond what is wholly necessary. Second, none of them should have a 

house or storeroom that isn’t open for all to enter at will. Third, whatever 

sustenance moderate and courageous warrior-athletes (ἀθληταὶ  πολέμου) 

require in order to have neither shortfall nor surplus in a given year they’ll 

receive by taxation on the other citizens as a salary for their guardianship. 

Fourth, they’ll have common messes and live together like soldiers in a 

camp. (416d-e) 

The first two rules hinder the soldiers from getting too attached to physical 

things.90 A further explanation of the rules says that it is unlawful for the 

                                                 
87 This is clear at 416e where it says that the people involved have gold and silver in their souls. A 

little earlier Plato has told us a myth where the rulers have gold in their souls, the soldiers silver, 

and the workers iron and bronze (415a). 
88 The statement that the people being talked about have silver and gold in their souls (416e) tells 

us that these rules apply both to the soldiers and the rulers. 
89 The word ἴ διος is sometimes used merely to state the difference between private and public (cf. 

424e (ἰ δίᾳ καὶ  δημοσίᾳ), 443a, 473e (οὔτε ἰ δίᾳ οὔτε δημοσίᾳ)). Sometimes the private seems to 

belong more to A1 as here at the end of Book 3 and the start of Book 4. 
90 Earlier in Book 3 it has already been stated that the future guardians must not be money-lovers 

or bribable with gifts (390d). Also in Book 5 the rule is set that it is forbidden to strip corpses in 
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guardians alone to touch or handle gold or silver. “They mustn’t be under the 

same roof as it, wear it as jewelry, or drink from gold or silver goblets.” (417a) 

This strict rule about gold and silver may have come about because of the 

special attraction of these metals. The third rule relieves the soldiers of the 

burden of having to take care of growing their own food and such things, but at 

the same time the rule again tries to prevent the guardians from getting attached 

to such a life. Thus it is added that acquiring “private land (γῆν τε ἰ δίαν), 

houses, and currency” (417a) makes them household managers and farmers 

instead of guardians. This would break the rule that everyone should only do his 

own work (cf. 433a) and such ownership will cause them to compete with the 

workers of the lowest class which will cause conflict in the city. The fourth rule 

about eating and living together seems intended to increase the communal 

feeling of the soldiers, their group mentality. 

Immediately at the start of Book 4 it is clear that the workers are not bound 

by these rules for they are allowed to “own land, build fine big houses, acquire 

furnishings to go along with them, make their own private (ἰ δίας) sacrifices to 

the gods, entertain guests (ξενοδοκοῦντες), and also, of course, possess [...] 

gold and silver and all the things that are thought (νομίζεται) to belong to 

people who are blessedly happy.” (419a) In addition the soldiers (and rulers) 

will not get any “extra wages as the others do. Hence, if they want to take a 

private (ἰ δίᾳ) trip away from the city, they won’t be able to; they’ll have 

nothing to give to their mistresses (ἑταίραις διδόναι), nothing to spend in 

whatever other ways they wish, as people do who are considered (δοκοῦντες) 

happy”.91 

As we see in the reference to happiness, Adeimantus and Socrates are here 

wondering whether the guardians will be happy. In his preliminary answer 

Socrates points to the whole: the point is to make the whole city happy and not 

just a few individuals (420c). As we have seen the idea that one must take care 

of the whole is something that characterizes the rulers and not the soldiers. In 

their way of life that is described here they however partake of this idea of the 

whole, although not as fully as the rulers. When I talk about the rulers I will 

                                                                                                                        
war, because it is thought “slavish (ἀνελεύθερον) and money-loving (φιλοχρήματον)” to do so 

(469d). 
91 At 373a ἑταίρα is translated as “prostitutes”, and there it probably has some such meaning. At 

443a it is a positive word: “friends”. At 568e it is translated as “companions, male or female 

(ἑταῖ ροι καὶ  ἑταῖ ραι)” which has to be negatively meant, for Socrates is talking about the tyrant. 

At 573d and 574b it refers to girlfriends of the tyrant. At 603a reason and imitation are not 

companions. – After looking at these places “mistress” could be the right word or “girlfriend”. 

The word “their” in the translation does not seem correct for it suggests that the guardians have 

mistresses. I think it would be better to translate it so that it means that the guardians have no 

money to give to mistresses in general if they were to think of having some. As we see from the 

above examples girlfriends are mostly connected to the tyrant so it is hard to believe that Plato 

intended the guardians to have them.  
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clarify this point. We can however see that the workers are rather distanced 

from the social aspect. Four times Plato uses the word ἴ διος (private) to 

describe them: the workers have private property, private land, can make private 

sacrifices to the gods, and take private trips away from the city. The soldiers are 

clearly not meant to lead such a private life.92 

Another thing that distinguishes the soldiers from the workers is their 

willingness to follow the rulers and form a good team with them for guarding 

the city. Glaucon describes their relationship in this way: “we made the 

auxiliaries (ἐπικούρους) [i.e. the soldiers] in our city like dogs obedient to the 

rulers, who are themselves like shepherds of a city.” (440d, cf. 451c) 

Furthermore reason plans (βουλευόμενον), while spirit fights (προπολεμοῦν), 

following its leader and carrying out his decisions (τὰ βουλευθέντα) through its 

courage (442b). And it is the soldiers who make the just city courageous (429a-

b). Here courage is defined as a “kind of preservation”, i.e. the “preservation of 

the belief that has been inculcated by the law through education about what 

things and sorts of things are to be feared.” (429c) The soldiers’ ability to 

preserve this idea against the effects of “pleasure, pain, fear, and desire” (430a) 

makes them different from the workers who are ruled by these forces. 

What about the objects of the soldiers’ desires? What have we learned about 

A2? We have learned that the soldiers, being spirited, like fighting more than 

the workers and are at least in respect to fighting more physically fit. We have 

also learned that they are to be kept from desiring physical things which seems 

to suggest that Plato thinks that such desiring is not a part of the spirited part of 

the soul. He wants them to concentrate on doing their own work which is 

defined by the spirited part and leave other things alone. And we have seen that 

they are capable of preserving the idea about what is to be feared against the 

appetitive desires.  

As I mentioned before the spirited part of the soul is described in Book 8 as 

the honor- and victory-loving part. In Book 4 Plato has not used these words to 

describe the soldiers. However it is easy to see how the soldiers can be called 

victory-loving, because they are always ready for a fight. From the discussion in 

Book 5 we can also gather that honor is especially important to the soldier class 

(cf. 468b-e). Those who have distinguished themselves in battle are to be 

crowned with wreaths, more marriages will be available to them, they will have 

better food, which is “an appropriate honor for a courageous young man (τιμὴν 

τῷ ἡβῶντί τε καὶ  ἀνδρείῳ)” (468d), and following Homer they will have “seats 

of honor, meats, and well-filled cups of wine” (468d). 

                                                 
92 The view that the people who own things are the most happy is in both cases introduced with 

verbs that mean that people think it is so (instead of knowing), which probably refers to the 

majority of people who think this is happiness. 
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Area two: the timocrat’s love of rule and law 

Plato’s description of the timocrat in Book 8 gives us another character ruled by 

the spirited part of his soul. And there is no difference between the soldiers and 

the timocrats in their willingness to fight, for Socrates says about the timocratic 

fighting class that “it will value the tricks and stratagems of war and spend all 

its time making war.” (547e-548a) And they also seek honor and victory (548c, 

549a).93 The difference between the timocrat and the soldier is though that the 

former does not have rational rulers to help him but has to rule himself. Because 

of this the timocrat “shares in the money-loving nature” (549a-b) which is what 

the rules about property in the just city try to hinder. 

Such people will desire money just as those in oligarchies do, passionately 

adoring gold and silver in secret. They will possess private treasuries and 

storehouses, where they can keep it hidden, and have houses to enclose 

them, like private (ἰ δίας) nests, where they can spend lavishly either on 

women or on anyone else they wish. (548a-b) 

In this description we see how without the rational element the spirited person 

will break the rules about private property and do things that were forbidden in 

Books 3 and 4.94 But interestingly the timocrat will not break all the rules. 

The rulers will be respected; the fighting class will be prevented from taking 

part in farming, manual labor, or other ways of making money; it will eat 

communally and devote itself to physical training and training for war 

(547d) 

The third rule about taking wages from others seems therefore to be upheld, 

although a little later Socrates says it is at least partly for the wrong reasons, i.e. 

because the timocrat values his own money (548b). The fourth rule about living 

communally the timocrat also seems to value. He will at least eat communally 

although we have seen that he has many secrets and private things. Nonetheless, 

the fact that this communal aspect can be found among the timocrats seems to 

tell us that it is natural to them as people ruled by the spirited parts of their 

souls.95 

Moreover the timocrat is “obedient to rulers” with the explanation that he 

himself is “a lover of ruling and a lover of honor” (549a). What he values most 

                                                 
93 Bobonich says that Plato “subsumes the auxiliaries [i.e. the soldiers] under the timocratic 

classification.” (2002: 50) White also connects the soldiers and the timocrats (1979: 209). 
94 Cf. also 547b: “They distribute the land and houses as private property (ἰ διώσασθαι)”. 
95 At the end of Book 9 Glaucon and Socrates connect politics to honors (591e-592a). 
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therefore naturally leads him to this obedience to what the rulers decide.96 At 

the same time following the ruler is most likely to lead to victory and honor. 

What the rulers decide is also the law and therefore one expects the person ruled 

by the spirited part of his soul to be law-abiding. The fact that the timocrat tries 

to keep his private property and the satisfaction of his appetitive desires secret 

tells us that such behavior is not honorable in a society ruled by spirited people 

(548a). Therefore it is not surprising that the timocrats are not allowed to 

acquire their own money openly and in enjoying their pleasures they are said to 

be “running away from the law” (548b). We can therefore say that in as much as 

a person is ruled by his spirited part he is inclined to be law-abiding. 

Here we can spot a difference between the spirited person and the appetitve 

one, because it seems that lawfulness is to a lesser extent a part of the latter’s 

make-up. Of the three characters in Books 8 and 9 that are ruled by their 

appetitive part lawlessness is most obvious in the tyrannical man. We can spot 

this in his behavior (cf. 572d, 574a-b, 576a) and also in the fact that Plato calls 

the desires that rule him lawless (571b). The democratic man is said to lead a 

life that is neither slavish nor lawless (572c-d), but although he has no desire to 

break the laws like the tyrannical man, he is careless about upholding the laws 

and in Book 8 we have a number of examples of this (cf. 557e, 558a). It is even 

clearly stated that in the final analysis the democrat takes no notice of the laws 

to avoid having a master (563d-e) which is the opposite of what the honor-lover 

desires.  

Concerning the oligarch the regressive process from timocracy to oligarchy 

can be explained as going from stretching the laws in relation to spending 

money oneself to disobeying the laws altogether in this respect (550d). Of 

course the oligarchs set new laws that suit them (551a, 552a), but there is no 

indication that the oligarch values any rules in society except in as much as they 

benefit his hoarding of money, whereas the honor-lover values something that is 

not only private but also a part of a community, i.e. honor.97 One could say that 

the honor-lover is also only serving himself when he seeks honor, but still he 

has what one may call a communal feeling, belonging to the group seems an 

important part of who he is and not only getting what he wants for himself. 

Area two: training the body versus desiring it 

Finally let us look at the different relationships the spirited and the appetitive 

persons have to the body. From what has been said it seems that the appetitive 

part desires physical things and the spirited part social honor and victory. 

Strictly speaking one might therefore think that all desire for physical things, 

                                                 
96 Cf. 551a: “And what is valued is always practiced, and what isn’t valued is neglected.” 
97 The oligarch is clearly not interested in honor (553b, 554e-555a). 
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whether it is a human body or some other thing, is a desire of the appetitive 

part. It is however clear that the spirited part is very interested in the training of 

the body which is natural for one who is interested in warfare and fighting. In 

Book 8 we learn that the person who is a lover of honor is also “a lover of 

physical training” (549a). In Book 6 taking care of the body also seems to be 

connected to the spirited part of the soul. In the same way as the soldiers are the 

helpers of the rulers and the spirited part is a helper of the rational part in a just 

soul, Socrates says that youths and children should “take care of 

(ἐπιμελεῖ σθαι) their bodies at a time when they are growing (βλαστάνει) into 

manhood, so as to acquire a helper (ὑπηρεσίαν)98 for philosophy.” (498b) How 

can this emphasis on the body in regard to the spirited part of the soul be 

explained? 

Certainly both the appetitive person and the spirited one are engaged with 

the body, but whereas the former seems to get his enjoyment from the body 

itself the latter uses it for enjoying other things, i.e. victory and honor.99 The 

latter seems to be capable of looking at the body as if from a distance and treat 

it as a tool, rather than being one with the body. I think this is clear from the 

following text in Book 5 about soldiers’ behavior in war: 

Don’t you think it’s slavish and money-loving to strip a corpse? Isn’t it 

small-minded (σμικρᾶς διανοίας) and womanish to regard the body (τὸ 

σῶμα) as your enemy, when the enemy himself has flitted away, leaving 

behind only the instrument with which he fought? Or do you think such 

behavior any different from that of dogs who get angry with the stone that 

hits them and leave the thrower alone? (469d-e) 

Here Socrates distances the spirited soldier from his appetitive part first by 

saying that he should not strip a corpse and secondly by telling him that he 

should not look at the body of the enemy as the real enemy. The body is merely 

an instrument for using in battle. The enemy is rather that which has “flitted 

away” from the corpse, which must be the soul. What should therefore concern 

the real soldier is the soul, for the body is a mere instrument. Furthermore, this 

is clearly similar to the description in the Symposium where A2 is concerned 

with the soul and looks down on the body.100 From this testimony one may put 

forward the following theory: whereas a person who desires the things in A1 

                                                 
98 Admittedly this is not the same word as for the helper, i.e. soldiers, in the just city. This is the 

only occurence of ὑπηρεσία in the Republic. 
99 It may be noted that here I am talking about the spirited person as he is ruled by the spirited part 

of his soul. As we have seen a person who is generally ruled by his spirited part can also be 

tempted at times to be ruled by his appetitive part. 
100 In the Symposium the adjective σμικρός is even used in the ascent passage to describe how the 

person who desires the things of A2 considers the things in A1. 
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may be said to define himself in terms of those things, the person who desires 

the things in A2 views the things in A1 as mere tools for what he desires in A2. 

Concerning the general correspondence of A2 in the Symposium and the 

Republic, it has to be admitted that there are differences in emphasis between 

the two dialogues. Whereas Plato connects A2 mostly with soldiers and fighting 

in the Republic, there is no direct mention of that in the Symposium,101 where 

the characters associated with A2 are poets and law-makers. There are however 

similarities, for in both dialogues there is emphasis on customary behavior and 

laws, and in both dialogues A2 is associated with love of honor,102 which 

characterizes both soldiers and poets.103 Furthermore and most importantly in 

both dialogues A2 is an area for the recognition of the importance of a social 

sphere which is not a part of A1. Despite differences in description between the 

Symposium and the Republic, A2 therefore is essentially the same in both 

dialogues. 

Area three: the rulers care for the city (looking down) 

As has been mentioned, in Book 2 the guardians are defined and given 

characteristics of both the soldiers and the rulers so it is only in light of what is 

said later that we can tease these two characters apart. I have already discussed 

what, I think, belongs to the soldiers in that description. Concerning the 

characteristics that apply to the rulers, Socrates introduces them as a corrective 

to the spirited soldiers. Socrates fears that if the guardians will have only the 

spirited element in their souls they will not only be savage to the enemies but 

also “to each other and to the rest of the citizens” (375b). Therefore he thinks 

that it is necessary for them to have a gentle (πρᾷον, 375c) nature as well. This 

he claims a philosophical nature will give them, because as lovers of learning, 

which is the same as lovers of wisdom, they are gentle towards that which they 

know (375e-376c). So already in Book 2 the philosophic element has come into 

play. 

Towards the end of Book 3 Socrates wants to decide who of the guardians 

will rule and who will be ruled (οἵ τινες ἄρξουσί τε καὶ  ἄρξονται, 412b). Not 

all of the guardians are to be the rulers but only the best of the guardians 

                                                 
101 As already noted, the mention of sport in the Symposium (205d) could refer to A2. If this is so 

we also find the physically competitive aspect of A2 in the Symposium. 
102 Loving honor (φιλοτιμίαν) and wanting to be famous (ὀνομαστοὶ ) and to have glory (κλέος) 

are a part of the description of the people who desire the objects of A2 in the Symposium (208c, 

cf. 209d). The part about wanting to be famous is however not mentioned in the higher mysteries. 

This is in harmony with the Republic where honor-loving is only mentioned in connection to the 

timocrat in Book 8 and not when the soldier, who has a rational ruler to guide him, is being 

described. 
103 Bobonich connects the soldiers in the Republic to the seeking of honor in the lesser mysteries 

in the Symposium (2002: 68). 
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(φυλάκων αὐτοὺς ἀρίστους, 412c). So it is here that the guardians are divided 

into soldiers and rulers.104 But how are the best guardians judged to be best? 

What is it that makes them the best? 

First the rulers have to be older than the guardians that they rule (412c). 

Then it is said that the rulers must be knowledgeable (φρονίμους) and capable 

(δυνατοὺς), and must care for the city (κηδεμόνας τῆς πόλεως) (412c). The 

thing about being knowledgeable and capable is not expanded on, but care for 

the city seems to be important, for it is the only criterium that is explained in 

any detail. 

It is important in this respect how well the persons are able to guard “their 

belief (δόξαν) that they must do what is best for the city” (412e, cf. 413c). And 

only those who will not let theft (by persuasion of argument or forgetfulness by 

time), magic spells (of pleasure or fear), or compulsion (by pain or suffering) 

deprive them of this conviction can become complete guardians (τελέους 

φύλακας), i.e. rulers, but the others who are merely soldiers are called 

“auxiliaries and supporters of the guardians’ convictions (ἐπικούρους τε καὶ  

βοηθοὺς τοῖ ς τῶν ἀρχόντων δόγμασιν)” (414b).105 We may remember that 

courage, which is the virtue of the soldiers, was also defined as a preservation of 

belief. Socrates says that courage is 

preservation of the belief that has been inculcated by the law through 

education about what things and sorts of things are to be feared. And by 

preserving this belief ‘through everything,’ I mean preserving it and not 

abandoning it because of pains (λύπαις), pleasures (ἡδοναῖ ς), desires 

(ἐπιθυμίαις), or fears (φόβοις). (429c-d) 

                                                 
104 Cf. also the use of the word at 412d, 413c, 413e. At 414a a good child is to be made “a ruler as 

well as a guardian” (ἄρχοντα τῆς πόλεως καὶ  φύλακα, the words “as well as” seem to overdo it), 

which is a strange thing to say because those who are rulers are also guardians as it has been 

described until now. But it seems now Plato wants to start putting the rulers above the guardians. 

At 414b Plato writes that the rulers will be called “complete guardians (φύλακας παντελεῖ ς)” 

and the young people who have hitherto been called guardians will now be called “auxiliaries and 

supporters of the guardians’ convictions (ἐπικούρους τε καὶ  βοηθοὺς τοῖ ς τῶν ἀρχόντων 
δόγμασιν)”. From now on there seem to be all these possibilities: guardians = soldiers + rulers, 

complete guardians = rulers, helper = auxiliary = soldier. At 416e the soldiers are included under 

guardianship. Also at 417a-b guardians seems to apply to soldiers and rulers. At 421b there is talk 

of auxiliaries (ἐπικούρους) and guardians (φύλακας) so that there seems to be a difference here 

and the guardians are not the rulers. At 428d it says “complete guardians (τελέους φύλακας)”, 

which is a reference to the rulers, and there is a reference to an earlier mention of it (must be 

414b). At 428e they are also called “true guardians (ἀληθινοὺς φύλακας)”. At 434b there is a 

mention of the possibility of a money-maker trying to enter the class of soldiers or an “unworthy” 

soldier trying to enter that of the judges and guardians. Finally, this seems clear: those who could 

become guardians are soldiers at start (cf. young people as helpers and auxiliaries in 414b) and if 

they are worthy they will become guardians, i.e. rulers, otherwise they keep on being soldiers. 
105 The word βοηθός seems not to be used in this meaning again in the Republic. 
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The similarities between the soldiers and the rulers in this respect are that it is 

about the preservation of belief and that it is preserved against the desires of the 

appetitive part of the soul. What however sets them apart is the content of their 

beliefs. 

It is stated in the quoted passage that the beliefs of the soldiers are about 

what things and sorts of things are to be feared.106 The beliefs of the rulers 

however are that they must do what is best for the city. The soldiers’ beliefs are 

therefore concentrated on this one thing that is fear, while the beliefs of the 

rulers are more general and holistic, encompassing the whole of the city. The 

rulers’ knowledge “doesn’t judge about any particular matter but about the city 

as a whole and the maintenance of good relations, both internally and with other 

cities” (428c-d). 

Earlier we saw that a communal life of some kind is natural to the soldiers. 

This means that they must care for something bigger than themselves. This care 

however cannot be as extensive as the rulers’ care, because caring for the people 

you regularly have meals with and who may be your companions in battle is far 

from the, as it seems, wide-ranging care of the rulers for the city and what 

concerns it.107 

Area four: the philosophers love the divine (aiming up) 

In Book 5 the reader already knows that the philosophers are ruled by the 

rational part of their souls and are to be the rulers of the just city. Despite this 

Socrates and Glaucon start a research into who the philosophers are (474b). To 

begin with Socrates makes the point that “if it’s rightly said that someone loves 

something, then he mustn’t love one part of it and not another, but he must love 

all of it” (474c). He takes examples of other lovers who do the same, like lovers 

of boys and honor-lovers, to support his point. What seems to be meant is that 

the lover of boys loves all boys and the lover of wisdom loves all wisdom 

indiscriminately. On closer inspection this however does not seem to be the 

intended meaning. 

About honor-lovers Socrates says that “if they can’t be generals, be 

captains, and, if they can’t be honored by people of importance and dignity, 

they put up with being honored by insignificant and inferior ones, for they 

                                                 
106 This is subsequently repeated at least three times (430b, 433c-d, 442b-c). 
107 Interestingly in the Symposium the people who are interested in governing the city were 

connected to A2, i.e. the people who were famous law-makers, like Lycurgus and Solon (209d-e). 

This may seem to be in disagreement with the rulers in the Republic who desire things on A3. The 

answer seems to be that, as we have seen, the lovers of ruling desire the things of A2 in the 

Republic. Furthermore, later in the Republic we learn that the philosophers have to be forced to 

rule, because that is not what they would prefer to do (cf. 521b). Therefore the description in the 

Symposium tells us how things are in a normal city, after all the law-makers are mentioned in the 

discussion of the lesser mysteries, but the Republic tells us how things should be. 
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desire the whole of honor.” (475a) Going back to Book 4, this is similar to what 

was said about the one who is thirsty (cf. 438a). His desire is for drink as such 

and not a particular drink, although he will always prefer a good drink. The 

point about the wisdom-lover seems therefore to be that he loves wisdom and 

will take any part of it that he can get, but will prefer the best part. It does 

therefore not seem the philosopher has to be an encyclopedist, although it seems 

likely that over time he will acquire some wisdom about many branches of 

knowledge. 

Concerning the content of belief Socrates then goes on to tell us about 

someone who is able “to reach the beautiful itself and see it by itself” (476b) 

and who “believes in the beautiful itself, can see both it and the things that 

participate in it and doesn’t believe that the participants are it or that it itself is 

the participants” (476c-d). And this thing that he sees “remains always the same 

in all respects” (479a). This thought is called knowledge (γνώμην) but the 

person who “believes in beautiful things, but doesn’t believe in the beautiful 

itself and isn’t able to follow anyone who could lead him to the knowledge of 

it” (476c) has opinion (δόξαν). As one may suspect we soon learn that the 

philosopher is here being distinguished from others as the only one who 

embraces “the thing itself” (480a). 

Again in Book 6 we get many similar descriptions of the philosopher. It is 

said that “those who are able to grasp what is always the same in all respects are 

philosophers” (484b). Socrates and Glaucon agree “that the philosophic natures 

always love the sort of learning that makes clear to them some feature of the 

being that always is and does not wander around between coming to be and 

decaying.” (485a-b) The philosopher’s “thought (διάνοιαν) is by nature 

measured and graceful and is easily led to the form of each thing that is.” (486d) 

His thoughts are truely directed “towards the things that are (πρὸς τοῖ ς οὖσι)” 

and the things that he looks at and studies are “organized and always the same 

(κατὰ ταὐτὰ ἀεὶ ), that neither do injustice to one another nor suffer it, being all 

in a rational (κατὰ λόγον) order” (500b-c). Furthermore it is stated that the 

philosophic nature is “really divine (θεῖ ον) and that other natures and ways of 

life (ἐπιτηδευμάτων) are merely human (ἀνθρώπινα).” (497c)108 

At this point it is important to make two comparisons. First, this description 

of what the philosopher desires is somewhat different from the one about the 

rulers in the just city in Books 2 and 3. This is important because, like the 

philosophers in Book 5 and 6, the rulers are also philosophic and are ruled by 

                                                 
108 Cf. 589e, where some part of the human being is the most divine part; 590c, where a person 

has a divine ruler within himself; 590d, where reason is divine. Furthermore the following seems 

“divine study (θείων θεωριῶν)” (517d): “It isn’t surprising that the ones who get to this point [i.e. 

all the way] are unwilling to occupy themselves with human affairs and that their souls are always 

pressing upwards, eager to spend their time above, for, after all, this is surely what we’d expect, if 

indeed things fit the image I described before.” (517c-d) 
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the rational part of their souls. Yet, we see that their thought is turned towards 

the city, whereas the description of the philosophers here is that their thought is 

aimed at what is unchanging and divine. The former, as it were, look down 

whereas the latter are aiming upwards.109 

Second, the comparison with the areas in the Symposium shows clearly that 

the description of the philosophers in Books 5 and 6 corresponds to A4: the 

philosopher desires that which is always the same, beauty itself, and the divine. 

Then given the two different descriptions of the desires of the rational part of 

the soul it seems plausible to connect that which the rulers desire to A3, because 

as in the Symposium it is different from A4, but at the same time it concerns 

general knowledge. Before concluding that A3 has the same objects in the 

Sympsium and the Republic, I want to raise a possible objection. 

The objection is that in the Symposium the desire for creating political laws 

is discussed in connection to A2, whereas in the just city in the Republic the 

laws are the work of the rulers who desire the objects of A3. More generally 

speaking this concern has to do with A2 in the Symposium being about general 

rules of behavior, whereas it is not so obvious that this is the case in the 

Republic. 

To begin with it has to be said in answer to this that it is true that in the 

lesser mysteries the law-makers are connected to A2. In fact the names of 

Lycurgus and Solon are mentioned quite favorably, it seems, as in fact in the 

Republic (599d-e). So according to the Symposium it seems that it is natural for 

people, who desire the objects of A2, to be interested in political laws. But it is 

also true that this element can be found in the Republic’s description of A2, for 

we saw in Books 8 and 9 that whereas the person ruled by the appetitive part of 

his soul is not very interested in the law the one ruled by the spirited part is. 

Furthermore concerning rules of behavior it is very much the understanding of 

the soldiers that they want to have rules in society and are the ones who make 

sure they are followed. That is the reason they are such good helpers of the 

rulers. Being a good soldier also seems to demand discipline and strong 

leadership. 

We must also notice that the rulers in the just city are not said to rule and 

make laws because this is what interests them so much, it is rather the case that 

they have to be talked into doing this, because Socrates believes they will do a 

better job than the spirited people, even though it seems that they would rather 

be doing something else. The difference between the Symposium and the 

Republic is therefore that in the latter dialogue in the discussion of the rulers in 

the just city we have a description of an ideal situation, whereas the former 

explains how it is normally. 

                                                 
109 Kahn discusses this distinction in a slightly different way (1987: 87). 
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Our conclusion so far concerning the Republic is therefore that the rational 

part of the soul desires two areas (A3 and A4) and that, as in the Symposium, 

there are four areas of life in total. 

The philosopher desires the fourth part of the Line 

What I have tried to do so far is understand the different areas of life that the 

different parts of the soul desire. It is clear that the areas in the Republic are at 

least three, one corresponding to each part of the soul, but now it seems they 

may be four, because of the difference in the two descriptions of what the 

rational part of the soul desires. What may help us further in this respect is the 

simile of the divided line.110 The Line is, as the areas of life, a division of 

reality111 or “the objects of knowledge (τοῖ ς γιγνωσκομένοις)” (509b) and it 

seems hard to see why these different descriptions, i.e. the Line and the areas of 

life, would not be meant to cover the same territory.112 Whereas it is true that we 

arrive at them from different directions – one from the point of view of human 

involvement with life, the other from a purer cognitive stance – both seem to be 

a division of the whole of reality. Given this I will have a look at the four parts 

of the Line and compare them to the areas I have found.113 What I will try to 

                                                 
110 In the following I will refer to the simile of the divided line as the Line. 
111 Most scholars seem to defend or talk in accordance with the so-called theory of the degrees of 

reality. It states that Plato thought reality had (four) different degrees, which means that humans 

can perceive (four) different kinds of objects and not just one object seen in different ways. See 

e.g. Allen 1960: 155-157; Vlastos 1965/1966: 5-6; Desjardins 2004: 65; Annas 1981: 249-251; 

Steiner 1992: 153-154; Gould 1969: 20-34; and Emilsson’s introduction to Plato’s Republic 

(1991: I, 56). Szlezák defends the ontological differentiation between a thing and an image of it in 

Plato (2005: 213), making degrees of reality possible, cf. Malcolm 1981: 62. Others have 

however argued against this reading of Plato, see Penner 2006 and Fine 2003: 101. 
112 Here we must guard against one possible misunderstanding. It is not enough for someone, who 

thinks that the parts of the Line and the areas desired by the parts of the soul do not correspond, to 

say that there are things that humans can perceive but no one desires. Although there would be a 

physical thing or a way of life that people could perceive but no one would desire, that does not 

prove my point wrong. The reason is that when I talk about the objects of desire I am not talking 

about a set of all the things anyone has desired, but a set of things that have certain qualities. A 

physical thing therefore belongs to the same area as another physical thing that many desire. To 

prove that the two divisions in question do not correspond would therefore mean that there is a 

whole sphere of things that Plato believes is perceived but desired by no one (I presume it is not 

possible for an area to be only desired but not perceived and at Plato seems to support this when 

he writes at 477a that “what is completely is completely knowable and what is in no way is in 

every way unknowable”). I therefore intend to show that all the perceived areas in the Line are 

also desired by a part of the soul. – Another possible argument against the correspondence I am 

proposing would be to say that the two divisions are simply different, i.e. that the whole of what is 

desired and perceived is the same but that this total material is differently divided in the two 

divisions. I will also argue against that by showing that it makes sense to read them as 

corresponding to each other. 
113 A.S. Ferguson sees really only two aspects in the Line. He maintains that its two lower parts 

only illustrate the difference between the two higher parts, which in turn represent “two methods 

by which the soul seeks the Good.” (1921: 146) These are then the only two aspects of the Line. 
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show is that roughly speaking the four parts and the four areas correspond to 

each other. But first we must summarize the Line. 

The Line divides reality into “the intelligible kind and place” and “the 

visible” (509d). Then each place is divided into two parts.114 Socrates says that 

the lowest part of the visible place (L1) “consists of images (εἰ κόνες). And by 

images I mean, first, shadows, then reflections in water and in all close-packed, 

smooth, and shiny materials, and everything of that sort, if you understand.” 

(509d-510a) 

In the other part of the visible (L2) there are “the originals of these images, 

namely, the animals around us, all the plants, and the whole class of 

manufactured things.” (510a) Here Plato seems to be talking about the things 

themselves. In place of the seemingly flat two-dimensional images of L1 L2 

presents us with the objects in their three-dimensionality. 

In L3, the first of the intelligible ones, the soul “is forced to investigate from 

hypotheses (ἐξ ὑποθέσεων), proceeding not to a first principle (ἐπ᾽  ἀρχὴν) but 

to a conclusion (ἐπὶ  τελευτήν)” (510b). But in L3 thought “cannot reach 

beyond its hypotheses” (511a). This is however the sphere of geometry, 

calculation and related sciences (τὰς γεωμετρίας τε καὶ  λογισμοὺς καὶ  τὰ 

τοιαῦτα πραγματευόμενοι, 510c). So in L3 there are sciences which strive 

towards general principles or rules which are not visible themselves, although 

they use “as images the things that were imitated before”. The objects of L2 are 

therefore used as input for thought but are not as such the objects of L3. They 

are only used to make abstractions from (510d). 

In L4, the latter part of the intelligible place, the soul however “makes its 

way to a first principle that is not a hypothesis, proceeding from a hypothesis 

but without the images used in the previous subsection [or part]” (510b). That 

which is reached here is “that which reason itself (αὐτὸς ὁ λόγος) grasps by the 

power of dialectic (τῇ τοῦ διαλέγεσθαι δυνάμει)” (511b). The hypotheses are 

used “as stepping stones to take off from, enabling [reason] to reach the 

unhypothetical first principle of everything.” Then it says: 

Having grasped this principle, [reason] reverses itself and, keeping hold of 

what follows from it, comes down to a conclusion without making use of 

anything visible at all, but only of forms themselves, moving on from forms 

to forms, and ending in forms. (511b-c) 

                                                                                                                        
Ferguson’s interpretation has generally been rejected, cf. Cross and Woozley 1964: 212-214; and 

Szlezák 2005: 213. 
114 All in all the Line therefore has four parts. In what follows I will use L1, L2, L3, and L4 to 

refer to the parts of the Line, where L1 is the lowest part, i.e. the lower part of the two visible 

parts, and L4 the highest, i.e. the higher of the two intelligible parts. 
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Because reason first finds the first principle and only when it reverses itself the 

forms are mentioned, it may seem that the first principle is at a higher level than 

the forms. It nevertheless seems more plausible to place them together in L4. 

The reason is that the forms cannot possibly be mere hypotheses, which is the 

material in L3. The forms therefore would have to belong to L4 and as there are 

only four parts, both the first principle, which is most likely to be equated with 

the good,115 and the forms should belong to L4.116 

Now, as we have seen, given the description of Books 5 and 6, the 

philosopher is able to see beauty itself which is unchanging. As beauty itself is a 

form it has to belong to L4 and we can therefore say that the philosopher’s 

objects of knowledge are the things in L4. And if we now compare this to A4 in 

the Symposium, we see that the descriptions are very similar. There we have 

beauty itself, which does not change and is divine. All of these things therefore 

seem to fit together, the description of the philosopher in Books 5 and 6, L4, 

and A4 in the Symposium. 

The rational ruler desires the third part of the Line 

Now that we have seen that the philosophers, as described in Books 5 and 6, 

desire L4, the question is who desires L3. It seems impossible that the answer is 

the appetitive part of the soul, for we have seen that this part is concerned with 

physical things. The spirited part seems a possibility, for, as we have seen, it 

desires the things of the soul to some extent. The rational part could also desire 

it, but that would mean that this part of the soul desires two parts of the Line 

and consequently two areas of life. 

We will start our investigation by having a look at what is discussed in 

Book 7 about geometry, calculation and the three other similar subjects. As we 

have seen, the defining factor for L3 is that it has to do with hypotheses, and 

geometry and calculation are taken as examples of subjects work with 

hypotheses. To understand the discussion of these subjects in Book 7 it is 

important to note that Socrates and Glaucon are looking for a subject which will 

help “draw the soul from the realm of becoming to the realm of what is” (521d). 

Later it is explained that L1 and L2 are concerned with becoming and that L3 

                                                 
115 Cf. White 1979: 200-201 and Fine 100. 
116 There are two debatable questions here: 1. where should we place the forms, in L3 or L4? 2. 

where should we place the good, in L4 or beyond L4? Most scholars seem to place both in L4, see 

e.g. Annas 1981: 251; Reeve 1988: 56; Fine 2003: 100; Santas 2010: 132; and Malcolm 1962: 38. 

Cross and Woozley place some forms in L3, but others in L4 along with the good (1964: 230ff.). 

Desjardins places the forms in L3 and the good in L4 (2004: 78, 85-86). Some scholars place the 

forms in L4, but the good beyond L4, see Wood 1991: 533; Fogelin 1971: 378-379; and Pappas 

1995: 140. For my purposes here it is most important that the forms are in L4, which is clearly the 

majority view. 
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and L4 are concerned with being (534a).117 From this we see that Socrates is 

looking for a subject to draw the soul from a concern for L2 to a concern for L3. 

We may also note that here the thinking concerned with becoming is called 

opinion (δόξαν) and the thinking concerned with being is called understanding 

(νόησιν). The use of words is the same as in the earlier discussion of the Line 

except that the word νόησις is now used for both L3 and L4, whereas it was 

only used for L4 earlier.118 I also mention this, because it will help us 

understand Socrates’ use of words in Book 7 which might otherwise make us 

think that geometry and the other subjects are capable of drawing one all the 

way to L4. In at least two places in the description of calculation, which is the 

first subject mentioned, he says that it leads you to understanding (525c, 526b). 

Although the expansion of the meaning of understanding is only explained after 

these occurences, I believe it opens up the possibility that in these places 

Socrates is not talking about L4 specifically but more generally about the 

intelligible part of it. 

Moreover it is clearly stated that the five subjects in question are not 

capable of drawing the soul all the way to L4, for Socrates says “all these 

subjects are merely preludes to the song itself that must be learned” (531d). He 

means that there is only one subject, namely dialectic, that can bring one all the 

way to the things that belong to L4, the highest part of the Line (cf. 533b-c). 

The subjects in question therefore do not deal directly with the objects of A4. 

We thus know that the discussion here is in harmony with the Line, because, as 

we have learned in the discussion of the Line itself, these five subjects are 

dealing with the objects of L3.  

When Socrates and Glaucon start looking for the right subject it seems that 

such a subject is tailor-made for the soldiers, because they agree that it “mustn’t 

be useless to warlike men.” (521d) They elaborate on this and say that the first 

subject, number and calculation (ἀριθμόν τε καὶ  λογισμόν), is one which 

warfare must have a share in for it is surely ridiculous if a general is not able to 

count his troops (522c-d). Later they say that calculation and arithmetic “are 

compulsory for warriors because of their orderly ranks” (525b). This also 

concerns the second subject they discuss, geometry: “Insofar as it pertains to 

war, it’s obviously appropriate, for when it comes to setting up camp, 

occupying a region, concentrating troops, deploying them, or with regard to any 

of the other formations an army adopts in battle or on the march, it makes all the 

                                                 
117 This seems a little different from the Symposium where the first three areas are all subject to 

change. – At 527b it is also said that “geometry is knowledge of what always is”. This is however 

not very clear because at 533b Socrates says that geometry and the subjects that follow it are only 

“to some extent grasping what is”. 
118 Grube and Reeve change the translation of νόησις, from “understanding” to “intellect”, to 

signify this change in the use of the word. 
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differene whether someone is a geometer or not.” (526d) These subjects seem 

therefore to be connected to A2. 

Despite the usefulness of these subjects for warfare this is clearly not the 

best use one can have for them. About calculation Socrates says that “no one 

uses it correctly.” (522e) It is however useful when it “leads the soul forcibly 

upwards and compels it to discuss the numbers themselves, never permitting 

anyone to propose for discussion numbers attached to visible or tangible 

bodies.” (525d) Connecting numbers to visible and tangible bodies however is 

undoubtedly what the soldier does in warfare and there seems no use for more 

advanced discussion of numbers in that context. Furthermore the correct way of 

using calculation involves talking about “those numbers that can be grasped 

only in thought and can’t be dealt with in any other way.” (526a) Plato is here 

describing a much more abstract kind of thought than we see in the examples he 

takes of how the soldiers will use calculation. 

This is even more obvious in the case of geometry.119 Immediately after the 

description of the use of geometry in warfare Socrates adds: “But, for things 

like that, even a little geometry – or calculation for that matter – would suffice. 

What we need to consider is whether the greater and more advanced part of it 

tends to make it easier to see the form of the good.” (526d-e) Furthermore he 

says: “Therefore, if geometry compels the soul to study being, it’s appropriate, 

but if it compels it to study becoming, it’s inappropriate.” (526e) Because the 

use of warfare is in this context connected to becoming, and thus opinion, it 

indicates that the soldiers do not desire the subjects of L3. 

The same point is made about the fourth subject mentioned, astronomy.120 

Here it is very clear that the objects of the subjects are abstractions or ideas that 

have a general reference and not the visible objects that may serve as tools for 

them. 

We should consider the decorations in the sky to be the most beautiful and 

most exact of visible things, seeing that they’re embroidered on a visible 

surface. But we should consider their motions to fall far short of the true 

ones – motions that are really fast or slow as measured in true numbers, that 

trace out true geometrical figures, that are all in relation to one another, and 

that are the true motions of the things carried along in them. And these, of 

coures, must be grasped by reason and thought (λόγῳ καὶ  διανοίᾳ), not by 

sight. (529c-d) 

                                                 
119 At 527a Socrates explains how ridiculously geometry is presented – this is the work of 

practical men. – The by-products of geometry are “concerned with war” (527c). 
120 Socrates and Glaucon discuss five subjects that are concerned with the objects of L3. The third 

subject, solid geometry, deals with the dimension of depth (528d). The fifth subject is the science 

of harmonics (cf. 530d). 
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So the objects of L3 are general laws and abstractions which are not the objects 

that are desired by the soldiers or the others, who are ruled by the spirited part 

of their souls. 

Elsewhere in the Republic the spirited part of the soul is also distanced from 

L3. In Book 9 it says: 

And what about the spirited part? Mustn’t similar things happen to someone 

who satisfies it? Doesn’t his love of honor make him envious and his love of 

victory make him violent, so that he pursues the satisfation of his anger and 

of his desires for honors and victories without calculation or understanding? 

(586c-d)  

If the spiritied part of the soul is without calculation or understanding it can 

hardly be concerned with L3. This means that the rational part of the soul must 

desire L3. We have however seen that the description of the philosophers in 

Books 5 and 6 desires something else, namely L4. But the rulers who are 

described in Books 2 and 3 are also ruled by the rational part of their souls. And 

because the description of what they desire, i.e. the objects belonging to A3, is 

different from what the philosophers in Books 5 and 6 desire it could be 

possible to fit it to L3. 

What characterizes the rulers is that they care for the just city as a whole. In 

a way this could seem like care for physical things and things like warfare. In 

this context it is however useful to have a look at why Socrates says that 

someone who is ruled by the spirited part of his soul should not rule, even 

though we know from Book 8 that the lovers of ruling are the ones ruled by the 

spirited part of their soul.121 In Book 7 it says: “But surely it is those who are 

not lovers of ruling who must rule, for if they don’t, the lovers of it, who are 

rivals, will fight over it.” (521b) The point is that those who love ruling will not 

be thinking about the good of the city as a whole because they are too 

concerned with ruling as such to think about the good of those who are ruled. In 

this respect the true rulers of the just city must desire the city as a whole in a 

way that makes them capable of not being direct lovers of what the workers and 

the soldiers desire. 

To understand this better it is helpful to have a look at the description of L3 

again. There it says that the five subjects discussed in Book 7 use visible objects 

to make abstractions from. We for example see this clearly in the description of 

astronomy above where the study of the visible decorations in the sky remind us 

of the things that “must be grasped by reason and thought, not by sight.” (529d) 

In the description of the Line it furthermore says that although the students of 

these subjects “use visible figures and make claims about them, their thought 

                                                 
121 The philosophers are therefore not those who want to rule (cf. 540b). 
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isn’t directed to them but to those other things that they are like.” (510d) 

Although, this description of the Line is more aimed at moving away from the 

visible sphere, it explains how the ruler can stay outside the city, so to speak, 

while still making decisions about it that are more rational and holistic than 

decisions taken in a state of being ruled by a desire for things that are inside the 

city.122 Thus it makes sense to say that the rulers, described in Books 2 and 3, 

desire L3.123 This at the same time connects L3 to A3. 

As we were able to connect L4 to A4 in the Symposium it is tempting to try 

and connect L3 and A3 in the Symposium. I see nothing really that tells us that 

this cannot be done, but the problem is obviously that the description in the 

Symposium is very short and has no features that can be directly connected to 

A3. There is however the word knowledge (ἐπιστήμη) which is used to 

describe this area and tells us that this area is not concerned with visible 

things.124 This area is also clearly distinguished from A4 so it is logical to see it 

as entailing similar things as L3. Furthermore, it is said in the Symposium that 

this area is no longer concerned with beauty “in a single example” but that “the 

lover is turned to the great sea of beauty, and gazing upon this, he gives birth to 

many gloriously beautiful ideas (πολλοὺς καὶ  καλοὺς λόγους) and theories 

(διανοήματα), in unstinting love of wisdom (φιλοσοφίᾳ),” (210d).125 This 

seems to suggest that, like the ruler, that his thoughts are more abstract than the 

thoughts of those directed at A1 and A2, although they could be motivated by 

such visual images, as is the case in L3. 

A problem with the two lowest parts of the Line 

Looking over the result so far we see that we have described four areas of life. 

A1 is desired by the appetitive part of the soul, A2 by the spirited part, and A3 

and A4 are desired by what seem like different tendencies of the rational part of 

the soul. After having described A1 and A2 in terms of the descriptions of the 

                                                 
122 Another way to argue that L3 is not purely about mathematics would be to refer to the Meno, 

where Socrates shows how to define virtue by taking a mathematical example and defines shape 

(75b-76a). This suggests that Plato thought that the definitions of culturally based concepts, like 

virtue, resemble mathematical definitions. 
123 Egan takes the following example of διάνοια thinking: “A particular law or custom is 

recognized as an instance of some abstract ideal of justice or social order.” (1981: 126) Nettleship 

says that “[a]ll science treats the actual objects of experience as symbols. It is always looking for 

laws” (1966: 110). Although Nettleship may here seem to have natural science in mind, the same 

should apply to the science of creating human laws. 
124 Although ἐπιστήμη is used for L4 in Book 7 of the Republic, Plato’s use of words is not so 

exact that this need to worry us. What may also soften the word’s use in the Symposium is that 

this area is, at least to some degree, concerned with change (cf. 208a), which is also the case with 

L3 (cf. 533b). 
125 As already noted, the mention of philosophy at 205d in the Symposium could refer to A3 or A4 

or both together. In that case, we at least have a general connection of philosophy to the higher 

areas in the Symposium. 
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just city and the regression of constitutions, the Line has helped us differentiate 

between A3 and A4. In dealing with the Line we have also seen that the 

appetitive and the spirited parts of the soul must be, at least mainly, concerned 

with the two visible parts of it, for as we have seen they have not been shown to 

have any place on the two intelligible parts of the Line. In light of this it is 

tempting to have A1 correspond to L1 of it and A2 to L2. 

A problem with this is however that the descriptions of L1 and L2 do not 

seem to fit exactly with the descriptions of A1 and A2. The main problem is 

that L1 seems to be only about images of things (cf. 509d-510a), which is not 

exactly the description of A1 we get elsewhere in the Republic. L2 also seems 

to be concerned rather rigidly with physical things only (510a), which is also 

not a very exact description of A2, as we have desribed it. 

Starting with the soldier, as the character that represents A2, it has to be 

admitted that he has desires that cannot be described as being purely for 

physical objects. There are at least two indications of this. Firstly, we have seen 

that although the soldier is very much concerned with the body he is able to 

distance himself from it enough to view it as an instrument, seeing the soul of 

an individual as his real enemy in war. Secondly, being described as a lover of 

honor and victory it seems that honor and victory are, at least not, purely 

explainable in physical terms. Especially honor is a thing that is only 

understandable in contexts of interpersonal relationships and is a mental thing. 

It therefore seems that the soldier does not purely desire physical things but that 

there is an important mental side to his desires. 

This may seem to place the soldier partly on the intelligible section of the 

Line, but there is nothing in any of the descriptions that I have connected to A3, 

neither in the Republic nor in the Symposium, that indicates that these kinds of 

desires belong there. After all it is not stated that this makes the soldiers desire 

objects that have the level of abstraction of A3. On the other hand the 

description of L2 seems too narrow to correspond well to A2, either in the 

Republic or the Symposium. In spite of this it has to be said that there is a 

common element, for physical bodies are surely a part of what the soldier 

desires, but the Line does not seem to give us the important details that define 

A2. 

As we have seen a similar thing has to be said about the correspondence 

between A1 and L1, as between A2 and L2. The description of the Line seems 

to be too narrow to accomodate what has been said of A1 in the Republic. In 

this case we can also say that the description of A1 actually seems more 

compatible with L2 than L1. The reason is that in the description of A1 there is 

so much emphasis on physical objects which is the material of L2. This would 

therefore seems to make it clear that A1 must at least have a share in L2. Before 

we however conclude anything in this matter let us have another look at the two 

lower parts of the Line. 
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A broader understanding of the Line 

The problem with pairing A1 and A2 to L1 and L2 is, as we have seen, the 

narrow understanding of the Line and on first look this seems justified. The 

lower half of the Line appears first and foremost to be about visible things. As 

scholars commonly point out the Line seems to be more about the cognitive 

aspect of human experience than anything else.126 It may however be noted that 

if this is true it has to be about more than perception alone. Actually in Book 7 

the lower half of the Line is said to be about opinion and becoming (534a, cf. 

510a). On these grounds Annas maintains that the lower half of the Line is 

therefore “said to represent the whole world of belief, not just of vision.”127 

Actually at the end of the Line Plato writes that particular “conditions in the 

soul (παθήματα ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ)” correspond to the four parts of the Line: 

“Understanding (νόησιν) for the highest, thought (διάνοιαν) for the second, 

belief (πίστιν) for the third, and imaging (εἰ κασίαν) for the last.” (511d-e)128 

There we also learn that imaging and belief are together called opinion (δόξα). 

Here especially the word πίστιν seems to be about more than perception alone, 

being close to δόξα in meaning.129 This seems to suggest that the above 

description that made it difficult to connect A1 and A2 to L1 and L2 was much 

too narrow. We should then rather claim with Cross and Woozley that the lower 

half of the Line stands for the “whole world of the non-philosopher”,130 i.e. 

those ruled by the appetitive or the spirited part of their souls. We can therefore 

maintain the view that was expressed earlier about the Line representing the 

whole of reality. Furthermore this would have us read the Line more as a simile 

rather than literally.131 

This understanding of the lower half of the Line in general then calls for a 

different interpretation of L1 and L2. Looking at L1 first, it may be stated that 

the two-dimentionality of the images that a person sees there symbolizes a 

superficial way of looking at things.132 Actually we see a similar tendency in 

Book 5 where Socrates discusses the lovers of boys who are ruled by the 

appetitive parts of their souls. Here Socrates claims that Glaucon is one of these 

people. 

                                                 
126 Cf. e.g. Fine 2003: 100-101, who furthermore says that the simile of the cave however 

represents moral reasoning. 
127 Annas 1981: 248. 
128 At 533d there is a similar description. 
129 Cf. R. 601e, Grg. 454d-e. 
130 Cross and Woozley 1964: 213, cf. 220. 
131 Krämer sees the Line as a part of the Sun and says about it that Plato “spricht von einem 

„Bild“ (eikôn 509a, 510a, vgl. 533a) und meint damit ein Abbild, das anschaulich illustrieren und 

zugleich verhüllen soll” (2005: 179). 
132 Egan maintains that the objects of εἰ κασία “are geared toward the superficial aspects of 

things: they are whatever the senses suggest.” (1981: 125) 
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You praise a snub-nosed one as cute, a hook-nosed one you say is regal, one 

in between is well proportioned, dark ones look manly, and pale ones are 

children of the gods. And as for a honey-colored boy, do you think that this 

very term is anything but the euphemistic coinage of a lover who found it 

easy to tolerated sallowness, provided it was accompanied by the bloom of 

youth? In a word, you find all kinds of terms and excuses so as not to reject 

anyone whose flower is in bloom. (474d-475a) 

In this context Socrates wants to show that lovers of boys love all boys in the 

bloom of youth. We though see that the lovers of boys get no further than 

thinking about the boys in terms of appearances. There is no depth to their 

interest in the boys. Although they are not accurate in their descriptions of the 

boys, the labels they give them are still just images. It is thus not the boys 

themselves but their images that appeals to the lovers of boys, who desire the 

objects of A1. At the same time this is how one might understand a person who 

is in the state of εἰ κασία and is interested in the objects of L1.133 

Having thus found a better link between A1 and L1, it seems we can do the 

same for A2 and L2. As we have seen the emphasis is here on three-dimentional 

material objects. What that symbolizes in the sphere of opinion is a more 

conscious connection to the material world.134 This is true of the soldier who 

uses his ability to perceive the material body clearly to control it. Similarly the 

lover in the ascent passage in the Symposium is able to understand the customs 

of society on the basis of being able to distance himself from the beauty or 

images of the bodily world.135 The condition, belief or πίστις, then refers to a 

mental state where a person has trust in reality being more than images. 

                                                 
133 This seems consistent with Dejardins’ reading of εἰ κασία, although she mostly discusses it in 

terms of vision (2004: 56-59). 
134 Cross and Woozley talk about “first-hand opinions” (1964: 221). 
135 Desjardins explains the social aspect of L2 (2004: 70). 



Chapter 2 The Developmental Model 

In chapter 1 we saw that in the Symposium and the Republic Plato is working 

with four areas of life. These four areas represent different kinds of things with 

which a person can be engaged. Furthermore, in the Republic we have learned 

that the human soul is divided into three parts and that one of these parts is the 

ruling one at any specific time. This ruling part decides what area of life a 

person is primarily concerned with. What concerns us in this chapter is to 

understand better how it happens according to Plato, that a person is more 

concerned with one area than another, i.e. why a person is ruled by a particular 

part of the soul. In short I will try to explain this Platonic psychology in terms 

of human development. 

The interpretation that I will argue for is that the four areas of life that I 

found in the previous chapter should not be seen as a flat model but should be 

raised up to form a stagelike developmental model. Plato does not directly talk 

about such a model, but I shall attempt to show that such a model is assumed in 

his thinking in both the Symposium and the Republic. 

In this chapter I will use as little psychological language or reference to 

modern theories as possible. For this I have two main reasons. Firstly, I think it 

may have connotations that would direct our thinking unhappily away from 

Plato and be rather a source of confusion than explanation. Secondly, I think 

that a small psychological vocabulary is sufficient to get at what Plato is doing. 

What is first and foremost needed is a description of what would count as a 

stagelike developmental model and I will begin the chapter on such a 

description. After this I will argue that all five conditions of such a model can 

be found in both the Symposium and the Republic where the four areas of life 

form the stages that a developing person goes through. 

The five conditions of a stagelike developmental model 

Modern stagelike developmental models vary in terms of subject matter, the 

depth of development, and the number and the definition of stages they 

describe.136 This is not under discussion here, but rather the conditions of such 

developmental models. I have found five features that I think will have to be 

present for us to be able to talk of a stagelike developmental model.137 

Furthermore, I believe that they are not only necessary for such a model, but 

                                                 
136 See Wilber 2006: fig. 2.4 and 2.5. 
137 Based on Wilber’s twenty tenets of evolutionary systems (2000: 69-79, 365-366). 
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also come very close to being sufficient. If all of them can be found in one of 

Plato’s dialogues we may conclude that there we have a developmental model. 

1. condition: A person has a drive for something better, for self-

transcendence. This is a basic drive, for if a person has no longing to do better, 

attain the good which he does not possess, become a better person, then there 

surely is no development. In a developmental model such a drive is difficult to 

define because its object of interest changes with the person’s advances in 

development. The basic drive to do better thus presents itself differently in a 3 

year old than a typical high-school student.138 

2. condition: There is more than one stage defined. It is obvious that a 

stagelike developmental model has more than one stage. Nonetheless, it is 

important to know how a developmental model distinguishes between stages of 

development. Furthermore, it seems important to raise this discussion as there is 

no general consensus among scholars concerning the number of stages in the 

ascent passage in the Symposium139 and the allegory of the cave in the Republic 

and how to define them. 

3. condition: The stages are organized hierarchically. Human 

development is usually understood to mean that a person aquires some higher 

and more advanced capacity, and thus becomes better. Therefore it is important 

that each successive stage has more value than the preceding one. For example 

the mathematical skills of a 6 year old are worth less than those of a typical 

university student.  

4. condition: A person starts at the bottom and goes through the stages 

in the correct order (each stage is necessary for the one following it). 

Picking grapes, which means moving arbitrarily or by choice from one place to 

another, is not an example of development. A better example is learning 

addition, because it is necessary to learn about numbers first, before one can 

understand what 2 + 2 is. The order of development is therefore not a matter of 

choice.140  

5. condition: What is mastered at a lower stage is not left behind as the 

person moves on to a higher stage, but is transcended and included. The 

more developed one is, the more abilities one has and the broader one’s outlook 

                                                 
138 Another thing to keep in mind is the fact that development in any real individual is never linear 

and depends both on internal (e.g. emotional states) and external conditions (e.g. social pressure). 

This fact may explain why the individual who reaches the goal of the ascent passage in the 

Symposium has gone through many toils (πάντες πόνοι) (210e). 
139 The stages of the ascent passage were actually discussed in chapter 1 when I argued that it is 

logical to talk about four areas of life. 
140 Here actual development is simplified somewhat. Modern developmental psychology suggests 

there are numerous lines of development, e.g. cognitive, moral, and linguistic. And development 

could be a choice in the sense that one can choose to study and exercise one line more than others 

and therefore speed development in that line more than in others. That however does not changes 

the order of the stages one must go through in each line of development. 
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is. This creates a distance from earlier developmental stages. At the same time 

one has not lost the abilities one had at earlier stages, even though one probably 

does not value them as highly as before. Presenting a developmental model as a 

ladder, as has often been done with the ascent passage in the Symposium,141 is 

therefore not accurate, because it gives the impression that each stage is left 

behind as one moves further, rather than being incorporated. A better 

illustration of development therefore would be provided by the idea of bigger 

and bigger circles that envelop and embrace their juniors.142 The lowest 

developmental stage is then presented by the innermost circle and each new 

stage transcends and adds something new, but at the same time includes the 

stages before it. We can again take the example of learning to add. The one who 

has mastered complex mathematics has not thrown the numbers away and 

forgotten them. The skill of higher mathematics rather includes the knowledge 

of numbers. 

To summarize, the five conditions of a description being a stagelike 

developmental model are: (1) there has to be a drive for something better, (2) 

there has to be more than one stage defined, (3) the stages are organized 

hierarchically, (4) a person’s developmental process starts at the bottom and 

moves through the stages in the correct order, and (5) when a person moves to a 

new stage he adds new abilities, but at the same time preserves what he learned 

earlier.143 

  

                                                 
141 It is often called “the ladder of love” (scala amoris). 
142 Cf. Wilber 1999: 437. A juxtaposition of circles that envelop their juniors is connected to an 

idea of human development in the second century AD by the Stoic philosopher Hierocles (Long 

and Sedley 1987: 349-350). Hierocles’ idea was that around the center which represents one’s 

own mind there are bigger and bigger circles. The first one encloses the body and the second 

parents, siblings, wife, and children. The bigger circles then enclose the smaller ones and persons 

that are increasingly distant from oneself, ending with the circle of the whole human race. Being 

at first identified with what is inside the first circle, a person’s task is to transfer the persons of 

outer circles inward. The point seems to be to identify with a bigger and bigger group of people. 

The idea of development being about identifying, perceiving or valuing a greater whole is what 

we will also find in Plato. About Hierocles on the circles, see Brennan 2005: 157-158; Graver 

2007: 176-177; and Sorabji 2000: 251-252. 
143 R. L. Atkinson, R. C. Atkinson, Smith, and Bem say that “the concept of [developmental] 

stages implies that a) behaviors at a given stage are organized around a dominant theme; b) 

behaviors at one stage are qualitatively different from behaviors that appear at earlier or later 

stages; and c) all children go through the same stages in the same order. Environmental factors 

may speed up or slow down development, but the order of stages is invariant; a child cannot 

achieve a later stage without going through an earlier one first.” (1990: 73) I believe the 

conditions I have mentioned entail these aspects and more. 
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The developmental model in the Symposium 

1. condition: everyone loves beautiful things, wants good things, and 

desires happiness 

Starting now to look for the five conditions in the Symposium, we have already 

seen in chapter 1 that according to Socrates and Diotima love is a desire for 

something we do not have (202d). Having decided this they however have a 

hard time explaining properly at what love aims. They start with beautiful 

things, but question that answer (204c-d). Then they substitute “good things” 

for “beautiful things” (204e). At last, they come to the conclusion that wanting 

happiness must be the final answer, that everyone has a desire for happiness 

(205a). It is not clear what to make of this, because at this point at least we are 

not told what this happiness entails.144 Furthermore, as we have seen, eros is 

explained as the human drive that can emerge in many different human desires. 

But why this general description of love and its goal? First, Plato wants love 

to stand for a fundamental human drive for doing better and the goal of such a 

drive is generally very hard to define once and for all. The ultimate goal is 

simply the best thing one can imagine, whether it is called beauty, the good, or 

happiness. Second, if we are talking about a fundamental human drive it has to 

be described in general terms, because people desire so many different things 

and claim that attaining all these different things amounts to attaining beautiful 

things, good things, or happiness. Plato surely maintains that some desires are 

better than others, but by attaining inferior kinds of desires a person still seems 

to gain a share in beauty, the good, or happiness.145 

Diotima’s description of love is important for a developmental model in two 

ways. First, because love aims for something better in a general sense, we can 

see it as standing for a fundamental human drive of self-transcendence. Hence, 

it meets the first condition of a developmental model. Second, the broad range 

of desires understood under the title “love” and the general description of the 

ultimate goal of love is in accordance with a developmental model where each 

stage of development has its own main object of desire. 

2. condition: four stages 

From what we have seen in chapter 1 it is obvious that the second condition of a 

stagelike developmental model is met in the ascent passage of the Symposium, 

                                                 
144 In the Crito it says that “the good life, the beautiful life, and the just life are the same” (48b). 
145 It is also important for the person at each level of development to believe firmly in the 

importance of what he desires. Otherwise he would not pursue the desire. This is supported by the 

claim that the persons who are pregnant in body believe that they will provide themselves with 

happiness for all time to come (208e-209a). 
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for it has more than one stage. Actually I argued that there are four stages in the 

ascent to beauty itself. Here I am not going to take that argument up again. Still 

I want to mention Moravcsik’s analysis of the first two stages of the ascent, for 

it not only gives us evidence for one bodily stage and one soul stage, but helps 

us notice the developmental process within these stages. 

Moravcsik has found five steps in the general account about the love of 

bodies. First there is an intense love for the object (body). Then this love 

matures and finally diminishes to the point where the lover is ready for a new 

object of love. The five steps suggested by Moravcsik are divided into steps of 

reason (R), steps of emotion (E), and steps of creation (C): 

E1. “he should love one body” (210A7) 

C1. “and engender within it beautiful discourse” (210A7-8) 

R1. “after this he should realize that the beauty of any one body is akin to 

the beauty of any other body” (210A8-b1) 

R2. “and if one is to pursue beauty in accordance with form, it is folly not to 

regard beauty in all bodies as one and the same” (210B2-3) 

E2. “having considered this one is to become the lover of all beautiful 

bodies, and restrain one’s zeal toward the one, disdaining it and thinking 

little of it” (210B4-6)146 

As Moravcsik points out the bodily stage starts with a positive emotion towards 

the object of the stage (E1) which creates thoughts about the object (C1). The 

stage, however, ends with a negative emotion towards the object of the stage 

(E2), which is the result of an understanding of the beauty of bodies (R1, R2). 

The logic describes a common experience: at the start one is captivated by 

something newly discovered and interesting, but as one gets to know that thing 

better and understand what it is about the shine wears off and one starts thinking 

less of it. Thus the description of this S1147 can very well be read as an 

introduction to how to move through the stages. As Moravcsik puts it, at the end 

the stage “points beyond itself”.148 The negative feeling towards the object and 

its beauty points to a more perfect beauty beyond. 

This pattern, described by Moravcsik, repeats itself more or less in the part 

of the ascent passage which is about soul and customs. This is a good indication 

that this part of the text should be looked at as one and the same stage. 

Moravcsik’s analysis of this S2 is as follows: 

                                                 
146 Moravcsik 1972: 286. 
147 In the following I will sometimes refer to the bodily stage as S1, the soul stage as S2, the 

scientific stage as S3, and the divine one as S4. 
148 Moravcsik 1972: 288. 
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E3. “and after this to honor beauty in the soul more than that beauty which 

is in bodies so that if a proper soul had even a little bloom, this would 

suffice for loving and caring for it” (210B6-c1) 

C2. “and to seek and bring into being discourse that improves the youths” 

(210C1-3) 

R3. “in order that he may be forced to behold beauty in practices and laws” 

(210C3-4) 

R4. “and to see that all these belong to the same kind” (210C4-5) 

E4. “so that he may show disdain toward the beauty of bodies” (210C5-6)149 

Moravcsik’s division of the text into steps seems accurate. There are, though, 

two faults one might find with the claim that the patterns are identical. First, the 

content of the corresponding steps in the different stages does not always match, 

R3 does not say exactly the same as R1. Second, whereas the final step of S1 

(E2) directs its negative emotion towards the object of that same stage, namely 

bodies, the final step of S2 (E4) directs its negative emotion towards the object 

of the preceding stage, i.e. bodies again. 

The first problem shows, I think, the difficulty with the view that Plato’s 

text gives a detailed account of the individual steps in the ascent passage. If we, 

however, take R3 and R4 together, the meaning is more or less the same as the 

meaning found in R1 and R2 combined: looking at the objects of each stage one 

finds that they are all akin to each other. The second problem could be put down 

to the general inaccuracy in understanding the ascent as giving a description of 

the exact steps one should take to reach beauty itself. In any case Moravcsik 

does not seem to regard this issue as a problem. 

It may also be explained why the pattern is only repeated for the first two 

stages and not for the two last stages. The reason may be that Plato does not 

think it necessary to repeat it once again, that the reader will have understood by 

now how the development through the stages occurs. It may also be that Plato 

thinks that at S3 and S4 the person is so rational that he will not have to go 

through this rollercoster again, the ability to generalize is already in place.150 

This certainly seems to apply to S4, the description of which powerfully 

conveys that change is not part of it anymore. Given this I find Moravcsik’s 

analysis of the repeated patterns compelling evidence that we should look on the 

love of bodies as one stage (S1) in the ascent and that we should see love of 

soul and love of customs as belonging to one stage (S2). 

                                                 
149 Moravcsik 1972: 286. 
150 Moravcsik analyzes two rational steps and one creative at the third stage and only one rational 

step at the fourth (1972: 286). Strauss also sees a shift from loving in the first part of the ascent to 

beholding in the later part (2001: 231). 
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3. condition: the higher value of a broader perspective 

In the general account of the ascent passage it says that the one who ascends 

from the bodily stage to the stage of souls and customs values the body less than 

the soul and beautiful customs (210b-c). It also says that the beauty of science at 

S3 is worth more than the beauty of “a little boy or a man or a single custom” 

(210d). Finally, it is quite clear that the goal of love is beauty itself which is at 

S4 (210e); it obviously has a much higher value than what belongs to all the 

lower stages. In this way the value of things grows as you get closer to beauty 

itself, which is in accordance with the third condition of a stagelike 

developmental model, saying that the stages are organized hierarchically.151 

The added value goes hand in hand with the expansion of the perspective of 

the lover ascending to a higher step and gradually to a higher stage. The move 

within stages is especially obvious at S1, as has already been mentioned. One 

starts with loving one body and ends with loving all of them. Here we see the 

expansion of the perspective from the individual to the general. 

The change of perspective from the bodily stage to the stage of souls and 

customs was described as the understanding of the inner space of a person. And 

it has been suggested it could be said that the lover is thus moved from one area 

of human life to another. The broadening of the perspective within S2 has also 

been mentioned in chapter 1. One goes from an understanding that a physical 

body has an inner space to a comprehensive view of the interaction of the 

tendencies of the soul, on the one hand, and the activities or customs of the 

body, on the other. 

The change of perspective from S2 to S3 is from the understanding of souls 

and their customs to an engagement with general principles and truths of 

physical and psychic phenomena. The description of the ascent has little to say 

about the expansion of perspective within S3, but still it is easy to imagine 

countless ways of progressing in the “great sea of beauty” (210d) that Plato 

envisages at this stage. Finally, one turns from this ever changing sea to 

something unchangable in nature, namely beauty itself. Here change has ceased 

in a twofold sense: the object of love is changeless and the lover will not be able 

to climb any higher. 

                                                 
151 An analysis of the verbs Plato uses to describe what people do at each stage could help us 

understand whether they indicate a development in the quality of thinking or not. The verbs used 

at the stages are the following. 1. stage: κατανοέω, ἡγέομαι, ἐννοέω. 2. stage: ἡγέομαι, 
θεάομαι, εἴ δω. 3. stage: βλέπω, θεωρέω, κατεῖ δον. 4. stage: καθοράω, γιγνώσκω, θεάομαι, 
εἴ δω, κατεῖ δον, βλέπω, ὁράω. There seem certain trends in the use of verbs according to stages, 

e.g. ἡγέομαι is only used at the first two stages and there is an increase in the use of verbs having 

to do with sight as one gets to higher stages. Still it is difficult to maintain that the use of verbs 

clearly supports the view that there is an increase in the quality of thinking as one gets to higher 

stages or, the opposite view, that cognitive capacity is the same at all stages. 
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Besides moving the lover from the worse to the better, the ascent also 

moves him from the physical domain to the spiritual. The higher you ascend the 

more spiritual you get.152 Furthermore, the upward movement is from the simple 

to the complex, and from the particular to the general and abstract.153 The 

“various kinds of knowledge” and “the great sea of beauty” of S3 is obviously 

much more complex than the love of simple bodies of S1. At the same time S3 

offers a more comprehensive, general and abstract view. Finally the object of 

S4, i.e. beauty itself, is most abstract of all.154 In a sense it seems less complex 

than the previous stage, but as the thing that all other beautiful things share in 

(211b) it entails the complexity of all the other stages. 

4. condition: the right order 

The general account of the ascent passage is saturated with linguistic markers 

that indicate compulsion and necessity.155 The word δεῖ  (must, ought, should) 

runs through most of the text, describing what one must do to climb higher, and 

words meaning next (ἒπειτα, αὖ) and after (μετὰ) are also used to indicate a 

distinct order of steps. Furthermore it is clear that the road travelled has a 

beginning (πρῶτον) and an end (τέλος) and that it must be travelled in the right 

way (ὀρθῶς). This seems to satisfy the fourth condition of a stagelike 

developmental model which implies that each stage is necessary for the one 

following it. In other words: a person starts at the bottom and goes through the 

stages in the correct order. 

I will now go through the ascent stage by stage, from 210a to 211a, using 

Nehamas’ and Woodruff’s translation. In what follows I highlight the words 

that seem to indicate that one must make the ascent in a particular order. I have 

left out quite a bit of the text to make the form of the text clearer. It is my hope 

that this way of looking at the text will make it clear that it does not leave the 

door open to alternative ways of ascending to beauty itself. Let us look at S1: 

                                                 
152 McEvilley seems to agree with this view when he says that Love is “a sponsor of spiritual 

growth” (2002: 184) and that the “mind is progressively directed away from sensible phenomena 

to the intelligible patterns” (185). Sier says that the metaphor of the descent is used for different 

ends, “für eine objektive Struktur, die den Menschen aus der empirischen Welt zum 

transzendenten Sein hinüberleitet, und für deren Nachvollzug in der philosophischen 

Selbstbesinnung des Subjekts.” (1997: 147) Morrison says that the first two stages involve sight 

and that the last two are purely intellectual (1977: 215). 
153 McEvilley talks about a “continuing process of abstraction” (2002: 185). Obdrzalek speaks of 

“dual processes of generalization and abstraction” and says that “the lover becomes progressively 

detached from his particular, situated perspective” (2010: 433-434). 
154 Moravcsik refers to it as the form of beauty and calls it the “common denominator” among the 

stages (1972: 288). 
155 Neumann’s summary of the text suggests this necessity (1965: 42). 
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A lover who goes about this matter correctly (ὀρθῶς) must (δεῖ ) begin in 

his youth to devote himself [...]. First (πρῶτον), if the leader leads aright 

(ὀρθῶς), he should [δεῖ ] love [...] and beget [...], then (ἒπειτα) he should 

[δεῖ ] realize [...] and that if he is to (δεῖ ) pursue beauty of form he’d be 

very foolish not to think [...]. When he grasps this, he must [δεῖ ] become 

[...], and he must [δεῖ ] think [...] and despise [...]. (210a-b) 

Here there seems no doubt that there is a correct way to go about the ascent and 

you first do this and then that and you should and must certain things. What 

about S2? 

After this (μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα) he must [δεῖ ] think [...], so that (ὥστε) if 

someone is [...], our lover must [δεῖ ] be content [...]. The result is (ἵ να) that 

our lover will [next (αὖ)] be forced (ἀναγκασθῇ) [...], with the result (ἵ να) 

that he will think [...]. (210b-c) 

Again after S1 one must do something, which has a particular result, which 

again forces one to do something, which in turn has a particular result. Then 

S3: 

After customs (μετὰ δὲ τὰ ἐπιτηδεύματα) he must [δεῖ ] move on [...]. The 

result is (ἵ να) that he will see [next (αὖ)] [...] and be looking mainly [no 

longer (μηκέτι)] at [...] but the lover is turned to [...] until (ἕως), having 

grown and been strengthened there, he catches sight [...] (210c-e) 

So after S2 one must do something, which has a particular result, until as a 

result he catches sight of “the knowledge of such beauty ...” which is S4. 

You see, the man who has been thus far guided in matters of Love, who has 

beheld beautiful things in the right order (ἐφεξῆς) and correctly (ὀρθῶς), is 

coming now (ἤδη) to the goal (τέλος) of Loving: all of a sudden he will 

catch sight of something wonderfully beautiful in its nature; that, Socrates, 

is the reason (οὗ δὴ ἕνεκεν) for all his earlier labors (οἱ  ἔμπροσθεν πάντες 

πόνοι) (210e-211a) 

This can hardly be clearer: to reach the goal of seeing beauty itself, which is the 

reason for all earlier labors, it is necessary to have beheld beautiful things in the 

right order and correctly. The description does not seem to allow for alternative 

ways of reaching the goal, nor does it seem to suggest anything can be skipped 

on the way.156 

                                                 
156 Cf. Socrates’ statement in the Gorgias: “You’re a happy man, Callicles, in that you’ve been 

initiated into the greater mysteries before the lesser. I didn’t think it was permitted.” (497c) 
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4. condition: criticism and defence of the right order 

Despite this clarity of the text some scholars have doubted that each stage is 

necessary for the stage that comes after it. Moravcsik concedes that the steps 

may seem “causally interrelated”,157 but then concludes that it cannot be the 

case for “this would entail the claim that nobody can appreciate the beauty of 

mathematics without having appreciated bodily beauty.”158 Mathematics is not 

mentioned in the ascent passage,159 but it may not seem unreasonable to suggest 

that it belongs to S3 of science or “abstract intellectual systems”, to use 

Moravcsik’s words, and, I take it, this is how he understands it. The argument is 

thus that it does not make sense to posit the preoccupation with bodies as a 

condition for being able to appreciate mathematics at the scientific stage. 

In answer to this criticism, first it may be pointed out that knowledge of the 

human developmental process is first and foremost empirical knowledge. Given 

this it cannot be excluded without empirical research that one must first 

concentrate on bodies before one can turn to “science”, as Plato understands it. 

There is actually nothing strange about people being preoccupied with different 

kinds of things at different stages of development. This is what modern 

developmental psychology claims and it is in harmony with everyday 

experience; children are interested in other things than grown-ups. The reason 

for this is probably that children are learning things that need to be mastered 

before one can have grown-up interests. Moravcsik’s rejection of the possibility 

that a stage concerned with the love of bodies can be a condition of a stage 

concerned with mathematics therefore has to be better argued for than he does. 

Nonetheless, by saying that I only show that it is a possiblity that the bodily 

stage is a condition of mathematics at the scientific stage without proving that 

this is the case. 

Now before answering the above criticism directly, I want to begin by 

responding to a view entailed in Moravcsik’s argument, namely that Plato 

                                                 
157 It should be noted that Moravcsik used the word “steps” here and not “stages” (or “levels”). 

Generally, I think, his analysis of the steps in the ascent passage is accurate, but still I do not wish 

to defend the view that the steps as he describes them is the exact necessary sequence of steps for 

ascending to beauty itself. Although the text conveys necessity in the ascent, I believe, we should 

look at it at the level of stages rather than steps, the steps being far too few and sketchily 

portrayed to be understood as absolutely the only and final steps. 
158 Moravcsik 1972: 289. Furthermore, Moravcsik makes the curious claim that “we cannot 

suppose that the steps are sufficient conditions for their successors. Such a view would entail that 

once someone takes the first step on this path, he will always arrive at the terminal point, sooner 

or later.” In matters of the soul it is very difficult to find the sufficient conditions for anything and 

human development certainly does not happen in a closed system where all the causes can be 

controlled or understood. This talk of sufficient conditions that drive development automatically 

therefore makes little sense. 
159 In the summary Plato though uses the word μάθημα instead of ἐπιστήμη which he uses 

earlier. 
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confines mathematics to S3. On the contrary, if we take a closer look at S1 in 

the ascent passage we see that it has to do with mathematical skills as well. It 

has already been said that one first loves one body, then more bodies, and 

finally all bodies. This was interpreted as the process of learning to see the 

likness of things and categorize them. It seems obvious that this process at the 

same time must awaken the individual to an understanding of numbers, for 

mathematical skills are based on the engagement with material bodies.160 

Interpreted thus S1 entails mathematics of some kind which immediately makes 

it understandable how that stage can be a condition of S3. How are we then to 

understand mathematics? 

In considering this we need to distinguish between mathematics which has 

to do with concrete things and higher abstract mathematics. As we saw in 

chapter 1, this distinction is made in Book 7 of the Republic where Socrates 

discusses the best use of calculation and arithmetic (525b-d).161 When dealing 

with the third condition of the developmental model, we also learned that the 

presense of abstract thinking cannot be supposed to be present at a lower stage 

than the scientific stage. It therefore seems best to conclude that simple concrete 

mathematics which is practiced at S1 lays the foundation for the more complex 

abstract mathematics of S3. S1 is thus, at least in the case of mathematics, a 

condition of the third stage. 

4. condition: objects and viewpoints 

Even though Moravcsik’s criticsm has thus been answered my solution raises a 

new concern. Development has been more or less defined as the progress from 

one object of love to the next. Now it however appears that a science which 

seemed to be confined to S3, i.e. mathematics, is also an object at S1 and at 

S2.162 How can it be explained that scientific practice is also to be found at the 

first two stages? As we have seen, in one sense the answer is simple: with each 

stage of development the mathematics a person can work with gets more 

complex and more abstract. In another sense this question may be a sign of a 

bigger, more general concern having to do with the four areas. 

                                                 
160 This is supported by Plato himself in Book 7 of the Laws, where it says that children should 

first learn mathematics in this way (819b-d). The Greek word which is translated as “body” is 

σῶμα. As it is used in the ascent passage it is probably meant to refer to human bodies more than 

anything. But σῶμα can also mean body in the sense “any corporeal substance” (LSJ: III.1), which 

should strengthen the point made here, because engagement with any bodies enhances 

mathematical skills. 
161 There is even a distinction made between three different uses of calculation, each connected to 

one of the three classes in the just city. There is the use of the “tradesmen and retailers” which is 

different from the use “for the sake of war” which again is not the same as discussing numbers 

without attachment to “visible and tangible bodies”. 
162 If I am correct in connecting A2 of the Republic to S2 of the ascent passage we have already 

seen in chapter 1 that that area is concerned with a form of mathematics. 
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In chapter 1 I maintain that the four areas correspond to the four stages of 

the ascent passage. Now, if human life is made up of these four areas, i.e. if they 

define the scope of what humans can be concerned with, they must surely be 

present at all times, for one would not maintain that an individual at S1 only had 

a body and no soul and no knowledge (or opinion). The challenge is therefore to 

show how the objects of these four areas, which are always present, can 

correspond to the four developmental stages, which necessarily appear in a 

particular order. 

Here it is useful to connect two claims. On the one hand, the claim that each 

area of life has a particular object, for example bodies, and, on the other hand, 

the claim that a person has a broader viewpoint at each higher developmental 

stage (cf. the above discussion of the third condition). As has been said it is not 

unnatural to suppose that people are preoccupied with particular things at 

particular developmental stages. That can however not mean that nothing else is 

present at the same time. The idea of different areas, therefore, supposes that an 

individual at S1 has a body, a soul and some kind of knowledge, at least an 

opinion, even though he is first and foremost interested in bodies. Put in another 

way the object that defines the stage tells us what occupies the person’s interest 

and attention more than anything, without being the sole object that comes into 

play.163  

At the same time it is important to connect this with the claim that each 

stage is characterized by a particular point of view or a certain quality of 

thought, which defines how one thinks about the objects at hand. Thus one can 

say in light of the example of mathematics that sciences come in a certain sense 

into play at lower stages, but that there they are not treated in the organized and 

developed manner that is the case at S3. A person at S1 simply does not 

understand the abstract mathematics of S3.164 When we therefore say that 

mathematics is an object of A3, we do not mean all mathematics but only the 

highest form of it. 

Development, therefore, not only increases awareness and understanding of 

the different areas of human life, but it seems only through the process of 

development that a person can clearly see and have access to a higher area of 

life. Development to a higher stage is therefore an opening up of a new area of 

                                                 
163 This is equivalent to being ruled by one part of the soul in the Republic. 
164 In this context one could talk about a mathematical line of development which, if it is to 

develop at all, must develop through the different stages. Concerning lines of development 

Morrison’s idea of parallel fields is interesting (1977: 215): he claims that the first two stages are 

repeated once for each field, σώματα, ψυχαί , and ἐπιτηδευματα. These could then be seen as 

different lines of development. Although, I think, one can think about lines of development in the 

context of Plato's developmental thinking, I do not think Morrison’s reading of Plato’s text stands 

up to scrutiny because bodies, souls, and customs are described as being successive and not 

parallel, as I have tried to show. 
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life for the person involved, an opening up of an area of the world which was 

present but was inaccessible because it was not clearly seen.  

To summarize, human life has four areas (including the divine) and each 

stage of development is predominantly preoccupied with only one of these four 

areas at a time. Stages are consequently defined by the lover’s main object of 

interest at the time. Importantly, though, to each object of love corresponds a 

certain way of handling and viewing objects in general. At S1 the perspective is 

very concrete, but it becomes increasingly abstract as the lover ascends to a 

higher stage. The fact that the four areas of human life are always present means 

that when someone is at a lower stage the areas of higher stages are not readily 

accessible to that person, they are there but the person may be unaware of them 

and how to work with them. 

5. condition: captivated by beauty itself, but still gaining distance 

Finally, it has to be established whether the lover both transcends and includes 

previous developmental stages on his way to beauty itself. There seems no 

doubt that the lover transcends previous developmental stages, for it has been 

shown that he moves to something that has more value and that he gains a 

perspective which is broader than the previous one. This in itself might suggest 

that the lover who has reached higher stages has no use for the lower stages and 

leaves them behind like the steps of a ladder. 

We have however seen that this cannot be quite so simple, for it is natural to 

interpret the lower stages as necessary conditions of the higher stages (cf. the 

example of mathematics). As conditions of the higher stages the lower ones 

cannot be totally left behind as the lover ascends. It is doubtful that he can 

simply forget the capacities and perspectives acquired at previous stages. 

Therefore, it seems that a previous stage is an area that a person will always 

have access to in the sense of understanding it and being able to make it a focal 

point, if he so wishes. If you have played in a sandbox, you will always be able 

to understand that world and play in it again.165 And in fact this suffices to meet 

the fifth condition of the developmental model, for it seems obvious that in this 

way you both transcend and include the previous developmental stages. 

Furthermore, I think that most people would agree that the experiences of 

the previous stages are, so to speak, areas of life that you can visit again. There 

has however been a debate about how the lover would view previous stages: 

does he still desire and love their objects or is he happy to leave them behind? It 

was Vlastos who most famously raised this question: how does the lover who is 

                                                 
165 Similarly, in the allegory of the cave, the person who has ascended and viewed the good can 

still descend and take part in the things that go on in the cave. What is more that person will see 

much better than those who have never left the cave (R. 520c). 
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ascending view the objects of the previous stages, with love or detachment?166 

Generally speaking both options seem possible. To take an example it is 

difficult to imagine a person at the scientific stage who never experiences desire 

for bodies, but it seems a person could distance himself from such desires to 

such a degree that they have no real weight for him.167 This debate does not 

affect the developmental model as such, but it affords the opportunity to gain a 

better understand of the lover’s point of view in the ascend to beauty itself. 

Inclusive and exclusive interpretations 

In the context of the above question Moravcsik has distinguished between an 

inclusive and an exclusive interpretation. The inclusive interpretation maintains 

that the love of the objects of lower stages is preserved at higher stages, whereas 

the exclusive interpretation claims that the lover ceases to love them as he move 

on. 

According to the inclusive version our eros widens as we make progress 

from stage to stage; we do not abandon physical and aesthetic love for the 

love of spiritual beauty, nor do we jettison the latter in favor of love of the 

sciences. We enrich our appreciations according to this view by keeping the 

former interests and adding to these newer ones. According to the exclusive 

interpretation the former objects of aspiration are not kept but are totally 

replaced by the new objects.168 

Now, as I have noted, it seems that a person at each stage could be inclusive or 

exclusive, but the question is which interpretation Plato himself seems to favor. 

Because of Vlastos’ initial contribution, the scholarly debate has revolved 

around the love of persons, the body and the soul. The love of human bodies 

and souls is placed in the two lowest parts of the ascent and, as opposited to 

some earlier generations of scholars, modern scholars tend to value these things 

highly and do not want to see them discarded and replaced by the love of 

science and beauty itself. It is therefore generally agreed upon that an inclusive 

view would be better. Therefore, those scholars who maintain that Plato has an 

exclusive view criticize him for it, and the others defend him by seeing an 

inclusive view in the ascent. 

                                                 
166 Vlastos’ answer is that the lover views previous objects with detachment (1981), see also e.g. 

Nussbaum 1986: 176-184. Those who argue for the opposite view include Nehamas 2007; Urstad 

2010; Gill 1990; Price 1981: 30; and Scott and Welton 2008: 148-151. 
167 Cf. Socrates in Alcibiades’ speech in the Symposium (219b-d). 
168 Moravcsik 1972: 293. 
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Criticism: persons are not loved for their individuality 

Because it was Vlastos who sparked much of the debate about this issue I will 

concentrate on his criticism of Plato and how it can be answered. Gill has 

summarized Vlastos’ contribution thus: he criticizes Plato (1) for not believing 

that a person should be loved for his unique individuality and (2) for caring too 

little about interpersonal love.169 Vlastos’ argument is not as clear as it could be 

and, it seems to me, he presupposes an exclusive interpretation more than he 

defends one. I quote him at length. 

What we are to love in persons is the “image” of the Idea in them. We are to 

love the persons so far, and only insofar, as they are good and beautiful. 

Now since all too few human beings are masterworks of excellence, and not 

even the best of those we have the chance to love are wholly free of streaks 

of the ugly, the mean, the commonplace, the ridiculous, if our love for them 

is to be only for their virtue and beauty, the individual, in the uniqueness 

and integrity of his or her individuality, will never be the object of our love. 

This seems to me the cardinal flaw in Plato’s theory. It does not provide for 

love of whole persons, but only for love of that abstract version of persons 

which consists of the complex of their best qualities. This is the reason why 

personal affection ranks so low in Plato’s scala amoris. When loved as 

congeries of valuable qualities, persons cannot compete with abstractions of 

universal significance, like schemes of social reform or scientific and 

philosophical truths, still less with the Idea of Beauty in its sublime 

transcendence, “pure, clear, unmixed, not full of human flesh and color and 

other mortal nonsense” (Smp. 211E1-3). The high climactic moment of 

fulfilment – the peak achievement for which all lesser loves are to be “used 

as steps” – is the one farthest removed from affection for concrete human 

beings. 170 

Vlastos’ first criticism, mentioned above, is built on his understanding of the 

way a person is to be loved in the ascent passage: only abstract things are to be 

loved, e.g. the good and the beautiful, and not the person himself. At first glance 

this does not necessarily call for an exclusive interpretation, because the beauty 

of bodies for example could still be valuable even though the beauty of 

scientific truths is greater. On a closer look however, Vlastos’ understanding 

that the beloved are loved on the basis of abstract qualities, like beauty, seems 

to call for an exclusive interpretation of a sort, because seen this way bodies are 

not loved as such, but only their abstract beauty which seems similar or the 

                                                 
169 Cf. Gill 1990: 69. 
170 Vlastos 1981: 31-32. 
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same in kind as the abstract beauty of other things, such as souls and scientific 

truths. Although this view is not explicitly stated by Vlastos it could be deduced 

from the claim that all beauty shares in the beauty of forms.171 Nussbaum takes 

this thought a step further in her reading of the ascent. 

It is a startling and powerful vision. Just try to think it seriously: this body 

of this wonderful beloved person is exactly the same in quality as that 

person’s mind and inner life. Both, in turn, the same in quality as the values 

of Athenian democracy; of Pythagorean geometry; of Eudoxan astronomy. 

What would it be like to look at a body and to see in it exactly the same 

shade and tone of goodness and beauty as in a mathematical proof – exactly 

the same, differing only in amount and in location, so that the choice 

between making love with that person and contemplating that proof 

presented itself as a choice between having n measures of water and having 

n + 100?172 

On this reading there seems no reason to hold on to the beauty of the objects of 

the previous stages, because the beauty of the higher stages is the same in 

quality and has increased quantity. Although Nussbaum’s view is more radical, 

Vlastos’ view goes in the same direction. Against this idea, which he ascribes to 

Plato, Vlastos places the idea that persons should be loved as unique 

individuals. 

Love of boys themselves 

Vlastos actually offers little in the way of evidence for his reading that all that is 

loved in the ascent are abstractions like beauty and goodness. Nussbaum’s main 

piece of evidence for her similar reading of Plato’s text is found at 210a-b. 

[T]hen he should realize that the beauty of any one body is brother to the 

beauty of any other and that if he is to pursue beauty of form he’d be very 

foolish not to think that the beauty of all bodies is one and the same. When 

he grasps this, he must become a lover of all beautiful bodies, and he must 

think that this wild gaping after just one body is a small thing and despise it. 

Nussbaum emphasizes the piece of text that says that the beauty of all bodies is 

one and the same.173 Nehamas, however, brings attention to the last sentence of 

the above quote to show that one is not to love beauty as an abstract thing but 

bodies themselves. What the sentence says is not that the one body is to be 

                                                 
171 Cf. Howatson and Sheffield 2008: xxi. 
172 Nussbaum 1986: 180. 
173 Nussbaum 1986: 179. 
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rejected but the gaping after just one body. The point is to love them all and not 

just one.174 In addition, Nehamas points to the Republic in support of his reading 

that the bodies are loved and not just their abstract entities. As we have seen, 

there it is clear that the lovers of boys love all boys and there is no mention of 

loving ideas (474c-475e). 

Furthermore, in the Republic Socrates distinguishes between those who 

opine (the “lovers of sights” that include the lovers of boys) and those who 

know (the philosophers). He says that the former “wouldn’t allow the beautiful 

itself to be anything” (480a). In other words, to those who opine opinion is all 

that there is and talk about “knowledge” only makes them angry (476d).175 This 

suggests that the lovers of boys very much experience their love as the love of 

the boys themselves and not of abstractions of them.  

The important thing about this last point is that the lover is only capable of 

really loving the objects of the stage he is enduring (and of previous stages).176 

He is not able to love things that have to do with later stages. As I have 

maintained, there is reason to suggest that he has little notion of later stages.177 

The stage that he is enduring is what is most important to him and for the most 

part holds his attention. This further makes the Vlastos and Nussbaum reading 

unsatisfactory for it presupposes an interest in abstract forms, which the lover at 

this stage not only has little notion of but seems to reject outright as a reality, 

according to the Republic. 

The inner and outer view 

Now it has been shown that Vlastos’ and Nussbaum’s arguments for an 

exclusive reading do not stand up to scrutiny. It has however not been shown 

that the inclusive reading is correct, because even though an object itself is 

loved at each stage, that does not mean that it will be loved when the person has 

ascended to the next stage. We may therefore also answer Vlastos’ second 

criticism, which is really another expression of his exclusive reading. He claims 

that the love for persons is merely “used as steps” on the way to higher love. A 

few lines later Vlastos plays further on this Kantian sentiment, which for him 

seems to be the most commendable view. There he says that in the Platonic 

                                                 
174 Nehamas 2007: 3. Nehamas even claims Nussbaum translates this sentence ambiguously, 

whereas there is no ambiguity in Plato’s text, to support her view that it is the body that is rejected 

for the abstract beauty (Nehamas 2007: 15 n. 6).  
175 Cf. 493e-494a. 
176 Cf. Smp. 208e-209a, where it says that the pregnant in body think that childbirth will provide 

them with “immortality and rememberance and happiness, as they think, for all time to come”. 
177 In On Beauty Plotinus supports this reading: “only those can speak about the beauty of ways of 

life (ἐπιτηδευμάτων) who have accepted the beauty of ways of life and kinds of knowledge and 

everything else of the sort” (Armstrong 1966: I.6 [1] 4, 7-9). 
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context loving persons as “ends in themselves” makes no sense.178 Being mere 

means, persons would not be likely to be objects of love later in the ascent. 

In answer to this interpretation I would begin by saying that this Kantian 

way of thinking about the ascent seems to me to be mistaken. The reason is that 

it dismisses the necessity of the lower stages for the higher stages. As we have 

seen, objects on lower stages are not only transcended but also included, which 

means that they are not only means to higher stages but are also a part of that 

higher stage. This suggests that valuing numbers is a part of valuing higher 

mathematics and that loving persons is a part of loving the whole human race.179 

To understand this better I want to point out two different views of the 

ascent: the inner partial view and the outer holistic view. For example looking at 

the final stage, the narrower point of view is something like this: The person, 

who stands at the end of the journey beholding beauty itself, sees in his sublime 

state that nothing matters except this splendor which he experiences at this 

moment (cf. 211d). One could say Plato’s description approximates 

phenomenological description of the experience.  

The broader point of view can be described thus: The person has now 

gained some distance from his overwhelming experience of beauty itself and the 

route that led him to it. From this point of view he must respect the 

developmental process that brought him to the goal and understand that without 

all the previous developmental stages he would never have had the kind of 

experiencing he now enjoys. In support of this broader view we have Plato’s 

description which is the ascent passage, where the love for each object is 

preserved. 

If it is true, as I have maintained, that a person at a particular stage cannot 

perceive the objects of higher stages, then it is logical to start on the inner view, 

because a person on a low stage will not be able to understand the relationship 

between different stage. The outer view is therefore only really possible at a 

high developmental stage and even if one could take this perspective it is not 

certain that one will. Understood as a developmental model, as I have done, 

therefore makes it understandable that a person may be inclined towards an 

exclusive thinking and behavior, especially on the lower stages. However, this 

does not mean that Plato would prefer such a view. The outer view which he 

takes in describing the ascent rather suggests that Plato wants the reader to be 

aware of the whole ascent and understands the value of the lower for the higher. 

The criticism directed at Vlastos is that it seems he assumes that Plato’s 

view can be understood purely from the inner partial viewpoint of the lover at a 

particular stage. But to make such a view Plato’s view is to give a partial view 

the status of an absolute view, whereas the ascent passage clearly shows us that 

                                                 
178 Vlastos 1981: 32. 
179 Cf. footnote 142 on Hierocles. 
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Plato also has a more holistic view and does not claim that the lower stages 

have no value at all.180 

Moreover, it is clear that a person at any stage will always from time to time 

desire the objects of A1 and all lower desire. Especially if we take into 

consideration the larger picture of A1 that we found in the Republic this is hard 

to deny. We have seen that it includes things like desire for food which 

everyone must experience daily.181 The love of bodies may not seem as 

obviously necessary as the love of food, but it seems very difficult to see how 

that could vanish from a person’s life.182 Therefore it is neither empirically 

viable to maintain that a person can or should jettison the desires of lower 

stages, nor does it seem to be Plato’s view. 

As for Vlastos’ idea that people are to be loved as unique individuals, it 

does not seem this is the only alternative to loving people’s abstract qualities. 

To throw light on this issue Gill uses Socrates’ relationship to Alcibiades. 

Socrates’ response to Alcibiades is not that of simply accepting him as he is, 

which would presumably simply confirm his existing imperfections, but is 

rather that of trying to make him a better person.183 

Similarly, Plato might respond to Vlastos’ view, that Plato attaches too little 

value to the love of bodies and souls, as a mistaken view of human nature. 

Understanding the ascent through the stages of the ascent passage as the process 

of increasing understanding of human life, as I have done, can hardly be a case 

of violating persons as Vlastos seems to think. It is a case of reaching the 

highest possibilities of the human condition and not being stuck at the more 

partial levels of existence. Loving bodies and souls as described by Plato at the 

two lowest stages is thus not a way of loving human beings as such but only 

loving them partially. 

                                                 
180 Nehamas and Woodruff's translation of the Symposium at 210c says that the lover at S2 will 

think that the beauty of bodies at S1 “is a thing of no importance” which implies it may be 

dismissed altogether. This is however not what the Greek says. Plato uses the word σμικρός to 

describe what the lover thinks of the beauty of bodies. This means that he thinks little of it, which 

however is not nothing. 
181 Furthermore, connecting the areas and stages here to the parts of the soul, as I did in chapter 1, 

makes it clear that all of the areas are important, because Plato in the Republic does not think that 

the rational part of the soul can or should get rid of the other parts of the soul, despite being the 

ruling one in the soul. 
182 In the Symposium Alcibiades claims that Socrates is “crazy about beautiful boys” (216d). See 

also the Charmides (154b-c, 155c-d). 
183 Gill 1990: 81. 
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The role of the guide in the ascent 

A further reason for thinking that Plato himself favors an inclusive view is the 

love of the guide who is present in the ascent. At the beginning of the ascent the 

guide is present as the leader (ἡγούμενος) (210a). In the description of S4 the 

lover “has been thus far guided (παιδαγωγηθῇ) in matters of Love” (210e). 

And in 211c it says that the lover has gone or been led by another (ὑπ' ἄλλου 

ἄγεσθαι). 

It has been suggested that the guide is eros184 and also claimed that this is 

not the case.185 It sounds a little strange to suppose that Love leads one in the 

matters of love, because it is like saying that football guides one in football 

which is another way of saying that things just take care of themselves. This is 

hardly what Plato wants to say. But then again the former could be a δαί μων, a 

personification who guides us in the matters of our desires. This could also be 

what Socrates is suggesting when he says at the end of Diotima’s description 

that “no better workmate (συνεργὸν)” for ascending, it seems, can be found 

(212b). 

Who then the δαί μων actually is is not easy to say, but it seems it could be 

any person who is willing to help a person love “correctly”. Indeed, Socrates’ 

work seems to consist in trying to help others to a better understanding and 

being (cf. Alcibiades’ claim that no one can help him more than Socrates to 

become as good as he can, 218d).186 Thus we see that at the end of the ascent 

our attention is turned downwards again. And whether the guide that helps the 

lover to develop is originally of daimonic origin or not, should not matter. It 

should in any case be an ideal for us all.187 

  

                                                 
184 Cf. J. Cooper 1997: 492 n. 45. 
185 Cf. Bury 1932: 130, and Rettig 1876: 302. 
186 This is how Proclus connects the texts at 212b and 218d: “Socrates is revealed as someone 

inspired by a spirit (δαιμόνιός), arousing greater astonishment in Alcibiades” (O’Neill 1965: 61, 

7-8). Scott and Welton think that Socrates initiates others into the mysteries (2008: 148). 
187 Here it can be noted that there is good evidence for interpreting Socrates as Eros himself. 

There are at least a lot of similarities between them as they are described in the Symposium, cf. P. 

Hadot 1995: 160-163. 
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The developmental model in the Republic 

After having found a developmental model in the Symposium I will now turn to 

the Republic where I will try to ascertain the same conditions I found in the 

Symposium.188 Before undertaking to do this I however want to add a bit to the 

picture we are left with at the end of chapter 1. There I connected four areas of 

life to the four parts of the Line. Although the Line may be treated on its own it 

is surely connected to the sun simile which precedes it and the allegory of the 

cave189 which comes after it.190 The Sun is a simile of how the good gives rise to 

everything else in the world. We could thus call it a descending simile. The Line 

then explains the levels of reality. Finally, the Cave describes the ascending 

move from the lowest level up to the highest one.191 Because of its ascending 

character the Cave is particularly helpful when discussing a developmental 

process which is essentially an upward movement. Moreover, as Plato puts it 

himself, the Cave is meant to show “the effect of education and of the lack of it 

on our nature” (514a) which is an indication of its developmental nature.192 

Now the correspondence of the Line and the Cave depends upon the 

answers to two questions: does the Cave also have four parts as the Line and 

does each stage of the Cave correspond to one part of the Line?193 The 

agreement is not unanimous, but the majority of scholars give an affirmative 

answer to both questions.194 I also believe that this is the most natural way of 

reading the Cave and will argue for this view in the following. Here I will argue 

that the description of the Cave portrays four stages and when dealing with the 

2. condition of the developmental model I will argue for the correspondence of 

the Line and the Cave.195 

                                                 
188 Kahn maintains that “the erotic ascent to the Form of Beauty in the Symposium is essentially 

equivalent to the dialectical ascent to the vision of the Good in Republic 6-7” (1987: 91). 
189 In the following I will refer to the simile of the sun as the Sun and the simile of the cave as the 

Cave. 
190 Cf. Szlezák 2005: 206, 212. 
191 At 517b-c we see that the Cave is to be connected to the Sun and the Line. Here this is 

furthermore exemplified in that the highest stage of the Cave is the same thing as the sun in the 

Sun, i.e. the good. 
192 Wren has indicated that the Line and the Cave may be viewed in “stage developmental terms” 

(2008: 13, 15). Egan argues that the Line represents “four stages of educational development” 

(1981: 124-127, cf. 137). Egan also says: “That Plato sees his stages as developmental, however, 

is surely clear” (1982: 328). Nettleship sees the Line as distinguishing “stages of development” 

(1966: 103). 
193 Cf. Malcolm 1962: 39 and Wilberding 2004: 117. 
194 Among those are Adam 1965: note to 517a-518b; Cross and Woozley 1964: 215, 230; 

Malcolm 1962: 41-44 and 1981: 60, 62; Reeve 1988: 56-58; Szlezák 2005: 212; and Wilberding 

2004: 118. Annas thinks the correspondence of the Line and the Cave very plausible, although she 

says that this view is not unproblematic (1997: 153-154; cf. 1981: 254-256). 
195 In what follows I will sometimes use C1, C2, C3, and C4 to refer to the stages of the Cave, 

where C1 is the lowest stage and C4 the highest. 
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The first stage (C1) is at the bottom of the cave. There we find prisoners 

who with their necks and legs fettered are able to look only at the wall in front 

of them. Behind them is a fire burning and puppets are beging carried in front of 

the fire so that the their shadows are cast on the wall in front of the prisoners. 

Behind the fire is a way out the cave. The prisoners have been there since 

childhood and have learned to look at the shadows and the accompanying 

sounds made by the puppeteers as the truth (515c). 

The second stage (C2) appears when Socrates explains what will happen if a 

prisoner were set free and forced to look directly at the puppets. He says that the 

freed prisoner would initially have trouble getting used to the light, believing 

that the shadows were truer than the fire and the puppets. In truth he is however 

“a bit closer to the things that are and is turned towards things that are more” 

(515d). 

The third stages (C3) is revealed “if someone dragged [the freed prisoner] 

away from there by force, up the rough, steep path, and didn’t let him go until 

he had dragged him into the sunlight” (515e). Again he would be pained by the 

light. “At first, he’d see shadows most easily, then images of men and other 

things in water, then the things themselves.” (516a) 

“Finally, I suppose, he’d be able to see the sun, not images of it in water or 

some alien place, but the sun itself, in its own place, and be able to study it.” 

(516b) And at this fourth stage (C4) he would understand that the sun governs 

and is the cause of all things in the visible world which is the descending 

viewpoint we have in the Sun. 

Murphy claims that on an isolated reading of the Cave there is an important 

change within the cave, but that this cannot be taken at face value because the 

rest of Book 7 only discusses the major transition from the sphere of δόξα to the 

intelligible realm.196 He thus claims that the “‘quadripartite’ interpretation 

breaks down in that it cannot explain why Plato represents the turning from 

shadow to puppets as an important intellectual achievement and a discovery of 

the ideal world.”197 

Below I will argue against the view that a stage has to represent something 

really advanced to be necessary, but here I will argue that the turning from the 

shadows to the puppets can represent an important change even though this is 

not the change discussed the most in Book 7. One good reason for arguing that 

the transition to the intellible realm is not the whole story is that Socrates and 

                                                 
196 Murphy 1932: 95, 97-98. Cross and Woozley mention this point as a source of disagreement 

between them (1964: 227-228). For this reason Robinson says that in the Cave “the domain of 

opinion [i]s an undivided unity” (1970: 185) and Ferguson claims that the puppets “are not a stage 

in the education” (1922: 24). Against this view Lidz claims that the Cave should be viewed 

“within the framework of the Republic as a whole” (1993/1994: 115, cf. 117). 
197 Murphy 1932: 98. It may be noted here that Murphy still argues for a “very exact correlation 

between the Line and the Cave” (1932: 94). 
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Glaucon are here clearly talking about higher education, i.e. the education that 

comes after the προπαιδεία (cf. 536d). And the fact that that part of the 

education is not discussed in Book 7 is not a good enough reason to suppose 

that nothing important happens there. As a matter of fact in Book 2 when 

talking about the προπαιδεία Socrates says that “the beginning of any process 

is most important” (377a). This also seems plausible because once you have 

shown a person that he can change it is more likely that he will dare to attempt 

further change. There is therefore nothing wrong with seeing the turning from 

C1 to C2 as an important change and with seeing C1 and C2 as different stages. 

1. condition: the philosopher’s willingness to ascend 

The person who originally is a prisoner in the cave, but in the end is able to look 

at the sun seems to be a symbol of a man in possession of a natural desire to 

transcend his situations and ascend to his highest potential. And Socrates says 

that “to make the ascent and see the good” is most important (519c), which by 

the way he furthermore calls “true philosophy.” (521c) So Plato is pointing to 

the way up, out of the cave towards the good, as the right way to tread. 

Although the description is different there are clearly similarities with the ascent 

in the Symposium. In Book 6 of the Republic there is even a description of the 

upward climb in the language of love. 

it is the nature of the real lover of learning (φιλομαθής) to struggle 

(ἁμιλλᾶσθαι) toward what is, not to remain with any of the many things that 

are believed to be (τοῖ ς δοξαζομένοις), that, as he moves on, he neither 

loses nor lessens his erotic love (τοῦ ἔρωτος) until he grasps the being of 

each nature (φύσεως) itself with the part of his soul that is fitted to grasp it, 

because of its kinship with it, and that, once getting near what really is and 

having intercourse with it and having begotten understanding (νοῦν) and 

truth, he knows (γνοίη), truly lives (ἀληθῶς ζῴη), is nourished (τρέφοιτο), 

and - at that point, but not before - is relieved from the pains of giving birth 

(λήγοι ὠδῖ νος) (490a-b) 

This passage obviously bears resemblance to the Symposium: it is love that 

drives the person onwards from the many things that are believed to be to what 

really is; ascending is a struggle; and on the way the person will give birth to 

ideas. Interestingly however we also have ideas that are not in the Symposium 

intermingled with these: it is not just a lover (ἐραστής) but more specifically 

the lover of learning (φιλομαθής) or the lover of wisdom, i.e. the philosopher, 

who makes the ascent and most importantly there is a reference to the parts of 

the soul. On his way the lover of learning “grasps the being of each nature 

itself” which I take to be a reference to the objects of the different areas of life. 



Becoming as Good as Possible 

88 

The reason I have for that is that each of these natures is grasped by the part of 

the soul that has kinship with it, suggesting that on the way upwards the person 

has to grapple with the different areas of life before he reaches the highest stage. 

A little later in Book 6 Plato clearly shows us that the lover of wisdom is 

intended to rise up above the lower areas of life. 

No one whose thoughts (τὴν διάνοιαν) are truely directed towards the 

things that are,198 Adeimantus, has the leisure (σχολὴ) to look down at 

human affairs (κάτω βλέπειν εἰ ς ἀνθρώπων πραγματείας) or to be filled 

with envy and hatred by competing with people. Instead, as he looks at and 

studies things that are organized and always the same (κατὰ ταὐτὰ ἀεὶ ), that 

neither do injustice to one another nor suffer it, being all in a rational (κατὰ 

λόγον) order, he imitates (μιμεῖ σθαί) them and tries to become as like 

(ἀφομοιοῦσθαι) them as he can. (500b-c) 

The lover of wisdom (or the philosopher) has gone past “human affairs”, i.e. 

A1, and the need for competition, i.e. A2. He is engaged with becoming as like 

the objects of A4 as he can and shaping character. 

And if he should come to be compelled to put what he sees there into 

people’s characters, whether into a single person or into a populace, instead 

of shaping only his own (μόνον ἑαυτὸν πλάττειν), do you think that he will 

be a poor craftsman of moderation, justice, and the whole of popular virtue 

(δημοτικῆς ἀρετῆς)? – He least of all. (500d)  

The philosopher is therefore clearly actively engaged with moving upwards, out 

of the cave, and shaping himself (and others) in the aim of becoming “as divine 

and and ordered (θείῳ δὴ καὶ  κοσμίῳ) as a human being can (εἰ ς τὸ δυνατὸν 

ἀνθρώπῳ).” (500d)199 

1. condition: the inertia to ascend 

A problem is however that although this willingness to ascend is clear when it 

comes to the philosoper it is not so clear that everyone else wants to do better. 

Thus in the Cave the prisoners have to be forced to turn around and face the 

way out of the cave (515c) and may have to be dragged “up the rough steep 

path” out into the sunlight (515e). Outside the cave Socrates does not say that 

                                                 
198 Here a better translation is probably: “No one whose thoughts are truely with the things that 

are (πρὸς τοῖ ς οὖσι)”. Cf. Emilsson 1991: II, 129. 
199 This is one of the passages in the Republic that is relevent to the discussion of becoming like 

god which is a theme in Plato that has recently started to interest philosophers. See Sedley 1999; 

Annas 1999: 62; and Bordt 2009. 
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the person has to be compelled anymore, which would correspond with the 

above if we take it that the areas outside of the cave are A3 and A4: the 

philosopher himself is concerned with those areas of life and clearly does not 

have to be forced to move higher. 

What do we then make of this apparent lack of motivation to move upwards 

at the lower stages? Does this force us to say that Plato’s description of the 

ascent to the good fails to meet the first condition of a stagelike developmental 

model, because there is not a general willingness to transcend one’s own 

situation? Firstly it is worth noting that this apparent inertia is not confined to 

the Republic. Although the ascent in the Symposium seems to be more 

straightforward it is still said to be a struggle (cf. 211a).200 Furthermore the 

people described in the lower mysteries do suggest that a lot of people will 

never reach beyond the two lower stages of the ascent. This indicates that there 

is no necessity to ascend. It seems rather that it is a very rare thing to go all the 

way up to beauty itself, which is confirmed in the Republic.201 Secondly, 

although oftentimes the lack of motivation to ascend may be due to the person’s 

nature, even those who have the philosophical nature may struggle to climb out 

of the cave. 

This last point is explained in Book 6. Strangely, Socrates says, that the 

good things in the philosophical nature drag it away from philosophy as we see 

in this exchange of words with Adeimantus: 

I mean courage, moderation, and the other things we mentioned. – That 

does sound strange. – Furthermore, all the things that are said to be good 

also corrupt it and drag it away [from philosophy] – beauty, wealth, physical 

strength, relatives who are powerful in the city, and all that goes with these. 

(491b-c) 

Here we should notice that what is mentioned are the virtues of the two lower 

classes in the just city and the objects of the two corresponding areas. The 

reason is that without proper upbringing and education the philosophical nature 

will not thrive (491d-492a). Clearly the nature is not enough but the appropriate 

nurture is also needed.202 

                                                 
200 Cf. Cooksey 2010: 14. 
201 In Book 7 Socrates says that the majority of cities in his time are governed by “people who 

fight over shadows” (520c) which is not a sign of high development. 
202 Furthermore for the philosophical nature to develop properly a complicated and delicate blend 

of characteristics is needed: “You know that ease of learning, good memory, quick wits, 

smartness, youthful passion, high-mindedness, and all the other things that go along with these are 

rarely willing to grow together in a mind that will choose an orderly life that is quiet and 

completely stable, for the people who possess the former traints are carried by their quick wits 

wherever chance leads them and have no stability at all.” (503c) 
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The philosophical nature is corrupted through social pressure, threat of 

punishment, and sophistic teaching (492b-493c) which is only a reworking of 

the general ignorance of the majority of people who Socrates claims cannot be 

philosophical (493e-494a). But if this person is able to show his ability “his 

family and fellow citizens will want to make use of him in connection with their 

own affairs.” (494b) And “especially if he happens to be from a great city, in 

which he’s rich, well-born, good-looking, and tall” he will be “filled with 

impractical expectations” (494c). Such a person will not be let of the hook and 

will not practice philosophy. So we have seen how the “very components” of 

the philosophical nature “together with the other so-called goods, such as wealth 

[...] are themselves in a way the cause of his falling away from the philosophic 

way of life” (495a). 

Socrates therefore claims it is very rare under the constitution that reigned in 

his day that the one who has a philosophical nature “becomes what he ought to 

be” (492e). There is only a small group of people who have managed to do this, 

he says, people who have somehow escaped the corruption (cf. 496a-e). 

However a suitable constitution would make the philosopher’s growth fuller 

(μᾶλλον αὐξήσεται, 497a) and the best constitution for the philosophical nature 

would be the just city (497c). 

For these reasons it seems that inertia to move up from the lower stages in 

the Republic is a natural thing.203 

1. condition: everyone wants more good things 

Despite this inertia Plato clearly seems to think that there is a desire to ascend in 

all humans. We learn this when Socrates shows in Book 2 that the gods do not 

change, because as they are perfect they cannot get better and they cannot 

become worse because no one, “whether god or human, would deliberately 

make himself worse in any way” (381c). In Book 6 it is even clearer when 

Socrates says: “Every soul pursues the good and does whatever it does for its 

sake.” (505e) He nevertheless adds that knowing the good is not so easy, 

making it understandable why so many people fail at the task. The fact that 

Socrates also says in this context that “everyone wants the things that really are 

good (ἀγαθὰ)” (505d), shows that the good is usually not experienced as the 

form of the good, but as good things. Nonetheless, given the close connection 

                                                 
203 Incidentally, modern psychological research shows that many things can hinder development. 

R. L. Atkinson, R. C. Atkinson, Smith, and Bem say that “[t]oday most psychologists agree that 

both nature and nurture play an important role in development.” (1990: 70) This seems to suggest 

that many things have to go well for development to be optimal. Furthermore R. L. Atkinson, R. 

C. Atkinson, Smith, and Bem say that research done by Kohlberg and others suggests that some 

people do not develop beyond level one on Kohlberg’s three level scale of moral development 

and that very few individuals get to level three (1990: 98-99). 
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between the good and good things in this passage, it would seem that the desire 

for good things is a lower manifestation of the desire for the form of the good. 

Another piece of evidence that Plato believes humans generally have a 

longing to move upwards towards something better is his treatment of necessary 

desires in Book 8. His definition is thus: “Aren’t those we can’t desist from and 

those whose satisfaction benefits us rightly called necessary, for we are by 

nature compelled to satisfy them both?” (558d-e) The first part refers to desires 

we have to satisfy to stay alive. The second part is less clear, because it does not 

seem that we have to satisfy the desires that benefit us, unless of course you see 

it as a necessity to be benefited or seek better things. On the basis of the above-

mentioned passage from Book 6 (505d-506a), I think that the desire for things 

that benefit us is the desire that leads us up to the good.204 

Here it may not be all that clear that when someone wants good things he 

really wants to become better himself. At this stage that is also not what I want 

to show. I want to show that in the Republic there is the belief that humans want 

something that is better than what they already have. In light of what we have 

already seen in the Symposium it differs between stages what a person actually 

wants – I will argue this also applies to the Republic. I do not think Plato would 

say that a person at stage one really wants to become better, he just wants the 

things that appear good to him. But as the person progresses through the stages I 

think Plato would maintain that the person is more inclined to think that what is 

good is actually a part of who he himself is and not something external. I 

maintain this is something that slowly dawns on the person. 

It thus appears that it has been shown that the first condition of a 

developmental stagelike model is met in the Republic. There is however what 

we may call a technical concern which complicates the picture. What I have in 

mind is the different ways Plato discusses desires in the Symposium and the 

Republic. In the former there is one basic desire, love, that moves one through 

the whole ascent to beauty itself, in the latter however the soul is split into three 

parts which all have desires. The division of the soul could be taken to mean 

that each part is totally separate from the others. It therefore has to be shown 

that Plato allows for desire to move between the parts of the soul.205 

We have already seen that one part of the soul governs at each given time. 

This can however change: one part can be stronger at one time and weaker at 

another time. This means that Plato does allow for desire to flow between the 

parts of the soul which in turn allows for the possibility that a person can be 

developed by transferring desire from one part of the soul to another. We have 

                                                 
204 Reeve also connects the discussion in Book 8 to this passage in Book 6 (1988: 44). Later he 

argues for this by pointing to 379b there the good is said to be beneficial (1988: 136). Bubner 

discusses the good as a goal of activity which may be called beneficial (1992: 26). 
205 Kahn also discusses this problem (1987: 95-101). 
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also seen in the above quotation and explanation of 490a-b that love is the 

desire that moves the lover upwards, using the parts of the soul on the way to 

understand different kinds of objects (cf. 490a-b). Love must therefore move 

between the parts of the soul. As a matter of fact this seems quite clear in the 

following exchange of words between Socrates and Glaucon where they have 

been discussing the lover of learning: 

Now, we know that, when someone’s desires incline strongly for one thing, 

they are thereby weakened for others, just like a stream that has been partly 

diverted into another channel. – Of course. – Then, when someone’s desires 

flow towards learning and everything of that sort, he’d be concerned, I 

suppose, with the pleasures of the soul itself by itself, and he’d abandon 

those pleasures that come through the body – if indeed he is a true 

philosopher and not merely a counterfeit one. (485d) 

In this anology desire is one stream that can take different forms which certainly 

seem to be channeled through the different parts of the soul.206 The fact that 

Plato also uses love to express the desires of the philosopher and the tyrannical 

man, as different as they are, shows that, as in the Symposium, eros can take 

many forms in the Republic.207 

2. condition: the Cave corresponds to the Line 

As I have said, it is sensible to use the Cave when thinking about ascending to 

the good because this is what the simile is concerned with. Using it alone is 

however not a good alternative, because it gives a very scant description. I 

therefore want to connect it to the Line. Cross and Woozley put it well when 

they say that “the Line is a map of the country through which the human mind 

must travel as it progresses from a low degree of intelligence to the highest, 

while the allegory of the Cave pictures to us the actual journey through the 

country mapped out in the Line.”208 Furthermore, as I have connected the four 

parts of the Line to the four areas of life, it would give the Cave a much broader 

reference if we were able to connect it to the Line. 

                                                 
206 Cf. Cornford 1937: 72-73. Cornford connects the use of eros here in explaining how energy 

can go from one part of the soul to another to its use in the Symposium, where it stands for 

different desires. 
207 Socrates talks of true love for true philosophy (ἀληθινῆς φιλοσοφίας ἀληθινὸς ἔρως, 499b) 

and says that the tyrannical man is lead by love (ἔρωτά, 572e; cf. 573d, 573e, 574e). 

Interestingly, Shorey connects love in 572e to love at 205d in the Symposium where Diotima says 

that every desire for good things is love (1935: 342 n. α). Rosen also concludes that concerning 

eros in the Republic “there is no contradiction with the teaching of the Symposium, but only a 

difference of emphasis.” (1965: 471-472) 
208 Cross and Woozley 1964: 208. 
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In the introduction to the discussion of the developmental model in the 

Republic I argued for the view that the Cave has four stages. This then leaves us 

with the task of pairing the stages of the Cave to the parts of the Line. As I have 

said the view that this is so is a majority view among scholars, but I will say 

why and defend it against some criticisms. 

I maintained that the three similes in Books 6 and 7 form a whole. If this is 

true it makes it more probable that the parts of the Line and the stages of the 

Cave correspond. Further evidence for this correspondence is when Socrates 

says after his description of the Cave:  

This whole image, Glaucon, must be fitted together with what we said 

before. The visible realm should be likened to the prison dwelling, and the 

light of the fire inside it to the power of the sun. And if you interpret the 

upward journey and the study of things above as the upward journey of the 

soul to the intelligible realm, you’ll grasp what I hope to convey, since that 

is what you wanted to hear about. Whether it’s true or not, only the god 

knows. But this is how I see it: In the knowable realm, the form of the good 

is the last thing to be seen, and it is reached only with difficulty. Once one 

has seen it, however, one must conclude that it is the cause of all that is 

correct and beautiful in anything, that it produces both light and its source in 

the visible realm, and that in the intelligible realm it controls and provides 

truth and understanding (517b-c). 

First of all when Socrates refers to what has been said before, that does not have 

to be a reference to the other similes.209 The mention of the visible and 

intelligible realms is however clearly a reference to the Sun and the Line. The 

Line has the same division (509d) which in the Cave is said to be between what 

is inside and outside the cave. Socrates’ description also seems to split each 

realm into two stages, the visible realm into the prison and the place of the fire, 

and the intelligible realm into the things you see before you see the form of the 

good and then the form of the good. The stages could then correspond to the 

four parts of the Line, εἰ κασία, πίστις, διάνοια, and νόησις respectively. 

There is almost universal agreement that the two higher parts of the Line 

and the two higher stages of the Cave correspond.210 The disagreement among 

                                                 
209 Robinson has argued, I believe incorrectly, that this passage does not refer to the Line (1970: 

185-190). Cross and Woozley argue more convincingly that the passage refers to the Line (1964: 

214-215), cf. Szlezák 2005: 211. 
210 Sichel however, for no apparent reason, talks as if the outside of the cave is one stage (1985: 

435-436). Robinson says that the prisoner’s progress “does not divide into three changes any 

more definitely than into two or ten; and the various stages at which he may be supposed to 

remain for a time are not more definitely four than three or any number.” (1970: 182) Shortly 

thereafter he however seems to have changed his mind for then he believes that the intelligible 

realm is to be divided into two parts (1970: 185). Lier has argued that there are really eight phases 
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scholars has therefore mainly been aimed at the lower parts/stages, especially 

L1 and C1.211 Although the lowest part of the Line has to do with shadows and 

the Cave does too, it seems unconvincing to maintain that a person can be 

engaged with mere shadows for many years as is the case with the prisoners. 

In the defence of correspondence at the lowest level we may remind 

ourselves (cf. chapter1) of the fact that the two lowest parts of the Line stand for 

the whole world of opinion (δόξα, 511d, 534a).212 This conclusion that we 

reached in chapter 1 builds the foundation for the solution to the problem, 

because the biggest problem with correspondence has been the narrow 

description of the two lower parts of the Line. On the basis of this broader view 

εἰ κασία can build a bridge between the shadows in both similes. Being the 

condition of the soul when it looks at shadows in the Line, εἰ κασία can be 

taken to refer to a certain type of thinking, actually the lowest kind. This state of 

the soul is then illustrated in the life of the prisoners who are only capable of 

knowing the world in this way. The same then applies to πίστις, which is only a 

more advanced form of opinion. Understood this way the four parts of the Line 

and the four stages of the Cave seem to correspond. Before concluding this 

discussion I will defend this view against the following criticism. 

Regarding πίστις, Robinson has argued that this part of the Line, which is 

concerned with the objects of everyday life, like animals, plants, and 

manufactured things (510a), “bears no resemblance to the prisoner’s condition 

immediately after his release; for the latter is expressly described as 

bewilderment”.213 The point of Robinson’s argument is to show that the 

person’s attitude towards the puppets is very different from the attitude towards 

ordinary things like plants. But this is unfair, because it is taken for granted that 

we are used to our everyday surroundings, whereas the Cave describes a 

transformation from one kind of mentality to another kind. The person in the 

                                                                                                                        
in the Cave. His conclusion is however that each of the four stages of the Line represents two 

phases in the Cave, which does not really seem like a disagreement with the four stage model, but 

is rather a more detailed analysis of that basic model (1971: 210-214). 
211 Cf. Cross and Woozley 1964: 217; Hall 1980: 75; Malcolm 1962: 42; Murphy 1932: 93; and 

Wilberding 2004: 118. 
212 Malcolm defends the correspondence between the two lower levels of the Line and the Cave 

by understanding C1 and C2 as being concerned with moral development and L1 and L2 with 

visible things. This means that no normal person is at L1 (but rather L2), although he can be at 

C1. Thus Malcolm prevents the Line from being “forced into allegorical labour” (1981: 62). I 

disagree with this for at least two reasons: 1. cognitive and moral development are very closely 

linked in Plato. 2. if εἰ κασία is a mental state distinguishable from πίστις, there has to be a real 

difference between them, which is not the case with looking at a shadow and the object which 

throws the shadow. This latter point can also be argued from the other direction: because the Line 

is divided into ontological levels (1981: 62) it makes little sense to say that there is no difference 

between viewing L1 and L2. 
213 Robinson 1970: 183. Robinson takes this argument from Ferguson 1934: 203; and a version of 

it is mentioned by Annas 1997: 154. Malcolm argues against this (1962: 43-44). 
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Cave is therefore seeing something for the first time which must always be 

difficult no matter what objects are involved.214 Furthermore, if πίστις is 

understood in the same way as εἰ κασία, i.e. as a certain kind of mentality, there 

is nothing strange about its objects seeming unreal to a person when he is 

starting to get to know them. 

3. condition: the areas of life are hierarchical 

The Sun sets the tone in giving us the highest good from which everything else 

is derived. The good is superior to the being of the objects of knowledge in rank 

and power (509b). Then in describing the Line Plato uses such words as 

“travelling up to a first principle” and “the section below” (511a), which 

suggests there is a higher and a lower. Νόησις is also said to be the highest 

condition of the soul, διάνοια the second and so on (511d-e).215 In the 

description of the Cave there is still more use of this kind of vocabulary. You 

ascend from darkness to light. The puppets and puppeteers are “on higher 

ground” than the prisoners (514b). The freed prisoner looks “up toward the 

light” and he now sees “more correctly” than before (515c-d). There is a steep 

path leading the freed person up and out of the cave (515e). Finally, Socrates 

supposes, that “he’d be able to see the sun” (516b). It is therefore not surprising 

that scholars generally understand the similes as being hierarchical.216 

Going back to chapter 1 there is also a language of hierarchy in the 

descriptions of the areas of life: in the class description in the just city, in the 

division of the soul, and in the regression in Books 8 and 9. Thus the 

philosophers are clearly held in higher esteem than the soldiers, who in turn are 

more valued than the workers. This obviously applies as well to the parts of the 

soul which correspond to the classes: the rational part is most valuable, the 

appetitive part the least valued, and the spirited part is in the middle. And finally 

the description in Books 8 and 9 is clearly moving from the best to the worst 

                                                 
214 Cf. Lidz’ claim about the familiar and comfortable: it “is so attractive that it leads the escapee 

to deny the evidence of his own senses.” (1993/1994: 125) 
215 Egan discusses what characterizes different kinds of thinking (1981: 124-127). 
216 Notopoulos talks about a hierarchical ascent “of the many to the one” in the Line (1936: 77). 

Wood says: “The Line is an introductory delineation of the fundamental structures of the field of 

experience as a hierarchy of ever more encompassing reflections, culminating in the reditio 

completa subiecti in seipso, the complete return of the subject to itself. The structure of this field 

in its hierarchical character provides the grounds for testing the character of all poetic 

proclamations in terms of how adequately they do justice to that field.” (1991: 526-527) Kinz 

maintains that “Plato uses two analogies to describe the ascent of man to the Good. The first, the 

divided line, offers a purely analytical interpretation of the hierarchy of being. [...] The myth of 

the cave, however, portrays the Good as the power above this hierarchy and enables it to both 

exist and to be known.” (1993: 12) Morrison though says: “In the picture of the Cave there is no 

suggestion of a continuous range, an ascending hierarchy of all the categories. The puppets are 

not said to be copies of the shadows and reflections looked at by the philosopher outside the cave, 

and it is quite plain that they are not.” (1977: 229) 
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(cf. 580a-b). All of this seems to satisfy the fourth condition of the stagelike 

developmental model. As we did in the case of the Symposium, we can then try 

to figure out how to describe the hierarchy we are dealing with here in the 

Republic. 

In the Cave we have a hierarchy of education which is measured in degrees 

of knowledge, which again can mean cognitive or moral development, or just 

development of the human being generally.217 I do not believe that the language 

of the Cave allows us to say exactly what kind of development Plato has in 

mind and maybe that is the point of the allegory, to be open to many ways of 

interpretation.  

We have seen in chapter 1 that the appetitive person or the worker, who I 

connect to C1, is mostly concerned with material things as they seem to be. 

Without the lead of reason the appetitive person is also concerned with largely 

undisciplined desire and the material life in all its colorful manifestations, like 

the democratic man. Although one might be inclined to connect this sort of life 

to concrete objects, it is probably better described as a dream life (cf. 476c) 

which is forever being twisted and turned in the waves of becoming. Because of 

this constant stream of change the virtue that can be brought to bear on this 

person is moderation, which channels the flow and prevents excessive 

emotions, thoughts, and behavior. 

The spirited person is better rooted in that he has gained some distance 

through physical exercises to both his own body and the physical realm as such. 

He is no longer enmeshed in that world but is able to take control of it himself. 

The material world is still very important to this person and he enjoys the 

control over material things but at the same time a social space opens up to him. 

It is important to him how he is seen by others and he wants to win their 

admiration. And it is this energy that is directed at others that is molded in the 

virtue of courage, for courage seems essentially to be about how to work with 

the relationship to other human beings, or the other in general. 

The rational person is then more complicated, but it seems that at S3 he is at 

a more abstract stage than the others: he loves the whole city and is capable of 

forming general mathematical rules. It would not be surprising if he would be 

interested in the laws of nature and of society. And he is in dialogue with the 

lower areas of life, where he applies the one to the other, which benefits both 

the general principles, that he is able to form, and the world of particulars, that 

he influences with his comprehensive understanding. 

At S4 the rational person then reaches another level of abstraction, a level 

that Socrates was not even capable of describing in any understandable way to 

us lesser people who have not ascended all the way. The good that is the last 

thing to be seen (517b) is even said to be beyond being (509b). It is clearly 

divine and unchangeable and there are not many people who can claim that they 

                                                 
217 Lidz says that παιδεία (education) “connotes the process of enculturation, not simple 

acquisition of theoretical or practical knowledge.” (1993/1994: 115) 
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have seen such a thing. But whatever Plato has in mind here it clearly seems 

more abstract and unifying than the three lower stages. 

The development from a lower stage to a higher one is from the particular to 

the abstract, from the superficial to the profound, from the ignorant to the 

knowledgeable, from the material to the intelligible, from becoming to being 

(and beyond being). 

4. condition: a progressive upward movement in the Cave 

We have now seen that there is a hierarchy of valuation among the areas of life: 

the objects of A1 have the least value and those of A4 the most value. 

Concerning the fourth condition it states that a developing person has to go 

through the stages that correspond to each area of life in the correct order: 

beginning at the bottom and ending at the top.218 

That this is the case is fairly obvious in the Cave.219 Firstly it is clear that the 

person in the Cave begins at the lowest level. There seems no starting point 

except the bottom of the cave, for the people, who are fettered there, have been 

there since childhood (ἐκ παίδων, 514a). Furthermore, when a prisoner is freed 

and turns around he does not recognize any of the things he sees, neither at S2 

(the puppets and the fire) nor at S3 (outside the cave). Thus it does not seem 

that he has been there before. Secondly the person also seems incapable of 

jumping over stages in the Cave: it would seem inconceivable that a prisoner at 

the lowest level would all of a sudden show up at the highest level without 

having gone through the intermediate stages. The allegory simply does not 

allow for such arbritrary movement between the stages. Moreover, as we have 

seen, the freed person stops at each stage before moving on until he reaches the 

highest one. 

In spite of this Ferguson disagrees with interpreting the Cave as describing a 

progressive development. Ferguson says that the Cave is an “allegory of human 

nature” which begins by describing a state which symbolizes want of education 

and “turns on the possibility of leading men in that state to the contemplation of 

the Good”, but it “is not framed to exhibit how opinion mounts by a graduated 

ladder to knowledge.”220 Thus Ferguson attacks the view that the Cave “depicts 

a natural progression”,221 which “represents necessary and successive levels of 

experience.”222 The reason he gives is (1) that the prisoners don’t want to leave 

                                                 
218 Cf. Egan 1981: 128, 135. 
219 As I have already said the description of the Line is more static, although there is an indication 

that it is also thought of as a progressive upward movement. In describing dialectic as the highest 

part of the Line it says that hypotheses are “stepping stones to take off from” (511b). Thus the 

objects of L3 are at least helpful for moving up to L4. 
220 Ferguson 1922: 15. 
221 Ferguson 1922: 16. He refers to Shorey and Adam as adherents to this view (1922: 19). 
222 Ferguson 1922: 23. 
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the cave, and (2) that on this view it is absurd that the philosopher who has seen 

the good is blinded when he gets back into the cave (cf. 516e). To explain the 

confusion of going up and coming down he says that the cave has to be “in 

some sense unnatural”,223 because he thinks that a natural process is softer than 

the description of the Cave.224 

In answer to the first point it seems Ferguson is confused about what a 

developmental process involves. As we have seen, Plato explains that 

development is contingent on both nature and nurture. This means that if the 

conditions are unfavourable even a good nature will struggle to develop.225 

Therefore to claim that a natural process of development has to be soft is to 

miss this point. Futhermore it seems that development is always a struggle 

because there is resitence to most change even though it may be most natural. 

As a matter of fact when the prisoner is released from his bonds it happens “by 

nature (φύσει)” (515c). Giving birth to ideas can also be mentioned. It is an 

example of an analogy Plato uses in the Symposium when the lover moves from 

one stage to the next one and childbirth, which is surely the basis of the 

analogy,226 has never been considered easy although it is the most natural 

process in the world. About the second point, it is true that the philosopher gets 

confused when he goes down into the dark cave again, but that is not because 

what goes on there is alien to him. He is simply not used to this kind of thinking 

anymore and Plato clearly states that when he has gotten used to the darkness 

found in the cave he will see better than the people living there (520c). 

Sze also mentions a point which could stand in the way of the fourth 

condition. She says that the move from watching the shadows to looking 

directly at the puppets does not “portray a stage through which every student 

must inevitably pass. [...] All certainly must turn around, but the prisoners can 

be dragged upward to the light of the sun without necessarily becoming 

accustomed to the light of the fire. Ascent to the upper world does not begin 

from the point of having viewed these originals.”227 That would rather be a 

“false start” and would “present an obstruction in the path toward the Good.” 

The reason Sze gives is that whereas the mentality of S1 is defined by the poetic 

tradition,228 the mentality of S2 is represented by the teaching of the sophists.229 

                                                 
223 Ferguson 1922: 16. 
224 Ferguson 1922: 23. 
225 Sichel compares “turning around” to Socrates’ interlocutors when Socrates “forces them to 

look at themselves and examine their beliefs.” (1985: 434) Schofield does the same (2007: 226). 
226 This is also the case in the Theaetetus where the idea of giving birth to ideas is also to be 

found. In his midwifery Socrates attends men who bear ideas in a similar way as his mother was a 

midwife to women who bear physical children (149a-150c). 
227 Sze 1977: 137. 
228 Sze 1977: 133. 
229 Sze 1977: 134. 
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Therefore it is not necessary to go from one bad thing to another before moving 

on to the good stuff outside the cave.230 

Interestingly Sze does not say that the developing person does not see this 

stage but rather that he does not have to linger at it and get used to the kind of 

life that it represents before carrying on. The text tells us that the freed person is 

forced to at least look at the puppets and that he now sees more correctly 

(515d). The text therefore does not support the view that you can entirely skip 

this stage, although it is difficult to say how long you have to engage with it. 

But Sze’s point in effect seems to be that because S2 is still not very advanced it 

cannot be necessary in the developmental process. 

I agree with Sze that Plato would not have wanted people to get caught up 

in sophistic teachings, but even though that can happen at S2 it is not 

necessarily so. If everything turns out well the person will be more like a 

healthy soldier in the just city. Although a lower stage is always somehow more 

limited than a higher stage that does not make it necessarily bad. After all at S2 

one sees more correctly (515d) which means that the person is getting closer to 

the truth.231 It is clearly difficult to say exactly how many developmental stages 

a developing person must go through but getting closer to the truth gradually 

makes more sense than jumping from a very narrow kind of mentality to a very 

abstract and open mentality. Therefore intermediate stages make sense.  

Malcolm has a good point to make when he says that for the children in the 

just city who get the proper education the change from C1 to C2 should not be 

as shocking as for those who have to “replace well-established false beliefs”.232 

He, however, goes too far, it seems to me, when he maintains that children 

could jump over C1 and start at C2 because of their superior education. Such an 

interpretation goes against the description of the Cave, e.g. when Socrates says 

that the prisoners are “like us” (515a). It is not plausible to maintain that 

Socrates is still, at least sometimes, like the prisoners, but that children can just 

jump over that stage, if correctly educated. Malcolm seems to disregard the 

importance of L1 (which he claims corresponds to C1)233 being its own 

ontological level of existence (which is a claim he supports).234 This means that 

C1 has first to be understood on its own. 

                                                 
230 Malcolm rejects Sze’s argumentation on different grounds than I do here (1981: 64). 
231 In Book 2 Socrates says that the guardians have to be educated first in false stories and then in 

true ones (376e-377a). The point is that first you must tell children stories that are “false, on the 

whole, though they have some truth in them”, because, it seems, they are not capable of handling 

the whole truth. 
232 Malcolm 1981: 67. 
233 Malcolm 1981: 60, 62. 
234 Malcolm 1981: 62. 
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4. condition: the correct order of the virtues 

Beside the Cave there is some further evidence that a person has to go through 

the stages in the correct order. In Book 4 Socrates and Glaucon look for the 

place of three particular virtues in the just city before they find justice itself: 

wisdom, courage, and moderation. They find that wisdom is possessed by the 

rulers (428d-429a), that the soldiers are responsible for courage (429e-430c), 

and that all the citizens are moderate because they follow the rule of the rulers 

(431c-e). We thus know that everyone in the just city has moderation and that 

the soldiers have moderation and courage. Furthermore, because the rulers are 

chosen from the best of the soldiers we know that in addition to wisdom they 

also have moderation and courage (413d-414b). 

Because of the correspondence between the classes in the just city and the 

parts of the soul the rational part has all three virtues, the spirited part takes part 

in two, and the appetitive part has to do with one of them. It is also good to 

notice that each virtue is connected to a particular part of the soul and is 

dependent on it. Thus there would be no need for moderation without the 

appetitive part of the soul and it would not come about without this part’s 

cooperation with wisdom. A similar thing can be said of the spirited part of the 

soul. Wisdom is then generated for the rational part by the rational part itself. 

Now the argumentation that the fourth condition of a stagelike 

developmental model applies here goes like this: (1) We know that a human 

being is not born virtuous, but has to become it. In the beginning a person 

therefore has no virtue. (2) We also know that each type of virtue is at least to 

some degree dependent on a particular part of the soul. Thus moderation would 

not come about without the appetitive part, courage would not be in the soul 

without the spirited part, and wisdom would be impossible without the rational 

part. (3) Furthermore Plato tells us that a person who has courage also has 

moderation, and that a person who has wisdom also has courage and 

moderation. (4) Therefore we know that a person must begin by acquiring 

moderation before he can have courage. This is so because if a person wanted to 

produce courage without having to acquire moderation first by working with his 

spirited part that would either go against the second premise (courage and 

moderation would be created) or against the third premise (he would have 

courage without moderation). In a similar way we can see that a person must 

first acquire moderation and courage before he can have wisdom. 

In a certain sense such an argument, although it is valid, seems to defy the 

flexibility of human existence. Maybe that is understandable because after all 

Plato is here talking about an ideal society, a utopia of a sort. Nonetheless I 

think we must take the order of the development of the people in it seriously. 

Maybe one must not have had perfect mastery of the appetitive part of the soul 

before one can start working with the spirited part towards courage, but the 
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indication is that the appetitive part has to be disciplined somewhat before the 

spirited part can take hold.235 And this should be enough to meet the fourth 

condition of the stagelike developmental model. 

Another thing to explain is the claim that the rational part of the soul is 

responsible for helping the other parts of the soul to become virtuous. This we 

see clearly in the description of the virtues for it is on account of the laws about 

what is to be feared, which are written by the rulers, that the soldiers can be 

courageous and it is because the ruled follow the prescriptions of the rulers that 

the city as a whole is moderate. The problem therefore seems to be that the city 

has to be ruled by reason before it can be anything else, which does not make 

sense according to the argumentation above. Plato does not address this 

problem directly, but it seems that the rational element always has to come from 

the outside in the beginning. Thus it is the reason of Socrates and the brothers, 

Glaucon and Adeimantus, that creates the just city. But the hope is of course 

that once the city has been established it will sustain itself.236 

4. condition: the correct order of education 

We have seen that in Book 6 Plato indicates the difficulty of maturing without 

good help from the surroundings. Here as in other places in the Republic the 

leader, helper, or educator plays an important role. This is also the case in 

Books 2 and 3 (376c-412b) where Socrates and the brothers, Glaucon and 

Adeimantus, discuss the early education of the guardians, the προπαιδεία (cf. 

536d). As is clear from Book 7 this is not the total education of the guardians 

but only the education they receive first while they are children and the aim of it 

is to make them moderate and courageous (cf. 399a-c, 410e-411a); there is no 

mention of them becoming wise through this education. Admittedly however it 

is not obvious that they are first educated to be moderate and then courageous. 

Let us however have a look at the text. 

To begin with it is clearly stated that first there is education in music and 

poetry (μουσική) and then in physical training (γυμναστική) and μουσική is 

for the soul and γυμναστική is for the body (376e-377a).237 The education 

begins when the children are really young because then it is easiest to mould 

                                                 
235 This is for example indicated by the timocrat in Book 8 who does not value money-making 

highly, although it is present in his life. The oligarch also is able to keep some appetites at bay 

although he is obsessed by the desire to have more money. The tyrannical man is then completely 

ruled by his appetites. It is also noteworthy that none of these persons are in touch with the 

rational part except maybe to use it as a tool to get what they value. None of them understands the 

values of the rational part. 
236 We however see the danger of the city not doing well enough in this respect at the beginning 

of Book 8, because there the reason for the regression from the best city is that the rulers have not 

followed the rational rules strictly enough. 
237 Μουσική is discussed until 403c when the treatment of γυμναστική takes over. 
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them. It is then that they must be told stories that support everything that they 

will be told later, although at this early stage they cannot reveal the whole truth 

(377a-c). Later in the discussion about μουσική this process is explained. It is 

explained that the future guardians are on the basis of these stories to imitate 

good things because “imitations practiced from youth become part of nature and 

settle into habits of gesture, voice, and thought” (395d). It is thus that the proper 

message permeates “the inner part of the soul” while the young person is still 

“unable to grasp the reason, but, having been educated in this way, he will 

welcome the reason when it comes and recognize it easily because of its kinship 

with himself.” (401d-402a)238 Clearly then the young person does not have the 

rational part of the soul active to guide him on, but must rely on the reason of 

the educator.239 But it seems that by maturing and activating the rational part he 

will be able to understand the reason behind the education.240 

Then concerning the content of the μουσική education, the first thing that is 

mentioned are stories about the gods. Socrates says that they have a tendency to 

be false as they are traditionally told because the gods are not always shown in a 

favorable light. He however claims that the gods are really good and can 

therefore not harm men, but can only benefit them (379a-c). Furthermore 

because the gods are as beautiful and good as possible (κάλλιστος καὶ  ἄριστος, 

381c) they will not want to change, for that can only make them worse. Such 

stories are to help make the guardians as “godlike as human beings can be.” 

(383c) 

After talking about stories about the gods Socrates explains that the future 

guardians must be told stories that make them least afraid of death, because that 

will make them courageous (386a). And soon he starts discussing how to make 

them moderate through stories, but its most important aspects “for the majority 

of people” is to “obey the rulers and to rule the pleasures of drink, sex, and food 

for themselves” (389d-e). 

It is important to note about this earliest education that it gives children a 

kind of an overview of all the four areas of life and tells them something about 

each of them.241 A4 is unchanging, A3 where the gods reach down to humans 

only benefits humans, A2 has to do with becoming brave, and A1 concerns 

tempering the basic desires. The μουσική education then clearly is meant to 

                                                 
238 A similar view is also found in the Laws (653b-c). 
239 Further evidence that the rational part is not active in the beginning is Glaucon’s statement that 

“some never seem to get a share of [rational calculation (λογισμοῦ)], while the majority do so 

quite late.” (441a-b) 
240 Cf. Sichel 1985: 436. She says that “[a]t the highest level of knowledge, a person is no longer 

controlled by habituation”. 
241 Cf. Egan 1981: 129: “The purpose of these stories is to bring the child to feel and learn to love 

those aspects of human character and behavior which will be necessary for the child to develop 

later.” (My italics.) 
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prepare for the whole of the education that comes afterwards, establishing the 

habitual stories as a kind of proxy for reason.242 

When it comes to physical training Socrates explains that it is the virtue of 

the good soul that makes the body as good as possible (403d). The discussion of 

the body then begins on the objects of A1 and the correct opinion about them: 

drink, food, sex, and disease. But all of this seems to be a preparation for the 

real aim of physical training, which is not to take care of the body itself but the 

soul (410b-c). First Socrates says that μουσική produces moderation which is a 

model for the person when it comes to physical training, because then he can 

“work at physical exercises in order to arouse the spirited part of his nature” 

(410a-b) which must be a prerequisite for courage to really take hold in the soul. 

It therefore seems that the proxy for reason is able to establish moderation in the 

soul which is a basis for arousing the spirited part of the soul and work towards 

courage.243 

In Book 7 it is said that “it is necessary for the prospective rulers to be 

athletes in war when they’re young” (521d). This is better explained in Book 3. 

Right after the discussion of the προπαιδεία Socrates and Glaucon start 

explaining “which of these same people (αὐτῶν τούτων) will rule and which 

will be ruled” (412b), i.e. which of the people who have been educated to have 

moderation and courage are to rule. The important thing to notice in this context 

is that the guardians have had sufficient education already to be soldiers. So it is 

out of the group of soldiers that the rulers have to be chosen and as we 

remember they are the ones who will be educated to become wise. It therefore 

seems clear that first you have to be a soldier, or at least have the education of 

one, before you can be a ruler in the just city. 

As I have already explained in chapter 1, the work of the rulers that is 

discussed in what follows is work which belongs to A3 and has to do with 

interaction with the lower areas. The question is then: If we have shown that S1 

is necessary for S2 and S2 is necessary for S3,244 how can we then finally show 

that S3 is necessary for S4? 

In Book 7 Socrates and Glaucon among other things look for the subjects 

that have the power to draw “the soul from the realm of becoming to the realm 

                                                 
242 In Book 9 Socrates says that the children in the just city will not be allowed to be free until 

they have been equipped with a guardian and ruler (590e-591a). 
243 Admittedly this is not ideal, because, generally in Plato, if you have the idea about something 

in the soul then you are able to act accordingly. It is however clear that μουσική does not 

establish full rationality in the soul and therefore it makes sense to say that it neither establishes 

the virtue of the spirited part of the soul fully. This latter thing would then come about as the 

result of physical training with the help of the proxy for reason and the educator. 
244 In Book 4 there is a passage where Socrates explains that if a money-maker enters the class of 

soldiers and an “unworthy soldier” enters the class of rulers that will be the ruin of the city (434a-

b). The indication is clearly that this is a progressive hierarchy of capacities and that no one can 

do the work of the class above the one he belongs to. 
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of what is” (521c-d). Later in that book becoming is connected to the two 

lowest stages, whereas being is connected to the two highest stages (533e-

534a).245 Again then we are talking about the move from S2, which belongs to 

the soldier, to S3, which belongs to the ruler. They find the five subjects that 

have been mentioned in chapter 1 and I have connected to A3 as they are 

concerned with hypotheses. 

As we also saw in chapter 1 these subjects are not able to bring one up to 

A4, but that this has to be done by dialectic. This is so in the description of the 

Line where the hypotheses of A3 are used “as stepping stones to take off from, 

enabling [reason] to reach the unhypothetical first principle of everything.” 

(511b) Here it surely seems that S3, i.e. having come to terms with A3, is a 

necessary condition of S4, i.e. seeing A4. 

This is repeated in Book 7 where the five subjects are “merely preludes to 

the song itself” which is dialectic (531d-532a). Earlier it had been stated that the 

last thing to be seen was the form of the good (517b) and dialectic completes 

the journey to it: 

whenever someone tries through argument and apart from all sense 

perceptions to find the being itself of each thing and doesn’t give up until he 

grasps the good itself with understanding itself, he reaches the end of the 

intelligible (532a-b) 

What seems to be meant here it that the five subjects are a precondition of 

dialectic which then can bring you all the way up to S4. That S3 is a 

precondition of S4 is then still further insisted upon in Book 7. Socrates 

explains that “the power of dialectic (ἡ τοῦ διαλέγεσθαι δύναμις) could reveal 

[A4] only (μόνη) to someone experienced in the subjects we’ve described and 

that it cannot reveal it in any other way” (533a). And again he says that the five 

subjects and the προπαιδεία are “required for dialectic (ἣν τῆς διαλεκτικῆς δεῖ  

προπαιδευθῆναι)” (536d). 

The place of the politicians and the majority in the Cave 

Wilberding argues for the correspondence of the Line and the Cave. His way of 

doing it however may cause problems for my view. Traditionally scholars have 

claimed that the prisoners in the cave represent the unreflective majority of 

people and that the puppeteers illustrate people who feed them with what to 

believe, such as politicians and sophists.246 Wilberding however claims that this 

is to be understood the other way around: the politicians are the prisoners and 

                                                 
245 This is a bit more complicated for it is also said that the subjects which are working with the 

objects of S3 only grasp that which is “to some extent” (533b). 
246 Wilberding 2004: 119-120; cf. Lidz 1993/1994: 123. 
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the majority are the puppeteers. If it were true that the majority, i.e. the workers 

in the just city, are at the stage of the puppeteers then the soldiers would have to 

be outside the cave, for as I have tried to show in my discussion of conditions 3 

and 4, the soldiers are at a higher stage than the workers. 

Wilberding points to the place in the description of the Cave where the 

person who has ascended all the way starts thinking about the prisoners who are 

left in the cave. What is said about them is that they may have “honors (τιμαὶ ), 

praises, or prizes among them for the one who was sharpest at identifying the 

shadows as they passed by” (516c). Socrates also wonders if he would “envy 

those among the prisoners who were honored (τιμωμένους) and held power 

(ἐνδυναστεύοντας)” (516d). Socrates then considers what would happen if the 

person would go back down and take the “same seat (τὸν αὐτὸν θᾶκον)” and 

“compete (διαμιλλᾶσθαι)” with the prisoners about the shadows (516e-517a).247  

Wilberding, it seems to me, has mainly two reasons for claiming that this 

cannot be a description of the majority of people. Firstly, it shows people who 

are quite reflective about what is happening in front of them and because the 

majority accepts the views of the politicians unreflectively these people could 

not be the majority. Secondly, the politicians cannot belong to the same level in 

the Cave as the majority of people.248 Wilberding then explains how the 

politicians can be seen as the prisoners by referring to Socrates’ description of 

“paid private teachers” who learn “the moods and appetites” of the majority and 

call this wisdom (493a-c).249 The politicians as the prisoners in the cave are thus 

concerned with trying to discern what the majority really wants. 

I admit that it is difficult to explain how the above description can be a 

description of the majority, but I do, however, believe that the cost of accepting 

Wilberding’s view is higher than not doing so. Actually I think that his 

argument has to be taken further than he seems to want himself. On 

Wilberding’s reading the politicians have less education than the majority.250 

This would mean that both of the stages in the cave are concerned with the 

appetitive part of the soul.251 Considering better the description of the people 

above, taking into account the references to honor, competition, and rule of 

power, you would however have to consider them to be persons who are ruled 

by the spirited part of their souls. This would then mean that the soldiers are at 

the lowest stage of the Cave which, I think, I have shown to be an untenable 

position. Wilberding does however think that the prisoners “are not meant to 

                                                 
247 Wilberding 2004: 121-123. 
248 Wilberding 2004: 125-126. 
249 Wilberding 2004: 126. 
250 Wilberding 2004: 133. 
251 Wilberding 2004: 131. Wilberding claims that εἰ κασία and πίστις “involve the same mental 

activity [...] directed at different objects”. 
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stand for the starting point of every man’s education.”252 Given my 

argumentation it however makes no sense to have more developed people at the 

bottom of the cave than at a higher stage. Furthermore, the general 

developmental model must apply to everyone and not just some people, 

politicians cannot be excluded from it. 

I will mention four further reasons for rejecting Wilberding’s interpre-

tation.253 First, we have already seen that the people who are ruled by the 

appetitive part of their souls do have some share in reason which means that 

they are not totally without reflection. They could be like the democratic men, 

described in Book 8, who are ruled by the appetitive part of their souls. Their 

difficulty is not that they never try to think about anything, but that because of 

their low level of maturity they have a problem of understanding the deeper 

aspects of reality. Wilberdings therefore claims too strongly that the majority 

can only be concerned with the “unreflective taking over of other’s beliefs”.254 

Second, Wilberding seems to be too narrowly focused on the politicians as 

the receivers of the views of the people.255 As he sees it the politicians are 

actively trying to understand the majority, but he seems to forget that they do 

this in an attempt to know how to talk to the people to influence and manipulate 

them according to what they want. And it is very difficult to see how the 

prisoners can be actively trying to influence the shadows on the wall. This 

seems to work much better the other way around. While they present the 

prisoners with pictures, the puppeteers are in a better position to monitor the 

prisoners’ responses than the other way around. This information they then use 

to manipulate them better in the future.256 

Third, Wilberding says that the politicians or sophists are at a lower level 

than the majority because they have regressed.257 Among other things 

Wilberding argues that this may happen because of “premature exposure to 

dialectic” (cf. 538c-539d).258 I agree that this may cause a person to regress, but 

seeing it Wilberding’s way would mean that the sophists have already been at 

level two. This is not in accordance with Plato’s description because it is clear 

that the prisoners have only seen the shadows before they are released. This 

would also mean that the majority begin at C2 which seems impossible, for in 

the Cave you begin at the bottom. If however you would begin at C2 and then 

                                                 
252 Wilberding 2004: 132. 
253 Schofield also maintains that Wilberding’s “suggestion that the puppeteers are ‘the multitude’ 

is misconceived.” (2007: 223 n. 16) 
254 Wilberding 2004: 130, cf. 119. 
255 Cf. Wilberding 2004: 130. 
256 It can however not be excluded that some politicians are at the lowest stage, for example some 

of the democratic men. 
257 Wilberding 2004: 134. 
258 Wilberding 2004: 134. 
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regress, it seems you were regressing to a state of education that is lower than 

the one you were on when you were born. Such a state is difficult to imagine. 

Fourth, in Book 7 Socrates says that the bonds, presumably the fetters in the 

cave, are fastened “by feasting, greed, and other such pleasures” (519a) which 

are a better description of the appetitive part than the spiritied part of the soul. 

Wilberding mentions this himself and answers it by arguing that this applies to 

the young man who has lost his moral convictions because of doing dialectics 

too early.259 An underlying assumption is that Plato would put the sophists at a 

lower stage because they do not believe in any objective standards for virtue as 

the majority do.260 In accordance with the view I have been representing, I think 

it is better to see the sophists as incarnations of a disease or an unhealthy moral 

view at S2 of development. Being able to reflect on what you have already 

learned and taking other points of view is surely more mature than not being 

able to do that. Schofield’s view that the people at C2 are no longer in the grips 

of “cultural norms”261 could help explain the somewhat relativistic attitude of 

some people at that stage.262 If you add to this competition for honors, then 

generally it is a sign of a person at S2, much like the timocrat who has that level 

of insight although he lacks the guidance of reason. 

If I take it as established that it is better to understand the majority and the 

workers as being the prisoners, how can I then make sense of Wilberding’s 

points that seem to connect the prisoners to characteristics of the spirited part of 

the soul? Firstly, I will point to Wilberding’s own argument when he says that 

“[i]t is questionable whether any interpretation can account for all the details 

that Plato has packed into the Allegory of the Cave”.263 And secondly, when 

Socrates discusses the philosopher’s ascent back into the cave and says that he 

takes the same seat and discusses with the prisoners we can take it to mean that 

he is referring to both stages in the cave, both the stage of the appetitive person 

and the one of the spirited person. After all the cave has these two stages and by 

going down there again you must have access to both stages. Admittedly to 

disregard some details this way is not ideal, but it is, I believe, a better option 

than sacrificing other more important things. 

                                                 
259 Wilberding 2004: 135. 
260 Wilberding 2004: 130, cf. 133. 
261 Schofield 2007: 229. 
262 This may be in disagreement with the soldiers and the timocrats who, as we have seen, seem to 

want laws. What, however, the sophists, on the one hand, and the soldiers and timocrats, on the 

other hand, have in common is that they are interested in and engaged with culture, whereas those 

who are still held prisoners have no reflection on culture. 
263 Wilberding 2004: 132. 
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5. condition: the philosopher can descend 

Having argued for the existence of the four first conditions of a stagelike 

developmental model, I now want to argue for the fifth and last one: what is 

mastered at a lower stage is not left behind as the person moves on to a higher 

stage, but is transcended and included. As we saw when dealing with these 

conditions in the Symposium the part about things being transcended at a higher 

stage is little more than a summary of the other conditions. In dealing with the 

third condition we have seen that higher stages have more value and that in 

dealing with the fourth one that you must master the skills at a lower stage to be 

able to move to the subsequent stage. It is therefore clear that in moving to a 

higher stage you transcend the one before. 

The point that the subsequent stage must include the former stage(s) can 

however be more contentious. As in the case of the Symposium this point can 

entail two aspects. The first aspect is whether the person can do what he did 

before and the second one concerns whether he wants to do that. Again there is 

ample evidence to support the first aspect whereas the second one is more 

difficult to establish. 

What the first aspect really boils down to is whether a person at a higher 

stage is still able to do the things that a person at a lower stage is able to do. It is 

not likely that many scholars will want to doubt that but I will argue for it all the 

same. When dealing with the fourth condition we have seen that to go to a 

higher stage one has to be able to acquire the skills (or some of the skills) of the 

stage one is at. Furthermore the allegory of the cave suggests that the climb to 

the next stage adds something that wasn’t there (515c-d), without the person 

losing what he had before. This last point can be seen in the fact that when the 

person who has seen the sun goes back into the cave, he will “see vastly better 

than the people there” when he has gotten used to the darkness (520c).264 And 

Socrates’ insistence itself that the philosophers have to go back into the cave, 

shows that they still have what it takes to do that. 

There are more passages that suggest that the philosopher is capable of 

dealing with what is at both higher and lower stages. In Book 5 Socrates 

explains that whereas the one who believes in beautiful things does not believe 

in the beautiful itself, the one who “believes in the beautiful itself, can see both 

it and the things that participate in it” (476c). The former, i.e. the non-

philosopher, seems only to perceive beautiful things, whereas the latter, who 

surely is the philosopher, is both capable of seeing the higher and the lower. 

                                                 
264 The philosophers who are “better and more completely educated than the others [...] are better 

able to share in both types of life”, i.e. the philosophical life and the life of the rest of the city 

(520b-c). 
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In Book 6 Socrates claims that those must be the rulers “who know each 

thing that is and who are not inferior to the others [i.e. at the lower stages], 

either in experience or in any other part of virtue” (484d). The philosophical 

rulers are therefore clearly meant to be able to understand and be capable of 

doing what the persons at the lower stages are capable of. A part of this is that 

they have all the virtues connected to the lower stages (cf. 485e-487a). 

It therefore seems clear that the person who has developed to the highest 

stage does not leave behind the skills and insights that he acquired at earlier 

stages of development. He rather includes them at the highest stage, which is 

enough to fulfill the fifth condition of a stagelike developmental model. 

The willingness to descend 

Concerning then whether the philosophers will want to attend to the objects of 

the lower stages of development, there are quite a few passages where it is 

claimed that the philosopher will not want to do that. In Book 6, where the 

philosopher is said to be really divine, Socrates speaks as if he has to be 

compelled to help others instead of only helping himself (500d). And in 

connection to the Cave the philosopher is said to want to “go through any 

sufferings” rather than share the opinions of those who still are in the cave and 

live as they do (516c-d). Still Socrates says it must be demanded that they “go 

down again to the prisoners in the cave and share their labors and honors” 

(519d). The reason that they are to be compelled to go down into the cave again 

is that they must “guard and care for the others” (520a), although it seems that 

they do not want to go.265 

Annas has claimed that although Plato wants the philosopher to be both 

practical and theoretical (or contemplative), in Books 6 and 7 he creates a wall 

between these aspects. He displays a concept of reason that is very theoretical at 

the same time as the Cave insists on “wholesale rejection of everyday beliefs” 

and downgrades “everyday concerns”.266 And she adds: “on the individual level 

we have to ask whether this incomparable supremacy of the aims of reason 

allows reason to function as the best arbiter of the interests of all the soul’s 

parts.”267 This leads Annas further to conclude that the philosopher’s reason for 

going down into the cave again has to be an impersonal view which tells them 

what is best for the whole, but which will force them to sacrifice their own 

                                                 
265 Scholars disagree on the descent into the cave. Annas e.g. thinks it presents a big sacrifice for 

the philosophers (1997: especially 159-168). Mahoney is among those who defend the opposite 

view (1992). 
266 Annas 1997: 162. 
267 Annas 1997: 162-163. 
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personal happiness.268 In this light she thinks Plato cannot really answer the 

question: “why in that case I should want to be a Guardian?”269 

This seems quite compelling evidence against the view that the philosophers 

will want to attend to the objects of the lower areas of life. If we however move 

the focus onto the individual soul of the philosopher it may be noted that this 

cannot mean that he is in any real sense willing to cut the desires of the lower 

two parts of the soul out of his life. The rational part may sometimes wish that 

this would be possible but there seems no way that the philosopher can just get 

rid of the other parts of the soul and therefore the desires of these parts must be 

considered to still be part of what he wants. We have already seen that one part 

of the soul can be stronger than the others and be a ruler over them but it cannot 

mean that the others are left with no desires at all. We have to suppose that the 

philosopher is left with some desires for food, drink and such necessities, 

belonging to A1,270 and also desires for the association with other people 

according to A2. 

Going back to Annas’ argument above, the point she seems to miss is that 

the philosopher’s I must grow bigger. If development is to make sense it means 

that the philosopher does not identify anymore only with his own body, or his 

soul. His identity has grown to include others as well.271 What Annas calls 

impersonal is not impersonal anymore when the philosopher has developed to 

S4. It is who he is. 

Again one might say that the philosopher in a certain sense identifies with 

the lofty and abstract good and therefore he does not have any interest left for 

the lower desires. Looking from an inner perspective, such a feeling may come 

over the philosopher. Nonetheless it is hard to see that Plato has meant him to 

be without the desire for food, sex, victory, science, and the good of the whole. 

In Book 6 it seems that having reached A4 the philosopher will always strive 

for it again (cf. 517c-d), which at the same time means that he is not able to stay 

there constantly. Furthermore from a wider perspective, Plato and especially his 

characters, Socrates, want some things for the city, like the descent of the 

philosophers. The philosophers in the just city must be thought to be similar to 

them and if they want the descent that should also be a part of the philosopher’s 

make-up. 

                                                 
268 Annas 1997: 165-168. 
269 Annas 1997: 167. 
270 Interestingly in Book 5, talking about the guardians (soldiers and rulers), Socrates says that 

“they will, I suppose, be driven by innate necessity to have sex with one another (ὑπ᾽  ἀνάγκης 
οἶ μαι τῆς ἐμφύτου ἄξονται πρὸς τὴν ἀλλήλων μεῖ ξιν).” (458d) 
271 As in the case of the Stoic Hierocles, cf. footnote 142. Graver says about his process of 

assimilating the people in the outer circles that “one comes to think of the persons in the wider 

circle as truly belonging to oneself” (2007: 177). 
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Annas says that in Books 6 and 7 Plato too strongly stresses the highest 

stages. I think he does that to emphasize the importance of ascending, but I do 

not think that warrants us as readers not to take seriously what he says in the 

other books of the Republic. It is my conclusion that if we look at them too we 

will get a more sensible picture of what Annas herself claims Plato was trying 

to accomplish, namely integrate the practical and the theoretical (or 

contemplative).272 

Looking at this then from the point of view of the three virtues that 

characterize each part of the soul: moderation, courage, and wisdom, we should 

remember that these virtues are dependent on these parts of the soul: moderation 

on the appetitive part, courage on the spirited part, and wisdom on the rational 

part. It therefore does not make sense to say that a person who has no appetitive 

desires anymore is moderate or that a person without spirited desires is 

courageous. But because Plato clearly indicates that the philosopher has these 

virtues it must mean that he still has these desires. 

It is however certain that these desires will not be the same as they were 

initially, before reason came to rule in the soul. This we see at the end of Book 

9 in a passage that is like a conclusion to this whole discussion (591a-592b). 

There Socrates says that the “person of understanding (νοῦν ἔχων)” will “direct 

all his efforts (πάντα τὰ αὑτοῦ εἰ ς τοῦτο συντείνας)” to attaining the best state 

of his soul (591b-c). It seems at this stage that Socrates is not only talking about 

the philosopher in the just city but any person who has matured to the highest 

stage of development. He then talks about what attitude such a person would 

have towards the body, the acquisition of money, and honors. The result seems 

to be in accordance with Cornford’s description when he says that “the Republic 

is concerned with this life and the best that can be made of our composite 

nature, in which all three forms of desire claim their legitimate satisfaction.”273 

As we have seen before the soul is worth more than the body and therefore 

this person will “cultivate the harmony of his body for the sake of the 

consonance in his soul.” (591c-d). Concerning money (χρήματα) he will guard 

against having either “too much money or too little” for that would disturb the 

constitution within him (591e). Money is therefore not considered the most 

important thing in life but the person of understanding will want some money. 

Regarding honors (τιμαί) then he will “willingly share in and taste those that he 

believes will make him better, but he’ll avoid any public or private honor that 

might overthrow the established condition of his soul.” (592a) So honors as 

                                                 
272 Cf. Annas 1997: 163. 
273 Cornford 1937: 70. Kahn says: “the goal of rational desire, of reason as such, is neither the 

good of the individual alone (as it is sometimes said to be, on egoistic readings of Plato) nor the 

good of the community alone, but the good in every case, the good in general or the Good as 

such.” (1987: 84) 
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such are therefore not bad or undesireable, but they simply have to be sought 

after in accordance with reason. 274 

Interestingly then Glaucon connects the acquisition of honors with politics 

and Socrates does not object to this. He claims that the person of understanding 

will not want to take part in politics. To this Socrates gives the following 

response: 

Yes, by the dog, he certainly will, at least in his own kind of city. But he 

may not be willing to do so in his fatherland, unless some divine good 

luck275 chances to be his (ἐὰν μὴ θεία τις συμβῇ τύχη). (592a) 

The conclusion seems to be that the person of understanding “certainly will” 

take part in politics but only in a city like the just city. Therefore he will want to 

descend into the cave again, for he is not apolitical as such, which may be better 

explained by referring to the philosopher’s care for the whole of the city, which 

was discussed in chapter 1. This is probably the strongest condition Socrates 

sets for the guardians in connection to their rule in the just city and it was 

connected to A3. If this care is there it has to mean that it is a part of the 

philosophers as persons who have developed to S3.276 This care has to be 

understood as a part of their desire and I think it can be seen as a desire to 

nurture the growth and welfare of others in the city.277 

Although it seems to be the general rule that a person of understanding will 

not take part in politics ordinarily there is the possibility that this will happen 

through “some divine good luck”. The philosophers are therefore not 

necessarily apolitical and we can see political interest in Socrates and the 

brothers as they create the just city in the Republic. Clearly Socrates, at least, as 

a person of understanding wants the philosophers to go down into the cave 

again because it is a desire in him too. Surely this has to apply to Socrates who 

in his life has been shown to be the person who goes down into the cave and 

tries to help people move upwards. Interestingly, like in the ascent passage in 

                                                 
274 Egan agrees with Nettleship that “steadfastness of opinion has to be translated into logical 

consistency; the quickness and exactness of perception and fancy into the power of abstraction 

and reasoning; the love of things and persons into the devotion of principles and ideas”, but adds: 

“The latter do not so much replace the former; rather, the former serve as the concrete templates 

for the development of their abstract counterparts.” (1981: 128) In a similar vein Lidz writes that 

the cave “can never be entirely transcended.” (1993/1994: 121) 
275 A better translation than “good luck” is probably a more value-neutral term like “chance”. Cf. 

Emilsson 1991: II, 323. 
276 J. Cooper says that “just as Socrates makes the desire for knowledge [...] the direct 

consequence of our rational nature, so, I believe it can be shown, he also assigns to reason an 

inherent desire to perform the other part of its natural job, that of ruling.” (1999: 122) J. Cooper 

furthermore claims that this can already be seen in Book 4 where the rational part of the soul is 

shown to be a force which works against the appetitive part (1999: 123). 
277 In the Gorgias Socrates’ idea of “true politics” has to do with making others better (521d). 
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the Symposium, this is reflected in frequent references in the Republic to a state 

of affairs where a person is being lead or helped move upwards. 

Finally, concerning the philosopher’s happiness, Annas claims that descent 

will greatly harm it. Where Socrates, however, demands the descent, he says 

that the philosophers are to “share the labors of the city, each in turn, while 

living the greater part of their time with one another in the pure realm” (520d). 

This is then confirmed a little later. There it is supposed that the philosophers 

will not see the good until they are around fifty years old (540a) and they are 

said to spend most of their time practicing philosophy, but when his turn comes 

each one of them goes down to the cave and rules (540b). It is therefore difficult 

to maintain that the philosophers’ happiness outside the cave is taken away 

from them by letting them rule in the cave. A better description is that they 

serve both the rational desires, the one to dwell with the good and the one to 

assist those who live in the cave. 





Chapter 3 The Dialectical Practice 

In chapter 1 it was argued that the material of life in Plato should be understood 

as having four areas. Chapter 2 is concerned with the hierarchy formed by the 

areas of life which can be ascended all the way to the good. The main question 

of this third chapter is what can be done to move up the hierarchy towards the 

divine. I have said something about education in the Republic which is clearly 

meant to turn the soul and move it upwards towards the good. Here I would 

have liked to say more about education, especially in terms of connecting the 

different methods of education to the hierarchy. However, in order to keep this 

work within limits I have had to concentrate on the practice that plays the 

biggest role in improving people in Plato’s writings, i.e. the dialectical practice. 

This also means that I will not have space to discuss other minor practices that I 

would have liked to cover.278 

In the previous chapters I have mainly focused on the Symposium and the 

Republic, but in this chapter I will refer more freely to different dialogues. This 

of course does not mean that everything will be covered, but that dialogues from 

different chronological periods will come into play.279 In eliciting the dialectical 

practice in Plato I refer to many dialogues, but more than other dialogues I will 

use the Protagoras, the Sophist, the Phaedrus, the Theaetetus, and the Gorgias. 

To defend the choice of dialogues I will only say that I believe that they fit well 

into my argumentation. This does neither mean that all other dialogues will also 

support the position I defend here nor that they will not. I will though say that I 

have not found any example where other dialogues do not support my view. 

  

                                                 
278 Examples of exercises may include (a) controlling the appetites (cf. R. 389d-e, 571c-572b), (b) 

cultivating the body (cf. R. 591c-d; Lg. 790c-791b, 840a, 841a), (c) taking a wide perspective (cf. 

R. 486a, 582b; Tht. 173c-174a; Ti. 59c-d), (d) facing death (cf. Phd. 67e; R. 330d-331a), (e) 

purification through punishment (cf. Grg. 477a, 479d, 480b-c, 525b; R. 380a-b), and (f) 

meditation (cf. Phd. 67c-d, 64e, 79d, 83a; Smp. 174d-175d, 220c-d; Ep. 341b-d). 
279 I more or less agree with the “standard” view of the chronological order of Plato’s dialogues. 

See e.g. Irwin 2008: 78-79. This is Irwin’s chronological order: 1. Apology, Laches, Charmides, 

Lysis, Euthyphro, Hippias Minor, Ion, and Crito. 2. Protagoras, Gorgias, and Euthydemus. 3. 

Meno, Cratylus, Hippias Major, Phaedo, and Symposium. 4. Republic, Clitopho, and Phaedrus. 5. 

Parmenides and Theaetetus. 6. Sophist, Politicus, and Timaeus. 7. Philebus, and Laws (Politicus 

is mentioned again here, but I presume that is a mistake). Earlier Irwin had proposed a slightly 

different chronology (cf. 1995: 11-13).  
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Higher and lower dialectic 

When talking about the dialogue in Plato it is important to be sure about what 

aspect of it one is talking about, because there are several discussions going on 

among scholars. Two of these discussions are most common, neither with which 

I am mainly concerned. The one is focused on the dialogue as a literary form or 

genre.280 The other even livelier discussion concerns the form of the 

argumentation, mostly in terms of the Socratic elenchos.281 I do not claim that 

these discussions are altogether irrelevant for my investigation, but that their 

focus is not on what I want to clarify. My aim is to understand the dialectical 

practice within the dialogues in terms of how it can improve the dialogue 

partners. 

Having said this it is important to notice that it is not necessarily the case 

that the discussions in all of Plato’s dialogues have the same kind of dialectical 

practice. As a matter of fact it seems quite obvious that there are some 

differences in the dialogues between chronological periods. Thus the elenctic 

method, that some have defined,282 has been thought to be mostly confined to 

the early dialogues,283 whereas the late dialogues have been said to be 

characterized to a large extent by division (dihairesis),284 leaving the middle 

dialogues as a sort of transition phase between these methods. This may all be 

true but the fact remains that there is a dialectical method that is present in all of 

Plato’s dialogues, the method of question and answer. It therefore seems to be 

the case that both the elenchos and dihairesis are part of this basic dialectical 

method,285 which may after all have the same aim throughout. 

Having said that I would like to point out two different meanings of 

dialectic which are relevant for the discussion here. In the early dialogues the 

verb διαλέγεσθαι (to discuss) is used to refer to discussions where one asks and 

another answers.286 Thus in the Cratylus the one who knows how to ask and 

answer questions is called a dialectician (διαλεκτικός, 390c). In the middle 

dialogues dialectic gets an added meaning. In the Republic the concept retains 

the conversational meaning but is also connected to the highest form of 

knowledge, i.e. knowing the forms, because it is said to be the only road that 

                                                 
280 Cf. Kahn 1996: 1-35; McCabe 2006; and Geiger 2009. 
281 The discussion about elenchos really took off after Vlastos wrote on it (1983), although there 

are older texts on it, see e.g. Robinson (1970). Then again there might be more dialectical 

methods than the elenchos, see Renaud 2002: 192.  
282 About another way of labeling that method, see Tarrant 2002. 
283 The Theatetus is the only noteworthy exception. 
284 On dihairesis, see e.g. Strobach 2009 and Sayre 2006. 
285 That dihairesis is a part of dialectic, see Strobach 2009: 260; Erler 2007: 368; and Szlezák 

2004: 37. 
286 Cf. Müri 1994: 154-157. 
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leads up to the good, as we have seen in chapter 2.287 In the late dialogues 

dialectic retains this double meaning, e.g. in the Philebus (17a, 57e-58a).288 The 

problem however for our purposes here is that this latter meaning does not seem 

to be confined to discussions between people, for it also refers to other kinds of 

research.  

Concerning the added meaning, in the Line in Book 6 of the Republic it is 

by the power of dialectic that reason grasps the first principles at the highest 

stage of development (511b). Then in Book 7 dialectic is what takes over where 

the five subjects are no longer capable of taking one further in the ascent to the 

good (531d-e, 534e). The subjects are the necessary conditions for one to be 

able to do dialectics (533a, 536d), but the journey itself from S3 to S4 is called 

dialectic (διαλεκτική, 532b) and this is the only “inquiry that systematically 

attempts to grasp with respect to each thing itself what the being of it is” (533b, 

cf. 533c-d). In view of this we may call this type of dialectic higher dialectic. 

In Book 7 of the Republic we also find the older more basic meaning of 

dialectic, which we may term lower dialectic. Thus there is a reference to 

Socrates’ dialectical practice in the Cave. After the prisoner has been freed from 

the shackles at the bottom of the cave and has been forced to turn around, it is 

suggested that questions and answers will bring him to perplexity (ἀπορέω, 

515d).289 So it seems clear that dialectic of this kind is still an important part of 

Plato’s philosophy in the Republic despite διαλεκτική being connected to the 

move from S3 to S4. 

Furthermore we see that dialectic is again mentioned towards the end of 

Book 7 where Socrates discusses the possible evils of dialectic as it is often 

practiced (537d f.). This is a lawless use of it (537e). Here the concept is 

connected to refuting (ἐλέγχω) someone by means of questions and answers 

(cf. 538d) much in the way Socrates does in the early dialogues. Although this 

may even seem like a criticism of Socrates himself in those dialogues, it does 

not have to be seen that way because it is clear that here Socrates is criticizing 

young and inexperienced people who go around refuting each other as if it were 

a game, whereas “an older person won’t want to take part in such madness. 

He’ll imitate someone who is willing to engage in discussion (διαλέγεσθαι) in 

order to look for the truth, rather than someone who plays at contradiction for 

sport.” (539c)290 

Although dialectic therefore has at least these two different meanings in the 

Republic, there is a connection between them. At one point Socrates says that 

                                                 
287 In the Republic the noun διαλεκτική is connected to the highest form of knowledge (534e), see 

Müri 1994: 163. 
288 Cf. Strobach 2009: 259. 
289 Cf. Erler 2006: 93. 
290 Cf. Socrates in the Apology. There he clearly does not view his questioning of people as a 

game. 
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dialectic is the only inquiry that ascends to the good and then adds: “And when 

the eye of the soul is really buried in a sort of barbaric bog, dialectic gently 

pulls it out and leads it upwards, using the crafts we described to help it and 

cooperate with it in turning the soul around.” (533d)291 The crafts he refers to 

here seem to be the five subjects that belong to the thinking of S3, but the 

barbaric bog has to be placed in the cave. Therefore it seems that dialectic takes 

part in or oversees the help that a person gets who is still in the cave, i.e. at S1 

or S2. That cave person then has to be said to participate in dialectic, but at the 

same time he cannot be said to be dialectical in a proper sense. It is stated that 

even those who are clever at the five subjects are not yet dialecticians 

(διαλεκτικοὶ , 531d-e), i.e. dialectical, and “you call someone who is able to 

give an account of the being of each thing dialectical” (534b). Furthermore a 

person “who can achieve a unified vision is dialectical” (537c), whereas you 

probably would not expect any of these things from a person who is at a low 

developmental stage. 

This gives us an interesting result. We have already seen that anyone can 

take part in lower dialectic, because dialectic can be used lawlessly. But it 

seems that for lower dialectics to be done correctly the leader of the discussion 

has to be dialectical in the sense of having mastered higher dialectic. It would 

therefore seem that the refutation and reduction to perplexity is something that 

mostly happens to people who have not yet developed the rational part of the 

soul as the ruling part. 

Lower dialectic prepares for higher dialectic 

In the late dialogue the Sophist, we find a very similar sort of distinction 

between dialectic and a discussion concerned with cross-examining (διερωτάω, 

230b) and refuting (ἐλέγχω, 230d). The dialectical activity is only assigned “to 

someone who has a pure and just love of wisdom (καθαρῶς τε καὶ  δικαίως 

φιλοσοφοῦντι)” (253e), i.e. someone who is a philosopher. The cross-

examination is clearly something that precedes the dialectic because it is used to 

make the soul clean (καθαρός, 230c) and make way for positive learning 

(μάθημα, 230d). Here it is therefore even clearer that refutation is a necessary 

method to use before one can be a proper dialectician who is capable of positive 

learning. It therefore seems we are also here justified in talking about higher and 

lower dialectic. 

We may explain a little bit better what happens when the soul is cleansed in 

lower dialectic. The problem that the Visitor, who is the leader of the 

discussion, and Theaetetus are grappling with at this point is ignorance. What 

                                                 
291 Heitsch claims that at 534d Socrates tries to connect higher and lower dialectic (1997: 202 n. 

448). 
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they first find is a “large, difficult type of ignorance marked off from the others 

and overshadowing all of them.” But what is it? 

VISITOR: Not knowing, but thinking that you know (τὸ μὴ κατειδότα τι 

δοκεῖ ν εἰ δέναι). That’s what probably causes all the mistakes we make 

when we think. (229c) 

When it is explained how people cleanse the souls that suffer from this kind of 

ignorance, we cannot help but think of Socrates in the early dialogues. 

VISITOR: They cross-examine (διερωτῶσιν) someone when he thinks he’s 

saying something though he’s saying nothing. Then, since his opinions will 

vary inconsistently, these people will easily scrutinize them. They collect 

his opinions together during the discussion, put them side by side, and show 

that they conflict with each other at the same time on the same subjects in 

relation to the same things and in the same respects. The people who are 

being examined see this, get angry at themselves, and become calmer 

toward others. They lose their inflated and rigid beliefs about themselves 

that way, and no loss is pleasanter to hear or has a more lasting effect on 

them. Doctors who work on the body think it can’t benefit from any food 

that’s offered to it until what’s interfering with it from inside is removed. 

The people who cleanse (καθαίροντες) the soul, my young friend, likewise 

think the soul, too, won’t get any advantage from any learning 

(μαθημάτων) that’s offered to it until someone shames it by refuting 

(ἐλέγχων) it, removes the opinions that interfere with learning, and exhibits 

it cleansed, believing that it knows only those things that it does know, and 

nothing more. 

THEAETETUS: That’s the best and most healthy-minded way to be. 

VISITOR: For all these reasons, Theaetetus, we have to say that refutation 

is the principal and most important kind of cleansing (τὸν ἔλεγχον λεκτέον 

ὡς ἄρα μεγίστη καὶ  κυριωτάτη τῶν καθάρσεών ἐστι). Conversely we have 

to think that even the king of Persia, if he remains unrefuted, is uncleansed 

in the most important respect. He’s also uneducated and ugly, in just the 

ways that anyone who is going to be really happy has to be completely clean 

and beautiful. (230b-e)292 

                                                 
292 I take it the Visitor is here talking about the Socratic dialogue as the way to cleanse one of the 

ignorance mentioned. And this cleansing is considered necessary if one is going to be really 

happy. Interestingly though in this context it seems that this kind of dialogue, in spite of being 

necessary for happiness, is not sufficient, for the Visitor mentions learning that is to be given to 

the soul after it has been cleansed. 
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According to the description this method seems to be really important and 

effective for someone who wants to reach a higher stage. Admittedly we do not 

often experience such a change in the people Socrates is discussing with in the 

early dialogues. As he says in the Apology the anger that is awoken in people 

seems more often to be directed at Socrates as the questioner than at people 

themselves (21d-e, 22e-23e).293 This may seem to contradict the above passage 

from the Sophist, but in the Theaetetus Socrates seems to make clear that you 

need to spend a certain amount of time with him, presumably engaging in many 

discussions to make the desired progress (150e-151a).294 

Concerning higher dialectic it is reserved for the philosopher who in the 

Sophist, similar to the Republic, is a highly developed person, for he “always 

uses reasoning to stay near the form, being. He isn’t at all easy to see because 

that area is so bright and the eyes of most people’s souls can’t bear to look at 

what’s divine.” (254a-b) The philosopher is thus contrasted with the sophist 

who “runs off into the darkness of that which is not” (254a). Here Plato even 

sticks to the same metaphor as in the Republic where being is connected to 

divine light and that which is not to darkness.295 Moreover it seems that for the 

cross-examination that is mentioned in the Sophist to work it has to be led by a 

higher dialectician, i.e. a philosopher. If the leader were in the same bad place 

as the answerer concerning his opinions, thinking that he knows when he does 

not know, then it is difficult to see how he can help the answerer. A person at a 

higher developmental stage therefore seems a necessary helper for this 

cleansing of the soul. 

The need for a dialogue partner 

Müri has suggested that the difference between what I call higher and lower 

dialectic is that lower dialectic needs a dialogue partner whereas higher dialectic 

does not.296 It seems to me that this is true in one sense and false in another. As 

was mentioned in chapter 2, in the Republic we learn that the person who does 

not have a developed rational part of the soul is not capable of finding the 

correct way, so to speak, on his own. A developing person therefore needs a 

rational guide until his own reason has developed enough for him to rely on it. 

It therefore is in agreement with this that lower dialectic needs a partner, 

because it really amounts to a rational person leading a developing person in 

                                                 
293 Diogenes Laertius quotes Demetrius of Byzantium as saying that owing to Socrates’ 

“vehemence in argument, men set upon him with their fists or tore his hair out; and that for the 

most part he was despised and laughed at” (2, 21; 1972: 151). 
294 In the Phaedrus Socrates indicates that you need time to develop (276b-c). I also refer to this 

problem from a developmental point of view in the discussion of the Protagoras later in this 

chapter. 
295 Cf. Cornford 1935: 263. 
296 Müri 1994: 158, 161 and Heitsch 1997: 202 n. 448. 
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discussion. At the same time it seems to result from this that a rational person 

does not stand in need of a dialogue partner, because he is able to reason with 

himself. 

Furthermore higher dialectic is not confined to a conversation between 

persons, but can also refer to other methods of research.297 However an 

important part of higher dialectic seems to be this back and forth of questions 

and answers that is the basic meaning of the concept of dialectic in Plato. It 

seems that the final knowing of the good and beauty itself may happen in a 

flash,298 but as higher dialectic is the road to this vision it must involve 

reasoning with discursive thought.299 Thus even when a person reasons with 

himself it is likely that Plato thought of this process as a series of moves from 

one argumentative point to another. As a matter of fact in the Sophist thought 

(διάνοια) is described as “a silent inner conversation of the soul with itself (τῆς 

ψυχῆς πρὸς αὑτὴν διάλογος ἄνευ φωνῆς )” (263e).300 If thought itself is thus an 

internal dialogue then the methods of higher dialectic must have a 

conversational nature, even though it still remains true that a discussion with 

others does not seem absolutely necessary at this high stage of development.301 

To summarize the difference between higher and lower dialectic, we may 

say that lower dialectic is a conversation based on Socrates’ method (the 

elenchos). This method is therefore concerned with refutation and reducing a 

person to perplexity.302 A person who can be thus refuted has to think that he 

knows something which he does not know and this we can assume usually 

applies to a person who is still at a low developmental stage, i.e. 1 or 2, and we 

can therefore call a cave-dweller. Such people can refute each other but it seems 

that if an elenchos is to have the right aim it must be led by a person at a high 

developmental stage, i.e. 3 or 4, which seems to be the case with Socrates. Such 

                                                 
297 For a list of the methods of higher dialectic mentioned in the Republic, which includes the 

elenchos (cf. 534b-c), see Szlezák 2004: 37. Other methods mentioned by Szlezák include 

dihairesis (454a), the discovery of the definition (534b), and the synoptic transcending of 

multiplicity in the direction of the unity of the form (476a, 596a). 
298 Cf. the Symposium: “all of a sudden (ἐξαίφνης) he will catch sight of something wonderfully 

beautiful in its nature.” (210e-211a); and the Seventh Letter: “suddenly (ἐξαίφνης), like light flashing 

forth when a fire is kindled, it is born in the soul and straighway nourishes itself.” (341c-d) 
299 Nettleship says about higher dialectic: “We may ask why a word meaning discourse should be 

used to signify the true method of gaining knowledge. The fact points to Plato’s conviction that 

the only way to attain truth is to advance step by step, each step being made our own before we go 

on to the next, and that for this purpose the process of questioning and answering is the natural 

method.” (1901: 280) 
300 Fowler’s translation, see 1921: 441. The same thought is expressed in the Theaetetus where 

Socrates says: “It seems to me that the soul when it thinks is simply carrying on a discussion in 

which it asks itself questions and answers them itself (ἢ διαλέγεσθαι, αὐτὴ ἑαυτὴν ἐρωτῶσα καὶ  
ἀποκρινομένη)” (189e-190a). For a discussion of the internal dialogue in the Sophist and the 

Theaetetus, see Long 2013: 109-138. 
301 Cf. Rowe 1996: 175. See also P. Hadot about thought as a dialogue with oneself (1995: 90). 
302 M. Frede claims that dialectical questioning is essential to this procedure (1996: 136). 
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a person then has the aim of getting the cave-dweller to understand that he does 

not know what he thinks he knows. The aim is therefore an attitude of humility 

towards knowledge. 

Concerning higher dialectic it is practiced by a person at developmental 

stage 3. He is striving to ascend to the good at the highest stage. This dialectic, 

although it is surely conversational in nature, is not reliant upon a conversation 

between persons it seems. All that is needed is an active rational part of the 

soul. Given the educational purpose of this kind of dialectic it would however 

be strange to exclude the possibility that Plato intended it to be practiced in 

conversation so that people could help each other out in the pursuit of 

knowledge and a higher developmental stage. In this context the point can be 

made that because the methods of higher dialectic feature so prominently in the 

late dialogues there seems to be no obvious reason for Plato to have written 

them as dialogues.303 Instead of being refutations of the answerer’s views these 

dialogues rather seem like the exposition of the leader’s theory. The answerer 

therefore usually does little else than give affirmative answers to the leader’s 

claims and may therefore seem superfluous.304 

I agree that for the argumentation alone it does not seem necessary for the 

interlocutors to be engaging in dialogue.305 The fact however remains that Plato 

chose to write also these works as dialogues and it seems that we have to make 

sense of that.306 Furthermore if it can be shown that the dialectic practiced in the 

early dialogues has the purpose of making the dialogue partners good, then I see 

no reason that that cannot also be an aim in the late dialogues. The facts that the 

argumentation strictly speaking does not rely upon a conversation and that Plato 

all the same uses this form, should suggest that it has some purpose and it seems 

reasonable to suggest that it has the same purpose as in the early dialogues. 

Lower dialectic aims at personal improvement 

From what has been said about higher and lower dialectical practice we see that 

both parts are concerned with improving the persons practicing them, although 

in different ways. Higher dialectic is concerned with helping the person ascend 

the last part of the road that leads to the good. When practiced under the 

leadership of a proper dialectician lower dialectic is a way to cleanse the souls 

                                                 
303 This may especially apply to the dialogues that Sayre calls the “methodological dialogues”, i.e. 

the Theaetetus, the Sophist, the Statesman, the Parmenides, and the Philebus (1992: 221). 
304 Cf. M. Frede 1996: 137-139. 
305 Cf. the Sophist 217d. 
306 Moreover Sayre tries to show that in the methodological dialogues conversation appears 

essential to the application of the method that is used in each case. This is so despite the fact that 

all of these methods may be deemed a part of higher dialectic and that there is no mention of 

conversation in the descriptions of them (1992). Strobach however claims that when the method 

of dihairesis is used the answerer never suggests answers that are researched (2009: 259). 
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of cave-dwellers and edge them toward the opening of the cave. To clarify this 

further we may however look at some passages in Plato where it is claimed that 

dialectical practice is a way to improve.307 

P. Hadot, who has stressed the importance of philosophy as a way of life in 

ancient philosophy, claims that the dialogue in Plato has the role of 

transforming the interlocutors and is thus an example of what he calls spiritual 

exercise. Such spiritual exercises are a key part in philosophy as a way of life, 

as Hadot understands it, and he defines them as “voluntary, personal practices 

meant to bring about a transformation of the individual, a transformation of the 

self.”308 He also claims that the dialogue “for Plato is the spiritual exercise par 

excellence”.309 By saying that, Hadot does not want to exclude the logical from 

the dialogue,310 but brings attention to the personal element, for he says that in 

“the ‘Socratic’ dialogue, the question truly at stake is not what is being talked 

about, but who is doing the talking.”311 In relation to this he quotes this passage 

from the Laches: 

[...] whoever comes into close contact with Socrates and associates with him 

in conversation (πλησιάζῃ διαλεγόμενος) must necessarily, even if he 

began by conversing (διαλέγεσθαι) about something quite different in the 

first place, keep on being led about by the man’s arguments until he submits 

to answering questions about himself concerning both his present manner of 

life and the life he has lived hitherto. [...] I think that a man who does not 

run away from such treatment [...] will necessarily pay more attention to the 

rest of his life. (187e-188b) 

Actually in the Apology Socrates says that practicing philosophy is about 

exhorting the men of Athens to care for and give thought to wisdom, truth, and 

the best possible state of their souls.312 Then he adds: “if one of you disputes 

this [...] I shall question him, examine him and test him (ἐρήσομαι αὐτὸν καὶ  

ἐξετάσω καὶ  ἐλέγξω)” (29e). There can be no doubt that also here Socrates 

brings together the improving of persons and his dialectical method. 

Furthermore this description (cf. ἐλέγχω) and the angry way Socrates’ 

                                                 
307 Horn seems to support the view that dialectic can change a person when he says: “Platon 

meint, dass ein Philosophenschüler seine ›Seele‹ mit den Mitteln der philosophischen Dialektik 

[...] zu perfekter rationaler Selbstverfügung transformieren kann.” (2009: 155) 
308 P. Hadot 2009: 87; cf. 2002: 179-180. 
309 P. Hadot 2002: 69. 
310 P. Hadot 2002: 62. 
311 P. Hadot 1995: 89. This is also supported by a passage in the Statesman where the Visitor says 

that the point of the inquiry about the statesman is not primarily the statesman as such but 

becoming better dialecticians in general (285c-d), cf. P. Hadot 1995: 92. 
312 Cf. P. Hadot 1995: 117 n. 85. 
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interlocutors responded to the examination suggest that here he is concerned 

with what I have called lower dialectic. 

Another expression of the transformative effect of dialectic can be found in 

the Alcibiades I.313 This has to be a case of lower dialectic because Alcibiades, 

Socrates’ interlocutor in the dialogue, has clearly not developed out of the cave. 

According to Socrates Alcibiades considers himself “the tallest best-looking 

man around” and his family to be the leading one in his city which is the 

greatest city in Greece. Furthermore he brags about his many aristocratic and 

powerful friends and relatives, and his wealth (104a-c). The powerful friends 

and the social status that goes with it, Socrates thinks is more important to 

Alcibiades than his wealth. This and Alcibiades’ political ambitions – cf. 

Socrates’ words: “you want your reputation and your influence to saturate all 

mankind” (105c) – tells us that Alcibiades is at developmental stage 2, he is an 

honor-lover. 

After Alcibiades has understood that he needs to improve we have the 

following exchange of words between him and Socrates. 

ALCIBIADES: Well, Socrates, [...] I think I must have been in an appalling 

state for a long time, without being aware of it. 

SOCRATES: But don’t lose heart. If you were fifty when you realized it then 

it would be hard for you to cultivate yourself (ἐπιμεληθῆναι σαυτοῦ), but 

now you’re just the right age to see it. 

ALCIBIADES: Now that I’ve seen it, Socrates, what should I do about it? 

SOCRATES: Answer my questions (ἀποκρίνεσθαι τὰ ἐρωτώμενα), 

Alcibiades. If you do that, then, God willing, [...] you and I will be in a 

better state (σύ τε κἀγὼ βέλτιον σχήσομεν). (127d-e)314 

Here, as in the Apology, it is clear that the answering of Socrates’ questions, in 

other words engaging in conversation with him, will make one better.315 

                                                 
313 Doubts have been raised about the authenticity of the Alcibiades I. This was originally and 

most famously done by Schleiermacher (1826: 295-305). As there is however no conclusive 

evidence to show that this is the case, I see no reason to ignore the dialogue, although it probably 

should not be placed at the center of Plato’s writings. On the authenticity of the Alcibiades I, see 

Johnson 1996: 53-83; Denyer 2001: 14-26; Smith 2004 and Benitez 2012. 
314 According to P. Hadot Foucault’s “techniques of the self” (for definitions see Foucault 1990: 

10-11; 2005: 11; and 2007: 289) refer to the same thing as spiritual exercises (P. Hadot 1995: 

206-207). Although Foucault finds some techniques of the self in Plato’s writings, I have not 

found any mention of the dialogue as a technique of the self in Foucault’s works. Furthermore 

Foucault claims that there are no techniques of the self in the Alcibiades I (2005: 68), which 

seems strange given this passage. 
315 Another example of Socrates claiming this is the following passage from the Gorgias: “Don’t 

shrink back from answering, Polus. You won’t get hurt (βλαβήσῃ) in any way. Submit yourself 

nobly to the argument, as you would to a doctor, and answer me. Say yes or no to what I ask 
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Although Socrates is at least at S3,316 he claims that both of them will be better. 

It therefore makes sense to claim with P. Hadot that “the Socratic dialogue turns 

out to be a kind of communal spiritual exercise.”317 Although Socrates is not at 

the same place as Alcibiades he can also learn from their being together. 

Another noteworthy thing about the above passage is that Alcibiades’ 

admission that he is in an appalling state seems in itself to signify a 

transformation within the dialogue because in the beginning he was not willing 

to see that he was lacking anything (cf. 104a, 119b-c). He may after all have 

come to realize that he does not know all that he thinks he knows (cf. 117e-

118a). One could say that Alcibiades has been brought to an increased 

knowledge of himself.318 And the ability to look into oneself or connect to what 

one is seems an essential part of the dialectical practice.319 

A similar relationship between discussing with Socrates and changing for 

the better can be found in the middle dialogue Theaetetus, which is different 

from other middle and late dialogues in that it is aporetic.320 

THEODORUS: Socrates, it is not easy for a man who has sat down beside 

you to refuse to talk. That was all nonsense just now when I was pretending 

that you were going to allow me to keep my coat on, and not use 

compulsion like the Spartans. So far from that, you seem to me to have 

leanings towards the methods of Sciron [a highwayman who attacked 

travellers]. The Spartans tell one either to strip or to go away; but you seem 

rather to be playing the part of Antaeus [who compelled all passers-by to 

wrestle with him]. You don’t let any comer go till you have stripped him 

and made him wrestle with you in an argument. 

SOCRATES: That, Theodorus, is an excellent simile to describe what is the 

matter with me. But I am more of a fiend for exercise than Sciron and 

Anataeus. I have met with many and many a Heracles [who defeated 

Anataeus] and Theseus [who defeated Sciron] in my time, mighty men of 

words; and they have well battered me. But for all that I don’t retire from 

the field, so terrible a lust has come upon me for these exercises 

                                                                                                                        
you.” (475d) A key word in this passages is “hurt” because it signals in connection to the 

reference to the doctor that Polus might rather get better. 
316 We can gather this from Socrates’ insistence upon a consistent account (117a) and claim that 

the most disgraceful sort of stupidity is not knowing but thinking that you know (117d-118a). 
317 P. Hadot 1995: 90. 
318 Cf. P. Hadot’s words that in the Socratic dialogue the interlocutors “are urged to comply with 

the famous dictum, ‘Know thyself.’ Although it is difficult to be sure of the original meaning of 

this formula, this much is clear: it invites us to establish a relationship of the self to the self, which 

constitutes the foundation of every spiritual exercise.” (1995: 90) Interestingly in the later part of 

the Alcibiades I “knowing yourself” plays a big part. 
319 This aspect of the dialectical practice will be discussed later in more detail in connection to 

truthfulness and agreement. 
320 Cf. Sedley 2004: 36 and M. Frede 1996: 143. 
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(γυμνασίας). You must not grudge me this, either; try a fall with me and we 

shall both be the better (προσανατριψάμενος σαυτόν τε ἅμα καὶ  ἐμὲ 

ὀνῆσαι.). (169a-c) 

In addition to claiming that a dialogue with Socrates will make you better, this 

passage labels the dialogue an exercise (γυμνασία) similar to physical exercises 

for improving the body. Apart from this passage in the Theaetetus the maieutic 

passage, i.e. where Socrates compares himself to a midwife, cannot be 

overlooked (148e-151d). 

The first thing to notice about that passage is that Socrates is talking about 

his work as a dialectician. We see this because it is put in the context of 

Theaetetus wanting to answer Socrates’ questions. Furthermore there are other 

references to Socrates’ refutation of people: he asks questions (151c), tests 

(βασανίζω, 150c; σκοπέω, 151c) the offspring of their mind, they get into 

difficulties (ἀπορέω, 149a), and they tend to get angry with him if he takes the 

offspring away from them (151c). Furthermore Socrates describes his 

association with (συγγίγνομαι, συνουσία, 150d) the people he cares for thus: 

At first some of them may give the impression of being ignorant and stupid 

(πάνυ ἀμαθεῖ ς); but as time goes on and our association (συνουσίας) 

continues, all whom God permits are seen to make progress (ἐπιδιδόντες) – 

a progress which is amazing both to other people and to themselves. And 

yet it is clear that this is not due to anything they have learned (μαθόντες) 

from me; it is that they discover within themselves a multitude of beautiful 

things, which they bring forth into the light. (150d) 

Furthermore he says that those who leave him sooner than they should will 

become worse: “[T]hey set more value upon lies and phantoms (ψευδῆ καὶ  

εἴ δωλα) than upon the truth; finally they have been set down for ignorant fools 

(ἀμαθεῖ ς)” (150e-151a). Associating and practicing dialectic with Socrates 

therefore clearly pays off. 

Higher dialectic aims at happiness 

Turning now to the middle dialogue the Phaedrus we witness again how 

dialectic can improve persons, but here the focus seems to be different. Towards 

the end of the dialogue Socrates complains that if you question a piece of 

writing “because you want to learn more” (275d) the text is not able to answer 

you back. He then finds another kind of discourse “that is written down, with 

knowledge, in the soul of the learner (ἐν τῇ τοῦ μανθάνοντος ψυχῇ);321 it can 

                                                 
321 Here I have changed the translation putting “learner” instead of “listener”. Cf. Fowler’s 

translation: “learner” (1914: 567) and Schleiermacher’s “der Lernende” (Wolf 2008: 605). 
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defend itself, and it knows for whom it should speak and for whom it should 

remain silent.” (276a) 

Then Socrates and Phaedrus give us some information on the person who 

puts the information into the soul of the learner. First of all, Phaedrus says, that 

he is the man who knows (οἶ δα, 276a). Furthermore Socrates says that he is 

“the man who knows what is just, noble, and good” (276c). And it is made clear 

that it is this man who does not choose to write in ink. Rather “[w]hen he 

writes, it’s likely he will sow gardens of letters for the sake of amusing himself, 

storing up reminders for himself ‘when he reaches forgetful old age’ and for 

everyone who wants to follow in his footsteps, and will enjoy seeing them 

sweetly blooming.” (276d) And he does this rather than water himself with 

drinking parties as some other people. 

Phaedrus then adds that Socrates is here “contrasting a vulgar amusement 

with the very noblest – with the amusement of a man who can while away his 

time telling stories of justice and the other matters you [Socrates] mentioned” 

(276e). From this it seems clear that the person involved is at a relatively high 

developmental stage, for he knows about the virtues. He is also interested in 

association with other people, for he wants to put his knowledge into others. 

Socrates then claims that there is an even more noble way for such a person 

to act. 

But it is much nobler to be serious about these matters, and use the art of 

dialectic (τῇ διαλεκτικῇ τέχνῃ). The dialectician chooses a proper soul and 

plants and sows within it discourse accompanied by knowledge (μετ᾽  

ἐπιστήμης λόγους) – discourse capable of helping itself as well as the man 

who planted it, which is not barren but produces a seed from which more 

discourse grows in the character of others. Such discourse makes the seed 

forever immortal and renders the man who has it as happy as any human 

being can be (τὸν ἔχοντα εὐδαιμονεῖ ν ποιοῦντες εἰ ς ὅσον ἀνθρώπῳ 

δυνατὸν μάλιστα). (276e-277a)322 

The text here seems to distinguish between three kinds of discourse: a written 

one, one in the form of stories, and conversational discourse. And the last one is 

the best kind. Socrates here stresses the conversational aspect of the discourse 

that is planted in a person and its ability to answer questions, which the written 

word cannot do. This point about there being an oral communication involved 

here has lead Heitsch to claim that this is a case of lower dialectic, i.e. basically 

                                                 
322 I. Hadot refers to the Phaedrus (276a-277a) when she says that for “Plato the only valid form 

of philosophical instruction was a dialogue, which consists of questions and answers – dialectic” 

(1986: 445). 
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Socrates’ method.323 He says that the sower will be helped by the one who 

receives the discourse because he may find new arguments which will defend 

the discourse against misunderstanding and criticisms and may even direct 

questions back at the sower.324 

There seems little doubt that the conversational aspect is important in this 

passage in the Phaedrus, but I have to disagree with Heitsch that this is a typical 

case of the kind of dialectic that Socrates engages in in the early dialogues, i.e. 

lower dialectic. It seems likely that the receiver of the discourse in this case is 

less experienced than the sower and Socrates certainly seems to fit with the 

description of the sower in this respect because he seems to be a highly 

developed person. Nonetheless other parts of that description do not seem to fit 

particularly well with Socrates as he is portrayed in the early dialogues. 

First of all, the reference to writing seems to suggest that the knowledgeable 

person involved could have something to write, but the description we get of 

Socrates in the early dialogues does not seem to allow any room for the 

possibility that he had anything to write. Moreover the person described here 

has knowledge which Socrates claimed he did not have.325 Socrates does 

therefore not seem to have any positive knowledge to put into people as the 

sower does, putting in them discourse with knowledge. It is not that there is no 

knowledge in Socrates’ questioning of opinions in the early dialogues, but that 

it is not normal for Plato to describe him as someone who knows. One would 

rather expect a description of Socrates’ method to refer to refutation and 

reduction to perplexity, which is by the way more like taking something away 

from a person than putting something into him, but there are no such references 

here. 

Furthermore and connected to this the receiver of the discourse is said to be 

a learner (276a) which is not the typical description of a person who is being 

refuted and does not harmonize well with Socrates’ insistence that he is not a 

teacher (cf. Ap. 33a). The receiver also seems to receive the discourse without a 

fight which is rare in lower dialectic. The learner however cannot be said to be 

passive, for the discourse produces a seed in him that can become immortal, 

which reminds one more of the highest stage of development than the life in the 

cave. And the fact that the one who receives the dialogue will be “as happy as 

any human being can be” cannot be a reference exclusively to the end of lower 

dialectic, because it is consistent with higher dialectic in the Republic which is 

the only science that is capable of leading one up to the good (cf. 511b, 532d-e, 

                                                 
323 Heitsch 1997: 202 n. 448. Heitsch here refers to Müri about the different meanings of dialectic 

in Plato. Müri however seems to connect διαλεκτική τέχνη to higher dialectic (1994: 165). 
324 Heitsch 1997: 202-203. 
325 In the Phaedrus Socrates even seems to place himself on a lower stage than the dialectician 

who knows division and collection, for he would follow such a person like a god (266b-c). Cf. 

Yunis 2011: 234. 
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534b). We may also notice that in the Alcibiades I, the Apology, and the 

Theaetetus there is no mention of the method of Socrates having such an end. 

Finally it is clearly an important aspect here that the discourse goes into a 

living soul who can respond to questions which is not the case with written text. 

In comparison in the early dialogue, the Charmides, putting the discourse into a 

soul that does not have an active rational part means that it will not be defended 

at all, because such a soul (Charmides’ soul) is not capable of such a defence 

(159b-162a).326 Therefore a much better bet is a rational soul. This aspect is 

therefore a further point against the above passage being purely a reference to 

lower dialectic. 

To summarize the discussion of the Phaedrus, the sower is a knowledgeable 

person who wants to share his knowledge with others, for his own benefit and 

probably also for the benefit of others. He could be at developmental stage 3 or 

4. It seems likely that the receiver is less developed, less experienced, than the 

sower, but at the same time he does not seem like a complete beginner. It is 

possible that the education described is supposed to have its starting point in a 

cave-dweller, but it fits better to one who has already climbed out of the cave or 

is at least in the process of doing so (S2 or S3). And because the goal is the 

highest stage higher dialectic seems to be involved. What is described here is 

therefore similar to what we find in the methodological dialogues (cf. note 303). 

There you have young people who are willing to learn and take in what the wise 

leader of the dialogue has to say. Given this likeness to the Phaedrus the 

conversations in these later dialogues, which are concerned with higher dialectic 

also, are helpful in improving a person. 

Finally I want to mention the Seventh Letter327 for there we find references 

to conversations which seem to be a part of higher dialectic. At one point Plato 

discusses the problem of discovering whether Dionysius “was really on fire 

with philosophy” (340b). The problem concerns finding out whether a person is 

a “true lover of wisdom” (340c). A little later, where Plato is still discussing the 

same subject, we are reminded of the discussion about writing in the Phaedrus. 

There is no writing of mine about these matters, nor will there ever be one. 

For this knowledge is not something that can be put into words like other 

sciences; but after long-continued intercourse between teacher and pupil 

                                                 
326 Charmides’ third attempt at a definition is not his own idea but is something he heard from 

someone else (161b). Nonetheless Socrates investigates the definition but it is obvious that 

Charmides has not really thought about its meaning. He therefore just repeats things without 

understanding their real meaning. This makes it clear that Charmides is not ready to think for 

himself and cannot be a wisdom-lover. 
327 It is not certain that the Seventh Letter is authentic. I however tend to agree with Erler’s 

conclusion that as authenticity seems just as likely as unauthenticity and as there are no arguments 

that make authenticity impossible it should be considered authentic, although one may use it with 

caution (2007: 308-310). 
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(συνουσίας), in joint pursuit of the subject, suddenly (ἐξαίφνης), like light 

flashing forth when a fire is kindled, it is born in the soul and straighway 

nourishes itself. (341c-d) 

The sudden light flashing forth has to be a description of the end of the journey, 

the good, or beauty itself. But what concerns us here is the long-continued 

intercourse between teacher and pupil.328 If this is the last thing a person does 

before reaching the end it has to be a part of higher dialectic and it must include 

conversation. Admittedly Plato said earlier (340c-d) and repeats again that some 

people could “with a little guidance discover the truth by themselves” (341e), 

but clearly conversation could be a big help.329 

  

                                                 
328 Cf. my earlier discussion of the Theaetetus and Sayre 1992: 233. 
329 The importance of conversation is also repeated at 344b. 
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The dialectical practice of lower dialectic 

Now I have discussed whether dialectical practice can be of help in improving 

individuals in Plato’s works. From what we have seen there are two kinds of 

dialectic, and conversation can help in both cases. In the case of lower dialectic 

this is quite obvious as it is essentially a conversational method. Higher 

dialectic however does not seem to require discussions between people, but 

passages in the Phaedrus and the Seventh Letter suggest that they can be 

helpful. From now on I will mostly discuss the dialectical practice of lower 

dialectic, although I will occasionally refer to dialogues concerned with higher 

dialectic. I want to look into how the dialectical practice that we find in Plato’s 

dialogues improves a person. What aspects of the practice itself support the 

claim that it improves people? These aspects can be found in many dialogues, 

but in order to understand how they work in a single dialogue I will have a close 

look at one dialogue, the Protagoras. By doing this I hope to be able to show 

how these dialectical aspects are connected to the essence of what the dialogue 

is about. 

The dialectical aspects I will discuss are basically demands and rules of 

thumb that Socrates uses or insists upon in the dialogue that aid the 

improvement of the dialogue partner. It is a fact of Plato’s dialogues that no 

matter who is talking there is always a leader or a questioner and an answerer 

and it is generally the leader’s responsibility to decide how the dialogue should 

be conducted. This is not only the case in the early dialogues, where Socrates 

generally leads, but also in the late dialogues where there are different leaders. 

We could therefore say that the leader is the conductor of the dialectical 

practice. This means that he will make demands on the answerer to behave in a 

certain way. Such demands can of course mostly be expected when the 

answerer is not behaving as he should, which is for example the case when 

Socrates discusses with the sophists. This is the case in the Protagoras which 

will be the basis for working out the general demands of the dialectical practice. 

Before doing this I however want to say a little bit about how important 

becoming good is in this particular dialogue. I want to show that the Protagoras 

is generally concerned with this theme and that we should think of Socrates as 

wanting to change his dialogue partners, Hippocrates and Protagoras, for the 

better. In order to explain this better I will also try to evaluate the 

developmental stages of these three main characters of the dialogue. 

The Protagoras: the soul is nourished on teachings 

In the discussion of the Protagoras I want to show that Socrates tries to change 

his dialogue partners for the better. A step towards showing this is to understand 

that the dialogue is concerned with becoming good. Although it is not stated 
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directly that the highest aim is to become as good as possible, the reason that 

the dialogue takes place is that the young Hippocrates wants to become wise 

(310d). Socrates’ questioning reveals that he does not want to become wise in 

the way a physician is wise or in the way of a sculptor (311b-c). He is not 

looking for a professional education, but “a general education suitable for a 

gentleman (ἐπὶ  παιδείᾳ, ὡς τὸν ἰ διώτην καὶ  τὸν ἐλεύθερον πρέπει)” (312b), 

wanting to be a “man of respect in the city” (316c). Improving as a person is 

therefore obviously a theme in the dialogue, if not the theme. 

Furthermore, Protagoras says in a speech that as “soon as a child 

understands what is said to him, the nurse, mother, tutor, and the father himself 

fight for him to be as good as he possibly can (ὡς βέλτιστος ἔσται)” (325d). 

And Protagoras himself is eager to educate Hippocrates and gives him a 

promise: “The very day you start, you will go home a better man (βελτίονι 

γεγονότι), and the same thing will happen the day after. Every day, day after 

day, you will get better and better.” (318a-b) And the education Protagoras says 

he can provide seems to be the same kind that Hippocrates is looking for. 

Protagoras says he is teaching what Socrates summarizes as “the art of 

citizenship (τὴν πολιτικὴν τέχνην)” or making men “good citizens” (319a). 

In the short dialogue Socrates has with Hippocrates before they go to meet 

Protagoras we see how one may be changed in dialogue. There it is discussed 

that in going to a sophist you are handing your soul over to him for treatment 

(312c), for the sophist is “a kind of merchant who peddles provisions upon 

which the soul is nourished (ἀφ᾽  ὧν ψυχὴ τρέφεται)” (313c). In this context 

Socrates emphasizes the danger involved because the soul is “something you 

value more than your body” (313a-b). 

We then learn what is the nourishment of the soul. Socrates says that the 

soul is nourished on teachings (μαθήμασιν) (313d). And he explains that it is 

very important to find out which teachings are “beneficial and which 

detrimental (χρηστὸν ἢ πονηρὸν) to the soul” (313e). Once the teachings are in 

your soul they will result in you either being “helped or injured (βεβλαμμένον 

ἢ ὠφελημένον)” (314b). From this it should be clear that a shift in the opinions 

of the interlocutor, whoever Socrates is discussing with, changes the state of his 

soul. Thus Socrates is able to hint at the possibility that even Protagoras might 

get better when he says to him: “even you, though you are so old and wise, 

would get better if someone taught you something you didn’t happen to know 

already.” (318b) 

A simplified developmental model 

To explain better that Socrates should be understood as trying to change his 

dialogue partners I think it is necessary to evaluate the characters’ 

developmental stages. Before doing that I want to sketch a simplified 
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developmental model as we find it in the Republic, where Socrates distinguishes 

between the three primary kinds of people in Book 9: the wisdom-lover, the 

victory-lover, and the profit-lover.330 These people are ruled by the three 

different parts of their souls that are defined in the Republic: the rational part, 

the spirited part, and the appetitive part. The rational part is the best part of the 

soul, the spirited part is the next best part, and the appetitive part has the least 

value. Each of these parts has desires for different kinds of things. 

The appetitive part desires the most basic things, like food, drink, shelter, 

and sex. A person who is ruled by this part of the soul is called a money-lover 

or a profit-lover “because [as Socrates says] such appetites are most easily 

satisfied by means of money” (580e-581a). A profit-lover is also a rather 

superficial person and is more concerned with how things seem to be than how 

they really work or what deeper meaning they have. In terms of the three classes 

in the just city created in the Republic, the profit-lovers are workers in the 

lowest class. 

The victory-lover, who is ruled by the spirited part, has developed a sense of 

the inner life of others that is foreign to the profit-lover. Thus he has more 

understanding of the mental life that is behind the actions and exteriors of 

others. This means that the victory-lover is more concerned with society than 

the profit-lover and he wants to succeed in the social space. The opinions of 

others are valuable to him and he strives for victory and honor. Furthermore the 

victory-lover has a more developed view of the body than the profit-lover, being 

able to see it more as a tool, for example to fight with, than as a thing to be 

valued in itself. Consequently the class of soldiers, the middle class, in the just 

city is comprised of victory-lovers. 

Lastly there is the wisdom-lover who is governed by the rational part of his 

soul. What the rational part desires are intelligible things that can only be 

viewed with the mind. Although the rational person uses tangible things to 

abstract from, his main interest is in the abstract things, i.e. the rules and law 

that can be applied generally. It is clear from the Republic that this kind of 

person will be interested in mathematics, but I think we should also include 

what we now call social sciences and humanities. And we must not forget the 

good, for seeing the good is the ultimate aim of the wisdom-lover. We may also 

keep in mind that a very important part, possibly the most important part, of 

reaching the good is being a good dialectician, like Socrates. And the rulers in 

the just city are wisdom-lovers. 

So to summarize, the profit-lover is concerned with taking care of his basic 

needs. Therefore he is rather self-involved and is more interested in how things 

seem to be than in any depth they may have. The victory-lover has understood 

                                                 
330 As we see the model is simplified in comparison to the discussion of chapter 2 because I make 

no distinction between S3 and S4. 
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the realm of the soul, to some extent, and is interested in the opinions of others. 

Society is therefore important to him and this is where he seeks victory and 

honor. The wisdom-lover has mostly left profit-loving and victory-loving 

behind him and is more than anything interested in working with his mind, 

trying to understand the world of general principles in all sciences and he uses 

dialectic in his inquiries. 

The Protagoras: the characters’ developmental stages 

We have seen that a reason persons may be changed in discussions with 

Socrates is that he will help them shift their opinions. In the following I will 

argue that the developmental stage of Socrates’ dialogue partners can also 

explain why they are changed in discussions with him. But first we need to 

know at which stage the three main characters of the Protagoras are. We have 

the young man, Hippocrates,331 who wants to learn from those who are wiser. 

Then we have the sophist Protagoras. And finally there is of course Socrates. 

Starting with Socrates, he mentions wisdom as an important thing early in 

the dialogue (309c). This would then make him a candidate for being a wisdom-

lover. When we however see that both Hippocrates (310d) and Protagoras 

(321d) also think that wisdom is important this evidence becomes less 

important. If Socrates is therefore to count as a wisdom-lover, as one would 

expect, he will have to have a different relationship to wisdom than the others. I 

say “relationship” because what seems to set Socrates most apart is that he is 

more demanding in terms of the account that is given of the topic under 

discussion. 

This we see when Hippocrates thinks he knows what a sophist is (312c) and 

when he asks Protagoras to give a better account of virtue than he has done in 

his long speech (329d). I think that we see that Socrates is a wisdom-lover in 

the fact that he is interested in getting the general description right. When 

Hippocrates gives a definition that is too broad he objects. When Protagoras is 

not precise enough he asks him to explain better. What interests Hippocrates 

and Protagoras is not this precise account but something else. 

We do not get a very clear picture of Hippocrates in dialogue. His 

discussion with Socrates serves much more as an introduction to the discussion 

than a part of it. Nonetheless we can see that he is young and not yet very wise. 

To begin with he is probably not very good at running his house for his slave 

has run away. Actually things seem to be running him rather than the other way 

around because when something comes up he forgets to let Socrates know he is 

going after the slave (310c). 

                                                 
331 Nails estimates that Hippocrates is at most about twenty in the Protagoras (2002: 169). 
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It is noteworthy that this is exactly the sort of thing that Protagoras thinks he 

can teach, i.e. “sound deliberation, both in domestic matters – how best to 

manage one’s household, and in public affairs” (318e-319a). In other words this 

is the “art of citizenship (τὴν πολιτικὴν τέχνην)” (319a) which has to be a S2 

competency because it has to do with the social sphere, even in the household in 

as much as it is managing other people. In this sense Hippocrates therefore 

seems not to have reached this stage. Furthermore he seems to worry about 

money for he thinks paying Protagoras for his services will bankrupt him and 

his friends (310d-e). Moreover Hippocrates wants to go “too early” in the 

morning according to Socrates (311a) which seems to suggest he is not too 

clever in terms of social behavior. 

Hippocrates is however excited about the arrival of Protagoras in the city 

and wakes Socrates up very early in the morning, because he wants Socrates to 

come with him to meet him (310b-d). The fact that Socrates recognizes “his 

fighting spirit (τὴν ἀνδρείαν) and his excitement” seems to suggest that a 

victory-loving element has awoken in him. He seems to think it important that 

Protagoras is “such a celebrity” and that “everyone says he’s a terribly clever 

speaker.” (310e-311a) Furthermore what Hippocrates wants is in Socrates’ 

words “a general education suitable for a gentleman (ἐπὶ  παιδείᾳ, ὡς τὸν 

ἰ διώτην καὶ  τὸν ἐλεύθερον πρέπει)” (312b). Differently put Hippocrates 

“wants to be a man of respect (ἐλλόγιμος) in the city” (316c). 

It is however clear in Socrates’ examination of Hippocrates (cf. 311b) that 

he does not have answers (312b f.). Interestingly he thinks that he knows what a 

sophist is (312b) but it quickly becomes clear that he only thinks that he knows 

but does not know, for Socrates refutes him (313c). It is therefore good that he 

has come to Socrates for help, wanting to be Protagoras’ student (συνουσία, 

318a). One could therefore characterize Hippocrates as being somewhere 

between the first and second stage of development, he is a profit-lover with 

honor-loving ambitions. 

There is however little question that Protagoras is an honor-lover according 

to the description in the Protagoras. Admittedly he takes money for his services 

(cf. 310d) which might make him a money-lover, but the way he does it 

suggests it is not all about the money. If a student does not wish to pay the full 

price he can go into a temple and state under oath how much he thinks the 

lesson is worth (328c). The free choice, the temple which is a public place, and 

the oath which involves more people, suggests that a certain reputation is also 

what Protagoras is after.332 

When we first encounter Protagoras he is surrounded by followers (314e-

315b). The whole thing is actually made to look like a play with a chorus, 

                                                 
332 Denyer maintains that bringing in the god as arbiter will “minimise Protagoras’ incentive to 

overcharge the pupil” (2008: 120), which suggests Protagoras is not only after money. 
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dance, and orderly movements. Furthermore Protagoras associates sophism with 

poetry, religion, prophecy, athletics, and music (316d-317a), all of which Plato 

probably connects to the second area of life. Protagoras is also clearly eager to 

have everyone present when he speaks. Socrates notes that “he wanted to show 

off in front of Prodicus and Hippias, and to bask in glory because we had come 

as his admirers” (317d). 

As we have already seen, the subject that Protagoras says that he teaches has 

to do with the social area of life: the art of citizenship (319a). In the Protagoras 

we even find a description of the two lowest areas of life which seems to fit 

with what we found in the Republic. In Protagoras’ myth, where he explains the 

genesis of mankind, it seems that its development happens in stages. First the 

human race got “wisdom in the practical arts together with fire” (321d). This 

“wisdom it acquired was for staying alive; wisdom for living together in 

society, political wisdom, it did not acquire” yet (321d). Here he refers to A1 

and A2 quite clearly. He goes on to say that men “invented houses, clothes, 

shoes, and blankets, and were nourished by food from the earth.” (322a-b) 

Furthermore there were no cities and co-operation was limited because mankind 

“did not yet possess the art of politics, of which the art of war is a part” 

(322b).333 Again this is in harmony with what we found in the Republic. 

In the following Protagoras places the greatest importance on the social life 

of mankind and it is virtue in this area that he prides himself of, claiming to be 

one of the few people who are more advanced in virtue (328a-b). He claims to 

be “uniquely qualified to assist others in becoming noble and good (τὸ καλὸν 

καὶ  ἀγαθὸν γενέσθαι)” (328b). Protagoras therefore has clearly developed 

beyond the first stage of development, but he does not seem to have developed 

to S3. This we can see from a few characteristics. First is the fact that he seems 

to stress society so much and living there and the fact that he does not seem to 

have any general ideas or interests that characterize the wisdom-lover. This we 

can deduce from his speech that has already been mentioned. His weakness in 

this area also comes to light in the discussion with Socrates. 

Second and connected to the first characteristic is that Protagoras is clearly 

not very good at dialectical practice, as we will see later. He prefers to talk in 

the form of a story (μῦθος) or an argument (λόγος) (cf. 320c, 324e), which are 

different forms of long speech. When Socrates however makes him give short 

answers, i.e. take part in his dialectical method, Protagoras is not pleased (329a 

ff.). Socrates refutes him and at the end of the dialogue he is left in perplexity. 

Third is the fact that Protagoras thinks that he knows although he does not 

know. Thus Protagoras fits with the profile of people that Socrates says in the 

Apology he goes to discuss with. These are people who claim they know, even 

                                                 
333 A little later athletics and war are connected (326b-c), as in the Republic. 
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though in the end it comes to light that they do not. That Protagoras thinks he 

knows is clear in the dialogue as Socrates reveals in its later half. 

Not only do you consider yourself to be noble and good but, unlike others 

who are themselves decent and respectable individuals yet unable to make 

others so, you are not only good yourself but able to make others good as 

well (ἄλλους οἷ ός τ᾽  εἶ  ποιεῖ ν ἀγαθούς), and you have so much self-

confidence that instead of concealing this skill, as others do, you advertise it 

openly to the whole Greek world, calling yourself a sophist, highlighting 

yourself as a teacher of virtue, the first ever to have deemed it appropriate to 

charge a fee for this. (348e-349a) 

Protagoras we could even say is the archetype of the confident man who in the 

end seems not to know as much as he thinks, as we find out at the end of the 

dialogue, when Protagoras has been found to contradict himself. And this is of 

course the condition that it is claimed in the Sophist must be cured with the help 

of refutation before meaningful learning can be put into the soul. 

Now that we know something about the characters’ developmental stages 

we may ask how that information helps us understand the dialectical practice. If 

we look at both the discussions between Socrates and Hippocrates, and between 

Socrates and Protagoras, we see that it is led by Socrates. It is he who sets the 

standard for the discussion and that standard is a S3 standard. The dialectical 

practice has to meet the demands of a person who is first and foremost intested 

in the general definition of concepts. 

If Socrates can expect to have any real success with his dialogue partners he 

has to teach them this way of thinking and get them interested in it. Because 

they are at lower stages they cannot be expected to be thus inclined. We see that 

Socrates is trying to do this because he does not allow Hippocrates and 

Protagoras to get away with saying thinks that they cannot explain in a more 

detailed account. What they say seems to work among people who think more 

concretely as Hippocrates or are more interested in the social aspect of speech 

as Protagoras, but it does not work for a person at S3. Before Socrates is able to 

discuss with dialogue partners like Hippocrates and Protagoras as true equals 

they have to learn to abide by the standard that he sets. We can therefore say 

that he is trying to move them up to a higher stage of development. 

Coming back to a problem I mentioned before, this developmental light may 

help us understand why it is so difficult for Socrates to change people. Being at 

a developmental stage means that one is a lover of a certain way of life, 

thinking, and being in the world. It is therefore clearly unrealistic to maintain 

that such a system can be overthrown in one discussion. As we have seen 

before, more time must be needed for a chang to occur.334  

                                                 
334 In the Seventh Letter Plato says that it is “after long-continued intercourse between teacher and 

pupil (συνουσίας), in joint pursuit of the subject,” that a change occurs (341c). 
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The demands for truthfulness and agreement 

Let us now move on to the two basic demands, mentioned above, that Socrates 

makes on Protagoras in the dialogue. These demands I call basic because 

without them I do not think one can make it understandable that the dialogue 

aims at changing the person. The first is the demand for truthfulness and the 

second is for agreement. The reason I think the truthfulness demand is 

necessary is that if you just say anything that comes to mind, that very statement 

is not a nourishment for your soul, in the above sense, and proving it right or 

wrong will therefore not affect you. Agreement to the various steps in the 

dialogue is also essential because without it you are able to distance yourself 

from the conclusion and the fact that your ideas were contradictory. Thus only 

with truthfulness and agreement can you be accountable and move on from your 

initial view. 

First let us look at what mechanism is needed to drive such a personal 

transformation. Let us compare the change which happens in the subjective 

space of a dialogue to a journey taken in physical space. It seems that any 

journey necessarily has two moments, the starting-point, such as Glasgow, and 

the movement to the next point, which then may becomes a new starting-point 

on a longer journey all the way to London for example. In other words: you 

have an initial position, Glasgow, and then you move to a new position, away 

from Glasgow, and then you move again in steps until you finally reach 

London. 

A dialogue which merely has the aim of entertaining or informing the 

interlocutors, and does not have the aim of transforming them, does not have to 

have this unbroken thread of starting-points and movements. But if the dialogue 

has this mechanism it is more likely to be transformative. The reason is that this 

process is better able to guide and regulate the movement than a dialogue that 

jumps, more or less arbitrarily, from one point to another. Giving arbitrary 

points on how to get to London from Glasgow is less likely to help a person 

reach his destination than detailed instructions. 

In a dialogue where Socrates is the leader, his role is to move the answerer 

along in steps and he does this more or less as I just described by finding the 

answerer’s starting-point and then moving him further. But why is this so? To 

use the comparison with the physical journey, Socrates may be willing to give a 

person directions to London, and he may know which roads lead to London, but 

he cannot take the person there if he does not know where he is situated. If you 

do not know whether a person is in Glasgow, Cardiff, or some other place, you 

cannot give him directions to London. After this another essential element, for 

the journey to be successful, is that the person actually follows the directions. If 

any step on the way is skipped he will get lost. 
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What is it then that Socrates must demand from the answerer to be able to 

lead him on to change? I believe there are two demands he must make and 

which he indeed does make regularly in Plato’s dialogues. First, he must 

demand to know the answerer’s initial position. This demand appears in 

Socrates’ insistence that the answerer is truthful. Second, Socrates must demand 

that the answerer agrees to, or else objects to the steps he, as the leader, 

suggests. 

The demand for truthfulness 

The demand for truthfulness is important because to be able to know where 

someone is situated subjectively, you have to be able to rely on what the person 

tells you. Notice that I do not claim Socrates demands the truth from the 

answerer, but truthfulness, i.e. he demands to know what the answerer thinks is 

the truth. This comes clearly across in the midwife metaphor in the Theaetetus. 

There Socrates describes himself as a midwife who helps people give birth to 

and examine their spiritual offsprings, i.e. their ideas and opinions. The point is 

to find out whether the opinions that they give birth to are phantoms or the truth 

(150c). Therefore, truth is not demanded at the start; it is much rather the aim of 

the undertaking. 

At one point in the Protagoras Protagoras is not fully happy with the 

argument but replies: “But what’s the difference? If you want, we’ll let justice 

be pious and piety just.” (331c) To which Socrates reacts by saying: “Don’t do 

that to me! It’s not this ‘if you want’ or ‘if you agree’ business I want to test 

(ἐλέγχεσθαι).” What then is it he wants to test? “It’s you and me I want to put 

on the line, and I think the argument (λόγον) will be tested best if we take the 

‘if’ out.” (331c) Here it seems Socrates demands truthfulness.335 You are not 

allowed to say just anything, it has to be your opinion. 

Nonetheless, let us take a closer look at the two reasons Socrates gives for 

his demand. The first reason is that Protagoras and he himself are to be tested, 

and the second one is that the argument will be better tested. Why the argument 

is better tested, if you say what you mean, is not stated but I presume it has two 

sides. The positive side is that if your view is deeply embedded in you and you 

give your best to present it, it will be much better presented than it would be by 

someone who has only heard of it and not lived according to it. The negative 

side is that if you hold back your doubts or second thoughts then the argument 

doesn’t get the full treatment that it otherwise could. 

                                                 
335 In the closer context of the argument it could be maintained that Socrates only wants 

Protagoras to give a precise answer. Against this it has to be said that although Protagoras does 

make it known that he doesn’t fully back the answer, he gives a precise enough answer for the 

argument to keep going. 
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But why does Socrates also say that he wants to test himself and his 

interlocutor? As we have seen, according to Socrates teachings are the 

nourishment of the soul and by testing the teachings that the soul truly holds 

you are also testing what that soul is made of. And if you are able to change 

those teachings then you have changed that person. These two reasons are 

therefore intimately connected. Testing the person consists in testing the 

teachings that he believes are true, and the teachings are best tested if you 

examine the person who holds them. In this way the truthfulness demand is 

clearly important for improving the dialogue partner. 

Protagoras’ reason for not answering seems to be that he is in trouble in the 

argument. As we saw earlier he wants to look good to the people present and if 

Socrates has made him contradict himself then that is surely not in agreement 

with the image that he wants people to have of him. Protagoras’ reputation thus 

seems to prevent him from wanting to improve. He has claimed to have answers 

and know things and this is what his professional pride is based on. Without it 

he is out of a job. Thus we see how a sophist’s ambition makes him resist 

Socrates’ attempts at trying to improve his thinking. 

Generally speaking scholars agree that Socrates sometimes demands 

truthfulness from his dialogue partners, but they do not agree on whether this is 

a general demand or whether it is only occasionally demanded.336 To understand 

the criticism of this claim it is important to look at how Vlastos understands the 

truthfulness demand,337 because, it seems, the criticism is mainly aimed at his 

account. Vlastos calls this demand “the ‘say what you believe’ requirement” 

and it is a part of his definition of the elenctic method338 which most scholars 

now agree is not so easy to generalize about.339 

In his defence of this requirement Vlastos cites four passages in Plato: from 

the Gorgias (500b), the Republic (346a), the Crito (49c-d), and the above-

mentioned passage from the Protagoras (331c).340 All of these passages except 

the one from the Protagoras contain in Vlastos’ translation the words “contrary 

to your real opinion”. The understanding is that Socrates demands that one 

should not answer contrary to one’s “real opinion”. Vlastos understands this to 

mean that Socrates is banning a certain modality of philosophical argument, i.e. 

argument based on hypothetical premises. He claims such arguments, which are 

                                                 
336 Most scholars seem to agree with M. Frede that answering what one thinks “seems to be the 

standard form, against the background of which we have to understand and explain deviations” 

(1992: 211). See also Robinson 1970: 16; Gulley 1968: 33-34; Irwin 1995: 20, 30; and Geiger 

2006: 120-131. Criticism has however come from Kahn 1992: 254-256; Beversluis 2000: 37-58; 

Brickhouse and Smith 2002; and J. Cooper 2007: 38-40.  
337 Vlastos 1994. This is a revised version of Vlastos 1983. 
338 Vlastos 1994: 7. 
339 See for example Scott 2002. 
340 Vlastos 1994: 8. 
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part of indirect mathematical proof, and Zeno’s dialectical method, are now 

banned by Socrates. Vlastos suggests three reasons for this: (1) to test honesty 

in argument, because of the search for truth, (2) to test one’s seriousness in the 

pursuit of truth, and (3) to connect this search to a challenge to people to change 

their life (cf. Ap. 29e-30a).341 I have two points to make about this. 

First, Vlastos clearly understands the “say what you believe” requirement as 

a part of improving the dialogue partner. As a matter of fact he says that the 

elenchos has a double objective: a general one, i.e. “to discover how every 

human being ought to live” and a particular one, i.e. “to test that single human 

being who is doing the answering – to find out if he is living as one ought to 

live.”342 Second, Vlastos seems to have a rather narrow view of what it means to 

“say what you believe” when he dismisses hypothetical argumentation as a part 

of the Socratic elenchos. Admittedly Vlastos does not explain his position 

clearly enough but it seems that this is how he is being understood, at least by 

those who have criticized the “say what you believe” requirement.343 I agree 

with Vlastos about the first point, but disagree with him on the latter one, as we 

will see. 

Criticism of the demand for truthfulness 

J. Cooper is a critic of the truthfulness demand who bases his understanding of 

it on Vlastos. Cooper would “expect the answerer to consider seriously what the 

best, most reasonable, thing to say is”,344 but he does not think it is a necessary 

rule to say what you believe. The reason for this is a distinction he makes 

between answering questions about what you have already formed an opinion 

about and what you have not. Cooper takes Socrates’ demand that people say 

what they believe only to refer to the “answerer’s (current) actual beliefs”.345 He 

thinks that it would not make sense for Socrates to make such a demand on for 

example young inexperienced dialogue partners, because they do not have such 

convictions, and he believes that if one wants wisdom one ought not to limit 

oneself to the ideas that one is convinced of, but should be able to explore other 

ideas.346 Cooper acknowledges that Socrates makes this demand but for these 

reasons thinks that it cannot be a general one. 

                                                 
341 Vlastos 1994: 8-9. 
342 Vlastos 1994: 10. 
343 Benson has a similar view as Vlastos, calling the demand as he understands it the “doxastic 

constraint” (2000: 37-40). The difference between them is that Vlastos believes Socrates also has 

to believe what his interlocutor believes, but Benson thinks that is not the case. Brickhouse and 

Smith criticize Benson’s notion (2002: 147-149). 
344 J. Cooper 2007: 38. 
345 J. Cooper 2007: 38. 
346 J. Cooper 2007: 39. 
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Beversluis is probably the toughest critic of the “sincere assent” 

requirement, as he calls the truthfulness demand. He has written a book in 

defence of Socrates’ dialogue partners in the early dialogues and he admits that 

if the requirement were sound it would undercut his thesis.347 He admits that 

Socrates occasionally makes this demand but maintains that it cannot be taken 

seriously as a general requirement.  

Beversluis’ first attempt at a criticism of the requirement is based on a 

discussion of what is meant by sincere assent, because, as he rightly says, this 

has been neglected by scholars, including Cooper.348 What follows seems to be 

a somewhat confusing account, where he for example points out that “[j]ust as I 

can believe (or assent to) p without asserting it, so I can assert (or assent to) p 

without believing it.”349 This is supposed to render the truthfulness demand 

meaningless because you do not know if a person really believes what he says. 

This is however rather unfair, because Socrates can only work with what he 

gets. Socrates is not a policeman interrogating the dialogue partner, he is merely 

telling him what he has to do so that the dialogue will have the desired effect. 

And he will of course state his demand if he has any reason to suspect the 

dialogue partner is not being sincere. 

Beversluis then comes up with a description of what really counts as belief. 

“Not only must my beliefs be compatible with my past, present, and future 

actions; they must also be compatible with my past, present, and future beliefs 

and broader set of linguistic practices.”350 With this description he demands 

that Socrates research very carefully what the person has said before, done 

before, what other beliefs he has, and it seems Beversluis even wants this to 

extend to the future. So before Socrates can be certain these are the real beliefs 

of a person he has to see how he talks and behaves in the future. It has to be 

maintained that this is going too far. 

If only this counts as a belief of the dialogue partner then there will be no 

discussion because it is never entirely certain that the dialogue partner truly 

believes a certain thing. There is always a situation he has not been in and there 

are always other beliefs that connect to the first belief that could be better 

understood. The discussion could never start because one never has the belief 

pinned down. Furthermore if the belief has to be so deeply rooted in a person to 

be allowed in a Socratic discussion, then the moment Socrates tries to move the 

                                                 
347 Beversluis 2000: 37. Beversluis’ main point seems to be that if Socrates sticks to this 

requirement he cannot be said to use “unscrupulous dialectical tactics”. It is important to note that 

it is clear that Socrates himself does not stick to the requirement, as I will discuss later. To show 

this does not seem to be enough for Beversluis who wants to show that it is never meant to be 

general. 
348 Beversluis 2000: 46. 
349 Beversluis 2000: 47. 
350 Beversluis 2000: 48. 
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person outside of what has been established as his belief this would not be 

allowed because it is not his belief anymore. Therefore this strict insistence on 

the belief being the real belief of a person in a very profound sense does not 

make sense, this cannot be what Socrates is asking for. It is impossible to 

implement and it means that change is impossible. 

About this last point it may be said that it is certainly true that beliefs are not 

equally strong in people and it is evident that Socrates will want to discuss with 

the one with the strongest opinion. This we see for example in the Charmides 

where he is trying to get Critias to discuss with him when he has understood 

that Charmides is not up to much and only repeats what he has heard from 

Critias (161c-162e).351 Bringing in new material can however not be forbidden 

as Beversluis and Cooper suggest, because that would prevent the progressive 

movement of the discussion.352 Of course it may be true that inquiring more 

thoroughly into people’s beliefs before trying to move them would be still more 

effective. This however cannot be a deciding factor, because Socrates is clearly 

trying to be careful in moving from step to step, as we will see later.353 

To summarize, Cooper’s arguments against the truthfulness demand being a 

general demand show that there is something wrong with the idea that the 

truthfulness demand understood as Vlastos does is a general claim. After having 

tried to elicit the Vlastos understanding better, which neither Vlastos nor 

Cooper do, Beversluis comes to the conclusion that the truthfulness demand 

cannot be general. Given the strange consequences of the Vlastos understanding 

I however conclude that Beverluis’ discussion rather shows that there is 

something wrong with the way Vlastos has undersood the demand. The 

possibility therefore remains open that if we could interpret the truthfulness 

demand in a more sensible way it could after all be understood as a general 

demand. 

Truthfulness and the sophists 

Looking more closely at the Protagoras I think that the truthfulness demand is 

not so much a demand for a strong belief, but rather a demand that you take part 

whole-heartedly and say what you believe independent of how strongly you 

believe it. The problem with Protagoras is that he does not want to commit 

                                                 
351 Similarly in the Theaetetus Socrates is eager to have the more experienced Theodorus discuss 

with him even though the young Theaetetus has shown himself to be a far more capable dialogue 

partner than Charmides was. 
352 Beversluis 2000: 53. 
353 One of Beversluis’ points is that the only truly sincere answer of the interlocutors “is neither 

‘Yes’ nor ‘No,’ but rather ‘I have no opinion one way or the other. The proposition has never 

entered my head.” (2000: 53) As we will see later in such a case Socrates would demand that they 

say exactly that, but if they do not do that for some reason, Socrates has to believe that they mean 

what they say, i.e. yes or no. 
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himself. It is clear that he has some opinion, but he does not want to be pinned 

down. This means that he will not have to be accountable for the conclusion, 

because he was not really giving his own answers.354 Thus it does not seem that 

the important point is exactly how strongly Protagoras believes what he 

believes, but that he is truthful about his opinion. Actually it seems no accident 

that Socrates’ strongest demands for truthfulness are in discussions with 

sophists. They seem mostly concerned with not being refuted, winning the 

argument, and looking good.355 This is clearly an element in Protagoras’ 

reluctance to say what he believes. 

We see the same in Socrates’ discussion with Callicles in the Gorgias, 

where truthfulness is also connected to the good life. 

by Zeus, the god of friendship, Callicles, please don’t think that you should 

jest with me either, or answer anything that comes to mind, contrary to what 

you really think, and please don’t accept what you get from me as though 

I’m jesting! For you see, don’t you, that our discussion’s about this (and 

what would even a man of little intelligence take more seriously than this?), 

about the way we’re supposed to live. (500b-c) 

If this were the first thing Socrates would say to Callicles we might reasonably 

think that Socrates was demanding a strong claim for truthfulness. This is 

however not so. 

The first thing that Callicles does when he enters the discussions is asking 

Chaerephon whether Socrates is in earnest about what he says or is joking 

(481b). This sets the tone. Socrates answers by claiming that it is Callicles who 

keeps shifting his position to please the crowd (481e). Callicles then says that 

Socrates has defeated Gorgias and Polus because they were too ashamed to say 

what they believed and claims this is a trick of Socrates, indicating he will not 

fall for this trick and will not be too ashamed to say what he believes (482c-

483a).  

After Callicles’ long speech Socrates lists frankness (παρρησία) as one of 

three qualities that are needed to “put a soul to an adequate test to see whether it 

lives right or not” (487a). In the following Socrates understands frankness as the 

quality to say what one believes.356 In the discussion that follows Socrates twice 

reminds Callicles to be truthful (494c-d, 495a) and once complains that 

                                                 
354 It seems Protagoras also has other ways of preventing to be accountable, like giving speeches, 

as I will discuss later. 
355 Cf. the Euthydemus where Socrates asks a sophist: “Are you making this statement just for the 

sake of argument, Dionysodorus – to say something startling – or do you honestly believe that 

there is no such thing as an ignorant man?” (286d) 
356 Although παρρησία has this meaning here (cf. Foucault 2006: 6) it does not always have a 

positive meaning in Plato (R. 557b; cf. Foucault 2006: 3, 36).  
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Callicles is deceiving him (499c). It is thus clear that Socrates has good reason 

to doubt that Callicles is being truthful.357 To understand the quoted passage as 

a strong claim for the absolute strongest belief is therefore not necessary; a 

weaker demand is enough to account for what Socrates wants. 

In the Republic I the sophist Thrasymachus also makes a strong entrance 

into the dialogue, questioning what has gone on before (336b-d) and claiming 

Socrates is not serious, but ironic (337a). Truthfulness is therefore an 

underlying theme at the start here too. Furthermore Thrasymachus claims he 

will say what he knows (344e, 345e). This is even stronger than saying what 

one believes because he does not merely think that what he has to say is his 

private opinion but is the truth. It then happens that when Thrasymachus gets 

into trouble in the argument he changes his account (cf. 340d, 343a). It is 

therefore no wonder that Socrates says to him: “stick to what you’ve said, and 

then, if you change your position, do it openly and don’t deceive us.” (345b) 

And a little later he says, as Vlastos quotes: “Please don’t answer contrary to 

what you believe, so that we can come to some definite conclusion.” (346a) 

If someone tells you that you have been talking nonsense and that he knows 

how things are, then it is not unreasonable to think that he can just tell you what 

he knows. However, if he starts changing his opinion then you may suspect that 

he is not being truthful. This is what seems to be happening here and there is no 

need to understand this as a strong demand for truthfulness. There is simply 

good reason to doubt that Thrasymachus is being truthful which is a problem, 

but no reason to believe this is a demand for only a belief that has particularly 

strong roots in the interlocutor. 

In all three discussions, i.e. with Protagoras, Callicles, and Thrasymachus, 

truthfulness is demanded because the interlocutors are clearly not being sincere. 

All of them claim to know what they are talking about, but then turn out to say 

things that they clearly do not believe. This is reason enough to demand 

truthfulness. There is no reason to add that the belief has to be a particularly 

strong one. 

Before leaving the sophists it should be explained why, as Beversluis 

complains,358 Socrates does not enforce the truthfulness demand with them. 

First we must notice that in all cases Socrates only gives up enforcing the 

demand after he has invoked it at least once before. In the Protagoras 

Protagoras has gotten into trouble a few times (cf. 331c, 332e) and is not a very 

willing participant (cf. 332a, 333b). When he therefore rather wants to debate 

from the point of view of the majority it is not surprising that Socrates gives in 

and says: 

                                                 
357 Steiner thinks that Callicles knows that he could be refuted and therefore he does not want to 

connect what follows to himself (1992: 182). 
358 Beversluis 2000: 57. 
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It makes no difference to me, provided you give the answers, whether it is 

your own opinion or not. I am primarily interested in testing the argument 

(τὸν γὰρ λόγον ἔγωγε μάλιστα ἐξετάζω), although it may happen both that 

the questioner, myself, and my respondent wind up being tested. (333c) 

Although Socrates places the emphasis on the argument here rather than testing 

the person, we have already seen that these things ideally go hand in hand. It 

therefore makes more sense to see this as a way of pleasing Protagoras to try 

and keep him in the discussion359 rather than to maintain that Socrates has 

changed his mind about what he demanded two Stephanus-pages earlier. 

Furthermore Socrates demands truthfulness again explicitly near the end of the 

dialogue. Protagoras answers a question with the words: “So it is said by most 

people.” To which Socrates answers: “Right, but I am not asking that. Rather, 

what do you say [...]” (359c-d). 

In the case of Thrasymachus Socrates invokes the demand again, but 

Thrasymachus answers angrily it seems: “What difference does it make to you, 

whether I believe it or not? It’s my account you’re supposed to be refuting.” 

(349a) Socrates then seems to waive the demand immediately by saying: “It 

makes no difference.” Beversluis suggests that here Socrates shows that he does 

not believe in the demand really.360 But it is clear that Socrates makes the 

demand and then seems to waive it. This tells us two things, I think. First, we 

must choose between one and the other possibility: is the demand important to 

him or not? I think the fact that he invokes the demand in the first place, again 

invokes it here, and then again a little later (350e) means that it is important to 

him, although this time he seems to waive it again. I also think that the difficult 

situation with Thrasymachus who started out making Socrates afraid when he 

entered the discussion (cf. 336b) and kept on being difficult explains why he 

waives the demand. Second, because Socrates is still willing to go on, the 

demand cannot be a necessary requirement for all discussions. He seems to 

think there is still some value in the discussion without this requirement. An 

answer to this we may get in the Gorgias. 

In the case of Callicles it is similar. After Socrates has demanded 

truthfulness at 500b-c, Callicles starts withholding his sincere assent more and 

more (cf. 501c, 505c, 505d, 506c, 510a, 513c, 515b, 519e).361 But why does 

Socrates not stop him for example when he says he is just answering to expedite 

the argument and to please Gorgias (501c)? I agree with Vlastos that there is a 

                                                 
359 Cf. Vlastos 1994: 10-11. 
360 Beversluis 2000: 236-237. 
361 The constant tension in Socrates’ discussions with Callicles and Thrasymachus goes against 

Beversluis’ claim that in the Gorgias and the Republic Socrates waives the truthfulness demand 

the minute the exchange becomes heated (2000: 56). 
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general point Socrates wants to make in the argument. Furthermore Gorgias 

himself wants the argument with Callicles to go on for his sake (cf. 506b). 

There may be a similar reason in the Republic because there too the listeners are 

interested in the argument for they many times restrained Thrasymachus when 

he wanted to take over the discussion. They wanted to hear the argument to the 

end (336a-b). 

Truthfulness in general 

Now I have tried to show that it is better to understand the truthfulness demand, 

at least when it is directed at the sophists, as an attempt to make them be 

truthful, because they are not, than as a demand for particularly strong beliefs. It 

seems therefore best understood as an expression of a general demand, which 

seems perfectly normal in philosophical discussion, that the dialogue partner 

says what he believes. We must then now turn to other passages where the 

demand is invoked to see if there it has to be understood in the strong Vlastos 

sense. 

First we may have a look at the fourth and last passage that is mentioned by 

Vlastos, i.e. in the Crito. Here Socrates is not talking to a sophist but a friend 

who wants to help him. It seems here that Socrates could be making a strong 

demand for truthfulness. He says: 

One should never do wrong in return, nor mistreat any man, no matter how 

one has been mistreated by him. And Crito, see that you do not agree to this, 

contrary to your belief. For I know that only a few people hold this view or 

will hold it, and there is no common ground between those who hold this 

view and those who do not, but they inevitably despise each other’s views. 

So then consider very carefully whether we have this view in common, and 

whether you agree, and let this be the basis of our deliberation (49c-d) 

Socrates seems here to be saving time.362 Instead of going through the whole 

argumentation he simply asks if this unusual view can be the basis of their 

discussion. At the same time it is clearly important that Crito believes this 

before they can go on. Here it is not the case that Socrates has any reason to 

doubt Crito’s sincerity as in the other cases when he is talking to the sophists. 

Crito then says that he agrees and that is the end of it (49e). We may also notice 

that two questions later Crito says that he cannot answer Socrates’ question for 

he does not know (50a). Crito may not be the smartest guy on earth but he is 

                                                 
362 This is also the case in the Greater Hippias where Hippias’ conviction saves a longer search 

(303c). 
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truthful enough to admit when he does not know or understand.363 It is therefore 

not surprising that here Socrates is able to enforce the truthfulness demand. 

Truthfulness is also demanded by Socrates in the Theaetetus. He does this 

where he says to Theaetetus: “answer like a man whatever appears to you about 

the things I ask you.” (157d) Before Socrates says this Theaetetus has expressed 

doubts about his ability to deliver the kind of answer Socrates wants. Earlier 

Theatetus says when Socrates wants him to give an answer: “I can never 

persuade myself that anything I say will really do” (148e). Theaetetus’ doubt 

here lead Socrates to explaining his work in the midwife analogy. The point of 

the analogy is to show that Socrates’ work is about helping people understand 

their beliefs. This means that they will become aware of things they have not 

thought of before. That Socrates then shortly after this demands truthfulness 

shows that the demand can also be made in situations when new things are 

being introduced to the dialogue partner, which the interpretation of Beversluis 

and Cooper did not allow. We even see late in the dialogue that Theaetetus says 

that he is not certain about his answer, but Socrates allows it, because 

Theaetetus is clearly being sincere (204b). 

Furthermore, referring to the analogy of the journey, the truthfulness 

demand is a demand to know where you are at. Therefore in the Theaetetus 

Theodorus is complaining about a lack of truthfulness when he says about those 

who adhere to Heraclitean doctrines that “you will never get these men to give 

an account of themselves, willingly or unwillingly.” (180c) 

Truthfulness is demanded in a few other dialogues. This is explicitly done in 

the Alcibiades I (110a) and the Parmenides (137b). In the latter case not by 

Socrates but by Parmenides. We may however ask why it is not demanded in all 

the other dialogues.364 We have seen that Socrates most often demands it 

explicitly where there is good reason to suspect that the dialogue partner is not 

being truthful. This is clear in the discussions with the sophists. Looking at the 

demand as it now appears to us, i.e. as a general demand for being truthful about 

what you think, it seems that this is what you would expect from people 

normally in a philosophical discussion. Therefore it seems it is not necessary to 

mention it unless there is some reason to think that a person is not being 

truthful. 

Untruthfulness as a dialectical tactic 

As we have seen Socrates demands truthfulness from his interlocutor but he 

himself as the leader of the discussion clearly breaks this rule. Early in his 

                                                 
363 This may be due to the fact that Socrates and Crito are alone, because I suspect Crito is at 

developmental stage 2, like the sophists. 
364 Cf. Beversluis 2000: 56. 
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discussion with Protagoras he says: “There is no point in my saying to you 

anything other than exactly what I think.” (319b) Then a few sentences later he 

says this: “I maintain, along with the rest of the Greek world, that the Athenians 

are wise (σοφοὺς).” (319b) As we know from other dialogues and the Apology 

his examinations have proven the contrary.365 In this case it is not quite clear 

why Socrates does this,366 but it seems that Socrates is portrayed as conscious of 

what he is doing and does it for a reason. It is difficult to believe that Plato 

would not make his model philosopher Socrates367 take the demand for 

truthfulness seriously as a rule for himself. Therefore when he breaks it there 

should be a reason for it.368 

In fact in the Protagoras Socrates indicates that he may use an 

untruthfulness tactic to accomplish something in the dialogue. In the process of 

interpreting the poem of Simonides, Socrates at one point asks Prodicus, who 

has been following the discussion with the crowd, to verify an interpretation 

Socrates himself has suggested. Prodicus does this and Socrates then asks 

Protagoras what he thinks. Protagoras answers that Prodicus was wrong and it 

then turns out that Socrates agrees with Protagoras, claiming that Prodicus was 

joking and only testing Protagoras’ ability to defend his own statement (τῷ 

σαυτοῦ λόγῳ βοηθεῖ ν, 341d-e). Here it is tempting to suggest Socrates himself 

is being untruthful because he suggested the interpretation to Prodicus. If it is 

meant as a kind of test, it would however be hard to call it untruthfulness as 

such, even though Socrates does not say what he believes. 

Then when the dialogue is starting again after the interpretation of the poem 

Socrates reminds everyone of what Protagoras had agreed to earlier in the 

dialogue, but adds: “I am certainly not going to hold you accountable for what 

you said before if you want to say something at all different now.” Therefore, 

Socrates gives Protagoras the possibility of changing his mind. Then he also 

adds: “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if you were just trying out something on 

me before.” (349c-d)369 This could mean that Socrates found Protagoras’ 

statements so confused that it doesn’t surprise him that Protagoras wasn’t 

                                                 
365 Cf. Geiger 2006: 127. 
366 In the Euthydemus Socrates sometimes praises the sophists he is discussing with. It is hard to 

believe that he really thinks that they can do what they say they can (cf. 272b). The praise 

however serves the purpose of having them speak their mind. Possibly in this passage in the 

Protagoras Socrates is saying what he thinks will start Protagoras talking. 
367 Cf. Erler 2006: 13. 
368 We could put this down to “Socrates’ usual irony” (R. 337a), but I do not want to go down that 

road for two reasons. Firstly, labeling this as irony is not an explanation in itself. Therefore, 

secondly, this would call for a discussion of irony, for which I do not have room here. Concerning 

Socratic irony, see the different interpretations of Kierkegaard (irony as “infinite absolute 

negativity”, 1989: 254) and Vlastos (irony as “expressing what we mean by saying something 

contrary to it”, 1992: 79). Lear thinks that Socratic method is irony (2006). 
369 In the Apology Socrates suggests Meletus has told untruths to test (ἀποπειράομαι) Socrates 

and the others (27e). 
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truthful about it. But if we take Protagoras’ frustration in the dialogue into 

account it is more likely that Protagoras had no such intention. However we see 

from this that Socrates again discusses the possibility of not being truthful in 

dialogue, although in this case it is the answerer that is being untruthful, but in 

both cases Socrates sees the aim in testing the other person. 

Finally, I want to mention one more example of untruthfulness. This time it 

is clearly Socrates who is not being entirely truthful. When Protagoras has 

delivered a short speech at 334a-c, Socrates tries another tactic on Protagoras. 

He says: “I tend to be a forgetful sort of person, and if someone speaks to me at 

length I tend to forget the subject of the speech.” (334d) In light of this 

supposed handicap Socrates tries to get Protagoras to shorten his answers, with 

the argument that Protagoras must adjust himself to Socrates’ problem just as he 

would to a person who was hard of hearing.370 That Socrates is not as forgetful 

as he claims we learn from Alcibiades when he says: “I guarantee you Socrates 

won’t forget, no matter how he jokes about his memory.” (336d) Moreover at 

two places in the Protagoras Socrates shows that he remembers very well what 

took place earlier in the dialogue, summarizing what Protagoras has said (349a-

c, 359a-c). In this case therefore Socrates was not truthful, but it clearly serves 

the positive purpose of having Protagoras abide to a dialectical rule. 

The demand for agreement 

Socrates’ demand for agreement is so common that it is easily overlooked.371 He 

is for example demanding agreement when he asks: “Do you acknowledge that 

there is such a thing as folly?” (Prt. 332a) That Socrates demands this is 

particularly clear in the Protagoras where he seems to voice this demand: 

Protagoras here, while perfectly capable of delivering a beautiful long 

speech (μακροὺς λόγους καὶ  καλοὺς), as we have just seen, is also able to 

reply briefly when questioned, and to put a question and then wait for and 

accept the answer – rare accomplishments these. (329b 

                                                 
370 Socrates does the same in the Apology (17e-18a): the judges should not be troubled by 

Socrates’ peculiar way of speaking. 
371 Agreement or homology is sometimes mentioned by scholars but very seldom discussed in any 

detail. The most comprehensive study of it that I have found is Geiger’s discussion (2006: 78-

104). He among other things distinguishes between four kinds of homology, but here I am only 

directly concerned with the first of those, which he calls “the dialectical agreement”. Apelt 

understands the demand for agreement as one of the most stable maxims of Socrates’ method 

(1912: 99). I. Hadot says that “the dialectical dialogue [consisting of questions and answers] can 

only proceed when the respondent gives critical approval at every stage of the dialogue – that is, 

when questioner and respondent, teacher and student, reach agreement at every stage of thought.” 

(1986: 445) P. Hadot says about the Platonic dialogue that in it there is a “constantly maintained 

accord between questioner and respondent.” (1995: 91) 
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Socrates is explaining that Protagoras is capable of performing both the role of 

the answerer and the questioner. In describing the role of the questioner he says 

that after having asked he must wait for the answer and then accept it. We must 

understand this to mean that the questioner should not lead the argumentation 

further before he has got an answer and accepted it. In effect this means that the 

questioner must demand an answer. One could say that Socrates demands the 

same when he says to Callicles in the Gorgias: “if you think I’m right, give 

your assent. If not, refute me and don’t give way.” (504c) The possibility of the 

answerer to say no and question the leader is therefore kept open. 

Protagoras is clearly a difficult interlocutor and Socrates has some trouble 

with him but he always insists that he answer. An example is once when 

Protagoras is reluctant to answer because he has gotten into trouble (333b). 

Socrates however does not give up on the demand that Protagoras should 

answer (333c; cf. Grg. 468c). Protagoras then claims that the argument is too 

hard for him, but he is said to consent to answer after a while (333d). Then a 

little later Socrates says about Protagoras: “I could see he was uncomfortable 

with his previous answers and that he would no longer be willing to go on 

answering in a dialectical discussion, so I considered my work with him to be 

finished” (335b). Thus not answering is here a reason for Socrates to stop taking 

part in the dialogue. 

In all of Plato’s dialogues we find the dialectical method of questions and 

short answers. This is not only so in the early dialogues, but also in the middle 

and late dialogues.372 In the Philebus we for example find the idea that it is 

dialectical to know every step of the way, whereas eristic discourse omits the 

intermediates (16e-17a, cf. 18a-b).373 

It seldom happens that the questioner of a Platonic dialogue carries on 

without getting an answer. This happens though in the Gorgias where Socrates 

seems to give up on the possibility that Callicles will answer him truthfully but 

still carries on. I have tried to explain why this might be. Another case is the 

Apology where Socrates seems to be trying to have Meletus enter into a 

dialogue with him without success (cf. 25b, 27b-d). A reason for this may be 

that Meletus knows an important aspect of Socrates’ demand for agreement is 

that if you agree to the premises you will be responsible for the conclusion of 

the discussion. By not really answering Socrates he can avoid being accountable 

for the argumentation. This of course has the gravest consequences for Socrates, 

because when Socrates seems to have proven that he does indeed believe in 

gods (27e) Meletus can stay clear of the conclusion. The jury can still believe 

that Meletus has a case against Socrates and after Socrates is sentenced to death 

it is clear that he has not been able to reach the jury (cf. 39b). 

                                                 
372 Cf. Geiger 2006: 82. 
373 In the Republic Adeimantus says that Socrates’ questions move people little by little (487a-b). 
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Furthermore it is explicitly stated in the Gorgias that the one who assents to 

the premises is responsible for the conclusion.374 When Callicles answers 

“presumably” Socrates answers back: “Not ‘presumably,’ my good man. It 

necessarily follows from what we’ve agreed” (515d). Especially in the aporetic 

dialogues we also see that the final agreement means that the interlocutor does 

not know what he thought he knew. Sometimes it happens that the interlocutor 

does not want to accept that he is accountable as we see when Callicles does not 

want to agree to the conclusion that Pericles was no good at politics by saying: 

“You at least deny that he was.” To which Socrates replies: “By Zeus, you do, 

too, given what you were agreeing to.” (516d) The same point is made in the 

Alcibiades I where Socrates questions Alcibiades until he assents to the general 

principle that “[w]hen there’s a question and an answer” it is the answerer “who 

is saying things” (112d-113c). This therefore supports the picture above of 

dialectical practice as a journey. 

It has been suggested by Beversluis that “[a]ssent is not an either / or affair. 

There are degrees of assent”.375 This, he says, ranges from the unqualified, to 

the more circumspect, to the still less accommodating, to the downright 

grudging and he thinks it is important to know what kind of assent is being 

given. It is surely interesting to know how convinced the interlocutor seems to 

be, but at the same time it would be very time-consuming and complicated to 

change every “I suppose” into a “certainly”.376 It seems that for the 

transformation of a person it would be better if he is strongly convinced. We 

have seen that Socrates demands that people are convinced when they assent, 

but of course it is difficult for him to stop to make sure when people have given 

their assent. 

Geiger claims that every assent in the dialogue is a small contract which you 

have a duty to honor.377 Although I do not think that such unreserved legal 

language is the best way to describe it, it is generally true that Socrates expects 

his dialogue partner to stick to certain guidelines when he enters dialogue with 

him. I will mention two points which should support the demand for agreement 

even further and its role in improving the dialogue partner. (1) You cannot later 

in the dialogue claim the contrary (Grg. 499c) and you cannot behave contrary 

to what you have assented to (Cri. 51e ff.).378 This of course does not apply 

when you have been refuted and change your position because then you start 

afresh, as it were. You can also take back what you have said (Grg. 461d).379 (2) 

When you say yes you are also saying that you have understood (Sph. 262a-b). 

                                                 
374 Cf. Geiger 2006: 83. 
375 Beversluis 2000: 45-46, cf. Geiger 2006: 82-83. 
376 Cf. Geiger 2006: 83. 
377 Geiger 2006: 84. 
378 Cf. Geiger 2006: 84. 
379 Cf. Geiger 2006: 88-89. 
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Therefore you should not assent out of habit (Men. 76d, Sph. 236d) or because 

you get caught up in the excitement (Sph. 242b-c). You should think things over 

before you answer (Grg. 496c, Cri. 49d, Phlb. 45d).380 

  

                                                 
380 Cf. Geiger 2006: 85-86. 
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Dialectical rules of thumb 

I believe that the process of improving through dialogue is driven by the two 

above-mentioned demands the questioner makes on the answerer, his demand 

for truthfulness and for agreement to the steps of the dialogue. They are the 

primary conditions of the mechanism, so to speak. These are however not the 

only demands made on the answerer that aid this process. These further 

demands I prefer to call rules of thumb because they are generally valid, but 

may have more exceptions than the two demands mentioned above. 

1. rule of thumb: There is only one leader and one answerer at a time 

Usually it is the case in Plato’s dialogues that there are only two dialogue 

partners, the questioner and the answerer. Sometimes there are more than one 

partners in a single dialogue but usually just two of them are discussing at a 

time.381 This is the general rule in early, middle and late dialogues. That this is 

taken seriously can for example be seen in the Republic where those sitting near 

Thrasymachus restrained him from taking over the discussion (336a-b). They 

wanted to hear the argumentation developed to the end. Because this is the rule 

one would think there is some reason for it and there are some indications in the 

dialogues what those reasons might be. 

In the case just mentioned the reason seems to be that if a third person joins 

in the argumentation may be destroyed, because more than one person 

answering will not necessarily be able to agree on everything or understand the 

same things the same way. In the case of disagreement the argumentation has to 

be split up, because as we have seen each person must be truthful. This seems a 

good general reason for sticking to just one dialogue partner. 

Although the leader very seldom speaks to more than one partner at a time 

(cf. Prt. 358a-359a), it sometimes happens that he speaks to one after the other 

while developing the same argumentation. In all such instances the leader 

however seems to be talking to like-minded people. This seems to be the case 

with Simmias and Cebes in the Phaedo, Adeimantus and Glaucon in the 

Republic, and Clinias and Megillus in the Laws, each seems to agree to what the 

other has agreed to before. This is though not always a given and we see that 

Socrates is conscious of this when he has convinced Simmias but says that now 

they must persuade Cebes too (77a). It seems therefore clear that having just 

one answerer makes the dialectical practice much simpler because it is taken 

seriously that everyone must agree. 

Furthermore at one point in the Protagoras Socrates asks Protagoras, 

Prodicus, and Hippias all at the same time (358a-359a). The reason may have to 

                                                 
381 Geiger discusses this in greater detail (2006: 132-142). 
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do with the fact that Socrates has here just referred to what all three of them 

claim to be able to do: cure ignorance (357e). They are all in this together and 

can therefore all learn from the discussion. Socrates may be trying to make 

Prodicus and Hippias understand that they can learn something from 

Protagoras’ fate of being revealed to be inconsistent, which is what happens less 

than two Stepanus-pages later. Socrates, though, must be rather sure all of them 

will agree to the questions, for it would be difficult if all of them had different 

answers. Another reason could be that he wants to strengthen the argument 

around Protagoras. If the other sophists have also assented to what is said it is 

more difficult for Protagoras to claim afterwards that there was something 

wrong with the reasoning, being so eager to please the crowd. 

In the Gorgias it is clear that Socrates only wants one dialogue partner at a 

time. At one point in the discussion with Gorgias Socrates says that “an orator is 

not a teacher [...] but merely a persuader, for I don’t suppose that he could teach 

such a large gathering about matters so important in a short time.” (455a) The 

point seems to be that given the short period of time that one generally has it is 

not possible to have everyone agree to the same things. The same point is made 

in the Apology, where Socrates says that he will be surprised if he can rid the 

judges of so much slander in so short a time (24a, cf. also 37a-b). 

Later in the Gorgias Socrates makes it clear that he does not discuss with 

the majority of people (τοῖ ς δὲ πολλοῖ ς οὐδὲ διαλέγομαι) and is uninterested 

in a majority vote, but only calls for a vote from one man (474a-b, cf. 475e-

476a).382 In this case Socrates does not seem to say explicitly why he prefers 

talking to one person to talking to the many. However, he contrasts talking to 

one person to the procedure in the law courts where many witnesses are brought 

to the court and then there is a vote (cf. 471e-472c). In the Republic the decision 

of a jury, presumably by vote, is contrasted to seeking agreement in discussion 

(348a-b). It therefore seems again that discussing with many people at a time 

makes it all but impossible for the leader to move the dialogue partners together 

step by step through the argumentation. 

Again in the Statesman we see that Plato is conscious of the fact that it 

makes little sense to talk to everyone in precisely the same way. There the 

Visitor claims that a wise king is better than general laws, because “law could 

never accurately embrace what is best and most just for all at the same time, and 

so prescribe what is best.” (294a-b) The same must apply to the speaker, 

whether he is a leader of a dialogue or a speech-maker. If you talk to many 

people at a time you will not prescribe what is best in every case.383  

                                                 
382 Halliwell refers to the passage at 474a-b when he says: “Socratic dialectic may take place 

within the audience of a group, but it cannot take the form of an open discussion, since it requires 

a direct confrontation between the beliefs of two individual souls” (1995: 91). 
383 The Visitor gives an example of this by referring to a doctor and a gymnastic trainer (295c). 
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2. rule of thumb: Do not give long speeches 

In the Alcibiades I Socrates tells Alcibiades that long speeches are not the sort 

of thing for him but that if Alcibiades is able to grant him one little favor he 

believes he can show him that he has been telling him the truth. That favor is to 

answer questions (106b). Similarly in the Protagoras, after having explained he 

wants Protagoras to answer briefly and not in long speeches (cf. 336b), Socrates 

says to Protagoras: “I need one little thing, and then I’ll have it all, if you’ll just 

answer me this.” (329b) Also in the Gorgias Socrates is quite specific about his 

wish that Gorgias “put aside for another time this long style of speechmaking” 

and answer more briefly for he says that is what they need (449b-c).384 

The reason given in the Protagoras, why one should not give long speeches, 

is that the speech-maker is often incapable of answering or asking questions as a 

book would be, although he can talk for a very long time (329a). This may be 

explained better by referring to another place in the dialogue. At one point 

Socrates seems to concede that he has not been talking ideally. This is after he 

has interpreted a poem by Simonides. He likens discussing poetry to a second-

rate drinking party of people who are unable to entertain themselves, but rely on 

extraneous entertainment. The poet is such an extraneous voice which cannot be 

questioned on what he says. It is however much better to “test each other 

(πεῖ ραν ἀλλήλων λαμβάνοντες καὶ  διδόντες)”, “testing the truth and our own 

ideas (τῆς ἀληθείας καὶ  ἡμῶν αὐτῶν πεῖ ραν λαμβάνοντας)” (348a). So it is the 

testing of people and their ideas that is impossible if you give long speeches. 

It is therefore not surprising that in the Protagoras long speechs are 

connected to not wanting to be accountable.385 This is when Protagoras has 

become so uncomfortable that Socrates judges him no longer willing to go on 

answering in a dialectical discussion (διαλέγεσθαι, 335b). Socrates therefore 

does not want to carry on and stands up to leave (335d). Those present then start 

a discussion on how to continue because they do not want to let Socrates go. 

Alcibiades’ point is that Protagoras should “not spin out a long speech (μακρὸν 

λόγον) every time he answers, fending off the issues because he doesn’t want to 

be accountable (οὐκ ἐθέλων διδόναι λόγον), and going on and on until most of 

the listeners have forgotten what the question was about” (336c-d). The same 

point is indicated in the Republic when Thrasymachus wants to leave after 

emptying a “great flood of words” into the ears of those present. The listeners 

however “made him stay to give an account of what he had said.” (344d) This 

suggests that a speech does not give such an account. 

Another point concerning speeches may be indicated in Socrates’ being 

entranced after Protagoras’ first speech (328d). It seems that Socrates finds no 

                                                 
384 Later Socrates demands the same thing of Polus (461d). 
385 Cf. Müri 1994: 155-157. 
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sure way of continuing the discussion, because there seems no way to argue 

with what has been said in a speech except by choosing individual points to 

argue from. But to carry the argumentation further you need the answer of the 

one who gave the speech and if he then again spins out another speech with 

many points it is impossible to hold the thread of the argumentation together 

and come to some sort of a conclusion.  

Looking at it a slightly different way, we may hark back to the dialogue as a 

transformative journey. When someone gives a long speech, it is likely that 

somewhere in the middle of it one will lose touch with the argumentation. One 

either does not understand something or does not agree to certain premises or 

inferences and therefore gets lost on the journey. This is a point we find in the 

Lesser Hippias, where Socrates says that if Hippias wants to cure Socrates’ soul 

then he cannot give a long speech, for he couldn’t follow. On the other hand if 

he is willing to answer briefly that will benefit him a great deal (373a). 

Similarly in the Minos386 Socrates says to the friend he is discussing with that if 

they express their views in lengthy speeches they will never reach any 

agreement. Then he adds: “But if the inquiry is made a common enterprise, 

maybe we would agree. So join in a common inquiry with me, asking questions 

of me if you like, or answering them if you would rather.” (315e) Therefore 

Socrates here explicitly links dialogue to agreement and speeches to no 

agreement. 

Finally, it is worth noting that it does not seem to be the length of the speech 

as such that is the problem with speeches, although that certainly has something 

to do with it. For example in the Protagoras we see that Socrates often talks 

about as long as Protagoras does in 334a-c, which Socrates considers a speech, 

without him thinking that he himself is giving a “speech”. It therefore seems 

that it is the way you speak that is more important than in how many words.  

Related to this in the Gorgias Socrates talks about an exception to the rule 

of not giving speeches. It is after he himself has talked for an unusually long 

time. He says he deserves to be forgiven because his interlocutors didn’t 

understand his short answers and didn’t know how to use (χρησθαι) them 

(465d-e). Therefore it seems a speech is only good if it can help establish a 

connection or an understanding between people. But as we have seen it usually 

does the opposite.387 

                                                 
386 Scholars generally believe the Minos is not an authentic Platonic dialogue, but that the author 

is close to Plato in time and thought. Cf. Erler 2007: 307-308 and Mulroy 2007: 115 n. 1. 
387 Later in the Gorgias Socrates has another excuse for stretching his speeches and it is that 

Callicles is unwilling to answer (519e). 
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3. rule of thumb: Seek understanding 

Understanding what the interlocutor has said seems to be fundamental to the 

dialectical practice if it has the aim, which I have claimed, to change the 

answerer. And this is crucial for both the leader and the answerer. To use the 

analogy above, if either person is not clear about where the answerer is situated 

then it is impossible to guide him to the intended place. Parmenides may be 

indicating something like this when he says in the Parmenides that a person has 

to pay attention otherwise he cannot be convinced (133b-c).388 And the 

importance of understanding each other is clearly stated by Socrates in the 

Theages389 when Demodocus comes to Socrates for advice on how to educate 

his son: 

There’s nothing more divine for a man to take advice about than the 

education of himself and his family. 

First, then, let’s settle exactly what it is that you and I intend to discuss. I 

might perhaps be taking it to be one thing, and you another, and then, after 

we’d discussed it a while, we’d both feel silly because I, the one giving 

advice, and you, the one taking advice, would be thinking about entirely 

different matters. (122b-c) 

What seems strange here in the Theages is that Socrates is going to give direct 

advice, although he so often claims he does not know. We may not take this too 

seriously, but there is no reason not to believe that the other part portrays a 

Platonic picture of Socrates, in spite of the likelihood that the dialogue is 

spurious. He here connects education to understanding and we see how 

important mutual understanding is. 

Seeking understanding could therefore count as a necessary condition for 

changing a person, but on the other hand one would expect it to be included in 

the demands for truthfulness and assent. That the leader sometimes demands 

this is therefore a sign that the dialogue partner is not or may not be listening 

carefully, i.e. paying attention with the intent to understanding what is being 

said. 

For this reason the demand for seeking understanding often takes the form 

of the leader exhorting his dialogue partner to listen closely. As an example, 

early in the Alcibiades I Socrates tries to make sure Alcibiades will give him his 

                                                 
388 At the start of the Republic it is explained that one cannot persuade people who will not listen 

(327c). 
389 Doubts have been raised about the authenticity of the Theages. This was originally done by 

Schleiermacher in 1809. The evidence is not conclusive but most scholars seem to think the 

dialogue was not written by Plato although the author must have been close to Plato in time and 

thought. On the authenticity of the Theages, see Döring 2004: 74-81 and Joyal 2000: 121-134, 

who both conclude that the dialogue is spurious. 
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full attention and will listen carefully (104d-e, cf. 140a; cf. Hp.Ma. 295c, La. 

197e, Phlb. 25c). Another form this may take is where the interlocutor is 

careless about accurate understanding, either his own or his dialogue partner’s. 

We have at least two examples of this when Socrates is being questioned by 

sophists. At one point in the Euthydemus Socrates answers Dionysodorus’ 

question with a question because he does not understand. Dionysodorus is 

however not interested in answering which prompts Socrates to say that he is 

not going to answer until he understands the question (295b-c). 

In a short passage in the Gorgias Polus questions Socrates, but Socrates is 

not pleased with his performance. Polus has claimed Socrates said that oratory 

is flattery whereas he said that oratory is a part of flattery (466a). Polus clearly 

is not concentrating well enough and as a listener Polus therefore gets a failing 

mark from Socrates. On the other hand Socrates himself seems to try his utmost 

to understand precisely what Polus is saying, for he asks after having 

summarized Polus’ view: “Are we to understand that this is precisely your 

view?” (472d, cf. 489d) This at the same time is an example of trying to be 

understood (cf. R. 491c), for Socrates does not want to carry on the discussion 

based on a misunderstanding.390 

An example of a model situation when the answerer does not understand is 

in the Republic where Glaucon says to Socrates: “I don’t understand again.” 

Socrates then explains and asks at the end: “Do you understand now?” and 

Glaucon says: “Yes.” (413b) Here the lack of understanding is quickly fixed so 

that the discussion can go on. Furthermore in the Republic we learn that the 

method of questions and answers seems to be good for understanding, for when 

Glaucon asks “what exactly do you mean?” Socrates answers: “I’ll find out, if I 

ask the questions and you answer.” (583b-c)391 In the Sophist the Visitor also 

connects paying attention and doing a good job of answering questions (233d). 

In the Philebus understanding is connected to repetition. Protarchus says 

that the things that he and Socrates have discussed are difficult but that “if they 

are repeated again and again, perhaps both questioner and respondent may end 

up in a satisfactory state of agreement.” (24d-e) Socrates assents to this and 

seemingly agreeing that repetitions have the aim of making things better 

understood for the dialogue partners. Later in the dialogue Protarchus says: “Do 

I have to repeat my request for the third time? Please express more clearly what 

it is you want to say, Socrates!” And after Socrates has answered he says: “I 

finally understand it, thanks to the many repetitions.” (53e) 

                                                 
390 In the Meno Socrates demands that the answerer answer “in terms [...] known to the 

questioner” (75d), i.e. in a way that the dialogue partner can understand. 
391 The translation may not be accurate, for it seems strange here to say that Socrates will find out 

by asking Glaucon. Socrates seems to be saying that he will search at the same time as he asks 

(ὧδ᾽ , εἶ πον, ἐξευρήσω, σοῦ ἀποκρινομένου ζητῶν ἅμα), cf. Wolf 2008: 494-495; Shorey 1935: 

381; and Emilsson 1991: II, 303. 
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Furthermore, one could say, Socrates frequently demands understanding in 

a more fundamental sense when he says early in an inquiry that he does not 

understand. This signals to the reader that things are not as simple as the 

interlocutor makes them out to be.392 Socrates is indicating that the statements 

that have been given have to be examined. In the Charmides we have an 

example of this when Socrates wants to investigate and thus understand whether 

Charmides is temperate or not before praising him (158d-e). When 

Thrasymachus has claimed justice is nothing other than the advantage of the 

stronger and wants praise for this Socrates also withholds praise by saying: “I 

must first understand you, for I don’t yet know what you mean.” (338c) 

4. rule of thumb: Be friendly 

According to Halliwell the most common vocative expression in Plato 

(excluding proper names) is ὦ φί λε /-οι.393 Halliwell thinks that this expression 

“must be taken as a marker of the character’s [i.e. Socrates’] tendency to show 

amity towards, and to foster intellectual closeness with, his partners in 

argument.”394 The second most common vocative, which is nearly exclusively 

spoken by Socrates, is ὦ ἑταῖ ρε, which Halliwell thinks we may reasonably 

expect “to reflect a specifically philosophical conception of companionship.”395 

The simple fact that these two vocatives are so common (ca. 280 times 

altogether) and the fact that in the vast majority of cases they are uttered by the 

leader of the discussion, should tell us that friendliness is important in the 

dialectical practice in Plato.396 

In the Meno friendliness and discussions are also directly connected 

together.397 Here Socrates reacts to the problem of a “clever and disputatious 

debater” by saying: “if they are friends (φίλοι) [i.e. the people discussing] as 

you and I are, and want to discuss (διαλέγεσθαι) with each other, they must 

answer in a manner more gentle and more proper to discussion 

(διαλεκτικώτερον)” (75c-d).398 Thus friends are not disputatious399 when 

                                                 
392 Examples can be found in the Charmides (161c) and the Theaetetus (152c), where Socrates in 

both cases thinks that the answers are difficult to understand. 
393 Halliwell 1995: 90. 
394 Halliwell 1995: 91. Halliwell claims that this even applies to Socrates’ fiercest opponents even 

though some of these cases are certainly ironic (1995: 92). 
395 Halliwell 1995: 95. 
396 It may be noted that the interlocutors are sometimes just called “Friend” (Ἑταῖ ρος). Thus the 

Protagoras is really what Socrates tells such a friend (309a-310a). The Symposium is likewise 

such a retelling, where Apollodorus tells the Friend what happened at the symposium (173d-e). 

The spurious dialogues Hipparchus, Minos, On Virtue, and On Justice are in their entirety 

discussions between Socrates and the Friend. 
397 Also in the Theaetetus starting a discussion and friendliness go together (146a). 
398 Cf. P. Hadot 2002: 62-63. 
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talking to each other but gentle,400 and it seems, therefore more proper to 

discussion. The reason must be that once people start fighting with words, as the 

sophists are prone to do, they will not be able to be truthful and come to 

agreement with one another, but will want to win the argument no matter what. 

As a matter of fact Socrates tries to keep his interlocutors calm. This is not 

always easy for as we know from the Apology (cf. 21c-e) and the above-

mentioned quotation from the Sophist, people will get angry when they learn 

that they don’t know what they thought they knew. In the Sophist this anger is 

directed at oneself, but that seems to be a description of an ideal case. It is 

probably more common that people will, at least initially, get angry at the 

person asking difficult questions. 

In the Protagoras we see that Socrates is from the start careful to be 

respectful to Protagoras and try to create as much friendliness between them as 

possible. Furthermore he tries to defuse the tension when Protagoras has 

become angry. At one point Socrates says: “Well, then, since you seem to be 

annoyed about this, let’s drop it and consider another point that you raised.” 

(332a) Which is what he does. A little later when Protagoras is said to be “really 

worked up and struggling” Socrates carefully modifies the tone of his questions 

(333e). Again after the interpretation of the poem Protagoras is reluctant to 

continue but does agree that Socrates ask him questions. Socrates then starts 

again by quoting Homer about that it is best to go in tandem, helping each other 

to look into whether ideas are sound or not (348c-d). This is clearly meant to 

restore friendly feelings between them. 

Socrates therefore seems to be trying to avoid the verbal contest (ἀγών) that 

Protagoras seems to think he is having with him (335a). This is also the case in 

the Euthydemus, where Socrates prevents Ctesippus from directing hard words 

at the sophists, Dionysodorus and Euthydemus (288b). Similarly in the Laws the 

dialogue partners agree on the law for the state they are founding that “no one is 

to defame anybody. If you are having an argument you should listen to your 

opponent’s case, and put your own to him and the audience, without making 

any defamatory remarks at all.” (934e) The reason for this rule is moreover not 

only that this leads to hatreds and quarrels but also that “the speaker drives back 

into primitive savagery a side of his character that was once civilized by 

education” (935a). 

Unfriendliness can therefore lead to regression rather than improvement. 

Indeed there are at least some indications that friendship in Plato is connected to 

the third stage of development. In the Lysis Socrates values friendship above 

                                                                                                                        
399 In the Republic Socrates says that love of quarrels (φιλαπεχθήμων) is inappropriate to 

philosophy (500b). 
400 Cf. the Cratylus 430d. In the Lesser Hippias Socrates asks Hippias not to laugh at him and 

adds: “try to answer me gently and in a good-natured way.” (364d) 
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money and fame (χρυσίον and τιμή, 211d-212a). If money is representative of 

S1 and fame of S2 then what is valued higher must be at S3 at least. In the 

Philebus friendship is beyond love of victory and therefore suggests that the 

dialogue partners should act together as allies (14b, cf. 44d).401 This seems also 

to be in agreement with distancing oneself from the sophists, who seem to be at 

S2, seeking reputation above all else. 

Furthermore in the Theaetetus your friendship to a person can aid his 

improvement. Here friendship is understood in a certain sense, i.e. of not being 

unjust in discussion, which will also solve the problem of people getting angry 

at you (167e). 

I mean by injustice, in this connection, the behavior of a man who does not 

take care to keep controversy (ἀγωνιζόμενος τὰς διατριβὰς) distinct from 

discussion (διαλεγόμενος); a man who forgets that in controversy he may 

play about and trip up his opponent as often as he can, but that in discussion 

he must be serious, he must keep on helping his opponent to his feet again, 

and point out to him only those of his slops which are due to himself or to 

the intellectual society which he has previously frequented. If you observe 

this distinction, those who associate with you will blame themselves for 

their confusion and their difficulties (ἀπορίας), not you. They will seek your 

company, and think of you as their friend; but they will loathe themselves, 

and seek refuge from themselves in philosophy, in the hope that they may 

thereby become different people (ἄλλοι γενόμενοι) and be rid forever of the 

men that they once were. (167e-168a) 

Thus being just in discussion is a key to being a friend in discussion,402 it should 

also prevent people from directing their anger at you, when they fail, and it will 

help them improve as persons. 

  

                                                 
401 In the Seventh Letter teacher and pupil need to ask and answer questions in good will and 

without envy to be able to illuminate the nature of an object (344b). 
402 In the Gorgias Socrates assumes that friends will not deceive each other intentionally (499c). 

In the Phaedrus Phaedrus does not think Socrates is being serious and then adds: “But now tell 

me the truth, in the name of Zeus, god of friendship.” (234e)  
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Conclusion 

In chapter 1 I argued that there are four areas of life in the Symposium and the 

Republic. This conclusion was a preparation for chapter 2 where I argued that 

the four areas of life form the basis of a model of human development in both 

these dialogues. My conclusion is that there are four stages of development in 

the Symposium and the Republic. More or less the same developmental model is 

thus present in both dialogues independent of each other. 

I believe that the presence of a developmental model in Plato‘s dialogues 

has at least two interesting consequences for Plato research. First, this increases 

our understanding of Plato‘s moral psychology. It also raises further questions 

for based on this model Plato might for example want to make different moral 

demands on people at different stages. Second, a developmental model in Plato 

gives us the possibility of looking at the interactions between persons in his 

dialogues in terms of the stage they are at. This is among the things I do in 

chapter 3. Furthermore the model helps us understand what it means to make 

progress in dialogue. 

In chapter 3 I also argued that there are two basic types of dialectic in Plato, 

higher and lower. The lower kind is very much associated with the Socratic 

elenchos, which has to do with refuting people and reducing them to perplexity. 

Here the leader of the dialogue discusses with people who are at developmental 

stages one or two. These are the typical dialogue partners of the early dialogues 

who are more interested in winning the argument than making intellectual 

progress. 

Higher dialectic is then more complicated, because there are possibly more 

methods involved than the conversational method of questions and answers. It 

is however my conclusion based on a discussion of passages in the Pheadrus 

and the Seventh Letter that a dialectical discussion between people clearly aids 

the progress up the stages. 

After this I discussed how dialectical practice can actually change a person, 

especially the dialogue partner. In this context I claimed that the leader of the 

dialogue demands two things which if heeded will improve the dialogue 

partner. These are the demand for truthfulness and agreement. Of these two the 

biggest opposition among scholars is against the first one. It is generally agreed 

that it is present in Plato but not that it is a general agreement. I however argued 

that the most common interpretation of this demand is flawed and that the 

arguments against the truthfulness demand being general in Plato miss the mark 

if the demand is interpreted in a more natural way. 

Finally, I listed four rules of thumb that are mentioned in Plato and clearly 

aid the process of becoming better through the dialectical practice. 
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Summary 

The theme of the present work is what Plato says in his works about becoming 

better. The aim is to describe a Platonic model of what it means to become 

better and how this can actually be achieved.  

In the first of the three chapters I argue for the view that in the Symposium 

and the Republic there is an idea about four areas of life. I use both these 

dialogues because I find them more or less in agreement on this point and one 

can see the Symposium as a forrunner to the more complicated version in the 

Republic. The reason for arguing for the four areas of life becomes clearer in 

chapter 2 where I argue that they form a stagelike developmental model. 

The central passage in the Symposium for arguing for the four areas is the 

ascent passage in Diotima’s speech which describes the lover’s climb to beauty 

itself. Against the interpretations of some commentators and in unison with 

others I argue that the ascent should be seen as having basically four stages. In 

combination with an earlier passage (207e-208b) I argue that the four areas are 

best understood in terms of certain objects that the lover desires. These are (1) 

the body, (2) the soul and social status, (3) knowledge, and (4) the divine. 

Next I argue that in the Republic we find more or less the same areas, 

defined by similar objects of desire. The objects of areas one and two are 

desired by the workers and the soldiers in the just city respectively. This means 

that the lowest part, the appetitive part, of the tripartite soul described in the 

Republic desires the objects of area one and the middle part, the spirited one, 

desires the objects of area two.  

The argument for areas three and four is less straightforward, for I argue 

that the rational soul desires both these areas. My argument for this conclusion 

is based on the fact that descriptions of the rational soul in the Republic vary. In 

Book 3 the rulers in the just city are very much interested in what happens at the 

lower levels of the city, i.e. where the workers and partly the soldiers live. Later 

in the Republic the person who stands for the one ruled by the rational part is 

rather the philosopher who is more interested in turning his gaze upwards to the 

good. These conflicting views of the rational person lead me to the conclusion 

that we are warranted in talking about four areas in the Republic as in the 

Symposium. The objects in the Republic are (1) what money can buy, (2) honor 

and victory, (3) knowledge, and (4) the divine form of the good. 

The final part of chapter 1 is devoted to pairing the four areas of life with 

the four stages of the line simile. 

In chapter 2 I argue that the five conditions of a stagelike developmental 

model are present in both the Symposium and the Republic independently of 
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each other. The five conditions are the following: 1. A person has a drive for 

something better, for self-transcendence. 2. There is more than one stage 

defined. 3. The stages are organized hierarchically. 4. A person starts at the 

bottom and goes through the stages in the correct order (each stage is necessary 

for the one following it). 5. What is mastered at a lower stage is not left behind 

as the person moves on to a higher stage, but is transcended and included. The 

central passage for showing this in the Symposium is again the ascent passage 

and in the Republic it is the allegory of the cave. 

In the case of the Symposium it was most difficult to argue for conditions 2 

and 4. Concerning condition 2, in chapter 1 I had argued that the stages are four, 

but there is no general agreement on this among scholars. In regard to condition 

4, not everyone agrees with me that earlier stages in the ascent to beauty itself 

are necessary for subsequent stages. I however believe my argument shows that 

the way Plato describes the ascent makes it clear that he meant it to be 

understood in that way. This is aided by the insight that it is difficult to see how 

a person could jump over stages in the ascent. 

In the case of the Republic concerning condition 1 the issue had to be raised 

that there does not seem to be the same will to ascend as is the case with the 

lover in the Symposium. I however maintain that the inertia described in the 

Republic is a natural phenomenon that Plato has spotted in the world and is a 

necessary part of any developmental theory. Condition 2 of course touches on a 

highly contentious theme in the Republic, which is the correspondence between 

the line simile and the allegory of the cave. The situation is not made easier by 

the many variables which if changed can easily affect the whole picture. I 

however claim that my take on this problem is by no means revolutionary and 

accept what most people seem to agree on, i.e. that the two similes more or less 

correspond to each other. 

As in the case of the Symposium there is some opposition to condition 4 

among scholars who do not think that one stage can be necessary for the next 

one. My point is however that Plato’s description of the climb from the bottom 

of the cave up to the sun leaves little possibility for jumping over stages. Further 

evidence that the move from stage to stage has to happen in a certain order is 

that the virtues that are connected to specific parts of the soul can only come 

about in a specific order, i.e. first moderation connected to the appetitive part of 

the soul, then courage connected to the spirited part, and finally wisdom 

connected to the rational part. 

Now concerning condition 5, there seems little reason to believe that 

scholars would maintain that the highly developed philosopher cannot do the 

things a person in the cave does, but there has been some debate about whether 

he would want to descend into the cave as Socrates says in Book 7 he must do. 

Two things stand out in my argumentation here. First, taking into account what 
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is said in Book 3 about the ruler wanting to help the others in the just city, it 

seems that this part of the rational person wants to descend. Second, given the 

way Plato describes the conditions of the descent there is little need for concern 

that Socrates’ demand will be too much of a burden to them. 

In chapter 3 I turn to the dialectical practice which is clearly the most 

common practice in Plato’s works for becoming better. Here I among other 

things argue that dialectical practice actually has this aim of making the 

dialogue partners better. Furthermore I argue that there are basically two types 

of dialectic, i.e. higher and lower dialectic. Lower dialectic can be associated 

with the Socratic method of questioning (the elenchos) which aims at refuting a 

person’s beliefs and reducing him to perplexity. This is the type of dialectic that 

the leader of the dialogue uses in Plato’s dialogues when the dialogue partner is 

at developmental stage one or two and kind of dialectic prepares for higher 

dialectic. Furthermore for lower dialectic to have the desired effect it is 

important that the leader be a highly developed person. 

Higher dialectic is then more complicated, because there are possibly more 

methods involved than the conversational method of questions and answers. It 

is however my conclusion based on a discussion of passages in the Pheadrus 

and the Seventh Letter that it clearly aids the progress up the stages. 

After this I discuss how dialectical practice can actually change a person, 

especially the dialogue partner. I use the example of the dialectical practice in 

the Protagoras. Furthermore, I look to see which developmental stages the 

dialogue partners in the dialoge are at and on the basis of that claim that such an 

analysis helps us understand the direction the discussion takes and the 

difficulties that must be overcome so that people can agree. 

Next I claim that the leader of the dialogue demands two things which if 

heeded will improve the dialogue partner. These are the demand for truthfulness 

and agreement. Of these two the biggest opposition among scholars is against 

the first one. It is generally agreed that it is present in Plato but not that it is a 

general agreement. I however argue that the most common interpretation of this 

demand is flawed and that the arguments against the truthfulness demand being 

general in Plato miss the mark if the demand is interpreted differently. 

Finally, I mention four rules of thumb that are mentioned in Plato and 

clearly aid the process of becoming better through the dialectical practice. 

 


