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SOCRATES AND PHILOSOPHY
IN THE DIALOGUES OF PLATO

In Plato’s Apology, Socrates says he spent his life examining and ques-
tioning people on how best to live, while avowing that he himself
knows nothing important. Elsewhere, however, for example in Plato’s
Republic, Plato’s Socrates presents radical and grandiose theses. In
this book Sandra Peterson offers a new hypothesis which explains
the puzzle of Socrates’ two contrasting manners. She argues that the
apparently confident doctrinal Socrates is in fact conducting the first
step of an examination: by eliciting his interlocutors’ reactions, his
apparently doctrinal lectures reveal what his interlocutors believe is the
best way to live. She tests her hypothesis by close reading of passages
in the Theaetetus, Republic, and Phaedo. Her provocative conclusion,
that there is a single Socrates whose conception and practice of phi-
losophy remain the same throughout the dialogues, will be of interest
to a wide range of readers in ancient philosophy and classics.

sandra peterson is Professor of Philosophy at the University of
Minnesota, Twin Cities.
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Why is my verse so barren of new pride?

So far from variation or quick change?
Why, with the time, do I not glance aside

To new-found methods and to compounds strange?
Why write I still all one, ever the same,

And keep invention in a noted weed,

That every word doth almost tell my name,
Showing their birth and where they did proceed?

O, know, sweet love, I always write of you,
And you and love are still my argument;
So all my best is dressing old words new,

Spending again what is already spent:
For as the sun is daily new and old,

So is my love still telling what is told.
(William Shakespeare, Sonnet )

 pride adornment.  noted weed familiar garment.
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Preface

The Socrates of some of Plato’s dialogues is the avowedly ignorant figure
of the Apology who knows nothing important and who gave his life to
examining himself and others. In contrast, the Socrates of other dialogues
such as the Republic and Phaedo gives confident lectures on topics of which
the examining Socrates of the Apology professed ignorance. It is a long-
standing puzzle why Socrates acts so differently in different dialogues.

To explain the two different manners of Socrates a current widely
accepted interpretation of Plato’s dialogues offers this two-part, Plato-
centered, hypothesis: (i) the character Socrates of the dialogues is always
Plato’s device for presenting Plato’s own views; and (ii) Plato had different
views at different times. The Socrates who confidently lectures presents
these famous four doctrines: Plato’s blueprint for the best state, Plato’s
“Theory of Forms,” Plato’s view that philosophy is the knowledge of those
Forms that fits the knower for the highest government stations, and Plato’s
arguments for the immortality of the soul.

To explain Socrates’ two different manners this book offers instead an
interlocutor-centered hypothesis that the character Socrates, who is per-
manently convinced that he knows nothing great, has reason to conduct
different kinds of examination with different interlocutors. With some, he
is the avowedly ignorant questioner. With others, he has reason to appear
to be a confident lecturer: the reaction of interlocutors to an apparently
confident lecture reveals them. Revealing them is the first step of an exam-
ination of them. Throughout Plato’s dialogues Socrates’ philosophizing
centrally involves examining.

This book discusses some putatively doctrinal passages that seem the
greatest obstacles to its thesis of the constantly ignorant and examin-
ing Socrates. Details of each containing dialogue show that, appearing to
instruct, Socrates is instead conducting the revelatory first step of an exam-
ination. The second step would be critical logical scrutiny of the beliefs
revealed. We do not see that second step after these apparently doctrinal

xv
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xvi Preface

passages. Nevertheless, Socrates’ practice in these passages is exactly the
examination that he says in the Apology that he continually engaged in.

The book’s argument has the result – important though negative – that
the dialogues it considers give the reader no reason to believe that Socrates,
as depicted, held the famous four doctrines or that Plato was endorsing
them through his presentation of Socrates.

Since Socrates does not critically examine the famous four putatively
Platonic teachings in the dialogues it considers, the book does some exam-
ining on his behalf. The book finds that the putative teachings it considers
fail critical scrutiny. Their failure gives us reason for the stronger positive
result that Socrates, as depicted, and hence Plato, would in fact reject the
putative teachings.
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