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Terence Irwin’s Reading of Plato

David L. Roochnik

Terence Irwin’s recent work on Plato, particularly his Plato’s Moral Theory
(PMT), has received wide notice and acclaim. We are told by Malcolm
Schofield that Irwin has produced ““what is in some ways the most important
and instructive book about Plato for a generation.”* C. C. W, Taylor claims
that PMT “will be an essential point of reference for anyone interested in
Plato, in ancient ethics, or more widely, in ancient society and civiliza-
tion.”? And Gregory Vlastos states, “I have never had more valuable help
from a critic.”?

Perhaps equally remarkable as the positive reception accorded to Irwin
by his distinguished colleagues in academe is the fact that his is one of the
few works on Plato to have been brought to the attention of.the wider
reading public. PMT has been reviewed in the New York Review of Books
(by M. F. Burnyeat) and in the TLS (by Gregory Vlastos).* This is note-
worthy because it reveals a perception held by the intellectual community
to the effect that Terence Irwin is now taken to be emblematic of twentieth-
century Platonism. Even if Burnyeat and Vlastos (among others) have
found much that is wrong in detail with PMT, they have done so only in
the context of high praise for its scholarship, intentions, and interpretive
method, and this makes PMT an important work indeed.>

In this chapter I join several of Irwin’s critics and examine some of
his more controversial claims. I will do so, however, by situating these

My thanks to Charles Griswold for his assistance with this essay. If my discussion has
any merit, it is due in large measure to his numerous criticisms of earlier drafts. Of course,
I bear respoensibility for whatever shortcomings may remain.
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particul:i\r issues within a larger context—namely, a critique of Irwin’s
gen_eral }nterpretive strategy and method of reading Plato. 1 will argue that
Irwin misreads a number of critical passages and does so because he accepts
a fault)f set of hermeneutical principles. Schofield described Irwin’s project
by saying that PMT *“applies the precise analytic techniques of contem-
porary Anglo-American philosophy to the Platonic corpus on a much more
extensive scale than we have seen done before.” It is just this application
that WE]] here be called into question.® Contrary to the impression given
by Irwin, as well as by reviewers such as Vlastos and Burnyeat, there are
ther ways of reading Plato that produce plausible results. 'I'hes,e not only
disagree with PMT in detail, but take an entirely different orientation to
the text. Irwin has other (potential) critics, such as Strauss, Rosen, Gad-
amer, and Klein (none of whom, nor their many students, is men,tioned
in his otl?erwise massive bibliography), who would challenge him on the
most basic question of how to read the dialogues. This chapter will argue
that .PM T's account of Plato is inadequate because it does not address

and in fact cannot refute, critics such as these, ,

The following principles, roughly stated, are implicit i R ]
strategy: ’ plicit in Irwin’s interpretive

1. Pl‘ato’s thought underwent significant transformations as he matured.
H!s wor}f can l?e divided into an early, “Socratic” period, and a
middle, “Platonic” one. (PMT does not address the later dialogues.)

2. The interpreter should articulate the pivotal transitions of this de-
velo;?ment and outline the chronological development of the philo-
sophical content of the dizlogues.

3. Iq both pferio.ds p.ih.il(.)sophical content is equivalent to theoretical doc-
trine, which is divisible into various disciplines {ethical theory, epis-
temology, and so on). The core of Plato’s thinking can be formulated

intf) a series of positions {assertions), buttressed by logical argumen-
tation.

4. The intergreter should isolate and analyze the individual arguments
that constitute each discipline.

5. The cpntext that surrounds such arguments, be it dramatic, rhetorical,
mythu;, or _humorous, should be dismissed in the search for correct
analysis of isolated arguments.

6. If mcor.isistencics or anomalies are found among positions extracted
from different dialogues, these are to be resolved by appealing to
Plat9's “development.” As a result, the relevant whole or object of
the interpretation is the corpus itself (or a large segment of it), and
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not individual dialogues. Even further, it is the entirety of Plato’s
putative development that is the concern of the interpreter.

7. An essential criterion of a successful developmental account is its
coherence.

Principle 1 is so widely accepted that Trwin sees no reason to comment
on it. Perhaps he is simply relying on the defense of it provided by others.
Since the dialogues contain many apparently contradictory claims, and
since they can be grouped on stylometric grounds as well as by argumen-
tative and dramatic structure, principle 1 has been taken for granted among
commentators for much of this century.” Irwin’s unique contribution within
this tradition is his claim that even in the earliest phase a positive moral
theory can be attributed to Socrates. Most developmental accounts consider
the initial stages of Plato’s thought to have been “negative” in character—
that is, the early dialogues have been thought to be elenchic, refutative,
or aporetic. In contrast, Irwin argues that the foundations of a positive
moral doctrine can be discovered in Socrates’ use of the elenchus and that
Socrates had an actual moral theory, “a coherent set of mutually supporting
principles for understanding the virtues and moral choice” (p. 94) 2

It should be stated at the outset that Irwin is unclear to whom he
refers when he uses the name “Socrates.” As Klosko puts it, *“Irwin’s
Socrates is a curious figure. His relationship to the historical Socrates is
never discussed and the reader takes him to be the Socrates of the early
dialogues. Yet Irwin cites Aristotle without compunction, without expla-
nation (e.g., pp. 40, 42, 87). The relationship of Plato to his Socrates is
never discussed. Are we to take Plato as ascribing to every sentence Soc-
rates utters?”® 1 share Klosko’s discomfort on this critical hermeneutical
point. It will be seen below that it is altogether unclear whose moral theory
is under consideration in PMT.

Irwin is thorough in his adherence to principles 3, 4, and 5. He is
committed to articulating the logical structure of Plato’s moral theory; he
isolates individual arguments to such an extent that kie is able to number
his paragraphs decimally; his account is so context-free that it has virtually
nothing to say about the dramatic structure or the characters of the dia-
logues, and is composed almost exclusively of the analysis of arguments.’®
His use of principle 6, particularly in treating the Profagoras, is ingenious,
but problematic, and will be discussed below.

Irwin comments on his general approach in his Introduction:

The following chapters are meant to be an exposition of Plato’s views, 1
cite textual evidence as fully as T can, to show that 1 am discussing some
views he really holds. But I do not claim that the arguments for or against
a particular view, or the consequences 1 draw from it, arc always to be
found in Plato, or even that he would accept them if he were asked. This
way of “reading into” the text is hard to avoid in discussing any philos-
opher, if we want to raise the most interesting questions about him, and
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to discuss him critically, instead of merely reporting what he says. With
Plato it is essential. (p. 3)

There are immediate problems with this. First, how does Irwin know
what views Plato really held? Plato never wrote treatises in which he ex-
plicitly set forth his ideas, nor did he appear as a speaker in any of his
dialogues. Socrates is the main character in the works with which PMT is
concerned, but as Klosko noted, we cannot assume that all his utterances
are identical to Plato’s views. Exactly how one gains access to Plato’s
thought s a difficult question, but one that is completely ignored by Irwin.
Principles 1 to 7 above all assume that the Interpreter can discover who
Plato is and how his thinking evolved, but this is an assumption made
intrinsically problematic by the dialogue form itself. Irwin does not address
the troublesome hermeneutical question of how the reader disentangles
the complex dramas that are the dialogues in order to discover their author’s
true intentions. This is because his primary concern, as stated in his intro-
duction, is not with a thorough exposition of the text but with extracting

an interesting moral theory from the text. This he has surely succeeded in
doing, but is the result genuinely Platonic? Irwin is ambiguous. When is
he reading into the dialogues, and when is he not? The reader of PMT is
not told. A related question is, what does Irwin mean by “interesting”?
It is neither obvious nor necessary that philosophers (including Plato) be
exclusively interested in the kind of logical analysis Irwin practices. Unless
one can show otherwise, the varieties of philosophical discourse are many

and are not restricted to the analysis of formal arguments or, in this case,
the construction of moral theories. Irwin continues:

What I say about Plato will sometimes sound excessively “charitable,” in
so far as I sometimes discount flaws or obscurities in his arguments, or
in his defences of his claim; and in general I try to discuss those parts of

his doctrine which I think are more plausible in more detail than the parts
I think less plausible. (p. 3)

In order to construct his account Irwin analyzes in detail only those
portions of the text he finds “plausible.”

But what is the standard by which
he measures plausibility? When is a doctrine likely to be acceptable to
Irwin? Apparently, it is when it can be formulated and then analyzed by
the “precise techniques of contemporary Anglo-American philosophy.” In
other words, if a passage contains, or can be reformulated to contain, the
kind of formal argumentation that contributes to moral theory as Irwin
understands it, it will be included in PMT. If it does not, it is ignored,
This is a procedure that will prove successful only if Plato envisioned moral
theory of the same type as does Irwin. But to ask again what I take to be
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geﬂnfzd Platonic doctrim:-,. But why should the reader assume that such a
doctr;nc: was what Plato intended to be elicited from his writings (as Irwin
0¢s 1 principle 3)? To quote Tigerstedt, “how can we ever be quite sure

. . 1,}”12

t;'lon of PIzEto_'s thearetical development, then the principles used to reach
that description have been vindicated. Burnyeat rightly called PMT “a
de\:elopmental story of extraordinary coherence.”14 But is the story t;rue

mterpretation of the Republic, Rosen’s reading of the Sophist, Klein’s
Me.'no, or Hyl{md’s Charmides.'> He might accuse these commentaries of
being overly literary since they scrutinize all the small details of the dia
logues’ dramatic context. Nevertheless, they are internally coherent Eac};
of th?se works concentrates on a single dialogue and makes no. a ‘eal t
Plato s chronological development.'$ Each insists upon a contcx'tul:g mad0
ing of all argumentation. As Strauss again puts it, one must “read th-
speeches of all Platonic characters in light of the de,eds. The deeds are i:
the ﬁrs.t place the setting and the actions of the individual dialogue: on
what kind of men does Socrates act with his speeches? What is tie zla
the chfzracter, the abilities, the position in society, and the appearancegsf
each?”'7 All of these are questions in which Irwin takes no interest. H
hag not, howev?.r, demonstrated that they deserve to be ignored e
None of this is intended to deny the value of logical analysis.. Rather

serious argumentation, but dramatic confrontation rhetorical interpla

and irony. It is impossible to predict in advance when a given s eecl}-lpwi);l,
be more or less characterized by one of these factors. There'is forp example
no algorithm to determine under what circumstances Plato i’ntended Sﬁ)c:
rate_s to bl:‘, §peaking ironically. As a result, the commentator, in order to
avoid ascribing his own views to Plato, must read the dialogues ;s individual

it
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works, as the fictions they are, and as texts whose every dimension may
modify the meaning of the arguments they contain.

If commentaries such as Strauss's are in fact coherent, how does one
adjudicate a dispute between their results and Irwin’s? Clearly a standard
other than coherence must be invoked, and this I suggest may be called
“the principle of quantity.” The nod must be given to that interpretation
that incorporates more of the text as it is written into its account. The
interpretation that recognizes the law of logographic necessity and is not
predisposed to dismiss large segments of the text because they appear
philosophically implausible will read the dialogues more openly and com-
prehensively than the one that does not. It will include detailed exami-
nations of characters, settings, digressions, and myths. As a result, it will
be more tentative in tone than PMT, whose author regularly speaks with
confidence of Socrates’ doctrines and theories. Finally, such an interpre-
tation may well terminate in questions rather than in doctrines (in contrast
to principle 3 above), and so will not contain the kind of theoretical results
that Irwin finds most interesting. This is not, however, to say that it is any
less philosophical than PMT. From Irwin's point of view it may be less
plausible, but in fact it may also be more Platonic.

Il

In what follows I shall illustrate my general criticism with one particular
issue, namely, PMT's treatment of the ‘“‘craft analogy” (CA). The CA is
pivotal to Irwin’s developmental story. He claims that Socrates “argues
that virtue is simply craft-knowledge™ (p. 7). (I have already mentioned
the troubling ambiguity of Irwin’s use of the name “Socrates.” Presumably
it here refers to the younger Plato.) Irwin believes that when Socrates uses
the CA in his discussions, as he does regularly, Plato intends it to be read
as a conceptual outline of a theoretical project. For example, in the Apology
Socrates describes his conversation with Callias. If Callias’ two sons were
colts or calves, he would hire a horse trainer or a farmer as an “‘overseer”
(epistates; 20a8) to make them excellent in their appropriate virtue. Callias’
sons, however, are men. Who, then, is knowledgeable about the human
and political virtue (20b4-5) appropriate to them? Callias says that Evenus
of Paros, a sophist, has this techne (20c1). Socrates’ irony makes it certain
that he thinks Evenus has no such knowledge. In addition, he claims he
himself does not possess it. Thus, the analogy is left as follows: as the horse
trainer is to the virtue of colts, so X is to the virtue appropriate to human
beings. If hippike, the techne of horse training, is substituted for the horse
trainer, X will refer to a kind of knowledge.'®
Variations of this analogy are used throughout the dialogues. Irwin’s
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essential point is that the younger Plato believed that the X, moral knowl-
edge, could be supplied and was strictly analogous to a craft. This becomes
the basis of the moral theory he ascribes to Socrates. Such a thesis, which
I'would call the “theoretical reading of the CA,” brings with it problematic
consequences. For example, according to Irwin the kind of knowledge
illustrated by the first term in the analogy is productive in nature.’ A
craft, such as carpentry, issues in a product distinct from itself, namely,
houses. The quality of a carpenter’s skill and the value of the knowledge
he possesses are measured only by the houses he makes. Since Irwin be-
lieves the analogy is strict, the knowledge that is virtue must be productive
as well. Therefore, its value is instrumental since its worth derives only
from the good (happiness) that it is able to produce. Such a reading stands
at odds with the more traditional belief that for Plato virtue is a good
valued in and of itself. Vlastos has strongly disagreed with Irwin on this
point and their debate over it is recorded in a fascinating exchange of
letters in TLS.2°

Irwin’s entire argument hinges on the role he gives to the CA. This

is made quite clear by his reading of the Protagoras. He claims that although
the earliest dialogues contain the position that “happiness is a determinate
end to which virtue prescribes instrumental means” (p. 84), they did not
make clear what this end is. Such a lack is remedied by the hedonism
introduced by Socrates after 351b: “Hedonism is Socrates’ own view, in-
tended like the rest of the Protagoras to support the positions assumed
without defence in the Socratic dialogues. Hedonism explains the rather
indefinite talk of the final good, provides a clear subject matter for the
craft of virtue” (p. 103).

T'alluded to this above when mentioning the sixth of the hermeneutical
principles operative in PMT. The hedonism of the Protagoras has long
troubled commentators, for it is “not in keeping with the general temper
or method of Socratic ethics,”’2 and it contradicts Socrates’ denial of the
same position in other dialogues. Irwin argues that in order to make sense
as a working ethical theory, the CA requires a deterniinate end, a final
good, to function as the object of virtue as craft. “And pleasure is a
plausible candidate for the final good” (p. 108). The word plausible is
striking here. Irwin believes that since he can extract from the Protagoras
a thesis that logically coheres with the other theses he has outlined, he has
demonstrated Plato’s true intention. The metretike techne (356d4) de-
scribed by Socrates is, for Irwin, a serious theoretical proposal: “virtue is
the craft of measuring pleasures and pain” (p. 109).

Irwin’s proposal for synthesizing the Protagoras with the carlier dia-
logues is elegant, economical, and, simply as a moral theory, interesting.
But is it Platonic? As Vlastos has noted, a majority of commentators have
read this passage not as one that €spouses Socrates’ own view but as an
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ad hominem and a reductio. The “homo” to whc:rn the argumint is blemg
addressed has been variously describeq as the averagzg: man” (Tay 012:
the “many” (Sullivan), or Protagoras hlms’elf (Grubfe). My }c{)wn sigagtzs
tion is that the primary audience of Socr_ates remark_s is young 1pppc; s .
the character for whose benefit the entire de'batf with Protagoras is taki 1g
place and whom I would label a *“protohedonist.”# No_ne of these ,prop((i)sa $
can be pursued here; the point is tha‘t they all (espec:allj.r Grube’s larj.n tmhz
own) seek to find internal or dramatic grouan from which to explai 1
introduction of hedonism, which, when coming from Socrates, is .surle y
anomalous. All consider this passage to be in some measure rhetgnca tc?r
irqnic. Trwin, on the other hand, does not discuss any of the rlarr_la 1;
components of the dialogue. He is concernf:d solely with the ana ys_lf' o[1
arguments and the charting of Plato’s theoret_lcal develc_;gment.l H;f' posar;i(; '
altogether depends on Plato’s having perceived a deﬁc1'ency in hlS ;a _
work in need of correction: “The Protagoras, and _espcc'xally the edonism
. . offers solutions to central problems in.Socr?tlcl%talgl)lcs; and this is one
ind the hedonism theory attractive” (p. . . _
reaS(}?l tc())tl?enrdwords, Irwin argues that because the passage mtroducmlg
hedonism can be formulated so as to form a‘coherent account of 3 de\fe -
oping ethical theory, hedonism can be attrlbut.ed to Plato as ad'otcitrlﬁe
sincerely held at a stage of his career. There is no way of apodic 1(:;111 o)i
proving this false. It is, however, an argument that appeals to a psy; ho-
logical transformation that took place twenty-five pundred years ago. h )
thermore, Plato’s changes of mind. were, according to PMT, dsornecr&r (E)lr
erratic. (Irwin states that “the earlier dialogues . . ne{ther e orsellgl] |
rejected hedonism”[p. 103], whereas “tl}e Gorgias ejects it hi[plal. | dé-
Most important is the fact Plato left behind no Nachlass in whic ff e -
scribed his own development and that the dialogues then'm,clves offer tn_
commentary on their author’s evolutiqn. As'a result, I.rwm slarguﬁl:r; nis
entirely speculative. His analysis is painstaking, and h%s resu 1ts cot r’rhé
but there is little evidence to show that they are genume!y P at(imc. The
kinds of interpretations mentioned above, which rely on 1nte‘rjna}rh(:r ;}é
tual) grounds alone for their account, must s.ureI){ be prefefrreth. ac)::o um,:
one might say, more empirical than that provided in PMT, for they
for more of the “data”—the text—that can be observed. _

It is clear that PMT s reading of the Prot_agoras depequ onits account
of the CA in eatlier dialogues. How does ‘Irwm marshal e.,vxdence in iuppor‘;
of his interpretation, his theoretical reading, of the CAin '::!165612;:.%:;52;
Space permits discussion of only one example: Charmi es I;t.
Irwin believes that this passage is evidence for the foIlov'vmg stateme: :
“In the Charmides he [Socrates] argues that temperance is not mode;t;_r;
he does not ask if it is wise modesty, but considers wha,'f kind of crlz:. i
must be. . . . he must assume it is no more than a craft” (p. 70). This is

o — e
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P . ; i ilosophically plau-
I a peculiar interpretation of the passage, for the definition here under con- Irwin is convinced thaF the only 1nter<;,(s)21nsg0«?;n?hl£i°mspof an 3:etrixit:;al
i sideration is no longer modesty, but Critias’ “knowing oneself” (165b2). sible results of the early dlalog;t.les1 are :::1 of the CA. He has ignored
; To this Socrates asks, “for if temperance is a knowing something [gignos- doctrine based upon a theoretica (rjesao r%aatly narrowed his scope. As 2
N kein ti] obviously it must be some episteme and of something. Or is this important facets of the dialogues anh oﬁcrent is not a genuine or com-
ol not s0?” (165¢3-5). The “is this not so” (¢ ou) may well be important, as result, this portion of PMT, although ¢ times fascinating muthos gen-
o Hyland believes,? for it leaves open the possibility that Socrates himself prehensive comrpentary on P-lato, but 1? somned then expanding 2 serics of
C does not believe that the knowledge that is temperance is explicable via erated by tenaciously weaving toget elrl 2in the dialogues. But this is not
" the model of epistemai such as medicine and house building. Critias rejects propositions suggested by vanousPal;f;ﬁ:rCh:S the wrong title. lrwin's book
this potentially fruitful option and proceeds on the basis of the CA. This exposition of the te’xt, and so bt Lowin's theory about what Plato’s
’ is what causes his downfall, since an object analogous to health or houses articulates not Plato’s moral theory but r'l'" orce that ancient texts, like
[ cannot be located for “self-knowledge.” Indeed, much of the remainder moral theory should ha\_fe b_e en. 1 certa;;lt}l’w ﬁrialogues are not read faith-
! of the dialogue explores the aporiai that ensue if one explicates temperance modern ones, often merit criticist. Bu! tely understood, and any criticism
) through the CA. As Klosko puts it, “Exactly what the Charmides estab- fully as dialogues, they cannot be ace,ca P ¥ 1 FEEE
lished is not clear, but it seems to damage the CA more than support it.”"26 aimed at them will be premature and iac )

‘ If the Charmides does damage the CA, why and how is it being used?
Critias is a man who needs to be refuted. As historical figures, both he
and Charmides were infamous as intemperate villains. From the outset,

| then, this dialogue is permeated by a profound irony. Much like Meno,

i Critias’ arrogance and thoughtlessness parallel his political viciousness.?

|\.-w Thus, there is a need to defeat him in public argument in order to inform

i the audience (and the readers of the dialogue) where, in Plato’s estimation,

"' this man went wrong. The CA provides a useful tool for doing this. It

i forces Critias to formulate his knowledge claim in the most unambiguous .

hi terms available—those belonging to the typical technai. Once so formu-

it lated, Socrates can demand that Critias’ definition be explicated as clearly

.| as medicine. By here employing techne as a model of knowledge, Socrates

ol brings about the downfall of the definition.

] It is clear that in some sense Socrates adopts techne as the operative

u I model of knowledge in this passage. But in what sense does it operate?

As I have mentioned, the Charmides is a profoundly ironic work, and [

3 am suggesting that the CA as it occurs in this dialogue is part of its irony.

\ Critias is neither a reflective nor a moral man. Consequently, it is unlikely

k that he has spent much time wondering about the nature of moral knowi-

g edge. The conception of knowledge he adopts is that belonging to the
ordinary, prephilosophical world, namely, techne. The refutation proceeds

4 on the basis of Critias’ conception of knowledge. In other words, Socrates

N"‘ adopts the standpoint of his interlocutor in order to demonstrate its weak-

ness. He does so, not to articulate a moral theory, but to refute Critias

and instruct his listeners. The refutation leaves open the question of the

nature of moral knowledge, a question that Plato invites the more philo-

sophically inclined among his audience to explore. Such, at least, would

I be the outline of an interpretation that takes into account the text as it is ! 1

. written.?® '




