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Plato's Euthvdemus is z strange dialogue.' In it two old. but not very experi-
enced, sophists, the brothers Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, show off their
“eristic™ abilities. They bombard their audience with fallacy after fallacy. many
of them quite absurd. (Example: that dog is a father; that dog is yours: there-
fore, that dog is your father [see 298e].) The dialogue is loaded with word
play, and throughout Socrates is transparently ironic in his praise of his sophis-
tic competitors. When they finish their show. he says. “no one of those present
could praise-highly enough the argument and the two men, and they neacly died
[aughing and clapping with joy™ (303b).

As a result of its almost farcical qualitv. commentators often feel con-
strained to begin their work on the Euthvdemus by asking whether it is even
serious enough to merit analysis.’ The task of the commentator is then to show
that enough serious material can be extracted to justify the commentary. Typ-
ically the sophistical fallacies, which represent about half of the work, have
been taken as the most significant portion of the dialogue. (Including the intro-
duction and concliusion the dialogue has seven parts. three of which are filled
with the sophists’ eristic.). Even if they are occasionally absurd, it is obvious
that arguments concerning the nature of learning (275d-77d) or the ambiguity
of the verb “to be" (283b-e) or the issue of self-predication (300e-301c)
should be seriously analyzed. Kuelen. for example, claims that there is an
important relationship between the leamning fallacies and the doctrines of the
Meno; Peck argues similarly about the “to be” arguments and the Sophist:
Sprague interprets a passage from the Euthydemus as an objection to the theory
of Forms similar to one articulated in the Parmenides (see Keulen. Peck,
Sprague [1967], and also Mohr).

The fallacies have also been examined from a historical perspective. Since
they are closely related to many 6f the examples Aristotle uses in his On So-
phistical Refutation (SE} the following sorts of questions have been asked:
What is the relationship between Aristotle’s treatment of the fallacies .and
Plato’s? (Keulen asks this question, as does Praechter.}) Was there an original
source that supplied both the Euthvdemus and the SE with its eristic arguments?
Was there, for example,a historical figure named Euthydemus who actually
compiled 2 handbook of faliacies (as is perhaps suggested at SE 177b12 and
Rhetoric 1401a26)7 (This is the main quéstion in Praechter’s essay.)

A similar historical question is this: What is the relationship between Plato’s
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dialogue and the “Dissoi Logoi” manual, possibly written at the end of th
fifth century (see Sprague [1968], pp. 160-61)? Whatever the answer, it ”
clear that.lhe I:Iurhydemus provides valuable information about the st:;tfl: lsf
Qreek logic dunng this period, and it is likely that a great deal of serious wo(r)k
is both reflected in and was inspired by the sophistical arguments of the dia-
logue..The Kneales suggest an example: It is probable then that the eari
Megarians took part in, and were stimulated to logical discovery by, such di d
putes as we find satirized in Plato’s Euthydemus” (p. 15). S
' There is !hus no doubt that the fallacies deserve attention from both hist
rians of logic and, philosophers concerned with Plato’s development. In th{i:
essay, however, 1 propose a different approach to the serious side of th.c Euthy-
demus. Instead of focusing on its three eristic sections (275d-77d, 283b 88z
293b-303b), | shall concentrate largely on Socrates’ “protrep:i'c“ ] e; hy \
(278¢-83a, 288d-93a). Commentators (e.g., Stewart, Friedlinder an(i FI)’ra(f::c;S
ter) frequently dismiss, simply paraphrase, or ignore these argun'u:nls M A-
Stew;?rl dfscnbcs the argument as “an extravagant induction™ and “¢ t;ivoéal »
P. Fm':dlandef says almost nothing about these arguments. Prae:chte:rq descr'b‘ 3
the philosophical side of the dialogue as essentially negative and Socrales‘] ;S
guments as “unmittelbar ohne frucht” (p.9). By contrast, | hope to show that f
?:::fedg c:refullg. these speeches employ some of Plato’s most crucizlil
s—techne and arete are the pri i i i
o of (ne highest onder prime examples—and they raise philosophical
_ The two prol'reptic speeches together form a continuous argument which i
!ndccd quite scrious. However, precisely becausc it is protreptic, the argum i
is also intrinsically problematic. Protreptic. as explained by Socr'alc‘; it;aa 1'(cn
f)f argument designed to persuade its audience that “one ought to p.h.i](‘)so h)lr:;
.El:l:d l:"urc :|;)()l|t :m:!c'" (2'{536. For a comparison see lsocrates To Nicocles 27 |
: a;,lor_as ’ 7. I.. Amuc.iosr.s §0.4. 84.2, and 86.2, and Aristotle’s Rhetoric 13581;
_ ) ‘t .anl{eS its audience into the project of philosophy and promises, eith
!mpllc;lly or_explicilly. that such a quest will be rewarding. But rotr:: tl' !?f
.111‘\c‘nmpletc: |‘l‘ unly promises and docs not itself deliver “v;hal c:r:mcr; Irju:::t -
ah(;?a?;;? d evw:tild c:)(;n::l: next” (.ro mefm toute) comes [rom C Ieiwpiwr; 4()8(!'.[
olec ¢ question of protreptic. | have commented on th"
work at length in “The Riddle of Plato’s Cleitophon.” i i o
lo‘vc wisdom but does not itself provide, or cleanﬂy articxlxtlaL:trzg::;el:lsatﬁ:]z?cfh[(:
w1sd(?m. As a.rcsult‘ protreptic forces the reader to consider some of thc‘ EE
!Jrc:ssmg questions raised by the dialogues: Do they contain a “positive” tcr:ot:t
:qg? Can Soc.:rates' promise of wisdom be fulfilled? Is there a theoretical dC -
trine, an episteme or techne, that actually does “come next” or is Socr:l‘i:t—:

protreptic merely promissory? Does Socrates only refute and exhort his inter-

locutors, or does he actually teach them?
An_swermg su:?h questions would ultimately require a comprehensive inter-
pretation of the dialogues. This the essay to follow will hardly supply. Instead
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 shall argue only for the following thesis: The protreptic arguments offered by
Socrates fail to demonstrate conclusively that one ought to philosophize. If this
is correct, does it follow that Socratic protreptic undermines itself? After all, if

arguments purporting fo show that one ought to philosophize are themselves

riddled with problems, then why ought one 10 philosophize?

While its conclusion is not universally or necessarily true, | shall argue that
the protreptic does not undermine itself. As we shall see, Socrates’ arguments
are compelling only 10 {hose who are predisposed to agree with their conclu-
sion. Such a diagnosis sounds entircly damning; it is not, however. A thorough
examination of (he protreptic will disclose that these peculiar arguments are
uniquely instructive. While they are not powerful enough to persuade every-
body to philosophize (i.e.. to demonstrate that philosophy is an unconditional
good), they can yet be effective in urging someone like Kleinias, the young
man who (along with the reader) is the real target of Socrates' speeches, to
pursue philosophy. Furthermore, they can teach him how to do s0.

In sum, then, the protreptic, like the Euthvdemus itself, is a strange blend of
seriousness and play. On the one hand, the protreptic arguments for the pursuit
of philosophy fail to attain their stated purpose; “we were entirely ridiculous,”
says Socrates a8 he nears their conclusion (291b). Nevertheless, the protreptic
succeeds in performing a most serious task: outlining the questions that must be
pursued if Socrates’ exhortation to philosophize is to be heeded.

In the prologue the two sophists make a mighty boast for themselves:
“Arcle. Socrates. is what we {hink we can transmil morc fincly and quickly
than anybody else” (273d8-9). The first question that Socrates poses in re-

sponse is this:

already convinced that he should

Arc you only able to make a man good who is
ho is not yet convineed cither

learn from you. of can you also teach that man w
because he does not belicve that in peneral arcte is teachable or that you two arc
teachers of it? Come on, is it the work of the same techne to persuade such a man
that arete is teachable and that you are the ones from whom someonc could best

learn, or is that the work of some other techne? (274d7-c5}

Dionysodorus answers that it is the same techne that does these two jobs.
Socrates then reformulates: «Therefore, Dionysodorus, of all men
finely encourage (or *protreplicize.’ protrepsaite, 275al) others to pursue phi-
losophy and to be concerned about arete”?” (274a8-75a2). The sophist agrees.

Examination of this passage raises general questions about the possibility of
teaching arete which, 1 suggest. can best be illuminated by comparing the
teaching of arete with other, more typical, subjects (or technai). The passage

you most
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implics that instruction in the latter requires at least four separate phases. (1)
Before beginning a specific study a student must first be persuaded that the
subject can be taught. In a typical subject like geometry this is casily done. A
prospective student can simply observe that those who took Geometry 101 in
the fall. and knew nothing of the subject, can prove a host of theorems by the
spring. (2) The student must be persuaded that the prospective teacher can
actually teach the subject. Evidence of this is also easy to obtain. It can be
determined that Dr. Jones reccived a degree in mathcmatics and taught the
students who took Geometry 101 last year. (3) A third preparatory phase (one
only suggested by the passage) is also required: The student must be persuaded
that putting in the hours of study geometry demands is “worth it.” As a result,
the teacher must persuade the student that geometry is viluable. A good teacher
of a typical subject thus requires two separate capacities: fluency in the actual
material to be taught, and the ability to arouse the students’ interest and
commitment o the subject. It is obvious that the former need not imply the
latter. {4) The final stage of instruction is communication of the actual course
material,

This schema seems applicable to any ordinary techne. Arcte, however, is an
extraordinary subject whose teaching will disrupt the schema for the following
reasons. First, it can be quite difficult to persuade a student that arcte is an
actual subject. As Socrates often points out, there is no obvious version of
Arete 101 and its teachers are not easily identified (see, e.g., Meno 89¢ [f. and
Protogoras 319¢ ff.). How, then, does one persuade a student that arete can be
taught? The student must be “protrepticized.” exhorted to attempt an cxtraordi-
nary subject. For most people. instruction in arcte is left to the basic customs or
institutions of the community: imitation of the clders, obedience to civil law,
and religious traditions arc examples. To persuade someone to study arete as a
distinct subject therefore requires calling into question the authority of such
familiar activities and opinions. To be a candidate for such instruction, the
student thus has to be willing, at the outset. to question the nature ol arcte. But
this is cquivalent to commencing the study ol arete itself. In other words. the
initial protreptic phase, (1) and (2) from above. collapses into phase (4}, the
actual study of the subject.

A similar collapse occurs with phase (3). How docs a teacher persuade a
student that arete, assuming il can be taught, is worth studying? Only by argu-
ing that knowlcdge of arete is valuable. This would require employing and then
explaining some standard by which to measure the value of this knowledge.
But arete itself is precisely the standard that mcasures the value of activities.
Thercfore. it itself would nced 1o be invoked to prove the valuc of knowledge
of itself. In other words. should a teacher try to persuade a student that arete is
worth studying. she would have to explain the value of the subject. But this
explanation would be an actval lesson in arcte. Again, there is no division
between the protreptic preliminarics and the actual study itsclf.
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The dilemma of commencing-the study of arcte thus cchc;cs Mcno‘s: f_amml::I
paradox. A student cannot Jearn arete unless he can be convmccfi that it is b::['
teachable and worth studying. But only the student a.lready convinced of boll t ;cs]
open to the possibility of being so persuaded. Put into somewhat e'xag_gcl:a <
terms, since being convinced that arete is teachable and worth studymg,d is ::)s:d
a component of being good, only somebody alrcady good can be npﬁ ;g(,: ;,
This issue, which admittedly is only suggested by the ;?assags‘, wi 1 ET;
more cxplicit as the dialogue progresses. _As we t‘shal} sec in §ec!|ons l: San mli;
it will prove to be critical for understanding the intrinsic limitations ol 50C

c.

pmlDr?g:ysodorus stales that it is onc and the same techne that pc‘rs?!cf:ma
student that arete is teachable and that he and his brother can tcach it c6).
In a sense, this is the right answer: Because of the collapse of the' \'ra\ru::lust
instructional phases just discussed, it has to be on¢ and the same actwn}y t ?n
both persuades the student to study and engages 10 t‘hc actual mstruct;oni;'
another sense, however, it is clear that-the sophlst. is umaware of a |ur n;{gi
problem. This conceins the very notion of 2 “techne,” the word'c?mmon y uts
by Soccrates to label ordinary forms of knowledge such as .medtcme:fcarpen '[fhye
geometry, €ic. As has just been argued, the study of arete 13 extram"’ llnary. e
question should therefore be raised, Can there be 2 techne of arct‘e.l fslo, \;
possesses it? Certainly not the two old sophists.’ 1f not, does this imp! fy t erei._
is no knowledge of arete at all, or can arete be comprchended_by some cl)sn b(;
“nontechnical” knowledge (sec Woodruff)? As .wc shall sat‘: in Section t_-
low, these are precisely the issues taken up in Socrates second protreptic

speech.

‘The faMacies of the first cristical scene commence when Eulhyt_lcmlfs asks
Kleinias. the highly promising youth who is the occasion for the entire dla:oguc
(273a—c and 2752). “of the following two groups, who are the ones "‘:‘Pozsg:]n)’
those who arc wise (sophoi) ot those who are ighorant (amathels)! (b .
When Kleinias answers “the wise” he is quickly' refuted. He responds yl an-
swering “the ignorant,” and is refuted once again. As Socrates !aler ;x;;‘ a;:;
(277e-1782), the sophist here plays on the ambiguity ‘of manthanein, which can
mean either “10 understand™ (sunienai: 27824) or “to learn something new.
Manthanein can refer to expanding upon knowledge presently possessed (a st\:-
dent who already knows his jetters will understand a grammar lesson) ?rart:‘
acquiring new knowledge (a student w.ho does I:lol know his Iettex:s cianexcdu-
them). As such, the guestion can receive two different, and seemlﬂghy clu-
sive. answers. Given the first meaning of tt_\c \ferb, the answer is “the wisc 5
given the second, it is “the ipnorant.” Klcinias is befuddied.
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This argument has occasicned much debate. It is not clear, for example,
exactly where the force of the ambiguity falls. “Does the sophism depend upon
an equivocation on mamhanein . . . or on an equivocation on sophoi and uma-
theis (‘knowledgeable/ignorant” and ‘clever/stupid'y?” (Hawtrey, pp. 58 {f.). It
is also possible that rather than equivocation the fallacy is better described as,
“the one known traditionally as a dicto secundum quid ad dictum simpliciter.
. . . This fallacy consists in taking absolutely what should be taken only acci-
dentally, e.g., to go from ‘knowing one’s letters’ to simply ‘knowing'
{Sprague [1962], p'. 6).

Since the focus of this essay is on Socrates’, and not the sophists’, argu-
ments, 1 shall simply assert that some form of equivocation is going on, What
is clear is that, whatever the exact status of the argument, its consequences, if
taken seriously. would call into question the very possibifity of learning. 1f “the
one who learns™ cannot be identified, then the process of learning itself cannot
be rationally explained, and it becomes legitimate to ask whether it is even
possible. Clearly the sophistic arguments echo Meno’s famous learning para-
dox. (Again, Keulen makes this a major issue.)

After explaining that the fallacy rests on an equivocation, Socrates seems to
dismiss the sophists” arguments as follows:

These are student games (paidia) and thus 1 tell you that these fellows are playing
(prospuizein) with you——and 1 call this play {paidian) because cven if someone
should learn either many or all of such things as they teach, he would have no
more knowledge of how things really are, but he would only be able to play with
other men, tripping up and overturning them, by his usé of the diffetence of
names. They are like boys who take pleasure in pulling 2 chair away from people
who arc about to sit down and laugh when they sec them sprawled upside down.
You should think of what these fellows do as play (278b1--c2).

Socrates proposes that instead of such play, the sophists should tulfil their
promise ta engage in the serious work (ta spoudaia:. 278c3) of protreptic. A
series of dichotomies thus suggests itself: Sophistry is the mere playing with
words; it is concerned only with appearances and refutation, and not with in-
struction in how things really are; it is superficial, manipulative, and bad. By
contrast, philosophy uses words to understand things; it is serious, protreptic
(or “dialectical™) and papd. (“Dialectical™ is Sprague’s wotd in Plato’s Use of
Fallacy, p. 3, and her interpretation is a good example of what I'm talking
about. The refationship between dialectic and protreptic would constitute an
isste in itself, and I shall not broach it here. Sec also Szlezak, p. 81.)

While such comfortable dichotomies are attractive, I suggest that they are
not as easily sustazined as commentators wish to think. Despite their lack of
perspicacity, the sophists have a position which is potentially quite serious,
Whatever the exact status of the argument concerning learning, there is no
doubt that overcoming Meno's paradox is not easy. Let us assume for a mo-
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ment that the process of learning cannot ih fact be rationally articulated and that
its possibility should therefore be called into question. If that were the case,
then the verbal combat of sophistry, the manipulation of words whose goal is
only to achieve victory in any given contest of speeches, should be taken very
seriously. Since the use of language could promise no higher goal, i.e., knowl-
edge, there would be no reason not to become 2 sophist.

This position that I here propase attributing to the sophists is roughly equiv-
alent to that often ascribed to Gorgias. In his “On Nature™ and Section 11 of the
“Praise of Helen™ he presents a form of scepticism. This in tum provides him
with 2 warrant for his commitmeni to rhetoric, wherein truth is only an “adorn-
ment” (kosmos) of “logos.” It is extremely difficult to translate “kosmos.” the
first word of the “Praise of Helen.” Sce Diels, pp. 288 fT., for the Greek text.

The key point is this: The sophists who oppose Socrates are no doubt comic
figures. This does notl imply, however, that their position should be dismissed
as a farcical “Gegenbild™ (Szlezak's word, p. 81) to the serious work of Socra-
tic philosophy. It is possible to abstract the sophistic view from its playful
context and the result is troubling. and perhaps formidable.

The sense in which the sophistic view can seriously oppose Socrates® will be
made clear as we examine the [irst protreptic argument. As we shall see, the
concluston Socrates purports to establish is, at the least, precarious. In other -
words, it will not be clear that good reasons are provided as to why Kleinias,
the target of the protreptic, should accept the invitation td philosophize rather
than join the sophistic camp. Indeed, we shall see in the following section that
Socrates’ argument requires prior agreement with, and does not itself certify, at
least one of its premises; and it is precisely this prefmise that the sophistic
scepticism concerning learning would call into question.

m

The following is an outline of the argument | extract from Socrates’ ques-
tions and Kleinias™ answers, and which Socrates describes as genuine protrep-
tic:

I. All human beings wish to do well {eu prattein: 278¢6), i.e., wish to be

happy (eudaimonein: 280b6).

2. In order to do well, the possession of good things is required (279a3 f1.).
2A. A sample fist of good things: wealth, health, physical beauty, good
family, power and honor in one's community, temperance, justice, courage,
wisdom (279a7--c3).
2B. Good fortune (eutuchia: 279¢7) is a subsequent addition to the list.
However, because “wisdom is good fortune™ (279d6) the same item is actu-
ally listed twice.

3. To bring happiness. good things must benefit their possessor (280b7-8).




218 - Interpretation

4. To benefit, good things must be used (280c1-d7).

5. To bencfit, good things must be used correctly (280e3-4),

6. Knowledge (episterne: 281b2) leads to correct use.

7. Alt items on the sample list (2A) are actually neutral (28ie3-4). Knowledge
(or “good scnse: [phronesis: 281061 or “wisdom™ (sophia: 28(b6] or “intel-
ligence™ |nons: 281b71) is the only intrinsic good and should be sought at any
cost. {1 omit that portion which argues that those with little sense should do less
in order to err Tess |281b (1))

This is & classical protreptic argument. traces of which probably appear in
Aristotle’s Protrepticus (see Dilring, p. 19). Its conclusion. “that it is neccssary
to love wisdom™ {philosophein: 282d1), if seriously accepted, would demand a
total commitmeni on the part of anyone who agrees. Indeed, the conclusion is
s0 serious and, with its usc of the word “necessary”™ (anagkaion), so apparently
unconditional in its admonition. that the premises deserve the closest scrutiny.
Unfortunately, they are. as we shall see, quite vague. (This has led Stewart to
describe this argument as an example of “Plato’s sophistry.”™) A similar vague-
ness is found in the conclusion itself: Even if Kleinias were to agree that he
ought to love wisdom, Socrates uses several words to describe the knowledge
towards which the argument directs him. Two related guestions, What exactly
is this knowledge and How might Kleinias attain it? are thus left distressingly
open. Finally, the principal examples used to illustrate knowledge or wisdom
come from “the typical technai.” It is not clear, however, whether these can
actually provide an adequate theoretical model for the type of knowledge the
argument encourages Kleinias to seck.

The first premise contains a famous ambiguity in the phrase “eu prattein,”
Docs it mean “to do well,” in the sense of being virtuous, or “to succeed,” in
the sensc of achicving one’s goal. whatever that may be? Both Hawtrey and
Giftord comment on the pointed ambiguity of “eu prattein.” The latter says, “In
its usual acceptation it would rather mean “faring well” than “acting well®”
(p.20). The reformulation the phrase receives. “eudaimonein,” typically but
never quite adequately translated as “to be happy,” only recapitulates the prob-
lem. [t does not seem to be the case that all people wish to be virttous. We
may a}] wish to succeed. that is. allain what we deem to be worth attaining. Eu
prattein covers both situations. s ambiguity. however, may not be catircly
vicious; the first (as well as the second) preniise cxpresses a basic, and typ-
icalty Socratic, opinion about human behavior: All human beings desire what
seems 10 them to be good. We make value judgments, pursue goals. attempt to
move from here to there with an eye towards attaining what we want and deem,
even il inarticulately, o be good (see, c.g.. Symposium 206a). The argument
assumes, and does not prove, that human beings are free agents whose rational
choice of what is good determines their action. it is vague and undefended, but
not without seme basis in ordinary obscrvation.

Premise (2) implies that human action is inspired by epithumia. the desire
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for and consequent pursuit of objects, Again, although the premise is vague it
reflects a broad and (to some) compelling perception of human behavior: Peo-
ple go after what they want, and what they want is what they think is good.
I describe the list of good things Socrates proposes as “sample” because the
specific items on it are not in themselves that important. The point is only that
such a list can in principle be drawn. The iterms on this list (which have been
accused of fluctuating “between the causes and the constituents of success™
[Stewart, p. 23[) cover a very broad spectrum, ranging from bodily beauty to
justice. Nevertheless, in keeping with the kind of analysis made so far. the [ist
is plausible: it signifies again something basic about ordinary behavior. Each of
us has a set of goals that energize our desires, a sample list of good things we
think are worth pursuing.
To sumtnatize: The assumptions initiating Socrates’ argument are vague and
questionable. Nevertheless, they express a plausible conviction about hur.nan
action, namely that it is caused by free and rationai choices. More serious
problems with the argument are yet to come.
After placing wisdom on the list of sample goods, Socrates digresses. He
stales that he and Kleinias have left out “the greatest of the good things . . .
good fortune (evtuchia: 279¢7).” He cannot, however, add eutuchia to the list
for it would repeat an itern already there, namely sophia. By means of a series
of examples, Socrates argues that good fortune and wisdom are really the same.
In the matter of fiute playing skiiled flautisis have the best fortune; in reading
and writing lctters, it is the writing masters; in warfare it is the wise generals;
in times of sickness one would always prefer to try one's luck with the wise
doctor. (About eutuchia Gifford says it means both “an accidental concurrence
of favourable circumstances, and success resulting from the agent’s judicious
choice of means™ |p. 22]. Note that at 2791 the word used is eupragia. So-
crates generalizes: “Wisdom everywhere makes human beings have good for-
tuno™ [280a6]. This same poimt is made about eutuchiz and techne in the Hip-
pocratic writing, “Peri Technes,” section IV.)
Why does Socrates go off on this tangent, and is this identification of eutuc-
hia and sophia really as “disastrous™ as Stewart thinks (p. 23)? The purpose of
this digression. | suggest, is to focus attention on the character of techne. As
has often becn stated, techne is the mode of knowledge that best overcomes,
and enables jts possessor to control, fuche, luck (see, e.g., Nussbaum, 95-
100}. The pilot, for example, fares well when facing the contingencies of the
sea. In this passage Socrates relies exclusively on techne for his model of wis-
dom, soon to be defined as that knowledge of the comect use of neutral items
which brings its possessor happiness. But is wisdom best modeled by techne?
In Section | we noted the features of arete that would distinguish its being
taught from instruction in the ordinary technai. For Socrates arcle is equivalent
to sophia; therefore, this digression should be read with an eye towards the
possibility of irony. In other words, despite its superficial identification of
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§0ph1.a with techne, the real purpose of this passage may well be to call that
1dcm1!“1cation into question. Is techne in fact the best model for sophia? If m:
:':at is thi nature Iof lthat sophia which knows how to use correctly the- neutrai
ms on the sample list and thus bri i i
ems on the mmfned and o ;.1 ring happiness to its possessor? These ques-
Prgmlse (3) states that the good things on the sample list must bring benefit
to tht’..ll' possessor, This is true by definition and so adds little to the argument
Premlse. (4) does add something new: It states that benefil requires gthal thé
good things be used. 1 may possess an apple, but it brings no nutritional benefit
unless 1 eat IF. A woman may, for example, have a great deal of money, but
she woul‘fi ne!lher be benefited nor made happy by it unless she used (spzl.]t)‘;t
(2§Od.). Use” b_ecomcs the crucial term because it refers to the process of
bnngmg_ possessions into the human sphere, i.e., of applying them ‘
Premllsc (5) elaborates the concept of use. Benefit requires nc'n only that
good .thmgs be used, but that they be used “correctly” (orthés'! 280e3) B;f ttii
item .IS used incorrectly the result is “bad” (kakon: 280e¢6). Thi.s I pro .ose ie
the PlVOlal premise of the argument. It assumes that the items of ;he sanl1) le 1i St
aiirr: léxnfactt n_?l good at all; they are neutral and can be used for good or il]p Mo:t
portant, it assumes ths i y :
e go0d or bad at the usc of an item can be understood as correct or
Th!s assumption, 1 suggest, is problematic in a way that is both similar t
fmd (‘hfferent from the problems surrounding the first four. Nene of the pre :
ises is self-evidently true; they are neither defended nor is their meaninp :1 .
urel'y clear. In order for the conclusion to be compelling, therefore, the tgar n-l
audleface of the protreptic must already be prcdisposed'to agree :Nith the%z
Premises (I)-and (2). for example, assume that human beings are free age l;
whose sclection of what is good can determine their actions. This ma n(g)tr;)
true. Its truth, however, is not here the issue; the point is that in ordesr’ for the
audlenceT to be protrepticized they must believe it is true. :
‘ .Prcmlse {5) poses a similar, but more serious and complicated, dilemma. [
it in fact the case that, (1) things like wealth and health are ;wt ood b i
pe,utra]; (2) their use can be rationally evatuated as correct and for tht:g ood N
1ncon:rcct and for the bad; (3) what the correct/good use is can be Ieamid" ft(;;
possllble to accept the earlier premises but stifl deny Premise (5). Indeed l.hie is
precisely what sophists such as Dionysodorus and Euthydemus would dq; Ti1 )
surely .would maintain that hitman beings are free agents whose actio.ns aerz
fietermmcd by some conception of what is good, e.g., attaining political powe
in the Assembly. Without this assumption, their sophistry would become ﬂacanf
ingless: they woulfi have no reason to seduce an audience. They would not
ho.wc.:ver, agrec with Premise (5). Their scepticism as disclosed in the ﬁr';
eristic scene (275d ff.) prohibits them from doing so. As sugg;.sted in Secliob
1l abcfvc, thc‘: entire case for sophistry rests on the denial that objective kno In
edge is possible. Premise (5) of Socrates’ first protreptic argument assumes :":c

————a
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opposite, namely objective knowledge of the correct or good use of an object is
attainable. ln other words, Socrates assumes that the “practical” question, How
should we live our lives and apply or use our possessions? can be answered.
From this assumption he concludes that such answers should be sought.

To reformulate: 1f Socrates’ premises are granted, then it follows that
knowledge of how to use one’s possessions would be the most desirable posses-
sion which is needed in order to be happy (which everybody wishes to be).
Everyone, therefore, ought to seek knowledge of the correct use of neutral
iterns. It is, in other words, “necessary to philosophize.” But Premise (5), 1
propose, is question-begging.

According to Socrates, an itemn like health is neither good nor bad, for it can
be used well or badly. A strong body can beat up innocent weak bodies or build
hospitals. Socrates assumes that one of these applications of the body is and
can be known as correct. This assumption begs the crucial question. 1f correct
use is a property belonging to neutral items, and if neutral items span the broad
range that the sample list indicates, then knowledge of correct use would be
required for happiness. The conclusion is thus built into the premise: 1f there is
such a thing as correct use, then knowledge of it should be sought.* But on the
basis of what should this assumption be granted? 1t is not self-evident: What if
there is no such thing as corrcct use. if use is simply in the eyes of the be-
holder? What force would the protreptic argument then have? Can the living of
a good life be directed by knowledge? Perhaps so. This, however, is precisely

what the argument should show, and not assume.

As if to signal distress, the conclusion is stated with a flusry of different
terms: “episteme” (281b2), “phrcmesis" (2810b6), “sophia” (281d6), and “nous”
(281b7) are all used to label that which should be sought. This terminological
flux helps to raisc a decisive problem with the conclusion of Socrates’ argu-
ment: Just what is this knowledge. assuming it exists, that Kleinias is being
exhorted to seek? Throughout the discussion, most clearly in the eutuchia/
sophia digression (279c-80b), typical technai such as flute playing. reading
and writing, piloting a ship, being a general, and medicine are cited as exam-
ples of knowledge. Furthermore, it is carpentry thal provides the example of
correct use in Premise (3) (281a). Isita typical techne, then, one whose subject
matter is the good use of neutral items, that Kleinias should seek? The mere
presence of so many “echnical” examples would seem to suggest that it is.
Such a conclusion, however, is difficult to maintain. Exactly why can be made
clear by further examining Socrates’ use of the example of the carpenter.

A typical techne has a determinate subject matter. The carpenter’s subject is
the production ol furniture {rom wood (281a5). He knows, says Socrates, how
1o use tools and wood (280c8-9). Socrates makes an analogy between the car-
penter and his tools and a man with money. The carpenter uses his tools and
wood knowledgeably (or “technically™) and is therefore benefited by them.
Correspondingly, the man with money should use his wealth knowledgeably in
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order to be benefited and be made happy by it (280d). “In the working and use
concerned with wood, is there anything other than the episteme of carpentry
that effects the right use?” (28122-4). The answer is no. Analogously, says
Socrates, it is episteme that should direct the possessor of the items on the
sample list, such as wealth, towards the correct and therefore beneficial use of
Inis possessions; towards. in other words. happiness.

There is a problem with this analogy which only becomes explicit in So-
crates’ second protreptic speech. There are two senses of the word “use.” First,
the carpenter knows how to use his toels and wood. With them he knows how
to build furniture. But he does not know how to use the furniture. The carpenter
knows how to build a chair; but to what end will the chair be put? Will it be
used to seat someone comfortably at a symposium, or will it be used as an
instrument for torturing a political prisoner? It is this second sense of “use” that
would be required for “using” the neutral items on the sample list correctly and
for the good. The first sensc is technical and value neutral: the carpenter uses
the tool correctly to produce the chair. The second sense is value laden: the
chair is used correctly and for the good in order 1o achieve happiness. The
carpenter. qua possessor of a techne, Knows nothing of this.

This problem discloses the difficulty of identifying what type of knowledge
it is that the target audience of the protreptic is being urged to seek. It cannat
be an ordinary techne. But technai have been the sole supplier of examples of

knowledge. Then what is it? The second part of the protreplic explicitly takes
up this issue.

v

Socrates begins this section be restating the conclusion of the first part of the
protreptic: Human beings should seck wisdom, i.e., philosophize (288d6-7).
But what knowledge should we seek (see 289d9-10)? To elicit an answer, he
suggests as possibilities the ability to discover gold (or alchemy), in other
words the ability to produce wealth (288¢6-89a5); medicine; the ability to pro-
duce immortality (289b1). None of these epistentai, however, can really bring
happiness. for they do not understand how to use their results. (“Episteme™ is
Plato’s word at 288d8, d9, 28%at. a4, bl and b4, “Techne” returns at 28%9c4.
As is often the case. the two are synonymous.) An immortal life, even onc
supplied with indefinite wealth, can still be wretched. The type of knowledge
that is needed is one in which the knowledge of how Lo produce is combined
with knowledge of how to use what is produced (289b4-7), in which the mak-
ing is united with the using techne (289¢2. See Republic 601c for more on the
using techne.). Clearly, the sense of “use" here is not technical and value neu-
tral, but value laden.

Ordinary technai, exemplified next by instrument making. fail this test, So-
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crates then rather embusiastically asks, “By the gods, what if we should leam
the techne of making speeches (logopoiiken)? Is this what is required to make
us happy” (289c6-9)7 Kleinias answers no, and he offers as evidence the fact
that this techne can easily suffer the same split as any other: It is possible for
speechmakers not to know how to use the speeches they make (289d).

Socrates indicates some disappoiniment at the failure of the speechmaking
techne. On the one hand, he is surely being ironic, for “speech making” imme-
diatety connotes the work of men like the very sophists with whom he is argu-
ing (see 304-6. | think, for example, of Lysias. See Phaedrus 257c. Also, the
close of the Eutfivdemus, 304d--306b, returns to this issue.} On the other hand,
his disappointment hints at something more positive: “Logos” is surely part (_)f
the right answer to the question, What knowledge should be sought? for \ivhat is
required is a logos of how to use all objects of desire. What is required is
sophia, understood not as an ordinary techne, but as a comprehcnsive‘accoynt
of what is good in the human sphere. (Szlezak believes that what is being
referred to here is the scientific rhetoric of the Phaedrus |p. 86].) However, as
we shall now see, identifying the sort of knowledge that can provide such an
account is intrinsically problematic.

Socrates offers the “general’s techne™ (290b(; mentioned earlier at 279) as
his next proposal. He does so apparently because the general, who knows how
to command. other human beings, knows how to organize, and in this sense
use, the various technicians under his sway. Kleinias, however, immediately
counters with an objection: The general’s techne, he says, is a kind of hunting
(290b5). Therefore, just as the hunter of game hands over his catch to a cook.,
so the general hunts and acquires cities and “then hands them over to the politi-
cal men, for [the generals] themselves do not know how to use that which they
hunt™ (290d2-3). In fact, Kleinias gives a quite detailed description of this type
of knowledge:

Mo part of hunting itself covers mare than chasing and overcoming. And wher the
hunter overcomes what he is chasing he is not able to use it. Instcad, hunters and
fishermen hand over their catch to cooks, Analogously, geometers and astronomers
and mathematicians—for thesc also are hunters since none of them make their
diagrams, they discover what is—since they themselves do not know how to use
these things, but only how to catch them, they hand them over to those men
accomplished in dialectic so that they can use what these hunters have discov-‘
ered—at lcast they can use however many of their discoveries that are not entirely
senscless (290b7-¢6).

This is an impressive little speech, for it succinctly presents an entire con-
ception of techne. As if fo signal its remarkable character, Plato places this
speech in an extraordinary dramatic context: He has Krito interrupt the narra-
tion and ask whether young Kleinias was actually its author (290cl). This is a
good question: How did a mere boy learn about dialectic? Socrates responds by
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TECHNE
Productive >Acquisitivc\
Living Nonliving
{Hunting) (Mathematics)
Animals Human Dialectic
Cooks Political Mcn

saying that he does not remember who the author was; perhaps it was the older
Ktessipus. The situation is then made cven more miysterious when he adds,
“Good Krito, perhaps one of the higher beings was present and uttered these
things™ (291a3~4). Such mystery is, 1 believe, unparalled in the dialogues.

What is the point of such dramatic tension? I suggest it is to highlight the
fecundity of this succinct epistemological proposal, which the accompanying
diagram schematizes.

Although somewhat awkward, this diagram schematizes an important epis-
temological conception which finds parallels in several other dialogues. (For
parallels, see Charmides 165c¢c—166b, Gorgias 450b—d, Philebus 55d-58a,
Sophist 281e-219d, Sratesman 258b—260b. The diagram is awkward because
some branches give genus and species and others do not.) First, it represents
the fact that there are two basic fonins of techne, the productive and the acquisi-
tive, The former are the most ordinary of all forms of knowledge, e.g., carpen-
try, pottery, medicine, etc.; the latter is itself divided into two parts, the second
of which, 1 propose, is metaphorical; the acquisition of nonliving beings repre-
sents what Aristotle calis “theoretical knowledge." {That this is so is made clear
in the Sophist, 291cl-7. Sec Rosen, pp. 91-92.) This type of knowledge does
not produce its object. which it only studies and does not alter or bring into
being. Aristotle’s examples are mathematics, physics, and first philosophy; for
Plato the single best example is mathematics (see Aristotle’s Metaphysics
1026a8-22).

A mathematical techne, such as geometry, “hands over” its “catch™ to the
dialectician. Dialectic in this passage refers to some form of meta-mathematical
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reflection, e.g., the study of “number itself.” It is not possible, given the single
mention of dialectic, to determine what Plato here had in mind. It car only be
stated that the passage posits the existence of some theoretical discipline, that is
higher than ordinary mathematics. (Of course, Republic VII discusses dialectic
in these terms and at length. For an interesting discussion of this issue see
Klein, pp. 21-49.) .

Analogous to the handing over of theoretical entities to the dialectician is the
hunter of men, i.e.. the general, who hands over his acquisitions to the pos-
sessor of the political techne, who presumably knows how to use them. As
such, the political techne scems to be “the one we were seeking and the cause
of correct acting in the city. And just {atechinds) as Aeschylus says. it alone
would sit at the helm of the city, steering everything and commanding every-
thing and making everything useful” (291c10~d3). Atechnos again appears at
291d!. See n. 3. This knowledge, the putative goal towards which the pro-
treptic urges, is then named “the kingly (basifike) techne” (291d7). On the
“kingly art” sce Statesman 305¢ ff. and Xenophon's Memaorabifia 1V.2.2 ff.).

The serious work of protreptic now seems over, for the knowledge that
Socrates has been exhorting Kleinias to seek appears to have been identified.
Unfortunately, this hopeful appearance is soon shattered. When he and his
mysterious interlocutor reconsidered the basilike techne. Socrates tells Krito,
“we were totally ridiculous, just like children running after birds™ (291bl--2).
Why? Because the attempt to identify the structure and specific object of this
type of knowledge leads to an aporia.

First it is agreed that the basilike and the politike techne are the same and
that to it “the generzal's techne and all the rest hand over their results of which
they are the producers for it to rule on the grounds that it alone knows how to
use them” (291¢7-9). But a question then arises: What result (ergon) does the
basilike techne itself produce (291el)? The assumption here is that it has a
determinate and therefore identifiable result, i.e., that it is analogous to an
ordinary techne. But the assumption is faulty. A spokesman for medicine
(291e5) or farming (291e8), for example, can identify that which results from
his knowledge (health or food from the carth). If the basilike techne is truly
analogous, then its spokesman should be able to do the same. But this Krito at
least cannot do (292a6). )

Because they agreed that the basilike techne is beneficial, Socrates next
asks, “lsn’t it necessary that it supply us with some good?" (292al1). Since the
first protreptic argument established that “nething clse is good except knowl-
edge” (292b1-2), all the results that one would typically point to when consid-
ering the politike techne, such as wealth for the citizens, freedom, and the
absence of factionalism, are “neither good nor bad.™ Only if it can make the
citizens wise (or good or happy) can this techne be considered truly beneficial
(292b4—c1). Once again, however, this description of the basilike techne fails
to satisfy. for as Socrates next asks. In what specific scnse wil! it make men
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good? Will it make all men good in all things? Since knowlcc!ge is the sole
good, will it provide all forms of knowledge. including shoemaking, carpentry.
and the rest (292¢6-9Y7

The basic point is this: No dcterminate and identifiable ergon can be spe-
cified for the basilike techne. (Orwin discusses this issue in the context of the
Cleitophon in quite helpful terms. and Blits bas an intercs!?ng lreaupent (_)f
similar questions.) As shown by the first protreptic argur_ncnt. it cannot issuc in
an ordinary result; if it did. it would end up being C|aSSIﬁCd'aS a flcutral item.
The only knowledge. therefore. that it can provide is “of itsell’ '(292d3f4).
This obscure formulation is not explained further. 1 shall return to it shortly.

A final cffort at describing the basilike techne is made: It makes other men
good (292d5-6). But, asks Socrates. those men who arc mad.e gooc! will be
good with respect to what? The answer: they will be good only in m:tk.mg czthcr
men good. Of course, this just postpones the answer, for the quc._\'lmn Good
with respect to what? would surface again, The basic problem here is the same
as that described above. namely that of determining the object of this techne.
The search for such an object is “labyrinthine” (291b7); every time Socrates
thinks he has found a way out (it makes the citizens wise, it makes them good)
he discovers that the demand for specification (wisc in what?, good at what?)
amazes him again. .

This extraordinary section closes with Socrates saying, “Corinthus, Sqn of
Zeus, the situation is exactly (atechnds) as ] was describing it: we were still as
far, if not further, from knowing what that knowledge is which would make us
happy™ (292¢3--3). ' .

This confession of a scrious theoretical aporia (292e6) is couched in playful
terms. “The Scholiast on the passage relates that when Corinth had sent ambas-
sadors to Mcgara to complain of their revolt, one argument .advan.ccd was ?hat
the mythical founder ‘Corinthus son of Zeus’ would be aggrieved if they falle'd
to exact condign punishment. The proverb came to be used of bo_astful repeti-
tions of the same story.” So says Gifford. Unfortunately, neither he nor Haw-
trey takes natice of the use of atechnos at 292¢3. The issue of techne is the lfcy
here; thereforc, the pun seems unavoidable. Socrates professes to be drowning
in the third wave of the argument (293a3) and he calls upon 'the two o'1d 50-
phists to save him. This is ludicrous. for of all men they surely can provide no
relief.

v

Serious problems plague Socrates’ protreptic. In his first a.rgument.‘th.c
premises are questionable. Even if they are granted, his Fonclusnpn. that :P is
necessary to philosophize in order to be happy, is jeopardized b_y its ob-scunty.
Just what is the wisdom we are told to love? This obscurity is amplified by
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Socrates’ second speech: there are intrinsic difficultics in the very notion of a
basilike techne. How, then, can a target audience which is being exhorted to
pursue wisdom cven begin its quest? Are we forced to edinclude that the pro-
treptic undermines itsell? If so, then the Euthydemus would have 1o be counted
as truly bizarre: The Socratic protreptic would really be “apotreptic™; it would
turn people away from the pursuit of wisdom. (I coin “apotreptic.” See Aristo-
tle’s Rhetoric 1358b for his use of apotrope.) On this reading, Socrates the
serious protrcpticizer who accuses the sophists of only playing with words, fails
to give good reasons why we should pursue philosophy rather than sophistry.

1 shall conclude this paper by showing why the protreptic does not under-
mine itself. 1t is true that Socrates™ arguments end in an aporia from which he
needs rescue. This is not, however, equivalent to failure because the arguments
provide direction in how to perform the rescue operation. Kleinias, and more
importantly we readers, are being called upon to respond to the aporia that
Socrates has created for us. We are being called upon to philosophize.

The most serious question raised by Socrates in the Euthydemus is, Is there a
techne of arete? This can be twice reformulated: First, can there be a “using
techne,” oae whose subject matter is the correct and beneficial application of
neutral items in the human domain? The second refers back to the diagram in
Section IV, There the technai were divided into two kinds: the theoretical (ac-
quisitive) and the productive. The diagram, I propose, invites the question, Is
there a third kind, namely the “practical,” which is possessed by the “political
men” to whom the hunters of human animals hand over their catch? Given the
basic assumption operative throughout the dialogue, namely that techne is the
model for knowledge, and the problems sketched in the previous section, the
answer would seem to be no.

The epistemological lesson that the Euthydemus teaches is this: Knowledge
of arete cannot be completely analogous to an ordinary techne. This is because
the latter. has a determinate object or result (ergon). Medicine studies health,
farming studies the production of crops: There is no analogous object of the
putative basilike; techne. Apparently this is because its subject matter, arete or
the good use of neutral items, is indeterminate. Socrates presénts no explicit
argument here (292c—¢) as to why this is the case. it can be inferred, however,
that it is because the items on the sample list, namely the objects typically
deemed good by human beings, are themselves indeterminate. It would follow,
then, that the question of their correct use would not allow for a determinate
answer and so would not constitute a stable epistemological entity. This is why
Socrates and his mysterious interlocutor repeatedly fail to identify a specific
object for the basilike techne.® If techne is the only form of knowledge, then
there can be no knowledge of arete and Socratic protreptic cannot be distin-
guished from sophistry.

There is, however, a thread to lead us out of this maze: a conception of a
nontechnical mode of knowledge.” 1 suggest two approaches to articulating
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vhat it 1s. First, let us return to the obscure formulation that describes the
asilike techne. It has, says Seccrates, itself as an object. Second, let us con-
sider somewhat further the very nature of protreptic.

The salient feature of Socrates’ search for the object of the basilike techne is
s circularity:

When we reached the basilike techine and were examining it, to see if this techne
was the one that supplied and produced eudaimonia, it was just as if we had fallen
into a labyrinth: when we thought we had reached the end, we twisted around again
and appearcd to be again at the very beginning of our search and just as much in
nced as we were when we began searching (29164--¢2).

Why is this search circular? Given the premises of the argument, the basilike
tcchne must supply something good. But what good is this? Given the results of
the first protreplic argument, the answer must be knowledge. But knowledge of

| what? Of that which is good. But the good is knowledge: hence, the circularity.
The basilike techne, which we now know is no ordinary techne at all, is then
described as follows:

It is nccessary that it be a producer of no result, cither good or bad: instead. it
must ransmit oo knowledge other than that of tselfl {292d1--4).

Possessors of typical technai study and then teach about (or produce) an
object that is distinct from the technai themselves: The doctor teaches about the
workings of the human body, the carpenter about the production of furniture
from weod (see Charmides 165¢: episteme lor technelis episteme tinos). s
there an analogous object of the basilike techne? One is tempted to answer,
Yes, it is arete. But this is not quite right, for at least insofar as we pertain to
the conclusion of Socrates” first protreptic, what this knowledge knows is only
that knowledge of arete ought to be sought. When this knowledge—that knowl-
edge of arete ought to be sought-—-is transmitted to students, they are equipped
only to exhort others to seek it.

This is quite peculiar: Those who learn their Socratic lessons know nothing
other than how to exhort others to love “wisdom.” Their wisdom is manifested
only in their knowledge that wisdom is lovable. Protreptic teaches the student
only how to protrepticize; like the labryinthine aporia, it is circular, Or, in
other words, it has no object distinct from iself.

Socrates exhorts his listeners to pursue arete, that is, to phifosophize. As
suggested in Section 1, however, such an exhortation appeals only to those
already persuaded that the traditional purveyors of arete are insufficient and that
knowledge is therefore worth secking. In this sense, Socrates does not teach his
audience anything new; his protreptic “goes nowhere™ fur it is able to speak
only to those already “protrepticized.” As explicated in Section iIl, the prem-
ises of his argument—that human beings are free and rational agents and that
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the use of neutral items can be known as cotrect/good—-are undefended. Ac-
ceptance of the conclusion, that it is necessary to philosophize, therefore re-
quires that the audience be predisposed to accept the premises. In other words,
the audience must already be predisposed to commence the search for objective
knowledge, i.e., to philosophize. 1 propose that this is why the search for the
determinate object of the basilike techne falters and why it is said to teach only
itself.

To reiterate the basic question, Does the circularity of the protreptic render it
vacuous? No. Socrates does accomplish something significant: He reinforces
and explicates a desire that is present in his audience. To clarify, imagine
presenting Socrates” first protreptic argument. Its conclusion takes the form of
an imperative (which 1 paraphrase): Turn away from your typical concerns,
care about arete and love wisdom. The audience can respond in at least three
ways. (1) They can reject such exhortation by dogmatically asserting that they
are, for example, Christians and don’t need help. (2} They can object to it and
demand teasons why tl‘licy should follow such advice. (3) They can heed, the
arpument’s imperative. |

Options (2) and (3) are similar: Those who ask for rcasons are philosophiz-
ing. (This is reminiscent of the protreptical argument attributed to Aristotle:
those who argue against philosophy are philosophizing. Sec the “Testimonria”
collected by Diiring, p. 44.) Furthermore, both groups, those represented by (2)
and (3), are simifarly predisposed to philosophize. As discussed in Section i,
the argument itself fails to provide satisfying reasons to philosophize. In other
words, it cannot be said to produce {rationally) a new disposition to philoso-
phizc in the target audience. fn this sense protreptic is only effective with those
who are already “proteepticized.”™

What then does protreptic accomplish? It provides an occasion, as well as
guidance in how, to philosophize. It addresses someone, like young Kleinias,
who already is impeiled to discover knowledge and encourages him to consum-
mate that desire. Furthermore, the argument teaches him how to do so. In
particular, it points him in the direction of nontechnical knowledge. Techne is
the pivot around which the protreptic revolves. Understood in a comprehensive
sense, it provides a conceptual framework, such as that diagrammed in Section
1V, within which ordinary knowledge can be classified. This framework allows
someone fike Kleinias to understand what is required to consummate his desire
for knowledge of how to use neutral items correctly, i.c., for knowledge of
arete. It shows him that the ordinary technai are insufficient to accomplish his
goal. What he really wants is a “higher” form of knowledge, one that is non-
technical and somehow able to understand how to use the items on the sample
list. Socrates does not identify this knowledge; as a result, and as Socrates
himself admits, the Euthvdemus is aporetic-—even maddening.

The Socratic protreptic is not vacuous because in and of itself it represents a
nontrivial form of knowledge. If its premises are granted, then it follows that




230 - lterpretation

the typical things we normaily desire (those on the sample list) are neutrai and
not good. It shows that if knowledge of the correct use of these neutral items is
possible—which it may not be—then it is also desirable as the condition for
happiness. it should be remembered, however, that the target audience of the
protreptic already desites such knowledge. Therefore, at least implicitly, they
assume it is possible. As a result, the protreptic directs the desires latent in the
target audience; it urges them to turn away from more typical desires and pur-
sue wisdom. It shows how a most untraditional and therefore potentially alien-
ating desire, for wisdom, can be transformed into a coherent activity that can
produce a happier life.

To reformulate: Socrates fails to prove that philosophy is an unconditional
good. The necessity found in the conclusion of the protreptic—It is necessary
to phiJosophize—does not bind everybody. In particular, the injunction is not
binding for those who would join Euthydemus and Dionysodorus in rejecting
Premises (5) and {6} (that correct use is an objective property of neutral things
and can be learned). Philosephy, then, is only conditionally geod. and the
necessity expressed in the protreptic conclusion is hypothetical. If one is predis-
posed to philosophize and to question the traditional purveyers of arete, then
one must philosophize in order to be happy. This is a crucial lesson for some-
one like Kleinias. Unlike other associates of Socrates such as Charmides,
Critias, and Alcibiades, whose criminal behavior discloses their willingness to
call into question the traditional sense of arete. Kleinias should pursue philoso-
phy. He should seck the higher, the nontechnical form of knowledge, and he
has been provided with a framework to begin doing so.

In sum, the Socratic protreptic tcaches a kind of sell-knowledge, knowledge
of the nature and consequences of those desires that belong to the student open
to the protreptic. It invites the student into the project of philosophy, an activity
to which he is already predisposed, and thereby teaches him how to attain
eudaimonizx. Protreptic itsell thus manifests a kind of nontechnical knowledge:
It does not have a determinate object other than itself. Its object is itself; that is,
it is the study of the desire that wishes to know about arete. Other technai make
discernible progress: one can move from ignorance of carpentry to skill by
studying with a master. This is why the ordinary technai are easily recognized
and usually admired. There is no analogous progress in the study of arete. Only
one who already knows can be taught. But knows what? That knowledge of
arete is desirable.

NOTES

L. My text is Burnet's Oaford odition. Translations are my own. Suppont from the Staic of
lowa, the Joyce Foundation, and the Northwest Arca Foundation allowed me the time 1o work on
this project. Professor David Sedley and an aponymous reader made many valuable comments on
an eurlicr draft of this paper for which | am grateful.

The Serious Pluy of Plato’ s Euthydemus - 231

2. An cxample comes from H. Keulen, who contrasts himseif with Meridier, who wrote:
“*L"Euthydeme est une comédic, avec son decor et ses acours,” laulet ciners der vielen Uneile, die
den platonischen Enthvdem als ein Esgenis spielerischer Laune Platons betrachtet sehen wollen.
Dass der dialog jedoch schr crmest zu nchmen ist, weiss man allerdings ebenso lmge” (pp. 4-5).

Or consider Leo Strauss, who describes the Euthydemus as “bantering, not to say frivolous and
farcical™ {p. 1} but ther goes an to explain why he thinks the dialogue is extremely serious. In fact,
because of the mention of Socrates’ daimonion at 272e, Strauss says of the dialogue: “No other
conversation presented by Plato has so high an origin” (p. 31

3. That the sophists do not possess such a techne is playfully indicated with the phrase Socrates
uses to describe them: they are, he says, “passophoi atechnos™ (271¢6). As | have argued efse-
where (1987, pp. 255-63), Plato consistently puns with atechnos; that is, he uses it to mean
“without techne.” R.§.W. Hawtrey comments extensively on passopfioi in this passage but neglects
to mention the pun with ateclnos, The same is true in E.H. Gifford’s edition.

4. This statement docs not mention any of the problems normally associated with the naturalis-
tic fallacy. R

5. This discussion is informed by Aristotie’s tripartite division of the epistemai. See Meta-
physies 1026u8-22.

6. The key question this paper raises is, ls arete, is the human good, determinate? There is a
little joke at Sratesman 266b which indicates my own position: the nature of the human race is like
the diagonal of the unit square, i.e., indeterminate. 1 would argue that this holds for arcte but |
understand that a lengthy discussion is required.

7. There are at least two other (hreads to fead us aut of the labyrinth. As numercus commenta-
tors have proposed, there might be a techne of arete, if this can be understood in a “second-order™
sense. R. Sprague (1976) inost clearly expresses Lhis position. She argues that the basilike techne
represents & “sccond-order art” which “directs” or “knows how to use the things made” by otber
“aris” (p. §5). On her reading, even though the Ewrfivdemus ends in an aporia, later dialogues
actually express this higher or second-order knowledge.

| think Sprague’s position is seriously flawed. Her solution sounds plausible, but it ignores what
1 suggest s the critica) problemy: In what sense can the “first-order” [or ordinary) technai function as
an object of a “second-order” techne? What exact kind of object would it be and why wouldn’t it
simply recapitulate the same problems discussed here? Furthermore. if this is really the type of
knowledpe that Plao has in tmind, then why did he only describe or allude to it in the early
dialogues and never clearly explain or illustrate it in the later ones? Sprague is extremely vague
about such questions. This is damaging for her argument because techne is precisely that mode of
knowledge whose object is clear and determinaie and should therefore be teadily explained. As a
result, her solution, while inviting, simply postulates a hope that the aporia can be resolved.

I mention Sprague in particatar here because of all the many commentators who hald a similar
thesis, she is the most systemutic and clear. There is 2 mountain of literature on this subject. For
representative views. all of which are similar o Sprague's, sce Kato (1988), Kube (1967). and
Irwin (1977).

Another thread feading out of the labyrinth here is that of K. Gaiser (1959). Simply put, his
thesis is that the dialogues arc exoteric exhortations towards wisdom, while the positive teaching
was esoteric.
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