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Preface 

This is a book about how Plato developed his metaphysics with a view 
to supporting his deepest educational convictions. It leads from the 
reaction of Plato's Socrates against the ethical and epistemological 
relativism of the sophists, to Plato's mature conception of education 
as a profound transformation of the personality, and to his consider
ations about education as the development of reason, understood as a 
normative principle of order. 

The factual points of Plato's theory of education have been dealt 
with abundantly and adequately, and I shall not rehearse them here. 
My main interest is in the relation of Plato's metaphysics to the epis
temological, ethical and political aspects of his theory of education. 
Without unduly modernizing Plato, I shall try to show how his basic 
positions – even when they seem to us, on the face of them, most 
outlandish – bear directly and heavily on modern educational 
problems. 

The book is primarily aimed at educationalists, philosophers and 
historians of philosophy, although each will find in it, so I hope, some
thing different. No knowledge of Greek is assumed in the text, but 
some philological material is found in the notes, where deemed 
necessary or desirable. A general acquaintance is presupposed with 
at least those of Plato's dialogues discussed below. A basic 
bibliography is provided at the head of the notes to each chapter. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

One cannot hope to discuss Plato's philosophy of education without 
discussing also Socrates'. A neat separation between master and dis
ciple is notoriously impossible. From our point of view, however, we 
are interested in the Socrates that influenced Plato, as Plato perceived 
him. We must then try and make some sort of distinction between the 
Socratic and the Platonic elements in Plato's dialogues (rather than 
between the historical and the literary Socrates), i.e. between Plato's 
portrait of Socrates and Plato's literary and philosophical extrapol
ation of Socrates' views as Plato understood them.1 

The question is too complex to be dealt with in this introduction and 
goes well beyond the scope of this book. Very broadly, one can say 
that Plato's Socrates is that Socrates in the dialogues who is still 
innocent of the doctrine of the ideas, of Pythagoreanism and of 
eschatology. But the venerable distinction between the early 
'Socratic' dialogues and the middle and late 'Platonic' dialogues has 
to be handled with care. In the end, the line between the Socratic and 
the Platonic must be drawn within the dialogues themselves. But it 
passes inside the dialogues, not between them. In some dialogues, 
such as the Gorgias or the Theaetetus, Socrates is a highly composite 
figure. Elements such as the distinction of dialectic from rhetoric in 
the Gorgias or the art of midwifery in the Theaetetus could be 
genuinely Socratic, but the Pythagorean influence and the interest in 
eschatology and epistemology are best understood as Platonic.2 

Nevertheless, as a rough guide, one could point to the final myth of the 
Gorgias and the second part of the Meno (from the introduction of the 
myth of recollection) as the nearest one can come to identifying a 
watershed between Plato's 'historical' Socrates and the Platonic Soc
rates, who is hardly more than a literary figure.3 

There is also a difference in method between Plato's Socrates and 
the Platonic Socrates. Plato's Socrates is dialectical and elenctic. He 
will argue from the premises of his interlocutor and try to force him to 
go back on them. This means that elenctic dialogues have their scope 
circumscribed from the beginning by the positions put forward for dis
cussion by Socrates' opponents. It is part of Socrates' educational 
approach that one has to come to see the shortcomings of one's 
opinions 'from within'. 

1 
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It is in this sense that Socratic dialectic is intrinsically ironic. 
Socrates will always accept his opponent's view, for the sake of the 
argument, taking up from there. Socrates' attitude to his opponent's 
opinions is thus essentially ambivalent; he will accept a position in 
which he does not believe, only in order to disprove it. 

The fundamental shortcoming of Socratic dialectic is plain; it is 
exclusively destructive. Socrates did have ethical convictions of his 
own, and his method implied some very strong underlying assump
tions. But Socrates was prevented precisely by his method from argu
ing directly for his convictions. These could perhaps be summarized 
in the double assumption that – against sophistic relativism – there is a 
real difference between good and bad and between true and false. 

Plato saw the limitations of Socratic elenchus. These are made 
clear towards the end of the Gorgias\ Callicles, Polus and Gorgias, 
'the three wisest among the Greeks of today' (527 B8–9), could not 
withstand Socrates' examination, and so Socrates is entitled to pre
sume that his own view stands, as expressed in the concluding myth. 
But no real support has been given to it. 

In the Meno, Plato proposes a new method, the method of 
hypothesis.4 With his new method, Plato also implicitly puts forward 
a different conception of the task of philosophy. Philosophy is to pro
vide the metaphysical foundation for the ethical and epistemological 
convictions which withstand elenchus, and specifically the Socratic 
convictions that doing evil is always wrong and that no one does 
evil willingly. 

The absolute distinction between true and false, and good and bad, 
is to be assumed. The premises (in Plato's terminology, the 
hupotheseis) are sought which make such distinction possible, and 
the premises of these premises, until something is arrived at which is 
in no need of further support. Plato was well aware that metaphysical 
assumptions cannot be proved or deductively demonstrated. Their 
worth is in their power to provide a synoptical and unifying view, and 
to give support to a philosophical position whose alternative is con
sidered untenable.5 

Plato was thus led to consider firstly the kind of interest or utility 
Socrates was opposing to the sophists' utilitarian or individualistic 
concept of interest. He came to interpret it as non-empirical utility. 
Socrates had indeed talked of the care of one's soul as something 
opposed to simple utilitarianism, but he seems to have left it at 
that. 

Plato was trying then to find out what reality must be like so that 
Socrates' moral and his own epistemological intuitions are vin
dicated. This implied the consideration of the nature of knowledge 
and its objects, the nature of the soul as the seat of cognition and desire 
and as the Socratic unity of the moral personality, and finally, the 
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relation between subjectivity, as desire and personal conviction, and 
objectivity, as goodness and truth. 

Socrates saw the individual as the object of education. Necessary 
conditions of the success of education were personal effort and per
sonal commitment and conviction. But personal conviction had to 
lead to objectively valid truth and goodness. Socrates left Plato the 
question: How can the results of education both originate in each 
individual and yet be binding for all individuals? Plato saw the only 
solution in the assumption that the individual's real nature is not in 
him (in a sense to be explained below) and that his real desires and 
interests are transcendent to him, much as they are akin to him. 

Education was then for Plato the leading of the individual from the 
empirical and particular to the purely intelligible. As with Socrates, 
the starting-point is always the world of everyday experience, from 
where the process of the development of reason has to start. But most 
people will not make it to full intelligibility, not because they will be 
kept behind but because, as a matter of fact, they will be incapable of 
continuing their education beyond a certain point. Platonic education 
is thus graded and selective; it is a gradual process of clarification of 
the irrational or semi-rational cognitive and emotional contents of the 
soul, leading to the realization of the objectivity of these contents, 
according to the capabilities of each individual. That most people 
cannot hope to be more than imperfectly educated is presumably a 
necessary consequence of such a view. 

In the Protagoras, the Gorgias and the Euthydemus, Plato 
explores the opposition and the borderline between Socrates' and the 
sophists' conceptions of education. The Meno asks how Socrates' 
view of learning is possible, and the Theaetetus, a later dialogue, re
examines the nature of the objects of knowledge required by Plato's 
solution to the problem of Socratic learning. The Phaedrus and the 
Symposium consider desire and its object, and their relation to 
knowledge and reality. The Republic unfolds the whole process of 
education in its social context, from its irrational beginnings to the full 
apprehension of intelligible reality. Here Plato addresses himself not 
only to the attainment of full rationality and intelligibility but also to 
the semi-rational stages of education, through literature and art, and 
to the political management of a society most of whose members will 
not transcend subjectivity and particularism. 

I have only occasionally referred to the earlier dialogues, in order 
not to tip the balance of the book to the Socratic side. At the other end, 
I have omitted a discussion of the Laws. With all its importance to 
Plato's theory, and his recommended practice, of education, the main 
philosophical foundations had already been laid in Plato's middle 
dialogues. 



CHAPTER 2 

The background and the 
challenge: sophistic education 

In Plato's dialogue Protagoras, Hippocrates, a young man of good 
family, excitedly awakens Socrates before dawn, and urges him that 
they go and see Protagoras, the sophist, who had just arrived in town.1 

Although Socrates seems nonplussed and restrains Hippocrates from 
rushing to Protagoras' lodgings at that early hour, yet the sophist's 
visit to Athens was some reason for excitement. 

The sophists brought about a revolution in Greek education. Until 
the middle of the fifth century BC, education had been traditional, and 
human and political excellence2 were considered primarily a matter of 
birth and family, not of training and formal education. But by the 
middle of the fifth century traditional education and the customary 
ways of managing political life in Greece, and especially in Athens, 
were proving inadequate. The rise of democracy posed the question of 
the education of political leadership. True, in Athens political leaders 
still continued to come, for some time, from the wealthy aristocratic 
families – a phenomenon not unknown in our own times. But 
statemanship was now considered an art to be mastered, and the 
sophists provided for the need for instructors in that art. The sophists 
maintained, for the first time in Western history, that family edu
cation ought to be supplemented and completed by professional 
educators.3 The ideal of the well-educated person from now on 
rivalled that of the nobleman. 

The sophists held out the promise of civic and political excellence 
for all – or at least for those who could pay. Some of them announced 
themselves educators in political excellence and individual success. 
In Athens, civic upbringing had traditionally occurred by direct par
ticipation in the city's life. The education of the youth was considered 
the concern of all citizens alike. Political excellence was not thought 
of as a technique to be learned, but as a mode of life which the young 
absorbed through living in society. To be educated was not on the 
same footing as having a trade or having mastered an art. Thus, it is 
not strange that the sophists, coming from outside Athens, unable to 
participate actively in her political life yet influencing it to a great 
extent, were looked upon with a mixture of admiration and 
distrust. 

Their educational outlook was eminently pragmatic. In political 

4 
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life absolute theoretical truth is irrelevant: it is success that counts. In 
stressing success, the sophists were continuing and reinforcing one 
main strand of the Homeric tradition. Manly excellence was, in 
Homer, military prowess, success in war and in the defence of one's 
household, and the skills which contributed to it. Closely related to 
such success, as both a prerequisite of it and justified by it, were the 
privileges of a high social position. Obviously, the notion of 
excellence was different for women and for the dependents of the 
household.4 This aristocratic aspect of excellence is considerably 
weakened by the fifth century BC, especially in Athens. Out of it, 
however, arose various forms of ethical relativism. 

At the same time, the sophists were reacting against the philosophy 
of nature that had developed in Ionia and in Greek Italy since the end 
of the seventh century BC. The outlandish claims of the earlier natural 
philosophers about the nature of reality had led to a complete dis
sociation of scientific, i.e. speculative, knowledge from the workaday 
opinions by which men live their lives. The older sophists did not 
negate this dissociation, but they gave it a new slant by shifting the 
interest from the speculative to the practical and the inductive. For 
them, the relevant questions were not those of truth and falsehood, but 
those of what is and what is not effective in this or that situation, of 
expediency, of know-how, of what are the best means to further one's 
own ends. Even Protagoras' essay on Truth and Gorgias' treatise on 
What-is-not, speculative as they may be, served them as epis-
temological foundations for practical positions.5 

It is not that the natural philosophers of the sixth century BC were 
not interested in human and social affairs. Much on the contrary, 
some of them were reputed to have drawn constitutions for Greek 
cities and to have taken an active part in politics. The Pythagoreans 
may even have tried to integrate their philosophical speculation and 
their political activity. But the sophists reversed the priorities and 
came to see the justification of speculative thinking in its relevance to 
human concerns. 

There is thus no point in teaching others, if by 'teaching' one means 
conveying the truth about the way things are. Rather, one seeks to 
convince, to persuade, to prevail, by psychological means more than 
on logical grounds; for in the world of action it is not the dispassionate 
logical arguments that carry the day, but – as in Parliament and in the 
court house – psychological motives and considerations. Sophistic 
education as a preparation for practical, and especially political, suc
cess dealt heavily in rhetoric, the instrument of persuasion and of 
public life. Some sophists also pursued other branches of knowledge, 
for the first time in a systematic manner; they inquired into the 
possibility of knowledge, into the foundations of society, into the 
sources of language and of religion, into grammar and poetry 


