
Philosophy for 
beginners

Week 3.  3rd October 2018:   Socrates





Class aims

■ Introduce Socrates, Plato and their world

■ Discuss why Socrates claims ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’

■ Consider and evaluate arguments that virtue comes through reason in 
the Meno

■ Understand Plato’s claim that knowledge is innate, and through 
recollection

■ Assess Plato’s account of the soul commandeering the body like a chariot



What do we know of Plato, Socrates 
and their world?



The World of 
Plato & Socrates 

■ Athens, 4th and 3rd Centuries BC

■ Athenian Democracy – a limited 

form of direct democracy: all 

citizens actively participate in 

debates, voting and decision 

making

■ Not representative democracy 

organised via political parties

■ Role of the Sophists – professional 

speakers/debaters, available for 

hire and often claim to be 

philosophers



Socrates

■ Stonemason, and foot-soldier in 

the Peloponnesian War

■ Famously ugly

■ Sometimes hears a supernatural voice 

(daimonian) in the dialogues

■ Debated in the market-place with other 

philosophers and passers-by 

– the ‘gadfly’ of Athens

■ Discusses problems through a process of 

question and answer, directed at identifying the 

contradictory or inconsistent in someone’s view 

– the “Socratic method”



Socrates

■ Charged by the Athenian State with “corrupting the 

minds of the youth” and “impiety” (not believing in the 

Gods of the State)

■ His trial and death are depicted in a sequence of 

dialogues by Plato (Crito, the Apology and the Phaedo)

■ Sentenced to death by drinking Hemlock

■ The Phaedo represents Socrates’ arguments that there 

is no reason to fear death, because the soul is immortal

■ Famous students include Plato and Xenophon



Plato

■ A wealthy Athenian aristocrat

■ Student of Socrates. Our version of what Plato 

thought is based on how Socrates is represented in 

the dialogues

■ When is Plato speaking, and when is Socrates?

■ Author of nearly 30 dialogues, and founder of the 

Academy

■ How is the death of Socrates likely to have influenced 

Plato’s views of his own society?



Socratic method

■ “I know that I know nothing…”

■ Socrates would engage in dialogue with others, investigating 

together the nature of a vaguely-defined ethical principle e.g. 

truth, virtue, courage

■ Socrates draws out (‘midwifery’) contradictions in the other’s 

hypothesis

■ He would claim after that he was ignorant himself of the topic

■ Aristotle credits Socrates with developing the scientific method: 

establishing definitions and induction through critique and 

contradiction



Socratic method in action
1. Begin with finding a statement that sums up the argument e.g. “Socrates, 

the sky is blue…”

2. Explore the implications of that statement and identify contradictions: is the 

sky blue to a blind person? Would it be ‘blue’ to someone who had no name 

for that colour? 

3. The interlocutor now refines their statement: the sky is blue to those who 

know or can see the colour blue.

4. Now challenge the new statement: would the sky be blue if no-one was 

viewing it? Is the colour blue essential to the nature of sky, or can it be 

other colours, in which case when is it blue?

5. The interlocutor is now either puzzled (aporia) or has been compelled to 

give a more rigorous definition.

What do you think of the Socratic method? Can you think of any other 

examples?



The unexamined life is not worth living…

■ Apparently said by Socrates before his execution

What do you think he may have meant by it?



The unexamined life is not worth living…

■ Socrates was told by the Oracle of Delphi that “no man 

is wiser than Socrates”

■ Considering himself an ignorant man, he set his life 

purpose to understand this inherent contradiction, by 

examining life

■ For Socrates, it is better to live and die seeking the truth 

than to be left to live but unable to examine the nature 

of life – hence his questioning

■ He is more motivated to act ethically and truthfully 

rather than compromise his integrity by admitting 

(dishonestly) atheism or corrupting the youth.



‘Are you not ashamed that you give your attention to 

acquiring as much money as possible, and similarly with 

reputation and honour, and give no attention or thought to 

truth and understanding, and the perfection of your soul?’

‘All day long, I will never cease to settle here, there, and 

everywhere – rousing, persuading, and reproving every one 

of you.’

- Socrates, in Plato’s Apology



Importance of virtue: Meno

■ A wealthy young aristocrat, Meno, visits Athens with an 

entourage of slaves. He is a student of the sophist Gorgias.

■ Meno asks Socrates if it is possible to teach virtue. Can 

you teach a person the right way to act? Is it acquired 

through practice? Or are you born with it?

■ Socrates replies that he does not know what virtue is, nor 

does anyone else in Athens. Teaching it could be 

impossible… 

■ This naturally leads to the question: What is virtue?

What do you think?



■ Meno, representing a Sophist view, first argues that all virtue is relative

■ For men, virtue comes through governing, helping friends, injuring 

enemies and preserving oneself; for women it is in managing the 

household. The elderly, children and slaves all have their own specific 

form of virtue

- How might Socrates respond?

■ Socrates wants to know the one quality that is present in every 

particular example of virtuous activity. What makes all cases virtuous 

or just?

■ ‘I wanted one virtue and I find that you have a whole swarm of virtues 

to offer’ – Socrates compare this ‘swarm’ of answers to bees. All are 

different, but what gives them their shared essential nature?

■ What is the common nature of virtue?



Socrates in action

■ What’s at stake? For Socrates, it is whether those who act 

without virtue do so because they are naturally bad or because 

they are confused by their incorrect view of the world, their 

misunderstanding of the true nature of virtue. 

■ Meno now revises his claim: virtue is the desire for good things 

and the power to acquire them.

■ But what of those who believe they desire good things which are 

instead bad and harmful to others?

■ Again, this can be done without acting justly! 

■ Nor does attaining health and wealth necessarily entail justice, 

moderation and so on.

■ Meno has become completely confused, and gives in.



‘Socrates, even before I met you, I heard others talk about how 

you are always completely perplexed about everything, and how 

you drag everyone else down into the same pit of perplexity. 

Now I think you have been bewitching and bewildering me. 

You’ve cast some spell over me, so now I’m completely at a 

loss. 

In fact, if you don’t mind me turning the whole business into a 

bit of a joke, on the inside you’re like one of those stingrays that 

paralyzes everything it touches; you look a bit like one, too –

broad and flat. Anyway, now you’ve done it to me; both my mind 

and my tongue are completely numb. I’ve          got no answer to 

give you. And yet I must have made a 

thousand speeches about virtue before 

now – in front of large audiences, too; but 

now I cannot even say what it is.’



Recollection

■ But where does our knowledge of virtue come from? How can we 

recognise it?

■ For Socrates, following the Greek worldview, our souls are perfect and 

immortal, our true selves. They are reborn after death.

■ Thus learning is a process of recollection, wherein we rediscover within 

ourselves the underlying truths, through reason.

■ Take a look at the excerpt…



Meno’s slave

■ Socrates argues this by teaching Meno’s slave geometry

■ Through questioning him on the area of a square figure, 

the slave-boy uses logic to give Socrates the correct 

answer

■ Socrates then claims this logical reasoning indicates 

recollection: he contained or ‘knew’ the answer 

already, but hadn’t given his attention to it

■ It is the soul’s imprisonment in the noise of the body 

that prevents many, like the slave, from recollecting 

our innate knowledge

■ Convinced?



Virtue is knowledge?

■ Virtue could instead, Socrates suggests, be considered a form of 

knowledge, and that of the good.

■ Unlike health, wealth, beauty and strength, virtue must 

necessarily involve the good.

■ ‘If then virtue is something in the soul, and necessarily good, it 

must be a matter of wisdom. For all other qualities of soul are in 

themselves neither good nor harmful. … virtue, being good, must 

be a kind of wisdom’.

■ Yet if it virtue is knowledge, then it could be taught by teachers, 

poets, historians, politicians and parents, and Socrates finds no 

evidence for that!



Road to Larissa

■ A person wants to go to Larissa. Do they follow 

the instruction of the person who has actually 

been there, or the person who has a 

‘true opinion’ of the route?

■ For Socrates, so long as the instructions given 

are accurate, it doesn’t make any difference.

■ Opinion or experience are only as good as their underlying truth.

■ Hence opinion itself can be a guide for conduct if it is true, that is to 

say, tethered to a correct judgement.

■ Through reason, it can be questioned and developed into knowledge.



‘True opinions, for as long as they remain, are fine 

things and do nothing but good. But they don’t hang 

around for long; they escape from a man's mind, so 

that they are not worth much until one tethers them 

with chains of reasons why. And these, Meno my 

friend, are threads of memory, as previously agreed. 

After opinions are tied down, in the first place they 

become knowledge; secondly, they remain in place. 

That is why knowledge is prized more highly than 

correct opinion; knowledge differs from correct 

opinion in being tied down.’



Knowledge vs opinion

■ Whilst two people may claim to know the same thing, e.g. ‘virtue’, if 

one has based their view on opinion then it will prove unreliable.

■ Knowledge excels opinion, be it true or not, because it involves 

reasoning: recollecting, determining the common principle, and 

applying it to others to establish a general case

■ In this way true opinion can be tethered and become a guide to life

■ Yet true opinion and knowledge aren’t simply innate in all people, 

otherwise they would be common, Socrates claims. They can be 

acquired… but how?

■ A gift from the Gods… Socrates claims.

Over to you: what do you think about the nature of virtue?



Chariot allegory (Phaedrus)

■ For Plato, the immortal soul is like a charioteer

■ It is pulled in different directions by two horses

■ One represents reason and the intellect, and pulls 

towards truth and good moral conduct

■ The other is unruly, pulling towards our emotions and

earthly pleasures

■ There is no one without the other: the charioteer

succeeds in compelling both horses to move together

Can we so easily separate mind from body, or should we 

consider both as necessary for the good life?



Divine madness

■ He then describes ‘divine madness’: 

a wisdom and love only given to 

humans by the Gods

■ In Symposium, where Plato writes on 

the philosophy of love, Socrates claims 

that the only thing he knows is the ‘art of love’

■ Love is the ‘perpetual possession of what is good’

■ For Socrates, love and beauty inspire the mind and soul to their higher, 

universal forms – the appreciation of Beauty itself, rather than beautiful 

things

■ Thus physical love leads to moral love, leads to love of the divine, which 

is the source of beauty



Class recap

■ Introduce Socrates, Plato and their world

■ Discuss why Socrates claims ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’

■ Consider and evaluate arguments that virtue comes through reason in 

the Meno

■ Understand Plato’s claim that knowledge is innate, and through 

recollection

■ Assess Plato’s account of the soul commandeering the body like a 

chariot



Next week

■ We turn to Plato!

■ We will discuss Plato, his theory of the forms, the analogy 
of the divided line, and what the source of human 
knowledge is

■ We’ll focus on Plato’s Republic, so please aim to find out 
more about that

■ There’s also some optional short reading on the Forms that 
you can do to ahead of class – handout provided

■ If you’ve any questions, email 
dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk


