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ABSTRACT 
 
 It is well-known feature of a number of Plato’s dialogues that when Socrates asks 

his infamous, “what is F-ness?” question, where “F-ness” stands for “virtue” or “piety” or 

“courage” or “beauty” or “temperance,” no one gives him the answer he wants. This may 

lead one to believe even that Socrates has no adequate answer in mind. Nevertheless, by 

examining Socrates’ arguments, his explanations of what he wants, and his model 

answers, one can specify the conditions an adequate answer to “what is F-ness?” must 

meet.  

Socrates recognizes a distinction between formal and material definitional 

conditions. In this dissertation, I concentrate on the material conditions rather than the 

formal ones for two reasons: Socrates allows a great deal of syntactic flexibility, and 

many answers he regards as formally adequate resist classification by contemporary 

standards. I argue that Socrates is committed to four material adequacy conditions in 

answers to “what is F-ness?” He is committed to the extensional equivalence condition, 

that the definiens picks out all and only instances of the definiendum, the property 

sameness condition, that the definiens is a property identical to the definiendum, the 

explanation condition, that the definiens explains instances of the definiendum, and the 

semantic completeness condition, that statements about F-nesses involving evaluative 

predicates do not change their truth-value, regardless of context.  
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Even a first-time reader of Plato’s shorter dialogues will notice that when the 

character Socrates asks about the nature of courage in Plato’s Laches, or of temperance in 

Charmides, or of piety in Euthyphro, or of virtue in Meno and Protagoras, or of beauty in 

the Hippias Major or of justice in Republic Book I, no one gives him the answer he 

wants.1 These dialogues, which seem to end without reaching any solid conclusions, are 

called “aporetic” because a)pori/a is the word for “perplexity” in Greek. Generating 

perplexity has an important methodological purpose, too: Socrates believes it is necessary 

for stimulating the desire to find out what one doesn’t know. It drives him to ask his 

questions in the first place.2  

The characters in these dialogues of search end their conversations befuddled 

about how to answer the question that dominates most of the dialogue. One wonders what 

sort of answer would satisfy Socrates. After all, he is to blame-at least in part-for an 

answer’s failure; he sets up the conditions the answer has to meet; his interlocutors just 

don’t meet them. 3 

The aim of this dissertation is to provide an account of the conditions Socrates 

expects to be met in the answers to his questions. Socrates establishes these adequacy 

 
1 I distinguish Republic Book I because it belongs to a group of “Socratic” dialogues, according to 

a widely-embraced tradition. This is point I will take up in greater detail later.  
 
2 See Socrates’ recognition of his own ignorance at Apology 21B-22B. 
 
3 “Interlocutor” is the standard term for anyone caught up in conversation with Socrates in Plato’s 

dialogues. The Greek equivalent of this word, prosdialego/menoj, occurs infrequently in Plato 
(Beversluis 2000: 18). 
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conditions for his questions in two ways: by explaining what he wants-often through 

model answers-and by offering objections to the answers that his interlocutors give. In 

these ways, Socrates supplies the guidelines to answering his questions. So, the Socrates 

of these dialogues is not necessarily the destructive critic he is sometimes made out to 

be.4 If he is not the destructive critic he is sometimes made out to be, then we can assume 

reasonably that a generalized account of what he expects can be gleaned from a subset of 

Plato’s dialogues. 

Yet, to talk of Socrates rather than Plato might seem odd, if by “Socrates” I meant 

the historical figure. Socrates appears also in the writings of the 5th century comic 

playwright, Aristophanes, and in the writings of a 5th century general, Xenophon. As 

contemporaries of the historical Socrates, all of these authors, Plato, Aristophanes, and 

Xenophon, would have had privileged access to Socrates, the man. But their views of him 

are so widely divergent, all cannot be right. And, it may be the case that they have all 

gotten him wrong. This complexity has come to be known in the literature as the 

“Problem of the Historical Socrates.”5 

 
4 For the “Socrates as destructive critic” view, see Grote 1875. The argument in favor of viewing 

Socrates as merely destructive critic is that if Plato had more positive views in these dialogues, he would 
have written in a straightforward, expository style. Rudebusch argues that this premise is false: the dialogue 
form is more effective pedagogy (Rudebusch 1999: 11-17). 

 
5 Aristophanes presents an unflattering portrait of Socrates quite opposed to the description 

contained in Plato’s dialogues. In The Clouds, Aristophanes presents the character Socrates as the 
embodiment of two schools of thought: the natural philosophers, whose primary investigations concerned 
the movements of the heavens and the material composition of the earth, and the sophists, whose activity 
mainly consisted in teaching young, wealthy Athenians how to speak persuasively in the assembly.  

Plato’s Socrates is famous for his disavowal of knowledge. This removes him from the company 
of Sophists who claim to be able to teach virtue.  Xenophon’s portrait of Socrates is in sharp contrast, with 
Socrates asserting with confidence a great many moral doctrines, instead of disavowing knowledge of such 
things.  
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One obvious way to side-step this problem is to limit my discussion to Plato’s 

Socrates. In so doing, however, I do not obviate all difficulties associated with the 

problem of historical Socrates. Socrates-the historical figure-wrote nothing himself, and 

Plato is the author of the dialogues.6 And if Plato is the author of the dialogues, would it 

not follow that Plato’s views are expressed by the character Socrates? Not necessarily: As 

the author, Plato puts himself in the background, and distances himself from the main 

action of the conversation in all the dialogues. Plato never has a speaking part himself 

and he is mentioned only three times in the dialogues.7 It can be questioned whether the 

character Socrates represents Plato’s views at all. Even so, I can still refer to the views 

associated with the character Socrates in Plato’s dialogues. A character in a dialogue 

needn’t correspond to an actual historical figure in order to be philosophically interesting. 

It has been argued at length, however, that Plato offers us two different Socrateses in his 

dialogues, and the one appearing in the shorter, aporetic dialogues represents the 

historical figure of Socrates.8  

The subset of Plato’s dialogues that provide the impetus and textual background 

for this project are the following: Charmides, Laches, Euthyphro, Republic Book I, 

Meno, Hippias Major, Protagoras, and Gorgias. These dialogues share a number of 

features that constitute them as a group and make them suited to the scope of my project. 

First, Socrates is the main speaker and philosophical hero of these dialogues. Second, 
 

6 Some dialogues attributed to Plato are generally considered spurious: Second Alcibiades, 
Hipparchus, Rival Lovers, Theages, Minos, Epinomis, Definitions, On Justice, On Virtue, Demodocus, 
Sisyphus, Halcyon, Eryxias, Axiochus (Cooper, ed. 1997). Other dialogues are controversial, i.e. it is not 
agreed whether Plato is the author: Alcibiades, Hippias Major, Clitophon, Letters, and Epigrams (Ibid).  

 
7 See Ap. 34A, Ap. 38B and Phd. 59B. 
 
8 See Vlastos 1991. 
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they are aporetic: they end without seeming to have answered the question that occupies 

most of the dialogue. Third, they tend to focus on attempting to provide a definition of a 

particular virtue in a dialectical discussion. In so doing, they provide the most useful texts 

for recovering Socrates’ definitional commitments, which occur in these dialogues. 

Finally, this group of dialogues also corresponds to a smaller set of Plato’s early or 

transitional dialogues, i.e. those dialogues that better express the views of historical 

Socrates rather than Plato’s own mature thought. Plato’s other dialogues tend to lack 

these features. They are not aporetic, not explicitly definitional in that the dialogues is 

mainly concerned with testing definitions, and more expositional, which makes them less 

suited to the purpose of this dissertation. 

This introduction is structured in way to mirror the title of the dissertation: The 

first part of this introduction is a short justification for the division between Socratic and 

Platonic dialogues, and locating the dialogues that are the textual background to this 

project within the former group;9 the second part of this introduction is a clarification of 

Socratic definition, as opposed to other kinds of definition; the third part of this 

introduction introduces two objections to the interpretive approach I advocate. Finally, 

the fourth part of the introduction describes the general structure of the rest of the 

dissertation.  

 

 

 
 

9 This section doesn’t constitute a complete argument for adopting this division; it serves to clarify 
that I am working within a tradition, which entitles this project to be called “Socratic” rather than 
“Platonic” despite the fact that Plato, and not Socrates, is the author of the dialogues recognized as genuine.  
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A. Socratic  

In the last fifty years of scholarship on Plato, the dominant interpretation, 

especially in the Anglophone world, groups a subset of Plato’s dialogues together, 

supposing that they were written early in Plato’s career and represent, more or less, the 

views of historical Socrates shared by the young Plato.10 Later on, the figure of Socrates 

presents Plato’s more developed views, markedly different in some ways from those of 

Socrates. Plato’s abundant writing is likely to have taken place over the course of many 

years. It is also likely that, like most philosophers working over a great span of time, 

Plato changed his mind along the way;11 thus, Plato’s dialogues are sometimes classified 

chronologically, according to early, transitional, middle and late periods.12 Some recent 

work in Platonic scholarship attempts to undermine this dominant, “developmental” 

perspective of Plato’s dialogues, however.13  

The rise of this developmental perspective comes in part from a principle of 

charity. Some of the views expressed within the corpus as a whole are so widely 

divergent, Vlastos once quipped, as able to be contained simultaneously only in the mind 

of a schizophrenic.14 Such harsh rebuke aside, supposing a moderate developmental 

 
10 Vlastos points out that if you maintain that through a “Socrates” in Plato, we come to know the 

Socrates of history, you must argue for it, which is what he does (Vlastos 1991: 44-80). One may still be 
agnostic about the historical accuracy of the character Socrates in the aporetic dialogues. See Benson 2000 
and Santas 1979. In line with this approach, there’s no difference between “Socrates” and “early Plato.”  

  
11 Contrast this “developmentalist” position with a “unitarian” one, whose claim is that Plato 

composed the dialogues with complete views in mind, hiding them under the dialectical exchange. Each 
dialogue reveals some aspect of these views, and textual inconsistencies are explained by Plato’s varying 
motives. See Kahn 1996; Annas 1999.  

 
12 See Vlastos 1991, Penner 1992, and Benson 2000.  
 
13 See Annas (1999: 31-51).  
 
14 See Vlastos (1991: 46).  
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approach in the composition of Plato’s dialogues allows us to make sense of some of the 

philosophical conflicts within the dialogues.15 

According to this chronology, then, the dialogues that are the textual background 

to this project that belong in the early category are: Charmides, Laches, Euthyphro, 

Republic Book I, Protagoras and Gorgias. Those dialogues belonging to the transitional 

group are: Meno, and Hippias Major. Thus, arguments based on these texts may well be 

entitled to being called, “Socratic.” One objection to this concerns the transitional 

dialogues. Transitional dialogues are distinguished by their combination of Socratic and 

Platonic elements. But one can only identify these dialogues as transitional by 

presupposing that they contain both Socratic and Platonic elements. So, how do I know 

that these are transitional? They contain both Socratic and Platonic elements. And how is 

it that they contain both Socratic and Platonic elements? They are transitional dialogues. 

This appears to have created a circle. This is why, perhaps, some commentators have 

preferred to emphasize the argumentative rather than the chronological aspect of the 

dialogues. But even according to the argumentative criteria, the texts for this project wind 

up being in the Socratic category.  

A recent account distinguishes the Socratic dialogues from the other dialogues on 

philosophical grounds. Dancy distinguishes Socratic from doctrinal dialogues and then 

 
 
15 One of the main conflicts arises from two incompatible views of the soul. At Apology 25B5-

26A8 the character Socrates argues that no one harms intentionally and at Meno 77B6-78B8, he argues that 
everyone desires what is genuinely good. Thus, desire is rational. At Republic Book IV, however, the 
character Socrates argues that there is an appetitive part of the soul. So, desire is irrational. One way to 
resolve this conflict is to suppose that Plato changed his mind about the nature of the soul. During the 
composition of the early dialogues, he thought the soul was unitary. In later writings, he thought it 
composed of parts.  
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subdivides the Socratic dialogues into definitional and non-definitional dialogues.16 The 

character Socrates produces negative arguments without committing himself to the 

metaphysical view of the Theory of Forms.17 The dialogues in which Plato introduces 

The Theory of Forms are therefore called, “doctrinal” because the character Socrates 

provides arguments for the Theory of Forms. The definitional dialogues are identified by 

the following criteria: (1) Socrates is the main speaker; (2) the main task is defining 

something with the aim of resolving some practical, ethical issue; (3) the task is left 

undone at the end of the dialogue.18 These Socratic, definitional dialogues are: 

Charmides, Euthyphro, Hippias Major, Laches, Lysis, and Republic I. The Socratic non-

definitional dialogues according to this schema are: Apology, Crito, Euthydemus, Hippias 

Minor, Ion, Menexenus, Protagoras and Gorgias. The doctrinal dialogues are: Meno, 

Phaedo and Symposium. According to this schematic, too, the background dialogues for 

this project are included under the heading of Socratic dialogues. So, they are also 

entitled to being called, “Socratic.” The exception to this schema is Meno, which is 

designated as a transitional dialogue according to Vlastos’s chronological scheme, but 

doctrinal, according to Dancy’s argument scheme. This conflict is easily obviated once 

we realize that the first third of the Meno –up until Meno introduces the paradox of 

inquiry at 80D5-8-develops exactly like a Socratic, definitional, or early dialogue. In fact, 

this portion of the Meno provides the most sophisticated and detailed discussion of 

 
16 See Dancy 2004.  
 
17 See Dancy (2004: 4-6).  
 
18 He also advances the claim that Socrates has no positive view except for the Socratic paradoxes. 

By “Socratic paradoxes,” Dancy means the claims that (a) no one does wrong voluntarily, that (b) virtue is 
really one, and that (c) virtue is knowledge.  
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Socrates’ presuppositions about definitions.19 Thus, it is not only permitted in a 

discussion of Socratic definition, it is required.  

One dialogue among the group cited as textual background for this dissertation 

brings up the issue of authenticity. Though Hippias Major exemplifies Socrates’ interest 

in definitions, commentators have doubted that it was written by Plato at all.20 The issue 

of authenticity can be a tricky one, especially because it is not immune to the subjective 

interpretations of the commentators. But in fact, the evidence we have for doubting the 

authenticity of Hippias Major is not conclusive. The historical presumption is in favor of 

regarding Hippias Major as authentic. Woodruff says that Hippias Major has “as good a 

claim to Platonic authorship as do the Ion and Euthyphro.” 21 And I certainly don’t doubt 

the Euthyphro’s authenticity. It is helpful to know that this issue of authenticity arises 

only in the 19th century, when Schleiermacher doubted the authenticity of Hippias Major 

because of the uncharacteristic rudeness with which Socrates engages Hippias. This is 

just an example of how commentators can be motivated by their subjective impressions.  

Thus far, I have justified calling this project “Socratic” by appealing to two 

prominent interpreters of Plato: to one who distinguishes the dialogues chronologically 

and to another who distinguishes them philosophically. In both cases, the dialogues cited 

for this discussion fall into the “early Plato” or “Socratic” group. Lest this preliminary 

discussion be an appeal to authority, I offer some more grounds on which we can 

distinguish the Socratic from the Platonic dialogues: Stylometric analysis and Aristotle’s 

 
19 See Dancy 2004 and Nakhinikian 1971. 
 
20 See Woodruff (1982: 93-103).  
 
21 Ibid, 94 
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testimony about Socrates. The development of stylometric analysis came about for the 

most part to offset the subjective interpretations of the interpreters in establishing a rough 

chronological development among Plato’s dialogues. Aristotle’s testimony provides a 

more independent portrait of Socrates.  

 

A.1. Stylometry 

Stylometric analysis focuses on certain features of an author’s writing style.22 

Tracking these features of an author’s style helps-it is supposed-to establish a rough 

chronology. This chronology is supported in concert with, ideally, the inter-textual 

references between dialogues, and doctrinal differences contained therein. With this 

technique, some commentators organize Plato’s dialogues into a fine-grained analysis of 

the position of each of the dialogues in their order of writing. Some of this is aided by a 

few inter-textual references which entail that the Republic was written before Timaeus, or 

that Meno was written before Phaedo. In any case, stylometry charts a number of 

unconscious features of Plato’s writing, e.g. responses from the interlocutors, e.g. Greek 

equivalents for “truly” or “indeed,” to organize Plato’s dialogues into their order of 

composition. Stylometry provides a way to organize the dialogues along chronological 

lines even when they do not share structural features. 

Before the advent of stylometric analysis, it might have been tempting to group 

Plato’s dialogues according to their content. Following this suggestion, we’d divide the 

dialogues differently. For example, Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, and Phaedo compose a 

 
22 Work on chronology tracks stylistic features of Plato’s work such as reply formulae and the 

appearance of hiatus (a word ending with a vowel is elided because it precedes a word beginning with a 
vowel) has a long and detailed history. See Brandwood 1992.  
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dramatic unit. In Euthyphro, Socrates is at the footsteps of the courthouse, answering his 

indictment. In Apology, he defends himself against charges brought against him. In Crito, 

he is in jail, discussing whether he ought to escape. In Phaedo, the eponymous 

interlocutor relates Socrates last day in prison when he is sentenced to death by drinking 

hemlock. This grouping according to dramatic development, however, is in conflict with 

stylometric analysis. According to chronology, Phaedo is a middle Plato dialogue, and 

according to argument, a doctrinal dialogue. 

 

A.2. Aristotle’s Testimony 

As a student of Plato, Aristotle would have privileged access to Socratic views. 

His testimony about Socrates suggests a portrait of Socrates found in some dialogues, but 

not found in others. Thus, we take his testimony about Socrates as additional support for 

this division between Socratic dialogues and the rest.  

Aristotle says that Socrates only asked questions because he said that he didn’t 

know.23  So, according to Aristotle, Socrates was a question-asker.  

This question-asker portrait is certainly the portrait we get in a number of Plato’s 

dialogues. In Laches, Charmides, Euthyphro and the first third of Meno, we find Socrates 

doing what Aristotle tells us he does. Interlocutors struggle to articulate accounts of the 

nature of courage, temperance, piety and virtue that would satisfy him. But all of them 

 
23 See SE 183B6-8. The nature of Socrates’ disavowals of knowledge is a hotly debated topic. 

Some recommend that a number of these disavowals are taken ironically, and that their purpose is to disarm 
the interlocutor. We see this in Thrasymachus’ response to Socrates in Republic Book I: he says that 
Socrates is being coy. Whether Socrates’ disavowals are meant to be taken ironically, or whether some are 
meant to be taken ironically, but not others doesn’t make a difference for my point here. Aristotle doesn’t 
comment on the nature of Socratic disavowals of knowledge; he only says that this is what Socrates does. 
So, it is likely that those dialogues wherein Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge appears are Socratic and not 
Platonic dialogues.  
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fail. Typically an interlocutor offers a definition, and Socrates spends the rest of the 

dialogue criticizing it. In the end, the interlocutor is more confused than when he began 

his discussion, so we are led to believe.  

If we turn to Republic Book IV we find that the definition of justice which 

Socrates offers himself is not scrutinized the way the definition of piety is in Plato’s 

Euthyphro. The suggestion, in accordance with Aristotle’s testimony, is to view Socrates 

of the middle and later period dialogues representing Plato’s mature view: he has turned 

away from the quest for definitions.24 

If we consider Books II-IX of the Republic as Platonic dialogues, then we can 

explain this lack of scrutiny over the definition of justice: Plato’s interest moves beyond 

the scrutinizing of definitions customarily associated with Socrates, who didn’t know the 

answer to “what is Justice?” The Platonic Socrates then supplies an answer himself to the 

question, “what is Justice?” Socrates reveals that justice is a harmonious arrangement of 

parts of the soul.25 This definition of justice is not then taken up to be criticized, but 

forms an essential part of the argument that it is important to maintain the justice of one’s 

soul. 

Those dialogues that embody the question and answer style traditionally 

associated with Socrates together with Socrates’ disavowals of knowledge are likely to 

express Socratic rather than Platonic views, according to Aristotle.   

So, based on the appeal to both the chronological and philosophical division of 

the dialogues, stylometric analysis, and Aristotle’s testimony, I have justified why this 
 

24 Plato may not have abandoned the criteria for good definitions, however (Nakhnikian 1971: 
138).  

 
25 See R. 444C-445C.  
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project is entitled to being called, “Socratic” rather than “Platonic.” The dialogues cited 

in this dissertation, Charmides, Laches, Euthyphro, Republic Book I, Meno, Hippias 

Major, Protagoras, and Gorgias, make up a smaller subset of dialogues traditionally 

thought of as exemplifying the views of historical Socrates.  

The argument of this dissertation is intended to cover all and only those dialogues 

I enumerate above, as such I need a way to refer to Socrates’ question more generally, 

abstracted from particular contexts where the topic is either courage, or justice, or virtue. 

I can do this by saying that Socrates’ adequacy conditions are constraints on answers to 

“what is F-ness?” Here, “F-ness” stands for virtues like courage, which is the main topic 

of inquiry in Laches, or piety, which is the main topic of inquiry in Euthyphro, or for 

non-virtues like quickness, Socrates’ model for courage in Laches, or shape, his model 

for virtue in Meno. The use of the term “F-ness” is just a way to generalize Socrates’ 

question across dialogues.26 So, an account of adequacy conditions on F-ness will apply 

no less to courage, beauty or piety than it does to temperance, justice or shape. In other 

words, “F-ness” stands for F-nesses that are virtues and F-nesses that aren’t.  

“Socratic definition” has become shorthand for referring to Socrates’ expectations 

in answers to “what is F-ness?” Some commentators note that calling an answer to “what 

is F-ness?” a Socratic definition doesn’t say much.27 An additional caution against 

running together answers to “what is F-ness?” with definitions is that we might foist upon 

Socrates anachronistic features of definitions in general. Nevertheless, there is a long 

 
26 Other commentators refer to Socrates’ main question as the “what is the F?” question (Vlastos 

1976; Dancy 2004), or as the “what is X?” question (Robinson 1958; Penner 1992; Silverman 2003). For a 
defense of “F-ness” over “the F,” see Benson 1992.  

 
27 See Benson (2000: 100).  
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history of referring to an adequate answer to “what is F-ness?” as a Socratic definition.28 

I simply follow in this tradition, but I detail some of the reasons to think that what 

Socrates expects is indeed some kind of def

 

B. Definition29 

An oft-quoted passage from Aristotle’s Metaphysics tells us that Socrates was the 

first to have an interest in general definition.30 No doubt Aristotle’s testimony is 

responsible for helping to characterize Socrates’ inquiries as the pursuit of definitions. If 

Aristotle sees in Socrates the genesis of an interest in definition, and since he himself 

gives an explicit discussion of definition, then we ought to look to Aristotle for a clue 

into what kind of definition Socrates was after.  

The classic view of definition, first explicitly stated by Aristotle, identifies the 

purpose of giving a definition is to give an account of what it is to be something.31  Later, 

Aristotle’s expressions for what it is to be something came to be translated as 

 
28 See Woodruff 1982, Sharvy 1972, Nakhnikian 1971, Santas 1979, Nehamas 1975, Beversluis 

1974, and Allen 1970.  
 
29 The word for “definition” in Aristotle, o(/roj, appears only rarely in Plato (Grg. 488D1, Hi. Ma. 

283B2, Lys. 209C7, R. 331D2). Derived from o(ri/zein, the word is used by farmers and surveyors to mark 
off parcels of land. Hence, any contest in which one “distinguishes” or “separates” could appropriate this 
word (Wolfsdorf 2004). In the same vein, Socrates asks his interlocutor to uniquely identify the F-ness in 
question. Thus, although the language of definition is slim, we need not deny our use of “Socratic 
Definition” as what Socrates is after.  

 
30 “Socrates, however, busied himself with ethical matters and neglected the world of nature as a 

whole. Rather he sought the universal in these ethical matters, and fixed thought for the first time on 
definitions” (Meta. 987B1-4). See Guthrie (1971: 105), White (1976: 13), Santas (1979: 79), and Dancy 
(2004: 23-26). 

 
31 See Smith (1995: 51). 
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“essence.”32 Additionally, Socrates’ request in Euthyphro that Euthyphro provide him 

with the ou)si/a –a word often translated as “essence”- of piety show Socrates’ activity 

in harmony with Aristotle’s assessment of him.  

As a response to Aristotle, John Locke first formulated the distinction between 

real and nominal essences in order to maintain that the real essence is not knowable. Only 

nominal essences are. Clearly Aristotle thought that real essences were knowable and ex 

hypothesi, so did Socrates.  

In more contemporary circles, the account that expresses the nominal essence 

became the nominal definition and the account that expresses the real essence became the 

real definition. Nominal definitions tend to give the linguistic meaning or use of a noun 

or expression. Typically, this sort of definition is given in terms of obvious sensible 

properties. The nominal definition of “water” for example might be “odorless, colorless 

liquid used for drinking, cooking and bathing.” This sort of definition stops at the level of 

words. What we are defining are words, not things.  

Real definition is a different matter. A real definition specifies the metaphysically 

necessary and sufficient conditions for something to be of its kind.33 Typically, such a 

definition is given in terms of its inner constitution or atomic components. The real 

definition of “water” is “H2O,” for example. This contrasts with nominal definition in 

that we’re talking about the natural kind here, and not how we use the word.  What we 

should keep in mind is that though we use words in expressing a definition, we do so in 

 
32 Aristotle’s discussion of definition occurs in Top.  I 4-6, VI, VII: 3, A.Po.  I: 2, 10, II: 3-13, and 

Metaph, Z 4-6, 10, 12, 15 and in H 3, 6. The locution in Greek is “o( lo/goj tou= ti/ h)=n ei)=nai.” The 
word Roman translators called ou)si/a, “essentia.” 

 
33 See the Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy.  
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order to explain how something is a member of a certain type. So, in this respect, all 

definitions are nominal. But if our definitions mean to express the nature of the kind of 

thing denoted by them, then we are producing real definitions. So, where do we place 

Socrates in this division? Some commentators, whose views I discuss in chapter six, 

believe Socratic definitions have important connections with meaning, but most agree 

that Socrates is after a real definition.34 The situation is much more complex than this, 

however. Some have thought of Socrates as performing conceptual analysis, using the 

ordinary beliefs and linguistic practices of his interlocutors as the data for accounts of F-

ness. This cannot be the whole story, especially since Socrates is often at odds with 

traditional beliefs about the virtues, which he points out to his interlocutors (La. 197A1-

C4). Moreover, in a number of places, he emphasizes that he doesn’t want an account of 

what people believe: he wants to know what F-ness is.35 

What can we say about the classification of Socratic definitions? One study in 

particular has collected all the definitions in the early dialogues that Socrates must regard 

as formally adequate.36 Among these definitions, there is a wide syntactic variety of the 

sorts of things Socrates regards as acceptable. He allows conjunctive definitions, 

disjunctive definitions, definitions by genus and differentia, and definitions by synonym. 

But still the vast majority of definitions resist classification. This suggests both that there 

is an unlimited freedom of expression when it comes to syntactically adequate 

 
34 See Penner 1973, Fine 1992, and Irwin 1995.  
 
35 At Hi. Ma. 299B1-3, he says that he isn’t after what ordinary people think is fine, but what is 

genuinely fine.  
 
36 See Santas (1979: 98-100).  
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definitions, and that there isn’t an understanding of formal adequacy tied to the syntax of 

the expression. So, in what does formal adequacy consist for Socrates? Socrates’ 

conditions on formal adequacy are seen in the way he responds to some of his 

interlocutors’ answers.37 In these cases, Socrates often blames himself for not explaining 

clearly what it is he wants. He interprets his interlocutor, also, as not having understood 

the question. A discussion of the difference between formal and material adequacy is 

necessary in order to illustrate that the conditions I argue for in this definition are 

material. I have eliminated as data for this argument the definitions that Socrates regards 

as formally inadequate.  

 

B.1. Formal and Material Conditions 

A number of passages in Plato’s dialogues show Socrates displeased with his 

interlocutors’ answers but not because they are false; they do not answer the question he 

asks.38 These passages provoke an on-going scholarly debate aimed at explaining why, 

exactly, Socrates objects to these definitions in the way he does. A brief discussion of the 

difference between formal and material conditions in answers to “what is F-ness?” will 

show that the conditions I attribute to Socrates are material and not formal conditions.  

A long-held view was that these interlocutors confused universals with 

particulars. The intuitive distinction between universals and particulars is that something 

 
37 See Nehamas 1975.  
 
38 Laches first response to “what is courage?” is that standing in line and not fleeing is courageous. 

Socrates blames himself for not speaking clearly because Laches did not answer the question he asked (La. 
190E7-9). Corroborating passages can be found at Euthyphr. 7A2-4 where Socrates explicitly approves of 
the way in which Euthyphro answers then says that they will find out whether what Euthyphro says is true 
or not. See also Men. 73C9-D2 and Hi. Ma. 287D2-4.  
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is a universal just in case it may apply to a number of things; it is a particular just in case 

it does not.39 Nehamas, however, pointed out that these interlocutors did, in fact, propose 

universals; but these proposals lacked the required generality of picking out all and only 

F’s. This is not the same as proposing that they are particulars.  

Building on Nehamas’ work and supplementing it with Belnap and Steele’s work 

on the logic of questions, Benson gives an account of formal adequacy to explain 

Socrates’ responses to his interlocutors’ missteps. I oversimplify many of the details of 

Benson’s account, but I think that I capture the main idea adequately for the purpose of 

this discussion.  

Socrates’ “what is F-ness?” question can be likened to the question, “What are the 

prime numbers between 1 and 10?” in order to illustrate formal adequacy. One way to 

answer this question is to say, “1 and 2 and 3 and there are others.” Another way to 

answer the question is to say, “1 and 2 and 3 and there are no others,” or “1 and 2 and 8 

and 9.” In the first case, I’ve given a formally inadequate answer because it is not 

complete. In the second case, I’ve given a formally adequate answer, but it is materially 

inadequate because I’ve mistakenly supposed that my answer picks out all and only those 

prime numbers between 1 and 10.40 

This account of formal adequacy explains the difference between the right kind of 

answer and shows that the right kind of answer still may be false. This account, of course, 

depends on whether Socrates-in the particular context of the passage-takes his 

 
39 See Benson (1990: 126).  
 
40 Benson’s view is criticized by Wolfsdorf (2003). Wolfsdorf thinks that Benson draws the 

formal/material distinction in an arbitrary way, and he diagnoses Socrates’ criticism thus: interlocutors 
don’t recognize the ontological distinction between F-ness and F things.  
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interlocutor as giving him the right kind of answer. It depends, in part, on how much 

intellectual credit Socrates gives his interlocutor.41 

The main point of articulating this account of formal adequacy is two-fold: to 

show that the adequacy conditions I attribute to Socrates are material, and to show that 

formal adequacy isn’t necessarily tied to any syntactic or grammatical restriction. Though 

it is a matter of controversy, it is clear that Socrates recognizes some kind of formal 

criteria in adequate answers from his interlocutors. In several passages, he questions the 

formal adequacy of his interlocutors’ answers. So, given that he has such criticism 

available, we should assume that when he doesn’t offer such criticism, he regards the 

definitions offered as formally adequate. We are left, then, with a broad understanding of 

formal adequacy that isn’t tied to definitions of a particular syntactic or grammatical 

variety.42 

This argument, of course, is vulnerable to at least one objection: just because 

Socrates raises a particular objection to an interlocutor’s definition for F-ness, it doesn’t 

follow that this is the only problem Socrates would see with such a definition. This may 

be one reason some commentators prefer to take Plato’s dialogues one-by-one, and are 

 
41 The most important textual objection, on which Benson himself comments, comes in Plato’s 

Meno. Meno gives a formally correct answer to “what is virtue?” He says that it is “to be suited to ruling 
over others” (a)/rxein oi(=on t  )ei)=nai tw=n a)nqrw/pwn) and adds “if you want something that runs 
through them all” (ei)/per e(/n ge/ ti zhtei=j kata\ pa/ntwn). So, it appears that Meno has gotten the 
importance of Socrates’ earlier objection to his answer. Earlier, he had given a different answer to “what is 
virtue?” He explained that for a man, it was one thing, for a woman, another, and so on. He didn’t think 
that there was something in common with them all. So, if Meno understands what Socrates is asking, why 
does he give a formally incorrect answer later in the dialogue? Socrates corrects Meno again when Meno 
says that justice is virtue. Socrates asks whether justice is virtue, or a virtue, suggesting that there are other 
virtues. The difficulty here for Benson’s account is that Socrates should take Meno as giving a formally 
correct answer. But he doesn’t. This seems to undermine the way in which Benson draws the 
formal/material distinction as the background to why Socrates objects.  
 

42 For a list of definitions Socrates regards as formally adequate, see Santas (1979: 98-100).  
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reluctant to extend claims across dialogues. If Socrates’ objections are tailored to the 

tendencies of particular interlocutors, then we might expect that Socrates could see many 

inadequacies in particular definitions, but chooses to focus on the one he thinks will be 

most effective to showing the interlocutor that he doesn’t know what he claims to know. I 

can only say that any approach that embraces multiple dialogues is vulnerable to this 

criticism.  

Finally, in the service of contrast, I reiterate an important feature of my approach, 

which is to include both the definitions Socrates regards as adequate kinds of answers as 

well as his own model answers. In his seminal work on Socratic definition, Nakhnikian 

maintains that Socratic definition, properly understood, applies to all and only those 

definitions that emerge from critical scrutiny, not those that are offered by Socrates 

himself.43  

On this approach, testing the definitions proposed by Socrates or by his 

interlocutors legitimizes them as Socratic definitions. Without some kind of scrutiny, 

they fall outside of the class of elenctic44 definitions, which is what Nakhnikian means by 

“Socratic definition.” Nakhnikian’s particular strategy is to see how definitions fail, and 

from their failure, determines what Socrates expects. Or by passing the test of critical 

scrutiny, the definitions illustrate Socrates’ requirements more clearly.45 This strategy 

 
43 See Nakhnikian (1971: 125-126).  
 
44 “The Socratic Elenchus” is a topic of much debate. Derived from the Greek word for 

examination, e)le/gxein, its cognates appear infrequently in Plato (Brandwood 1992). Some commentators 
think the elenchus is a method (Vlastos 1991 and Benson 2000), others call it more of a strategy 
(Brickhouse and Smith 1994). Still others think it just refers in general to Socrates’ customary discourse 
(Peters 1967), or whatever method Socrates happens to endorse in a particular dialogue.  

 
45 The definition of courage at Protagoras 360D, that courage is a wisdom about what is and is not 

to be feared,  is an example that emerges from the test of critical scrutiny, i.e. the Socratic elenchus.  
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neglects, however, Socrates’ own model answers for F-nesses, and these models, I 

assume, are an additional source of information about Socrates’ requirements.  

In some cases, Socrates’ definitions don’t seem to satisfy all of Socrates’ own 

conditions, but they can still provide some information. So they are valuable in some 

respect. In Plato’s Meno, for example, Socrates offers a definition of shape as “the only 

thing that always accompanies color” 

(e)/stw ga\r dh\ h(mi=n tou=to sxh=ma, o(/ mo/non tw@n o)/ntwn tugna/nei xrw/m

ati a)ei\ e(po/menon).46 This definition specifies the strict bi-conditional relationship 

between things that are shaped and things that are colored. This definition satisfies 

Socrates’ commitment to extensional equivalence, that a definition of F-ness pick out all 

and only F things, but it doesn’t meet Socrates’ own explanatory condition, which is that 

the definiens explains instances of the definiendum. In Plato’s Meno, this definition for 

shape doesn’t say what shape is, only that it always accompanies color. So, why would 

Socrates offer a definition that fails to meet his own requirement? Either such a definition 

is not meant to be taken seriously, or that Socrates prefers the other definition of shape 

that he offers.47 Socrates has a reason for bringing up such a definition at this particular 

point in the dialogue. I argue in chapter four that Socrates offers this definition of shape 

as a correlate to color because he wants to give Meno an example of a definition that 

meets the extensional equivalence condition, something that Meno has been unable to do 

in his answers to “what is virtue?” up to that point in the dialogue.  

 
46 See Men. 75B10-11.  
 
47 See Kahn 1998 and Santas 1979.  
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Socrates’ model answers, in addition to those failed definitions, provide important 

evidence for an account of Socratic definition. Socrates’ models answers have some 

relevance to the expectations he has for his interlocutors’ answers, even if sometimes 

they don’t embody all the conditions Socrates has in mind for an adequate answer. This is 

just the sort of work any interpretation will do. 

I conclude this section with a brief summary: Socrates expects a real definition in 

answers to “what is F-ness?” because that is the only kind of definition that could satisfy 

the purpose of his activities. The adequacy conditions I attribute to Socratic definitions 

are material and not formal conditions. In the next section, I explain the peculiarity of 

attributing any adequacy conditions to a Socratic definition if Socrates is merely a 

destructive critic. I also entertain two objections to attributing to Socrates any view across 

several dialogues.  

 

C. In Plato’s Dialogues 

In Plato’s Apology, Socrates compares himself to a gadfly, stirring the large horse 

of the Athenian citizenry from sluggishness.48 This comparison suggests, judging from 

the context of the passage, that Socrates questions his fellow citizens about the nature of 

virtue in order to provoke them. He hopes that by provoking them, they will be more 

reflective. Add the aporetic nature of the Socratic dialogues to this and it leads some to 

think that there are no right answers to Socrates’ questions; Socrates’ main aim is to put 

his interlocutors into confusion; once they recognize their ignorance, they will become 

 
48 See Ap. 30E5.  
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more reflective about the nature of virtue, and this will encourage them to seek out what 

they do not know.  

If this is the case, then an attempt to recover Socrates’ adequacy conditions seems 

misguided. There seem to be, at first glance, no conditions to recover because Socrates’ 

objections and his model answers are not informed by a coherent view of answers to 

“what is F-ness?” His objections and model answers are tailored to the interests and 

beliefs of his interlocutors.  

 

C.1. The Textual Objection 

In Plato’s Apology, Socrates recognizes several aims in asking the questions he 

does.49 But when the oracle told his friend Chaerephon that no one was wiser, he should 

have realized that one of his aims-to acquire the knowledge he lacks-would be 

impossible. For if no one is wiser than Socrates, and he is wise only to the extent that he 

recognizes his ignorance, then it would be impossible for him ever to find someone else 

who knows the answer to his questions about virtue. This is what should lead us to 

suspect that the aim of Socratic questioning is in the questions themselves, not in the 

answers. For if it is impossible that anyone should turn up who knows the answer, and 

Socrates recognizes this, then he must think that there is some benefit to questioning 

aside from acquiring the knowledge he lacks. The oracle put that knowledge out of his 

reach with her pronouncement. It is illegitimate for her to lie, as he says.50 If no one is 

wiser than Socrates, then no one will be able to provide the knowledge he desires.  

 
49 See Benson 2000: 17 for a list of the eight distinct aims Socrates details in Plato’s Apology.  
 
50 See Ap. 21 B6.  
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Plato’s Apology leaves an insuperable obstacle, or so it would seem: if the aim 

and benefit of Socratic questioning does not come through giving the right answers, then 

an account of the adequacy conditions for those answers might seem misguided. After all, 

if no right answer is available, then putting an account together seems futile.  

I think that we can side-step this issue by distinguishing between what Socrates 

should believe and to what he is committed. Despite the problem that the Apology 

presents, we can still, as interpreters, read off how Socrates objects to his interlocutors, 

and how he explains what he wants. Even if he thinks that no one will satisfy him, and 

resigns himself to provoking people, his objections reveal principles on which his 

arguments depend. If the adequacy conditions cannot all be satisfied by anyone’s answer 

to “what is F-ness?” because he can’t, and no one is wiser than he, then perhaps he just 

has other reasons for questioning his interlocutors. Nevertheless, the project I advocate 

here can still describe what he is committed to, even if it’s impossible that anyone should 

give him the right answer.  

If the adequacy conditions to his answers are inconsistent, then this may be a 

reason to rail against interpreting the dialogues in light of one another, and to just take 

them one-by-one. There is some concern whether Socrates’ property sameness condition 

and explanatory condition can both be satisfied. I address this in chapters four and five.  

 

C.2. The Cross-Dialogue Objection 

As an account of Socratic definition that reaches across a number of Plato’s 

dialogues, we need a way to generalize across them. I suggested that a Socratic definition 
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is an answer to a “what is F-ness?” question where “F-ness” refers to the subject of 

Socrates’ investigations and his own model answers.  

 Some commentators, however, think that Plato doesn’t mean to generalize across 

dialogues. Each dialogue has its own specific literary and dramatic settings that affect the 

arguments. While I believe that literary and dramatic features may sometimes have 

philosophical import, they don’t require us to abandon our attempts at answering the 

“what is F-ness?” question by restricting it to individual dialogues. I maintain that it is 

reasonable to think that a unified account of F-ness can be recovered when we take into 

consideration a number of dialogues and compare the passages.   

I address three objections to this sort of “generalized” approach: the two 

objections are that (1) Socrates never uses a general locution as a stand-in for virtue, piety 

or beauty; (2) Socrates asks lots of different questions so that it is difficult to say what the 

primary form is, and (3) Socrates has a particular purpose in each dialogue, and we 

should not make claims that cut across the dialogues, ignoring their dramatic and literary 

peculiarities.  

 

C.2.a. F-ness 

 Robinson argues that there is no textual evidence for the abstractive approach I 

recommend. As he says, “Socrates does not use the letter ‘X’; he never gives the function 

but always one of its arguments.”51  So, his claim might be that there is no textual 

evidence for a general account of F-ness because all we have are individual dialogues 

devoted to particular topics, like virtue in Meno, courage in Laches, and so on. Thus, we 

 
51 See Robinson (1953: 52).  
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should limit our account, as I read his implication, to those dialogues in which such 

topics are explicitly discussed.  

 It is true that Plato has never written a passage where Socrates utters the Greek 

equivalent for “F-ness,” whatever that might be. But individual claims about justice or 

virtue can serve a more generalized account, especially when those claims are the same. 

At a number of passages in different dialogues, Socrates is forced to explain what he 

wants with similar details and similar requirements, in dialogues occupied with different 

topics.52 For example, a quick glance at Plato’s Euthyphro reveals that when Euthyphro 

doesn’t give Socrates the answer he wants, he asks, “Do you remember, Euthyphro, that 

you would not teach me one or two of the many pious things, but that form itself by 

which pious things are pious?”53 He seems to repeat his request by way of explanation at 

Plato’s Meno when he notes, “even if the virtues are many and various, there is some one 

form which is the same in all of them and through which they are virtues.”54 Here 

Socrates suggests that there is something the same in all pious things that makes them 

pious; he also suggests that there is something the same in all virtues that makes them 

virtues. The conditions illustrated here are the property sameness condition and the 

explanation condition, which will be argued for in chapters four and five, respectively. 

For now, this passage provides some initial motivation for thinking that requirements 

satisfying an answer to “what is courage?” or “what is piety?” or “what is virtue?” will be 

 
52 See Men. 72C8-D1, Euthyphr. 5C8-D5, La. 191C8-E2, and Hi. Ma. 288A9-10, 298B.  
 
53Me/mnhsai ou)=n o(/ti ou) tou=to soi diekeleuo/mhn, e(/n ti h)\ du/o me dida/cai tw=n

 pollw=n o(si/wn, a)ll )e)kei=no au)to\ to\ ei)=doj %)= pa/nta ta\ o(/sia e)stin; e)/fhsqa ga/r po
u mi#@ i)de/# ta/ te a)no/sia a)no/sia ei)@nai kai\ ta\ o(/sia o(/sia (Euthyphr. 6D9-E1). 

 
54 See Men. 72C7-8.  
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similar. So, it is possible to generalize an account of Socrates’ adequacy conditions 

across dialogues; that’s what an account of F-ness is.  

 

C.2.b. What is F-ness? 

 Robinson also offers that Socrates’ questions do not always take the form, “what 

is F-ness?” They also take the form, “Is X Y?” or in the terminology of this dissertation, 

“Is F-ness G?” This may suggest that “what is F-ness?” question is not always primary. It 

will suffice, I hope, to show that in a number of passages, even if Socrates begins with a 

question of the form “Is F-ness G ?” he quickly turns it into the “what is X?” or “what is 

F-ness?” question. This transition, I maintain, suggests that the “what is F-ness?” is 

indeed primary.  

 In Republic Book I, for example, the question at the beginning of the dialogue is 

whether injustice is better than justice. At the end of Book I, however, Socrates identifies 

a question that must be answered in order to answer the question with which they began. 

Namely, “what is justice?” In this passage of Republic Book I, Socrates finds it necessary 

to discover the answer to “what is justice?” before going on to learn whether justice is 

better than injustice. Likewise at the opening of Meno, Meno asks Socrates whether 

virtue is teachable. But Socrates responds that not only does he not know what virtue is-

to Meno’s surprise-he hasn’t met anyone who does; after this, he suggests they try to 

answer “what is virtue?” before moving on to addressing whether virtue is teachable.55  

 
55 It is argued that these passages-among others-show Socrates’ commitment to the priority of 

definition principle (Benson 2000). The priority of definition has two formulations: (1) If A doesn’t know 
what F-ness then for any x, A doesn’t know that x is F; (2) If A doesn’t know what F-ness is, then A 
doesn’t know that F-ness is G.  
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 Furthermore, in Plato’s Laches, Lysimachus and Melissus enlist the help of 

Socrates to find out whether their sons should learn how to fight in armor. Socrates and 

Laches point out that courage is the part of virtue most relevant to fighting in armor.56 If 

they want to know whether their sons should learn to fight in armor, they should first 

figure out what they need in order to fight in armor well. They need courage. So, they’d 

better figure out what courage is first. Thus, the discussion turns to the nature of courage 

and the question they are attempting to answer is “what is courage?”  

 Not all the aporetic dialogues display an explicit concern with the “what is F-

ness?” question with such clarity, but they are still rich resources for discerning the 

outlines of a satisfactory answer to “what is F-ness?” Like the Meno, Protagoras begins 

with the concern over whether virtue can be taught. But the dialogue does not run so 

smoothly to the “what is F-ness?” question. Yet the nature of virtue is discussed 

explicitly: Socrates and his interlocutors wonder whether virtue terms are words for the 

same thing or whether different virtue terms name different things.57 So, again, the 

dialogue develops around discovering the nature of virtue in order to answer the question, 

“Is virtue teachable?” The initial discussion of the Gorgias concerns whether the 

rhetorician must understand the nature of right and wrong. But this question later 

becomes, “what is a rhetorician?” These examples should reveal that a high number of 

texts begin with the question, “Is F-ness G?” only to turn to “what is F-ness?” suggesting 

that only by answering “what is F-ness?” will the characters be in a position to answer, 

“Is F-ness G?” 

 
56 See La. 190D3-6.  
 
57 See Penner 1992 in Cambridge Companion to Plato for a discussion of the controversy.  
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 In sum, most of the aporetic dialogues display an explicit concern for the “what is 

F-ness?” question. In some cases, the development of the conversation of the 

interlocutors develops differently, but there is nevertheless enough of a concern for a 

particular F-ness that drives the bulk of the dialogue. So, Socrates’ “what is F-ness?” 

question is primary.  

 

C.2.c. Context 

 One strategy for determining Socrates’ view is to take everything he says-from 

different dialogues- on a particular topic, virtue for example, and try to put together a 

coherent picture. Meno and Protagoras both concern the nature of virtue and so it would 

be natural to use both of these dialogues to cobble together an account of Socrates’ 

presuppositions about answers to “what is virtue?” One notes that this approach is 

vulnerable to the following criticism: it’s possible that Plato uses the character Socrates 

for different ends in different dialogues. So, whatever Socrates says is going to be 

influenced by Plato’s particular aim in composing the dialogue. The suggestion, then, is 

that perhaps a consistent account that cuts across dialogues is unattainable.58 My position 

is vulnerable to this criticism. On my approach, the adequacy conditions for a definition 

of F-ness cover virtues and non-virtues in a wide variety of dialogues.  

It may be true that some attempts to harmonize Socrates’ beliefs across dialogues 

will be stymied. But as far as Socrates’ constraints on answers to “what is F-ness?” we 

are well-motivated at least to suppose that these remain constant, regardless of the 

aporetic dialogue.  My position is justified unless the conditions underlying Socrates’ 

 
58 See Wolfsdorf 2003.  
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explanations and arguments are so radically underdetermined as to resist any reasonable 

interpretation.  

 Having completed my preliminary justification of the title of this dissertation and 

my interpretive approach, I move to describing the general structure of the following 

chapters.  

 

D. Structure of the Dissertation 

I argue that the Socrates of Charmides, Laches, Euthyphro, Hippias Major, Meno, 

Protagoras, Gorgias, and Republic I is committed to four adequacy conditions in answers 

to “what is F-ness?”  (1) Extensional equivalence: If F-ness=df G-ness, then any F is G 

and any G is F: an adequate definiens will pick out all and only instances of the 

definiendum.59  (2) Property Sameness: If F-ness=df G-ness, then F-ness is the same as G-

ness: an adequate definiens is ultimately a property identical to the definiedum. (3) 

Explanation: If F-ness=df G-ness, then for anything that is F, it is F because it is G: the 

definiens explains what makes something an instance of the definiendum. (4)  Semantic 

Completeness: Statements, “F-ness is F” or “F-ness is G” where “G” is an evaluative 

predicate are semantically complete: adequate Socratic definitions are not context-

sensitive.  

 I devote a separate chapter to arguing for each of these conditions. In general, I 

argue for them in the following way: I first quote the “direct” evidence that Socrates is 

committed to the conditions I enumerate. These are passages where Socrates makes an 

effort to explain what it is he wants, sometimes relying on analogies or models to explain 

 
59 The expression, “=df ” should be read,  “is defined as.”  
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his requirements. I then go on to show why these passages show him to be committed to 

the condition as I describe it. Then, I quote the “indirect” evidence for his commitments: 

passages where Socrates’ refutes his interlocutor’s answer to “what is F-ness?” by relying 

on one of his adequacy conditions. In each of these cases, I present an objection-textual 

or philosophical-and respond to it. In some chapters, there is a dearth of “direct” 

evidence, but a wealth of “indirect” evidence, as in chapter three, which argues for 

Socrates’ commitment to extensional equivalence. In other chapters, e.g. chapters four, 

five and six, there is a nearly equal balance of direct and indirect evidence. With respect 

to chapter three, although no commentator disputes that Socrates’ refutations of proposed 

answers entail that he’s committed to extensional equivalence, there is prima facie textual 

evidence against this commitment. So, I show that such evidence is not a counterexample 

to Socrates’ commitment to extensional equivalence.  

Chapter two and chapter seven are exceptions to this general structure of 

presenting “direct” and “indirect” evidence in service of an argument for a particular 

adequacy condition. Chapter two is a survey of the literature on Socratic definition, a 

discussion of the adequacy conditions commentators have attributed to the Socrates of 

Plato’s early dialogues. There are three sections: in the first, I discuss the conditions to 

which I think Socrates is committed; I give a brief description of what that condition is; I 

say who attributes it to Socrates; in some cases, I point out the other names for it; I also 

point out where I argue for these conditions in the dissertation.  

Also in chapter two, I address those conditions to which Socrates is not 

committed. Again, I explain what the condition is and cite who thinks Socrates is 
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committed to it; if there are other names for it, I say what they are. Then, I say where I 

argue against this condition in the dissertation.  

In the third section of chapter two, I address those conditions attributed to 

Socrates that are constraints on some feature of Socratic epistemology, but are not 

definitional commitments, strictly speaking.60 I illustrate these commitments; I clear up 

some of the confusion that comes from calling some of these commitments by different 

names. But I do not argue for or against these conditions; they are not definitional 

commitments and so are beyond the scope of this dissertation.    

Chapter three constitutes my argument for Socrates’ commitment to extensional 

equivalence. I argue that a number of passages show him to be committed to extensional 

equivalence. I entertain a textual objection to this commitment.  

Chapter four constitutes my argument for Socrates’ commitment to property 

sameness between definiens and the definiendum.  I first explain what, among more direct 

passages, support attributing this commitment to Socrates. Then, I argue that though it 

appears that Meno 75B is a counterexample to the property sameness condition, it really 

isn’t. Then, I present the argument at Charmides 160E-161B as indirect evidence that 

Socrates is committed to the property sameness condition. The objection I respond to in 

this chapter is a criticism of another commentator’s view that we cannot tell at this 

passage whether Socrates is committed to the property sameness condition, or whether 

this passage is better read as a commitment to extensional equivalence.  

 
60 As Paul Woodruff notes about the Hippias Major, “To say that Socrates wants definitions is 

misleading in a modern context. What he primarily wants is a certain sort of knowledge, which is to be 
conveyed by the Socratic definition of the fine” (1982: 151). It is all the more important, then, to 
distinguish Socrates’ definitional commitments from his epistemological commitments, though there 
clearly is a strong connection between the two.  
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Chapter five is the argument for Socrates’ explanation condition. Many different 

passages express Socrates’ commitment to the explanation condition, though they are 

expressed using a variety of locutions in Greek. I explain that these passages express 

Socrates’ belief in a causal relationship between F-ness and F things. It is controversial 

what, exactly, the nature of this causal relationship is. But most commentators take it to 

be akin to Aristotle’s formal cause. I conclude this chapter by noting a tension between 

the property sameness condition and the explanation condition. I note this tension without 

resolving it: the relationship suggested by sameness is symmetric, but the relationship 

suggested by explanation is asymmetric. I summarize one attempt to show that property 

sameness is compatible with the explanation condition. 

Chapter six explains Socrates’ commitment to semantic completeness, but only at 

the level of statements about F-nesses, not statements about F things.  

The best way to explain Socrates’ semantic commitment comes from what some 

commentators have called his commitment to strict predication for certain subjects, e.g. 

virtues, and certain predicates, e.g. terms of approbation. These are the grounds for 

identifying Socrates’ indefeasible semantic intuitions about F-nesses. For example, 

Socrates thinks that even uncontroversial statements about F’s are defeasible, no matter 

how uncontroversial such statements are. It could turn out that a proper account of F-ness 

for Socrates does not capture anything that everyone calls F. He is not committed, then, 

to an account of F-ness that supports all his and his interlocutors’ uncontroversial, pre-

analytic semantic intuitions about F things. On the other hand, Socrates is committed to 

any claim of the form, “F-ness is F” or “F-ness is G” being semantically complete where 

“G” is a term of approbation. 
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Chapter seven is my argument against attributing to Socrates a paradigm 

condition: If F-ness=df G-ness, then G is a paradigm for determining F’s. A paradigm, 

strictly speaking, is a way of distinguishing F’s that is itself F, like a meter stick. Those 

who think Socrates is committed to the paradigm condition argue that the work of the 

paradigm is handled by the self-predication condition: If F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is 

under all circumstances F and under no circumstances not F. So, Socrates is committed to 

the paradigm condition because he’s committed to self-predication. I don’t argue against 

self-predication specifically, especially because the semantic completeness condition 

seems related to it. But I do argue against an interpretation of Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 as an 

illustration of Socrates’ reliance on self-predication. Moreover, Socrates may indeed be 

searching for a way to determine genuine cases of the definiendum, but this doesn’t entail 

that he requires a paradigm to do so.  

Chapter eight summarizes the argument of the dissertation. It reiterates some of 

the main points from the introduction through chapter seven, as well as supplying some 

reflections and proposed directions for future research.  
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Chapter II 

An Overview of Socratic Definition 

It is no surprise that Socrates’ pursuit of definitions has produced such a wealth of 

literature; after all, it is his most distinct activity. But much of the work on Socratic 

definition has gone on largely independently, with commentators specifying their 

analyses in idiosyncratic ways. I attempt to clean up this conceptual landscape by 

specifying the conditions to which Socrates is committed, arguing against some 

conditions attributed to him by others, and explaining why some conditions are thought 

of as definitional commitments, though they are really epistemological constraints. In this 

chapter, I evaluate sixteen commitments that have been attributed to Socrates.  

The first section includes the adequacy conditions to which Socrates is 

committed: unity, extensional equivalence, property sameness, explanation and semantic 

completeness. In this section, I formulate these commitments, and identify the passages 

that suggest where he’s committed to them. I also discuss the logical relationship between 

unity, extensional equivalence, and property sameness; I also point out where I argue for 

these conditions in the dissertation.  

The second section takes on the conditions to which Socrates is not committed: 

the paradigm and value conditions. I formulate these conditions and provide a brief 

discussion of why Socrates is not committed to them. Chapter seven constitutes my 

argument against the paradigm condition. I give my argument against the value condition 

in this section. Part of my argument against the value condition is that one formulation of 

it doesn’t depend on value at all. As such, the notion of value needn’t play a role in 

explaining how Socrates relies on this principle.  
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Finally, in the third section, I argue that the coherence condition, the non-

circularity requirement, the dialectical requirement and the familiarity constraint are not 

definitional commitments, but epistemological constraints.1 

 

A. Definitional Conditions to Which Socrates is Committed 

Commentators formulate these conditions in various ways. A few of these ways 

are equivalent. In the interest of consistency and clarity, I formulate them using the term 

“F-ness” as the definiendum, which is a virtue, like courage, or a non-virtue, like shape. I 

use the term “G-ness” for the definiens, which is a property that is the same as the 

definiendum. Typical examples, though materially inadequate, are often formally 

adequate, like an endurance of the soul for courage, or limit of a solid, for shape. The 

other conditions I discuss, both those to which Socrates isn’t committed, and those which 

are not definitional commitments, have not been formalized uniformly. In some cases, I 

report them as the commentator identifies them. This is in order to make faithful 

representations of them in this discussion. I sacrifice uniformity for faithful 

representation. 

 

 

 

 
1 Conditions on definitions are ontological. Since Socrates assumes that F-nesses exist, he 

formulates his requirements on F-nesses as things. But he also has other expectations about the behavior of 
someone who knows the definition of F-ness. These expectations are epistemological: Someone who 
knows the definition of F-ness will have coherent beliefs about F-ness. In fact, the epistemological priority 
of definition, to which Socrates, some argue, is committed, requires this (Benson 2000). Moreover, one 
who knows what F-ness is will be able to explain to someone what it is in terms with which the one asking 
is familiar. This is called the “dialectical requirement” the “familiarity” or perhaps the “clarity” restraint. I 
address these conditions in this chapter.  
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A.1. The Unity Condition (UC): If F-ness=df G-ness, then anything that is F is also G. 

This condition is uncontroversial: it is clear that Socrates is looking for something 

that is common in all F things. He expresses this in several places where he explains that 

he wants an answer from his interlocutors which tells him what is the same in all the 

people or actions, depending on the dialogue in which the explanation arises. Nakhnikian 

and Woodruff2 identify this condition explicitly, though Nakhnikian says that a Socratic 

definition should state what is common to instances of the definiendum.3 

 A brief perusal of passages where Socrates attempts to explain to his interlocutors 

what he wants shows him committed at least to the unity condition. In all these passages, 

Socrates uses the word for same (tau)to/n) which commentators have taken as evidence 

of this condition.  

(1) Men. 75A5-8: You do not understand that I am seeking that which is the same in 
all these cases? (Ou) manqa/neij o(/ti zhtw= to\ e)pi\ pa=sin tou/toij  
tau)to/n;)4 

 
(2) Euthyphr. 5D1-5: Isn’t this pious (piety: to\ o(/sion) by itself the same in any 

action and the impious also completely its opposite, by itself and has one form, 
the most impious, according to which everything impious strives to be impious? 
(h)\ ou) tau)to/n e)stin e)n pa/s$ pra/cei to\ o(/sion au)to\ au(t%=, kai\ t
o\ a)no/sion au)= tou= tou@ me\n o(si/ou panto\j e)nanti/on, au)to\ de\ au(t
%= o(/moion kai\ e)/xon mi/an tina\ i)de/an kata\ th\n a)nosio/thta pa=n 
o(/tiper a)/n me/llv a)no/sion ei)=nai;) 

 
 
 

 
2 Woodruff thinks that an answer to “what is fineness (to\ kalo\n)?” will provide the logical 

cause of beauty: “A logical cause must not only always bring fineness with it, if it is to be the fine, but it 
must also be found wherever there is fineness” (1982:150).  

 
3 See Nakhnikian  (1971: 127).  
 
4 All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.  
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(3) La. 191E10-11: Try again to say first what the courage is that’s the same in all 
these cases. (pa/lin ou)=n peirw= ei)pei=n a)ndrei/an prw=ton ti/  
o)/n e)n pa=si tou/toij tau)to/n e)stin.) 

 
Read straightforwardly, these passages suggest that Socrates wants something that is 

common in all F’s. But it doesn’t have to be something unique to F’s. This is what 

prompts Nakhnikian to add that Socrates wants something stronger: something that is 

common and peculiar to F’s.5 But Socrates’ language underdetermines that he intends by 

tau)to/n “common and peculiar.” The unity requirement, however, is necessary for 

what’s common and peculiar, but not sufficient for it. I put off more thorough discussion 

of this until the end of this section, where I discuss the logical relationship between unity, 

extensional equivalence, sameness and non-difference.  

 

A.2. The Extensional Equivalence Condition (EE): If F-ness=df G-ness, then anything that 

is F is also G and anything that is G is also F.6 

 This condition concerns the nature of the relationship between the definiens and 

the definiendum. As Santas explains it, anything that has the definiens as an attribute must 

also have the definiendum as an attribute, though the definiens and definiendum needn’t 

be identical.7 This condition is clearly explained with the following example: the attribute 

of being a chordate and the attribute of being a renate are extensionally equivalent, but 

the attribute of having a heart is not the same as the attribute of having a kidney. In other 

words, if someone were to ask me to identify what is common to all and only chordates, I 
 

5 See Nakhnikian (1971: 127).  
 
6 Benson says, “x belongs to all and only F things” in order to capture the variety of expressions 

Socrates uses for this relationship (2000: 108). 
 
7 See Santas (1979: 109).  
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could say that they have kidneys. This would meet the extensional equivalence condition. 

For other reasons, however, such an answer would miss the mark if one wanted a 

definition of the term “chordate” or if one wanted to identify the property of being a 

chordate in all and only chordates.  

Commentators tend to describe the extensional equivalence condition in a variety 

of ways.8 And there is a wealth of evidence for this condition as in passages where 

Socrates points out to his interlocutor that the definiens offered fails to provide a 

necessary or sufficient condition for F-ness. For example, one of Meno’s answers to 

“what is virtue?” is to be suited to ruling over men (73C9-D1). Since Meno also thinks 

that slaves, who do not rule over anything, but are themselves ruled by others, can be 

virtuous, he has failed to show that being able to rule over men is necessary for being 

virtuous. At Charmides 163E10-11, Critias defines temperance as the doing of good 

things. As Socrates points out, however, even an ignorant man could produce good 

things. This suggests that according to Critias, some temperate people would also be 

ignorant. And Critias certainly doesn’t want to allow that one can be both temperate and 

ignorant. Socrates points out to Critias that he fails to provide a sufficient condition for 

 
8 Kraut says, “A definition must not be too broad or too narrow” (1984: 254). Dancy calls 

extensional equivalence a “commitment to necessary and sufficient conditions.” But he derives this 
condition through Socrates’ substitutivity requirement, which is that the definiens is substitutable salva 
veritate for its definiendum (2004: 80).  Santas divides his treatment of Socratic definitions into three 
aspects: syntactic, semantic and pragmatic; he cashes out extensional equivalence as all things of a class 
which have the definiens as attribute also have definiendum as attribute, but they don’t have to be identical. 
His discussion is unique among commentators in that the relation between definiens and definiendum is 
taken up under the semantics of Socratic definition (1979: 209).  

Woodruff says that in Hippias Major, the definiens of the fine must also be found wherever there 
is fineness (1982: 150). Nakhnikian says that F-ness is common to all and only F things (1971: 127). 

 



 
 

 
 39  

 

                                                

temperance. Some intemperate people-some of the ignorant-are picked out by Critias’ 

account as well.9  

 I argue for attributing to Socrates this condition in chapter three. No commentator 

disputes this commitment; there is, however, a textual objection to attributing this 

condition to Socrates: Socrates says he would be content if Meno would give him a 

definition of virtue that would capture all virtuous people. In this formulation of his 

request it isn’t explicit that he wants an account of all and only virtuous people.  I argue 

against this textual objection. 

 

A.3. The Property Sameness Condition (PS):10 If F-ness=df G-ness, then F-ness is a 

property identical to G-ness.11 

 This condition also concerns the relationship between the definiens and the 

definiendum: they are ultimately the same property. Santas doubts that Socrates is 

committed to this condition because the only argument that Nakhnikian offers as 

evidence is ambiguous (Chrm. 160E-161B). Santas compares this argument to another at 

La. 192D where Socrates undermines Laches definition of courage as endurance. Wise 
 

9 Other passages cited for Socrates’ commitment to extensional equivalence include Laches 190E-
192B (Dancy 2004: 82-84). It is worth noting, however, that this is a controversial passage since Laches’ 
answer here appears to Socrates as formally inadequate. A number of commentators point out that at 
Euthyphro 5C-6E Socrates notes that Euthyphro doesn’t give an answer that is general enough. Thus, it 
isn’t an answer to his question at all. See Benson 2000, Nehamas 1975 and Dancy 2004. Laches 190E-
192B and Meno 71E1-72B7 are also places where Socrates points out the same failure. So, it is unclear 
why Dancy counts Euthyphro 5C-6E as failing one kind of constraint and Laches 190E-192B as failing 
another kind of restraint when Socrates says the same sorts of things in both passages. For a more detailed 
discussion, see Benson 1990.  

 
10 Santas brings up the problem of translating tau)to/n as “identical”: discussions of identity often 

bring up notions of synonymy and substitutivity: (1979:110-111). He offers this as part of an argument 
against identity between definiens and definiendum. In addition, White argues that Aristotle’s use of 
tau)to/n cannot uniformly be translated as “identical.” He suggests “sameness” (1977). I follow him in this.  
 

11 This is one formulation of Kraut’s value requirement.  
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endurance is praiseworthy or good. Foolish endurance is bad and harmful. So, courage 

cannot be endurance since courage is always good and praiseworthy. Here, Santas, points 

out that it’s impossible to tell whether this is a denial of extensional equivalence or a 

denial of property sameness. And since this passage is just like Chrm. 160E-161B, the 

implication is that Chrm. 160E-161B is also ambiguous. I support Nakhnikian’s reading 

of this argument in chapter four by arguing against Santas. In fact, the refutation at Chrm. 

160E-161B is unambiguous: it must be read as a denial of property sameness. An 

interpretation of this argument as a denial of extensional equivalence is not available.  

 Though Chrm. 160E-161B by itself is scant evidence for Socrates’ commitment to 

property sameness, there is still more direct evidence for this commitment. I argue that 

we ought to read those passages where he explains what he wants as suggesting the 

sameness condition. So, the evidence for the property sameness condition comes from 

two sources: (1) his argument against Charmides’ definition of temperance as modesty at 

Chrm. 160E-161B and (2) passages where Socrates explains what he wants to his 

interlocutors. Once I explain the relationship between unity, extensional equivalence, 

property sameness, and non-difference in the final part of this first section, this will be 

clearer. I also explain more fully my use of “sameness,” rather than “identity,” which is 

the word both Nakhnikian and Santas use in their respective discussions.  

  

A.4. The Non-Difference Condition (ND): F-ness does not differ with respect to being F. 

 This condition is just another version of property sameness. For if the definiens is 

the same in all instances of the definiendum, those instances will not differ with respect to 

being instances of the definiendum. Likewise, if they do not differ with respect to being 
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F, then F-ness is the same in all those cases. Nakhnikian identifies this non-difference 

condition in his discussion of definition in the Meno. The passage where he identifies this 

commitment comes when Socrates compares the nature of bees to the nature of virtue 

when he asks Meno the following:  

(1) Men. 72A9-B6:  Well, Meno, …if I were to ask you about the nature of a bee, 
what it is (meli/thj peri/ ou)si/aj o(/ti pot  )e)sti/n) you would say that they 
are many and various, and what would you tell me if I were to ask you, “Do you 
say that they are many and various and do not differ from one another with 
respect to this, in which they are bees? Or do they not differ at all in this respect, 
but in another, for example in beauty or size or in any other of such ways?” 
(A)=ra tou/t% fv\j polla\j kai\ pantodapa\j e)/legej au)ta\j ei)=nai  
kai\ diaferou/saj a)llh/lwn, t%= meli/ttaj ei)=nai; h)/ tou/t% me\n ou)
de\n diafe/rousin, a)/ll% de/ t%=, oi(=on h)/ ka/llei h)\ mege/qei h)\ a)/ll
% t% tw=n toiou/twn;)  

 

It is curious that Socrates expresses his property sameness commitment in terms 

of non-difference. Why doesn’t he, as he does later in Meno (75A5-8), articulate the 

sameness commitment more directly? I expect that this has to do with the sort of answer 

Meno gave for “what is virtue?” early on; Socrates responds to Meno along the lines of 

Meno’s first answer. Meno says it is not difficult to given an account of virtue because 

there is a different virtue for everyone, at every age, and in every respect: 

(2) Men. 72A1-4: And there are very many other virtues so that one is not at a loss  
to say what virtue is: a virtue for every action and every age, for every task and 
for every one of us. (kaq” e(ka/sthn ga/r tw@n pra/cewn kai\ tw=n  
h(likw=n pro\j e(/kaston e)/rgon e(kast% h(mw=n h( a)reth/ e)stin.) 

 

Socrates capitalizes on what Meno says in order to tailor his explanation to Meno’s 

understanding. Meno’s first answer to “what is virtue?” emphasizes the differences in 

virtuous people; Socrates observes that with respect to virtue they do not differ; but he 
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says this in a way that compliments Meno’s first answer. Plato’s Meno is the most 

sophisticated account of Socratic definition because of how explicit Socrates is about his 

expectations. He offers no less than five examples to compare to virtue: health, strength, 

bee-ness, shape and color. All these examples seem to be the inductive argument for 

thinking that there is something common and peculiar to virtuous instances as well. In 

some ways, Meno is Socrates’ greatest challenge since he thinks, at least initially, that 

virtue is unlike these other cases.  

(3) Men. 73A4-5: Somehow it seems to me, Socrates; this [virtue] is not like the other 
cases. (E)/moige/ pwj dokei=, w)= Sw/kratej, tou=to ou)ke/ti o(/moion 
ei)=nai toi=j a)/lloij tou/toij.) 

 

Nevertheless, for Socrates at least, the non-difference condition is just a different way of 

expressing the sameness condition.  

 

A.4.a. The Relationship among UC, EE, and PS 

I introduced these first definitional commitments according to their logical 

hierarchy. Unity is necessary, but not sufficient for extensional equivalence. Extensional 

equivalence is necessary, but not sufficient for property sameness. Property sameness is 

sufficient for both extensional equivalence and unity. And extensional equivalence is 

sufficient for unity. It is important to understand this relationship because I advocate 

reading those “sameness” passages as a commitment to property sameness rather than 

merely a commitment to unity. Either we read tau)to/n, which is the Greek for “same,” 

as a request for unity in F things or as a request for property sameness in F things. If we 
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read it as a request for sameness, then it will imply unity, but not the other way around. 

Here are a few examples to illustrate this relationship.  

Notice that to satisfy the unity requirement in an answer to “what is human?” one 

need only define human as animal.12 In so doing, one identifies a property which unites 

all humans, but is not specific to them. This doesn’t achieve extensional equivalence 

because the set of animals is much wider than the set of men. I’ve managed to unite all 

men under the heading animal, but not only men. Let’s say for example that all 

courageous people are also beautiful. If I were to define courageous as beautiful, then I’d 

identify something common in all courageous people. So, I’d satisfy the unity 

requirement. Thus, the unity requirement is distinct from extensional equivalence but 

necessary for it and implied by it.  

To meet extensional equivalence, I’d have to identify something in common with 

F’s and only F’s, but the definiens needn’t be same as the definiendum. Euthyphro’s third 

definition of piety satisfies this condition: piety is what all the gods love (9E1-3). 

Socrates grants that indeed the set of all pious things is also the set of all things the gods 

love.13 Euthyphro succeeds in identifying a property common and peculiar to all of the 

pious, it’s just not the right property because, as I argue in chapter five, it violates the 

explanation condition. Like the sets of renates and chordates, Euthyphro has observed 

that the sets of pious things and god-loved things are coextensive, but piety and the 

 
12 See Woodruff (1982: 150).  
 
13 The suggestion is also that the property of being god-loved (qeofile\j) is common and 

peculiar to pious things, but this doesn’t imply that they are the same. Socrates criticism of this is 
complicated, but it has to do with this account violating the explanation condition. See chapter five.  
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property of being loved by the gods are different, as Socrates points out (11A4).14 If the 

definiens were the same thing as the definiendum, then we would satisfy property 

sameness, but that would satisfy extensional equivalence, too.  

 Socrates gives a nice example of the difference between extensional equivalence 

and property sameness with two definitions of shape, which he thinks are both true, at 

Meno 75B. For the first definition, he says that shape is the only thing that always follows 

color. So, identify color in something, and you’ll find a shape, too. But since being 

colored and being shaped are two different properties, this definition doesn’t satisfy 

property sameness.15 The second definition he offers is that shape is the limit of a solid. 

Here, instead of merely meeting extensional equivalence, he’s provided an account of 

what shape is. The property of being shaped just is the property of being the limit of a 

solid.  

 So, to summarize the relationship between unity, extensional equivalence and 

property sameness is this: Property sameness implies extensional equivalence, which 

implies unity. We are now in a better position to understand why those passages where 

Socrates requests what is the same (tau)to/n) should be read as expressing the property 

sameness condition, rather than merely the unity requirement.16 

 

 

 
14 It is clear, as Cohen points out, that when Socrates says that the pious and the god-loved are 

different from one another (a)ll )e(/teron tou=to tou/tou) he cannot mean that they are not co-extensive 
(1971: 9). 

 
15 I take up why he offers two definitions of shape in chapters three and four.  
 
16 See Men. 72A9-B6, 73C3-4, 75A5-8, La. 191E10-11, and Euthyphr. 5D1-5.  
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A.4.b. Reading tau)to/n 

 The basic argument for reading tau)to/n as expressing the sameness condition is 

that it leaves a way to explain how Socrates will satisfy both the unity and the extensional 

equivalence conditions since he has to be committed to those if he’s committed to 

property sameness. If property sameness is satisfied, then both unity and extensional 

equivalence will be satisfied as well. If, on the other hand, we read tau)to/n as simply a 

unity claim, then we must explain the way in which we as readers, and Socrates’ 

interlocutors, are supposed to understand that Socrates wants property sameness and 

extensional equivalence, too. In this light, Socrates apparently gives no clue to his 

interlocutor that he expects sameness and extensional equivalence, which would be 

surprising since he elaborates on what he wants in a number of passages.17 Moreover, if 

Socrates is committed to property sameness elsewhere,18 why shouldn’t he presuppose 

that condition in his explanations of what he wants?  

 This observation, however, provokes another question: why then, distinguish 

Socrates’ extensional equivalence condition from his property sameness condition? If the 

property sameness condition implies extensional equivalence, then why devote a separate 

chapter to arguing for extensional equivalence? The answer is that Socrates himself 

distinguishes between extensional equivalence and property sameness. He accepts a 

definition in Gorgias that meets extensional equivalence, but not property sameness.  

 
17 See La. 191E10-11, Men. 75A5-8, and Euthyphr. 5D1-5.  
 
18 See Chrm. 160E-161B.  
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 The discussion between Polus and Socrates below bring out a definition of the 

admirable is the pleasurable or the good, or both.  

(1) Grg. 475A2-3: Your definition of the admirable in terms of the pleasurable and 
good is well said. (kai\ kalw=j ge nu=n o(riz$, w)@ Sw/kratej, h(don$=  
te kai\ a)gaq%= o(rizo/menoj to\ kalo/n.) 

 
(2) Grg. 475A5-7: Whenever one of two admirable things is finer than another, it is 

so because it surpasses the other either in one of these, pleasure or benefit, or 
both. ( (/Otan a)/ra duoi=n kaloi=n qa/teron ka/llion $)=, h)\ t%=  
e(te/r% tou/toin h)\ a)mfote/roij u(perba/llon ka/llio/n e)stin, h)/toi 
h(don$= h)\ w)feli/# h)\ a)mfote/roij.) 

 

 Given Socrates request for that the definiens be the same as the definiendum, this 

is a strange exchange. This definition is unique in that it is the only acceptable definition 

that is disjunctive. Since it is disjunctive, it doesn’t have a property shared by all and only 

admirable things; Socrates of course allows that some things can be both, but doesn’t 

require it.19  On this account, a definition of the admirable will be extensionally 

equivalent if and only if anything is pleasant, or good or both. Therefore, if something is 

either good or pleasant, then it is admirable, and if it is admirable, then it is either good or 

pleasant. Something may be pleasant, but not good. Or something may be good, but not 

pleasant. If something that is pleasant but not good is admirable and something that is 

good but not pleasant is also admirable. They will both be admirable but without sharing 

anything common and specific to them.20 This definition fails to satisfy property 

sameness, but does satisfy extensional equivalence.  

 
19 Santas suggests that Socrates accepts this definition as formally adequate, though he shouldn’t 

(1979: 105).  
 
20 Santas says it does no good to say that the disjuncts of the definition could still satisfy Socrates’ 

concern for a single character; this would really stretch what is meant by “common.” If we allow the 
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 On account of this peculiar passage at Gorgias 475A, I argue for attributing to 

Socrates the extensional equivalence condition in chapter three separately from 

attributing to him the property sameness condition, which I do in chapter four. This 

passage suggests, perhaps, that Socrates himself recognizes the distinction between 

extensional equivalence and property sameness. But further investigation would require a 

detailed discussion of this passage.  

 

A.5. The Explanation Condition: If F-ness=df G-ness, then for anything that is F, it is F 

because it is G. 

 The basis to this explanation condition is the causal relationship between F-ness 

and F things: F-ness is whatever makes F things F. Thus, the definiens of F-ness reveal 

why F things are F. No one doubts that Socrates is committed to this condition: numerous 

passages express causality and an explanatory priority from F-ness to F things (Euthypr. 

10A-11B). This relationship is what most commentators think is expressed in a wide 

variety of ways.21 Sometimes Socrates identifies the F-ness as a “means by which” F 

things are F, as in the first passage, or “in virtue of which” as in the second passage:  

(1) Men. 72C7-8:  they [the virtues] all have some one character through which22 
they are virtues. (e(/n ge/ ti ei)=doj tau)to/n a(/pasai di  )o(/ ei)si\n a)ret

 
Socratic demand for something common to be met by a complex disjunction, then it can be met trivially. 
And surely Socrates is not after something trivial (1979: 104-5).  

 
21 See Kraut: “definition must explain what it is about virtuous acts that makes them virtuous” 

(1984: 254). Dancy: “the definiens explains the application of its definiendum” (2004: 81). Woodruff: 
“Whatever the fine turns out to be, it must be something I shall call the logical cause of fineness: it what 
makes all fine things fine” (1982: 150). Vlastos: “The definiens must disclose the reason why anything is 
an instance of the definiendum” (1991: 57). Additionally, the distinction between reasons and causes adds 
more complexity to this issue.  

 
22 This locution, di )o(/, expressed as “through which” here in Meno is can also be translated as “by 

means of which” or “on account of which.” See Smyth 1685(b) and (e).  
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(2) Euthyphro 6D10-11: that character itself in virtue of which everything pious is 

pious. (a)ll )e)kei=no au)to\ to\ ei)=doj %)= pa/nta ta\ o(/sia o(/sia e)stin.) 
 

In another case, he identifies the F-ness as what makes things F, using the verb usually 

translated as “makes”, poiei=, 

(3) Hi. Ma. 290D5-6: What is appropriate for each thing makes each thing beautiful. 
(o(/ti o(/ a)/n pre/p$ e(ka/st%, tou=to kalo\n poiei= e(ka/ston.) 

 
 
It is also the case that in passages 1-3, Socrates seems to identify the property, 

characteristic or attribute F-ness independently of the things that possess it, as he says the 

character itself (au)to\), in Euthyphro, for example. There are other passages, however, 

where what makes F things F seems more like a character trait: he explicitly connects F-

ness with the behavior of people who possess it, as in these cases:  

(4) Grg. 520D1-2: For I don’t suppose that it is through slowness that men act 
unjustly, but by injustice, right? (ou) ga\r dh\ t$= braduth=ti oi)=mai  
a)dikou=sin oi( a)/nqrwpoi, a)ll ) a)diki/#.  )=H ga/r;) 

 
(5) Prt. 332A8-B1: Then is it by temperance that people who act temperately are 

temperate? (Ou)kou=n swfrosu/n$ swfronei=n;) 
 

So, some passages emphasize F-ness qua property and others emphasize F-ness 

qua character trait. This mixture of passages contributes to the controversy over the 

nature of the cause involved between F-ness and F things. Some commentators, focusing 

on the word dunami/j, in Laches, for example, characterize the causality between F-ness 

and F things as something similar to Aristotle’s efficient cause.23 Others argue that 

 
23 See Penner 1973 and 1992. Aristotle calls it the “source of motion” as in the carpenter qua 

possessor of the skill of woodworking is the efficient cause of the chair (Irwin 1999: 62). 
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Socrates’ use of ei)=doj, suggests Aristotle’s formal cause.24 Though the majority of 

passages specify an ei)=doj, we cannot rely on Socrates’ terminology as a strict guide to 

what he’s after.25 If we examine the passage where Socrates explicitly invokes the 

explanation condition (Euthyphr. 10A-11B), we’ll see how what he says is more 

sympathetic to a reading of formal cause, rather than efficient cause. But he may just 

expect that the definiens will explain both sorts of causes.   

 I argue for the explanation condition in chapter five, where I explain Socrates’ 

argument against Euthyphro’s third definition of piety as what all the gods love. My main 

purpose is to demonstrate that this argument commits Socrates to the explanation 

condition. Others have thought that this argument at Euthyphro 10B-11E commits 

Socrates in addition to some kind of substitution principle. I argue that we can reconstruct 

Socrates’ argument in a way that doesn’t depend on a substitution principle of the sort 

suggested. The substitution between the expressions for “pious” and “god-loved” that 

Socrates makes at the passage is therefore superfluous to the argument.  

 

A.6. The Semantic Conditions: (1) If F-ness=df G-ness, then any G is called F and 

anything called F is G. (2) Statements, “F-ness is F” or “F-ness is G” where “G” is an 

evaluative predicate are semantically complete (not context-sensitive). 

 Discussion of Socrates’ semantic commitments is a bit messy because the 

difference in these views sometimes not easily distinguished. So, a number of 

 
24 See Santas (1979: 107) and Vlastos 1981. Aristotle’s example is the ratio 2:1 as the formal 

cause of the octave. See also Ph. 194B16-195A8.  
 

 25 In criticizing Penner, Vlastos argues that it doesn’t follow from Socrates’ use of dunami/j that 
what he expects is a power, which is one translation of the word (1976). 
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clarifications is in order: First, condition (1) is the semantic correlate to the extensional 

equivalence condition. This formulation is way of expressing what some have thought is 

Socrates’ commitment to ordinary linguistic usage. Some have thought that for Socrates, 

an adequate definition of F-ness must pick out all and only those things generally called F 

by Socrates’ interlocutors.26 Other commentators have argued that Socrates would allow 

a radical revision in current linguistic practice: a number of things generally called F 

might not be accommodated in an adequate definition of F-ness, or that a number of 

things generally called not F might not be accommodated by said definition, ultimately. 

The extent to which Socrates would allow linguistic revision is difficult to identify. This 

is part of the cause of the confusion surrounding his semantic commitments.  

Another commentator suggests something like condition (2) as the limit of 

Socrates’ semantic revision. At the beginning or the end of an inquiry, Socrates, as well 

as his interlocutors, is committed to claims of the form, “F-ness is F” or “F-ness is G” 

where “G” is a term of approbation being semantically complete. A semantically 

complete statement doesn’t change its truth value in any circumstances. In other words, 

Socrates and his interlocutors do not entertain possibilities in which virtue or courage 

turns out to be foul and harmful, under any circumstances.27 That would require some 

qualification and any qualification is out of the question for statements about F-nesses. 

The suggestion is that this would make the F-ness under discussion unrecognizable, and 

 
26 A more contemporary desideratum of ethical theories is that they must account for most, if not 

all, of our pre-theoretic beliefs about what is moral and what is immoral. The semantic correlate to this is 
that an adequate ethical theory will accommodate what we call “moral” and “immoral” in current linguistic 
practice.  

 
27 The exception is at Republic Book I, where Thrasymachus refers to justice pejoratively and 

injustice approvingly. Socrates accepts his proposal at first, though he recognizes the difficulty in doing so.  
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an obstacle to any kind of meaningful inquiry. There seems to be evidence of (2) in 

Charmides, where Socrates is asking Charmides to define temperance, but also in Laches, 

where they are attempting to define courage. How these premises are used in the 

argument depends on the interlocutors assuming that they are semantically complete.28  

(1) Chrm. 160E6-7: Well, I said, didn’t you agree just now that temperance is 
admirable? (Ei)=en, h)=n d )e)gw, ou) kalo\n a)/rti w(molo/geij 
th\n swfrosu/nhn ei)=nai;) 

 
At this passage, the understanding is that temperance is always admirable. Another 

passage interpreted as “courage is praiseworthy” is intended by Socrates and his 

interlocutors to mean “courage is always praiseworthy” because of how the argument 

develops.  

(2) La. 192C5-7: For I know fairly well Laches that you think courage to be among 
the fine things-among the finest. (sxedo\n ga/r ti oi)=da, w)= La/xhj, o(/ti 
tw=n pa/nu kalw=n pragma/twn h(g$= su\ a)ndrei/an ei)=nai-Eu)@ me\n  
ou)@n i)/sqi o(/ti tw=n kalli/stwn.) 

 
Concerning the semantic status of F things, however, I argue that Socrates is not 

committed to an adequate definition of F-ness supporting that all things called F are 

genuinely F. There are three different positions one could take on the semantic status of 

F’s: the ordinary usage view, the paradigmatic case view, and the radical revision view. 

My strategy is to argue against both claims of the ordinary usage view and this leads me 

to conclude the only view left: the radical revision view.  

 
28 A statement is semantically complete if and only if there are no circumstances in which the 

predicate is qualified. A more thorough discussion of this will have to wait until chapter six. See Woodruff 
1978.  
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 I return to the view that Socrates assumes, in advance, ordinary usage is also 

correct usage.29 The implication is that one of Socrates’ expectations in answers to “what 

is F-ness?” is that it will support conventional judgments about what things to call F and 

what to call not F. In other words, what people call the Greek equivalents of 

“courageous” or “virtuous” will be accommodated in the adequate definition of courage, 

or of virtue.  

With respect to the paradigmatic cases view, Socratic definition must support all 

and only paradigmatic examples; it wouldn’t be surprising if borderline cases of what’s 

called not F turns out to be F, or that borderline cases of what is called F turn out to be 

not F.30 But what is called F without controversy would be accommodated by an 

adequate account of F-ness. The dialogue Euthyphro, however, represents a case in point 

of what’s called not F turning out to be F.31 In this respect, Euthyphro is a challenge to 

the paradigmatic case view.  

Euthyphro, the religious expert, is at odds with his relatives over his father’s 

accidental killing of a hired man. Euthyphro’s relatives are angry at him for attempting to 

prosecute his own father for murder. To prosecute anyone’s relatives was believed to be 

consummately impious.32 Euthyphro, however, thinks that it is impious not to prosecute 

 
29 See Woodruff (1978: 458). See also:  “A Socratic definition would be based not on word usage, 

but on the truth about the subject of definition. It has however, this connection with meaning: once found, a 
Socratic definition would give to the word for what was to be defined an ideal meaning, the meaning a 
word would have in discourse informed by a true theory about the way things are” (1982: 149). Note, 
however, that this doesn’t address whether Socrates allows for revision of things called F.  

 
30 This is suggested in Kraut 1984.  
 
31 I take the criterion here to be what Athenians generally call impious: prosecuting one’s own 

father.  
 
32 See Burkert 1985 
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the wrongdoer, whoever he may be. A Socratic definition will decide clearly whether this 

action is pious or not. Though Socrates might be surprised, he would allow that 

Euthyphro’s action could be pious, despite virtually all Athenians disagreeing on this 

point.33  

 The Laches illustrates a case where things generally called F turn out to be not F. 

At Laches 196E1-197C4, Socrates recognizes that (1) everybody agrees that the 

examples of courage in animals that they discuss are paradigmatic and (2) insists on a 

definition that rules out these examples. So, this is a clear case of Socrates allowing the 

possibility for revision of cases paradigmatically called F.  

 Finally, there’s the complete revision view. A Socratic definition is not committed 

to supporting any of the things Socrates and his interlocutors call F. So, an adequate 

answer to “what is F-ness?” might produce a definiens that covers all and only F things 

that Socrates’ interlocutors call not F. In other words, the set of actual F things may not 

overlap with what is called F at all. This is startling, but Socrates allows such a 

possibility. In chapter six, I argue against those passages thought to commit Socrates to 

the ordinary language, or paradigmatic views.  

 I argue in chapter six that indeed he is not committed to supporting anything 

called F at all. I can do this by arguing against two views: (1) the set of things called F 

includes all F things; (2) the set of F things includes all things called F. Since these are 

individually necessary and jointly sufficient for the ordinary language view, if they are 

 
 
33 See my argument in chapter six.  
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both false, then the ordinary language view is false as well. This implies, of course, that 

we are left with the complete revision view, since there’s nothing left, logically speaking.  

  

B. Definitional Conditions to Which Socrates Isn’t Committed 

In this second section, I address two conditions attributed to Socrates: the 

paradigm condition, and the value requirement. I argue against the paradigm condition in 

chapter seven, so I will put off some of the controversy until then. I argue against the 

value requirement, however, in this section.  

 

B.1. The Paradigm Condition: If F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is a paradigm for 

determining F’s. 

First, a clarification on what a paradigm is: A paradigm is the sort of model for 

determining F’s that is itself F. Euthyphro 6E3-6 is considered the locus classicus of the 

paradigm requirement for two reasons: Socrates actually uses the word 

paradei/gmati, and, according to some, isolates the paradigm requirement from the 

explanation condition.34 Socrates expects that if Euthyphro’s account of piety is 

adequate, then if he can teach him what the form of piety itself is, then Socrates will put 

that form into service as a means of discerning pious from impious actions. Dancy is 

most recent commentator to give a lengthy discussion of the paradigm condition.35

following is the locus classicus for this condition: 

 
34 See Dancy (2004: 116).  
 
35 Ibid, 115-133 
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(1) Euthyphro 6E3-6: Then teach me what this form itself is, so that I may look upon 
it and using it as a model I may say that if anything either you or some other does 
is such as this, it is pious, and if it isn’t such as this, say that it isn’t pious. 
(Tau/thn toi/nun me au)th\n di/dacon th\n i)de/an ti/j pote/ e)stin, i(/n
a ei)j e)kei/nhn a)poble/pwn kai\ xrw/menoj aut$= paradei/gmati, o(/ 
me\n a)/n toiou=ton $)= w)=n a)/n h)/ su\ h)/ a)/lloj tij pra/tt$ fw= o(/sion 
ei)=nai, o(/ d  )a)\n mh\ toiou=ton, mh\ fw=.) 

 

Since Socrates is reticent about what he means by paradei/gmati in Euthyphro, 

some interpreters have thought that Socrates has in mind at this passage a standard like a 

meter-stick: a way of distinguishing that is itself a meter long.36 The standard meter is in 

advance a meter long if anything is; that’s what enables it to act as a standard: it 

exemplifies by which what is measured is measured. Others have thought that Socrates is 

seeking a set of criteria for the resolution of practical problems.37 Others urge us to be 

aware of the distinction between possessing the criteria and applying the criteria.38 

Finally, some have supposed that the point of Socrates’ inquiries are not strongly 

connected with a search for standards at all: many of his inquires do not fit the 

definitional framework that is the background for the search for standards.39 

 Ultimately, the controversy is not over whether Socrates expects the definiens to 

distinguish F’s from not F’s; it is over whether his expectations require a paradigm: a 

way of telling F’s from not F’s that is itself F. I argue in chapter seven that we ought not 

to attribute to Socrates the paradigm commitment understood in this way. One of the 

 
36 See Dancy (2004: 119).  
 
37 See Kraut (1984: 256).  
 
38 See Benson (2000: 145).  
 
39 See Penner (1992: 163). Robinson 1953 makes a similar complaint. See chapter one for 

evidence that Socrates’ initial questions are reduced to definitional questions.  
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examples he proposes as ways of distinguishing F’s from not F’s doesn’t fit well with 

standards that are both ways of distinguishing and are themselves F. This suggests that he 

can satisfy his demand for a way of distinguishing that doesn’t necessarily exemplify the 

property he wants to define; his criteria are too broad for that.   

 

B.2 The Value Requirement: (1) If F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is as valuable as F-ness, 

or (2) If F-ness=df G-ness, then any property of F-ness must be a property of G-ness.  

Richard Kraut proposes a condition on Socratic definition that, like its name 

suggests, has to do with value: “The property with which a virtue is identified must be as 

valuable as the virtue in question.”40 This condition admits of two formulations: the 

definiens must be valuable; the definiens must be as valuable as the definiendum.  

 According to Kraut, the evidence for this condition comes from two passages: 

Republic 332D7-333E2 and Charmides 169B3-5. In the Republic, Polemarchus defines 

justice as helping friends and harming enemies. Socrates points out that if this is the 

definition of justice, then it is of little use, which defeats Polemarchus’ account. Justice, it 

is assumed, is very useful, hence very valuable. Helping friends and harming enemies 

doesn’t stand up to this level of value.41 In Plato’s Charmides, one may argue that 

Socrates’ refutation of temperance as knowledge of knowledge fails the value condition 

(169B3-5). Temperance is something beneficial and good; it is unclear whether 

knowledge of knowledge is of any benefit.  

 
40 See Kraut (1984: 254).  
 
41 Ibid 
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If one formulation of the value requirement is that the definiens must be valuable, 

then it is susceptible to the following critique. For F-nesses that are not virtues, the value 

requirement doesn’t make sense. It is misguided to ask whether Socrates’ definition of 

quickness as “doing much in a short time” (La. 192A10-B3) is valuable, or whether his 

first definition of shape in Meno, i.e. shape is the only thing that always accompanies 

color, is valuable. This reads as a kind of category mistake. And yet Socrates’ own 

definitions are supposed to be models for the F-nesses that are virtues. By supposing that 

the definiens must be valuable, we offer a distinction between F-nesses that are virtues 

and F-nesses that aren’t virtues. One might suspect that there are such differences, but we 

wouldn’t offer that they are different because one condition on answers to “what is F-

ness?” is that the definiens must be valuable. That would be putting the cart before the 

horse. Limiting the value requirement to F-nesses that are virtues is an ad hoc response to 

this concern unless one can give a principled way of determining which features-if not 

all-of Socrates’ models are relevant to the F-nesses that are virtues. 

The passage from Charmides suggests a different formulation for the value 

requirement: if x is a property of the definiendum, then x is a property of the definiens.42 

If this formulation can explain the passages Kraut cites, it is hard to see that this has 

anything to do with value at all. In other words, it is just that the definiendum in this case, 

temperance, has the property of being beneficial. So, it would follow, according to this 

formulation, that the definiens should have that property as well. So, the definiens in this 

case, knowledge of knowledge, lacks that property. It just happens to be the property of 

being beneficial. But it could be any property, as in the property of being possessed by 

 
42 This suggests that F-ness and G-ness are indiscernible.   
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Charmides. If temperance has it, then what defines it must as well. Thus, we needn’t 

appeal to the notion of value in order to explain the second formulation of Kraut’s 

principle. In the end, this is just an argument to show that Socrates is committed to a 

more general commitment-the sameness condition-for which I argue in chapter four.  

Nevertheless, we shouldn’t accept the first formulation of the value requirement 

since it excludes F-nesses that aren’t virtues, which are a source of information about 

Socrates’ commitments.  

 

C. Non-definitional Conditions 

In this section, I discuss the conditions attributed to Socratic definitions that aim 

at featuring an aspect of Socratic epistemology. As such, they are not conditions on 

definitions. They are: the coherence condition, the non-circularity condition, the 

dialectical requirement, and the familiarity condition. These last two are just two different 

expressions for the same condition.  

 

C.1. Coherence: If F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness must cohere with an interlocutor’s other 

beliefs about F-ness. 

 Kahn appeals to the coherence condition to explain Socrates’ refutation of 

Euthyphro’s second definition of piety: piety is what the gods love (Euthyphr.6E-8A). 

According to Kahn, Euthyphro fails to know what piety is because also believes that the 

gods are hostile and war with one another43 (6B7-C7). What one god loves another may 

 
43 Note that in a rare expression of his own beliefs, Socrates disagrees: he thinks that the gods do 

not quarrel (Euthyphr. 6A6-9). 
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hate. So, some actions turn out to be pious and impious. Euthyphro’s definition does not 

cohere with his other belief that the gods war with one another.44 

 I think that it is easy to see why this coherence condition cannot be a definitional 

constraint. In one interpretation of Euthyphro 7A-8A, one commentator notes that the 

argument has the structure of a reductio ad absurdum.45 Typically, a reductio ad 

absurdum targets the proposed definition for rejection. But in this case, Euthyphro’s 

definition of piety doesn’t necessarily have to be the case that we reject the definition 

outright. It just shows that the definition that Euthyphro offers is not consistent with two 

other premises in the argument: (1) The gods quarrel with one another; (2) the just and 

unjust, the fine and foul, and (it is implied) the pious and the impious, are the subjects of 

difference that cause enmity among people. So, if the gods quarrel at all, then they must 

quarrel about the same things people quarrel about.46 

That there is an inconsistency between three premises in the argument does not 

show us, necessarily, which premise ought to be rejected. So, on the face of it, there’s 

nothing wrong with Euthyphro’s definition. A well-recognized tenet of Socratic 

epistemology is that if someone knows what F-ness is, then all his beliefs about F-ness 

will be consistent.47 What Socrates demonstrates in this passage is that Euthyphro’s 

 
44 Dancy thinks that this definition fails because it fails the self-predication condition, which is 

what underlies the paradigm condition. Benson argues that this argument is a reductio ad absurdam and a 
model example of how the elenchus-on a non-constructivist reading-works. Thus, there are at least three 
competing interpretations of this argument.  

 
45 See Benson (2000: 48).  
 
46 Parenthetically, it wouldn’t make sense that the gods quarrel about things which humans have 

means of resolving. This would be to suggest that humans know something the gods don’t. 
 
47 See Benson 2000, chapter seven.  
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beliefs about piety are not consistent. Thus, he does not know what piety is. But it is still 

available to the interlocutor to reject one of these three premises. He could resolve the 

inconsistency by rejecting, as Socrates himself does, that the gods wrangle with one 

another. But he doesn’t do that.  

 

C.2. Non-Circularity: the definiens must not be explained by means of the definiendum. 

In part of the passage invoked as evidence of the non-circularity condition, 

Socrates reminds Meno of an objection he offered earlier in the text, which prompted 

Socrates to formulate the dialectical requirement. (Men. 79A3-4) When Meno tries to 

define virtue as the power to acquire good things justly, Socrates points out how he is 

undermined by his own earlier admission.48    

(1) Men. 79C: Rather, you say that every action is virtue if it is performed with virtue, 
as if you had said what virtue is as a whole. (pa=san de\ f$\j pra=cin a)reth\n 
ei)=nai, e)a/nper meta\ mori/ou a)rethj pra/tthtai, w(/sper ei)rhkw\j  
o(/ti a)reth/ e)stin to\ o(/lon.) 
 

One way to characterize this objection is to point out that Socrates has been 

urging Meno to answer the question, “what is virtue?” so that they can then get to the 

business of finding out whether virtue is teachable (Men. 71B1-4). The principle 

underlying this is that if someone doesn’t know what virtue is, then she can’t know 

anything about virtue.49 In addition to this claim, Socrates adds the premise that justice is 

 
48 Only at the later passage does Meno agree that these other virtues are part of virtue. Earlier, he 

says that there are many other virtues and mentions justice (dikaiosu/nhn) at 73E8, courage (a)ndrei/a), 
temperance (swfrosu/nh), wisdom (sofi/a), and munificence (megalopre/teia) at 74A4-5.  

 
49 One statement of the epistemological priority of definition occurs in this dialogue: Or do you 

think that it is possible for someone who does not know at all who Meno is to know whether he is fine or 
wealthy or well-born or the opposite of these (Men. 71A5-B7)? 
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part of virtue, and gets Meno to agree to it. So, if Meno doesn’t know what virtue is, then 

he can’t know whether justice is a part of virtue. But then Socrates points out that he 

doesn’t know what virtue is, so he couldn’t know whether justice is a part of virtue. He 

can’t give an answer in terms of justice to “what is virtue?” since justice is a part of 

virtue. Another way to characterize the argument, however, is that it introduces the 

dialectical requirement. So, as Meno is supposedly instructing Socrates in virtue, he must 

do so in terms with which Socrates is familiar. Some believe50 that it is difficult to 

characterize exactly what Socrates’ objection is at this passage; Socrates himself 

summarizes his objection at a breach of the dialectical requirement: 

(2) Men. 79D1-4: If you remember, when I was just now answering you about shape, 
we rejected the sort of answer through the terms of the subject of inquiry and not 
yet agreed upon. (Ei) ga\r kai\ me/mnhsai, o(/ti  )e)gw/ soi a)/rti 
a)pekrina/mhn peri\ tou= sxh/matoj, a)peba/llome/n pou th\n  
toiau/thn a)po/krisin th\n dia\ tw=n e)/ti zhtoume/nwn kai\ mh/tw  
w(mologhme/nwn e)pixeirou=san a)pokri/nesqai.) 

 
So, even if it is unclear exactly what the objection is, Socrates himself explains 

how meeting the dialectical requirement would exclude answers of the sort that Meno 

gives here. It is not so much that Socrates recognizes two separate conditions; he points 

out how the dialectical requirement implies non-circularity. So, what drives Socrates to 

exclude this non-circular definition is the dialectical requirement. But if the one asking 

the questions admits he is familiar with certain terms, even if, as a result, the answer is 

circular, there might be nothing wrong with such an answer. It’s hard to say because 

Socrates runs both requirements together at this passage.  
 

 
50 Santas agrees that Socrates’ argument at this passage may be intended to show that Meno’s 

definition violates the previously agreed upon principle. But Socrates’ argument excludes the use of 
circularity. Since a circular definition does not answer “what is virtue?” the process has to start up again. 
Socrates says that they must begin again (Men. 79E5-6). 
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C.3. Dialectical Requirement:  the definiens must be explained in terms with which the 

questioner admits he is familiar. 

 This particular requirement is relative to that with which someone admits he is 

familiar. As such, the definiens must be cognitively available to the questioner. This is a 

restriction added in addition to whether the definition is true. Socrates makes this 

distinction himself:  

(1) Men. 75D4-7: it is necessary, then, that they [friends] answer in a way more 
gentle and suited to discussion. By more suited to discussion I mean that answers 
must not only be true, but through those things with which the questioner admits 
he is familiar. (dei= dh\ pr#o/tero/n pwj kai\ dialektikw/teron 
a)pokri/nesqai. e)/sti de\ i)/swj to\ dialektikw/teron mh\ mo/non ta)l
hqh= a)pokri/nesqai, a)lla\ kai\ di )e)kai/nwn w(=n prosomolog$= ei)de/
nai o( e)rwtw/menoj.) 

 
The dialectical requirement is so named because of Socrates’ use of 

dialektikw/teron. Socrates introduces this requirement because of Meno’s objection 

to Socrates’ definition of shape. Socrates’ definition of shape-supposedly a model for 

virtue-is that shape is the only thing that always follows color (75B10-11). Meno calls 

this definition “simple-minded” (eu)/qej) because, he asks, what if the questioner denies 

knowing what color is? Would Socrates have an answer to that?51 

 So, the dialectical requirement could be easily a presupposition about the ability 

of one who knows what F-ness is to explain to someone who doesn’t know what it is. As 

such, it is not a definitional commitment, but a constraint on the ability of the knower-a 

constraint on knowledge of the definition. Another passage should prompt us to realize 

 
51 See Alan Silverman’s discussion of the dialectical requirement in Silverman 2002, chapter two.  
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that this commitment is indeed important to Socrates, but properly understood, is a 

feature of his epistemology.  

(2) Men. 72C7-D1:…the one being asked, when looking toward that thing, is well 
able to make that thing clear to the one asking. (ei)j o(/ kalw=j pou e)/xei  
a)poble/yenta to\n a)pokrino/menon t%= e)rwth/santi e)kei=no  
dhlw=sai, o(/ tugxa/nei ou)=sa a)reth/.) 

 

We could call what Socrates says here the “clarity requirement.” This requirement seems 

implied by the dialectical requirement: If one uses terms with which the one asking is 

familiar, then it should be clear. Or perhaps the clarity requirement is necessary, but not 

sufficient, for the dialectical requirement. But I’m speculating here. I won’t argue for it.   

 

C.4. The Familiarity Condition: the definiens must be explained in terms more familiar. 

The familiarity condition-so-called by Kahn- is a less specific version of the 

dialectical requirement. Kahn argues for the familiarity condition by citing Meno 75E-

76A, the same passage used as evidence for the dialectical requirement. It’s true that 

some passages provide evidence for several Socratic commitments. But since Kahn 

describes the familiarity condition with more generality than the dialectical requirement, I 

think that we can explain familiarity in terms of the dialectical requirement. The 

familiarity condition, therefore, can be assimilated to the dialectical requirement, or at 

least meeting the dialectical requirement is sufficient for the familiarity condition.  

 

D. Conclusion 

This chapter’s main aim is to offer some clarity on behalf of commentators who 

have written on Socratic definition. In this chapter, I identified sixteen conditions that 
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appear in various accounts of Socratic definition. I divided them among those to which I 

argue he is committed, extensional equivalence, property sameness, explanation and 

semantic completeness, those to which he isn’t committed, paradigm and value, and those 

to which he may be committed, but are not definitional commitments, coherence, non-

circularity, the dialectical requirement, and the familiarity condition. In the next chapter, I 

argue for the first of these conditions: extensional equivalence. 
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Chapter III 

The Extensional Equivalence Condition 

One crucial issue concerning the nature of Socratic definition is the kind of 

relationship between definiens and definiendum presupposed by Socrates. There are two 

possibilities in order of increasing strength: (1) definiens is extensionally equivalent with 

the definiendum; (2) definiens is a property identical to the definiendum.  I argue that 

extensional equivalence between definiens and definiendum is a necessary condition in 

answers to Socrates’ “what is F-ness?”1 question. One passage in Plato’s Meno, however, 

suggests that extensional equivalence is not even a necessary condition. One of Socrates’ 

own model answers to “what is shape?” can be read as a simple conditional. A simple 

conditional doesn’t guarantee extensional equivalence. I argue against taking this 

definition as a simple conditional at the end of this chapter. Still, extensional equivalence 

alone is not sufficient for an adequate answer to “what is F-ness?” But that will be taken 

up in chapter four. Finally, I conclude this chapter with a discussion of a distinction that 

tends to be overlooked: whether Socrates is testing (1) definitions or (2) knowledge of 

those definitions in his examinations. If Socrates tests definitions, he’s committed to 

descriptive adequacy, that is, an adequate definition will support pre-theoretic beliefs 

about F’s. This is because it then appears as if the definitions fail or succeed depending 

on whether they accommodate the right examples. If he tests the knowledge of the 

interlocutor, then he’s not committed to descriptive adequacy. This is because an 

interlocutor’s failure to defend his answer to “what is F-ness?” implies only that his 

 
1 The definiendum is just the subject under discussion, or the models Socrates proposes, which we 

can take as “F-ness.”  
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definition is inconsistent with some of his other statements, not that the definition is 

necessarily bad. This distinction is relevant to the discussion of Socrates’ semantic 

commitment in chapter five. So, I will put it off until then.  

Contemporary commitments2 in definitions include the following. If a definition 

of F-ness is G-ness, then necessarily whatever has F-ness also has G-ness and vice-versa. 

This is a minimum requirement. It will become clear in this chapter that Socrates’ 

requirement for definitions includes this as well. This is something contemporary 

theorists don’t need to argue for; but with respect to Socrates, an explicit argument is in 

order because this condition is never stated; it is assumed in the course of discussion.   

If the definiens is extensionally equivalent to the definiendum, then the class of 

things that has the definiens as an attribute also has the definiendum as an attribute, and 

the class of things that has definiendum as an attribute, also has the definiens as an 

attribute. We might suppose, for argument’s sake, that all courageous people are also 

temperate, and all temperate people are also courageous. This is just to say that courage is 

extensionally equivalent with temperance. Alternatively, having a heart and having a 

kidney are extensionally equivalent since anything that has a heart has a kidney, and 

anything that has a kidney also has a heart. In other words, the definiens picks out all and 

only instances of the definiendum. A proper definition of virtue, for example, will pick 

out all and only virtuous things. Though calling this adequacy condition “extensional 

equivalence” comes from Santas, it is by no means the only way to express this 

commitment. There are other ways to express the extensional equivalence commitment 

for Socratic definitions.  

 
2 See Achinstein 1968. 
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Benson calls this adequacy condition, “the coextensive condition,” and describes 

it by saying that a proper answer to “What is F-ness?” will belong to all and only F 

things. As he explains, the term “belongs” captures the variety of language Socrates uses 

to describe this condition as well as preserving the relationship he thinks holds between 

F-ness and F things.3 Both Kraut and Irwin discuss the extensional equivalence condition 

by saying that a proposed definition must not be “too wide” or “too narrow.” And Dancy 

describes Socrates’ commitment to extensional equivalence between definiens and 

definiendum in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions, by saying that the definiens 

must at least provide necessary and sufficient conditions for the definiendum.4 But 

whether this commitment is called, “the extensional equivalence condition,” “the 

coextensive condition,” or “the commitment to necessary and sufficient conditions,” they 

all amount to the same thing, which is that any adequate definition of F-ness will at least 

pick out all and only F things.  

A definiens can fail to be extensionally equivalent to its definiendum in one of 

three ways: either it is sufficient, but fails to provide a necessary condition for F-ness, 

which is to say that the definiens picks out only F things, but not all F things; so, some F 

things get left out, so to speak, by the definition. And in this case, the definition would be 

too narrow. For example, Dusty’s being pregnant is sufficient but not necessary for her 

being female. Secondly, the definiens can be necessary, but fail to provide a sufficient 

condition for F-ness. Thus, it picks out all F things, but not only F things; some not-F 

things get thrown into the mix, so to speak. Such a definition would be too wide. For 
 

3 See Benson (2000: 108).  
 
4 I refer the reader to Plato’s Introduction of Forms, chapter four, for an excellent and highly 

technical discussion of Socrates’ commitment to necessary and sufficient conditions.  
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example, having a lottery ticket is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for winning a 

lottery. Or a definition can fail to provide both necessary and sufficient conditions. For 

example, being the smartest student in class is neither necessary nor sufficient for earning 

the highest grade in class. It’s not necessary because another student who works really 

hard, but is not that bright could manage the highest grade. It’s not sufficient because the 

smartest student could still fail by not showing up to class.  

In Plato’s dialogues, Socrates tests the answers for F-ness his interlocutors give 

by pointing out that they fail to provide necessary or sufficient conditions. But he does 

not point out when they fail to provide both necessary and sufficient conditions. Indeed, 

this is a limitation in Socrates’ strategy: he can pick out one defect in an interlocutor’s 

answer, but he cannot show all the inadequacies of a particular answer. So, he 

concentrates on showing how a definition fails to meet either a necessary or a sufficient 

condition.  

 My strategy in this chapter is to argue from indirect evidence, i.e. Socrates’ 

responses and objections, for Socrates’ commitment to extensional equivalence. I supply 

three definitions that fail to provide sufficient conditions for F-ness; they fail to pick out 

only F things. Then, I supply three definitions that fail to provide necessary conditions for 

F-ness; they fail to pick out all F things.  The definitions that fail to provide sufficient 

conditions for F-ness are the following:  

(1) Courage= df a certain endurance of the soul (La. 192B9-C1). 

(2) Justice=df telling the truth and repaying one’s debts (R.  331C). 

(3) Temperance=df doing of good things (Chrm. 163E).  
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In the second section, I discuss three definitions that fail to provide necessary conditions 

for F-ness, which are the following: 

(4) Virtue=df being suited to ruling over men (Men. 73C9-D1). 

(5) Temperance=df minding one’s own business (Chrm. 161B). 

(6) Fineness=df gold (Hi. Ma. 289E2-4).  

In the third section, I identify a passage that seems to undermine the claim that 

extensional equivalence between definiens and definiendum is a necessary condition for 

an answer to “what is F-ness?” At Meno 75B10-C1, Socrates offers a definition of shape 

which suggests that extensional equivalence isn’t necessary for Socratic definitions. This 

is particularly telling because Socrates himself offers this account. He says that shape is 

the only thing that happens always to accompany color (75B9-11). One way to read this 

definition of shape is as a simple conditional: for any x, if x is colored, then x is shaped, 

(x) (Cx→Sx). If this is indeed the correct interpretation of the passage, then x’s being 

colored is offered as a sufficient, but not necessary condition of shape. Thus, it would be 

a counterexample to the claim that extensional equivalence is necessary for answers to 

“what is F-ness?” But I argue that this passage can be read in a way that allows this 

definition to be read as a bi-conditional, i.e. for any x, x is colored if, and only if, x is 

shaped, (x)(Cx↔Sx).  

 

A. The Sufficient Condition 

At Laches 192B9, Laches says that courage seems to him to be a sort of 

endurance of the soul (Dokei= toi/nun moi karteri/a tij ei)=nai th=j yuxh=j.) 

This definition fails Socrates’ examination because Laches agrees that courage is 
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something that is unqualifiedly admirable-i.e. admirable wherever it may be present; 

there could be no circumstance in which courage would not be admirable. But as Socrates 

points out, there may be a kind of endurance that isn’t admirable: foolish endurance. So, 

if the definiens for courage were an endurance of the soul simpliciter, it wouldn’t be 

sufficient for being courage because it would pick out instances of endurance that 

wouldn’t be admirable. Thus the “endurance of the soul” definition for courage may pick 

out all but not only instances of courage. So, the definiens in this case fails to provide a 

sufficient condition for courage. This leads to the modification of the proposed definiens: 

courage couldn’t just be a kind of endurance; it has to be a specific kind of endurance: 

wise endurance. Only wise endurance would meet the requirement that courage is 

unqualifiedly admirable.  

 At Republic I, 331D1-2, we find Socrates disputing Cephalus’ definition of 

justice, which he paraphrases as consisting in speaking the truth and giving back what 

one has taken (Ou)/k a)/ra ou(=toj o(roj e)sti\n dikaiosu/nhj, a)lhqh= te  

le/gein kai\ a(\ a)/n la/b$ tij a)podido/nai)).As a conjunctive definition, its two 

conjuncts are, ostensibly, jointly necessary and sufficient for anything to be just.  

Therefore, it would be enough to undermine this definition by showing one of the 

conjuncts of the definition fails to provide a necessary condition. But Socrates offers 

counterexamples that undermine each of the conjuncts. They are neither individually 

necessary for something’s being just. Against the second conjunct, Socrates offers a 

scenario in which it wouldn’t be just to return what one has borrowed: if you borrowed 

weapons and your friend was out of his mind. Nor would it be just to tell someone who is 

out of his mind the whole truth (331C). This definition is too wide because some 
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instances of returning what one has borrowed is unjust, and telling anyone the truth when 

he is out of his mind is unjust. So, since the definition fails to pick out only instances of 

just action, it doesn’t provide a sufficient condition for anything being F, in this case, 

being just.  

 As Critias takes over as interlocutor for Charmides at Charmides 163E10-11, he 

offers a definition of temperance as the doing of good things (th\n tw=n a)gaqw=n  

pra=cin swfrosu/nhn ei)=nai safw=j soi diori/zomai). This definition also turns 

out to be too wide. Socrates points out that a doctor, or any craftsman, could act 

temperately under this definition of temperance even if he doesn’t know that what he is 

doing produces good consequences. So, we can apply this to anyone: if temperance is the 

doing of good things, then anyone, even if he intends malice, as long as he provides 

beneficial consequences, would be acting temperately. Someone could accidentally, i.e. 

unknowingly, be temperate. Critias balks at this because he wouldn’t want a definition of 

temperance that results in even ignorant people acting temperately. The suggestion then 

is that doing good things knowingly would be all right, but that is much narrower than the 

definition of temperance as merely doing good things. Such a definition would fail to 

pick out only temperate things; there are some intemperate things that are instances of 

doing good things, in other words.  

 

B. The Necessary Condition 

At Meno 73C9-D1, Meno attempts to say what all cases of virtue have in 

common, but fails to give a necessary condition for anything’s being virtuous. His answer 

to Socrates’ “what is virtue?” is that it is to be suited to ruling over men and adds, “if 
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indeed you are looking for something common to them [virtuous men, women and 

children] all (Ti/ a)/llo g )h)\ a)/rxein oi)=o/n t )ei)=nai tw=n a)nqrw/pwn;  

ei)/per e(/n ge/ ti zhtei=j kata\ pa/ntwn.) Socrates is quick to point out, however, 

that this cannot be an account of virtue if Meno intends to give an explanation that picks 

out even virtuous slaves. They do not govern anyone, not even themselves. Yet, it should 

be possible for them to be virtuous, according to Meno’s own opinion; he has just 

claimed that there is virtue even for slaves (Men. 71D9-72A1). So, Meno’s definition is 

too narrow: it fails to pick out some F-things, where being F is being virtuous in this case.  

 At Charmides 161B6, Charmides produces a definition of temperance as the 

minding of one’s own business (swfrosu/nh a)/n ei)/h to\ ta\ e(autou= pra/ttein).5 

There is some suggestion that he has heard this from Critias, though Critias disavows 

having said it (161C1). Socrates proceeds to point out to him the contrast between 

minding one’s own business and minding the business of others. Something can be done 

temperately even by minding another’s business, broadly interpreted. The example of 

minding one’s own business is writing one’s own name. An example of minding 

another’s business is writing the names of others, whether they are friends or enemies. 

So, the suggestion at this passage is that writing the names of others is (1) not minding 

one’s own business and yet is (2) temperate activity. Thus, Socrates offers an instance of 

the definiendum that is not also an instance of the definiens. In other words, Charmides’ 

definition of temperance as minding one’s own business fails to provide a necessary 

condition for something’s being temperate.  

 
5 There is no word for “business” here. A close equivalent would be “doing one’s own.”  
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 At Hippias Major 289D6-E6, Hippias clearly understands the Socratic 

questioner’s request. He says that it is easy to answer what in all cases is the fine: it is 

that by which all things appear fine when it is added to them (pa/ntwn r(#=ston  

a)pokri/nasqai au)t%= ti/ e)sti to\ kalo\n %(= kai\ ta\ a)/lla pa/nta kosmei=t

ai kai\ prosgenome/nou au)tou= kala\ fai/netai). In other words, he recognizes 

the Socratic questioner’s request for extensional equivalence because Hippias interprets 

what Socrates wants is what is present where all and only fine things are. His answer is 

that anywhere being fine is present, so, too is gold. So, what has the definiendum as an 

attribute, in this case, being fine, must also have the definiens as an attribute, in this case 

being made of gold (xruso/j). We might formalize his claim as the following: 

(x)(Fx↔Gx) Socrates’ counterexamples in this case are meant to undermine the 

necessary condition in this case by identifying fine things that are not made of gold. 

Pheidias the sculptor is responsible for making the statue of Athena. But a good many 

parts of her are made out of ivory, and her eyes are made out of stone. Yet these features 

are considered fine though they are materials other than gold. Hippias agrees that 

Pheidias made the statue correctly, and agrees that ivory is fine thing, too (290C1). But it 

is not made out of gold.  

 This completes my argument that extensional equivalence between definiens and 

definiendum is a necessary condition for answers to “what is F-ness?” Now, I address 

what appears to be a textual counterexample to this condition.  
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B.1. The Textual Objection (Men. 75E-76A) 

 After a concentrated effort to show Meno what he expects in an answer to “what 

is virtue?” Socrates compares virtues to shapes. A variety of shapes, he says, from the 

round to the straight, are no less shapes even if they are opposites of each other (74E7-

D2). Clearly, his purpose is to show Meno that he wants an answer to “what is virtue?” 

analogous to “what is shape?” in all the relevant respects. The many virtues that Meno 

has identified, courage, moderation, wisdom and munificence, are all still one thing: 

virtue (73A1-3). Likewise, there are many different shapes, but they are all equally 

shapes (74A1-3). Meno then makes a deal with Socrates: if Socrates can tell him what 

shape is, i.e. give his own answer to “what is shape?” then he’ll return the favor with an 

answer to “what is virtue?” Socrates agrees and offers the following definition:  

(1) Men. 75B9-11: Let this then be shape for us: the only thing that happens always to 
follow color. (e)/stw ga\r dh\ h(mi=n tou=to sxh=ma, o(/ mo/non  
tw=n o)/ntwn tugxa/nei xrw/mati a)ei\ e(po/menon.) 

 

We should assume, naturally, that Socrates condones this definition because it is 

one he has offered himself. If read straightforwardly, however, it appears as if Socrates is 

saying that shape is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for color: (x) (Cx→Sx). 

Anything that is colored is also shaped. It wouldn’t follow from this claim alone, of 

course, that anything that is shaped is also colored. Read like this, this definition is a 

counterexample to the argument of this chapter, which is that extensional equivalence is a 

necessary condition in answers to “what is F-ness?” If read as a necessary and sufficient 

condition for anything’s being shaped, (x) (Cx↔Sx), then it will support the argument of 
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this chapter. So, the question is, why should we interpret Socrates’ statement here as the 

more robust claim that anything is colored if and only if it is shaped?  

Two considerations should lead us to read Socrates first definition of shape, the 

“follows color” definition as a bi-conditional. The first consideration is that in the context 

of the passage, it makes sense to read the “follows color” definition as a bi-conditional. 

The second consideration appeals to the principle of charity in interpretation.  

It has long been noticed that the Socratic dialogues often have an ad hominem feel 

about them: Plato tailors the discussion according to the interests and beliefs of the 

interlocutors.6 This is why, for example, Socrates formulates his expectations for how he 

wants Meno to answer “what is virtue?” in terms of non-difference between instances of 

virtue, rather than sameness between them.7 Meno had given his first answer to “what is 

virtue?” by pointing out that each person, each age and each action has its own virtue, 

thus emphasizing the differences between them (Men. 72A3-5). Socrates acknowledges 

that there are differences between individual bees, but these differences are not relevant; 

he wants to know with respect to what virtuous instances do not differ. So, he compares 

virtuous people to bees. Just as bees do not differ with respect to being bees, virtuous 

people do not differ with respect to being virtuous (Men. 72B3-6). 

Earlier in the dialogue, Meno gave an answer to “what is virtue?” as to be suited 

to ruling over others (Men. 73C9). To this he adds, “if you are searching for one thing 

common to them all” (kata\ pa/ntwn). So, clearly in this case, Meno attempts to meet 

Socrates extensional equivalence commitment. Where he fails is that this definition 

 
6 See Penner 1992 for a survey of the characteristics associated with the Socratic dialogues.  
 
7 See chapter two for a discussion of the non-difference condition.  
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doesn’t provide a necessary condition for anything being virtuous. A slave can be 

virtuous. If even a slave can be virtuous, then the virtue cannot be explained through 

ruling over others. Slaves don’t rule over anyone, not even themselves.  

So, Meno fails to provide a necessary condition for virtuous instances and 

Socrates is tailoring his responses to suit Meno’s beliefs. Given this, we should expect 

that when Socrates provides a model for Meno to follow, that model will point the way to 

rectifying Meno’s previous answer’s failure. Therefore, we expect that Socrates’ answer 

to “what is shape?” provides a necessary condition for anything to be shaped. If Socrates 

were giving a model, it would make sense that it emphasizes the correction in earlier 

failed answers. If we read his model definition as a simple conditional, however, we’ll be 

forced to read the “follows color” definition as a sufficient condition for anything to be 

shaped, but not necessary. Given the context of the passage, this makes little sense. If, on 

the other hand, we read the “follows color” definition as a bi-conditional, as I 

recommend, it includes a necessary as well as sufficient condition for anything’s being 

shaped. In other words, it corrects the failure of Meno’s earlier answer, which is just what 

we should expect. Reading Socrates’ definition this way relates to Meno’s previous 

definition and gives more coherence to the passage as a whole.  

Moreover, the principle of charity suggests that we read Socrates’ “follows color” 

definition as a bi-conditional. In ordinary conversation, people often say, “if” when they 

really mean “if and only if.” We are being charitable in assuming that they mean “iff” 

when they say, “if.” As a trivial example, a story about the Coral Gables City 
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Commission details whether the city wants to obtain the land from the federal 

government. The concluding passage8 is this:  

(2) “Yes,” the commissioners said, “the city wants the property if the voters agree.” 
On the other hand, commissioners said, “no, the city doesn’t want it unless the 
voters say they do.”  

 

One suggestion is that the views expressed here are inconsistent. But a better (more 

charitable) way to read the passage is to translate: “The city wants the property if the 

voters want it, and the city doesn’t want it unless the voters want it.” This is logically 

equivalent to, “The city wants the property if and only if the voters want it.” Clearly, it 

would be more charitable to interpret the claim in this newspaper as a bi-conditional, 

even if it isn’t obvious at first that the commissioners were stating a bi-conditional. So, 

analogously, if we are to interpret Socrates charitably, we should take him as stating 

necessary and sufficient conditions for anything to be shaped, rather than a sufficient 

condition. Moreover, given all the other textual evidence I supply in this chapter for his 

commitment to extensional equivalence, we should read the “follows color” definition of 

shape this way: (x) (Cx↔Sx).  

 Having addressed the apparent textual counterexample to the argument of this 

chapter, I turn to address one of the presuppositions of this discussion, that Socrates tests 

the definitions interlocutors produce.  

 

 

 

 
8 This passage is taken from Pospesel’s Introduction to Logic, 3rd edition, pp. 89-90.  
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C. Definitions and Knowledge 

 In the course of the discussion in this chapter, I presuppose that Socrates’ 

refutations are refutations of the definitions offered by the interlocutors. But it is 

important to point out that sometimes Socrates seems to test the interlocutor himself, not 

merely the definition he produces. This distinction between definition, on one hand, and 

definitional knowledge the interlocutor ostensibly possesses, is important. The relevance 

is seen in the following question: does Socrates show that definitions fail, or does he 

show that interlocutors fail to know what the definitions are? The short answer is that he 

does both; he recognizes explicitly at some passages whether he’s testing the interlocutor 

or whether he’s testing the definition the interlocutor produces. But he runs them 

together, as I will argue. Since he runs them together, this suggests that we should decide 

whether he’s testing the definition or the interlocutor. I think that this can be clarified 

once we realize that to produce an adequate definition of F-ness, even by Socrates’ lights, 

one needn’t be committed to supporting intuitive judgments about F’s. In other words, in 

an adequate definition of F-ness, there will be genuine F things that fall under the 

definition, so to speak, but these needn’t have anything in common with pre-analytic 

beliefs about what it is to be an F. The question, then is, how can a definition fail under 

these circumstances? If Socrates is not committed to supporting the examples of F’s that 

are produced in the dialogues, then against what are definitions tested? My response is 

that sometimes definitions are tested and sometimes interlocutors themselves. But this 

needn’t thereby generate a conflict.   

In Laches, Nicias is keenly aware that the subject of inquiry, courage, will be 

inseparable from how he and Laches answer Socrates’ questions. The dialogue begins 
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with Lysimachus and Melesias wondering if they should have their sons learn how to 

fight in armor. They seek Laches’ aid in settling the question. This eventually develops 

into a discussion of the nature of courage, for which Laches recommends the help of 

Socrates (187D). Nicias points out that Laches is not well-acquainted with Socrates and 

his reputation: for he doesn’t realize that the nature of courage will be examined through 

Nicias and Laches themselves.  

(1) La. 187E6-188A2; 188B4-C1: Whoever comes into close contact with Socrates 
and associates with him in conversation must necessarily…keep on being led 
about by the man’s arguments until he submits to answering questions about 
himself concerning both his present manner of life and the life he has lived 
hitherto….but I realized some time ago that the conversation would not be about 
the boys but about ourselves, if Socrates were present. (o(/j a)/n e)ggu/tata  
Swkra/touj $(= kai\ plhsia/z$ dialego/menoj, a)na/gkh aut%=... mh\ p
au/esqai u(po\ tou/tou periago/menon t%= lo/g%, pri\n e)mpe/s$ ei)j t
o\ dido/nai peri\ au)tou= lo/gon, o(/ntina tro/pon nu=n tez$=  kai\ o(/nti
na to\n parelhluqo/ta bi/on bebi/wken... a)lla\ kai\ pa/lai sxedo/n 
ti h)pista/mhn o(/ti ou) peri\ tw=n meiraki/wn h(mi=n o( lo/goj e)/soito
 Swkra/touj paro/ntoj, a)lla\ peri\ h(mw=n au)tw=n.) 
 

Nicias observes that in a conversation with Socrates, the subject of inquiry is really the 

interlocutors. Socratic examinations end up being about the person who’s answering the 

questions, rather than some discarnate reality. On the other hand, in other passages it is 

the account that Socrates is interested in; it doesn’t matter who puts it forward. In 

Republic, for example, Thrasymachus makes perhaps the boldest claim in the dialogues: 

he puts injustice in the class with virtue and wisdom, and justice with the opposites of 

these (348E). Socrates notes how difficult it will be to address this if only because it 

stands so far apart from conventional beliefs about justice and injustice. Just when he 
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says that he believes Thrasymachus to be answering according to his own beliefs, 

Thrasymachus says this:  

(2) R. 349A9-10: What difference does it make to you, whether I believe it or not? Is 
it not my account you’re supposed to be examining?(Ti/ de/ soi, e)/fh, tou=to  
diafe/rei, ei)/te moi dokei= ei)/te mh/, a)ll  )ou) to\n lo/gon e)le/gxeij;) 

 

Socrates’ response to this is telling: “it makes no difference,” he says (R. 349B1). So, this 

seems to be a case in which Socrates’ questions are aimed at the argument, not 

necessarily the person.  

In Charmides, Socrates seems to run both together: he doesn’t distinguish clearly 

whether he’s examining the argument or examining the man. In this dialogue, Critias 

sings the praises of Charmides, extolling his temperance. He is embarrassed by this and 

so cannot answer Socrates’ question directly. For if he denies his temperance, he makes 

Critias a liar, and if he should praise himself, it would be distasteful. Socrates’ solution is 

the following:    

(3) Chrm. 158D8-E2: We ought to investigate together the question whether you do 
or do not possess the thing I am inquiring about, so that you will not be forced to 
say anything against your will. (koin$= a)\n ei)/h skepte/on ei)/te ke/kthsai 
ei)/te mh\ o(\ punqa/nomai, i(/na mh/te su\ a)nagka/z$ le/gein a(\ mh\ bou/
lei.) 
 

This passage suggests that Socrates is indeed examining Charmides, but through 

the account he puts forth. So, especially in this dialogue, Socrates doesn’t make a 

distinction because of the way the dialogue develops: Socrates is examining whether 

Charmides possesses temperance, but he must do it through what Charmides says. 

Socrates recognizes a connection between the argument and the one who believes it.  
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Later, Charmides offers a definition of temperance as minding one’s own business 

(161B6). He claims to have heard from someone else. Socrates accuses him of having 

picked it up from Critias, but Critias doesn’t own up to it (161C2). As Socrates presses 

Charmides to tell him from whom he heard it, Charmides asks him why that should 

matter and Socrates responds that it doesn’t:   

(4) Chrm. 161C3-6: What difference does it make from whom I heard it? None at all, 
since the question at issue is not who said it, but whether what he said is true or 
not. ( )Alla\ ti/ diafe/rei, h)= d  )o(/j, o( Xarmi/dhj, w)= Sw/ratej,  
o(/tou h)/kousa; Ou)de/n, h)=n d  )e)gw/, pa/ntwj ga\r ou) tou=to skepte/o
n, o(/stij au)to\ ei)=pen, a)lla\ po/teron a)lhqe\j le/getai h)\ ou).) 

 
The concern at this passage suggests that Socrates intends to test the account, not the 

person who said it. Though in this very same dialogue, in texts close to one another, 

Socrates starts out saying that he’s going to examine Charmides! Something is odd here. 

At this passage, however, he’s concerned about the truth of the definition; not that 

whoever came up with it should demonstrate that he knows what it is.  

 It should be clear, then, that at some passages, (1) Socrates acts like he’s testing 

the interlocutors, and at others, (2) he acts like he’s testing the account. And that in the 

same dialogue, he runs these two different things together, perhaps because he thinks he’s 

both examining the account and examining the interlocutor at the same time. 

Nevertheless, how we answer the question, “Which is Socrates examining, the 

interlocutor, or the account?” will have consequences for the semantic status of the 

counterexamples he offers.  
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C.1. The Problem of the Distinction 

 Commentators have wondered to what extent Socrates is committed to the 

counterexamples he offers. And as a result, to what extent he and his interlocutors call 

instances of courage or temperance are in fact instances of courage and temperance. If 

Socrates is testing definitions, then he is using the counterexamples he offers as data to 

support that definition. Building an ethical theory, for example, relies on those intuitive 

assessments of what’s right and wrong, hence what people pre-theoretically call “right” 

and “wrong.” If an ethical theory fails to accommodate those intuitive assessments, then 

so much the worse for the ethical theory. Are Socratic definitions like this? Do they 

require conventional beliefs about what things are called as data for a satisfactory 

account?  

 It seems that if a Socratic definition must account for all pre-theoretic beliefs 

about F’s, then an adequate account will not allow any revision for those uncontroversial 

examples of F’s. So, an adequate account of courage must accommodate answers like 

Laches’ first: standing in battle-line and not fleeing as an account of courage, for 

example. The purpose of a Socratic definition is to string up all the data and explain what 

all these instances have in common, leaving nothing out that is uncontroversial.  

 On the other hand, if a Socratic definition doesn’t have to account for any pre-

theoretic beliefs, then it isn’t subject to the same restriction as many contemporary ethical 

theories. Any ethical theory-it is hoped- that says torturing babies for fun is sometimes 

acceptable will be rejected outright because it doesn’t fit with pre-theoretic notions of 

what’s good, and hence what is called “good.” So, in uncontroversial examples, we 

cannot be wrong, provided that they are uncontroversial. But then it seems like 
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uncontroversial examples don’t give much guidance in what has to be accounted for by 

the theory.  

 If Socrates is testing an interlocutor’s definitional knowledge, and there’s no 

special status between the definition that’s offered and the interlocutor’s other beliefs, 

then Socrates doesn’t seem committed to the truth of any of these, necessarily. If, on the 

other hand, Socrates is testing the definition itself, then he tests it by testing for 

consistency between the definition and the other beliefs of the interlocutor. In these cases, 

we say the definition fails when it can’t cope with paradigmatic counterexamples. On the 

other hand, an interlocutor might fail to know the definition when what he’s claimed is in 

conflict with his other beliefs. But then it would be available to him, if he wished, to 

jettison the offending beliefs, even if they happened to be paradigmatic examples.  

  

D. Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I argue that for Socrates extensional equivalence between 

definiens and definiendum is a necessary condition in answers to “what is F-ness?” To 

substantiate this claim, I offered two different types of definitions examined by Socrates: 

ones that do not provide sufficient conditions for anything’s being F, and ones that do not 

provide necessary conditions for anything’s being F. I also entertained a textual objection 

to the extensional equivalence condition, which I argued, could be explained away by 

appealing to the context of the passage and the principle of charity. Finally, I explored an 

ambiguity in assessing an aspect of Socrates’ activity: at some passages, he tests 

definitions-and gives textual indicators that he’s doing so; at others, he tests his 

interlocutors, i.e. whether they demonstrate definitional knowledge; he gives indicators 
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for this as well. Whether Socrates is testing definitions or definitional knowledge will 

have consequences for the status of instances of the definienda. If he’s testing definitions, 

he’s committed to the instances being genuine F’s. For how could a definition fail except 

by not accommodating Socrates and his interlocutors believe to be genuine F’s? This has 

a semantic consequence, as well. Genuine F’s are correctly called F. But this may be the 

same set of F’s that are pre-theoretically called F. If so, then there can be no revision 

among interlocutors’ beliefs about what’s called F. If, on the other hand, Socrates is 

testing the definitional knowledge of the interlocutors, then whether what is called F 

doesn’t really matter. For if an interlocutor possesses genuine definitional knowledge, he 

might show Socrates how what he believes is a courageous instance, for example, isn’t a 

genuine courageous instance. Socrates wouldn’t be bothered by this, apparently, but only 

if he’s testing definitional knowledge and not definitions. The resolution of this issue will 

come up at the end of chapter six once we understand the difference between genuine F’s 

and what interlocutors call F’s 
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Chapter IV 

The Property Sameness Condition 

In chapter three, I argued that extensional equivalence between definiens and 

definiendum is necessary for answers to “what is F-ness?” I addressed the passage at 

Meno 75B9-C1 that suggests that an answer to a “what is F-ness?” question need only be 

a simple conditional. I argued also that judging from this passage, we should interpret 

Socrates’ definition of shape as a bi-conditional: for any x, x is colored if, and only if, x 

is shaped, (x)(Cx↔Sx). But there’s another problem: Socrates also says at this passage 

that he would be content if Meno were to give a similar answer for virtue (e)gw\ ga/r 

ka)\n ou(/twj a)gap%/hn ei)/ moi a)reth\n ei)/poij).1 If he would be content with an 

answer that merely meets the extensional equivalence condition, then Socrates suggests 

that extensional equivalence between definiens and definiendum is also sufficient for 

answers to “what is F-ness?” After all, he wants Meno to tell him what virtue is; he offers 

an answer to “what is shape?” that is supposed to be a model for Meno’s answer to “what 

is virtue?” The model identifies a property extensionally equivalent with shape. So, the 

suggestion is that Socrates wants Meno to tell him what is extensionally equivalent with 

virtue. And if he did so, Socrates would be content. Would such an answer satisfy all of 

Socrates’ expectations?  

The quick answer is no. The other conditions that answers to “what is F-ness?” 

must meet are the explanatory condition and the semantic completeness condition for 

statements about F-nesses. I argue for the explanatory condition in chapter five, and the 

semantic completeness condition in chapter six. We still have to explain, however, why 
 

1 See Men. 75B11-C1.  
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he says he would be content if Meno were to tell him what alone of all the things that are 

accompanies virtue.2 I argue that despite the passage at Meno 75B9-C1, extensional 

equivalence is not sufficient for Socrates: he expects a stronger relationship to obtain 

between definiens and definiendum: property sameness. The aim of this chapter is three 

fold: (1) to give an interpretation of Meno 75B8-C1 which explains Socrates’ apparent 

satisfaction with an answer to “what is virtue?” that provides merely necessary and 

sufficient conditions for virtue; (2) to defend an interpretation of Charmides 160E-161B 

that illustrates Socrates’ commitment to property sameness, which is that if F-ness=df G-

ness, then F-ness is a property identical to G-ness; (3) to argue that if we suppose 

Socrates is committed to property sameness in answers to “what is F-ness?” we can 

explain passages where he cites unity and non-difference as other requirements of 

answers to “what is F-ness?” 

 

A. Meno 75B8-C1 

Again, we revisit the same passage cited in the last chapter. But like so many 

passages in Plato’s dialogues, we revisit it in a new light, emphasizing something new 

about it. In this case, it is Socrates’ curious remark that he would be content if Meno 

answered him about virtue in the way he answered Meno about shape. A satisfactory 

answer for shape, Socrates says, would encompass all shapes since the round is no less 

shape than the straight,3 even if these are opposite each other (e)nanti/a o)/nta  

 
2 Klein suggests that Socrates is hinting at the following analogy: color is to shape as knowledge is 

to virtue (1965: 60). 
 
3 See Men. 74D2-E2.  
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a)llh/loij). Socrates tries out his own answer to “what is shape?” so that Meno may 

practice for his answer to “what is virtue?”  

(1) Men. 75B8-C1: Let shape be this for us, what only of all the things that are always 
happens to accompany color. Perhaps this is acceptable to you or do you seek 
something else? I would indeed be content if you would answer me in this way 
about virtue.(e)/stw ga\r dh\ h(mi=n tou=to sxh=ma, o(\ mo/non tw=n o)/ntwn 
tugxa/nei xrw/mati a)ei\ e(po/menon. i(kanw=j soi, h)\ a)/llwj pwj zht
ei=j; e)gw\ ga\r ka)\n ou(/twj a)gap%/ ei)/ moi a)reth\n ei)/poij.) 

 

This passage is controversial because Socrates offers a definition of shape that meets 

neither the property sameness condition, nor the explanatory commitment. By comparing 

this passage in Meno with another in Euthyphro, it appears as if Socrates ought to reject 

the definition of shape he himself puts forward. He points to a feature of shape-namely, 

that it always accompanies color-but doesn’t say what shape itself is; he doesn’t give the 

ou)si/a of shape. When Euthyphro attempts a definition of piety as what all the gods love, 

Socrates criticizes his answer: though Euthyphro has provided a pa/qoj of piety, he has 

not provided its ou)si/a.4 

We might be able to explain away this conflict by suggesting that these are two 

different dialogues, each with its own context. Thus, it is not surprising if we find inter-

textual conflicts. But even if that were true, and one ought not to rely too much on cross-

dialogue comparison, there is another problem. When Socrates describes what sort of 

answer he expects, he compares virtue to bees. In explaining what he would want if he 

 
4 See Euthyphr. 11A7-8. A complete discussion of the difference between pa/qojand ou)si/a 

would take us too far from the point here, as this distinction has a long and complicated history. The 
distinction at stake here is, roughly, between the active power that things possess inherently, and the 
passive activations of what is acted upon. Roughly, the difference is between quality and essence (Peters 
1967: 153). 
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were to ask him about bees, Socrates uses the word “ou)si/aj” which is translated as 

“nature” in most cases. He preps Meno by asking him if he would know what to say were 

Socrates to ask him about the nature of bees (ei)/ mou e)rome/nou meli/thj peri\  

ou)si/aj o(/ti pot  )e)stin).5 So, even if we acknowledge a conflict between what 

Socrates says in Euthyphro and in Meno, the conflict arises also between different 

passages of the same dialogue. Socrates clearly expects an ou)si/a in an answer to “what 

is F-ness?” At this passage, he doesn’t even meet his own requirement. How is this 

explained?  

 In general, commentators explain this passage by comparing Socrates’ “follows 

color” definition of shape with another definition of shape he offers later, what I call the 

“limit” definition of shape, concluding that Socrates, after all, prefers the “limit” 

definition of shape to the “follows color” definition. This suggests, perhaps, that he 

doesn’t take the “follows color” definition of shape seriously.  

After Meno balks at Socrates’ “follows color” definition of shape, Socrates 

introduces the dialectical requirement.6 This leads Socrates to first gain Meno’s assent to 

the terms through which Socrates will present his second definition of shape. First, Meno 

agrees that he understands what an end, limit or boundary is, for these are all the same, 

according to Socrates (75E1-5). Then, Meno agrees that he understands what a plane or 

solid is, as in geometry (76A1-2). After this, Socrates announces the definition of shape 

that Meno should agree he understands:  

 
5 See Men. 72B1-2.   
 
6 See chapter two for a discussion of this requirement: answers must not only be true but in terms 

with which the questioner admits he is familiar.  
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(2) Men. 76A5-7: For I say this belongs to every shape, it is that which limits a solid; 
in a word, I would say that shape is the limit of a solid. (kata\ ga\r panto\j  
sxh/matoj tou=to le/gw, ei)j o(\ to\ stereo\n perai/nei, tou=t  )ei)=nai 
sxh=ma o(/per a)\n sullabw\n ei)/poimi stereou= pe/raj sxh=ma ei)=nai.) 

 
Two commentators argue that Socrates prefers this “limit” definition of shape to 

the “follows color” definition of shape. Kahn argues that since Socrates requests at Meno 

72B1 that he wants the essence (ou)si/aj) of virtue, we should think that he prefers the 

“limit” definition to the “accompanies color” definition. The “limit” definition of shape 

fulfills this request for an ou)si/a better than the “follows color” definition of shape. To 

this, Kahn offers external considerations: the “limit” definition of shape fits better into a 

mathematical framework and is genuinely scientific.7 So, perhaps also from the principle 

of charity, we should think that Socrates prefers the “limit” definition of shape.  

 Santas argues that Socrates prefers the “limit” definition because it fulfills two 

important purposes to which Socratic definitions are put: the diagnostic use and the 

aitiological use.8 Under the pragmatics of Socratic definitions, Santas argues that the 

“limit” definition of shape fulfills the diagnostic use and the aitiological use of Socratic 

definitions better than the “follows color” definition.  

 The diagnostic use of a definition is an appeal to a standard, rule or principle that 

resolves disputes over whether a given action has a certain quality. In Euthyphro, for 

example, Socrates asks Euthyphro for the definition of piety so that he can put it to use, 

diagnosing whether certain actions are pious or not.  

 

 
7 See Kahn (1996: 177). 
 
8 See Santas (1979: 115-117). 
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(3) Men. 6E2-6: Then teach me what this idea is, so that by looking at it, and using it 
as a model, I can say whether what you or others do is such a sort as to be pious 
and if not, not. (Tau/thn toi/nun me au)th\n di/dacon th\n i)de/an ti/j 
pote/ e)stin, i(/na ei)j e)kei/nhn a)poble/pwn kai\ xrw/menoj au)t$@ pa
radei/gmati, o(\ me\n a)\n toiou=ton $)= w(=n a)\n h)\ su\ h)\ a)/lloj tij pra/
tt$ fw= o(/sion ei)=nai, o(\ d  )a)\ mh\ toiou=ton, mh\ fw=.) 

 
Euthyphro’s case has the features of an ethical dilemma: he thinks that 

prosecuting his father for murder is pious; his relatives think it is impious (4D5-E3). 

Especially in this context, it makes sense that Socrates would expect that an adequate 

definition of piety would help in distinguishing whether what Euthyphro does is pious or 

impious. But this definition could be generalized to any action, as Socrates says. 

Santas also points out that the diagnostic use of a definition would be sufficient 

but not necessary for determining pious actions. For if it were a necessary condition as 

well, this would involve Socrates in a hopeless circularity. If the possession of a 

definition were necessary to make judgments about what’s pious, then neither he nor his 

interlocutors could determine any instances at all. Thus, the instances of the kind could 

not be the data through which we could generalize and discover the right definition. So, it 

would be impossible to tell whether instances of the defininedum are counterexamples or 

confirmation instances.  

 In comparison with the “follows color” definition, Santas’ point is that it is 

difficult to determine whether shape is what (a) always follows color and (b) is the only 

thing that always follows color. In sharp contrast to this, the “limit” definition of shape 

tells us instantly whether something is a shape. His example is that we can tell 

immediately that the limit of a cube is a figure.9  

 
9 See Santas (1979: 133).  
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The aitiological10 use of a definition is that use which allows one to defend or 

support a judgment about whether anything is an instance of a particular kind. This use is 

articulated in Hippias Major where Socrates calls on Hippias to tell him what the 

beautiful is so that he can defend, when challenged, his appraisal of whether certain 

speeches are beautiful or not.  

With respect to Socrates’ two definitions of shape and their aitiological purpose, 

Santas compares two arguments, one which relies on the “follows color” definition of 

shape, and the other, which relies on the “limit” definition of shape. In the first argument, 

supporting a judgment about whether something is an instance of shape might look like 

this: 

(1) Shape=df the only thing that always follows color. 
(2) Round is an instance of the only thing that always follows color. 
(3) So, round is an instance of shape.  
 
On the other hand, a defense using the “limit” definition of shape might look like this:  
 
(1) Shape=df the limit of a solid 
(2) Round is the limit of a sphere. 
(3) A sphere is a solid.  
(4) So, round is a shape.  
 
Santas’ observation is that the second premise of the first argument is not known to be 

true, and would be difficult to demonstrate. Premises 2 and 3 of the second argument are 

true and indisputable.11 Therefore, the “limit” definition of shape is better than the 

 
 
10 This is closely related to the explanation condition: If F-ness=df G-ness, then for anything that is 

F, it is F because it is G. See chapter five.  
 
11 Why these are true and indisputable has to do with their analytic truth, perhaps, since Santas 

doesn’t explain. I’m speculating that negating them would be like denying that stallions are male horses, as 
in the case of (2), or denying that man is an animal, in the case of (3).  
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“follows color” definition of shape relative to the aitiological purpose of definitions as 

well. And if the “limit” definition is better relative to Socrates’ purposes, then he must 

prefer it to the “follows color” definition of shape.  

Thus, I have set out three considerations for thinking that Socrates prefers the 

“limit” definition of shape to the “follows color” definition of shape. The “limit” 

definition: (1) satisfies Socrates’ request for an ou)si/a, (2) fulfills better the diagnostic 

use to which he expects to put the definition, (3) fulfills better the aitiological use to 

which he expects to put the definition. We might even grant these considerations, and that 

Socrates prefers the “limit” definition to the “follows color” definition, all things 

considered. But neither of these commentators addresses why Socrates would be content 

if Meno were to give him a definition of virtue like the “follows color” definition. This 

remark can be explained, I maintain, by appealing to (a) the limitation of Socratic 

refutation, and (b) the context of this particular passage.  

Socrates is limited in how he can criticize proffered definitions.  A given 

definition may have several inadequacies, but Socrates’ aim is generally to target only 

one of those inadequacies explicitly. For example, one of the definitions of the fine, to 

which Hippias agrees, is pleasure through hearing and sight12 (Hi. Ma. 298A7). Socrates 

asks if being pleasant through hearing and sight could explain fine laws and fine activities 

(298B1-3). The suggestion is that we would need a different account of fine laws and fine 

activities because being pleasant through hearing and sight wouldn’t explain their 

fineness. Hippias bites at this, and agrees with Socrates’ initial objection (298C3-4). 

 
12 Woodruff notes that where Hippias uses “and”, Aristotle uses “or”, which makes it look more 

like a definition, but the two come to the same (1982: 81). 
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Socrates lets this pass, however, and accepts the account of the fine as being pleasant 

through hearing and sight. He wants to avoid getting stuck on a similar point they’ve just 

addressed earlier in the passage (298C5-7). Socrates then goes on to address whether 

everything pleasant is also fine. The point of citing this passage is show that Socrates’ 

recognizes two things wrong with this definition. The first problem, he suggests, is that it 

fails to provide a necessary condition. But he lets that go, and doesn’t examine that 

feature, or provide a counterexample. The second problem is that it fails to provide a 

sufficient condition because some properties, like being pleasant to eat, or some 

activities, like making love, we would be ashamed to call fine (299A5-B1). Socrates 

pushes aside the first problem in order to deal with the second. He recognizes that he can 

only take one problem at a time, even if there may be many things wrong with an offered 

definition.  

In sum, Socrates cannot be expected to point out everything that’s wrong with a 

definition, just one defect in particular. This limitation, however, is at the core of the ad 

hominem feel of Plato’s dialogues. Particular refutations can be highly idiosyncratic and 

personal; they are directed at a particular interlocutor’s understanding and his beliefs. So, 

it wouldn’t be surprising if Socrates tailored his objections with an eye to making 

intellectual progress, but this requires taking an interlocutor’s particular perspective into 

account.  

 If we suppose that in some cases Socrates measures his explanations according to 

his interlocutor, then we would find him illustrating what he wants in ways that 

accommodate the understanding of that interlocutor. It would make sense for Socrates to 

offer model definitions for F-ness that remedy the defect he sees in a previous answer 
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given by an interlocutor. If this is indeed Socrates’ approach, this would explain why he 

would be content with Meno’s answer for virtue along lines similar to the “follows color” 

definition of shape. Earlier in the dialogue, Meno fails to provide a definiens that is 

coextensive with the definiendum. So, if Meno managed to provide a definition that 

fulfills extensional equivalence, Socrates would be content with that because that is 

something Meno has been unable to do until now.  

 Meno’s last attempt at answering “what is virtue?” fails to provide a necessary 

condition for virtue.13 His definition of virtue is that it is to be suited to ruling over men 

(73C9-D1). Socrates points out that in Meno’s own view, slaves can be virtuous, but the 

definition of virtue doesn’t apply to them. So, his account doesn’t cover all instances of 

virtue.  After this passage, Meno goes on to complain about being unable to come up with 

an account that covers all and only the other virtues: courage, moderation, wisdom and 

munificence and the rest. But Meno says that he cannot find what Socrates is looking for: 

one virtue for them all (74A11-B1). In response, Socrates says that he is eager to make 

progress (projbiba/sai) because he thinks that virtue is not exceptional in the respect 

of having one thing in common for all and only virtuous things (74B2-4). Plato’s use of 

projbiba/sai14 here foreshadows how Socrates will bring Meno nearer to 

understanding his expectations, which is why he offers a definition of shape that rectifies 

and emphasizes the defect of Meno’s last definition, even if it doesn’t meet all of 

Socrates’ requirements. 

 
13 See chapter three, pp. 64-65. 
 
14 This is the causal of projbai/nw: to make to approach or bring nearer (Liddell and Scott, 7th 

ed. 1997).  



 
 

 
 95  

 

To summarize my explanation of this curious passage, I emphasize that Socrates 

is eager to make progress in his discussion with Meno. The context in which he 

articulates this aim comes when he (1) states his assumption that there is something 

which is common and peculiar to all and only the other virtues, and (2) reiterates this 

generalization from the other examples he’s provided. Meno denies earlier that an answer 

to “what is virtue?” will conform to the same expectations as an answer to “what is 

health?” in the particular respect which Socrates maintains: that there is a unifying 

account for virtuous people (73A4-5). Here, Meno says he cannot identify something 

that’s the same in all these cases (74A11-B1). So, if we interpret “making progress” as 

getting Meno to identify something that’s the same in all cases of virtue, we can expect 

Socrates to provide a model definition of shape that illustrates this. The “follows color” 

definition of shape does it.   

 A limitation to this approach, however, is that we cannot presume that Socrates’ 

model definitions embody all the conditions of an adequate answer to “what is F-ness?” 

out of context. Thus, such model definitions cannot be relied on as support simpliciter for 

a Socratic model of definition; they have to be interpreted; we must take into account the 

context of the passage and the differing capabilities of the interlocutors.  

Finally, the passage at Meno 75B8-C1 suggests that for Socrates an answer to 

“what is F-ness?” needn’t do more than be extensionally equivalent to F-ness. I argue that 

this passage does not commit Socrates to merely extensional equivalence between 

definiens and definiendum once we understand the limitation in Socratic refutations and 

examine the context of the passage. I now turn to a more positive argument for thinking 

that Socrates expects a stronger relationship than mere extensional equivalence: namely, 
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that the definiens be the same property as the definiendum.  Charmides 160E-161B 

provides the main support for this view. 

 

B. Charmides 160E-161B 

In “Elenctic Definitions,” George Nakhnikian cites the refutation of “temperance 

is modesty” (kai/ ei)=nai o(/per ai)dw\j h( swfrosu/nh) at Charmides 160E-161B to 

show that the relation between definiens and definiendum for Socrates must be one of 

property identity.15 Nakhnikian recommends we observe that Socrates’ argument 

proceeds in two steps: 

(1) Socrates is not content merely with the observation that there is no perfect 
coincidence between the class of temperate men and the class of modest men. He 
goes on to argue to the conclusion that the property of temperance is not the same 
as the property of modesty. (1971: 131) 

 

 In this section, I defend Nakhnikian’s summary of the argument by doing two 

things: (a) making explicit the argument at Charmides 160E-161B, and (b) defending his 

argument against the objection that the premises can be read as Pauline Predications.16  

 First, a few words about the relationship between property sameness and 

extensional equivalence: If the class of things that has the definiendum as a property is 

the same as the class of things that has the definiens as a property, then the definiens is 
 

15 Though Nahknikian uses the phrase “property identity” and I use “property sameness,” the 
argument at Charmides 160E-161B supports both. I use the phrase “property sameness” to point out that 
Socrates’ request for what is the “same” in all F things doesn’t necessarily entail identity. There is no harm 
in calling this his commitment to “property identity,” since it relies on Leibniz’s Law.  

 
16 Pauline predications are ways to read sentences of the form, “Justice is pious” and “Piety is just” 

as assigning predicates to the unnamed instances of the ei)=doj named by the subject-term. Thus, “Justice is 
pious” really cashes out to “Justice is such that anyone who has this property is necessarily pious.” Such 
predications are called “Pauline” after St. Paul who is attributed with statements like “Charity is kind.” St. 
Paul meant these statements to be taken as “anyone who is charitable is necessarily kind.” (1974: 406-7) 
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extensionally equivalent to the definiendum, but they needn’t be the same property. The 

stronger claim is that the definiens is in fact the same property as the definiendum; 

Compare, for example, the class of renates-creatures with kidneys-with the class of 

chordates-creatures with hearts. They are extensionally equivalent because every creature 

that has a kidney also has a heart, and every creature that has a heart also has a kidney. 

But the property of having a kidney is distinct from the property of having a heart.17 

Property sameness implies that the classes are extensionally equivalent, but extensional 

equivalence doesn’t imply property sameness.  

 With this distinction in mind, we can see more clearly Nakhnikian’s point about 

the argument at Charmides 160E-161B. It is sufficient to undermine Charmides’ 

definition of temperance as modesty to show that some modest people are not temperate; 

this definition of temperance as modesty does not provide a sufficient condition for 

anything’s being temperate. Doing so would show that modesty is not extensionally 

equivalent to temperance. And since modesty is not extensionally equivalent with 

temperance, it follows that modesty is not the same property as temperance.  

 In other words, once Socrates establishes that the class of temperate men and the 

class of modest men are not extensionally equivalent, he is allowed, without any 

additional premises, to conclude that the property temperance is not the same property as 

modesty. But Socrates points out in addition, according to Nakhnikian, that Socrates 

expects the definiens and the definiendum in this case to be the same property. Otherwise, 

his argument would have gone differently, perhaps like the others I discussed in chapter 
 

17 This well-worn example is cited in discussions about meaning, i.e. that “renate” doesn’t mean 
the same thing as “chordate” even if they are extensionally equivalent (Quine 1951: 31). My use of this 
example to illustrate the difference between extensional equivalence and property sameness is, I take it, 
uncontroversial.  
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three. To show that a definition fails extensional equivalence, Socrates need only identify 

a counterexample to the sufficiency claim or the necessity claim of the definiens. The 

trick is, however, to argue that Nakhnikian is right in his characterization of this 

argument.  

 

B.1. The Basic Argument 

 Charmides offers a definition of temperance as modesty. His reasoning is that the 

possession of temperance makes one bashful (Chrm. 160E1-4). The premises that follow 

his definition are the following:  

(1) Temperance=df Modesty 

(2) Temperance is (always) good.  

(3) Modesty is not (always) good.  

(4) So, Temperance ≠ Modesty  

In general, the argument Socrates offers at Charmides 160E-161B relies on 

Leibniz’s Law.18 From the assumption that temperance and modesty are the same, it 

follows that they share all the same properties. Socrates points out that one property they 

do not share is being unqualifiedly good. Temperance is, in all cases, unqualifiedly good 

(160E13). Modesty is not unqualifiedly good: there are circumstances in which it is not 

good (161A4). Thus, they cannot be the same. Nakhnikian’s point about this argument is 

that if Socrates only expected extensional equivalence to obtain between definiens and 

definiendum, the argument would have gone differently. The suggestion is that if Socrates 

 
18 Formalized, the principle is this: a=b ↔ (F)(Fa→Fb); read from left to right, this is called “the 

indiscernibility of identicals.” Read from right to left, this is called “the identity of indiscernibles.” 
Together we now call them “Leibniz’s Law.”  
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were interested in only extensional equivalence here, then he would have described a 

situation in which someone’s being modest would have resulted in her being intemperate, 

or that someone’s being temperate would have resulted in her being immodest. The way 

the argument develops, however, Socrates identifies a situation in which being modest is 

not good, i.e. when one is in need. Then he goes on to underline that Modesty is not good 

in all situations, rather than simply some modest people are not good.  

 

B.2. Criticism 

 Santas doubts that the argument at Charmides 160E-161B can be read as clearly 

as I suggest above. His main criticism is that when we compare the argument in 

Charmides against a similar argument at Laches 192C-D, we cannot tell on the face of it 

whether Socrates means to be denying extensional equivalence or property identity 

between definiens and definiendum. This is because such readings are ambiguous. At 

Laches 192B9, Laches says that courage is a sort of endurance of the soul (Dokei=  

toi/nun moi karteri/a tij ei)=nai th=j yuxh=j.) The main assumption in this 

argument is courage is admirable wherever it is present; it turns out, however, that all 

endurance is not admirable. Only wise endurance is admirable whereas foolish endurance 

is not. In this argument, we may read, as Santas points out, the claim that courage is 

always admirable as either (a) whatever is courageous is also admirable, or (b) the 

property, courage, is admirable. So, if we read the claim in the first way, the argument 

constitutes a denial of extensional equivalence. If read in the second way, however, it 
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constitutes a denial of property identity.19 The implication is that since the claim that 

temperance is good at Charmides 160E4-5 is also ambiguous, it cannot be evidence for 

believing that Socrates expects the definiens and definiendum to be the same property.  

 Though perhaps the argument in Laches could be read ambiguously, I argue that 

the claim that temperance is good cannot be read as (a) whatever has temperance is also 

necessarily good. Rather it must be read as a (b) claim about the property temperance. 

Read this way, the conclusion that follows from this argument must then also be read as 

(c) temperance and modesty, the properties, are not the same, which is a denial of 

property identity, which is what Nakhnikian maintains.  

 

B.2.a. Pauline Predication 

 Santas claims that in passages like Laches 192C-D, we have an option of reading 

them in two different ways. But, strictly speaking, this is not an option. Either such 

claims as “Courage is admirable” are straightforward subject-predicate statements, or 

they are Pauline predications, read as “whatever is courageous is also admirable,” or the 

set of courageous people is also admirable. Once we see why Vlastos adopted this 

convention of explaining some of these statements, which are abundant in Plato’s works, 

as Pauline predications, we’ll see that Chrm. 160E-161B is not ambiguous.   

 There is a long history of understanding statements like, “Justice is just,” which 

appear in Plato’s works, like any other statement in which the individual identified by the 

subject term is a member of the class possessing the property expressed by the predicate 

 
19 See Santas (1979: 110).  
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term.20 The reasoning is that prior to Vlastos’ argument for the Pauline predication 

reading, there were only two possibilities in the literature: Either such statements are read 

as identities, i.e. they are read straightforwardly, as above. Read as an identity, “Justice is 

just” would simply be “Justice is Justice.” The straightforward reading was apparently 

the more natural of the two. 

 Vlastos it was absurd to read analogous statements like, “Justice is pious,” which 

appears at Protagoras 331B2, or “Piety is just,” which appears at Euthyphro 11E7-12A2, 

as straightforward subject-predicate statements. With respect to Plato, he pointed out, no 

one would be tempted to read “Piety is just,” straightforwardly. To do so would be to 

suppose that Plato wants an abstract form to have a property that only concrete 

individuals would have, which was absurd. It became evident to Vlastos that in “Piety is 

just” the copula was not meant to assign the predicate to the ei)=doj itself, but rather to 

the instances of that ei)=doj. Thus, a more satisfactory, alternative reading of the 

statement, “Justice is pious” becomes “Justice is such that anyone who has this property 

is necessarily pious.”21 Had St. Paul been a Platonist, he would have undoubtedly meant 

by the statement, “Charity is kind,” that “Charity is such that anyone who is charitable is 

necessarily kind.”  

 Now, what Vlastos claims here is not that whenever we are confronted in Plato’s 

dialogues with a statement like, “Courage is praiseworthy” we have options in 

interpretation. It is not open to us to interpret such a phrase straightforwardly, such that 

courage itself is a member of the class of praiseworthy things, or as Pauline predications. 

 
20 See Vlastos (1974: 405).  
 
21 See Vlastos (1974: 407).  
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Rather, because we are dealing with Plato, who believes that the things named by virtue 

terms are abstract universals, we cannot interpret such phrases straightforwardly, but that 

we must interpret them as Pauline predications. To read these phrases straightforwardly 

would be to commit “egregious nonsense.”22 To apply a predicate to the abstract term 

“Piety” would be as absurd as applying a predicate to the multiplication sign. 

 The ambiguity-perhaps the one that Santas suggests-comes in to this discussion in 

a different way. If we are materialists, then we can read statements like, “Gold is yellow” 

straightforwardly because we are predicating the property of being yellow to all that stuff 

out there in the universe. Thus, we are not forced to read, “Gold is yellow” as “Gold is (a 

Form) such that any (material) instance of it is necessarily yellow.” But this is because 

we are not Platonists about the Form of Gold. Vlastos’ point is that if we are like Plato, 

and believe that the thing indicated by the subject term is an abstract universal, then we 

have to read “Piety is just” as a Pauline Predication.23 We have no other option.  

 So, against Santas’ charge of ambiguity, the argument at Charmides 160E-161B 

is not ambiguous at all. In fact, according to Vlastos, the claim, “Temperance is good” 

must be read as a Pauline predication in this passage. But if Vlastos’ argument is that all 

such claims must be read as Pauline predications, we will see in the next section that this 

passage is a counterexample to his argument.  

 

 

 

 
22 Ibid 
 
23 Ibid, pp. 407-408 
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B.3. Response 

 Santas denies that the conclusion of the argument at Charmides 160E-161B can 

be read unambiguously as a denial of property identity. That is, it isn’t clear that 

“temperance is not modesty” should be read as a denial of property identity or as a denial 

of extensional equivalence. If the conclusion is ambiguous between two readings, then 

one or more of the premises must be ambiguous, as well. In other words, at least one of 

the premises in the argument at Charmides 160E-161B could be read as a Pauline 

predication. The natural candidate for a Pauline statement is the first premise of the 

argument:  

(1) Chrm. 160E13: Temperance is (always) good. (Ou) mo/non ou)@n  
a)/ra kalo/n, a)lla\ kai\ a)gaqo/n e)stin.) 

 

So, the suggestion is that this premise could be read as: (1*) Temperance is such that 

whoever is temperate is necessarily good. Thus, we can take (1*) as a claim about the 

class of temperate people being necessarily good. Read this way, and substituted into the 

argument, however, we get an obvious redundancy. And because of this redundancy, we 

cannot read this premise as a Pauline predication. Socrates reaches this main premise (1) 

by distinguishing between the class of temperate people, on the one hand, and the 

property of temperance, on the other. Thus, it would make little sense to read this first 

premise as a Pauline predication, i.e. a claim about the class of temperate people. So, 

contrary to Vlastos’ claim that we must read such phrases as Pauline predications, here, 

in this passage at least, such an interpretation is unavailable. To illustrate why this 

interpretation is unavailable, however, I must explain how Socrates comes to this main 

premise, for it isn’t easy to see the structure of the argument.  
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 Just after Charmides gives his definition of temperance as modesty, Socrates 

crafts his refutation by asking the following three questions to which Charmides agrees.  

(1a) 160E6-7: Well, I said, did you not just now agree that temperance is admirable? 
(Ei)=en, h)=n d  )e)gw/, ou) kalo\n a)/rti w(molo/geij th\n swfrosu/nhn e
i)=nai;) 
 

(1b) 160E9: Then are temperate people also good? (Ou)kou=n kai\ a)gaqoi\  
a)/ndrej oi( sw/fronej;) 
 

(1c) Could what does not make people good be good? ( )Ar  )ou)=n a)\n ei)/h  
a)gaqo\n o(\ mh\ a)gaqou\j a)perga/zetai;) 
 

(1d) Not only is temperance admirable then, but it is also good. (Ou) mo/non ou)=n  
a)/ra kalo/n, a)lla\ kai\ a)gaqo/n e)stin.) 
 

What, exactly, is going on at this passage is a bit of a mystery. Commentators are 

not sure, for example, what role (1a) plays in the argument. Some claim that (1a) is basis 

on which (1b) is inferred, as Ou)kou=n may sometimes play an inferential role.24 But 

Socrates’ use of “Ou)kou=n” doesn’t fit any of the inferential examples Deniston gives 

very well.25 So, Socrates’ use of this word can’t help to determine whether it is playing 

an inferential role or introducing a new point. (1c) is such a mess that many have 

suggested emending the text: repositioning mh\ in front of a)gaqo/n so that the question

matches what Socrates says later at 161A8-9.26 Nevertheless, for the conclusion that 

 
24 See Dancy 2004 and Deniston (1929: 434-5).  
 
25 See Dancy (2004: 111, footnote 36).  

26 Some scholars suppose there is a corruption in the text is at this passage. At 161A8-9, Socrates 
says, “If indeed it makes good men who have it, then temperance is good, and not bad.”  So the question 
becomes, “Could what is not good make men good?” And the answer is no, of course. If we read the 
problematic premise at step 3 as the logical equivalent of 161A8-9, this earlier claim is rephrased later. 
After turning the question at 160E11 into a statement, we have: (1) If it is not good, then it doesn’t make 
good men (160E11). This is logically equivalent to: (2) If temperance makes good men, then it is good 
(161A8-9). This would make the phrase at 161 A8-9 a reiteration of this earlier question. A reiteration here 
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temperance is (always) good to follow, we need two premises: (a) Temperance makes 

people good, (b) What makes people good is (always) good. So, temperance is always

good. Socrates might mean that temperate people are good because of temperanc

not just accidentally, but he doesn’t say that. The resources for (b) might be contained

his question at 160E11, and since it can be assimilated to what he says later, it is at lea

plausible. In general, the passage is difficult.  

One thing about this argument, however, is clear: we cannot read (1d) as a claim 

about the class of temperate people being good, i.e. as a Pauline predication. To do so 

would be redundant. Socrates already asks at (1b) if temperate people are good. So, he 

already distinguishes between temperate people, on the one hand, and the property of 

temperance. Thus, if we were to read (1d) as a Pauline predication, we could substitute 

“temperance is good” with “temperate people are good.” This would make Socrates 

repeat himself, but it wouldn’t make sense for him to be merely repeating himself while 

changing the phrasing of what he says. I suggest instead that this avenue of interpretation 

is closed.  And since the Pauline predication reading is closed, we must accept the 

straightforward reading. In accepting the straightforward reading, we also accept that 

Socrates’ refutation at Charmides 160E-161B is a denial of property identity between 

temperance and modesty, rather than a denial of a proposed claim about temperate people 

being necessarily modest.  

 

 
makes sense for there to be a reiteration at the conclusion of the argument. If what Socrates claims in 
Charmides is that temperance is good without qualification because what is good simpliciter cannot then 
produce things or men that are not good, then the statement at 160E11 may be left alone. It is as if Socrates 
is asking, “Could what is good (without qualification) result in people not being good?” And I think that we 
can get this understanding of 160E11, leaving it as it is.  
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B.4. Summary 

 In the last section, I defended an interpretation of Charmides 160E-161B that 

highlights Socrates commitment to property identity between definiens and definiendum 

in an adequate answer to “what is F-ness?” The main criticism against my interpretation 

of this passage comes from Santas, who maintains that the passage cannot be relied on as 

evidence of Socrates’ commitment to property sameness because, it is implied, the 

premise “Temperance is (always) good” can be read as a Pauline predication, i.e. 

“temperance is such that whoever has temperance is necessarily good.” I provide an 

argument from redundancy against this interpretation. So, the Pauline reading of 

“temperance is (always) good” is unavailable at this passage. This leaves the 

straightforward reading and thus, Socrates’ commitment to property sameness.  

 

C. Unity and Sameness 

 In chapter two, I discussed why we should read Socrates’ request for what is the 

same (tau)ton) in those passages where he explains what he wants as an expectation of 

property sameness between definiens and definiendum.27 I explained that there are two 

ways to read Socrates’ request for what is “the same”: as a unity condition, or as a 

property sameness condition. Recall that the unity condition states only what all F’s have 

in common, not what only F’s have in common. The logical hierarchy between unity, 

extensional equivalence, and property sameness is such that unity is necessary for 

extensional equivalence and property sameness, but property sameness is sufficient for 

both extensional equivalence and unity. So, it would make sense for Socrates to express 

 
27 See Euthyphr. 5D1-5, 6D10-E1, La. 191D10-11, and Men. 72A6-B7, 72E4-8.  
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the property sameness condition in his use of “same” (tau)to/n) because that would 

imply both extensional equivalence and unity. As it stands, this argument appears to be 

begging the question. After all, I’ve only argued so far that Charmides 160E-161B 

commits Socrates to property identity between definiens and definiendum. Why then must 

we read the other passages as expressions of property sameness? Why also must we read 

tau)to/n as an identity claim between definiens and definiendum?  Surely there are other 

ways in which tau)ton is read as “same,” but which doesn’t imply identity. Yes, there 

are, and the alternatives are found in Aristotle. This next section is a discussion of two 

important principles I’ve assumed thus far: that Socrates expects the definiens to be a 

property, and that he expects a sameness relation between definiens and definiendum. 

Both of these assumptions require some justification.  

 

C.1. Properties 

 Properties may be described as the qualities, features, characteristics or attributes 

of things. After that, virtually nothing said about properties is uncontroversial. With 

respect to Socrates, most commentators think that what he wants to define is a property, 

signaled by the word, ei)=doj.But in other passages, what Socrates seeks may be more 

accurately described as a capacity, indicated by the word du/namij. The difficulty with 

this distinction of terms is that properties and capacities seem to be different sorts of 

things. So, we would like to know which of these Socrates means when he uses the words 

he does. In this section, I argue that the words ei)=doj and du/namij cannot by 

themselves indicate whether Socrates expects a property or a capacity. The reason is that 
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in Meno, just when he ought to describe what he’s looking for as a du/namij, he uses the 

word ei)=doj instead. This tells me that perhaps the most generic way to refer to Socrates’ 

request is as a request for a property, since that seems to be the least question-begging 

approach. This is then just a short quasi-justification of attributing to Socrates the view 

that he expects a property in answers to “what is F-ness?” A more thorough discussion of 

the controversy of the nature of the causality between the ei)=doj and its instances will be 

postponed until chapter five.  

  A typical passage where the word ei)=doj expresses what Socrates is after comes 

in Plato’s Euthyphro: 

(1) Euthyphr. 6D9-11: Do you remember that I did not ask you to teach me just one 
or two of the many pious things, but that characteristic by which all pious things 
are pious? (…a)ll )e)kei=no au)to\ to\ ei)=doj %(= pa/nta ta\ o(/sia o(/sia/  
e)stin;) 

 
 
 Socrates does not always characterize what he wants in this way. He sometimes 

calls what he wants a capacity, or du/namij, as he does in Plato’s Laches. He explains 

what he wants in an answer to “what is courage?” by comparing it to an answer to “what 

is quickness?” If someone were to ask him what quickness (taxuth=ta) is, Socrates 

would say that it is the capacity to accomplish much in a short while (th\n e)n o)li/g%  

xro/n% polla\ diaprattome/nhn du/namin taxuth=ta.) After this, Socrates asks 

Laches what courage is, calling it a du/namij(192B6).  

 So, if we are to take what Socrates says here about quickness and courage, we 

would expect that if he were to offer an example that is better described as a capacity, he 

would call it a du/namij. The problem is that what he should call a du/namij, he calls 
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an ei)=doj. With this apparent flexibility of terms, we lose any grip we might have had on 

a verbal distinction corresponding to a genuine distinction between a property and a 

capacity.  

 In trying to get Meno to tell him what virtue is, Socrates offers a number of 

comparisons: he compares the virtues to health, size and strength (72D4-E8). He intends 

to get Meno to accept something Meno has been reluctant to accept: that just as health, 

size and strength do not differ with respect to being health, size and strength, regardless 

of the different sorts of people who possess them, so too, is this the same with virtue. On 

one of these comparisons in particular, strength (i)sxu/j), he elaborates more fully in 

order to make the point that it doesn’t differ with respect to men or women: 

(2) Men. 73E4-7: If a woman is strong, won’t it be by the same form and the same 
strength that she is strong? For by the same, I say this: with respect to strength 
being strength, it does not differ whether in a man or in a woman. (e)a/nper  
i)sxura\ gunh\ $)= t%= au)t%= ei)/dei kai\ t$= au)t$= i)sxu/i+ e)/stai; to\ ga\r
t$= au)t$= tou=to le/gw. ou)de\n diafe/rei pro\j to\ i)sxu\j ei)=nai h(  
i)sxu/j, e)a/nte e)n a)ndri\ $)= e)a/nte e)n gunaiki/.) 

 

Though Socrates uses the term we might expect designates a property, if he were truly 

distinguishing between a property and a capacity, we should expect him to say 

“dunami/j” at this passage. After all, strength is likely to be either (a) a power to resist 

force or (b) a capacity for exertion and endurance. So, why then does not Socrates 

describe strength here as a du/namij? He instead calls strength here an ei)=doj. My 

suggestion is that there are some F-nesses perhaps that are better described as capacities, 

like quickness, courage, or even strength. But since the context of this passage includes 

comparisons between virtues and bees, as well as health, size and strength, then perhaps 
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the catch-all term is ei)=doj. So, if that corresponds to property, or characteristic, we can 

refer to what Socrates expects as a property, even if we haven’t settled the issue 

completely.28 And if strength is not picked out as a capacity, even as it appears to be an 

example of a capacity, I believe we can assimilate talk of what Socrates expects in 

general as a property.  

  

C.2. Identity and Sameness 

 I have argued that Charmides 160E-161B is the passage where Socrates illustrates 

his commitment to property sameness. But some commentators maintain that it illustrates 

Socrates’ commitment to identity, not just sameness. “Identity” may be a peculiar word 

to use, but I was motivated to use it initially because I defended Nakhnikian’s evaluation 

of the argument, and he, as well as other commentators, uses the phrase, “property 

identity.” The customary notion of identity is expressed by Leibniz’s Law, and the 

argument at Charmides 160E-161B depends on Leibniz’s Law. Of course, it is well-

known that there is no good Greek equivalent of “identical.”29 There is only the Greek 

for “same” (tau)to/n) but this cannot be unequivocally translated as “identical.”30 I urged 

on logical grounds that Socrates’ use of tau)/ton be interpreted as “same” in those 

places where he explains what he wants because that would make such passages 

consistent with the argument at Charmides 160E-161B.31 I now turn to consider a 

 
28 See Santas’ qualified discussion of attributing to Socrates a request for a property (1979: 108). 
 
29 See White 1971.  
 
30 Ibid 
 
31 See La. 191E10-11, Euthyphr.5D1-5, and Men. 75A5-8.  
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m is that Aristotle identifies another notion of 

samene

ses a similarity relation, and not an identity relation. The word 

is the s

problem for reading Socrates’ use of tau)to/n as “identical.” We will see that we are not

forced to read such passages in this way, and if we are not forced to read such passag

this way, my argument that we read them in this way depends exclusively on the 

observation of the logical relationship between unity, extensional equivalence, and 

property sameness.  For background to this discussion, we see that Aristotle cites three 

different meanings or uses of tau)to/n, which can be translated as “same in number,” 

“same in genus,” “same in species.” “Same in number” seems to be the closest 

tical.”  

In Topics, Book VII, Aristotle treats sameness in the respect that they are one in 

number. This prompts him to offer a restricted version of what we would call “Leibniz’

Law,” in which he says that if A and B are the same, then any accident of A is also an

accident of B and vice versa. So, we might say that this use of tau)to/n ought to be 

translated as “identical.” But the proble

ss that doesn’t imply identity.  

If we mean by “same” what is the same in genus or in species, then such uses of 

“same” do not depend on Leibniz’s Law and thus, do not imply identity. If A is the same 

in genus or species with B, then A is similar, but not identical, to B. Aristotle tells us that 

this use of tau)to/n expres

ame in both cases.  

To further complicate matters, Aristotle also connects his notion of sameness to 

oneness: sameness is a kind of oneness. The result is that for sentences of the form, “A 
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re one,” we may mean either (1) A is identical to B, or (2) A and B make up on

thing which has them as constituents.  

To summarize, then, we have three possible uses of tau)to/n, all of which are 

plausible.32 Tau)to/n can indica

parts of the same thing. Given this multiplicity of readings, we cannot prima facie, saddl

Socrates with any one of them.  

 I submit that there is a more intractable problem with attributing to Socrates 

view that definiens and definiendum are the same property. But it is problem well-

familiar to philosophy. I argue in chapter five that Socrates is also committed to an 

explanation condition in which the definiens explains what makes things instances o

definiendum. If Socrates is committed to this, then he is also committed to an explanatory 

priority between definiens and definiendum. This would mean that the relationship 

between definiens and definiendum is not symmetric. But wouldn’t it be symmetric if the 

priority and pro

 

D. Conclusion 

 I began this chapter with a discussion of an apparent textual counterexample to 

my argument that extensional equivalence between definiens and definiendum is merely a

necessary condition, not sufficient for answers to “what is F-ness?” In his first defi

of shape-the “follows color” definition- in Meno, Socrates suggests that answer to “wha

 
32 I call these assumptions plausible on the grounds that since Aristotle was more precise and 

developed in his terminology, and he admits of a plurality of uses of tau)ton, it is likely that Plato was not 
any stricter in his use.  
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is virtue?” along those same lines would satisfy all his expectations. I argued that 

Socrates offered this model for virtue because the “follows color” definition rectified a 

defect in Meno’s previous answer to “what is virtue?” This doesn’t require, therefore, 

that Socrates’ model definitions be flawless examples of answers to “what is F-ne

then argued that the passage at Charmides 160E-161B illustrates Socrates’ commitment 

to property sameness between definiens and definiendum, and that this is another 

necessary conditions in answers to “what is F-ness?” I responded t

re

w
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Chapter V 

The Explanation Condition 

 In chapter two’s presentation of the explanation condition, which is that if F-

ness=df G-ness, then for anything that is F, it is so because it is G, I identified the 

passages most commentators think express Socrates’ commitment to it.1 I also identified 

those passages that express Socrates’ assumption of some kind of causal relationship 

between F-ness and F things, which is the ground for his explanation condition.2 But to 

simply point to passages where Socrates expresses his commitment is to presuppose that 

he has such a commitment. His language is notoriously vague, and we therefore cannot 

simply point to the passages that suggest such a commitment as the sole evidence.3 What 

is required is to cite an argument where he invokes this explanation condition specifically 

in order to undermine an interlocutor’s definition. This occurs, I maintain, at Euthyphro 

9B-11B.  

 More has been written on this passage in Euthyphro than probably any other 

single argument in Plato.4 It is imperative, therefore, to clarify how the argument goes, 

and in so doing, to clarify the controversy surrounding this argument. In general, the 

controversy is over whether or not Socrates’ argument depends on a questionable 
 

1 See Men. 72C7-8,  Euthyphr. 6D10-11, and Hi. Ma. 290D5-6.  
 
2 See Grg. 520D1-2 and Prt.. 332A8-B1.  
 
3 Three passages thought to express the explanation condition are: (1) Men. 72C7-8: they all have 

some one form through which they are virtues (e(/n ge/ ti ei)@doj tau)ton\ a(/pasai di ) o(/  
ei)si\n a)retai/)). (2) Hi. Ma.290D5-6: What is appropriate for each thing makes each thing beautiful 
(o(/ti o(/ a)/n pre/p$ e(ka/st%, tou=to kalo\n poiei= e(kaston). (3) Euthyphr. 6D10-11: the form or 
characteristic in virtue of which everything pious is pious (to\ ei)@doj %(@ pa/nta ta\ o(/sia 
o(/sia e)stin). 

 
4 See the three landmark studies: Geach (1966), Cohen (1971), and Sharvy (1972). 
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substitution of the expressions for “pious” and “god-loved.” This substitution instance, it 

has been argued, is questionable because it depends on a questionable substitution 

principle that breaks down in explanatory contexts, which is exactly the context in which 

Socrates introduces the substitution! I argue, however, that Socrates’ argument at 

Euthyphro 9B-11B needn’t be understood as relying on this substitution instance.5 If his 

argument doesn’t require the substitution principle, then we shouldn’t attribute it to him. 

One might ask, of course, why he makes a substitution at the passage, but one needn’t be 

motivated to answer the question if it doesn’t help the argument.  

Another concern that relates to the explanation condition is that it runs afoul, or so 

one might argue, of his commitment to the sameness condition, for which I argue in 

chapter four. If the definiens must be explanatorily prior to the definiendum, as the 

explanation condition requires, then in what way is the definiens the same as the 

definiendum? If the definiens is the same as the definiendum, then we might expect their 

relationship to be symmetric. But if the definiens is explanatorily prior to the 

definiendum, then the relationship is asymmetric. One of Socrates’ own examples, 

however, that shape is the limit of a solid, may point the way to resolving this conflict. 

The notion of sameness that Socrates assumes is one that must not deny, if he is to be 

consistent, the explanatory priority he establishes in Euthyphro 9B-11B.  

In this chapter, I present the textual details at Euthyphro 9B-11B in the first 

section. I then articulate a version of the argument that relies on some kind of substitution 

principle in the second section. Then, I offer another version of the argument that doesn’t 

depend on a substitution principle in the third section. Then, I give additional reasons to 

 
5 I am indebted to Sharvy’s (1972) discussion of this argument.  
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think that Socrates is committed to the explanation condition in the fourth section. 

Finally, I present the conflict between sameness condition and the explanatory condition 

and review an attempt at a solution in the fifth and final section of this chapter.   

 

A. The Text: Euthyphro 9B-11B 

The background to this dialogue is that Euthyphro, a supposed religious expert, is 

prosecuting his father for murder, about which his relatives are angry (4D5-7). Socrates 

notes that it is not an ordinary man who could do this, but one far advanced in wisdom 

(4A11-B2). As such, Euthyphro attempts to explain what piety is so that Socrates can 

come to understand, as Euthyphro apparently does, how prosecuting his father for murder 

could be a pious action, despite its conflict with the view of the many that it could not be 

a pious action (4E4-8). Socrates’ examination includes presumptions about explanatory 

priority in order to address Euthyphro’s third attempt to say what piety is. He says that 

the pious is what all the gods love, and what they hate, is the impious.  

(1) Euthyphr. 9E1-3: I say that the pious is this: what all the gods love, and the 
opposite, what all the gods hate, is impious. (All ) e)/gwge fai/hn a)/n tou=to 
ei)=nai to\ o(/sion o(/ a)/n pa/ntej oi( qeoi\ filw@sin, kai\ to\ e)nanti/on, 
o(/ a)/n pa/ntej qeoi\ misw=sin, a)no/sion.) 
 

Or, more simply:  

(1a) Piety=df what all the gods love.  

So, Euthyphro lays down his answer to “what is piety?” At 10A2-3, Socrates asks the 

question that has become the bugbear of divine command theorists: Is it pious because it 
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is loved by the gods? Or is it loved by the gods because it is pious?6 With this question, 

Socrates offers Euthyphro the following two alternatives: 

(2) Loved by the gods because pious (L bec P). 

 Or: 

(3) Pious because loved by the gods (P bec L).  

Euthyphro agrees to (2), which is what ultimately undermines his attempt to define piety 

as what all the gods love.7 At first, however, Euthyphro does not understand Socrates’ 

question, and requires some clarification (10A4). In order to illustrate the import of these 

choices more clearly, then Socrates gives a number of examples that emphasize the 

priority of (a) processes or activities that result in an alteration of some sort to (b) a 

thing’s being in that altered condition as a result of the activity. This is a complicated 

distinction and difficult to generalize, but it can be seen more clearly through Socrates’ 

examples. What underlies this distinction for Socrates is some rudimentary view about 

the priority of causes (broadly understood) to their effects. Socrates identifies this 

distinction with his use of the passive third person verb for things of the sort found in (a) 

and the passive participle for things of the sort found in (b). Euthyphro says that he thinks 

he understands this distinction (10A9). We might abbreviate in the following way: (a) is 

generalized by expressions of the form, “is F-ed” and (b) is generalized by expressions of 

the form, “being F-ed.” Socrates’ own examples clarify this distinction with the following 

examples:  

 
6 Anthony Flew suggested that the extent to which one understands philosophy is the extent to 

which one understands this question.  
 
7 Other efforts have been made to show that Euthyphro could have chosen the other alternative and 

he wouldn’t have been inevitably refuted. See Amico 1996.  
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(a) is carried (fere/tai) or is led (a)/getai) or is seen (o(ra=tai) or is loved 
(filei=tai) 
 

(b)  being carried (fero/menon) or being led (a)go/menon) or being seen 
(o(rw/menon) or being loved (filou/menon) 

 

Socrates main point here is that when we use expressions of the form, “p because q” it 

follows that it is not the case that “q because p.” Something is being carried because it is 

carried. Yet, it is not the case that something is carried because it is being carried.8 The 

direction of explanation can only go in one direction. This is the asymmetry involved in 

the relationship between things in (a) and things in (b). Since what is indicated in (a) is 

explanatorily prior to (b), we say that (b) because (a) is true, but (a) because (b) is false. 

We might symbolize it more formally, illustrating the explanatory priority, or the 

asymmetry, in this relationship, by writing:  

(c) (p bec q) → ~(q bec p) 

With respect to Euthyphro’s definition, then, we would say that something is 

being loved because it is loved, but it is not the case that something is loved because it is 

being loved. So, something is being loved by the gods because it is loved by them 

(filei@tai u(po\ qew@n).9 Socrates then introduces a new word, “god-loved” 

(qeofile\j) to take the place of “being loved” (filou/menon). Thus, something being 

 
8 Or more colloquially, “something is a load because is it being carried, but it is not being carried 

because it is a load” (Sharvy 1972: 131). 
 
9 Commentators take great pains to notice the disanalogy between the effects of loving and the 

effects of carrying. The action of loving doesn’t necessarily result in an alteration of the thing being loved 
whereas the action of carrying does alter the thing being carried. But if there’s a disanalogy, it isn’t simply 
between the examples Socrates uses to compare to the effect of loving. After all, the action of seeing 
doesn’t result in an alteration of the thing’s being seen. I suggest that Socrates has this in mind when he 
uses the verb gi\gnomai since this verb is supposed to cover all sorts of change, not merely accidental and 
substantial change.  
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loved by the gods is also god-loved (10D9-10). Hence, we have an additional premise, 

generalized from Socrates’ examples: 

(4) What is god-loved (being loved by the gods) is so because it is loved by the gods.  
 

But not:  

(4*) What is loved by the gods (is loved by the gods) is so because it is god-loved 
(being loved by the gods).  

 

Now, since Socrates establishes an explanatory hierarchy among the pious, being god-

loved, and is loved by the gods, I must, for the sake of simplicity and in the interest of 

making the logical relationships explicit, abbreviate the following items Socrates has 

distinguished in the course of his argument here: G: Being God-Loved (qeofile\j), P: 

The Pious (to\ o(/sion)10, and L: Is Loved by the (filei=tai u(po qew=n). The 

hierarchy goes like this: G bec L bec P.  

(2a) (L bec P) → ~ (P bec L)  
 
If it is loved by the gods because it is pious, then it is not pious because it is loved 
by the gods. This is introduced by Socrates at 10A1-2, and accepted by Euthyphro 
at 10D5. 

 
(4a) (G bec L) → ~ (L bec G)  

 
If it is god-loved because it is loved by the gods, then it is not loved by the gods 
because it is god-loved. This is introduced by Socrates and accepted by Euthyphro 
at 10D9-10. 

 

 
10 This expression seems to have three different meanings or uses, as the attribute, piety, the 

collection of pious things, or as a quantifier-noun, like “everyone.” Sharvy maintains that in the first 
premise of the argument, the subject should be read as a quantifier-noun, not as an attribute, i.e. for any 
pious x, x is loved by the gods because x is pious. But the conclusion of the argument maintains that we are 
not allowed to define piety, the attribute, as the god-loved (122). For Socrates’ interchangeable use of the 
feminine predicate adjective for piety, see 5C9: to\ eu)sebe\j.  
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Socrates’ conclusion to this passage is that the pious and the god-loved are different from 

one another (10D13). After which he reminds Euthyphro that he agreed to (2a) at 10E2-3; 

and he reminds him that he agreed to (4a) at 10E5-8. The importance for the controversy 

surrounding this argument, however, is what Socrates does next: he explains a 

consequence of piety and god-loved being the same (if they were the same).11 And this is 

the passage that has caused all the controversy.  

(5) Euthyphr. 10E9-11A3: For if the god-loved and the pious were the same, dear 
Euthyphro, (1) if through being pious, the pious were loved, and (2) through being 
god-loved, the god-loved were loved, then (3) if through being loved by the gods 
the god-loved were god-loved and (4) the pious through being loved would be 
pious. Now you see that the opposite holds, as they are altogether different from 
one another. ( )All ) ei)/ ge tau)to\n h)=n, w)= fi/le Eu)qufrwn,  
to\ qeofile\j kai\ to\ o(/sion, ei) me\n dia\ to\ o(/sion ei)=nai e)filei=to 
to\ o(/sion, kai\ dia\ to\ qeofile\j ei)@nai e)filei=to a)\n to\ qeofile/j,  
ei) de\ dia\ to\ filei=sqai u(po\ qew=n to\ qeofile\j qeofile\j h)=n, kai\ 
to\ o(/sion a)\n dia\ to\ filei=sqai o(/sion h)=n. nu=n de\ o(r#=j o(/ti  
e)nanti/wj e)/xeton, w(j panta/pasin e(te/rw o)/nte a)llh/lwn.) 

 

Following the previous abbreviations, G for (Being God-Loved), P for (Piety or the 

Pious) and L for (Is Loved by the Gods), the general claim at this passages seems to be 

this: (1) if P=G, then if (L bec P), then (L bec G), and (2) if G=P, then if (G bec L), then 

(P bec L).12 Many commentators have supposed that in this passage, Socrates clearly 

displays his commitment to some kind of substitutivity principle, and that the argument 

depends on such substitution for its success. After all, what would allow his move from 

(L bec P) to (L bec G) in (1) and (G bec L) to (P bec L) in (2) if he weren’t swapping G 

 
11 See Tau)to\n at 10E9.  
 
12 At this passage, Socrates is going back and forth between the attributive use and the referential 

use of definite descriptions, as in (2) above: in the first part, we take “being god-loved” attributively; in the 
second, we take “god-loved” as referential. For a discussion of the difference between the referential and 
attributive use of definite descriptions, see the now-classic Donnellan (1966).  
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for P in the first conditional, and P for G in the second? Among these commentators, the 

only question seems to be what kind of substitution principle his argument depends on, 

not whether this argument in fact depends on a substitution principle. But I think that this 

latter question is the one we need to ask.  

In the next section, I make more explicit a reconstruction of Socrates’ argument at 

Euthyphro 9B-11B that relies on a substitution principle. I point out some of the 

questionable consequences associated with the kind of substitution principle supposed to 

explain this particular substitution instance. My interpretation, of course, provokes a 

further question: why is Socrates substituting these expressions at all, if they don’t have 

anything to do with argument? I suggest that what is really going on at this passage is that 

Socrates is illustrating a kind of causality that is transitive through the priority he’s 

established early on. Socrates assumes already that F things are F because of F-ness. This 

is trivially true, but uninformative. He expects that the definiens for F-ness will explain 

what makes things F. Viewing this passage at 10E9-11A3 as the locus classicus of his 

substitutivity requirement distracts from the main point of the passage: his emphasis on 

the relationship between cause and explanation.  

 

A.1. Substitutivity 

There is no doubt that whatever the argument Socrates offers at 9B-11B, it is 

complicated. That’s why I think that we can see the structure of the argument more 

clearly in the following proof. Socrates does not make all these steps implicit, but if we 

refer to (2a) and (4a) above, we can see how Socrates might generate the argument 

below, if all the steps were explicit. And because of the substitution instances, it is 
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supposed, he is able to conclude, as he does, that the pious and the god-loved are not the 

same, but different from one another. Thus, the reconstruction I offer below is one 

possible reconstruction of an argument that relies on substitution. This argument is, of 

course, underdetermined by what Socrates actually says, but this is a likely rendering of 

the argument if it depends on substitution.13 

Recall that the important part of claims of the form “p because q” is that they are 

asymmetric; it follows from (p because q) that ~ (q because p). Note also that there are 

actually two disjoint sub-arguments in the following proof, each of which result in a 

contradiction.  

(1) P=df G   (Euthyphro’s definition at 9E1-3) 
 

(2) L bec P  (Premise accepted at10D5) 
 
(3) G bec L (Premise accepted at 10D9-10) 
 
 

(2a) L bec G   [(1), (2) Substitution] 
(2b) ~ (G bec L)   [Priority from (3)] 
(2c) (G bec L) & ~ (G bec L)  [(3), (2b) &I]  

 
(3a) P bec L   [(1), (3) Substitution] 
(3b) ~ (P bec L)   [Priority from (2)] 
(3c) (P bec L) & ~ (P bec L)  [(3a), (3b) &I]  

 
 
(4) ~ (P=df G) [(1)-(3c) Reductio Ad Absurdum] 
 

Now, this is perhaps a more formal way to illustrate the substitution instances that take 

place. Notice that there are actually two substitution instances. In the first subargument, 

Socrates substitutes “god-loved” for “the pious” in premise (2). In the second 

 
13 My apologies to interpreters, who would disagree with my formulation, but I think that they 

would agree with the spirit in which it is reconstructed.  
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subargument, he substitutes “the pious” for “god-loved” in premise (3). Commentators 

have thought that these moves from (2) to (2a) and (3) to (3a) are instances of a 

substitution principle; they just can’t agree on what, exactly that principle is. Some have 

called it, “the Leibnizian principle that two expressions for the same thing are mutually 

replaceable salva veritate.”14 Others have refined the principle, limiting the principle’s 

scope to merely definitional equivalents so that two expressions where one is the 

definition of the other must be mutually replaceable salva veritate.15 In this vein, others 

have followed the tradition, but changing the names slightly, referring to a version of this 

principle as the “substitutivity requirement” in which the definiens and the definiendum 

must be substitutable salva veritate.16 Some even recognize the unpalatable consequences 

they attribute to Socrates by saddling him with this principle.17 For in attributing to 

Socrates some kind of substitutivity principle, these commentators also recognize that 

 
14 See Geach (1966: 346). Leibniz’s Law is a principle concerning the identity of things, and there 

are two principles to it: (1) if a=b, then any property (a)has, (b) must have as well (Indiscernibility of 
Identicals) and (2) if (b) has every property (a) has, then a=b (Identity of Indiscernibles). These are identity 
conditions on things; they do not express a relation among names.  
 The indiscernibility of identicals is sometimes confused with a metalinguistic principle such that if 
‘a’ and ‘b’ are names of the same object, then each may be substituted for the other in any sentence without 
a change in the truth value of the expression. Moreover, the identity of indiscernibles is confuses with 
another metalinguistic principle such that if ‘a’ and ‘b’ can be exchanged in all sentential contexts without 
affecting the truth-value of the expressions, then they name the same object. In any case, to call these 
metalinguistic principles, “Leibnizian,” is perhaps to recognize a similarity in an analogous principle about 
identity, but it also leads to confusion about the principle itself. Commentators who attribute a substitution 
principle to Socrates are attributing to him a principle about names and expressions, not about the identity 
of things. Only the principle about identity can be plausibly called, “Leibnizian,” even though there is some 
controversy about that. 
 

15 See Cohen (1971: 10).  
 
16 See Dancy 2004; note also that this formulation requires the definiens to be an expression.  
 
17 Ibid, 147 
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such a principle breaks down in some contexts.18 But the context in which Socrates 

supposedly introduces this requirement is in one of these contexts: an explanatory 

context! This solution forces us to realize that Socrates didn’t recognize intensional 

contexts, and perhaps he didn’t. But in attributing to him this substitution principle, 

which is invoked only at this passage, they seem to attribute to Socrates a cure worse than 

the disease. In the next section, I discuss one of the consequences of attributing to him the 

substitutivity principle of definitional equivalents.  

 

A.1.a. Consequences of Substitutivity 

Were Socrates to hold the substitution principle for definitional equivalents, he 

would be committed to the following implication: Suppose an adequate definition of a 

mother is that she is a female parent. So, mother=df female parent. In a typical 

explanatory context, we might ask, “Why is Dusty a mother?” and the answer: “Because 

she is a female parent.” Now, according to the principles explicitly maintained in 

Euthyphro, if Dusty is a mother because she is a female parent, it follows that it is not the 

case that Dusty is a female parent because she is a mother. In other contexts, however, 

another problem arises. The problem is that this substitution principle would allow a 

substitution where it should be restricted.  

If mother=df female parent, then if x is a mother because she is a female parent, 

then x is a mother because she’s a mother. The first part of the claim is acceptable, but 

 
18 An intensional context is one in which substituting expressions for the same thing does not 

preserve truth value of the expression as a whole. For example, Oedipus believes he’s married to Jocasta, 
and Jocasta is his mother. It does not follow that he believes he’s married to his mother. On the other hand, 
when he discovers that he is married to his mother, and “mother” means “female parent.” It follows that he 
also discovers that he is married to his female parent.  
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the second isn’t. The substitituvity of definitional equivalents allows us to substitute for 

definitional equivalents in places where we shouldn’t allow it: where it clearly does not 

follow. In other words, the substitution principle allows us to infer, where there are 

definitional equivalents, that 

(1) Dusty is a mother because she is a female parent 

(2) Dusty is a female parent because she is a female parent.  

The first claim is informative; the second is not. But Socrates wouldn’t think that (2) is 

false, just not helpful. In fact, in other dialogues, Socrates makes the point that F things 

are F because of F-ness.19 But this is not to say that such answers would satisfy Socrates’ 

explanation condition; we assume that Socrates wants an answer that is more 

informative.20 And that’s what’s behind his argument here at Euthyphro 9B-11B. The 

question is: should we commit Socrates to such an egregious error as to believe that 

substitution instances of the sort explained above are acceptable? That’s what his 

proposed acceptance of such a principle implies.  

 I suggest that if we are able, then we should try to explain Socrates’ argument at 

Euthyphro 9B-11B without attributing to him a substitution principle of the sort 

mentioned above. I believe that this last passage at 10E9-11A3, the location of an 

instance of Socrates’ infamous substitutivity requirement, can be obviated all together. 

And if it is obviated all together, then the substitution instance that has caused so much 

consternation will recede into the background. I suggest, instead, that if we supply a 

different principle underlying Socrates’ argument, then he can conclude that Euthyphro’s 
 

19 This is the implication of the claim that cowardly people are cowardly because of cowardice, 
which is true, perhaps, but uninformative (Prt. 360C-D). 

 
20 See Woodruff (1982: 153).  
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definition of piety as what all the gods love fails without relying on the substitutivity 

requirement. The grounds for the alternative principle, which is just the explanation 

condition, can be recognized from the way in which he asks for what he expects.  

 

A.2. Transitivity and Explanation 

 Going back to the beginning, we have Euthyphro’s definition of piety as what all 

the gods love, abbreviated to what is god-loved: P=df G. Then, Socrates establishes the 

priority such that something is being loved by the gods because it is loved by the gods, 

but not the case that something is loved by the gods because it is being loved by the gods. 

At 10D5, Euthyphro agrees that the gods love piety because it is pious. At 10D9-10, he 

accepts that what is being loved by the gods, or god-loved, is so because it is loved by the 

gods. Now, with these two premises in place, and with their explanatory implications 

explicit, we have the following: 

(1) (L bec P) → ~ (P bec L)  

(2) (G bec L) → ~ (L bec G)  

In the course of his argument, Socrates has introduced three things: piety (the pious), 

god-loved (or being loved by the gods) and is being loved by the gods (is loved by the 

gods). With principles (1) and (2) in place, and assuming transitivity, we can conclude:  

(3) (G bec P) → ~ (P bec G) 

Socrates doesn’t make claim (3) explicit; we the readers are supposed to 

recognizes that this is how he comes to his conclusion. In order to draw this conclusion, 

we only have to suppose a principle of transitivity between the following hierarchy in 

these “because” contexts: G bec L bec P.  It’s important to notice that though he doesn’t 
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make it explicit, it is likely that Socrates draws this conclusion (3) before he explains to 

Euthyphro what would happen if the god-loved and the pious were “the same.” In other 

words, he already signals that he has completed the argument before we get to the 

passage that illustrates a supposed substitution instance. That is, he has completed his 

argument against Euthyphro’s definition before the famous “substitution passage” arises. 

This suggests, therefore, that he has already drawn the conclusion that Euthyphro has 

failed to define the pious without relying on substitution instances of any kind. Supposing 

that he sees the transitive relationship from (1) (L bec P) → ~ (P bec L) and (2) (G bec L) 

→ ~ (L bec G) to (3) (G bec P) → ~ (P bec G) makes sense of how he realizes that the 

pious and the god-loved are different from one another (10D12-13). 

The principle Socrates invokes in the following recreation of the argument is just 

the explanatory condition: 

(4) If F-ness=df G-ness, then for anything that is F, it is because it is G.  

Now, what I’m supposing is that something like (4) is at work when Socrates 

requests that what he wants for an answer to “what is F-ness?” is an explanation of what 

makes F things F. But the argument for this view is that by supplying this principle, we 

can explain how Socrates’ argument goes through without any reliance on substitution of 

the sort suggested by commentators. So, in order to make the structure of the argument 

clearer, I use a proof structure like the one I articulated above with the first argument. 

The proof is different in that it doesn’t rely on a substitutivity requirement for definitional 

equivalents:  
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(1) P=df G   (Euthyphro’s definition at 9E1-3) 
 

(2) L bec P  (Premise accepted at10D5) 
 
(3) G bec L (Premise accepted at 10D9-10) 
 

(3a) G bec P    [(2), (3) Transitivity] 
(3b) (F-ness=df G-ness) → (F bec G) [Explanation Condition] 
(3c) (P bec G)    [(1), (3b) Modus Ponens] 
(3d) ~ (G bec P)    [Priority from (3c)] 
(3e) (G bec P) & ~ (G bec P)  [(3a), (3d) &I] 

 
(4)  ~ (P=df G) [(1)-(3e) Reductio Ad Absurdum] 
 

 If we suppose that Socrates is committed to the explanation condition, then we 

have the resources to explain how the argument at Euthyphro 9B-11B goes through 

without attributing to Socrates a substitution principle of definitional equivalents. Thus, 

we needn’t rely on such a principle to explain this argument. But it should be noted that 

premise (7) is not explicit. But it can be made explicit only by supposing transitivity in 

because contexts. And that does not seem to be a big leap.  

 To summarize then: I have presented an alternative argument to one commonly 

associated with the passage at Euthyphro 9B-11B. Instead of supplying Socrates with a 

substitution principle, one which is bound to break down even in explanatory contexts, I 

supply him with the explanation condition. If we assume transitivity in the “because” 

contexts Socrates discusses, we get a satisfactory argument. But that leaves the next 

question, are there other reasons for thinking that Socrates is committed to the 

explanation condition, other than that it provides the grounds for an alternative reading of 

Euthyphro 9B-11B? Yes, there are: (1) the basis for Socrates’ explanation condition 

comes from his expectation that an answer to “what is F-ness?” must be some kind of 
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cause, and that (2) this kind of cause must be like Aristotle’s formal cause. With these 

considerations, supplying Socrates with the explanation condition for this argument 

makes sense.  

 

B. Causes and Explanations 

The first place to look for an explicit expression of the relationship between cause 

and explanation is in Aristotle. Though he inherited an interest in causation from earlier 

thinkers, he was the first to articulate a complete theory of causality.  

  In at least two different places, Aristotle maintains that to have the proper 

knowledge of something is to get a grasp on its cause.21 Or, in other words, when we 

have answered a question about why something exists, it is because we have ascertained 

its cause.22 An investigation into the nature of the cause, for Aristotle, is an attempt to 

answer a “why” question. When we see Socrates at Euthyphro 10A2-3, he presents the 

two alternatives; in presenting these alternatives between whether the gods love the pious 

because it is pious, or that it is pious because it is loved by the gods, he can be viewed as 

asking a “why” question. The subsequent argument, then, is an investigation in the cause 

of what makes pious things pious.  Also, when we look at the passages where Socrates 

expresses what he wants for answers to F-ness, and he uses such locutions as “that by 

which,”23 or “because of which,”24 or simply “because”25, he can plausibly be viewed as 

 
21 See APo. 71B9-11and Ph. 194B17-20.  
 
22 Woodruff makes the nice point that what Socrates primarily wants is a certain sort of 

knowledge, and a definition is the means for conveying that knowledge (1982:151).  
 
23 See Euthyphr. 6D11. 
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asking why F things are F. Thus, he is searching for a cause. And an explanation is 

simply an account of that cause. But if Aristotle is the background to this discussion, the 

natural question, then is just what kind of cause is he after?  

 For Aristotle, the causes are four: material, formal, efficient, and final.26 His 

illustrations for each are helpful. For example, the material cause of a bronze statue is the 

bronze out of which it is made. The formal cause of the statue is its shape. The efficient 

cause is the artisan who casts the bronze. The final cause is the sake for which something 

is done. In this case, perhaps the statue is made in order to honor whoever is its likeness. 

An adequate answer to a “why” question will explain each of these in turn.  

 For Socrates, however, opinion over what kind of cause from among these 

Socrates expects is divided: some commentators believe Socrates presumes an efficient 

cause;27 others believe he presumes a formal cause.28 While perhaps Socrates doesn’t 

distinguish the kind of cause he expects as carefully as we’d like, with respect to 

Euthyphro, his language suggests that he presumes more of a formal cause. And since 

this is the dialogue in which he relies on the explanation condition, the burden of 

evidence is in favor of attributing to him the expectation of a formal, rather than efficient, 

cause in answers to “what is F-ness?” First, I give a clarification and then a discussion of 

why one might think Socrates presumes that an answer to a “what is F-ness?” question is 

an account of the efficient cause of F things.  
 

24 See Men. 72C8.  
 
25 See Euthyphr. 10A2-3.  
 
26 See Ph.II 3 and Metaph. V 2. 
 
27 See Penner 1973.  
 
28 See Vlastos 1976.  
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 It is important to realize that Aristotle’s example of an efficient cause-the artisan 

who makes the bronze statue-doesn’t emphasize clearly, as I state it so crudely, the 

respect in which the artisan is the efficient cause of the statue. The true efficient cause of 

the statue is not the artisan, but the art of bronze-casting, which the artisan, who is 

responsible for the production of the statue, possesses. So, really the specific knowledge 

that the artisan possesses is the relevant explanatory factor, not, as is sometimes 

supposed, the beliefs and desires of the particular artisan.29 Now that this clarification is 

in place, we can see why some commentators have believed in the efficient cause reading 

of Socratic expectations for F-ness.  

 The question in Plato’s Laches is “what is courage?” Penner argues that this 

question will be answered adequately only if Laches and Nicias provide a psychological 

account of courage.30 This is not a psychological account in terms of beliefs and desires, 

but rather an account of what makes people act courageously. In other words, Socrates 

expects an answer to tell him what it is in men’s psyches that makes them brave.31 What 

Socrates is seeking is some kind of knowledge, through which, those who possess it are 

able to act accordingly. The skill possessed by the sculptor is the efficient cause makes 

the statue in the same way that a courageous person’s courage-state results in courageous 

 
29 This is not to say that the beliefs and desires of a particular artisan don’t enter into the 

explanation when we’re discussing the particular realization of an artifact.  
 
30 See Penner 1973. 
 
31 In more recent work, Penner observes that his speaking about virtues as causal entities, whose 

use he adopted only under pressure from the editors at Philosophical Review, obscures the main 
controversy: whether Socrates seeks the meaning or reference of “courage.” Talk of virtues as causal 
entities does no harm, however, if one realizes that in the case of virtue-terms their references just happen 
to be causal entities. That’s why Vlastos’ argument against Penner misses the point. The observation that 
Socrates’ own model of virtue, shape, doesn’t name a causal entity is not a reductio ad absurdam of 
Penner’s view. Rather according to Penner, it is an ignoratio elenchi (1992: 153). 
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action. It is the motive force, or soul-state, and that’s why it can be explained via 

Aristotle’s efficient cause.  

 Against this, Vlastos argues that Socrates expects a constitutive32 answer, rather 

than a straightforward causal answer. For example, his two definitions of shape in Plato’s 

Meno, that shape is the only thing that always follows color, and that shape is a limit of a 

solid, tell more about the respect in which these definientes constitute the property of 

figure. They do not show what causes things to have this property, as the “efficient 

cause” view would have it. Moreover, when Socrates is seeking an account of the 

beautiful in Hippias Major, he is seeking the “because of which”-like the way in which 

all big things are big, i.e. through the exceeding (294A8-B4). This, Vlastos argues, is 

prime evidence for his constitutive view of what Socrates expects. For we can only think 

of the way in which an ant’s exceeding the dimensions of other ants in the same way that 

a figures three-sidedness “makes” it a triangle.33 And this is to suggest that Socrates 

wants what is constitutive, or the formal cause, of F-ness, according to Aristotle’s 

terminology. 

The Vlastos-Penner debate is not simply limited to the nature of cause. 

Ultimately, the discussion is about whether Socrates seeks identity of meaning conditions 

or identity of reference conditions for virtue-terms. And that would take us too far 

 
32 He also calls it the “semantical” answer. I think that his comments contribute to the “formal 

cause” reading of Socratic expectations.  
 
33 See Vlastos (1976: 416).  
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afield.34 I can point to some evidence that should lead us to think about Socrates’ 

expectations in terms of formal causes.  

  We can offer, I think, an argument from language similarity that Socrates expects 

something like a formal cause. This, of course, doesn’t guarantee that Socrates’ 

expectations can be assimilated to Aristotle’s theory of definitions, but it is at least 

reasonable to think that he started what Aristotle developed. And this will at least give us 

a more specific understanding of what Socrates means by his “because” contexts. Recall 

that the formal cause of the bronze statue is its shape; it is in this respect that the formal 

cause “makes” it what it is: it explains what distinguishes it from other lumps of 

bronze.35  

 In Euthyphro and elsewhere36 Socrates explicitly asks for an ei)=doj (6D10-11). 

When Euthyphro fails to give him what he wants, Socrates points out that he has failed to 

provide the ou)si/a of piety (11A6-8). So, now why should Socrates’ use of these words

in particular suggest that he is after the formal cause of F things being F? Aristotle

the same terminology to suggest that a definition is an account of wh

something, which is just to say, an explanation of the formal cause.  

 
34 See Penner 1973 and Vlastos 1981.  
 
35 Another example of Arisotle’s formal cause is what “makes” the octave: the ratio 2:1 (Ross 

1951: 72).  
 
36 See Chrm. 154D5, Prt. 338A1, and Men. 72C7, D8. Santas notes that Socrates doesn’t always 

characterize what he’s after as an ei)=doj; in Plato’s Laches, he characterizes what he’s after as a dunami/j. 
Socrates’ language elsewhere seems to vacillate between what is to be defined is a property that serves to 
collect all things that have that attribute into a set and what serves as a paradigmatic member of that set. 
This observation undercuts Nakhnikian’s claim that what Socrates is always after is an ei)=doj. Sometimes, 
as in Laches, he wants a dunami/j. For some commentators, this signals an important difference in 
emphasis. See Penner 1992.  
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 In Metaphysics 3, 2 1013a26-30, Aristotle calls the ei)=doj  of the thing the 

definition of what-it-is-to-be (o( lo/goj tou= ti/ h)=n ei)=nai). If Socrates wants an 

ei)=doj, and an ei)=doj is a definition of what-it-is-to-be. And the what-it-is-to-be is the 

thing’s formal cause, then Socrates wants an explanation of the formal cause of F things. 

Moreover, in Metaphysics I.3 983a25-29, Aristotle says that one of the answers to a why 

question leads to a definition of its ou)si/a. When Socrates points out that Euthyphro fai

to provide the ou)si/a of piety, the implication is that if he had given the ou)si/a of piety

he would have explained to him what makes pious things pious. In other words, giving 

the ou)si/a of piety would have been sufficient for explaining what m

pious. This is just to identify the cause of F things being F. This sort of cause, d

by the term ou)si/a, can be assimilated to Aristotle’s formal cause.  

 The purpose of this section was to make more explicit the nature of the 

relationship between the explanation condition and the kind of cause Soc

between F-ness and F things. I offer this passage with one commentator’s summary that 

es the relationship between cause and explan ti

(1) Whatever the fine turns out to be, it must be something I shall call the logical
cause of fineness: it is what makes all fine things fine (290d2). A logical cause is 
the ground for explanations of a certain sort.37  
 

In conclusion, Socrates is likely committed to the explanation condition because he 

expect

ngs. This is because the formal or logical cause is the ground for explanati

sort.  

 
37 See Woodruff (1982: 150).  
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In the next section, I address a troubling conflict that arises in comparing 

Socrates’ sameness condition with his ex

 prior to the definiendum?  

 

C. The Compatibility of Explanatory Priority with Property Sameness 

Sharvy makes the point that the relation, “=df” in a definition is not a statement of 

identity, rather it is a statement about analysis. He argues that Socrates could not have 

based his argument on a substitutivity of identity or definitional equivalents, he points out 

that the defining relation is asymmetric. He explains the asymmetry of the “is defin

relation in the following way: the concept male parent may be the analysis of the 

father, the concept of male parent might involve further analysis of the individual 

concepts of male and parent such that a definition of male parent would involve 

something about the gender that carries out the fertilizing function of procreation, and 

something about having living offspring, perhaps.38 The point seems to be that if th

defining relation is an analysis, it doe

rt identity of properties. The next question should be whether the defining 

relation is compatible with identity.  

One commentator in particular has noted though the defining relation does

dentity, it can nevertheless 39

 
38 See Sharvy (1972: 128).  
 
39 See Santas (1979: 112-115).  
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(1) To say what a thing is, or to define a thing by analysis, is to say what the 

certain way. (1979: 112) 

For a similar comparison, Santas relies on how G.E. Moore’s conceived of seek

definition for goodness. An adequate definition of goodness for Moore would be an 

account that specified the constituent parts of the property of goodness. This is 

compatible, with supposing

identical to it. Santas uses Socrates’ own definition of shape-that shape is the limit of a 

solid40-as a case in point.  

 Suppose, then, that the property shape is identical with the complex property limit

of a solid. It could still be the case that the definition, Shape=df limit of a solid is also 

asymmetric, in the way that Sharvy supposes. That is, in answer to the question, “why i

this a shape?” the following answer could be given: “Because it is the limit of a solid.” 

Now, of course, per Socratic requirements, the converse wouldn’t be true: we couldn’t 

ask the question, “Why is this limit of a solid?” and answer, “Because it is shape.” 

clear to Santas, in other words, why we couldn’t recognize the explanatory asymmetry in 

definitions like, Shape

l to the limit of a solid. The limit of a solid is what makes something a shape, but

is also identical to it.  

So, in citing Socrates’ definition of shape as the limit of a solid, Santas attempts 

to undermine the following claim: (1) the definiens cannot be explanatorily prior to the 

 
40 Thus, we have: o(/per a)\n sullabw\n ei)/poimi stereou= pe/raj sxh=ma ei)=nai (76A6-

7).  
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there isn’t an obvious connection between explanatory priority and definitional priority

Of course, this must be assumed in the discussion of Socrates’ argu

. In fact, my interpretation of the argument depends on it.  

On the other hand, Santas’ example fits nicely with Vlastos’ argument that wh

Socrates wants is the constitutive answer to “what is F-ness?”41 The formal cause of 

something can also be somehow constitutive of (or identical to it). The examples from 

geometry and mathematics are well-suited to this. For example, a definition of a triangle 

is a three-sided figure whose interior angles are the sum of two right angles. Bei

three-sided figure would constitute something’s being a triangle, and somehow 

constitutes what a triangle is. Or using Aristotle’s example that a definition of the oc

as the ratio 2:1 seems to say both what causes and constitutes something’s being an 

octave, even if something being the ratio 2:1 is explanatorily prior to something’s being 

an octave. So, perhaps such examples are adequate re

be both causally prior and identical to itself.  

In the last chapter, I suggested that Socrates’ commitment to property identit

between definiens and definiendum be read as a commitment to property sameness 

instead. This is to accommodate a peculiar feature of Plato’s texts: that there are four 

ways to read tau)to/n in Socrates’ request for what is “the same” in F things: (a) same in 

number, (b) same in genus or (c) same in species, or (d) same in being two constituents of 

the same thing, as described by Aristotle. If we are to read tau)to/n as “same in number,” 

then it could be read as “identical to.” I suggested, therefore, that “sameness” be u

tau)to/n in order to acknowledge that we are not necessarily forced to read it as 
 

41 See Vlastos 1976.  
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 the 

 

“identical to.” But I don’t think that Socrates’ commitment to property sameness is any 

more in harm

en. 

In closing, I would like to recall that Socrates himself must think that property 

sameness and explanatory priority can be harmonized. At least we can conclude this on 

the basis of his “limit” definition of shape. But also in Plato’s Euthyphro, when he cites 

the “transitivity” passage (also called the “subsitutivity” passa

a consequence of the pious being the same as the god-loved:  

Euthyphr. 10E9-11A3: For if the god-loved and the pious were the same, dear 
Euthyphro, (a) if through being pious, the pious were loved, and (b) through bei
god-loved, the god-loved were loved, then (c) if through being loved by the gods 
the god-loved

 

Perhaps Socrates solution to the conflict between sameness and explanatory priority isn’

obvious, but that would only be to recognize that he is one of the 

p

D. Conclusion 

This chapter constitutes a more direct argument for Socrates’ commitment to the 

explanation condition, which is that if F-ness=df G-ness, then for anything that is F, it is 

so because it is G. I argued that Socrates’ argument against Euthyphro’s definition of

pious as what all the gods love can be understood by reconstructing it to rely on the 

explanation condition. I argued that such a reconstruction of this argument is preferable

given that the alternate reconstruction relies on a substitutivity requirement, which we 



 
 

 
 139  

 

ces. I 

 

ing with one aspect 

f the Socratic legacy of identifying problems without solving them.  

 

  

 
 

   

 

should be reluctant to attribute to Socrates mainly because of its negative consequen

also offered some additional reasons for thinking that Socrates has the explanation 

condition at his disposal: he expects that a definition is like Aristotle’s formal cause, and

an adequate account of F-ness explains the cause of F things in just this way. Finally, I 

discussed one commentators attempt to show that even if the “=df” relation is asymmetric, 

it can still be compatible with identity between definiens and definiendum. While this is a 

valiant attempt, I doubt that such resolution is possible. This is in keep

o
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Chapter VI 

The Semantic Conditions 

 In chapter two, I distinguished a family of semantic conditions attributed to 

Socrates. In this chapter, I articulate and present them more fully. Recall that the first 

semantic condition is the following: (1) If F-ness=df G-ness, then any G is generally 

called F and anything generally called F is G.1  This formulation is an effort to capture 

the semantic feature sometimes attributed to Socrates: an adequate answer to “what is F-

ness?” will support all and only those people or activities generally called F.2  

 Alternatively, the set of genuine F things, whether they are virtuous or courageous 

people or activities, is identical with the set of things actually called F. In other words, 

Socrates seeks an account that systematizes the pre-analytic3 judgments he and his 

interlocutors have about whatever is called F. So, why think of this as a semantic 

condition at all? Isn’t it just reducible to the beliefs of an interlocutor? And isn’t that is 

what’s important? A fine question, but I think that the semantic adequacy of Socratic 

definitions has not been discussed in a perspicuous way. To do so, I must separate the 

 
1 A recent formulation of two of Socrates’ commitments include: “x belongs to all things called F” 

and “x is what is called F-ness in all F things” (Benson 2000: 110). It will become clear in the course of my 
discussion in this chapter that whether we assume the qualifier “genuinely” in these formulations will make 
a great difference in how we understand Socratic semantic commitments.  

 
2 It should go without saying that nowhere does the character Socrates say anything like the Greek 

equivalent of F. See Robinson’s view in chapter one. The point is to emphasize that in Plato’s dialogues, 
Socrates and his interlocutors call people and actions by the Greek equivalent for “courageous.” The 
controversy in this chapter is over whether such pre-analytic beliefs about what to call things must be 
supported in an adequate account of F-ness.   

 
3 These are considered, but perhaps naïve or commonsensical judgments. Some have noted that we 

prefer theories that accord with pre-analytic judgments, all things considered.  
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semantics from the belief-states of the interlocutors, even if Socrates recognizes a strong 

connection between the two.4  

The second semantic condition is that statements of the form, “F-ness is F” and 

“F-ness is G” where “G” is an evaluative predicate are semantically complete. This 

formulation is a generalization of some of the premises crucial to Socrates’ arguments, 

but they are usually justified by nothing more than the agreement of the interlocutors. 

The virtues are something good, or beneficial, or fine or admirable. So, whether the 

inquiry is into justice, virtue, courage, or temperance, one claim that cannot be revised is 

that these are good. This is because goodness is an inseparable feature of the concept of 

virtue. So, the evaluative predicates are necessarily attached to it in such statements. This 

is not the case with other kinds of inquiry, like an inquiry into swans, for example.  

Let’s say that an unquestioned premise in our argument is “All swans are white.” 

An experienced ornithologist might show us how we went wrong in thinking that all 

swans are white because there are black swans as well. Such premises are therefore 

vulnerable to revision, depending on how the world is. An analogous situation is to 

suppose that we have an unquestioned premise in our argument like, “Courage is 

admirable” (La. 192C-D). If our investigations into the nature of courage were like our 

investigations into the nature of swans, it would be possible to discover that courage is 

bad in some way; we could be wrong in thinking that courage is always good. But that is 

not possible for Socrates and his interlocutors. This formulation of the Socratic semantic 

commitment recognizes that such judgments about virtue cannot be overturned and thus, 
 

4 Two obvious passages are at Men. 82B4, where Socrates’ examination of Meno’s attendant 
begins by his asking if he is a Greek and speaks Greek and at Chrm. 159A6-7 where Socrates supposes that 
Charmides could express in Greek what temperance is, if he possesses it. See also Dancy (2004) on the 
“principle of expressibility” or Benson (2000) on the “verbalization requirement.” 
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virtues cannot be correctly called “bad” (ka/koj) if they are virtues. They are necessarily 

good or fine.  

Moreover, the subject-predicate core of a sentence is complete semantically if and 

only if it keeps its truth value regardless of the context. Any qualifiers that are added to 

the sentence come in the form of nonrestrictive clauses, rather than restrictive clauses, so 

that such statements aren’t context-sensitive. In other words, if temperance is good for 

people, it is good without qualification. The “for people” part of the expression is 

nonrestrictive, and doesn’t change the truth value of the expression. As Woodruff points 

out, this is how the answers Hippias gives to “what is the fine?” fail. At best, the kinds of 

answers he offers have certain restrictions: gold is fine, but not when it is used as a spoon 

for stirring stew (Hi. Ma. 290D5-E1). This commitment to semantic completeness is 

something that Socrates and his interlocutors point out in advance; it outlines one of the 

contours of an adequate answer. But if he does require that G in “F-ness is G” be a term 

of approbation, he seems to allow exceptions to this, at least for the purposes of 

discussion,  as his exchange with Thrasymachus at the end of Republic Book I shows.  

The examination of Socrates’ semantic commitments proceeds in two steps, by 

first examining statements about F’s, and second by examining statements about F-

nesses. This chapter is divided into three main sections: in the first, I discuss the 

motivation for attributing the ordinary usage view to Socrates; I then argue against this 

view, citing counterexamples. In the second section, I discuss the evaluative view, which 

is supposed as a limit to semantic revision. The limit is that claims like “F-ness is G” are 

restricted in the following way: G is a term of approbation, and such statements are 

semantically complete. I argue for this view as a reasonable hypothesis in explaining the 



 
 

 
 143  

 

                                                

premises Socrates employs in a number of arguments. Finally, I conclude with a 

discussion of the difference between the ordinary usage view and another semantic view 

to which it sometimes is assimilated.  

 

A. The Ordinary Usage View (OUV) 

Now, why would anyone think that Socrates is committed to the ordinary usage 

view?5 He demonstrates, in a number of places, his distrust of the opinion of the many.6 

Shouldn’t we suppose that this extends to distrust about their linguistic practices as well? 

As Vlastos has observed, in Laches, Socrates revises the ordinary concept of courage, 

which is stretched beyond the class-bound, sex-bound virtue as it is traditionally viewed.7 

This is what led Vlastos to suppose that the Socratic analysis of F-ness might ultimately 

result in a radical revision of ordinary usage. But Socrates, at other places, goes out of his 

way to try and dismiss the fuss about specific terminology. For example, in Charmides, 

Critias makes a distinction between “making” (to\ e)rga/zesqai) and “doing” 

(to\ poiei=n) in order to respond to Socrates’ criticism. When something is made 

unaccompanied by the admirable, it can be a disgrace whereas work is never a disgrace, 

Critias says, citing Hesiod as evidence (163B4-5). Socrates therefore gives Critias 

permission to define words in any way he likes; his only requirement is that Critias make 

 
5 “We need to explain why Plato applies the SC rule as he does, why he assumes in advance that 

ordinary usage is correct, and tries to discover a single character to account for all uses of a word” ( 1978: 
457). The SC rule is the following: Whatever is correctly called “F” has some one character (the F) the 
same in all cases, and is F in virtue of having that character.  

 
6 This is especially true when Socrates extends his inquiry into the nature of courage in Laches 

well beyond a military context (Irwin 1977: 43). 
 
7 See Vlastos (1976: 411).  
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clear to what the word applies.8 Finally, Socrates also recognizes a distinction between 

what people say and how things actually are. In Hippias Major, the mysterious questioner 

prefers an account for what actually is fine, not what ordinary people think is fine, and so 

call “fine.”9 So, why think that Socrates is committed to the truth in ordinary usage?  

One reason is that there are indeed passages that suggest Socrates’ commitment to 

some kind of semantic commitment in answers to “what is F-ness?” In Laches, Socrates 

provides a model to follow for answers to “what is courage?” The model is quickness. 

Socrates speculates on what he would say were someone to ask him what he calls 

quickness in all actions-appropriately called “quick.”10 He supposes that it would be the 

power of accomplishing much in a short amount of time (La. 192A10-B3). The emphasis 

here is on what is called (o)noma/zeij)11 quickness, which suggests that what Socrates 

calls “quick” is the phenomenon he must explain with his account of quickness. A little 

further on, he returns to the topic of courage, having explained what he wants. He asks 

Laches to ask him what that thing is called (ke/klhtai)12 which is in all those 

situations, involving pleasure, or pain, and in the situations they were describing.13 The 

 
8 See Chrm. 163D5-7: a)ll )e)gw/ soi ti/qesqai me\n tw=n o)noma/twn di/dwmi o(/p$  

a)\n bou/l$ e(/kaston. dh/lou de\ mo/non e)f )o(/ti a)\n fe/r$j tou)/noma o(/ti a)\n le/g$j.  
 
9 See Hi. Ma. 299B1-2: a)ll )e)gw\ ou) tou=to h)rw/twn, o(/ dokei= toi=j polloi=j 

kalo\n ei)=nai, a)ll )o(/ti e)/stin. 
 
10 See La. 192A9-10:  )@W Sw/kratej, ti/ le/geij tou@to o(/ e)n pa@sin o)noma/zeij 

taxuth@ta ei)@nai;  
 
11 This is sometimes translated as “named,” though o(/noma does double duty for “word” and 

“name.” See Liddell and Scott.  
 
12 This is the third person perfect for kale/w, to call.  
 
13 See La. 192B5-8: Peirw= dh\ kai\ su/, w)= La/xhj, th\n a)ndrei/an ou(/twj ei)pei=n  
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point is that this is called “courage” for a reason: he and Socrates were just saying that 

courage is a part of all the descriptions of courageous people. But what they call 

“courageous” informs the kind of account Laches will end up giving, for he is trying to 

accommodate all and only those people called courageous, whether at sea, or in poverty, 

or stricken with illness, or in affairs of state. For they’ve agreed that there are such 

people.  

In the last section of this chapter, I return to these passages in order to argue that 

they needn’t be read as evidence of a commitment to ordinary usage. I compare these 

passages in Laches with others in Protagoras, where Socrates seems to say the same sorts 

of things, but in the context it is clear that he’s not committed to a semantic condition like 

the ordinary usage view.  

Another reason Socrates might hold the ordinary usage view is that he thinks it is 

a criterion for an adequate theory. By comparison with a similar requirement in theories 

of welfare, we can see why he might be so motivated. In theories of welfare, descriptive 

adequacy is a necessary desideratum for an adequate theory. Descriptive adequacy is the 

requirement that our ordinary intuitive judgments about whether things are going well or 

badly for us must be systematized and supported. A theory of welfare that isn’t faithful to 

our ordinary experience is inadequate. We can see how Socrates might think that ordinary 

semantic intuitions about what to call “pious” or “just” or “courageous” must be 

systematized and supported.  

 

 
ti/j ou)@sa du/namij h( au)th\ e)n h(don$= kai\ e)n lu/p$ kai\ e)n a(/pasin oi(/j nu=ndh\  
e)le/gomen au)th\n ei)@nai, e)/peita a)ndrei/a ke/klhtai.  
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A.1. Descriptive Adequacy 

 With theories of welfare, or well-being, in general, one of the prime requirements 

is that it is faithful to our ordinary experience.14 We have lots of convictions about what 

kind of policy we can adopt for our benefit, and whether adopting those policies are 

going to be good or bad for us. For theories of welfare in particular, they give us the 

truth-conditions under which our convictions about our welfare are in fact, true. Thus, a 

theory of welfare systematizes our pre-analytic convictions and justifies them. In other 

words, a theory of welfare interprets our intuitive judgments, and makes the best sense of 

those judgments. Such a theory stands or falls by these judgments. If a theory fails to 

systematize these judgments, it is so much the worse for the theory. In this respect, our 

strong convictions about how our lives are going cannot be overridden by any theoretical 

considerations. We must hold on to those pre-analytic views: they are the data the theory 

must explain.  

 The connection between Socrates’ semantic commitments and descriptive 

adequacy is this: We should wonder if Socrates expects that an adequate account of what 

courage is would systematize and support what his interlocutors pre-analytically call 

“courageous.” If he does, then he expects that an account of “what is F-ness?” will 

support all and only those things pre-analytically called F. This is just to attribute to him 

the ordinary usage view.  

 This is not to say that the ordinary language usage view wouldn’t allow for any 

revision. This is why I’ve added the qualifier “generally” to the commitment. We 

wouldn’t want to stick Socrates with the view that ordinary linguistic practice is so rigid 

 
14 See Sumner (1996:10-20).  
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that it cannot be overridden. Moreover, if ordinary usage were true, i.e. informed by the 

way things are, the urgency with which Socrates demands an answer for F-ness is 

reduced. For then, if our claims about F’s are pre-analytically true, then we can already 

be certain they will be supported by an adequate theory.  

 With respect to the theory of welfare, some of our intuitions will be more central 

and others more peripheral. Thus, a more adequate account of welfare will distinguish the 

core from the periphery. It is likely, then, that the periphery will be where most of the 

revision is taking place. Applying this to linguistic practice in the Socratic dialogues, 

Socrates and his interlocutors may disagree whether something is appropriately called F 

or not. This will lead to our first test case. The ordinary usage view is actually two claims 

together, better illustrated by distinguishing the set of things called F and the set of things 

that are genuinely F.  The ordinary language usage view maintains that these sets are 

coextensive. So, one claim is (1) for any x if it is F, then it is called F; the other claim is 

(2) for any x, if it’s called F, then it is F. Both of these together constitute the ordinary 

usage view.15  

 The first test case is an argument against (1) that relies on an interpretation of 

Plato’s Euthyphro. In order to be a counterexample to (1), we have to identify a situation 

in which something that is possibly F, but generally not called F. This is Euthyphro’s 

prosecuting his father for murder. Socrates allows that this could be a pious action, as 

Euthyphro maintains, regardless of whether nearly all Athenians disagree, it is suggested. 

In other words, I argue that Euthyphro’s prosecuting his father for murder is something 

 
15 I am assuming in subsequent discussion bivalence for predicates: either Euthyphro’s prosecuting 

his father for murder is pious or it is impious.  
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which is generally, given the context of the dialogue, called “impious” (a)no/sion). 

Nevertheless, Socrates allows the possibility that it could be a pious action. So, the 

question is, how do we recognize the possibility that Euthyphro’s prosecuting his father 

for murder could be genuinely pious? To recognize the possibility, I maintain, first we 

have to accommodate Socratic irony, and recognize that Socrates sometimes doesn’t 

mean what he says. Once we’ve done that, however, we can still see our way clear to the 

possibility that Euthyphro’s action could be the pious thing to do.  

 

A.2. Part One of OUV: If F-ness=df G-ness, then any G is generally called F. 

 In Plato’s Euthyphro, Socrates is surprised when Euthyphro tells him that he is at 

the law court in order to prosecute his own father for murder (4A7-B2). Euthyphro 

himself admits that he appears crazy to do this (4A1). Socrates notes further that the 

majority of Athenians-the many-would disagree with him (4A11-12). So, Euthyphro 

stands alone in his opinion that prosecuting his father for murder is pious. Thus, his 

prosecuting his father for murder is uncontroversial as an example of an impious action. 

Should we take Socrates’ surprise here to reveal his skepticism about the piety of 

Euthyphro’s action? Does Socrates, at the outset, think that Euthyphro couldn’t possibly 

be right about this?  

 If he were, then we, as readers, should be surprised at his reaction. Instead of 

dismissing Euthyphro, he says, in effect, that Euthyphro must really know what he’s 

talking about if he’s going to prosecute his own father for murder. He must really 

understand the nature of piety to go through with his suit against his own father:  
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(1) Euthyphr. 4A11-B2: Heracles! Euthyphro, it is not known by the many how this 
can be right. For I do not believe that this is an action of just someone ordinary, 
but of one far advanced in wisdom. ( (Hra/kleij. h)= pou, w)=  
Eu)qu/frwn, a)gnoei=tai u(po\ tw=n pollw=n o(/p$ pote\ o)rqw=j e)/xei.  
ou) ga\r oi)=mai/ ge tou= e)pituxo/ntoj au)to\ pra=cai a)lla\ po/rrw  
pou h)/dh sofi/aj e)lau/nontoj.) 

 
Socrates response is not to deny that Euthyphro is right. His response is just to say that 

since Euthyphro’s view is so at odds with the rest of the Athenians, he must be very wise 

indeed. Since Euthyphro’s case is so complicated that it would be hard to see clearly any 

judgment about it.  

 Euthyphro’s father had hired a farmhand to work their land in Naxos. One night, 

this hired hand got drunk and killed one of their household slaves. Not knowing what to 

do with this miscreant, Euthyphro’s father bound him and left him in a ditch. Then, he 

sent a message to the local authorities to find out what he should do with this man. While 

he waited for a reply, the hired man died of exposure (4B7-E3). 

 Perhaps because the situation is so complicated, Socrates betrays some fear that if 

he were in Euthyphro’s place, he’d be worried about making a mistake. For his part, he 

couldn’t be sure, if he were the one prosecuting his father for murder that he would be 

acting piously in this particular situation. Socrates’ concern is reflected in the following 

passage.  

(3) Euthyphr. 4E4-8: By Zeus, Euthyphro, you believe that your knowledge of the 
divine, and of piety and impiety, is so precise that, when those things happened as 
you say, you do not fear of having done an impious thing in bringing your father 
to trial? (Su\ de\ dh\ pro\j Dio/j, w)= Eu)qu/frwn, ou(twsi\ a)kribw=j  
oi)/ei e)pi/stasqai peri/ tw=n qei/wn o(/p$ e)/xei, kai\ tw=n o(si/wn te  
kai\ a)nosi/wn, w(/ste tou/twn ou(/tw praxqe/ntwn w(j su\ le/geij, ou) 
fob$= diakzomenoj t%= patri\ o(/pwj mh\ au)= su\ a)no/sion pra=gma  
tugxa/n$j pra/ttwn;) 
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As a response to Euthyphro’s claim that his prosecution of his father for murder is pious, 

Socrates (a) supposes that Euthyphro must be really wise, as it disagrees with what 

everyone else thinks, and (b) would be worried about acting impiously in Euthyphro’s 

place. What’s going on?  

 In a study of Socratic irony, Vlastos argues that the conception of irony with 

which Socrates is attributed is inaccurate because some consider irony as a means of 

deceit and trickery. Quite simply, irony (ei)rwnei/a) for Socrates retains its most 

primitive significance: saying the opposite of what is intended. With this clarified 

understanding of irony, could that be what Socrates is doing here at (1)? If he’s being 

ironic, then he isn’t really flattering Euthyphro for being “far advanced in wisdom.” He’s 

saying that he is unwise to take up this suit with his father. To suppose that Socrates is 

being ironic at this passage can be easily justified by comparing this passage with 

another. At the end of this same dialogue, we should hear, unless we are fitted with tin 

ears, a refrain of Socratic irony. 

  After several attempts at defining piety, Socrates is presuming that Euthyphro 

must know the nature of piety, or he wouldn’t be so careless as to prosecute his own 

father on behalf of a servant and risk reprisals from the gods (15D4-6). Euthyphro 

shuffles away, trying to extricate himself from the conversation with Socrates. This is 

what Socrates says in response:  

(3) Euthyphr. 15E5-16A4: What a thing to do, friend! By leaving, you are sending me 
away me down from the great hope I had: that I would learn from you about the 
pious and the impious and freeing me from Meletus’ indictment by showing him 
that I had become wise in divine matters from Euthyphro, and my ignorance 
would no longer cause me to be careless and inventive about such things, and I 
would be better for the rest of my life. (oi)=a poiei=j, w)= e(tai=re.  
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a)p )e)lpi/doj me katabalw\n mega/lhj a)pe/rx$ h(\n ei)=xon, w(j para\ 
sou= maqw\n ta/ te o(/sia kai\ mh\ kai\ th=j pro\j Me/lhton grafh=j 
a)palla/comai, e)ndeicamenoj e)kei/n% o(/ti sofo\j h)/dh par )Eu)qu/fr
onoj ta\ qei=a ge/gona kai\ o(/ti ou)ke/ti u(p )a)gnoi/aj au)tosxedia/zw 
ou)de\ kainotomw= peri\ au)ta/, kai\ dh\ kai\ to\n a)/llon bi/on o(/ti a)/m
einon biosoi/mhn.) 

 
No doubt some of what fuels an ironic reading of this passage is the fact that Euthyphro 

has tried several times to tell Socrates what piety is and failed every time. So, we 

wouldn’t be surprised if Socrates were, at the end of this inquiry, to conclude that 

Euthyphro doesn’t know what he’s talking about. His irony is a vehicle for mockery. 

Perhaps he will shame Euthyphro into giving up his suit.  

 Returning to 4E4-8, we can take Socrates’ comment that Euthyphro is “far 

advanced in wisdom” because there is clearly another instance of Socrates’ irony at the 

end of the dialogue. Should we suppose that he is also mocking Euthyphro when he says 

that he must be far advanced in wisdom if he’s prosecuting his own father for murder? 

The problem with the irony interpretation is that it is an interpretation of last resort: it 

cannot give any principled way of distinguishing the ironic passages from the non-ironic. 

If one claims to have one’s ear tuned to detect irony, it appears as an ad hoc solution to 

interpretive difficulties. In any case, let’s suppose that Socrates is being ironic at the “far 

advanced in wisdom” passage. If he’s being ironic, then he’s saying that Euthyphro is not 

far advanced in wisdom, and probably a moron, because it cannot be, under any adequate 

account of piety, that prosecuting one’s father for murder could be correctly called 

“pious”, or “o(si/on.” 

 There are two things going on here: if we think Socrates is committed to the 

ordinary usage view, and if we grant Socratic irony at the “far advanced in wisdom” 
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passage, then we wouldn’t find any passages where Socrates would allow Euthyphro’s 

suit to be accommodated. But there is such a passage. Moreover, whether or not we read 

the “far advanced in wisdom” passage ironically it still appears as though Socrates allows 

the possibility that what Euthyphro is doing could be pious. This is how the following 

passage is a counterexample to the first claim of the ordinary usage view: it is an example 

of something that could be pious, but is not called “pious.”  

(4) Euthyphr. 6C9-D7:  
 

Socrates: Now try to say more clearly what I was asking just now, for, my 
friend, you did not teach me sufficiently when earlier I asked you what the 
pious was; rather you told me what you are doing now, prosecuting your 
father for murder, is pious. (nuni\ de\ o(/per a)/rti se h)ro/mhn  
peirw= safe/steron ei)pei=n. ou) ga/r me, o)= e(tai=re, to\ pro/teron 
i(kanw=j e)di/dacaj e)rwteh/santa to\ o(/sion o(/ti pot )ei)/h, a)lla/  
moi ei)=pej o(/ti tou=to tugxa/nei o(/sion o)/n o(/ su\ nu=n poiei=j,  
fo/nou e)peciw\n t%= patri/.) 

 
Euthyphro: And I was telling you the truth, Socrates. (Kai\ a)lhqh= ge  
e)/legon, w)= Sw/kratej.) 
 
Socrates: Perhaps. But you also say, Euthyphro, that many other things are 
pious. ( )/Iswj. A)lla\ ga/r, w)= Eu)qu/frwn, kai\ a)/lla polla\  
f$\j ei)=nai o(/sia.) 

 

This may be a lot of work for one word ( )/Iswj)) to do. But if Socrates really didn’t think 

Euthyphro’s prosecuting his father for murder could be accommodated, he wouldn’t have 

allowed the possibility that it belongs in the class of pious things. Yet the natural next 

question is, couldn’t this passage at 6C9-D7 also be an ironic passage?  

 This particular passage might be read ironically, but then we are clearly in the ad 

hoc here. It’s permissible to read some passages ironically when there’s little dispute 

about it, as at the end of the dialogue. But to apply the ironic reading in a more systematic 
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way would require a more principled way of distinguishing the ironic from the non-

ironic. And that is extremely difficult to do. This stretches to the limit what the irony 

interpretation can do.  

Note also that this passage at 6C9-D7 (above) doesn’t depend on the passage at 

4A11-B2, the “far advanced in wisdom” passage, being read ironically. If we read 

Socrates straightforwardly at the “far advanced in wisdom” passage, then he’s supposing 

that Euthyphro really must be far advanced in wisdom to call his action pious. If we read 

this passage straightforwardly, it counts as evidence against the first claim of the ordinary 

usage view: for any x, if it is F, then it is generally called F. With respect to the dialogue 

Euthyphro, I’ve identified a passage where something could be F and generally not called 

F. This is Euthyphro’s prosecuting his father for murder: Socrates allows the possibility 

that it is genuinely pious, though it is not generally called pious. Hence, allowing the 

possibility that Euthyphro’s prosecuting his father for murder is pious undermines the 

first claim of the ordinary usage view.  

  

A.3. Part Two of OUV: If F-ness=df G-ness, then anything generally called F is G. 

 In this section, I focus more on what is generally an uncontroversial case. The 

uncontroversial cases, naturally, are generally called F. So, in order to undermine the 

second claim of the ordinary usage view, which is (2) for any x if it is called F, then it is 

F. We need an example of something generally called F, but which Socrates believes is 

genuinely not F.  That example will be uncontroversial cases of courage in animals from 

Plato’s Laches.. It is supposed –uncontroversially- that animals can be courageous. 

Socrates doesn’t allow this possibility. In so doing, he denies a paradigmatic example, 
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something generally called “courageous” but which isn’t genuinely courageous. This 

example should also shake the faith of anyone who believes Socrates is committed to 

paradigm examples of F’s.  

 In Plato’s Laches, the discussion centers on the nature of courage. One of the 

main interlocutors, Laches, has a go at answering “what is courage?” but hasn’t had much 

success. At one point the argument is turned over to the other main interlocutor, Nicias. 

In an effort to give the answer that Socrates wants, Nicias reports what he’s heard 

Socrates say on many occasions, that wisdom and goodness are necessarily tied together 

whereas ignorance and badness are linked up. 

(1) La. 194D1-3: I have heard you say many times that each of us is good with 
respect to that in which he is wise and bad in respect to that in which he is 
ignorant. (Polla/kij a)kh/koa/ sou le/gontoj o(/ti tau=ta  
a)gaqo\j e(/kastoj h(mw=n a(/per sofo/j, a(/ de\ a)maqh/j, tau=ta de\  
kako/j.) 

 
Socrates agrees that he has said this often (194D3). Ultimately, this Socratic claim 

becomes the basis of Nicias’ attempt to answer “what is courage?” Courage is the 

knowledge of the fearful and the hopeful in war and every other situation (195A1). 

 When Socrates turns to question Nicias on this account, he shows him the 

dilemma of this view: either he must admit that wild beasts are all equally courageous, in 

fact more courageous than most men since knowledge of the fearful and hopeful is denied 

even to the doctor and the prophet, or that deny that wild beasts of any sort have this 

knowledge. Laches, irritated by Nicias’ responses, thinks that Socrates has at last 

cornered him:  
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(2) La. 197A1-5: Answer this for us truthfully, Nicias, whether you say that these 
wild beasts whom we all admit are courageous, are wiser than we are, or whether 
you dare to oppose everyone and do not call them courageous? (kai\ h(mi=n w(j  
a)lhqw=j tou=to a)po/krinai, w)= Niki/a, po/teron sofw/tera f$\j  
h(mw=n tau=ta ei)=nai ta\ qhri/a, a(/ pa/ntej o(mologou=men a)ndrei=a  
ei)=nai, h)/ pa=sin e)nantiou/menoj tolma#=j mhde\ a)ndrei=a au)ta\  
kalei=n;) 

 
Nicias bites the bullet and denies that wild animals are courageous. In fact, he goes on to 

point out that even children cannot be considered courageous since they have no sense 

(197A7-B1). So, despite that the many call the Crommyon16 sow courageous, Nicias 

must disagree with them; his answer to “what is courage?” requires it. Laches again 

points out that Nicias is just acting like a sophist, twisting and turning to avoid 

contradiction. But it’s important to note that he’s just disagreeing with everyone else on 

this point. That needn’t necessarily be a defect in his account, though Laches thinks it is. 

It is suggested at this passage that Laches believes that if the many are in uniform 

agreement on what is called “courageous,” that in itself provides an argument against a 

definition of courage that is at odds. Laches is committed, at least for uncontroversial 

examples of courage, to a semantic commitment analogous to the descriptive adequacy 

found in theories of welfare. The semantics are such that if the many call something 

courageous, the definition of courage must accommodate it.  

(3) La. 197C2-4: Behold, Socrates, how well, in his own opinion, this one decks 
himself out in words. Those whom everyone agrees to be courageous he attempts 
to deprive of that distinction. (Qe/asai, w)= Sw/kratej, w(j eu)= o(/de e(auto\n 
dh/, w(j oi)/etai, kosmei= t%= lo/g% ou)\j de\ pa/ntej o(mologou=sin  
a)ndrei/ouj ei)=nai, tou/touj a)posterei=n e)pixeirei= tau/thj th=j  
timh=j.) 

 

 
16 This is the legendary sow Theseus killed. See Cooper (1997: 681).  
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But what we may have failed to notice is that Nicias has derived his account from 

Socrates’ own claim that courage reduces to some kind of knowledge. And if it is 

knowledge, then wild animals who have no understanding of what is to be feared and 

hoped cannot be correctly called “courageous.” This flies in the face of convention 

because as Laches points out, everyone calls animals like the Crommyon sow 

“courageous.” This just shows us that this argument has developed in a way to express 

Socrates’ views. Socrates is not committed to an adequate account of courage picking out 

all those examples of what people commonly call “courageous.”  

 

A.4. Summary 

 We’ve discussed some efforts to appreciate whether Socrates is committed to pre-

analytic statements about what is F. We’ve seen that he’s not committed to such 

statements by identifying counterexamples to both claims of what I call the ordinary 

usage view. By citing counterexamples to each of the claims of the ordinary usage view, I 

have demonstrated that Socrates is not committed to any necessary overlap between the 

set of F things and the set of things called F. This should strike us as disanalogous to a 

primary desideratum in theories of welfare: descriptive adequacy. Though even a theory 

of welfare is not committed to supporting all pre-analytic convictions, an acceptable 

interpretation will support those core convictions, i.e. the paradigmatic intuitions to 

which everyone agrees. Yet, as far as Socrates is concerned, even those paradigmatic 

examples of things called F are subject to revision. Nothing is safe from revision, and this 

is a way in which Socrates’ semantic commitment is not analogous to contemporary 

theorists’ commitment to descriptive adequacy.  
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The next step is to ask whether Socrates is committed to any restrictions regarding 

statements about F-nesses themselves. In the next section, I address one effort to establish 

the upper limit on Socrates’ semantic revision: Socrates stops at claims about F-nesses 

that are virtues; any evaluative predicate of F-ness must be semantically complete.  

Republic Book I is an example that violates this condition. It is indeterminate from the 

text, however, whether this counts as a counterexample to the evaluative view.  

 

B. The Evaluative Predicate View 

Statements of the form, “F-ness is F” and “F-ness is G” necessarily involve 

discussion about self-predication, strict predication and semantic completeness. So, that’s 

a good place to start. It is difficult to separate semantics from ontology because 

predication for Socrates involves statements as well as what statements are about. This is 

because whether statements about F-nesses are true or false depends on what their natures 

are. Socrates and his interlocutors assume about F-nesses that certain properties attach to 

them necessarily. That’s why statements about F-nesses, provided that the predicate 

adjective is a term of approbation, are supposed to be interpreted as “F-ness is (always) 

G.” I’ll return to the connection between semantics and ontology later. For right now, it’s 

important to understand the connections between self-predication, strict predication and 

semantic completeness.  
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B.1. Self-predication, strict predication and semantic completeness 

 Self-predication, at its most basic, describes sentences about F-nesses whose 

subject term is followed by a copula with an adjective cognate with the abstract noun. 

Typical examples that occur in Plato’s dialogues are the following: 

(1) Prt. 330C: Then Justice is such as to be just? ( )/Estin a)/ra toiou=ton  
h( dikaiosu/n oi(=on di/kaion ei)=nai;) 

 
(2) Hi. Ma. 288C1-2: How could we dare deny that the fine is a fine thing? (pw=j  

ga\r a)\n tolm%=men e)/cartoi ei)=nai to\ kalo\n mh\ kalo\n ei)=nai;) 
 
(3) Hi. Ma. 292E2-3: I suppose the fine is always fine. (w(/sper su\ e)me/,  

o(\ pa=si kalo\\n kai\ a)ei/ e)sti.) 
 

Such statements have generated a great deal of controversy over how they are supposed 

to be taken.17 Statements that are self-predicative can be just a subset of statements that 

are strictly predicated. Strict predication characterizes such sentences in that they are 

unqualified. It is assumed by Socrates and his interlocutors ex hypothesi 18 that such 

sentences-whether the subject-term is cognate with the predicate adjective or not-preserve 

their truth-value in all contexts. This is just to say that the subject-predicate core of the 

statement is semantically complete. Any clause added to such sentences is nonrestrictive: 

it doesn’t change the truth-value of the core of the statement. Here are some examples:19  

 

 
17 On Vlastos’ view, “self-predicative” readings of such sentences imply that an individual named 

by the subject-term is a member of the class who possess the characteristic expressed by the predicate-term. 
This is what led him to his “Pauline Predication” view. See Ross (1958) for the straightforward “self-
predicative” reading.  

 
18 See Nehamas 1979 for more justification of strictly predicated statements about F-nesses being 

uncontroversial premises.  
 
19 These are adapted from Woodruff 1982.  
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(4) The snow (on the ground) is cold. 
 
(5) David Lewis is a human being (in Princeton borough).  
 
These qualifying phrases don’t make a difference to the semantic core of the statement. 

Whether snow is on the ground or not, it is always cold. Whether David Lewis is in 

Princeton borough or somewhere else, he is a human being.  

 When Socrates asks, “What is the fine?” in Hippias Major, he expects an 

adequate answer will be semantically complete. If the answer isn’t semantically 

complete, then it fails. This is because any sentence about the fine will have its predicate 

strictly applied: we needn’t bother with qualifications in order to preserve the truth-value 

of the statement. 

 Compare this to other statements like, “Brushing one’s teeth is good” where the 

core of the statement is not semantically complete. “Good” cannot be predicated strictly 

of “brushing one’s teeth” because there are circumstances in which “Brushing one’s teeth 

is good” would be false. If, for example, I were brushing my teeth merrily along, but I 

ignored the man choking to death in the next room.  I’d ignore him because of the 

fastidious attention I pay to my oral hygiene. Clearly, this is a circumstance in which the 

statement, “Brushing one’s teeth is good,” would be false.  

 The hypothesis concerning Socrates is that both self-predicative statements and 

other predicative statements about F-nesses are semantically complete. Socrates and his 

interlocutors assume in advance that statements of the form, “F-ness is G” where F=G or 

G is an adjective of approbation preserve their truth-value regardless of context. This 

hypothesis is supported by a number of arguments, but two in particular require that their 

main premises about F-ness be interpreted as being semantically complete.  
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 The argument at Laches 192C5-6 has as its main premise, “Courage is 

praiseworthy,” (sxedo\n ga/r ti oi)=da, w)= La/xhj, o(/ti tw=n ta/nu kalw=n 

pragma/twn h(g$= su\ a)ndrei/an ei)=nai). This is, in the course of the argument, 

supposed to be interpreted as “courage is always praiseworthy.”20 The proposed definiens 

for courage is that it is a kind of endurance (Dokei= toi/nun moi\ karteri/a  

tij ei)=nai th=j yuxh=j). The way Socrates criticizes this answer, however, is that he 

identifies a situation in which endurance simpliciter is not praiseworthy: when it is 

foolish. So, the claim, “endurance of the soul is praiseworthy” is not semantically 

complete: it doesn’t preserve its truth-value regardless of context. We would need to add 

a restrictive clause in order to preserve the truth-value of the statement. Thus, “Endurance 

of the soul is praiseworthy in some circumstances,” is likely to be true.  

 Another argument in Hippias Major depends-though they all depend, but one 

example will suffice-on a statement about the fine (to\ kalo\n) that is strictly 

predicated. I cite this example to show that self-predicative statements about F-nesses in 

the Socratic dialogues are just versions of strict predications. The adjective kalo\n can 

be interpreted as “fine,” “admirable,” “praiseworthy,” or simply, “beautiful.”21 As the 

potential possible translations increase, the line between self-predicative and strictly 

predicated statements becomes less easily discernible. “To\ kalo\n kalo\n” is a self-

 
20 Socrates rephrases at 192D8 that courage is (always) praiseworthy.  
 
21 Dancy notes that all the translations of this word fall short. They are misleading because they 

build in an implicit reference to an agent potentially admiring or praising. But “beautiful” as a translation is 
especially lousy (2004: 33).  
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predicative statement because “kalo\n” is strictly predicated of “to\ kalo\n,” but 

perhaps any of the following translations could be allowed: 

(6) The fine is beautiful. 
(7) The fine is admirable. 
(8) The beautiful is admirable. 
(9) The beautiful is fine.  
 
It’s important to understand that the subject-predicate cores of the statements are 

semantically complete. This is how Socrates is able to show Hippias that his answer to 

“what is the fine?” fails when Hippias says that it is gold.  

 The statement, “Gold is praiseworthy” is not semantically complete because it is 

false in contexts where gold is used as a material for cooking implements (Hi. Ma. 

290D7-E1). It is likely that the statement, “gold is praiseworthy” requires a restrictive 

clause: “gold is praiseworthy as a medium of exchange” or something like that to 

preserve its truth-value in all contexts, though even this may be doubtful.  

 I now return to the relation between semantics and ontology, which is not easily 

distinguishable with respect to Plato’s dialogues. In chapter four, I argued that Chrm. 

160E-161B provides evidence of Socrates’ property sameness condition.22 Here’s the 

argument: 

(1) Temperance=df Modesty 
(2) Temperance is (always) good.  
(3) Modesty is not (always) good.  
(4) So, Temperance ≠ Modesty.  
 

 
22 If F-ness=df G-ness, then F-ness is the same as (is a property identical to) G-ness.  
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Modesty fails as the definiens of temperance because modesty fails to have the property 

of being unqualifiedly good.23 We see also in this argument that “temperance is good” 

(a)lla\ kai\ a)gaqo/n e)stin) is to be interpreted as “temperance is always good.” 

Thus, the claim “temperance is good” is semantically complete whereas the claim 

“modesty is good” is not semantically complete. Socrates quotes Homer at this passage, 

who writes, “Modesty is not a good match for a needy man.”24 So, modesty is not good 

in all circumstances. So, “modesty is good when one isn’t needy” suitably qualified, 

perhaps true in all contexts.  

 The nature of predication for Socrates clearly involves both statements and what 

the statements are about. I think it’s important to understand that the ontological is 

distinct from the semantic but it is likely that Socrates and his interlocutors hold the 

semantic view that statements of the form, “F-ness is G” where G=F or is an evaluative 

term, because of the kind of natures they believe F-nesses to possess. Statements about F-

nesses are semantically complete because of the kind of entities they are.  

  

B.2. An Exception? 

 There appears to be one possible exception to this semantic commitment but only 

in the sense that if Socrates and his interlocutors assume that statements about F-nesses 

are semantically complete, then there shouldn’t be counterexamples. But there does seem 

to be one counterexample. That is, one interlocutor in particular doesn’t accept that 

 
23 How we individuate properties is a matter of considerable debate. There are no wholly 

uncontroversial examples of properties, but likely candidates are colors and rest masses.  
 
24 See Chrm. 161A4:  ai)dw\j d )ou)k a)gaqh\ kexrhme/n% a)ndri\ parei=nai.  
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statements of the form, “F-ness is G” are restricted to “G” being a term of approbation. In 

Republic Book I, Thrasymachus, a particularly ornery interlocutor turns a traditional 

belief about justice on its head:  

(1) R. 348E1-349A2: Well, this is amazing if you include injustice with virtue and 
wisdom, and justice with their opposites. (a)lla\ to/de e)qau/masa, ei) e)n  
a)reth=j kai\ sofi/aj tiqei=j me/rei th\n a)diki/an, th\n de\ dikaiosu/ne
hn e)n toi=j e)nanti/oij.) 
 
I certainly do. (  )Alla\ pa/nu ou(/tw ti/qhmi.) 
 
That’s harder, and it isn’t easy to say anything about this. If you had declared that 
injustice is more profitable, on the one hand, but on the other agreed that it is a 
vice or shameful, as others do, we could have discussed the matter according to 
customary beliefs. Now clearly you’ll say that injustice is fine and strong and 
apply to it all the attributes we used to apply to justice, since you have dared 
include it with virtue and wisdom. (Tou=to, h)=n d  )e)gw/, h)/dh  
sterew/teron, w)= e(tai=re, kai\ ou)ke/ti r(#/dion e)/xein o(/ti tij ei)/p$.  
ei) ga\r lusitelei=n me\n th\n a)diki/an e)ti/qeso, kaki/an me\ntoi h)\  
ai)sxro\n au)to\ w(molo/geij ei)=nai w(/sper a)/lloi tine/j, ei)/xomen a)/n 
ti le/gein kata\ ta\ nomizo/mena le/gontej. nu=n de\ dh=loj ei)= o(/ti  
fh/seij au)to\ kai\ kalo\n kai\ i)sxuro\n ei)=nai kai\ ta)=lla au)t%=  
pa/nta prosqh/seij a)\ h(mei=j t%= dikai/% proseti/qemen, e)peidh/ ge 
kai\ e)n a)ret$= au)to\ kai\ sofi/# e)to/lmhsaj qei=nai.) 

 
Irwin suggests that claims about F-nesses that are virtues are limited to evaluative 

predicates as a way to establish the upper limit on belief revision.25 His suggestion is that 

this is an inviolable assumption because to permit any G to be predicated of the virtues is 

to make the virtue unrecognizable. Notice that Socrates’ response at this passage is not to 

deny Thrasymachus’ claim, or to say that Thrasymachus is not talking about justice, but 

something else all together. Rather, he accepts the premise that justice is among vice and 

ignorance and that injustice is with the class of virtues. It’s worthwhile to note that 

Socrates does say that this is a challenge: he cannot argue, according to customary 

 
25 See Irwin (1977: 64).  
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beliefs. So, such a claim about virtue is not inviolable in the sense that it cannot be 

entertained.  

 This passage, however, does not show that Socrates isn’t committed to the 

semantic commitment as Irwin believes. It only shows that one of his interlocutors isn’t 

committed to a customary belief about justice. But this shows also, in addition, that that 

the customary belief is that the virtues are consummately good. As a result, it strengthens 

the semantic commitment in being uncontroversial among Socrates and his interlocutors. 

What he says here is an indication of that. Moreover, Socrates’ willingness to entertain 

such claims as “Justice is simple-minded foolishness” or “Injustice is prudent” might 

suggest that the “G” predicate in “F-ness is G” needn’t be an evaluative term. But we 

should be reluctant to attribute beliefs to Socrates simply on the basis of an interlocutor’s 

claim.26 

 I now return to some of the passages cited on behalf of a Socratic semantic 

commitment in order to clarify to what Socrates might be committed in regard to things 

that are F.  

   

C. Socratic Semantics Reprise 

I argued in the first part of the chapter that Socrates is a radical semantic 

revisionist in the respect that an adequate answer to “what is F-ness?” needn’t support all 

and only those things he and the interlocutors pre-analytically call F. But there is another 

side to this: there’s a further question whether in a true and adequate account of F-ness 

whether all and only genuine F’s will be called F. I think that this is the account to which 

 
26 See Benson 2000.  
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some think Socrates is committed, but it is sometimes difficult to distinguish this view 

from the ordinary usage view. That’s why this section is here: to clarify a distinction 

often overlooked in studies of Socrates’ semantic commitments. Still an adequate account 

of what courage is could be a far remove from what people call “courageous.” I’ve 

argued that an account of courage doesn’t depend what people call “courageous” as its 

data. There isn’t this sort of descriptive adequacy built into the truth about the nature of 

courage. Woodruff compliments this view with the following passage:  

(1) A Socratic definition would be based not on word usage, but on the truth about 
the subject of definition. It has, however, this connection with meaning: once 
found, a Socratic definition would give to the word for what was to be defined an 
ideal meaning, the meaning the word would have in discourse informed by a true 
theory about the way things are.27 

 

 Having distinguished between (a) what people call F and (b) the semantic relation 

between F-ness and F things, we can see some passages in a different light: they can be 

read complimentarily to what Woodruff says. For example, in Laches:  

(2) La. 192B5-8: You, too, Laches, try then to identify courage in the same way, what 
is the same capacity in pleasure and in pain and in all the things which just now 
we were saying are the same, thereby called courageous. (Peirw= dh\ kai\  
su/, w)= La/xhj, th\n a)ndrei/an ou(/twj ei)pei=n ti/j ou)=sa du/nameij h( 
au)th\ e)n h(don$= kai\ e)n lu/p$ kai\ e)n a(/pasin oi(=j nundh\ e)le/gomen
au)th\n ei)=nai, e)/peita a)ndrei/a ke/lehtai.) 

 
My point is this: this passage cannot be read as a commitment to supporting ordinary 

claims about courageous things. The passage cannot be read in such a way because that 

would be a commitment to the support of all and only things pre-analytically called 

“courageous”, or at least paradigmatic examples, which I have argued, is false. Read in 

another way, however, it might be true, if Woodruff is correct. In other words, bona fide 
 

27 See Woodruff (1982: 149).  
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courageous people could be correctly called, “courageous,” but this may have nothing to 

do with what Laches and others call “courageous.” Socrates allows the possibility that an 

entire linguistic community could be wrong about what they generally call things. But in 

another respect, there is still another component in adequate answers to “what is F-ness?” 

Commentators tend to run two views together: (1) a semantic commitment among 

genuine F things and that (2) those things are generally called F. We see now that the two 

may not have anything to do with one another.  

 

D. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed two of Socrates’ semantic commitments: (1) a 

supposed commitment to supporting ordinary linguistic usage among his interlocutors, 

(2) a commitment to statements like, “F-ness is F” or “F-ness is G” where “G” is an 

evaluative predicate and semantically complete. In the first section, I discussed the formal 

features of view (1), which consists of two different claims: for any x if it is F, then it is 

called F, and for any x, if it’s called F, then it is F. I argued against each of these claims 

in turn, citing counterexamples against them. Then, I argued for Socrates’ second 

semantic commitment: statements of the form “F-ness is G” are semantically complete 

and “G” is a term of approbation. Socrates must be committed to this because of how a 

number of his arguments develop, relying on this semantic commitment without arguing 

for it. This commitment is supported by general agreement among his interlocutors, 

except one. But that, I point out, doesn’t constitute a counterexample to this claim from 

Socrates’ perspective. Finally, I discussed a passage that could be interpreted as a 

commitment to ordinary usage, but for the argument I present, must not be. Socrates’ 
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semantic commitment regarding F things must be an ideal such that what his interlocutors 

customarily call F may have no necessary overlap at all with bona fide F’s.
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Chapter VII  

The Paradigm Condition 

In chapter two, I articulated the paradigm condition in accordance with a recent 

interpretation of it.1 The paradigm condition is that if F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is a 

paradigm for determining F’s. In this chapter, I argue against attributing this view to 

Socrates. In order to understand how I argue against this view, it is important first to 

understand what a paradigm is and how it differs from merely a way of distinguishing F’s 

from not F’s. These are not the same. And I don’t deny that Socrates expects that an 

adequate answer to “what is courage?” will discriminate courageous from cowardly 

people, I just think that he needn’t have a paradigm to do it. In the second part of this 

chapter, I discuss other ways of establishing criteria for distinguishing F’s from not F’s.  

Being a paradigm requires two features: (1) it distinguishes F’s from not F’s and 

(2) it is F itself. The supposition is that being F itself allows it to act as a standard for 

determining F’s from not F’s. Being completely F and in no respect not F allows a 

paradigm to perform its function for determining F’s from not F’s. Each case is measured 

against this paradigm and if it matches, so to speak, it must be F. A typical example of a 

paradigm that functions in this way is the standard meter-stick: it can distinguish meters 

from non-meters, and it is itself a meter long. A number of commentators explain 

Socrates’ paradigm commitment in the same way.2 Notice, however, that there could be 

another way of distinguishing F’s from not F’s that is not F itself. For example, the litmus 

test distinguishes basic solutions from acidic ones but the strip itself is neither basic nor 
 

1 “The definiens must give a paradigm or standard by which cases of the definiendum may be 
determined” (Dancy 2004: 115-133).  

 
2  See Dancy 2004 and Kraut 1984.  
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acidic. A geometer’s definition of a rhombus as a quadrilateral figure whose sides are all 

equal in length is a way of distinguishing rhombuses from non-rhombuses, but the 

definition is not a rhombus itself. And so, when we attribute to Socrates the paradigm 

condition, we assume that he is committed to a way of telling F’s from not F’s that is 

itself F because that is the way in which a paradigm functions. The point of identifying 

other examples of ways of telling, however, is to point out that there are two features to 

paradigms. While Socrates may be committed to one of these, he is not committed to the 

other. An adequate answer to “what is F-ness?” will provide him with a way of 

distinguishing F’s from not F’s, but he is not thereby committed to a way of 

distinguishing F’s that is itself F.  

I argue in this chapter against including this second feature of the paradigm 

condition to Socrates’ definitional commitments; he is committed to the paradigm 

condition only if he is committed to a way of telling F’s from not F’s and this way is 

itself F. He is not committed to the standard being F itself. So, he’s not committed to the 

paradigm condition. It it is likely that the work of determining F’s will be taken over by 

some feature of Socratic epistemology, and I’ll discuss this at the end of the chapter.  

I separate this chapter into two parts. In first part, I discuss two passages from 

Euthyphro: 6E3-6 and 6E10-8A8. The first passage is thought to express the paradigm 

commitment mainly because the word translated as “paradigm,” paradei/gmati,  

appears at this passage. The second passage at Euthyphro 6E10-7A1 is thought to employ 

the paradigm commitment in its refutation of Euthyphro’s definition of the pious as what 

the gods love, and the impious as what they hate ( )/Esti toi/nun to\ me\n toi=j  
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qeoi=j prosfile\j o(/sion, to\ de\ mh\ prosfile\j a)nosion). I argue that the first 

passage needn’t be read as expressing the paradigm commitment and the second passage 

can be read as a reductio ad absurdum that doesn’t rely on the paradigm condition.  

The second part of this chapter develops the view that Socrates is making a deeper 

point about the criteria for determining cases of F’s at Euthyphro 6E3-6, which if we read 

it as an expression of the paradigm commitment, we neglect.  This difference becomes 

relevant once we turn to another passage, Laches 198A-199E.  This argument is such that 

there are three premises in conflict: (1) Courage is the knowledge of the fearful and the 

hopeful; (2) Courage is a part of virtue; (3) Virtue is the knowledge of good and evil. The 

argument’s conclusion becomes that courage is the knowledge of good and evil, which 

conflicts with (2) because the knowledge of good and evil is virtue as a whole. So, one of 

the premises has to be given up. One commentator suggests that (3) should be given up 

because this definition doesn’t satisfy the paradigm requirement. I argue that instead of 

viewing such a definition as failing to provide a usable standard, which Socrates is 

certainly after, we ought to perhaps revise our understanding of how a usable standard 

works. If we read Euthyphro 6E6-9 in this light, then we will grasp that the kind of 

criteria Socrates is after in answers to “what is F-ness?” might fairly stretch our ordinary 

understanding of criteria. But that shouldn’t ex hypothesi count against his view.  

With this consideration, we return to Euthyphro to examine the kinds of standards 

Socrates cites. One of these standards, the method of counting, emphasizes a deeper point 

about criteria: applying them may be a feature of Socrates’ epistemology, even as the 

other examples, the methods of measuring and weighing, fit well the paradigm condition. 
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My point is only that Socrates doesn’t require a paradigm. His examples promote a wider 

understanding of the means to distinguish beyond paradigms.  

 

A. The Paradigm View 

The main passage where some have thought Socrates to express his commitment 

to the paradigm condition in isolation comes in Plato’s Euthyphro 6E3-6. With an 

adequate definition of the pious, which Euthyphro will ostensibly provide, Socrates gives 

an indication to which he will put that adequate account: to be able to discern whether 

any action Euthyphro or anyone else undertakes is pious:  

(1) Euthyphr. 6E3-6: Then teach me what this form itself is, so that I may look upon 
it and using it as a model I may say that if anything either you or some other does 
is such as this, it is pious, and if it isn’t such as this, say that it isn’t pious. 
(Tau/thn toi/nun me au)th\n di/dacon th\n i)de/an ti/j pote/ e)stin,  
i(/na ei)j e)kei/nhn a)poble/pwn kai\ xrw/menoj au)t$= paradei/gmati, 
o(/ me\n a)/n toiou=ton $(= w(=n a)/n h)/ su\ h)/ a)/lloj tij pra/tt$ fw=  
o(/sion ei)=nai, o(/ d  )a)\n mh\ toiou=ton, mh\ fw=.) 

 
It is clear from this passage that Socrates’ hope to be able to discern pious from 

impious actions with the account Euthyphro gives him, but he doesn’t say how he expects 

to do that. He includes the phrase “looking upon it” as a suggestion, but this is not 

specific enough. We want to know how in looking upon it he will be able to discern pious 

from impious actions. Pointing at the word paradei/gmati certainly suggests that 

Socrates expects a paradigm, but the word paradei/gmati can’t give that much help. 

After all, the word isn’t necessarily translated as “paradigm”: there are other contexts in 

which it is translated as “standard” or “exemplar.”3 

 
3 See Ap. 23B1and Men. 79A10.  
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In fact, in Meno, Socrates himself refers to his own model answers for virtue as 

paradei/gmata. In this context, he seems to mean something different, like 

“examples.” Definition (1) is hard to classify, but definitions (2) and (3) might plausibly 

be classified as definitions by genus and differentia.   

(2) Men. 75B10-11: Shape=df the only thing that always accompanies color 
(o(\ mo/non tw=n o)/ntwn tugxa/nei xrw/mati a)ei\ e(po/menon). 

 
(3) Men. 76A7: Shape=df the limit of a solid (stereou= pe/raj sxh=ma ei)=nai). 
 
(4) Men. 76D4-5: Color=df effluvium from shapes which is commensurate with sight 

and perceived (e)/stin ga\r xro/a a)porroh\ sxhma/twn o)/yei  
su/mmetroj kai\ ai)sqhto/j).  

 

The point is that these models are certainly not paradigms in the way that the meter stick 

is a paradigm. These model definitions function like a geometer’s definition of rhombus, 

which does not distinguish rhombuses by being itself a rhombus. These model definitions 

provide ways for determining whether anything is shaped or colored, but they are not 

shapes or colors themselves. So, the meter-stick reading is only one way of satisfying 

Socrates’ request at Euthyphro 6E3-6, if we were to argue that since he uses the word 

paradei/gmati at this passage, he must want a paradigm. Other uses of the same word 

don’t guarantee that he expects a paradigm. So, let’s turn to the next concern: why would 

someone read paradei/gmati in Euthyphro as a request for a paradigm and not simply 

a way of telling F’s from not F’s? The answer, according to some, lay in how Socrates 

argues against the definition of the pious as what the gods love and the impious as what 

they hate.  
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A.1. Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 

In my recreation of the argument below, I have omitted many important details, 

which will become relevant as the discussion progresses. For right now, it’s important to 

get a sense of the argument without stumbling over some of its intricacies. The intricacies 

will come later. I explain a recent interpretation of this argument that is at odds with 

mine, and then I add my response. 

(1) What is loved by the gods is pious and what is not loved by the gods is impious. 
(6E10-7A1) 

 
(2) The god-loved action and man dear to the gods are pious, and the god hated action 

and the god-hated man are impious; the pious and the impious are not the same; 
they are completely opposite one another. (7A6-9) 

 
(3) The gods quarrel over the just and the unjust, the beautiful and ugly, the good and 

bad. (7B2-D9)4 
 
(4) So, some things are thought by some gods to be good, others to be bad. [from (3); 

(7E1-4)]  
 
(5) Each loves what he thinks is good, and hates what he thinks is bad. (7E6-7) 
 
(6) So, the same things hated by the gods and god-hated will be loved by the gods 

and god-loved. [from (4) and (5); (8A4-5)] 
 
(7) So, the same things will be pious and impious. [from (1) and (6); (8A7-8)]  

 

A recent interpretation of this argument denies that it follows the structure of a 

reductio ad absurdum.5 First, this interpretation addresses textual concerns: the fact that 

 
4 This premise is justified by a long discussion of the causes of disagreement among people: 

situations where the lack uncontroversial ways of distinguishing the just from the unjust, the beautiful from 
the ugly and the good from the bad. Since the gods argue, they must be at odds about the same things. 
Socrates doesn’t justify this comparison. In the traditional Greek pantheon, however, the gods are wiser and 
stronger than people, even if they are not perfect. See Burkert (1985: 182-189). It would be silly if the gods 
argued about the things for which humans already have standards.  

 
5 See Dancy (2004: 123-133).  
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the same things are both pious and impious is not a contradiction. In other passages, i.e. 

Chrm. 160E4-161B2, an argument well-familiar from chapter four of this dissertation, 

Socrates argues against the definition of temperance as modesty because modesty is both 

good and not good (161A6). Socrates can only be interpreted as saying that modesty is 

good in some circumstances, but not good in others. This is how he summarizes the quote 

from Homer that modesty is not a good match for a needy man (ai)dw\j d  )ou)k  

a)gaqh\ kexrhme/n% a)ndri\ parei=nai). Moreover, Socrates accepts that things can 

be both fine and not fine: as gold is fine in some circumstances, but not fine when it is 

made into a soup spoon (Hi. Ma. 290D7-10). Finally, Socrates’ conclusion to this 

argument is not to recognize a contradiction, but to point out that Euthyphro has not 

answered the question he has asked, but some other question (8A10): what sorts of things 

are both pious and impious? The best bet from textual evidence, so Dancy argues, is to 

view Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 as different kind of argument from a reductio ad absurdum 

since Socrates doesn’t give any indication that this is the structure of the argument.  

 It might be fairly described that Socrates reduces Euthyphro’s definition at 6E10-

7A1 to absurdity. It’s a matter of interpretation just where the absurdity arises. On 

Dancy’s view, Socrates conclusion to the argument is: 

(7*) All the same things are both pious and impious 

which, according to Socrates, entails: 

(8) The pious is both pious and impious 

And this is in conflict with the following principle:  

(9) The pious is through and through pious and under no circumstances impious. 
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The principle (9) is just an instance of a more general principle attributed to Socrates, the 

self-predication requirement: (SP) F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is under all 

circumstances F and under no circumstances not F.6 This is the crucial part of Dancy’s 

argument in that this is where it differs most obviously from my interpretation. The 

natural next move is to examine why Dancy thinks that Socrates holds this self-

predication principle and that it is employed at Euthyphro 6E10-8A8.  

 

A.1.a. Paradigms and Self-Predication7 

 Let us begin with a passage from Dancy that summarizes the relationship between 

paradigms and self-predication:  

(1) …where we look for a paradigm for Fs, we look for something, possibly 
repeatable, that possesses in a paradigmatic way, indefeasibly, the features that 
make something an F. So, the work of PR [the paradigm requirement] can be 
taken over by the Self-Predication Requirement.8  

 

The logic works like this: the self-predication requirement must be a sufficient condition 

for the paradigm requirement. That’s why the self-predication requirement is in the 

background to the argument at Euthyphro 6E10-8A8. The way the dialogue develops, we 

can make sense of why Socrates uses the word sometimes translated as “paradigm” 

 
6 See (2004: 120). I have changed his formulation from “the F” and “the G” to “F-ness” and “G-

ness”. For discussion, see chapter one.  
 
7It’s important to understand that with respect to Plato’s Theory of Forms, the nature of self-

predication is hotly debated. Three general views are these: the relation of form to itself is like particular to 
form; the form is the perfect instance of the property it stands for (approximationist); the form has a 
primitive ontological relation between itself and its essence. But we needn’t attribute any of these views to 
the Socrates of the early dialogues. My assumption here is that for Socrates, self-predicative statements 
sound a lot like tautologies, which is why they are accepted by all of his interlocutors.  

 
8 See Dancy (2004: 120). These are my italics.  



 
 

 
 176  

 

(paradei/gmati) at 6E3-6: he thinks that the pious must be everywhere pious and under 

no circumstances not pious. And such an assumption is supposed to be obvious. 

In fact, we find this sort of assumption in other dialogues, concerning other F-

nesses: Socrates asks Protagoras whether Justice is such as to be just (Prt. 330C). He asks 

Hippias how on earth they could deny the fine is a fine thing (Hippias Major 288C). How 

to interpret these passages is given in the Hippias Major where Socrates supposes that the 

fine is always fine (Hippias Major 292E). In sum, these and other passages typical of 

Socrates’ conversations with his interlocutors suggest the self-predication requirement:  

(SP) F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is under all circumstances F and under no 
circumstances not F.  

 
With respect to Euthyphro in particular, the paradigm requirement Dancy suggests 

that Socrates can satisfy the paradigm requirement by holding the Self-predication 

Requirement. In addition, we see the self-predication requirement at work in the 

argument against Euthyphro’s attempt to define the pious. This argument invokes a 

standard and that’s where self-predication sets in: whatever Euthyphro supplies in his 

definition of the pious has to be pious in every circumstance and under no circumstance 

impious. Since he fails to do this, he revises his definition. Moreover, we can see the 

request for a standard at work in passages where Socrates never mentions a standard. So, 

Dancy supposes that Socrates’ implicit reliance on the self-predication requirement 

satisfies his requirement for a paradigm.  

So, the question is, can we explain the argument at Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 in a 

faithful way that doesn’t depend on the self-predication requirement? I argue that we can. 

The argument is better conceived as a reductio ad absurdum. It is a separate question 
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whether Socrates is committed to self-predication at other passages; here I attempt to 

show that Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 can’t be relied on unequivocally as support for the self-

predication requirement.  

 

A.2. Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 Reprise 

As I said, it is fairly certain that Socrates makes an absurdity out of Euthyphro’s 

definition, but if there’s supposed to be a contradiction, where does the contradiction 

occur? I maintain that the contradiction occurs between premises (2) and the conclusion 

(7) of my earlier reconstruction. Let’s review those now.  

Premise (2) is the following: 

(2) Euthyphr. 7A6-9: (a) The god-loved action and man dear to the gods are pious, 
and the god hated action and the god-hated man are impious; (b) the pious and the 
impious are not the same; they are completely opposite one another. (to\ me\n  
qeofile/j te kai\ qeofilh\j a)/nqrwpoj o)/sioj, to\ de\ qewmise\j kai\
o( qeomish\j a)no/sioj. ou) tau)to\n d  )e)sti/n, a)lla\ to\  
e)nantiw/taton, to\ o(/sion t%= a)nosi/%.) 

 
And the conclusion (7) is the following:  

(7) Euthyphr. 8A7-8: So, the same things will be pious and impious. (Kai\ o(/sia  
a)/ra kai\ a)no/sia ta\ au)ta\ a)\ ei)/h, w)= Eu)qu/frwn, tou/t% t%= lo/g%.) 

 
I start with the second part of premise (2), part (b). Socrates says that the pious and the 

impious are not the same; they are completely the opposite of one another. Now what 

could he mean by that? I maintain that here he means to say that the set of pious things 

and the set of impious things are disjoint: there is no overlap between them. Such an 

interpretation is available to us because the phrases to\ o(/sion and t%= a)nosi/% can 
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have at least two distinct uses or meanings: (1) piety and (2) the pious.9 Piety is the 

property while the pious is the collection of pious things, whether people or actions or 

whatever. We use such phrases when we discuss “the poor,” for example. Here, we’re 

talking about the class of poor people. But if either of these interpretations is available for 

interpreting to\ o(/sion, what determines that Socrates is indeed referring to the class of 

pious things, and not the property of piety? After all, someone might object that on that 

same page, Socrates clearly refers to the property, when he uses the word ei)=doj, which 

it is customary for him to do in the dialogues:  

(1) Euthphr. 6D9-E1: Do you remember that I did not ask for you to teach me one or 
two of the many pious things, but that form itself by which all pious things are 
pious? For you were saying that the impious are impious and the pious are pious 
by one form, or do you not remember? (Me/mnhsai ou)=n o(/ti ou) tou=to/ 
soi diekeleuo/mhn, e(/n ti h)\ du/o me dida/cai tw=n pollw=n o(si/wn, 
a)ll  )e)kei=no tau)to\ to\ ei)=doj %(= pa/nta ta\ o(/sia o(/sia e)stin; e)/fhs
qa ga/r pou mi#= i)de/# ta/ te a)no/sia a)no/sia ei)=nai kai\ ta\ o(/sia o(/
sia. h)\ ou) mnhmoneu/eij;) 

 

So, if Socrates is asking for the form, or property or attribute by which the pious are 

pious on the same page, why would we expect him to be referring to the class of pious 

things in premise (2)? In order to understand this, we need to take a closer look at part (a) 

of premise (2):  

(2) Euthyphr. 7A6-9: (a) The god-loved action and man dear to the gods are pious, 
and the god hated action and the god-hated man are impious. 
 

On some interpretations, what Socrates says at (a) is just a restatement of Euthyphro’s 

definition.10 Dancy in particular acknowledges that this is not a restatement, but cannot 

 
9 See Sharvy (1972: 121). See also to\ eu)sebe\j and to\ a)sebe\j at Euthyphr. 5C9.  
 
10 See Dancy (2004: 125).  



 
 

 
 179  

 

see that the revision Socrates makes here is of any importance. For my interpretation, 

however, the revision Socrates makes here is crucial: it shows us why at this passage we 

should take to\ o(/sion and t%= a)nosi/% as “the class of pious things” and “the class of 

impious things,” respectively. He identifies specifically god-loved actions and people as 

pious and the god-hated actions and people as impious. This revision of Euthyphro’s 

initial definition emphasizes that he means to discuss the set of pious and impious things. 

In his very next statement, we should take him to identify the relationship between the 

pious actions and people and the impious actions and people, i.e. that they have nothing 

in common. What else could he mean by saying that the pious is “completely opposite” 

(e)nantiw/taton) to the impious?  

So, the collection of god-loved things is also pious, and the collection of god-

hated things is also impious and there is nothing between these sets. As a restatement of 

Euthyphro’s definition, Socrates adds that the collection of pious things is completely 

opposite to the impious things. We can safely infer from this that there is nothing both 

pious and impious. This is the crucial premise because it is the contradictory of what the 

conclusion of this argument implies. That conclusion is that the same things are both 

pious and impious, which entails that there is at least one thing that is both pious and 

impious. So, premise (2) entails: 

(2*)  There is no x such that x is both pious and impious.  

 

Once this is established, the rest of the argument develops to produce the contradictory of 

(2*). So, I turn to explaining how that happens.  
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The next crucial premise is that the gods quarrel with one another (7B2-4). This is 

crucial both because it will generate the conflict needed for the conclusion, and Socrates 

has already said that he finds such stories about the gods warring with one another hard to 

believe (6A7-8). 

The upshot of the discussion about the quarrelling of the gods is that some things 

are considered good by some of the gods but bad by others. Since the gods disagree, 

some things are considered good and other things are considered bad, depending on the 

god. With this summary, Socrates introduces another premise: (5) Each loves what he 

thinks is good, and hates what he thinks is bad (7E6-7). 

Socrates makes an important qualification: with respect to the matters on which 

the gods disagree (because it is not assumed in the argument that they disagree on 

everything, so that everything is a source of contention among them), they are at odds 

with one another.  Some things will be loved by some gods and hated by others because 

some think them good while others think them bad. So, the same things that are in 

dispute are both loved by the gods and hated by them. So, we have: 

(6) The same things hated by the gods and god-hated will be loved by the gods and 
god-loved. (8A4-5) 

 

Now we are in a position to see how the argument winds up. Euthyphro’s initial 

definition of the pious is that if x is loved by the gods, then it is pious and if x is hated by 

the gods, then it is impious. Socrates reminds Euthyphro that he wouldn’t be surprised if 

his prosecuting his father for murder were something Zeus would love, but Cronus would 

hate (8B2-3). And since what is god-loved is pious and what is god-hated is impious, the 

same thing could be both pious and impious. So, we have the conclusion to the argument: 
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(7) The same things will be pious and impious (8A7-8). 

Here’s where the contradiction comes in: the conclusion (7) entails that there is at least 

one thing that is both pious and impious. We then formulate it in the following way: (7*) 

There is some x such that x is pious and impious.  

When we put (7*) together with the implication of the second premise, we get our 

contradiction. Thus:   

(2*) & (7*): There is no x such that x is both pious and impious AND there is an x such 

that x is pious and impious. 

And this is how Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 is explained as a reductio ad absurdum.  

 

A.2.a. Response to Criticism 

Recall that Dancy’s view of this argument takes the conclusion that all the same 

things are pious and impious to entail that the pious is both pious and impious, which is 

in conflict with the self-predication requirement for the pious: The pious is through and 

through pious and under no circumstances impious. So, in this respect, his interpretation 

is no better than mine: we both require Socrates to see an implication from the conclusion 

that conflicts with another premise. The difference is that Dancy imports this premise 

from elsewhere whereas I supply the conflicting premise through a plausible 

interpretation of a premise in the same argument. All things considered, if one can find 

the resources within the argument itself, why not rely on those premises without looking 

elsewhere? I maintain that my argument is a more economical recreation of what 

Socrates says in that I needn’t bring in a principle not implied by the argument itself.  
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One of the better points made in Dancy’s interpretation, however, is that Socrates 

doesn’t indicate that the argument is a reductio ad absurdum. If he did, he would 

recognize some kind of contradiction. Instead, he says that Euthyphro doesn’t answer the 

question he asked.  

(1) Euthyphr. 8A10-13: Then you did not answer what I asked, surprising man. For I 
did not ask you what happens to be same in being pious and impious, what is god-
loved and god-hated, so it seems. (Ou)k a)/ra o(\ h)ro/mhn a)pekri/nw, w)=  
qauma/sie. ou) ga\r tou=to/ ge h)rw/twn, o(\ tugxa/nei tau)to\n o)\n  
o(/sio/n te kai\ a)no/sion. o(\ d  )a)\n qeofile\j $)= kai\ qeomise/j e)stin, 
w(j e)/oiken.) 

 
Thus, the conclusion to this argument shouldn’t be read as a contradiction because 

Socrates recognizes that some things can be both pious and impious in the same way that 

modesty can be good and not good, as he does in Charmides. So, we needn’t attribute to 

Socrates that there’s a contradiction in some x being both pious and impious. After all, he 

even says in Hippias Major that some things are beautiful and not beautiful. So, surely 

these are not contradictions either.  

 Yet we should be clear that Socrates derives the conclusion of Euthyphro 6E10-

8A8 from a number of premises he doesn’t believe. Euthyphro claims that the gods 

quarrel and Socrates comes close to denying it. So, if Socrates thinks that some things 

can be both pious and impious, this is not a problem. The problem comes in when in 

summarizing Euthyphro’s claim, Socrates gets his assent that the set of pious things has 

no overlap with the set of impious things. As the pious and the impious are completely 

opposed to one another for the purposes of this argument, then the set of pious things and 

the set of impious things are disjoint sets. So, the contradiction with the conclusion comes 

out in this premise.  
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 So, now we leave the passage at Euthyphro 6E3-6, with its supposed request for a 

paradigm, and its attendant argument that supposedly relies on the self-predication 

condition. The argument may be read easily without relying on the self-predication 

requirement and thus obviating the need to commit Socrates to the paradigm condition. 

But this is not to say that Socrates is not interested in standards of some kind. I do not 

deny that he is interested in distinguishing F’s from not F’s.  

  In the next section, I introduce a deeper point in connection with Socrates search 

for standards. I believe that it is a mistake to suppose that the definition Socrates procures 

should automatically provide a way of distinguishing F’s from not F’s. The mistake 

comes from viewing an account of Socratic definition in too contemporary of a way. 

Even if an answer to “what is F-ness?” provides a usable standard for determining cases 

of F, it may not be like what we’d expect. And I think that this has been overlooked in 

some of the work on Socratic definition.  

 

B. Criteria and Standards 

It would be worthwhile here to refresh our memories of the main passage thought 

of as expressing the paradigm condition:  

(1) Euthyphr. 6E3-6: Then teach me what this form itself is, so that I may look upon 
it and using it as a model I may say that if anything either you or some other does 
is such as this, it is pious, and if it isn’t such as this, say that it isn’t pious. 
(Tau/thn toi/nun me au)th\n di/dacon th\n i)de/an ti/j pote/ e)stin, i(/n
a ei)j e)kei/nhn a)poble/pwn kai\ xrw/menoj au)t$= paradei/gmati, o(/ 
me\n a)/n toiou=ton $(= w(=n a)/n h)/ su\ h)/ a)/lloj tij pra/tt$ fw= o(/sion 
ei)=nai, o(/ d  )a)\n mh\ toiou=ton, mh\ fw=.) 

 
We should notice first that Socrates expects Euthyphro to teach (di/dacon) him 

what the pious is. This suggests perhaps that there is much more involved in fulfilling his 
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request.11 I expect that the work in distinguishing F’s from not F’s will require something 

more substantial than the mere possession of a definition.  

I now turn to Laches in order to illustrate how a different way of distinguishing 

F’s from not F’s is relevant to Socrates’ search for a standard. Some commentators have 

mistakenly identified Socrates’ search for ways of distinguishing F’s with possessing the 

criteria, e.g. an adequate definition. In fact, Laches is the perfect dialogue for this 

discussion since one commentator at least thinks Socrates would reject Nicias’ answer to 

“what is courage?” as the knowledge of good and evil because it does not provide a 

usable standard for the solution of practical problems. But that is to identify the 

discriminating capacity with the mere possession of criteria for distinguishing. Or so I 

argue.  Once we take this epistemological point seriously, we can see its relationship 

when we return to Socrates’ examples of standards in Euthyphro.  

 

B.1. Laches 196D-199E: The conflict in Nicias’ account of courage. 

 Like the argument at Euthyphro 6E10-8A8, this argument, too, has the structure of a 

reductio ad absurdum. The argument has the following structure:12 

 

(1) Courage is the knowledge of the fearful and the hopeful.* (196D1) 

(2) Courage is a part of virtue.* (198A1) 

(3) The fearful and the hopeful are future evils and future goods or non-evils. 
(198C3-4)  

 
 

11 Benson makes this point with regard to this passage in particular: it is likely that it reveals a 
deeper epistemological point (2000: 145). 

 
12 This is adapted from Penner (1992).  
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(4) So, Courage is the knowledge of future evils and future goods or non-evils. [from 
(1) and (3); (198C6-7)] 

 
(5) Knowledge with respect to future things of a particular kind just is knowledge 

with respect to all things of a particular kind. (199A6-8) 
 
(6) So, Courage is the knowledge of all goods and evils. (199C6-7) 

(7) Virtue as a whole is the knowledge of all goods and evils.* [from (4) and (5); 
(199E3-4)] 

 
(8) So, if courage is the same as virtue, then it cannot be a part of it. So, courage both 

is and is not a part of virtue. [from (2) and (6) and suggested by (199E9)] 
 
As one commentator puts it, most scholars agree that this is how the argument goes, 

where they disagree is on which premise should be rejected. In the reconstruction above, 

I’ve starred the premises that are the typical candidates for rejection: (1) Courage is the 

knowledge of the fearful and the hopeful, (2) Courage is a part of virtue, and (7) virtue is 

the knowledge of all goods and evils.  

Penner, for example, argues that (1) cannot be rejected for two reasons: it is 

introduced by Nicias as something he has often heard Socrates say, to which Socrates 

agrees, (194D1-E1) and it complements a passage in Protagoras where Socrates argues 

for just this account of courage (360C-D). In the end, Penner argues that (2) courage is a 

part of virtue is the culprit, which should be rejected and that is indeed what Socrates 

means for us to see. I’m not going to appeal to Penner’s argument, though I think he is 

right. Nor will I take up the relative merits and disadvantages of his view about why we 

should see that (2) is the questionable premise. Adapting his reconstruction of the 

argument serves my main purpose: to illustrate that according to another commentator, 
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Socrates means for us to see that (7), virtue is knowledge of good and evil, is the 

offending premise.13  

One of the definitional conditions Kraut attributes to Socrates is that a definition 

of virtue must provide a usable standard for deciding which acts are virtuous.14 Rejecting 

(2) is unlikely for the fact that Socrates introduces the premise himself. Socrates’ 

commitment to the “standard condition” as we may put it, reveals why (7) should be the 

offending premise: virtue as the knowledge of good and evil fails to provide a usable 

standard for determining virtuous instances. Kraut’s opinion on the Socratic search for 

standards is worth quoting in its entirety: 

(1) What he [Socrates] is searching for is a particular piece of knowledge that he can 
always look to as a definitive guide to the solution of practical problems. That is a 
standard of definition that “knowledge of good and evil” does not come close to 
satisfying.15 

 
I think that it’s easy to consider why Kraut might suppose that “knowledge of good and 

evil” couldn’t provide a usable standard: How would someone in the possession of a 

definition of virtue as the knowledge of good and evil apply such a definition in order to 

determine whether a particular action is virtuous or not? Some of Socrates’ other sample 

definitions exemplify-presumably in most cases- the kind of definition he wants. These 

definitions that are aimed at guiding interlocutors into answering how he wishes bear 

some likeness to the definitions of geometers, especially in the respect that they provide a 

usable standard. Simple possession of these sorts of definitions suggests that one can tell 

 
13 There is some suggestion that the a)pori/a at the end of this dialogue is genuine, no less for 

Socrates than for his interlocutors. See Kraut (1984: 254-262).  
 
14 Ibid, 254 
 
15 Ibid, 256 
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immediately whether something falls under the definition, just by applying it. One 

example in particular is worth mentioning in this regard:  

(2) Men. 76A7: Shape=df the limit of a solid (stereou= pe/raj sxh=ma ei)=nai). 

With respect to this definition in particular, Santas argues that such a definition 

would enhance someone’s capacity to defend a judgment that something is of this 

particular kind.16 Relative to defending judgments, this definition fulfills that purpose 

better than others, according to Santas. This purpose of defending judgments can be 

connected to Socrates’ search for standards by which to judge F’s.  

On the other hand, it isn’t clear to me why “knowledge of good and evil” couldn’t 

be as a workable standard once we consider Socrates’ other sample definitions; we are 

assuming, in advance, that his sample definitions would satisfy this way of telling F’s 

from not F’s. But take a look at his sample definition for quickness: 

(3) La. 192A9-B3: Quickness=df the capacity of accomplishing much in a short time 
(ei)/toim )a)\n au)t% o(/ti th\n e)n o)li/g% xro/n% polla\ diaprattome/n
hn du/namin taxuth=ta). 

 

This example of a model definition supplied by Socrates himself doesn’t provide a usable 

standard, either, at least not in the way that his “limit of a solid” definition of shape does. 

So, if Socrates’ own sample definitions do not fulfill the expectations of a paradigmatic 

standard, according to Kraut, should we then persist in denying that “knowledge of good 

and evil” comes nowhere near being a usable standard, or should we adjust our notion of 

what we think Socrates might mean as a way of distinguishing? I believe that we can 

 
16 See Santas (1979: 133-134).  
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answer this question affirmatively once we return to Plato’s Euthyphro. Socrates’ own 

types of standards are much wider than some commentators suppose.   

 

B.2. Euthyphro 7B6-C8 Reprise 

We return to Euthyphro, and to the passage that I skimmed over earlier where 

Socrates justifies the sorts of things that the gods are likely to argue about.17 In this 

passage, Socrates offers ways of distinguishing that are akin perhaps to what Kraut 

expects, but one of these ways of distinguishing isn’t readily amenable to the others. This 

suggests that Socrates’ notion of a standard may be much wider than Kraut expects, and 

much wider than the notion of a paradigm. My suggestion is that an adequate definition 

could function like a geometer’s definition or as a paradigm, but together with the 

considerations noted above, it needn’t necessarily be a paradigm.  

 Socrates discussion of quarreling comes into parts: he first establishes the subjects 

of difference among people, then he diagnoses why these subjects in particular are the 

matters of dispute.  

(1) Euthyphr. 7C10-D5: Concerning what matters for dispute are we angry and 
irritated with one another when we are unable to come to a decision? Perhaps you 
do not have a ready answer, but examine as I tell you whether the matters are the 
just and the unjust, the beautiful and the ugly, the good and the bad. Are these not 
the matters for dispute about which, when we are unable to come to a satisfactory 
decision, you and I and all other men become angry with one another whenever 
we do? (Peri\ ti/noj de\ dh\ dienexqe/ntej kai\ e)pi\ ti/na kri/sin ou)  
duna/menoi a)fike/sqai e)xqroi/ ge a)\n a)llh/loij ei)=men kai\  
o)rgizoi/meqa/; i)/swj ou) pro/xeiro/n soi/ e)stin, a)ll  )e)mou= le/gontoj
sko/pei ei) ta/de e)sti\ to/ te di/kaion kai\ to\ a)/dikon kai\ kalo\n  
kai\ ai)sxro\n kai\ a)gaqo\n kai\ kako/n. a)=ra ou) tau=ta/ e)stin peri\ 
w(=n dienexqe/ntej kai\ ou) duna/menoi e)pi\ i(kanh\n kri/sin au)tw=n  

 
17 See pg. 173, premise (3).  
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e)lqei=n e)xqroi\ a)llh/loij gigno/meqa, o(/tan gignw/meqa, kai\ e)gw\ k
ai\ su\ kai\ oi( a)/lloi a)/nqrwpoi pa/ntej;) 

 
The purpose of this passage is to get Euthyphro to recognize the sorts of things we 

argue about, i.e. the same sorts of things that the dialogues are about. So, it shouldn’t be 

surprising either to us or to Socrates’ interlocutor that these are the subjects of 

disagreement.  

In distinguishing the matters of dispute from the matters that are easily resolved, 

Socrates puts mathematical matters among those about which we do not argue: (1) 

measuring two objects to determine which is larger; (2) weighing two objects to 

determine which is heavier; (2) counting numbers to determine which of two numbers is 

greater. In so doing, Socrates also explains why anything would be a matter of dispute: a 

lack of a standard.  

(2) Euthyphr. 7B7-C8: Look at it this way. If you and I were to differ about the 
greater of two numbers, would this difference make us enemies and angry with 
one another, or would we proceed to count and soon dismiss the matter?...Again, 
if we differed about the larger and the smaller, we would turn to measurement and 
soon cease to differ…And if we stood likewise about the heavier and the lighter, 
we would resort to weighing and be reconciled. (w)=de de\ skopw=men. a)=r )a)\n  
ei) diaferoi/meqa e)gw/ te kai\ su\ peri\ a)riqmou= o(po/tera plei/w, h(
peri\ tou/twn diafora\ e)xqrou\j a)\n h(ma=j poioi= kai\ o)rgi/zesqai  
a)llh/loij, h)\ e)pi\ logismo\n e)lqo/ntej peri/ ge tw=n toiou/twn  
taxu\ a)\n a)pallagei=men; Ou)kou=n kai\ peri\ tou= mei/zonoj kai\  
e)la/ttonoj ei) diaferoi/meqa, e)pi\ to\ metrei=n e)lqo/ntej taxu\  
pausai/meq  )a)\n th=j diafora=j; Kai\ e)pi/ ge to\ i(sta/nai e)lqo/ntej, 
w(j e)g%)=mai, peri\ tou= barute/ron te kai\ koufote/rou  
diakriqei=men a)/n;) 

 

Since Euthyphro claims that the gods quarrel among one another, Socrates goes some 

way to explain that it is likely that they quarrel about the same things people do 

(Euthyphr. 7C10-D9). The sources of enmity among people are the same as the sources 



 
 

 
 190  

 

                                                

of enmity among the gods. We disagree only when we lack a usable standard, or method 

for determining cases falling under the definiendum. And so it is the case with the gods, if 

indeed they argue at all.  

 With these examples of standards in hand, we can see why one would attribute the 

paradigm commitment to Socrates: two of the methods Socrates identifies as standards, 

measuring and weighing, fit nicely with the paradigm model: they are both ways of 

telling that are self-predicative. The meter-stick analogy is tailor-made for the method of 

measurement: how does one know if something is a meter long? By measuring it with a 

meter, or something else that’s a meter long. How else? Even weighing one item against 

another fits the paradigm model nicely. In a typical ancient system of weights, objects 

called paradei/gmata acted as standards on one side of the scale, whereas the object to 

be weighed stood on the other side.18 These paradei/gmata had certain specified 

weights themselves, which is how they were able to function as standards in the first 

place. 

 The word translated as “counting” in most translations is accurate in that in the 

Greek, e)pi\ logismo\n, often had a wider scope, encompassing all sorts of practical 

calculation.19 This is to be distinguished of course from arithmetic proper, which is the 

theory of numbers. Logistic, which is a more cognate translation with the Greek, included 

all the customary arithmetic operations like addition and subtraction, et al. But it also 

included operations that we would normally place under elementary algebra, where they 

 
18 See Heath (1963: 1-10).  
 
19 Ibid  
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would solve simple equations with one unknown, as well as more sophisticated, 

indeterminate equations.20 

 The point of this discussion is that counting as a usable standard involves much 

more than simply applying a definition. It involves internalizing the art of reckoning in 

order to be able to determine which of two numbers is greater. Counting is not something 

that one does haphazardly, perhaps starting at 1 and then moving to 5 and then back to 2. 

One must understand how to count, and further, if a dispute arises about which of two 

numbers is greater, and then in order to resolve this dispute, both you and your 

companion must know how to count. The example of counting as a method for 

determining F’s from not F’s should make us suspicious that the criteria Socrates expects 

and an answer to “what is F-ness?” for determining F’s from not F’s is being stretched 

beyond a conventional understanding of usable standard. But that shouldn’t be surprising 

since Socrates regularly stretches the ordinary understanding of just about everything.21 

 

C. Conclusion 

The main focus of this chapter is an argument against attributing to Socrates the 

paradigm condition: if F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is a paradigm for determining F’s. 

But in arguing against this condition, I do not wish to imply that Socrates does not expect 

an adequate definition will be a way of telling F’s from not F’s. There are other ways to 

do that beyond having paradigms, as I explained. How the paradigm commitment arises 

is from two sources: Socrates’ statement that he wants an answer that he can use as a 
 

20 See Heath (1963: 6).  
 
21 See Vlastos’ comment on Socrates’ stretching of the ordinary concept of courage far beyond 

military contexts (1976: 412).  
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model (paradei/gmati) and his commitment to self-predication. The commitment to 

self-predication is this: if F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is in every circumstance F and in 

no circumstances not F. His commitment to self-predication is the grounds for the 

paradigm condition. The evidence for the self-predication condition comes from two 

sources: numerous passages where he states that F-ness is F, and his reliance on the self-

predication condition at Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 against Euthyphro’s definition of the pious 

as what the gods love. I argue that Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 can be read as a reductio ad 

absurdum. As such, it doesn’t rely on the self-predication requirement. As far as the 

numerous uncontroversial passages where Socrates states that F-ness is F, this is better 

read as a commitment to statements of this sort being semantically complete.  

My thesis of this chapter is not that Socrates wouldn’t allow definitions as 

paradigms as ways of telling, only that he’s not committed to them. This is because his 

own sample definitions often do not act as paradigms, and a passage in Laches that is 

sometimes thought of evidence for Socrates’ commitment to paradigms can be easily read 

differently. My suggestion is that Socratic criteria for determining F’s from not F’s is 

wider than the notion which is sometimes attributed to him.  
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Chapter VIII 

Conclusions  

 Philosophically sophisticated texts invite new speculation over and over again. If 

so, Plato’s dialogues are the zenith of philosophical sophistication. This project began 

with a question anyone might have in reading Plato’s dialogues for the first time: What 

does this character Socrates, who needles, cajoles and sometimes shames others into 

answering his questions about virtue, expect? Such a simple question invites us to 

speculate deeply on the aim of the complicated discussions between Socrates and his 

interlocutors.  

 At the end of such a project, it is important to recount my interpretive position, to 

summarize the highlights of the research, and to offer new directions for development.  

 

A. Interpretation 

 At first glance, one might get the impression that nothing particularly coherent lay  

behind Socrates’ cajoling; his main purpose, as he says himself in Apology, is to examine 

those with a reputation for wisdom, and to eliminate their conceit if they turn out not to 

know what they claim to know. On the way to eliminating their conceit, he reduces them 

to perplexity. Socrates extols the effect of being perplexed-in a)pori/a-as salutary. Only 

then will one be inspired to find out what he does not know. This leads to a further 

question: having been stung by the Athenian gadfly, in what way are we better off? 

Socrates says in Meno that we will be braver and less idle if we assume that we can find 

out what we do not know than assume that it is impossible to find out what we do not 

know. He offers us here a prudential reason for continuing our search. Armed with this 
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rudimentary understanding, we may reflect upon the dialogues Charmides, Laches, 

Euthyphro, Republic Book I, Meno, Hippias Major, Protagoras, and Gorgias, whose 

conclusions seem so negative. We could be convinced easily that the sole purpose of 

Socrates’ investigations is to stimulate our own intellectual curiosity by forcing us to 

recognize that we are ignorant in matters about which we are so certain. We needn’t 

worry about getting clear answers because seeking the answers, and not necessarily 

getting them, is the important part.  

This view about the purpose of Socratic inquiry persists strongly. A consequence 

of this view seems to be that an investigation into the presuppositions held by the 

character Socrates is bound to obscure the main purpose of his questions, which is to take 

us into perplexity where we realize our own ignorance of the most important matters. We 

will also realize, ideally, that in such a state, we are much better off.1  

 The open-ended nature of some of Plato’s dialogues suggest that philosophical 

inquiry if beneficial for its own sake. But I was not completely convinced that this is all 

there is to it.  I thought that on a deeper level, Socrates’ presuppositions that lay behind 

his insistent questioning could be recovered from two sources: (1) his objections to 

particular answers, and (2) his explanations of his expectations, where he often supplies 

model answers. Thus, even if no one ever gives him the answer he wants, we can still 

come to know the conditions any answer would have to meet. The dialogues of search, as 

they are sometimes called, become the impetus and focus of this research.  

 
1 The end of the Laches is the only dialogue of this group that ends optimistically. Most of the 

other interlocutors scurry away like Euthyphro, or threaten Socrates, like Meno. One wonders why it is so 
rare for one in perplexity to react as Socrates does: to seek out what he doesn’t know rather than to feel 
shame and run away, so to speak, from his ignorance. This is a question for future research.  
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 I could not choose at random from among Plato’s dialogues for evidence. If I 

could have chosen passages at random, I would have concentrated on Republic Book IV, 

where Socrates gives his own answer to “what is justice?” His own answer to “what is 

justice?” in the individual is that it is a harmony of the soul: each part doing the work to 

which it is best suited, and not meddling in the work of the other parts. I couldn’t use his 

account of the soul as a model for his expectations in the more aporetic dialogues because 

according to a well-entrenched and developed tradition, there are actually two Socrateses 

in the dialogues: one who represents the views of early Plato, which more or less 

correspond to the views of Socrates the man, and another whose interests develop well 

beyond the interests of historical Socrates. It seemed plausible to me that Plato changed 

his mind over the course of what must have been a long period of composition in the 

dialogues. It also seemed plausible to me that in his early period, Plato articulated the 

views of his teacher, which sparked him to develop his own. Since I chose not to argue 

against this tradition, I had to locate my work within it. In any case, the arguments I have 

made do not depend on this chronology. Rather they are accommodated by it. This is why 

this project is called “Socratic” rather than “Platonic,” though Plato, and not Socrates, is 

the author of the dialogues.  

 Among the dialogues included as background to my discussion, the Laches, 

Charmides, and Euthyphro have often been called, “definitional” dialogues. They are so-

called because their structure typically suggests that Socrates and his interlocutor are 

trying to answer the questions, “what is courage?” “what is temperance?” and “what is 

the pious?” In other words, these dialogues are wholly occupied with trying to define 

what courage, temperance and the pious are. This is why interpretations of Socratic 
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definitions usually rely heavily on these dialogues in particular. This brings me to my 

next point: Since there are many different kinds of definitions, I had to ask what sort of 

definition Socrates expected.  

 I had to accommodate that it isn’t likely that there is a best definition simpliciter, 

only definitions suited to a specific purpose. So, the best definition is relative to the 

purpose at hand. The big debate was whether Socrates expected some kind of nominal 

definition or a real definition. A nominal definition gives the linguistic meaning of a noun 

or expression. A real definition specifies the metaphysically necessary and sufficient 

conditions for anything to be of a certain kind. The nominal definition of “water” would 

be in terms of its obvious sensible properties. “Water” means “colorless, odorless liquid 

found in lakes, rivers, etc. drunk by most land animals and used for bathing,” or 

something like that. The real definition of “water” would be “H2O.” It is unlikely that 

Socrates expects a nominal definition because of all the things he expects a definition to 

do. He and his interlocutors are engaged in the search for an account of the nature of 

virtue. This can be accurately described as a search for a real definition of virtue. But the 

search for a real definition covers a great deal of ground.  

 The search for a real definition has been associated with at least twelve different 

kinds of activity, including a search for the identity of meaning among expressions, a 

search for an essence, a search for a cause, a search for an ideal exemplar, and a search 

for a universal.2 All of these different kinds of activities can be plausibly attributed to 

Socrates. So, at least at this level, “Socratic definition” acts a lot like a placeholder before 

more specific, precise conditions on Socratic definitions can be argued.  

 
2 See Robinson (1954: 189).  
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 It is not surprising the vagueness that characterizes a lot of work on Socratic 

definition: As with any well-discussed tradition in the secondary literature, there is little 

consensus on what to call Socrates’ commitments and how best to describe them. This is 

where a more formal and abstract approach to Socrates’ definitional commitments can be 

helpful. One of my aims in this project was to clarify the terms of debate in Socratic 

definition. I moved away from the metaphorical language in which Socratic definition is 

often discussed. Discussion about whether a definition is too wide or too narrow is not as 

perspicuous as discussion of whether a definition satisfies extensional equivalence. While 

I advocate this more precise approach to Socratic definition, others might fairly object 

that it is anachronistic. But I cannot see how philosophical progress can be made if we do 

not make use of the tools developed in order to serve the interests of clarity and 

exposition. We may use these tools to guide our understanding even if the texts to which 

they are applied were written long before such tools were developed. I don’t want to give 

the impression that I am alone in this. A number of commentators have employed a more 

formal analysis of Socratic definition. I just emphasize the benefit of doing so. This is 

why, for example, I refer to Socrates definitional commitments as conditions on F-ness, 

where “F-ness” is supposed to stand for “courage” or “virtue” or “temperance” or “the 

fine” or “the pious.” The conditions don’t vary with respect to the different F-nesses.  

 In the next section, I reiterate the definitional conditions I’ve argued for 

attributing to Socrates in this dissertation. I also discuss some of the more interesting 

parts of the arguments involved in supporting these conditions, and where I argue for 

them. I then conclude the section by discussing a concern which I did not address, but is 

likely to be the subject of future research.   
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B. Highlights of Research 

 In chapter three, I argued that Socrates is committed to extensional equivalence 

by pointing out that such a presupposition explains how he criticizes a number of 

different arguments. His interlocutors fail to provide a necessary or a sufficient condition 

for F-ness. The condition is the following: If F-ness=df G-ness, then any F is G and any G 

is F. So, either the proposed definition is F but not G or G but not F. I explained that a 

passage where Socrates says he would be content if Meno were to give him a definition 

of virtue that satisfies only this condition can be read another way. The context of the 

passage suggests that he is instructing Meno to answer in this way, but he does not 

thereby commit himself to only this condition. This is at the end of chapter three.  

I argued in chapter four for the property sameness condition. I call it “sameness” 

rather than “identity” which is the choice of some commentators. “Sameness” does not 

imply numerical identity, whereas “sameness” is more appropriate to things that are the 

same in genus or species. This is borrowed from Aristotle’s discussion of tau)to/n often 

translated as “same.” Socrates repeatedly uses this same word when he explains what he 

wants. Socrates also expects, as he does in Laches, that Laches will give him a definition 

of courage that is the same in all and only courageous people. The condition for property 

sameness is the following: If F-ness=df G-ness, then F-ness is the same as G-ness. I argue 

that Socrates relies on this principle when he refutes Charmides’ definition of temperance 

as modesty. The argument structure shows that Socrates’ relies on Leibniz’s Law, which 

shows him to be committed to the identity of F-ness and G-ness, even though 

tau)to/n can be translated in a couple of different ways.  
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In chapter five, I address one of the toughest arguments in Plato’s dialogues: 

Euthyphro 9B-11B. The salient issue here is whether Socrates relies on a substitution 

principle of definitional equivalents in his argument against Euthyphro’s definition of the 

pious as what all the gods love. I argue that Socrates needn’t rely on substitution of 

definitional equivalents for his argument. Rather, he relies on the explanation condition, 

which is uncontroversial, and transitivity in explanatory contexts. The explanation 

condition is the following: If F-ness=df G-ness, then for anything that is F, it is because it 

is G. To serve the end of clarifying and establishing the terms of debate on this argument, 

I produced two proofs of how Socrates’ argument might go at this passage: one relies on 

a substitution principle of definitional equivalents, and the other relies on transitivity. I 

argue that we should prefer the argument that relies on transitivity. I supply the proofs 

below.  

 

B.1. Substitutivity 

(1) P=df G   (Euthyphro’s definition at 9E1-3) 
 
(2) L bec P  (Premise accepted at10D5) 
 
(3) G bec L (Premise accepted at 10D9-10) 
 
 

(2a) L bec G   [(1), (2) Substitution] 
(2b) ~ (G bec L)   [Priority from (2a)] 
(2c) (G bec L) & ~ (G bec L)  [(3), (2b) &I]  

 
(3a) P bec L   [(1), (3) Substitution] 
(3b) ~ (P bec L)   [Priority from (2)] 
(3c) (P bec L) & ~ (P bec L)  [(2), (3b) &I]  

 
 
(4) ~ (P=df G) [(1)-(3c) Reductio Ad Absurdum] 
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B.2. Transitivity and Explanation 

(1) P=df G   (Euthyphro’s definition at 9E1-3) 
 
(2) L bec P  (Premise accepted at10D5) 
 
(3) G bec L (Premise accepted at 10D9-10) 
 

(3a) G bec P    [(2), (3) Transitivity] 
(3b) (F-ness=df G-ness) → (F bec G) [Explanation Condition] 
(3c) (P bec G)    [(1), (3b) Modus Ponens] 
(3d) ~ (G bec P)    [Priority from (3c)] 
(3e) (G bec P) & ~ (G bec P)  [(3a), (3d) &I] 

 
(4)  ~ (P=df G) [(1)-(3e) Reductio Ad Absurdum] 
 

I argue against the reading that relies on a substitution principle of definitional 

equivalents because of its negative consequences. For example, if “father” were a 

definitional equivalent of “male parent,” then they can be substituted for one another, 

according to this principle. The way the principle is described, however, would permit the 

substitution that would allow both: (1) someone is a father because he is a male parent 

and (2) someone is a father because he is a father. (1) is true, but (2) is false.  

 In chapter six, I tackle Socrates’ semantic commitments, which is difficult 

without the distinction between what sorts of things are genuinely courageous and what 

sorts of things are called “courageous,” and between what is genuinely pious and what is 

called “pious.” Some commentators have ignored this difference, supposing that Socrates 

is committed to supporting ordinary linguistic practice about F things. In other words, an 

adequate definition should generally reflect the terminology of the interlocutors. Aside 

from the difficulty of supposing why Socrates should think that, I argue in this chapter 

that he is not committed to such a thesis about what ordinary people call things. So, I first 
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formalized this commitment to ordinary linguistic practice in the following way: If F-

ness=df G-ness, then any G is generally called F and anything generally called F is G. I 

then argued against both parts of this principle.  

 So, while Socrates is not committed to any particular claims about F’s, he is 

committed to certain statements about F-nesses. He assumes that statements of the form, 

“F-ness is F” and “F-ness is G” are semantically complete. This means that such 

statements do not change their truth value from context to context. A number of his 

arguments depend on these claims.  

 In chapter seven, I argue against the paradigm condition: If F-ness=df G-ness, then 

G-ness is a paradigm for determining F’s. I argue against this condition because of what 

is assumed in the paradigm condition: it is a way of determining F’s that is itself F. I 

argue that Socrates probably wants some kind of standard for determining F’s, but the 

standard he has in mind is not necessarily a paradigm; his notion of standard, suggested 

by his examples, is much wider than a paradigm. One of the commentators who thinks 

Socrates is committed to the paradigm condition thinks that he is also committed to the 

self-predication condition, which is the following: F-ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is under 

all circumstances F and under no circumstances not F. His commitment to self-

predication, so it is argued, explains how he expects to meet the paradigm condition. 

More importantly, this commentator argues that Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 illustrates 

Socrates’ reliance on self-predication. I have often thought that this argument in 

particular was an undisputed example of how Socrates can only show the inconsistency 

in the claims of his interlocutor.  
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B.3. Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 Revisited  

 Socrates’ method of examining his interlocutors has come to be known as the 

Socratic elenchus, so-called because of his use of the word e)le/gxein. Socrates 

describes his aim in testing those who have some claim to knowledge in Apology. This 

much is uncontroversial. More controversial is what his arguments against particular 

definitions can show, and what he takes them to show. Does Socrates demonstrate the 

falsity of his interlocutors’ definitions, or does he show only that their definitions are 

inconsistent with other claims they make? The non-constructivist reading of Socrates’ 

elenchus is that he can only show inconsistency among premises, and that’s all he claims 

to do. Constructivist interpreters, on the other hand, claim that Socrates recognizes a 

difference between the interlocutors’ definitions and other premises involved in the 

argument. These other premises, it is held, have some greater share of the truth. The non-

constructivist argues that Socrates recognizes no such special status in these 

supplementary premises.  

 The argument at Euthyphro 6E10-8A8 has played an important role in the non-

constructivist reading of the elenchus. It is a classic example of a Socratic argument with 

the structure of a reductio ad absurdum. As such, it shows only the inconsistency among 

the premises, and Socrates does not grant special status to the subsidiary premises; in 

fact, he denies that they are plausible. One of the premises is that the gods quarrel. 

Socrates makes it clear in at least two places that he finds such a view hard to believe.  

 Recently, viewing this argument as a reductio ad absurdum has come under fire. 

One commentator argues that the structure of the argument is not a reductio ad absurdum 

because Socrates recognizes no contradiction in what Euthyphro claims. The conflict in 
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the argument comes between the conclusion and another condition held by Socrates: the 

self-predication requirement. The self-predication requirement is the following: if F-

ness=df G-ness, then G-ness is in all circumstances F and in no circumstances not F. 

Euthyphro’s definition of the pious as what the gods love does not satisfy this 

requirement. That’s why his definition fails, it is supposed. In other words, when Socrates 

concludes at this argument that the same things are both pious and impious, this conflicts 

with a prior principle he doesn’t argue for, but assumes even before the argument is 

developed.  

 I argued in chapter seven that the conflict in this argument comes not between the 

conclusion and the self-predication requirement, but between the conclusion and the 

second premise. The second premise of this argument is that the god-loved action and 

person is pious while the god-hated action and person is impious AND the pious is 

completely opposed to the impious. This second premise implies that there is nothing that 

is both pious and impious. The conclusion is that there is at least one thing that is pious 

and impious. And therein lay the conflict. So, there is a contradiction here, it is just 

implied by the premises.  

I’m still uncertain that the conditions for which I have argued he is committed are 

jointly sufficient for an answer. There are surely to be other epistemological requirements 

for an adequate answer, which are not constraints on the answer per se. What I’ve 

discovered is that there may be much more to what Socrates expects than producing an 

answer that meets these conditions. This could be a direction for future research.  
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C. Future Directions 

To extend my work beyond the Socratic dialogues of search, I must answer three 

questions: What is the role of definition in the other dialogues? Does Plato modify the 

criteria for good definitions? Why does Plato seem committed to definitions conforming 

to pre-analytic claims about what is F?  

In the dialogues I discuss in this dissertation, Socrates and his interlocutors are 

wholly engaged in the discovery of definitions, and the reader is left to wonder whether 

any of the definitions is adequate. These dialogues are ripe for interpretation since we 

cannot witness what is supposed to happen once an adequate definition is found. In other 

dialogues, Socrates moves away from this discovery of definitions and his careful 

scrutiny of them. In some cases, as in the case of Republic Book IV, he even produces a 

definition of justice. So, one might wonder how the role of definitions changes in the 

dialogues. Other dialogues to look at in this regard are Theaetetus, and Sophist.  

If the conception of Socratic definition changes in the other dialogues, we might 

wonder why and in what respects. One interpreter has suggested that the Platonic 

conception of definition is by genus and differentia, whereas Socratic definition includes 

that as well, but is not exclusively that.3 This isn’t interesting if this is the only differenc 

between Platonic and Socratic definitions. What would be more interesting is to try to 

answer why the other dialogues are not about scrutinizing definitions put forward by 

Socrates or the interlocutors.  

It has been suggested that Plato seems committed to accounts of F-ness 

conforming to pre-analytic judgments about F’s. At Republic 442E, for example, Socrates 

 
3 See Nakhnikian (1971: 143).  
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asks Glaucon whether individual justice is any different from justice in the city. Glaucon 

agrees that it isn’t. Socrates then says that if they had any doubts about whether the 

justice in an individual was different in kind, perhaps, from the justice in the city, they 

could dispel them by testing against ordinary cases. So, at least here in Republic, Socrates 

is checking this account of justice against ordinary judgments as some kind of adequacy 

test. It isn’t clear to me that Socrates of the aporetic dialogues does the same sort of thing. 

I argued that he isn’t committed to linguistic intuitions as a test for adequacy. Moreover, 

it isn’t clear sometimes whether he’s testing the definition, or the interlocutor himself. If 

he’s testing the interlocutor himself, he is often testing the interlocutor’s own definition 

against his own claims. Socrates sometimes denies these claims, and this is what gives 

them that ad hominem feel. Socrates distrust against what the many claim should also 

make us suspicious that he would rely on their judgments as adequacy tests simpliciter. 

So, if Plato is committed to supporting ordinary judgments, committed to descriptive 

adequacy, we might wonder why. We might wonder what led him to change his mind.
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APPENDIX: LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS  
 

Authors and Works: 
 
Aristotle 
 
 APo. = Analytica Posteriora  
 APr. = Analytica Priora  
 Cat. = Categoriae  
 EN = Ethica Nicomachea  
 Metaph. = Metaphysica  
 Ph. = Physica  
 Po. = Poetica 
 Pol. = Politica 
 SE = Sophistici Elenchi 
 Top. = Topica 
 
Plato 
 
 Ap. = Apologia 
 Chrm. = Charmides 
 Cri. = Crito 
 Euthyd. = Euthydemus 
 Euthyphr. = Euthyphro 
 Grg. = Gorgias 
 Hi. Ma., Mi.  = Hippias Major, Minor 
 Ion 
 La. = Laches 
 Ly. = Lysis 
 Men. = Meno 
 Mx. = Menexenus 
 Phd. = Phaedo 
 Phdr. = Phaedrus 
 Prm. = Parmenides 
 Prt. = Protagoras 
 R. = Republica 
 Smp. = Symposium 
 Tht. = Theaetetus 
 Ti. = Timaeus 
 


