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Abstract and Keywords

Plato's dialogues form the basis of Socratic Ethics and Moral Psychology. Among Plato's 
thirty-five dialogues there is a group of eleven or twelve that share certain features 
setting them apart from the rest. In these dialogues, which are considerably shorter than 
the others, Socrates always has the role of questioner. The questions he discusses are 
mostly about specific virtues and how they are related to each other: for example, piety is 
discussed in the Euthyphro, courage in the Laches, temperance in the Charmides, and 
justice and temperance in the Gorgias. A major theme of Socratic dialogues is Socrates' 
opposition to the “sophists,” a varied lot with different interests and claims to fame who 
shared certain characteristics that justified their common designation. Socrates debates 
the issue, if virtue is an art or skill that involves knowing what is truly good and evil, the 
virtuous person should be able to “size up” a situation and determine, as to what sort of 
action is called for to resolve a particular situation.

Keywords: ethics, psychology, moral psychology, dialogues, Socratic dialogue, sophists, virtue, skill

1. Socrates and Plato
Our knowledge of Socrates' ethics and moral psychology is based chiefly on Plato's 
dialogues. Socrates did not write any philosophical works; but since he is the main 
speaker in most of Plato's dialogues, we have plenty of information to work with. In a 
sense, Plato gives us too much information: it is generally agreed that, in some dialogues, 
the dramatic figure “Socrates” represents the views and style of discussion of the 
historical Socrates; in others, “Socrates” speaks for Plato, setting out and arguing for 
views that are not always in agreement with those of the historical Socrates. If Plato is 
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our main source of knowledge about Socrates, how can we tell when Plato's “Socrates” 
speaks for Socrates and when he speaks for Plato? As we shall see, Plato's student, 
Aristotle, provides the key to an answer.

Among Plato's thirty‐five dialogues,  there is a group of eleven or twelve that share 
certain features setting them apart from the rest. In these dialogues, which are 
considerably shorter than the others, Socrates always has the role of questioner. The 
questions he discusses are mostly about specific virtues and how they are related to each 
other: for example, piety is discussed in the Euthyphro, courage in the Laches, 
temperance in the Charmides, and justice and temperance in the  Gorgias. 
Socrates and his interlocutors never reach satisfactory answers to the questions 
discussed, and because the dialogues end in puzzlement, or (in Greek) “aporia,” they are 
often called “aporetic.” Nevertheless, there are clear indications that Socrates favors an 
“intellectualist” view of the virtues, according to which they consist in a kind of 
knowledge. The other, longer, dialogues are generally more didactic: Socrates (or, in 
some cases, a different main speaker) lays out and argues for ambitious theories, and the 
range of subjects discussed is greatly expanded, encompassing the full range of topics 
that define the main areas of philosophy as we know it today. And in these dialogues, 
Socrates argues for a more balanced view of the virtues, a view according to which such 
virtues as courage, temperance, and justice involve both intellectual and emotional 
elements.

Aristotle, in several brief passages, draws contrasts between the views and interests of 
Socrates and Plato, contrasts that correspond closely to the differences just noted 
between the two groups of dialogues. For instance, he says that Socrates “asked 
questions and did not answer” because he claimed not to have knowledge, and that he 
differed from Plato in focusing his inquiries exclusively on the virtues (Sophistical 
Refutations 183b7–8; Metaphysics 987a29–b7; cf. Apology 38a1–7). He also reports that 
Socrates viewed the virtues as purely intellectual qualities—as different forms of 
knowledge—whereas Plato took account of the emotional and appetitive aspects of the 
psyche in his treatment of such virtues as courage, temperance, and justice (Magna 
Moralia 1182a15–30). These contrasts between Socrates and Plato match the differences 
between the shorter, aporetic dialogues, such as the Protagoras, Laches, and Charmides, 
and the longer didactic works like the Republic, Phaedo, and Symposium. Although 
Aristotle was not yet born at the time of Socrates' death, he spent some twenty years in 
Plato's school, the Academy, and he undoubtedly came in contact with many people 
besides Plato who had firsthand knowledge of Socrates. If we accept Aristotle's reports as 
trustworthy, they provide strong evidence that the shorter, aporetic dialogues present the 
views of the historical Socrates, while the longer dialogues put forward the different 
conception of the virtues developed by Plato—in conscious disagreement with the 
intellectualist view of his mentor.

Most scholars today are in agreement that the shorter dialogues portray the 
characteristic views and arguments of the historical Socrates; for this reason, these 
dialogues are also called “Socratic.” In fact, a number of scholars believe that these 
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dialogues contain a Socratic “theory” of the virtues: a unified, systematic account of their 
nature and value. According to this view, one of Plato's intentions in writing these 
dialogues was to set out this systematic account of the virtues and to defend it with 
arguments used by Socrates. The claim is not that Plato gives us verbatim reports of 
Socratic discussions: the discussions may well be fictional, but the views and arguments 
they contain derive from Socrates. As we shall see, there are problems with this view: 
later in this essay, I suggest that while these dialogues are “Socratic” in the sense that 
they focus on the views and style of discussion of the historical Socrates, they were not 
intended to give us a unified Socratic theory of the virtues—for the good reason that 
Socrates in all likelihood did not have a unified theory of the virtues.

2. Socrates and the Sophists
A prominent theme in the Socratic dialogues is Socrates' opposition to the “sophists,” a 
varied lot with different interests and claims to fame, who shared certain characteristics 
that justified their common designation.  They all claimed to be experts (sophistai) in 
political affairs, public speaking, and debating, and they offered to teach these skills, for a 
fee, to young men who were anxious to achieve success in the political arena. They 
advertised themselves as “teachers of virtue,” or excellence, and they regarded virtue as 
an art or skill—a technê in Greek (Gorgias 519c3–d1; Protagoras 319a3–b1, 320b4–5; 
Hippias Major 282b1–e8, 283c3–5). The claim that virtue is an art or skill clearly served 
their purpose, for if it's a skill, it ought to be teachable in the way that arts and skills 
generally are.

Many Athenians were suspicious of the sophists. They regarded them as subverters of 
traditional morals, and they were skeptical of the claim that virtue could be acquired 
through the sort of teaching offered by the sophists (Protagoras 357e4–8; cf. Meno
90e10–91c5 and Gorgias 519c2–520e11). In view of Socrates’ opposition to the sophists, it 
is ironic that he was considered to be one of the clan by many of his contemporaries. He 
makes this clear in his Apology when he says that Athenian public opinion is biased 
against him because of slanderous reports that he engages in the same activities as the 
sophists (18a7–20c3). Actually, it is not so surprising that Socrates was lumped together 
with the sophists by the general public. His interests were more or less defined by the 
sophists’ claims and activities. For example, he questioned whether virtue could be 
taught and inquired into the nature of virtue. His discussions typically involved refuting 
his interlocutor, and refutation was part of the sophists’ stock in trade. Although Socrates 
denied having any special expertise or “wisdom,” he reports that his success in refuting 
his interlocutors gave others the impression that he had superior knowledge of the 
matters under discussion (Apology 22e7–23a5). Moreover, some of his claims (his 
“Socratic paradoxes”) were strikingly at variance with common opinion, and this may 
have led many to think that he, like the sophists, was undermining traditional moral 
beliefs. Socrates also seems to have accepted the sophists' view that virtue is an art or 
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skill. It is true that Socrates never claimed to teach virtue, as the sophists did, and he 
never asked for payment from those who associated with him. Nevertheless, to a casual 
observer, he might well have seemed a fellow traveler, if not a bona fide member of the 
group (cf. Sophist 226b1–231b8).

Socrates' opposition to the sophists was focused mainly on their claim to teach virtue. 
Although he seems to have accepted their view that virtue is an art or skill (a technê), he 
argues in both the Protagoras and Meno that virtue is not teachable. He realizes that his 
position is puzzling: if virtue is an art or skill, then it ought to be teachable; and if 
it is not teachable, this would seem to cast doubt on the claim that it is an art or skill 
(Meno 94b4–8; Protagoras 319c7–d7, 361a3–b7). Socrates finds himself in the following 
quandary at the end of the Protagoras:

1. If X is an art or skill, then it is teachable.
2. Virtue is a kind of knowledge—that is, an art or skill.
3. Virtue is not teachable.

It is possible that Socrates was genuinely perplexed and thought he had good reasons for 
maintaining each of these three propositions. It is also possible that he had doubts about 
one or more of them. Let us take a brief look at a couple of his arguments to see if there 
is a way out of the quandary.

One of Socrates' main arguments against the teachability of virtue (in both the Protagoras
and Meno) is that those who possess virtue are unable to pass it on to others, in the way 
that skilled craftsmen can pass on their expertise to apprentices (Meno 90b3–e8). He 
cites the examples of Pericles and Themistocles, famous Athenian statesmen, who had 
every reason to pass on their political skill and excellence to their sons but were 
apparently unable to do so (Protagoras 319d7–320b5; Meno 93a5–94e2). If these great 
leaders were unable to teach their virtue to others, surely it's because virtue is not 
teachable.

The main target of Socrates' argument is the sophists' claim to teach virtue. The “virtue” 
he has in view is the ability to achieve success in politics—that is, to become a powerful 
and influential leader like Pericles or Themistocles—and this ability is just what the 
sophists promised to teach their students (Protagoras 318e4–319a7; Meno 91a1–b5). 
However, there are good reasons to doubt that Socrates considered this ability to 
constitute genuine virtue. In another dialogue, the Gorgias, he contends that Pericles and 
Themistocles did not exercise good political leadership—they maintained their power by 
pandering to the people and did nothing to improve them (515c4–517a6). He also 
suggests in several places that someone who possessed genuine virtue would be able to 
explain its nature, and he claims that he has never met anyone who was able to do this 
(Meno 71b1–c4; cf. Charmides 158d8–159a4 and Apology 29e3–30a3). This is a pretty 
clear indication that he did not regard the prominent political leaders of his day as 
examples of genuine virtue. Socrates apparently regards genuine virtue as an extremely 
rare commodity—something he has never encountered in his many years of searching.

(p. 142) 
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Socrates' argument for the unteachability of virtue is ad hominem in the sense that it 
relies on a conception of virtue accepted by his opponents, the sophists, but not by him. 
He says to them in effect: “Let us suppose for the sake of argument that virtue is the sort 
of thing you say it is, that is, the abilities that enabled leaders like Pericles to gain 
power and influence in their communities and to secure the admiration of their fellow 
citizens. I contend that this ‘virtue’ is not teachable, for those who possess it are unable 
to pass it on to others.” If the argument is ad hominem in this way, we may conclude that 
Socrates did not see it as a real threat to the view that genuine virtue is an art or skill and 
therefore teachable. We have found an escape route from the quandary at the end of the 

Protagoras.

1. If X is an art or skill, then it is teachable.
2. (Genuine) virtue is an art or skill.
3. (Sophistical) virtue is not teachable.

If the virtue that the sophists claim to teach is not teachable, it cannot be an art or skill 
(Protagoras 319b3–d7, esp. c1–8; cf. Meno 94b4–6). But Socrates believes there is a 
genuine art of politics, an art quite different from what the sophists profess to teach.

We have seen that Socrates' arguments against the teachability of virtue are not intended 
to undermine the view that (genuine) virtue is an art or skill. There are some indications 
in other Socratic dialogues that Socrates may have had doubts about this view, however. 
For instance, in the Hippias Minor, he argues that an art is a “capacity for opposites”: 
that is, the knowledge involved in an art or skill can be used for evil as well as good 
purposes—medical skill can be used to spread disease as well as to cure it. Perhaps 
someone who uses her medical skill to harm others should not be called a doctor, but she 
can be just as skillful as the doctor who cures; it's precisely the skill that enables her to 
harm others in the way that she does. Now if a virtue like justice were a skill and a 
capacity for opposites, it could be used for evil purposes as well as good: a just person 
could use her justice to harm an innocent person (365d6–369a2, 375d7–376b6). But this 
seems perverse: someone who possessed the virtue of justice could not manifest that 
justice by harming an innocent person. If a skill is a capacity for opposites, it seems that 
justice cannot be a skill.

Another way of expressing this contrast between virtue and skill is that certain aims or 
motives are essential to virtue but not to skill. In order to determine whether someone 
has a skill, we can simply observe them at work: if they perform in a skillful manner and 
produce the desired results, it is safe to conclude that they possess the skill. But if 
someone consistently acts justly when called on to do so, it doesn't follow that they 
possess the virtue of justice: they might act justly out of fear of being punished, or for 
appearance, or in order to further their career; acting justly for these reasons falls short 
of what is expected of a just person.

Socrates also argues in the Hippias Minor that in the case of an art or skill, one who errs 
voluntarily is better or more skillful than one who does so involuntarily (372c8–376b6). 
For instance, a mathematician might deliberately make a mistake in a proof in order to 

(p. 143) 
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see if his students are paying close attention; such a deliberate mistake would not count 
against his knowledge or skill. But if someone made the same mistake without realizing it 
(“involuntarily”), it would indicate a gap in his knowledge. If justice were an art or 
skill, then someone who erred voluntarily—that is, performed an unjust act voluntarily—
would be better or more just than one who did something unjust involuntarily. But here, 
in contrast with arts and skills, voluntarily performing an unjust act would seem to count 
against being a just person.

Socrates admits to being perplexed by these arguments: he is drawn to the view that 
virtue is an art or skill; at the same time, he sees that it leads to a consequence that he 
regards as clearly unacceptable (376b8–c6; cf. 372d3–e1). Some have suggested that 
Socrates points to a way out of the dilemma when he says, in the concluding lines of his 
argument, “Then the one who goes wrong voluntarily and does base and unjust things, 
Hippias—if there is such a person—would be none other than the good man” (376b4–6). 
The suggestion is that since Socrates argues elsewhere (as we shall see) that no one
voluntarily acts unjustly, he would regard the unacceptable consequence of the argument 
as an impossibility. And yet Socrates seems genuinely perplexed at the end of his 
argument, and, on reflection, it seems that he has good reason to be. For if voluntary 
unjust action is impossible, this would be a consequence of our psychological makeup, not 
of the nature of justice itself: for if justice were an art or skill, there would be nothing in 
its nature that would rule out someone displaying justice by voluntarily committing some 
terrible injustice. But this seems clearly unacceptable: deliberately and willingly 
committing injustice is simply incompatible with our understanding of what it is to be a 
just person.

To sum up, Socrates is inclined to agree with the sophists' view that virtue should be 
understood as an art or skill; indeed, he relies on it as a working hypothesis in many of 
his arguments. But he also has doubts about the sophists' view because of certain striking 
disanalogies between the virtues and arts or skills. If virtue is not an art or skill, it is no 
longer clear that it is teachable, at least in the way that arts and skills are: Socrates' 
doubts about virtue being an art or skill would carry over to its teachability. However, he 
has no doubts about whether the “virtue” which the sophists claim to teach is teachable; 
he believes that this pseudo‐virtue—the ability to achieve status and power in the political 
arena—is not teachable since those who have it are unable to pass it on to others.

(p. 144) 
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3. Socrates' Denial of Acrasia
If virtue is an art or skill that involves knowing what is truly good and evil, the virtuous 
person should be able to “size up” a situation and determine what sort of action is called 
for (Laches 199d4–e1). But will this knowledge guarantee performance? Isn't it possible 
to know what one ought to do in a given situation, but fail to do it because of a strong 
desire to do something else instead? Don't we sometimes act against our better judgment 
because of weakness of will? Socrates believes that a virtuous person will 
consistently act in a virtuous manner. If so, he must hold that knowledge of the good 
guarantees performance: if you know what is good, you will always do it. Socrates' 
conception of virtue thus seems to rule out weakness of will (acrasia in Greek). But how 
can he deny what seems to be a common, everyday occurrence?

Socrates takes up this question in the Protagoras and tries to show that the common 
understanding of acrasia is mistaken.  The sorts of cases he considers are familiar ones—
for example, we are tempted to do something that promises immediate gratification, but 
we realize that this pleasure is not worth the undesirable consequences that would 
inevitably follow. Socrates recognizes that most people would say that we sometimes 
“give in” to such temptations even though we know we shouldn't (352b3–c2), but he 
suggests that this is a misdescription of what actually happens; in these situations, we 
only appear to be acting against our knowledge: we are actually acting in ignorance.

Socrates' celebrated argument against acrasia has been picked apart and analyzed in 
great detail by scholars over the past half century. I will not be able to go through the 
argument in detail;  instead, I focus on Socrates' overall strategy and attempt to clarify 
how he understands apparent cases of acrasia. His argument has three parts: he first sets 
out three claims that make up the “Common View”; he then points out that this Common 
View leads to an absurd consequence; and finally he argues for an alternative description 
of apparent cases of acrasia that avoids the problem with the Common View. As we will 
see, he does not give a proof of his claim that acrasia does not occur; rather, he tries to 
show that the usual way of understanding apparent cases of acrasia is problematic and 
that there is another, less problematic, way that is compatible with his view that 
knowledge of the good guarantees performance.

At the beginning of the argument, Socrates contrasts his own view of the “power” of 
knowledge with the Common View.

(p. 145) 
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Come now, Protagoras, and reveal how you think about this: How do you stand in 
regard to knowledge? Do you take the same view of it as most people? Most 
people do not regard it as something strong and controlling and ruling—they don't 
think of it in this way at all. They think that often knowledge is present in a man, 
but that something else rather than this knowledge is in control: sometimes anger, 
sometimes lust, sometimes pleasure or pain, often fear—they think of knowledge 
as no more than a slave, dragged around by everything else. Is this also your view 
of knowledge, or do you take it to be something noble—the sort of thing 
that rules a man; and if someone knows what's good and what's bad, he would not 
be overpowered by anything so as to act contrary to what knowledge commands—
wisdom is powerful enough to come to his aid. (352a8–c7)

According to the Common View, people sometimes find themselves in the grip of 
psychological conflict: their knowledge tells them to do one thing, but they are led by 
passion or desire to do something different. Socrates focuses on the case of doing 
something you know to be bad because you are “overcome by [a desire for] pleasure”; he 
argues that when most people call an action or experience “good” or “bad,” they consider 
only the pleasure or pain that it brings: an action or experience is “good” if it brings 
pleasure or takes away pain and “bad” if it brings pain or takes away pleasure (353c4–
354e2).  Thus the Common View has three elements:

1. People sometimes do things they know to be bad.
2. They do these bad things because they are “overcome by pleasure.”
3. What is good = what is pleasant; what is bad = what is painful.

Socrates believes that there is something incoherent or absurd in the combination of 
these three claims. For according to (3), we should be able to substitute “good” for 
“pleasure,” and vice versa; but if we substitute “good” for “pleasure” in (1) and (2) we 
get:

4. People sometimes do things they know to be bad because they are overcome by 
good. (355a5–d3)

But how could good be the cause of bad? Socrates thinks this is “laughable” or absurd. 
The Common View's explanation of the alleged cases of acting contrary to knowledge, 
combined with its equation of the good with pleasure, leads to an absurd consequence. 
This does not mean that defenders of the Common View must give up their belief that 
people sometimes act contrary to their knowledge; they can look for another possible 
explanation, or they can give up the equation of good with pleasure. But Socrates has 
shown that the Common View as it stands is problematic, and he thinks he has another 
way of describing these cases that is not problematic.

At the very beginning of his argument, Socrates explains what he hopes to show. 
According to the Common View, there is a certain experience that people describe as 
acting against our knowledge because of “being overcome by pleasure”—an apparent 
case of acrasia. Let us call this experience an “apparently acratic experience.” Where the 

(p. 146) 
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Common View goes wrong is not in claiming that there is such an experience; Socrates 
accepts the existence of the experience, but not the Common View's description of it.

Come, then, [Protagoras,] and let us together attempt to persuade these people 
and explain to them what this experience is which they call “being overcome by 
pleasure,” which is the cause of their not doing what they know to be best. For 
perhaps if we told them that they are not speaking correctly and that what they 
say is false, they would ask us: “But Protagoras and Socrates, if this experience is 
not being overcome by pleasure, what can it possibly be—what do you say it is? 
Tell us.” (352e5–353a6)

After he has pointed out the absurd consequence of the Common View, Socrates proceeds 
to build a case for a revised description of the experience; at the end of the argument, he 
formulates his revised description as follows.

At that point you asked us: “But Protagoras and Socrates, if this experience is not 
being overcome by pleasure, what can it possibly be—what do you say it is? Tell 
us.” If we had then said straightaway that it is ignorance, you might have laughed 
in our faces; but if you laugh at us now you will be laughing at yourselves. For you 
agreed with us that those who err in their choice of pleasures and pains do so 
through lack of knowledge.… And you must know that the erring act done without 
knowledge is done through ignorance. So this is what “being overcome by 
pleasure” is—ignorance in the highest degree. (357c6–e2)

What exactly does Socrates mean by saying that “ignorance” is a more accurate 
description of the experience? He is clearly denying that in an apparently acratic
experience, the agent knows that the action chosen is a bad one: he says that the person 
who chooses wrongly does so under the influence of a false opinion or belief (358c1–5). 
He is suggesting, then, that the agent believes that the act chosen is good rather than 
bad: that is, the agent chooses the present pleasure in the belief that it is the best option 
available.

Advocates of the Common View might wonder how this is a more accurate description of 
the experience that they have in mind. Recall that a crucial aspect of an apparently 

acratic experience is psychological conflict: the agent's knowledge dictates doing X, but 
he chooses to do Y, instead, because he is overcome by a strong desire for immediate 
gratification. According to Socrates' revised description, the agent's desire to do Y is in 
accord with his (false) belief that Y is the right thing to do in the situation—there is no 
longer any conflict. Instead of a more accurate description of an apparently acratic
experience, Socrates seems to have given a description of a different sort of experience. 
Is he simply denying the existence of psychological conflict in apparent cases of acrasia?

If we look at Socrates' argument leading up to his revised description, it becomes clear 
that his description does not eliminate psychological conflict. Central to the argument is 
an analogy between our judgments regarding pleasure and pain and our perceptual 

(p. 147) 
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judgments about things that we see and hear. Socrates points out that when we are 
looking at objects close at hand or far away, we may make mistakes in judging their size; 
similarly, when pleasures or pains are near at hand or in the future, we may 
misjudge them and think that they are greater or smaller than they really are (356c4–
357b3). He suggests that just as there is an art of measuring the size of objects, which 
saves us from being taken in by misleading appearances, so there is an art of measuring 
pleasures and pains that provides a similar protection.

Socrates' analogy implies that pleasures and pains present misleading appearances when 
they are near at hand or off in the future; when they are in the middle range, we are less 
prone to misjudge them. Suppose we are considering the possibility of going to a movie 
with friends, and we decide, correctly, that it would be foolish to go since we have an 
important exam the next morning. But when the possible pleasure is there for the taking
—say, our friends stop by on their way to the movie—we might waver and then decide 
that it would be all right to join them; the proximity of the pleasure leads us to 
overestimate its value in relation to its cost (or underestimate its cost in relation to its 
value). The next day, after a disastrous performance on the exam, we regret our ill‐
considered decision. Socrates seems to have just such experiences in view in the 
following passage:

The power of appearance makes us wander back and forth, frequently changing 
our minds about the same things and regretting our actions and choices of things 
large and small; the art of measurement, on the other hand, would render the 
appearance ineffective, and by showing us the truth would bring peace to the soul 
abiding in that truth, and would save our lives. (356d4–e2)

Socrates suggests that the agent in apparent cases of acrasia changes his mind; he makes 
the wrong choice under the influence of a false belief (358c3–5), but he later “has 
regrets”: in retrospect, he sees that he made the wrong choice. The false belief or 
“ignorance” is only a temporary, passing, condition (this is also implied by equating the 
ignorance with an experience—something that happens to one; see 357c6–d3). It's not 
that the agent has a standing belief that going for immediate gratification is the right 
thing to do: in cooler moments of reflection, before and after the choice, the agent's 
judgment is clear‐headed; but at the moment of choice when the pleasure is near at hand 
(356a5–7; cf. 353c9–d4), the “power of appearance” clouds his judgment and leads him to 
believe that taking the present pleasure is the right choice.

The distinction between knowledge and belief—in particular, between knowledge and true
belief—is an important element in Socrates' account of apparent cases of acrasia. The 
person with knowledge can be counted on to make the right judgments about 
pleasures and pains and to act accordingly. At the opposite extreme is the vicious, self‐
indulgent person whose judgment has been permanently corrupted, and who has 
standing false beliefs about the relative values of various pleasures and pains. Such a 
person will not typically waver back and forth but will consistently act in accordance with 
his standing beliefs. In the middle is the person who wavers: the person who has true 
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beliefs but not knowledge and whose judgment can be turned around by the “power of 
appearance.” This is the person who has the apparently acratic experience: he seems to 
know that X is the right choice but chooses Y, instead, because of a strong desire for 
immediate gratification. According to Socrates' account, knowledge is not vulnerable to 
the power of appearance, but belief is; in apparent cases of acrasia the agent's true belief 
about the relative values of the pleasures and pains (or goods and evils) in a course of 
action is overcome by the misleading appearance of the present pleasure—that is, the 
agent “changes his mind” at the time of choosing and (mis)judges that Y is the right 
choice. Afterward, he sees his mistake and “regrets” his choice.

This way of understanding Socrates' account of apparent cases of acrasia preserves the 
element of psychological conflict: the agent's desire for immediate gratification contends 
with and “overcomes” his belief that he should resist.  As we have seen, the account 
involves a contrast between the stability of knowledge, which can withstand the “power 
of appearance,” and the instability of true belief, which can be temporarily suppressed 
and replaced by a false belief that supports the desire for immediate gratification. 
Socrates' description of apparent cases of acrasia is similar to what is sometimes called 
“rationalization”: fabricating a justification for some action that goes against our better 
judgment—if, under the influence of passion or desire, we manage to persuade ourselves 
that it is a good thing to do, we will have (temporarily) acquired a false belief supporting 
the action.

Does Socrates provide a convincing account of what happens in apparent cases of 
acrasia? In view of the familiar phenomenon of rationalization, we might agree that 
sometimes what seems like “acting against knowledge” is more accurately described as 
acting under the influence of a temporary false belief that rationalizes our action. But we 
might also question whether it is only true opinion that gets pushed aside or suppressed 
in rationalization: Why can't the same thing happen to knowledge? Furthermore, some 
might argue that our experience testifies to the fact that we sometimes succumb to 
temptation without any rationalization—we “know full well” that we are making a bad 
choice and that we will come to regret it. Socrates might reply that knowledge must have 
a stronger hold on us: if we had genuine knowledge of the good, it would exert such a 
powerful influence on us that we would never act against it.  And it is worth noting that 
philosophers continue to find the phenomenon of acrasia puzzling, and many are 
sympathetic toward Socrates' view. But it also seems clear that he gives no argument for 
his claim that knowledge, or “the art of measurement,” cannot be overcome by passion or 
desire; as I mentioned earlier, Socrates does not give a proof of his claim that acrasia does 
not occur.

Socrates' thesis that knowledge of the good guarantees performance of right action is 
closely related to another paradoxical claim, which he argues for in the Protagoras: the 
doctrine of the “Unity of the Virtues.” If each of the virtues requires knowledge of good 
and evil, and if this knowledge guarantees that one will always perform the virtuous 
action in the appropriate situation, then one couldn't have one virtue without having all 
the rest (see Laches 199d4–e1). Some scholars believe that what Socrates means by the 
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Unity of the Virtues is that, while each virtue has its own distinct essence, they are all 
inseparably linked to each other through the knowledge of good and evil. Others argue 
that he makes a stronger claim: that the virtues are identical with this knowledge and 
that there is just one essence and one definition for all the virtues.  I will not pursue this 
dispute, but it is worth noting that whether unity is understood as identity or 
inseparability, the basis for the doctrine is the claim that knowledge of the good 
guarantees performance of right action.

4. Desire and the Good
As we have seen, Socrates does not deny that there is an experience of psychological 
conflict in apparent cases of acrasia. On one side is a desire for immediate gratification; 
on the other is the correct belief that the gratification is not worth the undesirable 
consequences that will inevitably follow. As the conflict plays out, Socrates suggests that 
the agent “rationalizes” the choice of the present pleasure by temporarily suppressing 
the judgment that it is a bad choice. In giving this account, Socrates seems to accept the 
Common View's assumption that we can desire things we recognize to be bad (bad for us, 
or bad in some other way). However, in both the Gorgias and the Meno, he claims that we 
only desire what is good—no one desires what is bad.  In the Gorgias, Socrates makes 
this claim in attempting to show that tyrants do not have great power because 
they do not do what they want to do. It will be useful to survey the main steps of his 
argument.

1. Having great power is doing whatever one wants to do.
2. We only want what is good for us, not what is bad or indifferent.
3. Doing unjust acts is bad for us.
4. Tyrants do many unjust acts, thinking they are best for them.
5. Thus, by (3) and (4), tyrants do what is bad for themselves.
6. Thus, by (2) and (5), tyrants do not do what they want to do.
7. Thus, by (1) and (6), tyrants do not have great power.

The most questionable parts of the argument are steps (2) and (3): What exactly is meant 
by the claim that “we only want what is good for us,” and what is its basis; and why does 
Socrates think doing unjust acts is always bad for us? We return to the latter question 
toward the end of our discussion.

It seems that (2) would not leave room for the psychological conflict we noticed in 
Socrates' discussion of acrasia in the Protagoras: if we recognize that a tempting present 
pleasure would be bad for us, then, according to (2), it cannot be something that we want 
or desire. In fact, what Socrates means by (2) is that, whether or not we recognize it, if 
something is bad for us, we cannot be said to want it. This is clearly implied by his claim 
that when the tyrant, for example, does away with a potential rival, he does what seems 

14

15

(p. 151) 

16



Socratic Ethics and Moral Psychology

Page 13 of 30

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). (c) Oxford University Press, 2015. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).

Subscriber: University of Bristol; date: 16 February 2018

best to him but not what he wants (since it is bad for him). Socrates' claim in (2) is not 
that we only want what we take to be good, but that we only want what is in fact good for 
us.

The assertion that all of our desires are directed toward what is actually good clearly 
conflicts with Socrates' view in the Protagoras that we sometimes have desires for things 
that are bad for us; moreover, the claim seems clearly false—it seems obvious that we do
have desires for things that are bad for us. Socrates claims, in effect, that if we don't 
know what is good for us, then we also don't know what we want. Suppose that we 
believe that X would be a good thing for us to do, but, actually, it would be bad; according 
to Socrates, we might believe that we want to do X, but, in fact, we don't, since it would 
be bad for us. We sometimes say things that seem to fit with Socrates' claim: for example, 
we might say to someone who is very thirsty, “You don't want that sugary stuff you're 
about to drink. What you want is something that will satisfy your thirst: this glass of cool 
water is what you really want.” Similarly, Socrates might say that the tyrant wants what 
will make him happy; being unjust will make him miserable in the long run, whereas 
being just will make him happy; therefore, he (really) wants to be just—he only thinks that 
he wants to act unjustly.

Although we sometimes speak this way, it still seems extremely implausible to say that 
the tyrant doesn't want to do X even though he thinks it's best and freely chooses 
to do it. Sometimes we think that X would be the best thing to do in a situation, but we 
don't really want to do it. But this doesn't seem to be true of the tyrant when he decides 
to get rid of a hated rival: he has no hesitation, no misgivings. Socrates' claim about 
desire, as noted, also seems to clash with the Protagoras' view that we can desire things 
that are bad for us because of the lure of immediate gratification. What is even more 
puzzling is that the claim conflicts with some of Socrates' statements later in the Gorgias. 
One of the important themes in his discussion with Callicles is the value of self‐discipline 
and the need to resist certain desires. He mentions at one point, for example, that doctors 
often tell their sick patients they must refrain from satisfying their desires for the things 
they are used to eating and drinking (505a6–10). In another place he says that we should 
only satisfy those desires that make us better, not those that make us worse (503c6–d3, 
505b1–12; cf. 517b2–c2). In these passages, he takes it for granted that not all of our 
desires are directed toward what is actually good for us. There appears to be a clear 
inconsistency between Socrates' earlier claim that we only desire what is good for us and 
his later insistence on the need to curb and restrain certain desires.

For a reader of the Greek text, there is an interesting difference between the earlier and 
later passages, which may help resolve the apparent inconsistency. Throughout the 
earlier discussion in which Socrates claims that we only want what is good for us, he uses 
a verb that is usually translated as “wish” or “want”; in his later discussion of desires that 
need to be curbed, he uses a different verb that is usually translated as “desire.”
Although these verbs are often used interchangeably (and are so used in parts of the 

Gorgias that are not concerned with claims about desire), they do have somewhat 
different meanings. In another Socratic dialogue, the Charmides, Socrates differentiates 
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between the two by pointing out that the object of wanting is the good, while the object of
desiring is what is pleasant—which may or may not be good (167e1–5). The notion that 
desire (epithumia) is directed toward things that are pleasant but may or may not be good 
seems to fit the examples of “desires” in the discussion with Callicles: Socrates refers to 
bodily appetites like hunger and thirst—appetitive desires whose satisfaction is pleasant 
(496c6–e9). Given this difference between the two verbs, it is probably no coincidence 
that in the Gorgias “wanting” (boulesthai) is used in the argument for the claim that all 
desires are for the good, and “desiring” (epithumein) is used in the discussion of 
appetitive desires that are aimed at pleasure and need to be restrained: in these contexts, 
it seems likely that Socrates is using the verbs in their special senses. If so, the apparent 
inconsistency is resolved: if his statements are about two distinct types of desire, 
“wanting” and “appetitive desire,” there is no inconsistency. If, alternatively, the claims 
are about a single notion of desire, then we are faced with an obvious inconsistency.

Let us suppose, charitably, that Socrates is not guilty of an obvious inconsistency. We 
might then sum up his view as follows. There are two types of desire, one of which 
(“wanting”) is always directed toward what is actually good, while the other (“appetitive 
desire”) is always directed toward what is pleasant. Some appetitive desires need to be 
resisted, since satisfying them would be bad for us. Thus we can only want what is good 
for us, but we can desire what is bad. The tyrant doesn't want to do something unjust 
since it would be bad for him, but he may desire to do it if he believes it will bring him 
pleasure (or fend off future pain). This way of understanding Socrates' claims eliminates 
the apparent inconsistency in the Gorgias, and leaves room for the sort of psychological 
conflict presupposed in the Protagoras—a conflict between our appetitive desire for 
immediate gratification and our judgment that it isn't worth the cost. But we are still left 
with a puzzle: What is Socrates' reason for distinguishing between the two types of desire 
in the way that he does? The distinction seems somewhat artificial, and the claim that 
there is a type of desire that is directed only at what is actually good is particularly 
problematic.  Does Socrates make this claim simply in order to support his paradoxical 
thesis that tyrants do not have great power?

Later in the discussion with Callicles, it becomes clear that the problematic claim about 
wanting the good is also related to Socrates' well‐known paradox that “all unjust action is 
involuntary.”

Why don't you at least answer me this, Callicles—Do you or don't you think Polus 
and I were correct in being compelled to agree in our previous discussion that no 
one acts unjustly wanting to do so, but all unjust action is done involuntarily? 
(509e2–7)

Actually, Socrates and Polus did not agree that “no one acts unjustly wanting to do so” or 
that “all unjust action is done involuntarily.” However, these claims do seem to follow 
from two of their earlier agreements: (i) if a tyrant does X, which is actually bad for him, 
he cannot be said to want to do X; and (ii) a tyrant's unjust actions are bad for him in that 
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they bring about a corrupt, unhealthy condition of the soul. From these it follows that 
tyrants (or anyone else, for that matter) cannot want to do the unjust actions that they do; 
and if they don't want to do them, they do them involuntarily. Since it is the “not wanting” 
that makes the actions involuntary, Socrates must establish that no one wants to act 
unjustly in order to support his claim that all unjust action is done involuntarily.

Socrates' controversial thesis about wanting the good serves two important purposes: it 
allows him to argue that tyrants do not have great power, and it provides a basis for his 
paradox that all unjust or immoral action is done involuntarily. But it seems likely 
that the thesis is also attractive to Socrates in its own right, as expressing an important 
truth about our relationship to the good.  The thesis implies that we have an innate, 
natural attraction to what is actually good. When we mistakenly choose something that 
only appears to be good, we are still pursuing what is actually good (Meno 77d7–e4; cf. 
Republic 505d5–9). Socrates would perhaps say that when we attain the object of our 
misguided desire, we are not satisfied—we have a sense that this is not what we really 
wanted (cf. Gorgias 493d5–494a3).

Plato speaks of our innate orientation toward the good in the following passage in Book 
VI of the Republic.

Every soul pursues the good and does whatever it does for its sake, having an 
intuition of its existence but unable to form an adequate grasp of what it is or to 
acquire the sort of stable beliefs about it that it has about other things, thus 
missing out on whatever benefit other things may provide. (505d11–e4)

Since this passage comes from the Republic, a later “Platonic” dialogue, we cannot 
assume that it expresses a view that Socrates would agree with. However, it does seem to 
accord with Socrates' thesis that what everyone wants is the good, and it captures the 
idea that even when our choices are misguided, we are still pursuing what is actually 
good. But we should also remember that Socrates recognizes another type of desire, 
appetitive desire, which can be directed toward what is pleasant but bad. It is this type of 
desire that overcomes our better judgment in apparent cases of acrasia.

5. Wisdom, Virtue, and Happiness
Socrates maintains, as we've seen, that those who know what is truly good will be 
virtuous and will always act rightly. He also holds that everyone wants the good. But what 
exactly is the good? In a well‐known passage in the Apology, he chastises his fellow 
Athenians for caring too much for such things as wealth and status and too little for the 
things that really matter: wisdom, truth, and the perfection of the soul (29d7–30b4; cf. 
36c3–d1). This suggests that he regards virtue and wisdom as the highest goods. But 
Socrates also boasts that he confers “the greatest benefit” on his fellow citizens by 
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making them truly happy (36c3–d10; cf. 38a1–7, 41b7–c4). So happiness, too, is a 
paramount good.

How does Socrates understand the relationship between wisdom and virtue, on the one 
hand, and happiness, on the other? In several places, he claims that they are inextricably 
linked: one cannot be happy without virtue, and if one has virtue one cannot fail to be 
happy (Gorgias 470e4–11, 507b8–c5, 508a8–b3; Crito 48b4–6). Is virtue a good because it 
contributes to happiness, or does it have some value in itself, apart from its 
contribution to happiness (as some modern moral philosophers have argued)? There is 
general agreement that Socrates subscribes to a form of “eudaimonism”—that is, the 
view that happiness (eudaimonia in Greek) is “the good,” or the highest good, and that 
every other good, including virtue, derives its goodness from its contribution to 
happiness. Scholars disagree, however, about the way in which virtue contributes to 
happiness, some holding that it “produces” happiness as a separate product, others that 
it contributes by being a part of happiness.

According to the first view, the value of virtue would be purely “instrumental,” and this 
seems to fit well with the idea that virtue is an art or skill, similar to carpentry, medicine, 
or shipbuilding; for these arts have a product separate from the art itself, and the art 
derives its value from the product. But there are passages, as we shall see, that are hard 
to square with a purely instrumental understanding of the value of virtue; in these 
passages, Socrates seems to regard virtue as having value in its own right, not simply as 
something that produces happiness as a distinct product. Socrates' views on these 
questions are obviously fundamental to his ethics, so we must try to clarify how he 
understands the nature of happiness and its relationship to virtue and the good.

Socrates takes up the question of the nature of happiness in the Euthydemus. He points 
out to his young interlocutor, Cleinias, that there is no need to ask whether everyone 
wants to “do well” and be happy—the answer is obvious; what is not clear is how one 
goes about “doing well” and being happy. Socrates begins by citing commonly held views, 
and then proceeds to “correct” them in certain ways (just as he does in the discussion of 
acrasia in the Protagoras). People generally believe that to be happy is to possess an 
abundance of goods such as wealth, health, power, and status, along with the virtues of 
justice, temperance, courage, and wisdom (278e3–c2). But is possession of these goods a 
guarantee of happiness? It seems that one also needs a certain amount of luck or good 
fortune; for even if someone had all of these goods, she might be deprived of happiness 
by tragic misfortunes. But Socrates manages to persuade Cleinias that there is no need to 
add good fortune to the list of goods, since wisdom, like any art or skill, guarantees 
success in one's activities—it ensures “doing well”—so if one is wise, one will have no 
need of good fortune (279c4–280b3).
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But Socrates is still not satisfied. He points out that even if we have all of these goods, we 
will not be happy unless we benefit from them, and this means that we must use them 
(280b5–d7). Moreover, we must use them rightly—that is, wisely—for if goods are used 

unwisely, they will result in more harm than good. Happiness and “doing well” will 
therefore consist in the wise use of such goods as wealth, health, power, and so on. 
Wisdom turns out to be the key to happiness (280d7–281b4).  In fact, Socrates goes on 
to argue that, strictly speaking, wisdom is the only thing that is good. For if a good is 
something we are always better off having, wisdom seems to be the only thing that 
qualifies as a good. Someone who lacks wisdom would not be better off with wealth or 
power, or any of the other things on the list of “goods,” for if these things are used 
unwisely (as they can be), they turn out to be harmful rather than beneficial. To underline 
the fact that the other “goods” apart from wisdom are not genuine goods, let us call them 
“assets.” Happiness, then, will consist in the wise use of assets: one must have some 
assets to “use wisely,”  but the most important factor is wisdom.

In the course of his discussion with Cleinias, Socrates revises or corrects the common 
view of happiness as “the possession of many goods” in two ways. First, he drastically 
prunes the list of goods: only wisdom qualifies as a genuine good, since it is the only thing 
we are always better off having. Second, he points out that happiness does not lie in the 

possession of wisdom and other commonly recognized “goods” but in the wise use of 
these “goods” in activity. We should also note that Socrates treats wisdom and virtue as 
equivalent (282d8–283b3; cf. 278d1–3). Wisdom/virtue is distinct from happiness in that it 
is a “possession” that can be used in activity, whereas happiness is not a possession that 
can be used—it is the use itself of wisdom/virtue (and other assets) in activity.

In the second stage of the argument, Socrates and Cleinias attempt to clarify the nature 
of wisdom/virtue (288d5–292e5). It was earlier agreed that wisdom is the only genuine 
good and that it is beneficial insofar as it guarantees the correct use of “assets.” Socrates 
now points out that among the various arts or skills there is generally a separation of 
production and use: some arts are concerned with production but not use (it is not part of 
flute‐making to know how to play the flute), while others are concerned with use but not 
production (the art of flute‐playing is not concerned with how flutes are made) (289b7–
d7). Given the preceding argument, one would expect wisdom to be classified as 
one of the arts concerned with use. But Socrates surprisingly claims that wisdom is 
concerned with both production and use: it has its own characteristic product and knows 
how to use that product (289b4–6). He and Cleinias then set off on a search for an art 
that combines production and use. After considering and eliminating various possible 
candidates, they decide that the “political” or “royal” art is most likely to be the one 
they're looking for (289b4–291c2).

But their attempt to identify the product of this art leads to an impasse. Socrates points 
out that if the political art is beneficial, its product must be something good; but the 
earlier argument showed that the only genuine good is wisdom. So if the political art 
produces a genuine good, it must reproduce itself: the function of the political expert 
would be to “produce” others who are wise and good in the same way that he is (292b1–
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d6). But if these “products” of the political art are good in the same way, then they will be 
good insofar as they make others good, and these will be good insofar as they make 
others good,…and so on. If the question is “How is wisdom beneficial?” the answer, “It is 
beneficial insofar as it produces itself,” is of no help at all; as Socrates puts it, the search 
for the valuable product of the political art has landed them in a “labyrinth” with no way 
out (291b7, 292d8–e5). The rest of the dialogue provides no hints as to how this impasse 
or aporia might be avoided.

It might seem as if Socrates has overlooked an obvious solution. At the beginning of the 
second stage, he says that wisdom is the art that “provides and produces 
happiness” (291b4–7). And in the first stage of the argument, it was agreed that wisdom 
guarantees correct use of assets, thereby ensuring that we will “do well” and be happy. 
Isn't it clear that happiness is the good product provided by wisdom or the political art? 
Perhaps this is the solution that Plato had in mind, but there are a couple of reasons for 
skepticism. First, let us recall that the product they are looking for is something that the 
political art knows how to use. If happiness is the product, then the political art must 
know how to use happiness. But is happiness something that can be used? If happiness 
consists in the wise use of assets, can we make sense of this wise use of assets itself being 
something that can be used?

A second reason for doubting that happiness provides the solution to Socrates' aporia has 
to do with the distinction between the exercise of an art or skill and the goal at which it 
aims. In a typical art or skill like carpentry, its “exercise” will be the various activities 
involved in the production of, say, a table. Socrates says that “doing well” for the 
carpenter is a matter of using appropriate tools and materials in a skillful manner (280c3–
d1, 281a2–6). The product aimed at is not the activity of production but the result
—for example, a table. Even in the case of an art like flute playing that is concerned with 
the use of something produced by another art, there is a distinction between the use and 
the result aimed at—between the flutist's playing of the flute and the melody produced. 
So if wisdom is an art, there should be a product or result, which it aims at in its use of 
assets. The very expression “wise use of assets” implies a goal or product: when we use 
something, it is always with a view to some end or goal. Since happiness is identified with 
the use of assets, it cannot be the product of the political art. If wisdom is equated with 
the political art, and happiness consists in the exercise of that art, there must be 
something else that is its product or goal.

If we turn to the Gorgias, keeping in mind the aporia of the Euthydemus, we find clear 
suggestions pointing to a solution. In the Gorgias, Socrates claims that the goal of any 
genuine art is a certain virtue or excellence in the thing to which the art is applied 
(503d6–504e4, 506c5–e4). Medicine and “gymnastic” (physical training) are concerned 
with the body, and their aim is to bring about and maintain the excellence or “virtue” of 
the body—health and strength. Socrates divides the political art into two parts 
corresponding to gymnastic and medicine: the art of legislation and the art concerned 
with the administration of justice (464b2–c5, 520b2–3). The political art tends to the soul: 
its aim is to bring about and maintain the soul's excellence or virtue. In his discussion 
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with Callicles, Socrates introduces a very general and simplified concept of virtue: the 
virtue or excellence of a thing has to do with how its parts are related to each other; a 
thing will be an excellent specimen of its kind—it will possess virtue—if its parts are 
ordered in the appropriate way for a thing of its kind (506c5–e4, 503d5–504d3). Thus the 
virtue of the body, health, consists in the various parts of the body being appropriately 
ordered (504b7–c9).

The virtue of the soul is analogous to physical health: it consists in the parts of the soul 
being ordered in the appropriate way. But what are the “parts” of the soul? Socrates does 
not take up this question directly, but he indicates what he has in mind in a couple of 
brief remarks: in one passage he mentions “that [part] of the soul in which appetitive 
desires are found” (493a1–b3), and in another he refers to a part that should exercise 
rule over these desires—presumably the rational, thinking part of the soul (491d7–e1). 
The virtue of the soul, then, and in particular justice and temperance (504d1–e4), will be 
the condition in which the appetitive and the rational parts of the soul are properly 
ordered: that is, the condition in which the rational part rules the appetitive. Just as the 
goal of medicine and gymnastic is to bring about and maintain the virtue of the body, 
health, so the goal of the political art is to bring about and maintain the virtue of the soul: 
that is, the proper order of its parts. (Let us call this “psychic order.”)

In the Gorgias, in contrast with the Euthydemus, Socrates does not treat virtue as 
equivalent to wisdom or the political art. Virtue as psychic order is the product of the 
political art, as health is the product of the art of medicine. The analogy between virtue 
and health clearly implies that virtue is distinct from the political art—it is not identical 
with a form of knowledge but consists in a relationship between the rational and the 
appetitive parts of the soul. The analogy suggests that, just as one doesn't need to 
acquire the art of medicine to be healthy, so one doesn't need to acquire the political art 
to possess virtue; the good political leader will work to bring about virtue (especially 
justice and temperance) in the souls of his fellow citizens, but this will not necessitate 
teaching them the political art (504d1–e4, 515a1–d1, 517b2–c2).

The treatment of the political art in the Gorgias provides what is missing in the 

Euthydemus: a product distinct from the art itself, and also distinct from happiness. But is 
the product of the political art, virtue, a good in its own right? Recall that the aporia of 
the Euthydemus demands that the product be a genuine good. Does the Gorgias recognize 
a distinct kind of good embodied in virtue understood as psychic order? Socrates seems 
to give an affirmative answer in the following passage.

(p. 159) 

27



Socratic Ethics and Moral Psychology

Page 20 of 30

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). (c) Oxford University Press, 2015. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).

Subscriber: University of Bristol; date: 16 February 2018

Socrates: Listen, then, as I take up the discussion from the beginning. Is the 
pleasant the same as the good?—It is not, as Callicles and I have agreed.—Should 
the pleasant be done for the sake of the good, or the good for the sake of the 
pleasant?—The pleasant for the sake of the good.—And pleasant is that by which, 
when present, we experience pleasure, and good is that through which, when it is 
present in us, we are good?—That's right.—But surely we are good, both we and 
everything else that's good, when some virtue has come to be present in us?—Yes, 
this seems to me necessary, Callicles.—But the way in which the virtue of each 
thing comes to be present in it, whether it's the virtue of an artifact, a body, a soul, 
or of any living thing—the best way it comes to be present is not at random but 
through the order, correctness, and art that has been bestowed on each of them. 
Isn't this right?—I for one would say so.—So it is through ordering that the virtue 
of each thing is ordered and organized?—I would agree.—Each thing, then, is 
rendered good by the presence in it of a certain organization, an organization that 
is appropriate for that thing?—I think so. (506c5–e4)

Socrates here treats virtue as a source of goodness: it is the presence of the appropriate 
virtue in a thing that makes that thing good (cf. Charmides 161a8–9, Gorgias 497d8–e3, 
Meno 87d8-e1). As a source or principle of goodness, virtue itself must be good, and it 
would seem to be a good in its own right.

We have seen that the Gorgias provides a possible solution to the aporia of the 

Euthydemus by identifying a distinct product of the political art, a product that is a 
genuine good in its own right.  We might say that the Gorgias “corrects” the Euthydemus
by introducing a conception of virtue that is distinct from wisdom or the political art—
virtue understood as psychic order. Wisdom is a virtue, but there is another kind of virtue, 
psychic order, which is exemplified most clearly in justice and temperance (504d1–e4, 
506e1–507a2).

We began this section by noting that Socrates in the Apology considers both happiness 
and wisdom/virtue as the most important or highest goods, but he doesn't indicate how 
these are related to each other. Our examination of the Euthydemus and Gorgias has 
provided some clarification. Let us sum up our results.

1. Happiness or “doing well” is not a possession that can be used;  it consists in use
—the use of assets guided by wisdom.
2. Wisdom is a possession that can be used, but it differs from other things that can 
be used in that it can only be used well or rightly, whereas they can also be used 
badly or wrongly.
3. Wisdom, understood as the political art, not only guides the use of assets 
(including the products of other arts: Euthydemus 291c4–9, Gorgias 517c7–518a7) 
but also has the function of producing virtue in human souls.
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4. The virtue produced by the political art consists in the proper order of the parts of 
the soul—the rational part ruling the appetitive part—and it is distinct from the 
political art in the way that health is distinct from the art of medicine.
5. Virtue as psychic order is not like an asset that may or may not be beneficial; it is 
like wisdom—it is always beneficial, it always contributes to our happiness.
6. Virtue as psychic order is also a good‐making characteristic: it “makes” those who 
possess it good specimens of their kind—that is, good human beings. As a “good‐
maker,” it must be good in its own right.

Happiness is also a good in its own right, of course, but not a “good‐maker” in the way 
that virtue is; happiness is a good insofar as it is a kind of activity and life that fulfills the 
desires of a person whose soul has psychic order (Gorgias 492c4–494a5, 504e6–505b1; cf.
Symposium 204e1–205a3). We noticed earlier that Socrates speaks of happiness as 
something “produced” by wisdom or virtue. Does this mean that happiness is related 

instrumentally to its “producers”? This depends on how one understands the relationship 
between a state or condition of the soul (wisdom or virtue) and its exercise or expression 
in activity (happiness). The relationship seems closer than that between a typical art and 
its product but not quite the same as that between whole and part; perhaps the 
relationship is similar to that between an art like dancing and its “product”: the product 
simply is the exercise of the art.

6. Socrates and Plato Revisited
Some of the claims made in the preceding section are controversial. For example, the 
claim that Socrates views virtue, understood as psychic order, as having value in its own 
right apart from its contribution to happiness, would be disputed by those who believe 
that Socrates subscribes to a strong form of eudaimonism, the view that happiness is “the 
good,” or the highest good, and that every other good, including virtue, derives its 
goodness from its contribution to happiness. These scholars might argue that, although 
there are passages in the Gorgias that link the goodness of virtue to the notion of “proper 
order,” the value of this proper order, for Socrates, is tied to its contribution to happiness. 
And it must be admitted that there are passages in other dialogues that seem to support 
the eudaimonist interpretation (cf. Meno 88c1–d3).

Another controversial aspect of our interpretation is the claim that Socrates distinguishes 
between wisdom and virtue—that is, virtue understood as psychic order—and the further 
suggestion that these are separable in the sense that one can have virtue as psychic order 
without possessing wisdom or the political art. The latter view would imply a rejection of 
the Unity of the Virtues, a doctrine that is generally believed to be a standard fixture of 
the Socratic dialogues.
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While it seems clear that a conception of virtue as psychic order is introduced in the final 
section of the Gorgias, some have argued that this is a Platonic innovation and should not 
be attributed to Socrates.  This is linked to the view that the Gorgias is a “transitional” 
dialogue—that is, a dialogue that shares many features with the other Socratic dialogues 
but also includes some Platonic elements that are not in harmony with Socrates' views.
In fact, the Gorgias contains both the “Platonic” conception of justice as psychic 
order (504c5–d3, 507e6–508a4; cf. 525a3–6), and the “Socratic” view that it is an art or 
skill (460a5–c6)—and we are given no hints as to how we are supposed to fit these views 
together. But this is nothing new. We noticed, for instance, that Socrates assumes in many 
arguments that virtue is an art or skill, but in the Hippias Minor he raises difficulties for 
this view. He also seems to argue for inconsistent views about how the virtues form a 
unity.

If the conception of virtue as psychic order appeared only in the Gorgias and not in any of 
the other Socratic dialogues, it would be plausible to regard it as a Platonic innovation. 
But the analogy between virtue and health (and vice and sickness) that underlies the 
conception of virtue as psychic order appears in other Socratic dialogues. In the Crito, for 
instance, Socrates suggests that just as “healthful” things promote the good condition of 
the body while “diseaseful” things tend to cause its destruction, so just actions promote 
the good condition of the soul (virtue) while unjust actions corrupt and destroy it (47c8–
48a4).  And when he claims in the Apology that his accusers are doing more harm to 
themselves than to him by their unjust actions, and that through their unjust actions they 
acquire vice and wickedness, he seems to have the same view in mind (30c7–d6, 39a6–b6; 
cf. Gorgias 479b3–c4, 480a6–b2). The health analogy and the associated conception of 
virtue as psychic order are not “Platonic” innovations: they already appear, at least in 
rudimentary form, in the Socratic dialogues. Perhaps the development of the health 
analogy in the Gorgias is “Platonic,” but if so, Plato probably thought of himself as 
developing a Socratic idea.

The intellectualist conception of the virtues as forms, or a single form, of knowledge is 
clearly dominant in the Socratic dialogues. But there is another conception, virtue as 
psychic order, which appears in several of these dialogues and is developed in some detail 
in the Gorgias. These different ways of understanding virtue do not fit together to form a 
unified conception. The presence of the two incompatible conceptions of virtue in the 
Socratic dialogues is just one of several inconsistencies and ambivalences we have 
noticed. The lesson to be drawn is that Plato is not setting out a systematic, unified, 
“Socratic” theory of the virtues in these dialogues; rather, he is exploring and developing 
the provocative claims and ideas of his mentor—claims and ideas that are not always 
consistent with each other. An implication of this way of understanding Plato's project in 
the Socratic dialogues is that the break between “Socratic” and “Platonic” may not be as 
sharp as modern scholars tend to believe; for example, Plato may have viewed his 
elaborate account of the virtues in terms of psychic order in the Republic as a departure 
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from Socrates' intellectualism and, at the same time, as a development of another aspect 
of his mentor's conception of virtue.
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Notes:

(1.) A few of these dialogues are not accepted as genuine by most scholars. For a 
comprehensive discussion of the nature and composition of Plato's works, see Irwin, 
chapter 3 in this volume.

(2.) For background on the sophists, see R. Barney, “The Sophistic Movement,” in M. L. 
Gill and P. Pellegrin (eds.), A Companion to Ancient Philosophy (Malden, Mass., 2006), 77–
97; see also Schofield, chapter 2, and Johansen, chapter 20, in this volume.

(3.) See, for example, R. Kraut, Socrates and the State (Princeton, N.J., 1984), 285–86.

(4.) In the Meno, Socrates argues more generally that, since there are no teachers of 
virtue and no learners, it would seem that virtue is not teachable (89d3–96c10). He first 
points out that those who are regarded as most virtuous, leaders like Pericles and 
Themistocles, were unable to pass on their excellence to others; he then considers those 
who claim to be teachers of virtue, the sophists, and notes that their claim is highly 
disputed, which is not the case in other recognized arts and skills. (Of course, if to be a 
teacher of virtue one must first possess it, and if “virtue is an extremely rare 
commodity” (see below), then virtue might be teachable even if there are not, at present, 
any teachers of it.)

(5.) For example, Gorgias 464b2–c3, 521d6–8; Meno 99e4–100b. Socrates' claim about the 
sophists is parallel to his claim about the rhetoricians in the Gorgias: while there may be 
a genuine art of rhetoric (504d5–e4, 517a4–6), this art is quite different from the pseudo‐
art that Gorgias and other contemporary rhetoricians profess to teach.

(6.) Aristotle makes a similar distinction between virtue and skill; see Nicomachean 
Ethics II 4, 1105a26–b5.

(7.) Aristotle cites this contrast as a reason for denying that virtue is an art or skill; see 

Nicomachean Ethics VI 5, 1140b21–25. Another contrast noted by Aristotle is that to have 
a virtue is to have achieved a standard of excellence in whatever the virtue is concerned 
with, but this is not the case with an art or skill—one can possess a skill without having 
achieved a standard of excellence; see Nicomachean Ethics VI 5, 1140b21–25; cf. VI 7, 
1141a9–12. This contrast is perhaps alluded to in the Protagoras at 327c1–d4.

(8.) “Acrasia,” like our expression “weakness of will,” covers more than just acting 
contrary to knowledge: for example, we might believe, mistakenly, that a certain kind of 
good‐tasting drink is bad for one's health and occasionally give in to a temptation to have 
some; this would be an instance of acrasia, as well as of weakness of will.
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(9.) For some recent detailed discussions, see G. Santas, Socrates, Philosophy in Plato's 
Early Dialogues (London, 1979), 195–217; C. C. W. Taylor, Plato's Protagoras, 2nd ed. 
[Protagoras] (Oxford, 1991), 170–200; T. Penner, “Knowledge vs. True Belief in the 
Socratic Psychology of Action,” Apeiron 29 (1996), 199–230, and Penner, “Socrates on the 
Strength of Knowledge: Protagoras 351b–357e” [“Strength”], Archiv für Geschichte der 
Philosophie 79 (1997), 117–49; and R. Singpurwalla, “Reasoning with the Irrational: 
Moral Psychology in the Protagoras” [“Reasoning”], Ancient Philosophy 26 (2006), 243–
58.

(10.) Does Socrates agree with the hedonism that he attributes to the Common View? For 
an affirmative answer, see Taylor, Protagoras, 162–70, and T. H. Irwin, Plato's Ethics (New 
York, 1995), 82; for dissent, see D. J. Zeyl, “Socrates and Hedonism,” Phronesis 25 (1980), 
250–69.

(11.) What does Socrates mean by “the power of appearance”? Does he hold that the 
distorted appearance is a “purely intellectual” mistake that gives rise to a desire for the 
immediate gratification? Or is it the other way around—that the desire aroused by the 
anticipated pleasure causes the distorted appearance? Or is the desire equivalent to a 
belief about the value of the present pleasure based on the distorted appearance? For the 
first view, see Penner, “Strength,” 117–49; for the second, D. T. Devereux, “Socrates' 
Kantian Conception of Virtue,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 33 (1995), 381–408, 
and T. Brickhouse and N. Smith, “The Socratic Paradoxes,” in H. H. Benson (ed.), A 
Companion to Plato (Malden, Mass., 2006), 263–77; for the third, Singpurwalla, 
“Reasoning,” 249–54.

(12.) The conflict ceases at the moment of choice, if not before; when the agent chooses 
the acratic action, his judgment accords with his desire. In the Republic, Plato apparently 
concedes that conflict can occur even at the moment of choice; see the story of Leontius 
in Book IV, 439d6–440a4.

(13.) Cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VII 2, 1145b23–24: “Socrates thought it would be 
astonishing (deinon) if knowledge, being present in a man, could be overpowered by 
something else”; see also Magna Moralia II 6, 1200b34–37.

(14.) Socrates seems to argue for identity in the Protagoras, but in the Laches he appears 
to claim that the virtues are distinct parts of a whole. For a defense of the identity 
interpretation for both dialogues, see T. Penner, “The Unity of Virtue,” Philosophical 
Review 82 (1973), 35–68, reprinted in G. Fine (ed.), Plato 2 (New York, 1999), 78–104; for 
the inseparability interpretation, see G. Vlastos, “The Unity of the Virtues in the 

Protagoras,” Review of Metaphysics 25 (1972), 415–58, reprinted with additional notes in 
Vlastos, Platonic Studies, 2nd ed. (Princeton, 1981), 221–69, 418–23; for a “fence‐
straddling” interpretation, see M. Ferejohn, “The Unity of Virtue and the Objects of 
Socratic Inquiry,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 20 (1982), 1–21; and for the view 
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that the two dialogues present conflicting views, see D. Devereux, “The Unity of the 
Virtues,' in A Companion to Plato, ed. H. H. Benson (Malden, Mass., 2006), 325–40.

(15.) In both contexts, it is clear that Socrates' claim is that we only desire what is good 

for us. This would seem to commit him to Psychological Egoism—that is, to the view that 
all of our actions are motivated by self‐interest. However, as we shall see, Socrates' claim 
is not about what motivates us to act; thus it is not clear that he is committed to 
Psychological Egoism. It is also worth noting that many of his statements about his own 
motives do not seem to fit comfortably with such a doctrine (e.g., Apology 31a9–c3, 
Euthyphro 3d5–9).

(16.) Steps (1)–(4) are argued for at 467c5–481b5. The inferences in steps (5), (6), and (7) 
are not explicitly drawn by Socrates, perhaps because Callicles breaks in at 481b5. But 
it's clear that these steps follow from the preceding and that Socrates' intention from the 
outset is to argue for (7); see 466e13–467a10, 509e2–7.

(17.) The two verbs are boulesthai (= “to want” or “to wish”) and epithumein (= “to 
desire”); in the later discussion, Socrates more often uses the noun, epithumia (= 
“desire”) instead of the verb. (In the later discussion, Socrates does use boulesthai once 
in referring to appetites, in speaking of the healthy person's appetites that do not need to 
be curbed (505a6–10); these are appetitive desires that are, at the same time, desires for 
what is good.)

(18.) Aristotle also connects “wanting” (boulesthai) with the good but in a more plausible 
way: he argues that for each individual, the object of wanting is what appears good rather 
than what is actually good, but also that what appears good to the good person is actually 
good; see Nicomachean Ethics III 4, 1113a15–31.

(19.) For a different view of how the controversial claim about wanting relates to the 
paradox, see K. McTighe, “Socrates on Desire for the Good and the Involuntariness of 
Wrongdoing,” Phronesis 29 (1984), 193–236, reprinted in H. Benson (ed.), Essays on the 
Philosophy of Socrates (New York, 1992), 263–97.

(20.) For development of this suggestion, see R. Kamtekar, “Socrates on the Attribution of 
Conative Attitudes,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 88 (2006), 127–62.

(21.) For Socrates' commitment to eudaimonism, see C. D. C. Reeve, Socrates in the 
Apology (Indianapolis, 1989), 126–30; G. Vlastos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral Philosopher
[Socrates] (Ithaca, N.Y., 1991), 200–32; Irwin, Plato's Ethics, 52–53; T. Brickhouse and N. 
Smith, The Philosophy of Socrates [Socrates] (Boulder, Colo., 2000), 127–29. For the view 
that virtue produces happiness as a separate product, see T. H. Irwin, Plato's Moral 
Theory (Oxford, 1977), 92–93; for a defense of virtue as a part of happiness, see Vlastos, 
Socrates, 209–32.
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(22.) But suppose an expert ship captain is blown off course and shipwrecked by an 
unforeseen storm: Has he “done well”? “Doing well” for Socrates consists in the skillful 
exercise of one's craft, or of wisdom; we may “do well” even if we fail to achieve the goal 
of our skillful actions. Socrates' discussion of the relationship between doing well and 
good fortune has interesting connections with Stoic views; on the relationship between 
the Euthydemus and Stoic ethics, see J. Annas, “Virtue as the Use of Other Goods,” in T. 
Irwin and M. C. Nussbaum (eds.), Virtue, Love and Form: Essays in Memory of Gregory 
Vlastos (Edmonton, 1993), 53–66.

(23.) There is a puzzle about Socrates' claim that possession of goods is not sufficient for 
happiness. If we possessed wisdom and a sufficient supply of assets, it seems clear that 
we would use those assets wisely—after all, it would be foolish not to. Hence, contrary to 
Socrates' claim, it seems that the possession of wisdom and these assets would be a 
guarantee of doing well and living happily. Perhaps Socrates wants to emphasize that, 
while doing well is guaranteed by the possession of goods, it consists in the activity of 
using them. The claim that happiness consists in activity is standard in Socratic 
dialogues: see, for example, Charmides 171e7–172a5, 173c7–d5; Crito 48b2–8; Gorgias
507b8–c5; Republic I, 353d11–354a2.

(24.) See, for example, 280c3–d7: the craftsman cannot do well unless he has tools and 
materials to work with. The necessity of having assets in addition to wisdom/virtue seems 
to conflict with the claim noted above that wisdom/virtue is sufficient for happiness. 
Perhaps in making the claim for the sufficiency of virtue, Socrates presupposes that the 
virtuous person has at least some assets, for example, health (Crito 47e4–6; Gorgias
505a2–4, 512a2–5; cf. Brickhouse and Smith, Socrates, 139–49).

(25.) The assimilation of wisdom to the political art follows naturally from Socratic 
premises: (i) if wisdom is an art, and if it is characteristic of an art that its possessor can 
transmit it to others, then someone who is wise will be able to make others wise; (ii) if the 
wise are virtuous, then someone who is wise will be able to make others virtuous; (iii) the 
function of the political art is to make others virtuous; (iv) hence someone who is wise 
will have the ability to carry out the function of the political art: that is, they will possess 
the political art.

(26.) According to this scheme, the wise person does not aim at happiness in exercising 
his or her wisdom, but happiness is nonetheless something “produced” by wisdom 
(291b4–7, 292b6–c1); we might call it a “by‐product” of wisdom.

(27.) See T. H. Irwin, Plato, Gorgias (Oxford, 1979), 214. At 507a5–c5, Socrates 
enumerates the virtues that make one a good person: temperance, justice, piety, and 
courage; the striking absence of wisdom may be explained by the fact that Socrates here 
has in view the virtue that a good political leader works to instill in the populace at large 
(504d5–e4, 515b8–c3, 517b2–c2). Being just and acting justly may require a knowledge of 
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which actions are just and which unjust (509d7–e2), but this would be only a part of the 
knowledge that a good political leader uses to instill virtue in his fellow citizens.

(28.) What about the demand that the political art know how to use its product? The 
product of the political art is virtuous citizens. We may surmise that a wise statesman will 
know how to “use” these products in the sense that he knows how to direct their 
activities for the overall good of the civic community.

(29.) Cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics IX 9, 1169b28–30.

(30.) Cf. Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics II 1, 1219a11–18.

(31.) According to a number of recent scholars, Socrates regards happiness as the single 
ultimate end of action—that every deliberate action is done for the sake of happiness (see 
n. 21, above). But even if this were true, it would not rule out the possibility that virtue as 
psychic order has value in its own right, apart from its contribution to happiness: virtue 
may be choiceworthy for its own sake, as well as for the sake of happiness, while 
happiness is choiceworthy only for its own sake. It is questionable, however, whether 
Socrates does hold that happiness is the single ultimate end of all choices and actions. At 
Gorgias 499e7–500a3, he characterizes “the good” as “that for the sake of which 
everything that we do should be done”; then at 506c5–e4, he picks up this line of thought 
(see c5), and argues that “the good” is virtue understood as proper order. Nowhere does 
he characterize happiness as “that for the sake of which everything is done (or should be 
done)”; instead, he says that virtue (or wisdom) is necessary for one who “wants to be 
happy” or “is going to be happy” (507c8–d6 and Euthydemus 280d4–6; cf. Republic
358a1–3, 427d1–7, 498b8–c4). See above, n. 26.

(32.) For example, W. H. Thompson, The Gorgias of Plato (New York, 1973), viii–x.

(33.) For example, A. Gomez‐Lobo, The Foundations of Socratic Ethics (Indianapolis, 
1994), 109–11; J. M. Cooper, “Socrates and Plato in Plato's Gorgias,” Reason and Emotion: 
Essays on Ancient Moral Psychology and Ethical Theory (Princeton, N.J., 1999), 29–75; 
and Irwin, Plato, Gorgias, 7–8.

(34.) For “healthful” (hygieinon) and “diseaseful” (nosôdes) as the things that produce
health or disease, see also Gorgias 504c5–9 and Republic 444c8–d10. The notion that a 
virtue like justice can be acquired by performing just actions goes hand in hand with the 
analogy between virtue and health and does not fit comfortably with the intellectualist 
conception of virtue as a kind of knowledge (cf. Euthydemus 283a1–4; Gorgias 507c9–d1, 
527c6–e5; Republic 444c1–d1, 518d9–519a1).

(35.) My thanks to Tom Brickhouse, Gail Fine, and Rebecca Stangl for helpful comments 
on an earlier version of this chapter.

Daniel Devereux
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