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Socrates invites his fellow citizens to live an examining life. He defends his own “questioning
and examining” by claiming the God commanded him “to live the life of a philosopher, to examine
myself and others” (28e4-6). For Socrates, asking philosophical questions and examining beliefs is a
way of living, and “an un-examined life is not worth living” (37e3-38a7). The two crucial elements
of the examining life that Socrates has in mind are, as we aim to explain in this paper, taking care

of the soul and taking care of thoughts.
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Socrates’ Theory of Happiness (eudaimonia). In Plato’s Socratic dialogues Socrates
develops a theory of happiness (eudaimonia).! A person leads a successful life, if she
finds herself in a good state of the soul (aréte / virtue), i.e. in a state of the soul that
is constitutive of happiness (eudaimonia). For a good state of the soul (virtue) is what
brings about good and beneficial actions. A person’ s soul is in a good state, if she
possesses all the virtues constitutive of happiness, including the knowledge about
human well-being (cf., e.g., Laches 199d4-e1, Gorgias 507b8-c7).2

Socrates and his interlocutors discuss the questions how one should live, what
exactly constitutes virtue, how one can bring oneself into such a state and how
one can possibly help others in cultivating a good state of the soul. Socrates does,
however, not only pose questions - he also holds some strong and far-reaching theses
about virtue and the successful life, such as this one: “I do know that it is evil and
disgraceful to do wrong and to disobey him who is better than I, whether he be god

1 We call those dialogues ‘Socratic’ in which Plato’s protagonist Socrates and his interlocutors
pursue questions of the form: What is X? Among them are the majority of the early dialogues as
well as some of the middle period, such as the Republic and the Theaetetus. For recent scholarly
discussions of the chronology of the Platonic writings, see Nails 2002 and Erler 2007: 22-26.

2 For the Socratic-Platonic idea of a good, successful life (eudaimonia), see Hardy 2010, 2011, and
Penner 2005, 2006.
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or man” (Apology 29b6, translation Fowler, Cambridge 1966). Socrates defends the
following theses:

(1) All human beings want to lead successful lives and therefore pursue happiness
(eudaimonia).

(2) If you lead a successful life, then your soul is in an overall good state, and
you are therefore capable of performing good, beneficial actions (Laches 199d4—el,
Gorgias 507b8-c7).

(3) If your soul is in a good state, then you possess every particular virtue (Laches
199d4—el).

(4) If your soul is in good state, then you also possess knowledge of good and bad
things, that is, knowledge about human well-being that governs your actions (Laches
199d4—el)...

(5) Anyone whose soul is in a good state will—ideally—never act against their
better judgement (Protagoras).

(6) We bring our souls into a good state that is conducive to happiness by
examining ourselves (Laches 187e-188a, Apology 38a, 41b—c).

(7) All things that can be used in a good, happiness-conducive way can also be
used in a bad way that impairs happiness. Those in an overall good state of their soul
know how to use conditional goods, such as wealth, esteem or technical skills in
a good way that contributes to happiness (e.g. Euthydemus 279a—282a, Charmides
174c—d, Meno 87d-88c, Gorgias 460a—c). The same holds for a person’s mental
capacities (Meno 88c6—d1).

(8) A successful life is a just life. If we want to conduct a successful life, we also
want to lead our life in a just way and respect other people’s happiness-conducive
interests (Republic I 343al-354c3, IV 441c9 - V 449a6, IX 580c9-592b6, X 612a8-
614a4).

When we want to do good and beneficial actions, we need—above all—
knowledge about human well-being. This becomes clear, for instance, in the Laches.
In the Laches Socrates’ interlocutors talk about a good education for their adolescent
sons and ask Socrates for counsel on activities that could contribute to their sons’
education. Socrates reminds his interlocutors that their question can only be answered
with knowledge (Laches 184d5—e9). For this reason one needs, first of all, to find out
what a good condition of the soul is, before one can even envisage providing counsel
on pedagogic matters (Laches 190b7-c3): “Socrates: Then isn’t it necessary for us to
start out knowing what virtue is? Because if we are not absolutely certain what it is,
how are we going to advise anyone as to the best method of obtaining it? — Laches: I
do not think that there is any way in which we can do this, Socrates.” What Socrates
says here about the precondition of pedagogic counsel holds true across all conduct:
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if you want to put the people whose lives you influence by your actions in a good (or
better) position (and not impair their successful lives), then you should know what
you are doing and thus also know (as far as possible) what constitutes a good life, i.e.
one desirable to all. This concerns one’ s own life, too. If you want to lead a successful
life, you will have to pay attention to the fact that many actions that seem to be
desirable under given epistemic conditions might turn out, in the light of careful and
precise deliberation, to be not desirable at all and hence—once you have come to
know this—you no longer wish to perform them.

Whoever embarks on answering the questions Socrates poses will, according
to Nicias in the Laches, at any rate deliberate about her way of life. Nicias reports
“that whoever comes into close contact with Socrates and associates with him in
conversation must necessarily, even if he began by conversing about something
quite different in the first place, 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. And when he does submit to this
questioning, you don’t realise that Socrates will not let him go before he has well and
truly tested every last detail. I personally am accustomed to the man and know that
one has to put up with this kind of treatment from him, and further, I know perfectly
well that I myself will have to submit to it. I take pleasure in the man’s company.”
(Laches 187d6-188a3, transl. Sprague, Cambridge, Ind. 1997). Nicias knows that
a conversation with Socrates always results in the interlocutor giving an account
of his way of life (“answering questions about himself concerning both his present
manner of life and the life he has lived hitherto”) and “Socrates will not let him go
before he has well and truly tested every last detail.” Socrates seems to assume that
if one seriously and carefully deliberates what exactly a good state of the soul is, one
will also work on yourself the way that one is able to improve one’s own character
(Apology 39d3-8).

Human Wisdom. In the Apology Socrates explains the “human wisdom” needed
for examining beliefs. At the very beginning of his speech, Socrates tells the jury that
aside from the official prosecutors there is another, larger and even more dangerous
group of accusers against which he had to defend himself, namely against the
anonymous rumours about him, which had been doing the rounds for a long time.
These rumours had arisen because Socrates was said to be in possession of knowledge
he withheld from others, and this had earned him the reputation of being a wise man.
Socrates sets out to refute this prejudice and thus expounds the “human wisdom”,
which he shares with all other human beings:
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‘What has caused my reputation is no other than a certain kind of wisdom. What
kind of wisdom? Human wisdom, perhaps. ... I shall call upon the god of Delphi
as witness to the existence and nature of my wisdom, if it be such. You know
Chaerephon. ... He went to Delphi at one time and ventured to ask the oracle ...
He asked if any man was wiser than I, and the Pythian replied that no one was
wiser ... When [ heard of this reply I asked myself: “Whatever does the god mean?
What is his riddle? I am very conscious that I am not wise at all; what then does
he mean by saying that I am the wisest? For surely he does not lie.” For a long
time I was at loss as to his meaning; then I very reluctantly turned to some such
investigation as this; I went to one reputed wise, thinking that there, if anywhere,
I could refute the oracle and say to it: “This man is wiser than I, but you said I
was.” Then, when I examined this man ..., my experience was something like
this: I thought that he appeared wise to many people and especially to himself,
but he was not. ... So I withdrew and thought to myself: “I am wiser than this
man; it is likely that neither of us knows anything worthwhile, but he thinks
he knows something when he does not, whereas when I do not know, neither
do I think I know; so I am likely to be wiser than he to this small extent, that I
do not think I know what I do not know.” After this I approached another man,
one of those thought to be wiser than he, and I thought the same thing, and so
I came to be disliked both by him and by many others. After that I proceeded
systematically. ... And by the dog, men of Athens—for I must tell you the truth—I
experienced something like this: in my investigation in the service of the god I
found that those who had the highest reputation were nearly the most deficient,
while those who were thought to be inferior were most knowledgeable. ... As
a result of this investigation, men of Athens, I acquired much unpopularity...;
many slanders came from these people and a reputation for wisdom, for in each
case the bystanders thought that I myself possessed the wisdom that I proved that
my interlocutor did not have. What is probable, gentlemen, is that in fact the
god is wise and that his oracular response meant that human wisdom is worth
little or nothing, and that when he says this man, Socrates, he is using my name
as an example, as if he said: “This man among you, mortals, is wisest who, like
Socrates, understands that his wisdom is worthless.” So even now I continue this
investigation as the god bade me—and I go around seeking out anyone, citizen or
stranger, whom I think wise. Then if I do not think he is, I come to the assistance
of the god and show him that he is not wise. (Apology 20d6-23b7, transl. Grube,
Cambridge, Ind. 1999)

Chairephon has put the question to the oracle of Delphi whether there was
any human being wiser than Socrates. The oracle replied to him that nobody was
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wiser than Socrates. As Socrates himself believes he is far from wise, he wishes to
understand and to refute the oracle, and so he wants to find those who really possess
knowledge. Socrates is surprised to learn that wisdom is not to be found at all where
it is most expected, namely with experts. The experts he questions possess a good
deal of knowledge, yet they also lay claim to knowing things they do not know. They
lack second-order knowledge about the epistemic status of their own beliefs. Socrates
knows what he knows or does not know, and he call this second-order knowledge
“human wisdom”, as opposed to a perfect knowledge, which only the gods possess.

Perfection, Seeking Knowledge, and Ignorance. In the Apology Socrates
distinguishes three epistemic levels and two attitudes towards one’s own beliefs:!

Perfection: if somebody knew precisely what is valuable and important in life,
then this person would possess perfect knowledge and would have no need to search
for knowledge (cf. Symposium 204a-c). Only gods possess perfect knowledge.

Seeking knowledge: a person who gives an account of herself and examines her
beliefs wishes to know what she knows or does not know. The examining attitude
towards one’s own beliefs is the philosophical attitude, the quest for knowledge (Lysis
218a-b, Republic V, 474c—475b, Symposion 203d-204b). Successful examination of
one’s own beliefs leads to the kind of knowledge Socrates calls “human wisdom” in
the Apology (20d8), which is, at any rate, a second-order knowledge of the epistemic
status of certain beliefs leading in some cases to justified beliefs, which remain in the
soul in the sense of Meno 98a5-6. Giving an account of oneself goes hand in hand
with the endeavour “to become as good as possible” (Apology 29b—-30b, 36c—d), that
is, with the concern for one’s own soul.

Ignorance: someone who does not examine her beliefs is someone who “seems
to be prudent, but in fact is not” (Apology 21c8-d1, Lysis 218a2-b6). Ignorance is
avoidable lack of knowledge. An ignorant person does not (or not to a sufficient
degree) examine her own beliefs, and is in a state that is not beneficial.

Giving an account of oneself is at work on the level of seeking knowledge. To
examine beliefs successfully requires the capacity as well as the motivation to do
so. Those who seem to be wise without actually being wise are mostly lacking in
motivation to examine their beliefs. For this reason they claim knowledge they do not
in fact possess. Remarkably, it is the experience of ignorant experts which has taught
Socrates which kind of knowledge he possesses and how he is to understand the
oracle’s verdict that he is “the wisest of men” (Apology 21a-23a). He counts among
the wisest of men because he does not claim to know what he does not but knows
what he knows and what he does not know. He possesses this knowledge because he
examines his beliefs and thus employs the second-order knowledge, which is also, at
least in principle, available to his interlocutors.

1 For the following, cf. Hardy 2010, 2011 and 2014 for further references and comments.
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Socratic Midwifery in the Theaetetus. A counterpart to the elucidation of
“human wisdom” in the Apology is the passage in the Theaetetus where Socrates
describes his activity of questioning and examining as an art of midwifery (Theaetetus
149a1-151d6). Socrates appeals to his interlocutors’ own thinking; he appeals to
his epistemic autonomy. He wants to make them recognise what they know or
do not know about the question “What is F?”. In the Theaetetus he discloses two
secrets of his art. He asserts that he is not pregnant with wise thoughts, is nobody’s
teacher, but rather cares of the thoughts of his interlocutors by letting them discover
many “beautiful things” within themselves (150d7-8). Socrates’ self-portrait in the
Theaetetus contains two remarkable details. One is Socrates’ claim that he possesses
the unfailingly reliable skill to examine the beliefs of his interlocutors. The other
is his initially inconspicuous remark that he possesses his maieutics only in secret
(149a7).

Let us turn first to the methodical infallibility Socrates claims. In the Theaetetus,
he says that the god forbids him “to allow an imposture or to destroy the true” (151d2-
3 transl. Fowler 1921). Admittedly, Socrates does not merely invoke the task (the
divine instruction) but also his own capacity or skill which allows him to examine
the thoughts of his interlocutors in a way that is without fault, fosters truth and
avoids falsity. Hence he encourages his interlocutor Theaetetus in the eponymous
dialogue to speak his thoughts openly and rely on Socrates to bring to light the
possible truth of his, Theaetetus’, thoughts with the help of the god. The objective
of the Socratic questions consists in answers to What-is-F-questions that are correct
and sufficient in form and content, i.e. explanatory definitions (see, for example,
Laches 191d1-el11). The knowledge expressed in an appropriate definition of F is the
aim of a Socratic investigation. In the beginning there are beliefs or beliefs that take
on the role of hypothetical definitions.!

While Socrates is not pregnant with his own thoughts insofar as he cannot
provide sufficient answers himself to the What-is-questions he poses. However, if
Socrates, with help from the god, does not accept any false answer, and does not
reject any correct answer, then he will have, at any rate, the capacity to examine
without fail the formal correctness of the suggested definitions. Hence he possesses
the corresponding knowledge of the formal properties of definitions and the formal
properties of the forms, that is, the objects of the Socratic definitional questions.
When Socrates explains both the objective of his questions and the method by
which they are answered without prescribing the final answers to his questions

1 Socrates explains the process of examining beliefs in detail in the Meno and in the Republic, cf.
Hardy 2011: 71-106 and 2014: 191-213. A precise analysis of the Socratic method can also be found
in Stemmer 1992: 72-115. In the Theaetetus (201c—202d), Socrates describes the imperfect, fallible,
yet justified knowledge of something as a true belief with an explanation (logos), cf. Hardy 2001:
217-301).
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himself, he wants his interlocutors to find out for themselves what they know or
do not know about the matter in hand. That is the aim and the possible outcome
of Socratic maieutics (Theaetetus 210b11-c5) and thus also for the account which
Socrates exhorts his interlocutors to give of themselves and their beliefs (logon
didonai). What Socrates’ interlocutors know or do not know—that is what they
are to learn. For this reason Socrates does not prescribe answers to their questions.
When Socrates asks questions of his interlocutors and criticises the answers they
provide he appeals to their understanding and their knowledge. There seem to be
three objections against this hermeneutic thesis: Socrates puts the questions into the
mouths of his interlocutors which they should ask. He criticises the answers they
give and, as mentioned before, advocates theses, which his interlocutors are to agree
to on the strength of their own pursuit of happiness. However, all this is compatible
with the Socratic aspiration merely to help his interlocutors develop their own
thinking. If one of Socrates’ interlocutors takes his questions seriously, he will direct
his attention and his epistemological interest to a eudaimonically relevant topic. If
he takes seriously the criticism to which Socrates subjects his answers, he will adopt
the attitude of seeking knowledge and will be able to improve the epistemic status of
his beliefs or beliefs.

While Socrates’ interlocutors are not capable of answering the Socratic What-is-
F?-questions adequately, they nevertheless make progress throughout the dialogue.
They acquire true beliefs of certain particular cases of F and they gain — above all
— second-order knowledge of the warrant of their claims to knowledge. Although
many of his interlocutors, such as those in the Laches (187e6-188¢2) and also Glaucon
and Adeimantus in the Republic, hold Socrates’ questioning and examining in high
esteem, Socrates says that he possesses his maieutic skill only in secret (Theaetetus
149a7). Do his interlocutors not know that he takes care of their thoughts? Probably
so — at least at the beginning of a dialogue with Socrates. His interlocutors only
understand what Socrates does while examining their beliefs once they have come to
understand themselves what it means to take thoughts seriously.

Socrates’ Concepts of Knowledge. What kind of knowledge is gained in a Socratic
investigation? It is true, Socrates refutes every answer his interlocutors suggest as a
definition of F. For even complete knowledge of F, which would be expressed in an
acceptable definition of F, is a kind of perfect knowledge, which can be approximated
at best. However, successful examination of beliefs leads to second-order knowledge
as well as a first-order knowledge in the form of reasoned beliefs concerning the
objects of the Socratic What-is-F?-questions. When you are examining your beliefs
you ask yourself whether a certain belief has been formed under the best possible

1 For the objective of the Socratic mission of questioning and examining, see Benson 2000: 17-31,
Brickhouse / Smith 1991, 1994, Hardy 2011a: 35-57 and Taylor 2014.
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epistemic conditions, before confirming or revising the relevant belief. Socrates
demonstrates how this is done at every turn in Plato’s dialogues. Second-order
knowledge and reasoned beliefs are the first result of deliberating about one’s beliefs:
once one has examined a given opinion successfully one knows whether one has
formed this opinion under the respective best possible epistemic conditions and one
has therefore considered every relevant and available logical as well as empirical
reason, which speak for or against the opinion in question. If one knows that, one
can again deliberate the state of affairs underlying the original belief, form a new,
if need be better justified, belief the same state of affairs and thus confirm, revise or
abandon altogether the original belief. Most of all, the examination of beliefs enables
us to overcome previous errors.

Let us consider an example from the Laches: the question what courage is,
is initially answered by Laches with the suggestion that somebody courageous
possesses wise perseverance. Socrates asks Laches whether he also implies that every
courageous act is praiseworthy, pointing out that not everyone who acts with wise
perseverance also acts praiseworthily. If every courageous act is praiseworthy, but
not everyone who acts with wise perseverance also acts praiseworthily, then not
everyone who acts with wise perseverance is as such courageous. Laches recognises
the incompatibility of these three beliefs and revises his original suggestion of what
courage is (192c-d). The second result of the successful examination of a belief is a
knowledge of the first order in the form of those beliefs which Socrates characterises
in the Meno (97d-98a) as true, “tied down” beliefs that “remain in place”, and in the
Republic (534b-d) as beliefs (explanations) that stand up to examination. Beliefs of
this kind we may call justified and available beliefs. One has a justified and available
belief, if one has carefully considered all known and relevant empirical and logical
reasons that support or weaken a given belief.

In Plato’s dialogues Socrates operates with two different concepts of first-order
knowledge. Knowledge in a narrower (and very demanding) sense he characterises
as knowledge one possesses, if one knows precisely what F is and (hence) is able to
give a complete definition of F. This knowledge is perfect, no longer amendable.
Socrates describes as knowledge in a wider (and less demanding) sense the true and
justified beliefs (in the sense explained above) of certain properties of F. Such beliefs
are fallible knowledge, albeit the best possible knowledge in each case. They take
the form of justified beliefs, which are always connected to a corresponding second-
order knowledge. Such knowledge is acquired by successfully giving an account we
held to account for and defend. Given an account of our beliefs in the Socratic sense
turns a person into the autonomous author of her beliefs.

Socrates appeals to the understanding of his interlocutors. One has only really
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understood what one has understood oneself. Only our own understanding gives us
real knowledge. Knowledge acquired in one’s own right can be shared with others
and answered for together. That is what Socrates is trying to show. Plato provides
the appropriate literary form for the Socratic art of midwifery.! In the Theaetetus
(150d-151b) Socrates describes two opposing reactions by his interlocutors: he
who commits himself to giving an account will discover many wise thoughts
within himself. Others have turned their backs on him—and that is to say on the
accounting—, no longer taking care of their own thoughts, and hence ceased to make
progress in the quest for knowledge. Let us return to the Apology.

Caring for the Soul. Having explained “human wisdom” in the Apology Socrates
weighs the possibility of the jury acquitting him, if he in future eschews to seek truth
and knowledge. He declares to the jury that, in the interest of his fellow citizens, he

can never abandon his way of living:

Men of Athens, I am grateful and I am your friend, but I will obey the god rather
than you, as a long as I draw breath and I am able, I shall not cease to practice
philosophy, to exhort you and in my usual way to point out to any one of you
whom I happen to meet: Good Sir, you are an Athenian, a citizen of the greatest
city with the greatest reputation for both wisdom and power, are you not ashamed
of your eagerness to possess as much wealth, reputation and honours as possible,
while you do not care for nor give thought to wisdom or truth, or the best possible
state of your soul? Then, if one of you disputes this and says he does care, I shall
not let him go at once or leave him, but I shall question him, examine him and
test him, and if I do not think he has attained the goodness that he says he has, I
shall reproach him because he attaches little importance to the most important
things and greater importance ... both individually and collectively. (Apology
29d2-30a7)

Socrates is convinced that every human being should be concerned primarily
with insight and the best possible state of his or her soul because one can only derive
benefit from the use of conditional goods such as wealth and esteem if one’s soul is
already in a good state. When Socrates encounters someone who claims to take care
of his own good psychic state, he puts him to the test. But how do you determine
whether someone looks after the good state of his or her soul?

‘What Socrates has in mind with his exhortation to take care of one’s soul is, as

1 Michael Frede 1992: 219 describes the central philosophical message of the Platonic dialogues
as follows: “The dialogues are supposed to teach us a philosophical lesson. But they are not pieces
of didactic dialectic with Plato appearing in the guise of the questioner. A good part of their lesson
does not consist in what gets said or argued, but in what they show, and the best part perhaps
consists in the fact that they make us think about the arguments they present. For nothing but our
own thought gains us knowledge.”
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I take it, the fact of shared aspirations, requirements and values. When we claim to
be able to perform something successfully or to have experienced success in doing
something, we claim to have exercised a certain skill successfully and achieved
something in this manner. That is the case, if one has met the requirements that are
commonly placed on the successful exercise of a certain skill and the corresponding
achievements. The demands and requirements we place on the exercise of our own
beneficial skills express common values. We share them with other people because
we assume that they, too, consider the successful or at least promising execution of
their beneficial skills to be valuable.

If you claim to know that something is the case, then you assert the claim to have
exercised your cognitive capacities successfully, to have met the requirements which
you place on the successful formation of an opinion and to be able to justify your
beliefs to other people, that is, to be able to demonstrate that you have good reasons
to believe that something is the case. The same is true, according to Socrates, of the
claim to take care of the good state of one’s own soul. If someone asks what he should
do, then he will expect that he may be wrong in his beliefs of what constitutes a
successful life and will want to know whether certain actions which seem to be good
are in fact worth pursuing.

General Supreme Goals. Socrates describes happiness as the common goal of all
human activities (Gorgias 467e—468c, 499, Republic 505d—e). That something serves
the end of happiness is therefore precisely the information by which the inquiries
after the reasons for our decisions and actions reach an end (Symposion 204e-205a).
Happiness as Socrates views it is, as I take it, to be understood in the sense of general,
supreme goals of actions. We always pursue goals with the individual actions we
have deliberated about beforehand, goals that are, among other things, general
and of a high priority to us. A general and surpreme goal is one which we consider
particularly desirable for certain reasons, one we aspire to for the same reasons and
therefore decide in favour of the respective actions that will serve this purpose. If I
go for a 5 kilometre run every morning, I pursue the general goal of staying healthy
with each particular action of this kind. Other people may pursue other goals with
the same kind of action: someone might run 5 kilometres a day because she is training
to run in a marathon, which in turn serves her universal aim of testing the limits of
her personal physical capabilities. If we have to choose between alternative actions,
we will take a decision from the perspective of a general, supreme goal to the action,
which will best enable us to reach that goal. If I decide to give money to charity,
money I might otherwise spend travelling round the world, then I treat the goal
of helping others with priority over the goal of experiencing new countries and
their cultures, even though I also find the latter highly desirable. Socrates attaches
a higher priority to the aim of obeying the Athenian laws than he attaches to other
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aims when he decides against a possible flight from prison, preferring to answer the
charges brought against him. Of course one can conduct certain actions for their own
sake, such as playing chess, the lyre or the saxophone. In these cases it is precisely
the exercise of these actions for their own sake that is a paramount aim. We can
distinguish two kinds of general, surpreme goals. These two are goals of content
and goals of modality. General, surpreme goals of content are, for example, goods
such as health, wealth, beauty and esteem, as Socrates occasionally lists them. It goes
without saying that individuals have different notions of happiness and thus pursue
different general goals. There are, however, also goals we pursue when we want to
do something successfully and therefore try to exercise certain capacities in the best
possible manner. Let us call such goals general, supreme modal goals. Both kinds
of goals are usually pursued together. Yet we can distinguish both kinds of goals
this way: when pursuing a goal of content, we want, first and foremost, to generate
(or avoid) a state of affairs, while when pursuing a modal goal we want to exercise
a certain capacity and thus do something in a successful manner (or at least in a
manner that promises success). If the successful exercise of certain capacities is a
necessary condition for accomplishing goals of content, then it will also be true that
the successful exercise of these capacities is a supreme modal goal.

In Plato’s dialogues Socrates, I believe, wants to demonstrate that everybody,
when they pursue happiness, pursue three general, supreme modal goals. These three
are: (i) the best possible knowledge of each given situation, (ii) action governed by
knowledge and (iii) just, that is, moral, action. In other words: we wish to exercise
our judgement in such a way that we know the relevant state of affairs. We want to
exercise our capacity to desire something in a manner in which we let our desire be
determined by the (best possible) knowledge concerning beneficial actions. In our
actions we also want to take account of other people’s interests that are relevant to
their happiness. Whenever we take care of ourselves and a good, beneficial state of
our soul, we strive, above all, for the successful and best possible exercise of these
capacities.

At first glance, our interest in exercising successfully the first two of the capacities
mentioned seems to be self-evident. When Socrates reminds his interlocutors that
they must not neglect these capacities his concern is for a particular, by no means
self-evident, diligence and precision in thinking. If we examine our own beliefs and
intentions rigorously and accurately, we will become aware of countless possible
interferences or impairments to successful and beneficial judgement and desire,
distractions we can avoid on our own. Successfully giving an account of oneself
preserves a person from non-beneficial exercise of their soul’s capacities. In the Meno
Socrates says explicitly that the properties of the soul are used in a really good way only
in conjunction with knowledge: “And in brief, all the undertakings and endurances
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of the soul, when guided by wisdom, end in happiness (eudaimonia), but when folly
guides, in the opposite?—So it seems” (Meno 88c1—4, transl. Lamb 1967). A virtue is
used in a good, beneficial way, if one conducts those actions which one deems good,
i.e. beneficial, according to the best available knowledge and eschews those actions
of which one knows that one does not know with sufficient accuracy whether they
are actually good or bad. By contrast, if a person performs an action without the best
possible knowledge, or even against her better judgement, she does not exercise a
virtue. When Socrates, paradoxically, seeks to convince his interlocutors of the idea
that they have certain interests which are constitutive of happiness, he assumes
that some of his interlocutors do not know that certain actions really are in their
own interest. Socrates is convinced that human beings can attain their own general,
supreme goals only if they respect each other’s happiness-conducive interests. This is
reason why a good life is a just life, as Socrates aims to prove in the Republic (I 343al-
354c3, IV 441c9 - V 449a6, IX 580c9-592b6, X 612a8-614a4).

The examining life is a way of caring for a good state of the soul. In the Laches
Socrates says that a person whose soul is overall in a good state is able to attain
“good things”, that is, various goods (Laches 199d4-el, cf. Meno 78c1-5). If someone
believes that it is good and desirable to attain a certain aim, then she will want to
do what will let her attain that aim. Actions are the result of beliefs that are linked
to desires. One might object that this is a modern view which Plato does not share.
But that is not true. If virtue is what brings about good actions, it is the source of
thinking and wanting (boulesthai) as it becomes perfectly clear in the Meno and
Gorgias. When Socrates courageously helps his comrade Laches in a battle, he does
not merely think that it is right to pursue certain courageous actions, but he also
wants to that — because he acts. If a person has successfully examined her beliefs on
possibly desirable actions, then she will know (in the sense of best possible knowledge
of a given situation) that a certain course of action is indeed what she wants to do for
the sake of her pursuit of happiness. In other words: Socratic inquiry makes someone
an autonomous person.

Conclusion. It should not come as a surprise that the interlocutors of the Platonic
dialogues fail to reach conclusive answers to Socrates’ questions. First of all, life is an
extremely complex business and pondering on it is literally a life-long task. Secondly,
the successful life is not a fact, which we might be able to discover without thinking
about ourselves and the way we live. For both these reasons it is hard to imagine
somebody managing to find, as it were, a definitional formula for happiness that
would convince everybody. Likewise it should not come as a surprise that in many
of Plato’s dialogues not even two interlocutors agree on a certain conception of
happiness. According to Socrates, there are, however, some elementary beliefs about
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a successful life which all humans can agree on because of their own deliberation
about things of great importance to themselves. In the Platonic dialogues Socrates
starts from the assumption that every person wants her life to succeed and therefore
wants her soul to be, overall, in a good state that allows her to realise her basic pursuit
of happiness. A person is in that state when she possesses the action-governing
knowledge through which she can successfully direct the use of her own mental
capacities, namely the virtues she possesses. Socrates’ interlocutors agree to these
premises. Some of them indeed lay claim to such knowledge, others at least aspire
to it and for that reason seek out Socrates for guidance. Nobody wants to think of
himself as someone who wants to do something without knowing whether he has
good reasons for doing it. Now Socrates wants to show his interlocutors that you are
only capable of performing desirable actions, if you know, as accurately as possible,
which actions are really desirable, if you let your desires be governed by (the best
possible) knowledge and not want to infringe the interests of others relating to their
happiness. Once you know that you have to pursue these three general, supreme
modal goals for the sake of your pursuit of happiness, you will have the explicit desire
to pursue these goals.

Socratic appeals to the self-image of his interlocutors as rational people who
want to act with knowledge (cf. Euthyphro 4e4-5a2,15d4-e2). We do not take any
step without believing that we know what we are doing. We examine our beliefs and
desires because we know that we are fallible in our spontaneous beliefs about desirable
actions but never want to err. If you know that you are fallible in your knowledge of
what is actually good (for yourself and others), then you should consider your own
actions with such precision and diligence that you at least avoid those mistakes that
actually can be avoided by your own precise and careful thinking. Socrates wants
his interlocutors to appreciate and take seriously their thoughts as the result of their
own cognitive proficiency. Socratic midwifery is a particular concern for thoughts.
Everybody can do for themselves, on their own responsibility, what Socrates does
when he cares of the thoughts of others. If you take your thoughts seriously, you
will also take responsibility for the consequences your decisions have for the lives of
others. For this reason decisions should always be grounded in (the best available)
knowledge (Laches 184d5—€9). Taking thoughts about life seriously—that is among

the things we can learn from Socrates.

Appendix

The modus operandi of Socratic Inquiry
The aim of a Socratic question of the form What-is-F? is an explicit definition,
with explanatory power. The answers his interlocutors give to Socratic questions of

what something is are therefore examined by Socrates as hypothetical definitions. It
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is true that Plato does not possess the modern concept of an adequate definition. But
many dialogues, such as the Laches, make fairly clear that an acceptable answer to a
‘What-is-F?-question, for Socrates, is an explicit definition. Thus Socrates enquires in
the Laches whether every case of the definiendum courage does in fact fall under the
respective suggested definiens (and vice versa) and whether one understands by what
is called F, for example “courage” or “speed”, in each case exactly what the content
of the definiens is, hence what is, in each case, under discussion as information about
what something is.

A definition consists of a definiens and a definiendum. The definiendum the set of
all things falling under the definiens, such as every case of a courageous character trait
or a courageous action. The definition contains a universally quantified proposition
or several universally quantified propositions about the definiendum. The definiens
of an explanatory definition of F mentions the necessary and sufficient conditions
for the state of affairs F to obtain, such as the conditions for courageous acts. To
know what something is means to know under which conditions a certain state of
affairs obtains. In the Euthyphro, which is about the definition of piety, Socrates
characterises the object of the definitional question as that which is “always the same
with itself” in every pious (or not pious) action (5c8-d6). That means: with a general
term “F”, such as the general term “pious”, we refer not only to a particular or an
event, such as a specific act of piety, but we also always refer to the same general state
of affairs, the form F.

A precise expression of an explicit definition takes the form of a universally
quantified, biconditional proposition: for every X, X has property F, if and only
if X possesses the properties {E,, ..., E }. In Plato’s dialogues definitions generally
are expressed in the form of a simple declarative sentence, such as “courage is wise
perseverance”, in which the place of the grammatical subject is taken by that noun
which designates the thing that is to be defined, while the place of the predicate
is taken by the definiens. In an adequate definition definiens and definiendum are
extensionally and intensionally identical. The extension is the set of all particulars
and instances which fall under the definiens. It is this set that Socrates means when
he talks of ‘what is the same in all instances of courage’ in the Laches. The intension
is the informational content of the definiens’ propositions; it is what one knows of
a state of affairs F, if one understands the meaning of the definiens’ propositions.
Both, extension and the intension of the definiens, are intended when in the Laches
Socrates poses the question regarding courage “what faculty is it, the same whether
in pleasure or in pain or in any of the things in which we said just now it was to be
found, that has been singled out by the name of courage” (Laches 192b). To understand
the meaning of a proposition (or assumption) entails knowing its truth-conditions. If
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we understand the meaning of a definiens and thus know the truth-conditions of the
propositions contained therein, then we also know the conditions for the correct use
of the corresponding predicate, that is, the general term “F”. A definition of F is, in
this respect, an elucidation of the term “F”, which usually occurs as an independent
lexeme and plays the role of attributing a certain property to a particular, such as in
the sentence “Person P is courageous”.

A definition of F also states the necessary and sufficient conditions of a certain
obtaining state of affairs (or a certain situation) to which the definition of “F” applies.
The particular states of affairs or situations which fall under the definition of F are
instances of F. The object of a definition, however, is a universal state of affairs to the
extent that a definition does not refer to a specific situation as such but rather states
the conditions for a specific situation having the property which every situation of
that kind, i.e. every instance of F, possesses (compare, for example, Laches 198c9—
199a9). The definitions Socrates is discussing with his interlocutors are the object
of a common quest. The interlocutors examine whether a suggested definition
encompasses (and explains) every instance of F. In doing so they sometimes hit upon
new properties of F or instances of F, which they have not considered previously.
Therefore it is possible that the interlocutors, while examining a suggested definition,
not only change the definiens, that is, the description and explanation of a state of
affairs F, but also redetermine the reference of F.

In examining of a hypothetical definition the interlocutors invoke two intellectual
operations: on the one hand they test whether certain instances of F give any
indication what the universal F is and on the other hand whether a certain particular
is indeed an instance of F. In both cases they start from a twofold hypothesis: to begin
with they assume the universal F in question possesses certain properties and ask
whether a possible instance of F has all these properties. They also assume that certain
cases are indeed instances of F and ask whether the definition of F covers these cases
completely. Thus the interlocutors in the Laches examine, for one thing, whether
actions by which a person faces a danger with wise perserverance show that courage
consists in doing exactly that in every case. For another, they examine whether the
behaviour of soldiers, who fight with superior technology and in superior numbers
with wise perseverance against their opponents, really count as courageous. Two
questions are being discussed together: what is F? and: is this particular X an instance
of F? Hence it is possible both to describe and accurately describe the (possible and
actual) concrete instances of F and to correct, as appropriate, the respective suggested
definitions in the examination of hypothetical definitions.

Socrates attempts, by means of these two intellectual operations, to establish
a balance between plausible (hypothetical) definitions and universally accepted
beliefs about particular instances of F, such as undisputed cases of courageous acts.
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The suggested definitions which are examined in the Platonic dialogues are of the
following form: for every X: X has the property F, ifand only if X has the properties {E ,
..., E_}. An example is a definition of courage from Laches (192b-d): it is true of every
person that she is courageous, if and only if she faces a danger with perseverance and
her conduct is both wise and praiseworthy Let us construe two examples: if a person
is courageous, if and only if she faces a danger with perseverance and her conduct is
both wise and praiseworthy; and if every person who undergoes prolonged medical
treatment faces a danger with perseverance (the danger arising from her medical
condition) and this conduct is both wise and praiseworthy, then everybody who
undergoes prolonged medical treatment is courageous. And if a captain undertakes
a dangerous voyage from Venice to Cyprus, steers the ship with nautical prudence
and his seafaring is praiseworthy (for example because he gets Othello to Cyprus),
then he acts courageously. From the definitional principle mentioned above another
principle is derived which Socrates often applies in refuting definitions: if there is at
least one X that, while possessing some, does not possess all of the defining properties
{E,, ..., E }, then it is not the case that every X has the property F. Socrates employs
this principle together with the logical rule of the reductio ad absurdum, combining
two contradictory assumptions about the definiendum, to which his interlocutor
agrees, and then deducing that the suggested definition is false. The discussion
between Socrates and Laches shows two examples of this model (192b-193d).
Laches’ first definition says: it is true for every person and every action that a person
is courageous, if and only if she faces danger with (and because of) perseverance. If
an action is courageous, it is praiseworthy, too. But some of those actions are not
praiseworthy. Therefore it is not the case that every person is courageous when she
faces a danger with perseverance. The second, revised suggestion says that a person
is courageous, if and only if she faces a danger with wise perseverance. But some of
those actions are (again) not praiseworthy. Therefore it is not true that every person
is courageous, if and only if she faces a danger with wise perseverance.
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