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THE PLATONIC CORPUS 

From any perspective, Plato's dialogues are extraordinary. Others 
have tried to write philosophical dialogues, frequently in imitation 
of his. Indeed other associates of Socrates had already used the genre 
before Plato adopted it; bits and pieces, along with titles, remain. 
But the Platonic dialogues remain essentially sui generis, whether 
taken singly or as a whole. There are somewhere between twenty-
five and thirty-five genuine works which, while always returning 
to ethics and politics, between them cover a vast range of topics, 
and cover them in often startlingly different ways; always, however, 
using a cast of characters that excludes the author, even in disguise. A 
main feature is that they define - and would later be taken as having 
defined - what philosophy itself is, not just in terms of its subject-
matter but in terms of method and attitude or approach. This they do 
chiefly by exhibiting philosophy in action; or rather, typically, by ex­
hibiting a philosopher - usually Socrates - going about his business, 
often in confrontation with others (teachers of rhetoric, sophists, 
politicians, poets) who dealt with the same subject-matter but in 
different, non-philosophical ways. 

Quite what this thing 'philosophy' is, on Plato's account, will 
emerge in due course. First, it will be helpful to review the extent 
of the corpus, the parts of which are laid out below in an ancient or­
dering. (The ordering - at least of the first thirty-six items, arranged 
in nine 'tetralogies' - is probably due to the Platonist Thrasyllus of 
Alexandria in the first century AD.) 
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Diagram A: The contents of the Platonic corpus 

Approximate lengths are given in 'Stephanus' pages. These are the 
page numbers of the several volumes of Henri Estienne's 1574 edi­
tion of Plato, used by all modern editions and translations to provide 
a standard referencing system. (Each Stephanus page - see p. 17 - is 
divided into five sections, a-e,· however, line numbers within sec­
tions are frequently specific to particular editions, so may vary.) One 
Stephanus page typically contains around 530 words, slightly more 
than the equivalent of one page of this book. Alternative titles, and 
some obscurer but regularly used abbreviations are given in square 
brackets. 

Diagram A 

Title 

1 Euthyphro 

1 Apology 

3 Cr ito 

4 Phaedo 
(Phd., Phdo) 

5 Cratylus 

6 Theaetetus (Tht.) 

7 Sophist 

8 Statesman 
(Politicus, Pol., 
Pit.) 

Topic 

On piety 

Defence speeches at 
trial, re-created (not a 
dialogue) 

On the citizen and the 
law 

On the soul: does it 
survive death? 

On the relationship of 
language to reality 

Three formally 
unsuccessful attempts 
to define knowledge 

(Sequel to Theaetetus.) 
What is a sophist? 
Falsity, not-being 

(Sequel to Sophist.) 
What is it to be a 
statesman? 

Main speaker(s) 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Visitor from 
Elea 

Visitor from 
Elea 

Pages 

14 

25 

1 2 

61 

58 

69 

53 

55 

(cont.) 
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(cont.) 

Title 

9 Parmenides 

io Philebus (Phlb.) 

i i Symposium 

12, Phaedrus 
(Phdr.) 

r3 Alcibiades 
(First Alcibiades, 
Ale. I) 

14 Second 
Alcibiades (Ale. II) 

15 Hipparchus 

16 (Rival) Lovers 

17 Theages 

18 Charmides 

19 Laches 

20 Lysis 

Topic 

On 'Forms'; with 
philosophical training 
exercises 

On pleasure and the 
good; method 

On eros (passionate 
love); speeches at a 
drinking party held at 
Agathon's house 

On eras (passionate 
love) and the art of 
logoi (speaking and 
writing) 

A kind of introduction 
to Platonic 
philosophy? 

A miniature version of 
Alcibiades! 

On greed 

On knowledge and 
authority 

On Socrates and his 
'divine sign' 

On sôphrosynë 
('self-control'?) 

On courage 

On 'love' (or 
'friendship': philia) and 
human motivation 

Main speaker(s) 

Parmenides 
(from Elea), 
Socrates 

Socrates 

Aristophanes, 
Agathon, 
Socrates, 
Alcibiades 
et al. 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Pages 

41 

57 

52 

53 

32 

14 

8 

7 

1 0 

24 

23 

2 0 



Title 

2i Euthydemus 
(Euthyd., Eud.) 

22 Protagoras 

23 Gorgias 

24 Meno 

25 Greater 
Hippias (Hippias 
Major, Hi. Ma. ) 

16 Lesser Hippias 
(Hippias Minor, 
Hi. Mi.) 

27 Ion 

28 Menexenus 
(Mx.) 

29 Clitopho 

30 Republic (Rep., 
Resp. ) 

Topic 

Philosophy meets 
'eristic' sophistry 

On knowledge and 
excellence/virtue: 
philosopher meets 
sophist 

On rhetoric: 
philosopher meets 
sophist (Gorgias) and 
pupils 

On excellence/virtue, 
and whether it can be 
taught 

On beauty/fineness: 
philosopher meets 
sophist 

Better to go wrong 
deliberately or without 
meaning to? 

On poets, poetry, 
knowledge: 
philosopher meets 
rhapsode (performer of 
epic) 

A funeral oration (said 
to come from Aspasia, 
Pericles' mistress) 

On Socrates' 
shortcomings as 
teacher 

On whether justice 
pays; construction of 
an idealized city; 

tripartite soul; theory 
of education 

Main speaker(s) 

Socrates 

Socrates, 
Protagoras 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Socrates 

Clitopho 

Socrates 

Pages 

37 

53 

81 

30 

24 

14 

12 

16 

5 

295 
(in 10 
books) 

(cont.) 


