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CHAPTER 2 

The interpretation of Plato 

I. THE PROBLEM OF INTERPRETING THE DIALOGUES 

An anecdote reports that, when Plato was about to submit a set of 
tragedies for competition at the Dionysian festival, he encountered 
Socrates on his way to the theater. After this conversation with 
Socrates, so the story goes, Plato returned home and burnt all 
his poetic compositions.1 If this story is not true, it is certainly ben 
trovato. Plato had the dramatic gifts of a Sophocles or Euripides, 
but he decided to exploit them in a different literary form. In the 
preceding chapter we surveyed the new genre that the develop­
ment of Greek letters had provided for his use: the logos Sokratikos, or 
"conversation with Socrates." Since it was Socrates who had made 
Plato a philosopher, it was by writing about Socrates - more ex­
actly, by representing Socrates in his writing - that Plato could le­
gitimately deploy his dramatic powers in the service of philosophy. 

Plato's compositions in the dramatic dialogue form achieved an 
immense literary success. But Plato's use of this form, in which 
he himself never appears, creates formidable difficulties for the 
interpretation of his thought. The anonymity of the dialogue form 
presents the interpreter with a problem that is unparalleled for 
any other philosopher. According to a Platonic doctrine suggested 
in many places and crystallized in the Republic, the philosophical 
vision tends to see things together, to seek for unity in the midst 
of diversity and plurality.2 But where is the unity to be found in 
Plato's own vision? Since we never hear Plato's own voice, how can 
we know where, and to what extent, what Socrates says represents 
what Plato thinks? The problem is made more acute both by the 

t. D.L. HI.5. 
2, "One who sees things together {ho sunoptikos) is a dialectician, one who does 

not is none" (Rep. vu, 537c 7). 

36 



Interpreting the dialogues 37 

formal independence of the dialogues from one another, and by 
the discrepancy between the positions attributed to Socrates in 
different contexts. 

We deal in this study with some eighteen dialogues,3 from the 
Apology to the Phaedrus, covering almost two-thirds of Plato's entire 
corpus. Now it is a formal feature of these works that they make 
no explicit reference to one another: each dialogue presents itself 
as an autonomous unit, existing in its own literary space.4 This sit­
uation changes with later dialogues. The Sophist, and Statesman claim 
to continue a conversation begun in the Theaetetus; the Critias is a 
continuation of the Ttmaeus, and the Ttmaeus itself contains what 
appears to be an ambiguous reference back to the Republic. But the 
dialogues that we will discuss contain no such instance of overt 
cross-reference. In each case Socrates begins an entirely new con­
versation with new interlocutors. Although Socrates and his inter­
locutors will often refer to previous conversations, these conversa­
tions are not recorded in any of Plato's dialogues. 

This formal autonomy makes it tempting, even desirable, to read 
each dialogue as if it were a complete literary unit and a thought-
world of its own, like the individual plays of Shakespeare or Mo­
lière. At the same time, anyone who is interested in Plato's philos­
ophy must find a way to relate the intellectual contents of these 
works to one another. We cannot ascribe to Plato eighteen differ­
ent philosophies. In part , then, the problem of interpreting Plato's 
work can be seen as the problem of how the philosophical contents 
of the different dialogues are to be connected with one another. 

At first sight the positions presented in separate works seem not 
only distinct but in some respects incompatible. T o take an extreme 
example: Socrates in the Gorgias consistently denies an identity be­
tween pleasure and the good that Socrates in the Protagoras seems 
to affirm. Has Plato changed his mind? If not, how are we to ex­
plain the fact that in at least one of these two cases he makes 
Socrates expound a view that he, Plato, believes to be false? Is 

3. T h e Apology, of course, is not a dialogue but a set of courtroom speeches. In 
the next chapter we take account of this difference. To avoid pedantry, in 
most contexts I simply count the Apology among the dialogues. 

Among the dialogues proper I ignore the Hippias Major, which many schol­
ars regard as Socratic or "transi t ional ." I have given elsewhere my reasons for 
believing that this dialogue was not written by Plato. See Kahn (1985). 

4. See Clay (1988}. Clay is developing an observation of Tigerstedt (1977) 99. 
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Plato then not committed to Socrates' position in either work? And 
why do so many of the dialogues end in an aporia where no satisfy­
ing conclusion seems to be reached? 

I maintain that the unifying links between dialogues, and the 
hints of conclusions not explicitly stated, are more deliberate, more 
subtle, and more ubiquitous than is generally recognized. Now the 
existence of thematic connections between dialogues is not itself 
a matter of dispute. Where interpreters differ is in the philosophi­
cal intention they attribute to these connections. Do different treat­
ments of the same topic, such as the unity of virtue or the method 
of hypothesis, represent a change of views on Plato's part? Alter­
natively, is Plato simply exploring different possible positions, with­
out a definite commitment to any one?5 Or can these separate 
discussions ultimately be seen as different aspects of a single philo­
sophical view? These are the central questions that any interpreter 
of the dialogues must confront. 

2. T W O ALTERNATIVE READINGS OF THE DIALOGUES 

Since the early nineteenth century the interpretation of Plato has 
been divided between two major tendencies: a unitarian view go­
ing back to Schleiermacher, and a developmental view introduced 
by Karl Friedrich Hermann. The unitarian tradition tends to as­
sume that the various dialogues are composed from a single point 
of view, and that their diversity is to be explained on literary and 
pedagogical grounds, rather than as a change in the author's phi­
losophy. Different dialogues are seen as exploring the same prob­
lem from different directions, or as leading the reader to deeper 
levels of reflection. According to Schleiermacher, the order of the 
dialogues is the order of a philosophical education. The unitarian 
tradition has been represented in this century (in different ways) 
by von Arnim, Shorey, Jaeger, Friedländer, and the Tübingen 
school. 

The developmental tendency, on the other hand, assumes that 
Plato has changed his mind, and that the diversity of the dialogues 
reflects different stages in the evolution of Plato's thought. K. F. 

5. The classical statement of this view is that of Grote (1875): "Plato is a 
searcher, and has not yet made up his m i n d " (r, 246). "Each of his dialogues 
has its own point of view, worked out on that particular occasion" (u, 278}. 
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Hermann is credited with being the first to recognize a "Socratic" 
period in Plato's earlier work and to interpret the sequence of 
dialogues by reference to Plato's intellectual biography.6 The de­
velopmental approach was reinforced at the end of the last cen­
tury by the chronological study of Plato's style that began with 
Lewis Campbell 's work in 1867 and which, by the end of the cen­
tury, had successfully divided Plato's dialogues into three consec­
utive groups. Since all of the dialogues traditionally regarded as 
Socratic belong in the earliest of these groups, such stylistic studies 
seemed to confirm the developmental approach. After all, Plato 
began as a disciple of Socrates. Why should he not have estab­
lished his own point of view by moving gradually away from, or 
beyond, the position of his master? 

This approach presupposes that we can locate with some accu­
racy the philosophical position of Socrates within the dialogues, in 
order to trace Plato's movement from that point. Thus Guthrie 
recognized a group of dialogues in which Plato "is imaginatively re­
calling, in form and substance, the conversations of his master with­
out as yet adding to them any distinctive doctrines of his own."7 A 
more subtle and extreme formulation of this developmental view 
has been given by Gregory Vlastos, who finds an essentially 
Socratic philosophy in some ten or twelve Platonic dialogues. 
According to Vlastos, in these dialogues Plato is still under the 
spell of his master, whose philosophy is not only distinct from 
but antithetical to Plato's own mature thought. When Plato be­
comes an original philosopher, he departs from, and reacts against, 
his original Socratic position.8 

By contrast, my interpretation will stress the elements of con­
tinuity in Plato's thought, and reject the notion of any sharp break 
between the earlier dialogues and the metaphysical doctrine of the 
Phaedo and Republic. But I should make clear that in denying the 
existence of a distinct Socratic period I do not mean to deny ei­
ther the historical reality of Socrates or the importance of his in­
fluence on Plato, It is probably fair to say that no philosopher ever 
had a greater impact on his pupil or successor than Socrates had 
on Plato. It is the Socratic moral ideal, the total commitment to 

6. Hermann (1839}, 
7. Guthrie (1975) 67. 
8. Vlastos (1991)- See ch. 2, "Socrates contra Socrates in Plato." 
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justice or righteousness (difaosunë) consecrated by Socrates' own 
martyrdom, that guides Plato throughout his life. The relationship 
between the two men will be more fully explored in the next 
chapter. What I deny is not the influence of Socrates but the usual 
biographical assumption that localizes this influence in Plato's 
earlier period. 

It is also no part of my thesis to deny that we can plausibly rec­
ognize different stages in the formulation of Plato's thought. On 
the contrary, I will suggest that the traditional conception of a 
Socratic period confounds several distinct moments in Plato's de­
velopment as a writer. But this traditional view also tends to con­
ceal the fundamental continuity of thought between stages, and 
in particular between what I call the threshold dialogues and the 
next, more explicit statement of Plato's position in the great mid­
dle works: Symposium, Phaedo, and Republic. 

It is on this point that my view is most resolutely unitarian. I 
want to deny any fundamental shift in philosophical position be­
tween such so-called Socratic dialogues as the Laches, Charmides, 
and Protagoras, on the one hand, and the Phaedo and Republic on the 
other hand. There is obviously a great deal of doctrine in the lat­
ter works that is absent from the former. But the argument from 
silence has no grip on an author as cunning as Plato. As Jaeger 
pointed out, the developmental interpretation often seems to as­
sume that Plato must put into every dialogue everything that he 
knows or thinks at the time of writing. 

Of course there are also better arguments for the developmental 
view, arguments that rely not upon silence but upon the appear­
ance of doctrinal incompatibility, for example between the im­
manent essences of the Euthyphro and Meno and the metaphysical 
Forms of the Phaedo, or between the treatment of akrasia in the Pro­
tagoras and the moral psychology of the Republic. These arguments 
will be considered at length in Chapters 6 and 8, respectively. 

Before proceeding with the interpretation, let me make the 
main outlines of my position clear. Concerning the Gorgias and the 
three very short dialogues, Crito, Ion, and Hippias Minor, my inter­
pretation does not deviate very far from the traditional view. How­
ever, I do argue for more doctrinal continuity between these four 
works, and more distance from Socrates' own position, than is gen­
erally recognized - specifically with regard to Plato's unSocratic 
conception of a moral technë. And I emphasize that, formally speak-
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ing, the three shorter dialogues belong to the genre of "Socratic 
discourses" studied in Chapter 1. It is with the Gorgias, I suggest, 
that Plato first established himself as a major writer and trans­
formed the logos Sökratikos into an appropriate vehicle for con­
structive philosophy. But in its dogmatic tone the Gorgias is not 
typical. At the same time or, as I suppose, shortly thereafter, Plato 
created an essentially new form, the aporetic dialogue with a 
pseudo-historical setting. This form is exemplified in the seven 
works I call "pre-middle" or threshold dialogues to emphasize 
their proleptic relationship to the later group: Laches, Charmides, Eu-
thyphro, Protagoras, Meno, Lysis, and Euthydemus. Plato here embarks 
upon a sustained project of philosophic authorship that reaches its 
climax in the three great middle works: Symposium, Phaedo, Republic. 
My view is that this group as a whole and each of its members are 
best understood from the perspective of the Republic. It is precisely 
for this threshold group that I would endorse Jaeger 's somewhat 
extravagant claim: 

For Plato the goal was fixed and the outlines of the whole scheme were 
already visible to him, when he took up pen to write the first of his 
"Socratic" dialogues. The enteiechy of the Republic can be traced with 
full clarity in the early dialogues.9 

I regard this, however, not as a strictly historical claim but as a 
hermeneutical hypothesis, a proposal for the most insightful read­
ing of the dialogues. Except for what he tells us in the Seventh 
Epistle, we know nothing about Plato's intellectual biography,10 And 
it is a mistake to think that we can make straightforward infer­
ences from the dialogues concerning Plato's philosophical devel­
opment. Tha t would be impractical even if we knew the chrono­
logical sequence of the dialogues, which we do not. (The limits of 
our knowledge on this point will be traced in the next section.) 
The anonymity of the dialogue form, together with Plato's prob­
lematic irony in the presentation of Socrates, makes it impossible 
for us to see through these dramatic works in such a way as to read 
the mind of their author. To suppose that one can treat these dia­
logues as a direct statement of the author 's opinion is what I call 

9. Jaeger (1944) 152 = English tr, 96. I have modified the translation where nec­
essary. 

«Ο. As I shall argue in Chapter 3, Aristotle's account of the origins of Plato's 
philosophy is not historically reliable. 
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the fallacy of transparency, the failure to take account of the doc­
trinal opacity of these literary texts. What we can and must at­
tempt to discern, however, is the artistic intention with which they 
were composed. For in this sense the intention of the author is in­
scribed in the text. It is precisely this intention that my exegesis is 
designed to capture, by construing the seven threshold dialogues 
together with the Symposium and Phaedo as a single complex literary 
enterprise culminating in the Republic. And that means to see this 
whole group of dialogues as the multi-faceted expression of a sin­
gle philosophical view. 

Such, in outline, is the interpretation to be presented here. 
Since it involves a chronological component, I begin in the next 
section with a survey of our knowledge and ignorance concerning 
the chronology of the dialogues down to the time of the Republic. 
And since the prevailing view has a plausible biographical story to 
tell about Plato's philosophical development, tracing his progress 
from Socratic apprenticeship to mature Platonism by way of con­
tact with mathematics and Pythagorean philosophy, to replace 
that story I shall sketch an alternative, equally speculative account 
of Plato's intellectual biography for the period of the early and 
threshold dialogues. In § 5 I give a preliminary review of the evi­
dence in support of my central thesis, the reading of these seven 
dialogues as deliberate philosophical preparation for the views to 
be presented in the Symposium, Phaedo, and Republic. This thesis im­
plies that Plato had reached these views long before he expounds 
them in the middle dialogues. Why then should he withhold such 
information from readers of the earlier works? That is the ques­
tion I attempt to answer in § 6. 

3 . QUESTIONS OF CHRONOLOGY 

The early nineteenth century had no reliable clues as to the order 
of the dialogues. The only fixed point was Aristotle's report in 
Politics 11.6 that the Laws was written later than the Republic. F. A. 
Wolf had pointed out (in his edition of 1782) that the Symposium 
seemed to refer to events of 385 EG; and of course the Apology and 
other works referring to Socrates' trial and death had to be later 
than 399. But the rest was speculation. Schleiermacher put the 
Phaedrus first, because of its youthful spirit. Many dialogues were 
dated before the death of Socrates. The Theaetetus, Sophist, and States-
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man were thought to be relatively early, the Republic very late, 
along with the Timaeus and the Laws. 

All this was changed in the last quarter of the century by the in­
sights of two scholars of genius, Lewis Campbell and Friedrich 
Blass, and by the careful work of a succession of diligent word-
and phrase-counters, of whom the most distinguished was Con­
stantin Ritter. The story is a fascinating one, and it is told most 
dramatically by Lutoslawski for whom it was still fresh.11 

In 1867 Campbell published an edition of the Sophist and States­
man in which he argued for the late date of these dialogues on the 
basis of an amazing number of observations, both literary and 
stylistic, of features common to them and to the Philebus, Timaeus, 
Critias, and Laws. He thus identified what has come to be known as 
the late group or Group III. Campbell also noticed that the The-
aetetus, Phaedrus, and Republic have more traits of diction and sen­
tence structure in common with this group than do the other dia­
logues. He thus implicitly recognized the existence of what has 
since been identified as the middle group or Group II. 

Campbell 's work was revolutionary, but it remained unnoticed 
for nearly thirty years, until Lutoslawski brought it to the attention 
of the German scholars who, beginning with Dittenberger in 1881, 
had independently undertaken to establish the chronology of the 
dialogues on linguistic grounds. In the meantime an epoch-making 
discovery was contributed by Blass in his history of Attic rhetoric.12 

Blass observed that the avoidance of hiatus, systematically prac­
ticed by Isocrates, is adopted by Plato in only a few of his works, 
including the Phaedrus, but above all in the six dialogues indepen­
dently identified by Campbell as the late group. Thus the identity 
of this group was clearly established by two independent inves­
tigators, using quite different observations, before the stylometri-
cians began their work. 

What Dittenberger (in 1881), Ritter (in 1888) and the others 
have done is above all to confirm the division of the dialogues into 
three groups. It was Campbell again in 1896 who definitively as­
signed the Parmenides to the middle group, together with the Repub-

n . Lutoslawski (1897). I am largely reporting information provided by Luto­
slawski and Brandwood (1990). Brandwood gives a more reliable and up-
to-date critical survey of work, in the field, but Lutoslawski gives a fuller 
report of the early studies. 

12. Blass (1874). 
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lie, Theaetetus, and Phaedrus15. (Ritter had found the style of the Par-
menides so anomalous that he doubted its authenticity.) The same 
result concerning the three groups was reached independently by 
von Arnim, in a publication in the same year.14 

In my opinion, this division of Plato's dialogues into three sepa­
rate groups - early, middle, and late - can be regarded as a fixed 
point of departure in any speculation about the chronology of the 
dialogues. These groups were identified a century ago by three 
scholars working independently of one another, and their results 
in regard to the late group were confirmed by the hiatus observa­
tions of Blass and Janell.15 The careful statistical studies begun by 
Dittenberger in 1881 and summarized by Brandwood more than a 
century later, have done nothing whatsoever to undermine this di­
vision into three groups.1* This is the one solid achievement of 
stylistic studies. 

Can stylometry do more? One may reasonably doubt it. What 
has occurred in the study of Platonic chronology since 1896 is (I 
am afraid) mostly confusion, not progress. There is first of all con­
fusion about the term "middle dialogues," which was originally a 
name for the stylistically intermediate group, but is now applied to 
the dialogues of Plato's so-called "middle period" defined in 
terms of content, with reference to the doctrine of transcendental 
Forms. The "middle" period so defined includes two or three sty­
listically early dialogues (Symposium, Phaedo, Cratylus); whereas the 

13. Campbell (1896) 129-36. 
14. See the account of von Arnim's 1896 publication in Brandwood (1990) 9 6 -

109; more briefly in Lutoslawski (1897} 136-8. 
15. Lutoslawski emphasizes the extent to which the early investigators worked in 

ignorance of one another 's results. The three pioneers - Campbell, Blass, 
and Dittenberger - were completely independent of one another, but all 
three identified the same group of six dialogues as late. Rit ter (1888) knew 
Blass and Dittenberger but not Campbell . Von Arnim (1896) knew Ditten­
berger but apparently neither Campbell, Blass, nor Ritter. See Lutoslawski 
(1897) lot, 103, 121, and 136. It was Lutoslawski who first brought all of these 
studies together. 

16- Brandwood (1990: 108}, commenting on the work of Ritter and von Arnim, 
notes "their complete agreement on the division into three chronological 
groups, and at exactly the same points ." Elsewhere (p. 8) he recognizes that 
Campbell had already identified the same three groups. In another recent 
study, G. R. Ledger recognizes " the sharp difference between early and late 
works," and implicitly confirms the division between Groups II and III. See 
Ledger (1989) 224E But these fundamental results are obscured by Ledger's 
attempt to establish a sequence for all of the dialogues. 
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intermediate chronological group, defined stylistically, excludes 
these but includes Parmenides and Theaetetus which are often thought 
of as " la te" dialogues. To avoid this confusion it would be better 
to speak simply of stylistic groups I, II, and III, recognizing that 
today the terms "middle dialogue" and "middle period" are reg­
ularly used with reference to content rather than style. I submit, 
however, that it is only the stylistic division into three groups that 
offers any basis for an intersubjective agreement on chronological 
order. 

A second source of confusion is even more radical. This is the 
attempt to employ stylometry to establish a chronological order 
for dialogues within the three groups. In effect, what Campbell, 
Ritter and others discovered was that, in the course of his long ca­
reer, Plato's style changed basically twice: once when he undertook 
to write the Republic, a composition on an entirely new scale; and 
once again when he began systematically to avoid hiatus and 
hence adopt more unnatural word order and sentence structure. 
(This change occurred between the Theaetetus and the Sophist, 
marking the break between Groups II and III.) But there is really 
no reason to suppose that Plato's style changed significandy every 
time he wrote a new dialogue, and no reason to exclude the possi­
bility that he was working on several dialogues at the same time. 

The attempt to establish a complete linear ordering for the dia­
logues on stylometric grounds has produced no reliable results, no 
agreement after a century of work.17 And this is what we might 
expect, since the attempt is based upon the fallacious assumption 
that chronological order will in every case be reflected in stylistic 
change. Although many if not all studies confirm the division into 
three groups, two different studies - even two studies by the same 
scholar18 - rarely if ever produce the same ordering for dialogues 
within each group. In seeking to establish a linear ordering, stylo­
metry in the last hundred years has attempted to do the undoable. 

17. This lack of agreement is documented in the reviews of Brandwood's and 
Ledger's books. See, e.g. Schofield (1991) io8f; Keyser (1991) and (1992); 
Young (1994). 

18. The most striking case of this is von Arnim, who in his first (1896) study put 
the Lysis and the Laches at the very end of Group I, with the Phaedo and Sym­
posium; but in his second (1912) study he placed both these dialogues near the 
beginning of this group, after the Ion and Protagoras. See the report in Brand-
wood (1990) 107 and 215. 


