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SOCRATES
469–399 BC

1. The historical/intellectual context

2. Socrates’ life

3. Socrates’ philosophy

4. Closer look at Socratic definitions
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SOCRATES vs .  THE PRE-SOCRATICS

 Style: He used plain language, rather than, e.g., poetry.
Method: Question and answer – philosophy as an inquiry or search.
 Content: Focuses on ethics (mostly).

And maybe most importantly…
Makes inquiry examine itself: 

 Not just making arguments, but asking how good arguments are made.
 Not just claiming knowledge, but asking what knowledge is and how we get it.
 Coupled with a kind of humility: he claims to be wise because “I do not think I 

know what I do not know” (Plato, Apology, 22d)



S OC RATES ’ L I FE  & D EATH

 The paradigmatic example of a philosopher: “the unexamined life is not worth 
living”. 
 An unlikely Greek hero, contradicting traditional values like beauty, wealth, 

reputation, and power. 
 Politically “uncooperative”. Associated with controversial figures, like Alcibiades 

and Critias.
 Eventually triad (by a jury of about 500 of his Athenian peers) and condemned to 

death by drinking hemlock. The charge:
Meletus, the son of Meletus, of the deme of Pitthos wrote this indictment and takes 
this oath against Socrates, the son of Sophroniscus of Alopece: Socrates is guilty of 
not believing in the gods that the city believes in, and of introducing other, new 
deities; and he is guilty of corrupting the youth. The penalty is death.



THE “SOCRATIC PROBLEM”

Socrates wrote nothing himself and (almost) all our sources present 
fictionalised accounts of Socrates.

Do we really know anything about the historical Socrates?

Our principal sources:
Aristophanes: The Clouds
Xenophon: The Apology of Socrates and The Memorabilia
Plato: almost thirty dialogues with Socrates as a character



SOCRATES’ PHILOSOPHY
Contributions to philosophy (some of).

A distinctive method: the Socratic method (or elenchus).
A theory of definitions and its role in knowledge.
An ethical theory that related knowledge, virtue, and 

happiness.
A psychological doctrine, Socratic ‘intellectualism’: we desire 

something if and only if we believe it to be good.
 Sometimes associated with a kind of scepticism.



SOCRATES’ PHILOSOPHY
A ‘typical’ Socratic conversation.

SOCRATES: What is courage? (Or virtue, piety, etc.)
LACHES: Courage is endurance of bad things.
SOC: But can’t people can endure bad things unwisely?
LAC: Well, yes.
SOC: Is courage ever unwise?
LAC: Well, no.
SOC: Then you do not think all endurance of bad things is courage. So, 
again, what is courage?
…
LAC: My beliefs contradicted each other! Now I do not know what I 
thought I knew!



SOCRATES’ PHILOSOPHY
A ‘typical’ Socratic conversation.

Elenchus (ἔλεγχος): refutation.

1. Socrates asks “What is F?” (Where F is, e.g., courage or wisdom,)
2. Interlocutor offers a definition of F, p.
3. Socrates questions the interlocutor and finds that he also believes q, r, and s.
4. Socrates argues, and the interlocutor agrees, that q, r, and s imply not-p
5. Socrates concludes that p is not a good definition of F (at least if q, r, and s)

The result is aporia (ἀπορία): puzzlement or impasse.



SOCRATES’ PHILOSOPHY
Socratic ethics, in an inadequate nutshell.

How are virtue, happiness, and knowledge related?

Happiness: eudaimonia (εὐδαιμονία).
Virtue: arête (ἀρετή).
Knowledge: episteme (ἐπιστήμη).



SOCRATIC DEFINITIONS
Generality requirement.

SOCRATES: You did not teach me adequately when I asked you what the 
pious was, but you told me that what you are doing now, in prosecuting 
your father for murder, is pious.
EUTHYPHRO: And I told the truth, Socrates.
SOCRATES: Perhaps. You agree, however, that there are many other pious 
actions.
EUTHYPHRO: There are.
SOCRATES: Bear in mind then that I did not bid you tell me one or two of 
the many pious actions but that form itself that makes all pious actions 
pious, for you agreed that all impious actions are impious and all pious 
actions pious through one form, or don’t you remember?



SOCRATIC DEFINITIONS
Generality requirement.

Euthyphro’s answer applied to some but not all pious actions.

So our first requirement is: 
An adequate definition of piety must apply to all things that we call pious.

Put more formally: 
An adequate definition of F-ness (some quality like piety, or virtue, or 
courage) must apply to all F things



SOCRATIC DEFINITIONS
Specificity requirement.

LACHES: I think it is a sort of endurance of the soul, if it is necessary to say what its nature is in all
cases.

SOCRATES: But it is necessary, at any rate if we are to give an answer to our question. Now this is 
what appears to me: I think that you don’t regard every kind of endurance as courage. I am fairly 
sure, Laches, that you regard courage as a very fine thing?  LAC: One of the finest, you may be sure.

SOC: And you would say that endurance accompanied by wisdom is a fine and noble thing? LAC: 
Very much so.

SOC: Suppose it is accompanied by folly? Isn’t it just the opposite: harmful and injurious?  LAC: Yes.

SOC: And can a fine thing be injurious and harmful sort?  LAC: No, that wouldn’t be right, Socrates.

SOC: Then you won’t allow this kind of endurance to be courage, since it is not fine, whereas courage 
is fine.  LAC: You are right. (Plato, Laches, 192c–d)



SOCRATIC DEFINITIONS
Specificity requirement.

Laches answer applies to all cases of courage (or might do) but it has 
another problem: it applies to some non-courageous things.

So our second requirement is: 
An adequate definition of courage must apply to only things that we call 
courageous.
More formally: 
An adequate definition of F-ness must apply to only F things



SOCRATIC DEFINITIONS
What else is needed?

An adequate definition of F-ness must apply to all F things
An adequate definition of F-ness must apply to only F things

Putting them together:
An adequate definition of F-ness must apply to all and only F things

Are we done?
What about (Aristotle's example): a human is a featherless biped?



SOCRATIC DEFINITIONS
Explanatory requirement.

I did not bid you tell me one or two of the many pious actions but that form itself 
that makes all pious actions pious, for you agreed that all impious actions are 
impious and all pious actions pious through one form. (Plato, Euthyphro)
Even if there are many and various examples of virtue, all of them have one and the 
same form which makes them virtues, and it is right to look to this when one is 
asked to make clear what virtue is. (Plato, Meno 72c)

So our final requirement is: a definition of virtue must explain what makes all 
virtuous things virtuous. Thus:

A Socratic, explanatory definition of F-ness must apply to all and only F things 
and explain what makes F things F



SOCRATIC DEFINITIONS
Why are explanatory definitions important?

For Socratic philosophy:
We know what F-ness is, if we grasp the definition of F-ness.
 Knowing what virtue is is necessary and sufficient for being virtuous.
And being virtuous is necessary and sufficient for being happy.

For later philosophy:
 For Plato explanation was similarly essential to knowledge.
 Explanatory definitions are central to Platonic Forms
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