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Debra Nails®
Five Platonic Characters

The study of Plato is a veritable battlefield for multiple academic disciplines and
popular discourses. Most notably, the continental and Anglo-American ap-
proaches to Plato have diverged over the past decade: reading different journals,
assigning different translations, and hiring like-minded colleagues. Yet, for at
least a decade, it has been a mere caricature of analytic philosophy to say
that its method is to rip arguments out of their contexts in Plato’s dialogues in
order to represent them in propositional logic and assess their soundness. The
corresponding caricature of the continental approach to Plato has become equal-
ly inappropriate: to say that Plato’s philosophical dialectic is subordinate to a
Heideggerian hermeneutic, the sensitive interpretation of dialogues read as
wholes. I would like to preserve the rigor of the analytic approach while defend-
ing the view that Plato’s literary craft was not mere window-dressing for school-
boys.

Plato’s singular contribution, his achievement beyond pre-Socratic, sophis-
tic, literary, and rhetorical precedents, was his doubly open-ended philosophical
method, leading him to criticize most effectively even the beliefs he may have
cherished most deeply. Aporia is one open end, well known to all; the other —
and, to my mind, even more admirable — is Plato’s refusal to allow even his
most well-established starting points to be insulated from criticism. His dia-
logues are occasions to philosophize further, not dogmatic treatises.” Whatever
views he held, however he expressed them, he requires us to perform our own
intellectual labors and to reach our own conclusions by the best arguments
we can muster. In that endeavor, we are well-advised to use whatever techniques
are available to us, logical or literary. Within what Ruby Blondell has called the
“insoluble paradox of our place at the crossroads of particularity and abstrac-
tion” (2002: 303), the collective effort to establish Plato’s overarching view of
human nature has diminished our regard for the particular human beings he fea-
tures in his dialogues. My project here is to reestablish the importance of taking
Plato’s characterizations seriously on grounds that they are sometimes crucial to
understanding what Plato is arguing.

1 I am grateful for the friendship and the comments of our community in Brasilia 2012, and for
the support the IPS and UNESCO provided.
2 This is the theme for which I argued in Nails 1995.
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298 —— Debra Nails

Appreciating the characters’ individual roles within familial, social, and re-
ligious structures could deepen our understanding of some philosophical issues
— human nature, epistemology, or justice and education in the polis. We have
long used Athenian history and law to explain aspects of the dialogues that
would otherwise be obscure.? All too often, however, we have contented our-
selves with a phrase or two handed down from the nineteenth century about per-
sons — a time when little was known and the texts were being established.
Thanks primarily to classicists’ early adoption of computer databases, we now
know much more about Plato’s characters than the old footnotes suggested, so
the possibilities for understanding have been considerably extended.*

No one discusses the Charmides without mentioning Critias’s future leader-
ship of the Thirty, or the Republic without noting that Glaucon and Adeimantus
are Plato’s brothers. Some of Plato’s dialogues, the Laches for example, assume a
high level of familiarity with then-recent past events and the reputations of the
persons represented — some of whom were still alive and active in Athens when
Plato was writing his dialogues. I will focus on five actual people, two men and
three women, whose lives and later reputations among Plato’s audiences may be
more important to understanding Plato’s text than has previously been realized
— but I have not selected the famous ones. What I hope to show is that the range
of plausible interpretations of the texts, and the range of understandings of Pla-
to’s milieu, and perhaps that of Socrates as well, can be reduced and focused if a
character had a career and a reputation in Athens already known to Plato’s au-
dience; discernible personalities matter to our interpretations, or so I shall at-
tempt to establish.

. Meno

Meno of Thessaly, son of Alexidemus,” became a mercenary general under the
command of Cyrus. We meet him in Plato’s dialogue when he is visiting Athens
in late 402 as the guest of Anytus before he leaves on the military campaign that
Xenophon will immortalize in the Anabasis. Meno was vicious. Xenophon is

3 E.g. especially Theaetetus, Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, and Phaedo.

4 The caveat is that we cannot confidently assume that what Plato’s audience believed about a
character is what happened to survive into our own time. We have before us a partial, fragment-
ed record of ancient prosopography, so we cannot afford to be complaisant about the informa-
tion that we have.

5 Apart from his appearance in Plato’s Meno, Meno appears in Xenophon’s Anabasis 1.2.6 - 3.1,
fragments 27-28 of Ctesias, and in Diodorus Siculus 14.19.8 - 9, 14.27.2 - 3.
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