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144 Does Socrates Have a Method?

response would be that both these beliefs and (4) have greater “eyidential

security” than their competing beliefs.” By detailing Socrates’ long and var- The
ied confirmation of (3b") and disconfirmation of (2a’) and (2b"), then, while
also displaying how the entire process of discovery rests on both a critical Socratic
and apparently unsecured proposition (“It is not lawful for Apollo to lie”}

Elenchos?

er secured by long argumentative and reflective experience (3), the
asizes that while Socrates proceeds on assumptions, he
Those propositions that he does assume, we are
assured, are those every prior attempt to overturn which has resulted in self-
contradiction, while every argument where they serve as leading premises
ther furthered inferences to similarly resistant apparent truths or con- -
tributed to the unmasking of a self-professed expert who, like Futhyphro; -
cannot make his words “stand still.” That this is warrant enough for Socra-
tes is only worrisome, then, when we forget just how many such arguments.
there must have been in thirty years of playing the relentless gadfly and street.
preacher. One function of the oracle story, then, is to remind us that by be-
Socrates was best able to stand still.”*

and anoth
oracle story emph
does so not unreasonably.

THOMAS C. BRICKHOUSE

and

NICHOLAS D. SMITH

has ei

ing always on the move,

73. For a good exposition of the contention that on Socrates’ view the elenchos reveal
falsehoods and secures truths because of the evidential strenggh of the agreed-upon premises;
sce now Adams, ©Elenchos and Evidence.”

74. My thanks to Thomas Brickhouse and Nicholas Smith for their commentary on this pa
per, as well as the many conversations concerning Socrates that we have enjoyed over the yeats
1 am also grateful to Jennifer Reid, Debra Nails, and Gary Scott for their comments on previ

ous versions of this paper {and Gary’s invitation to contribute to this volume).

Few topics | i i i

e Socratic soncho.” Despiethe rvense s e e
e : extensive attention the sub-
ject has received, however, we find no general agreement about isel
What the elenchos is. In perhaps his most famous and most often citp :CESEIZ
on Socrates,! to which we can credit much of this interest in “th ; ot
! .ethocl,” Gregory Vlastos conceived of the elenchos as a methoc“i3 F oot
that COI'.lld only work given a general assumption that no one can b(t: ot
stent immoralist and a specific assumption that all of Socrates’ 1 con.
deretli moral beliefs were consistent.> Vlastos argued that ivenotvl‘lrn ;s
S._lHl:lptl()l’lS, Socrates could conclude that all of his own cclfsidered o asi
§l1efs were true.* Accordingly, Socrates could be assured that an l'nzioFa
rence from moral premises in which he believed would also bg t‘;i; (1)';

1. Vlastos, Socratic Studies.

- ﬁ:ssi:tively, \}ilastos’s ‘ftremendous assumption” [A], “Whoever has a false moral belief
ohwe y;he T{i ath the same time Erue beliefs entailing the negation of that false belief” (i;;:i(l:E‘3
rther assumption” [B], “The set of elenctically tested moral beliefs held b;

ates at any given time is consistent™ (ibi
rates : ent” (ibid,, 27—
3. Ihid., 28, ( 2778
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and P i i
: tholar;fk)é complicate the picture even more than McPherran does, argu
ing that the Socratic elenchos act : \
uvally has several functi i
o o the So : unctions, which cannot
gle common analysis. Qur own view ; imi
: . view is less opt ic sti
e o ‘ ptimistic still for
s occupied so many scholars, Bei iew 1
- Briefly, our view is that th
can be no solution to “the : e analyas
problem of the elenchus” and i i
can be : no single analysis
Socrat'ctlc} arg:mefts, for the simple reason that there is no such thing as “ihe
o iic elenchos. Socrates argues with people in severa] different ways. Al-
iy fthlt Ij ten;ptlrig to group all or some of these ways under a single head
e . - 0 :
Pli,:o’s \ etenc 0s, 1 it is 1(: temptation that should be resisted, for nothing in
exts compels such a grouping, a i
, and gathering all of Socrates’ vari
arguments under a single headi i i ve problems
ng only gives rise to interpreti
uttdle: : tive probl
now so familar in the literatur i o .
e. In brief, then, our view is th i
of “the Socratic elenchos” : : there s s vty idea
0s”—and thus the notion th i
£t at there is some very spe-
cial “problem of the elenchus”—is an artifact of modern scholarship T

this basis, Vlastos claimed to have solved what he called “the problem of the
elenchus”: How could Socrates suppose that he ever proved anything with a
style of argument that logically only demonstrated inconsistency among the
beliefs Socrates adduced from his interlocutor?

Vlastos’s understanding of the elenchos, however, has failed to generate
even a consensus, much less universal agreement, among scholars. Most of
the subsequent scholarship on the topic has sought to show the ways in
which Vlastos’s account fails, and several alternative accounts have been of-
fered. None of these, either, has won much support among other scholars,
who-—as the three papers to which we are now responding amply show— .
continue to disagree even about the most basic defining traits of the elen-
chos. According to Benson, the elenchos requires only what Benson calls the
“doxastic constraint”:4 The interlocutor must believe the premises of an
elenctic argument are true. Contra Viastos, Benson provides impressive tex- -
tual evidence against the claim that Socrates himself had to believe the prem-
ises he used in his arguments. According to McPherran, however, Socrates’
interpretation of the famous oracle to Chaerephon is elenctic—but in this
case, the one responsible for the oracle (Apollo or the Pythia) is not directly
examined at all, and so none of the premises Socrates uses in his subsequent
investigation can plausibly be held to meet the sole condition Benson pro:
poses. Socrates’ interpretive quest, therefore, cannot count as elenctic (at
Jeast in regard to the oracle} for Benson; but for McPherran, the interpretive
activities count as a model of elenchos. Carpenter and Polansky simply d
spair of giving any general account of the elenchos. :

We do not intend to offer detailed responses to any of the arguments
above but will rather only give very brief explanations of why and where we
do not find the accounts entirely compelling, though, as we have now':
ready hinted, we find some very good evidence against each author’s view
in the others’ arguments. Benson claims that the so-called “problem of't
elenchus” cannot be solved-—the elenchos, in his view, is not and cannot be
a method for constructive philosophical discovery or development of mior
doctrine. McPherran appears to be more optimistic, for he finds good 1
son to think that Socrates can employ elenctic arguments in constru
ways. He quietly concedes, however, that not all elenctic arguments ap
to have the feature he uncovers in Socrates’ interpretive debates. In this ¢o
cession, he appears to disagree with Benson, who proclaims that “the ¢
chos [is] a unique form of argument with unique features” {ro7). Carpe

I. The “Doxastic Constraint”

:Accorcli{?g to Benson, the sole condition that must be met for a proposition
.totqlia ity as é premise in an elenctic argument is that it be beljeved by the
nterlocutor. Given only this conditi
on, as Benson shows quite vividly. ;
not be that elenctic ar o falsoat o
SUIMENts prove any proposition t f;
pot be - : : : rue or false—at most
: ¥ d splay an inconsistency in the interlocutor’s beliefs and thus reveal
me i i i
e gr}Orancil in the interlocutor. Benson recognizes, however, that even
is single condition eliminates se i :
_ veral instances of Socrati i i
is si : atic philosophiz-
—in ic di
gf dﬁ]‘;ﬁd, virtually whole early Platonic dialogues—from the eleictic
egory. Benson thus excludes the “speech of the laws in the Crito, most of
€ argum i :
_e!eti e1(1; of the Apology [with the sole exception of the interrogation of
. s} and] the prologue of the Laches” from consideration im his account
bxzsfienchos ( '107). Now, we are not entirely convinced that Benson’s
¢ constraint” actually does exclud
e all of these: We see n
: : G reason to
ppose that th.e speech of the laws in the Crito, for example
I;rn;es to Whlch Crito would not give his sincere assent On,
su i .
_ stan;;[lve conclusions Socrates draws about the citizens® duty to obe
aw are derived from Socrates’ ' !
s and Crito’s agreement abh i
. out the prem
o , premises,
1 thle laws’ argument has the effect of refuting Crito’s claim that Soc-
ls( ould escape, moreover, it reveals that Crito did not “s
th knowledge, when he urged Socrates to escape
nson’ i ‘
n’s approach faces a more serious problem, however, According to

mcludes any
the contrary,

peak well,” or

4, Benson, ro5. Vlastos calls this “the ‘say what you believe’ requirement” (ibid.,'7')

- TS
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ount as elenctic unless the in-

the “doxastic constraint” no argument can ¢
en if Socrates often insists that

terlocutor actually believes the premises. Butev
he is also all too often will-

his interlocutors express only their own beliefs,
llow his interlocutors to answer his questions without making any

ng to a
wers that they explicitly deny believ-

such commitmeni-—oOr even to give ans
ing. Socrates does not simply give up the argument in the Gorgias when Cal-

licles quite plainly stops giving answers he is willing to claim as his own be-
liefs (see Greg. so5dff.), or when Thrasymachus does the same in Republic1
(see Rep. 1.3 50dff.), nor does Socrates seem at all daunted by Protagoras’s
arguing from a point of view that he explicitly disavows {Prot. 333¢cff.). Ac-

cording to Benson’s analysis, then, Socrates’ arguments with these inter
locutors may ch the minute the inter

start out as elenctic but cease to be su
locutor fails to satisfy the “doxastic constraint.” These arguments, we are to.
suppose, become generic, as it were, and no longer the “unique form of ar
gument with unique features” that we uniguely associate with Socrates. This:
sudden shift, however, comes with no dramatic acknowledgment from Plato’s;
Socrates, who happily continues and draws his conclusions in each case.
We should also wonder just how strongly the “doxastic constraint” must
“unique form of argument.” Must the interlocutor hold the
premise with any kind of confidence, or is it enough that he is willing even
tentatively to affirm it? In the passages in which Socrates insists on this “sa
what you believe” rule, he seems to want his interlocutors to signal the
assent in fairly strong ways: “For the sake of the argument” is not goo
enough (see Cri. 49¢—d, Grg. soob, Prot. 3316, Rep. 1.346a). In other case
however, he says nothing about the “constraint,” so we should wonder how
strongly it applies in these cases. One special reason for skepticism abo
eature common to mamny of Socrates’ arguments (a fe

this comes from a f
ture about which Benson himself has had very important things to sa
s—sometimes from:

other papers): Socrates often directs bis argument

very beginning—toward a definition of some moral term ot other. In the

arguments, which always end up in aporia, Socrates often very deftly gu

his interlocutor through several attempts t0 provide the sought-after defini

tion. So what are we to make of the interlocutor’s condition, in regard to
» in each successive attempt to provide a definitio

«doxastic constraint,’
might be tempting, perhaps, to attribute to the interlocutor a belie

apply in this

to the very interesting analysis offered in Ho
«Gocratic Ignorance and the Therapeutic Aim of the Elenchos,” in Wisdom, I grotan
Virtue: New Essays in Socratic Studies (suppl. Apeiron 30.4), ed. Mark L. McPher
montom: Academic Printing & Publishing, 1997), 3750 i

5. We are indebted, in what follows,
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first atte iti i is willi
et mptfdhdeﬁmtlon, given his willingness to affirm that definition at th
nin ; €
Coistrai gt :) t € argument. Even if we were to concede that the “doxastic
h 1 A applies in first definitional attempts, however, we might well
wonder w i i i ’ we
wonder ﬂfl:t}tler fthalso applies to subsequent attempts. Socrates mfy hope
, that each new attempt is sincere 1 ;
) n some way—h
iterloc y—he may want the
lausjbI?tor to suppose that each new attempt has at least sufﬁc)i(ent initial
i . , a
Ectuaﬂy 1;;7;0 ean;l it ;erloctlzs scrutiny. But any evidence that the interlocutor
ieves the first definitional at
: tempt may actuall i
evidence ; ' i  qualify as some
e ts, at Ileast, against the claim that the interlocutor believes subsequent
pts, unless a case can be made that the interlocutor’s beliefs are con

Stantly i i i 5
l lchangi‘ng durmg the elenctic process or that the interlocutor ha
severa i V. T
. . llnc‘OIlSlStent beliefs about the definition of the rele ant moral te
1 s : m.
Certainly 1n the last definitional attempt in the Euthyphro for example the
3 )

‘doxastic ¢ e
Coee On?tframt does not apply to Euthyphro: Socrates actually has to
p veral features of the attempt— one initiated by Socrates himself
selfo

to the clueless Euthyphro (see esp, Futhyp. 12a and Euthyphro’s very tenta-

ive assent at z2d),
Such iti i i
definitional attempts in the dialogues may qualify as sincere at

empts t icti i
- thli)n S(? cap;uge some convictions the interlocutor holds about F-ness or
gs in a definition, but that is a different matter: One might well think

hat F-ness is a vi
| e a'v}llrtue, for. example, or have several strong beliefs about what
ings a If’t‘g-lt ‘out having anything like a clear or strong belief about what
: pess & .t 1lsE is 50, however, and if the “doxastic constraint” is a serious
aint a i i
pottaint 1::1 aﬁ, Fhen, :Ilccordlllng to Benson’s interpretation, most {if not all)
_ efinitional searches must also b
. e ruled out as nonelencti
oo ‘ onelenctic. Such
ks 1§>n Wouidé of course, still Ieave those dialogues or parts of dialogues
ocrates does insist on the “d i i
oxastic constraint,” b ink i
L0 : : ,” but we think it
e ey f:iir mI;)re Socratic argumentation #nexplained than explained
t , what Benson’s analysis requi :
quires threatens to make the © i
s o : ake the “Socratic
e s” the exception, rather than the rule, of Socratic philosophizing

ocratic Interpretation

EnSOI‘l’S i sense to i i
‘ aCCUu”t, 1t Hia‘keS no se t thln.k hat SOCratES’ SearCh for
taStj “‘.h Cil dﬁ[l\ieS IIlalIll}‘ f[Om SOC] ? 5} ’ -

i p an I‘Sta!fld the or
o p 3 it dOCS make sense to su t £ refutation
to Cllae[e 1.1011 ppOSE tha SOCI‘& ? f i

) €5 ucations

tute & SErious aIld SubStaHtIVe attempt to uncover truﬂl MCPherran
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preservation by “wooden walls” in the Persian invasion, for example, the
oracle hardly made an ordinary reference to the sides of ships, despite The-
mistocles” successful interpretation. One might rightly worry that the field of
possible candidates for correct interpretation might be considerably larger
than McPherran’s Socrates seemed to suppose. As we ourselves are find-
ing with some scholarly discomfort, even very clearly articulated and ubig-
uitous phenomena seem open to a confusing array of inherently plausible
interpretations.
But these are versions of skeptical worries that have been almed, i other
circumstances, against the possibility of gaining knowledge from the senses,
from inductive reasoning, and from what is called inference to the best hy-
pothesis. McPherran’s Socrates is no more guilty of epistemic vice (apart
from the peculiar religious element of his beliefs) than any of the rest of us
are when we seck the truth. McPherran has offered one model of how
Socrates can seriously think he is pursuing truth by refuting people. This is
‘obviously in sharp contrast with Benson, who states unequivocally: “I do
not deny . . . that Socrates aims to uncover truths and acquire knowledge,

.. I do deny, however, that Socrates {directly) employs his elenchos in an
“attempt to achieve these goals” (1o7). Benson never explains what he had in
mind in making the qualification that Socrates does not directly employ the
‘elenchos in his pursuit of truth, but perhaps McPherran has, in a sense, ar-
ticulated in detail what Benson may have had in mind. For in McPherran’s
ccount it is noteworthy that Socrates’ approach to truth is quite obviously
n indirect one: Socrates seeks to improve his and others’ understandings
‘of things by ruling out false alternatives. The problem is that there may be
0o limit to human ingenuity in generating new moral hypotheses to test. The
ame may be true for hypotheses that generate new possible interpreta-
ons— of empirical phenomena or oracular pronouncements, or of premises
at scem intuitively to be true. In science, we freely invent new hypotheses,
ut must generally resort to methods that can only (and at most) disconfirm
ne of the rival hypotheses we have dreamed up. Such is the human epis-
mic condition, and in McPherran’s account the elenctic method is in good

i i i i nt. In
argues that an interpretive element can be identified in elea;tlc arglllrr;; LI
. . . atn
resented with a claim (the oracle
the case of the oracle, Socrates i1s p : : ie oracle °
one is wiser than he is) that he regards as mdubltablzf tr;lle but ;t' ISt nolte
fon i i i ct interpre-
i i t all obvious. Since oaly the corre
claim whose interpretation 1s a : e o
i i i to clear view the truth of the claim
tation of that claim will expose . : ercas
false interpretations might render the claim false}, Soc;ates'undertake-s i
terpret the oracle correctly. This he does by testing rival knter[.;lretatlonf .
in thi j etin
the claim made in the oracle (in this case, there are Just two suck con;ph 5
and discovers to his reasonable satisfaction which of the ri-
b

i retations ' ’
i ! s—which renders the oracle’s claim true and which

val interpretations work

does not. o ' )
As McPherran notes, however, this situation has some very special fea

tures. For one thing, the claim made by the oracle, because Qle-;S di;r;;lz ::;
gin, Socrates feels he has strong reason to au':cept asl 1?7‘%6.1 Cue; 0srS e con
hardly be said for most of the clai;ns maie by h;ssrrls?(f;iatitzz eoms o tk,link o
ubiects to scrutiny. In these other cases, .
i‘;gr;tfjait s]()me reason to think the relevant clai.ms are not'trueh— tor i’: ifg::
there is nothing in the “authority” of those makm% t-he clalm? tha pce ides
any reason to accept them as true.h So McPhe.rran ; litfﬁgjztil:‘;:;z (Ofiher)
of the elenchos can only apply to those cases in whic Iy some {otier]
n to accept the relevant claim as true. It may be enough t at Socrate
;?32 some pleu}:sibility in the claim, th()lfl:), ii’ this 52 ;1(1) ;h::lf; ;E [:; i;, Ot;::ts;; -
crates’ interpretive strategy wilt be foun ay
;eizsirciusi(t)ive sense ablcj)ut the claim in question. After' alll, n;aybe S(:E:a:t:s
hunch is wrong and the right way to interpret the claim is L e way that i
veals what is wrong with the claim—rather than some way t :fat W(l)lu ma
the claim seem right! This seems a very insecure foundation (;)r t 1;3 pe >
of truth. And yet, how else would a search for truth prm;eed,b vt fos e
do not already have access to the truth, except by searching about uc;ztibn
reasonings that seem to give the most plaumhle‘answers to our.qd otiog
And short of divine sanction, who else but thf: ignorant a;re to judg )
N ther. f‘mOSt D i, howes compet;nilgil:"::;‘i)hng- In the'ca ompany with other ways we pursue truth indirectly.

e chaonephon, Socrates sy sonably suppose tha We have argued for a different sort of indirect constructivism elsewhere,®
of the orac v C}'laerephon’ Socr'zces' mf;yrer:lfose thachPherran iden I there is no reason now to repeat our eatlier arguments. But under-
. o i onder 0 ma Woth rosumption Socrates must also suppose th nding Socrates’ pursuit of the truth and of knowledge as an indirect one
e ks in;rder B til:lst azslrcillizoiacle used words in at least 50 s to be called for if his refutations are to be understood as playing more
. . is pronouncement, ' e
?l;i[;; ll?lilegthe cI)erinary way. But this assur.nption seems msicilei ;gi?ﬁzn

(perhaps legendary) history of the Delphic oracle: In proclaiming Ath

6. Brickhouse and Smith, Plato’s Socrates, chap. 1.
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ducing very poor ad hominem arguments—is surely to concede that he must
to some degree shape his arguments to fit the specific blindness or percep-
tiveness, the prejudice or openness, and ineptitude or aptitude of distinct in-
terlocutors, Given the great variety of interlocutors Plato’s dialogues provide
for Socrates, we should not wonder that we find enormous differences in the
ways Socrates deals with them. With Euthyphro, he is haughty and ironical;
with Meletus, he is aggressive and demanding; with Charmides, he is teas-
ing and urbane; with Hippias, he is sarcastic; with Crito, friendly; and so on.
Carpenter and Polansky conclude that in all of this difference of style there
is no sense to be looking minimalistically for the thinnest of common logical
strands, as Benson tries. But in fairness to Benson, nothing in what Carpen-
ter and Polansky note refutes Benson’s understanding about what s, after
all, common to all of Socrates” particular refutations—or at least those in
which the “doxastic constraint” is accepted and satisfied. For surely, as long
as Hippias says only what he believes, and what Hippias says is all that
Socrates employs in his arguments, what else we find Socrates doing will
_not make any difference to all that the “doxastic constraint” entails. So, de-
“spite the great variety of interlocutors and argumentative circumstances,
enson could still be entirely right about what makes an arpument an elenc-
ic argument,
Carpenter and Polansky articulate a much more telling worry, in our
iew, when they notice that “the term elenchos and its derivatives appear
airly commonly in the Euthydemus, and many of the refutations called by
his name are performed by the brothers Euthydemus and Dionysodorus®
92}, What should trouble Benson about this is that these refutations, at least
or the most part, may also be reasonably claimed to satisfy the “doxastic
onstraint.” But if what these eristic brothers do is the same as what Socrates
loes—as it must be, if Benson is right about the necessary and sufficient
nditions of the Socratic elenchos—then it is no longer at all clear why
-should take any special interest in coming to understand “the Socratic
ethod,” By any contemporary measure, eristic competition does not qual-
gument context, There can be no dou?)t . s interesting philosophy or argumentative methodology.
to suit what he perceives as the sp ecific requit ide necessary and i f course, neither Vlastos nor Benson needs to have supposed that “the
of the interlocutot. Even Benson, who secks to prov cratic elenchos” was the only form of argument that could be called by
cient conditions for the elenchos, allovafs name elenchos. So, perhaps one point of the Euthydemus is to contrast
the sense that it is always dire(‘:ted specific e.Socratic elenchos” with other forms of elenchos. Plato obviously does
Chapter 6) and to concede this—unless we are € Socrates contrast the sort of persuasion orators provide with his own
, a5 we see in Socrates’ conversation with Polus in the Gorgias, for ex-
le (see Grg. 471e~472¢, 4756~ 476a). And certainly Plato means for us

than a preparatory role. The question is, can there E)e[a su;gle”timvocal analy-
sis of Socrates’ philosophizing under the heading “e elflzc os ;ended o bl
McPherran has not helped much (and may not elw(ei in cnded 1o o8
much) in the achievement of this goal, f(?r he acklno?v e %eie T
Socrates’ arguments appear to have been interpretive 1r11 na ut i . A
find his account of Socrates’ reasoning about the oracle qu1h Pdone le fand
we do indeed find it a very plausible accoun.t)., McPherran l_alf one lile ¢
support the kind of strongly unifying ambitions of those é{ e Viastos and
Benson. This fragmentation becomes even more propounced 10 the €553y by .

Carpenter and Polansky.

Varieties of Socratic Argument

1. The Many Purposes and

A i
1 5 al S a
IIlally Lllfp()SCS 89 . Sup or f()]: thlS O y 3 $a ple 1
p ( ) 3
Ilfltm s Earl) dla’lﬂgues f one CE[lSldE[S Eill the ¢ alms S C crates o ‘EI']::ES at out
3 - a
\“‘ha he 18 d()ll’lg a“.d all Of tlle C!all[ls ()t}lets IIlakC abOllt lel t 116 18 d()
] t e af CaSE cif y ONnCceacs 1 ouf oW eallle WO y a y
l con d .I u
3 g
11 ve t[led f s S y p
gulllelli:atl()[l. NS (:a pelltel [ld 0 Sky note An EIllb,taC—l g l'eﬂectlu
iy a P lan y 11
clalrr t at tt 18 18 § pecat s¢ SC:IEH:ES hElS na S!'Ilgli n lEtil: i :f IEletEl
2 3

that “it is always ad bominer
ally at an individual” (note.
to convict Socrates (_)f__

7. Ihid.

8. See, for example, Woodruff, “Expert Knowledge.”
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to see a contrast between what Euthydemus-and Dlonysodi(;rt;ssc;(i)l ;?jnﬁﬁ
Socrates does. Yet there is nothing in that dialogue that te ; e
is of two very different sorts of elenchos—'—t-he con;rast is 11( e oncs ey
serve: Socrates seeks truth, whereas the erlst}c brothers see o ;{f fictory i

nts. If we apply this as the d1£ferent1a_between speci 2
howeve Benson’s view of the uniquely Socratic elenchos cannot.be corre(.:'ci
?c())r“;;:;z:aneacknowledges that a consequence of his view is (again) a denia

i i i ttempt to achieve these
employs his elenchos inan a .
e e wire knowledge].” But Benson can also

hs and acq .
oals [sc., to uncover trut ‘ ‘ ' n 2o
rgnount in;pressive evidence for the claim that in many {or, m}l;lee.d, n}e r(zfu
. . im .
Socrates’ arguments the goal appears quite exp{hat}lly o be tt efst rufh e
i ursuit o -
i i So neither can we make the p
tation of the interlocutor. : . o
essary or sufficient condition of the (umquel}./ Eobcratlc) elgnchatic —
is i ot distinguish between Socr .
This is not to say that we cann : and eristic
refutation, for surely we can. McPherran’s approacl;, 111deed,.mlg N
, 1 i iguiti alternative in 5
: tic refutation, ambiguities an : cta-
way to do so: In Socra d It
tiozs of premises might be identified and then scrutlmzed for the:.r pl wsibi
i i iguiti interpretive a
i in eti futation these ambiguities an !
ity, whereas in eristic re ve altemna:
tiz’es would (at least typically) be masked and employed to tsiutlio he
interlocutor with equivocations or fallacies. But uness tl'cliere tarn ut to B
. o _
some logical feature or features that are both unique and commo e
st of Socrates’ arguments (or at least all of his refutative argl.lmt.ar}l1 » the
it i “unique f f argument with uniqu
it will sti s no “unique form of arg .
it will still turn out that there : L
” i ’s early dialogues or to be at !
features” to be found in Plato’s ea o)
Socrates. And as we have said, even McPherran acknowledges that not
Socrates’ arguments have the feature he has identified.

IV. Against the Very Idea of “the Socratic Method"

So. what is left of “the Socratic elenchos”? Plato fails to glwii thelsupllzos;, ly
oo ter and Pelansky ha
i ” a name and (as Carpen y by
“Socratic method” so much as 1d (as Polansiy M2
rt of refutatio:
i holars have given it to any so ation
shown) applies the one sc - : y sort of refuatis
i i isti I sports in which none of u
all—including eristic verba : : . ! e
Other scholars have argued plausibly that Aristotle does }c}lentléytasoér
argument— peirastic dialectic—that seems to fit well wit hw ?his i
does:? but even if this is so, Aristotle never so much as hints that
3

: ::. O
9, See, for example, R. Boleon, “Aristotle’s Account of the Socratic Elenchus, 0
Studzzes in,Ancient Philosophy 11 (1993), T21-52.

. ments against a position someone has taken. They are often—

- Polansky rightly note, not always—ethical in content. Socrates

- what they believe. Sometimes Socrates searches for definition
terlocutors. Sometimes he evaluates the relative merits of co

~adequacies and pretensions of his interfocutors. Other times,

that neither he nor they feel very sure about. Still other tim

mion to all of these examples of Socratic philosophizing is ¢
the examination of the lite-shaping beliefs of the interloc

.
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dialectic is to be identified uniquely or even strongly with Socrates. The most
reasonable conclusion, we claim, is a purely negative one: there simply is no
such thing as “the Socratic elenchos.”

But if this is right, don’t we lose something terribly important from our
study of Socrates? We think not. Plato shows us a Socrates who is absolutely
dedicated to arguing and to reasoning about things. Plato’s Socrates says
that “the unexamined life is not worth living for a human being” (Ap. 38a),
and claims to be “not just now, but always . . . the sort of man who is per-
suaded by nothing but the reason that seems best to me when I consider
it” (Cri. 46b). We do not have to suppose that “the examined life” has to
follow some “unique form of argument” to be worth living, nor do we have
to suppose that the reasons we should follow when we examine our lives
must always flow from a single form of reasoning. Socrates® arguments are
mostly—but not always-—refutative in style, which is to say they are argu-

but not al-
rpenter and
often does—
ions say only
s with his in-
ntrasting indi-
vidual claims. Sometimes he appears bent only on revealing the cognitive in-
he seems to be
worth knowing
es, Socrates ar-
ading his inter-
g. What is com-
hat they involve
utor (and some-
es of Socrates himself) through the generic medium of argument, but not
hrough a specific form of argument, '
As Benson notes in his papet, the very first reply to Viastos’s famous arti-
le on the Socratic elenchos—by Richard Kraut'®—provided essentially the
ame response as the one we are now offering. Vlastos’s account derived
om his impression that there was a very special problem confronting the
.aj_r Socrates argued, given what Socrates seemed to be prepared to claim as
esult of his arguments, and Vlastos named this “the problem of the
enchus.” Kraut replied, in effect, that, on the contrary, there was nothing
sual going on in Socratic arguments or what he claimed to get from

ways—hortative in some way. They are mostly—but, as Ca

but sometimes does not-—insist that those answering his quest

nlisting their helpful companionship in pursuing something

ues in ways that appear directly and unabashedly to be le
ocutors to some moral position Socrates himself is promotin

0. Kraut, “Comments,”
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when we try to argue well. Accordingly,
» What Kraut did not specifically say in
ate our argument completely, is
¢ distinctive about the elenchos
tried far too imaginatively to

them—it was just what we all do
there is no “problem of the elenchus.
his early reply, but might have said to anticip
that neither must there be anything unique o
for there to be the sort of problem Vlastos
solve.

What was unique about Socrates was tha
even religiously, as McPherran’s work has so powerfully shown—devoted
to the life of reasoned argument. He put every other concern that occupies
ordinary people behind his concern to jead “the examined life.” Unlike his -
contemporaries-——and unlike most of us—Socrates was clearly (sometimes
painfully) aware of his own ignorance, but this ignorance was a condition to
which he never allowed himself simply to acquiesce. Instead, he spent his
days struggling to remediate his ignorance—if not, per impossibile, to elim-
inate it altogether. This sort of life, Plato’s works try to show us, is a model
for us all—a model we can emulate without first mastering some special
method of reasoning. The very project pursued most elegantly by Vlastos
and then debated by all of those who have nonetheless followed the path he
proposed for us—to identify such a special method—has distracted us from:
the Socratic mission, which is what made Socrates what he was. :

But it is not just a distraction from what is essentially “Socratic”; it actu-

ally conflicts with what we believe is at the heart of the Socratic mission, for

it wrongly attributes to Socrates something more reliable and more powes
actually have. We claim that it is a vi

ful than any of us, including Socrates,

tal feature of the Socratic mission that Socrates claimed to have no specia
tools, no unique and powerful weapons, against the ignorance he expose
always to transcend. Armed with literally nothing but his strengt
of character, Socrates leads us on a quest to become less ignorant than w
are. On this quest, we must not be seduced into thinking that there are won
derful special steps we can take or © unique methods” we can master to shott
cut the impossibly long distances to be traveled. Even at the end of his li
our exemplar declared himself still ignorant, after all he had done and all
had argued. But rather than rue the life that had led him to such appat:
phatically advocated it as a model for all of us to follow. T
even if it never yields moral knowledg
Far wots

t he was a man absolutely—

and sought

failure, he em
very practice of the examined life,
improves us by continually showing us when our beliefs fall short.
than never to attain moral knowledge would be not to try to attain it, Ot

give up on trying not to be ignorant.

Socrates had no special advantage, no «Socratic method,” on which .
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zio;ll;;{ x;ely, ;‘nd_ therf: is no such wonder, for instance, to be found in the early
de‘,erg mt::l.l tgamngstia:tgzge 1? su(}:lh a 'thing turns Socrates into a more

: , a less heroic man than he was. Like the pris-
oners in Plato’s cave, Socrates was and is only “li » iisuss
in what he could bring to the task of overciini:;{;i;;orfr?;}{;i VH‘15153)
‘\:.ntage Socratt_es ever claimed over any of his contemporari;:s WZSO::lhztaS(;
tof;sl z‘;vzlr-efofbhls own ignorance, whereas others were not. This provides no

' aft by which to advance one’s cognitive condition. Tt id

motive for those who regard ignorance as a bad thing it provides only




