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Learning Greek with Plato

This course in Classical Greek has been designed specifically to enable the
newcomer to Greek to begin to read Greek philosophy in the original. The

The first seven sections prepare the way with step-by-step coverage of the
alphabet and basic Greek grammar. From section eight onwards Beetham
presents the first part of Plato’s Meno (70a1–81e6), in which Socrates intro-
duces Meno to the method of dialectic – the art of assessing the truth of a
theory or definition by logical discussion.

Explanatory notes from the author encourage a careful reading on the
student’s part. Throughout the book, manageable quantities of new vocab-
ulary are introduced together with more grammar, and fully integrated
exercises (with answers at the back of the book) will aid the learning process.
The book also includes a comprehensive word list and look-up tables at the
back for declensions and tenses.

Frank Beetham is the author of An Introduction to New Testament Greek
and Beginning Greek with Homer. He has taught Greek over a number of
years at Birmingham and Warwick universities.
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Users will find it useful to work with a translation of Plato@"'''s Meno to hand.
book can be used for independent study and assumes no prior knowledge.
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Preface

This is a course for those who wish to learn Classical Greek, particularly
those interested in learning it with a view to reading philosophy. It assumes
no previous knowledge of Greek at all and was developed over a number of
years in the Department of Philosophy at Warwick University as a one-year
course for postgraduates. It aims to enable a student to acquire the rudi-
ments of Classical Greek grammar, to become accustomed to Plato’s style,
to begin to read Classical philosophy in Greek, to be able to relate a trans-
lation to the underlying Greek text with discrimination, and to follow a
commentary on the text with understanding.

I hope that the course will also be welcoming and interesting to non-
specialists, and for this reason I have included a basic introduction, providing
a background to the Meno. The course has been used in the Open Studies
programme of the Centre for Lifelong Learning at Warwick University and
owes much to those students as well as to the postgraduate students who
preceded them.

The book contains integrated exercises throughout, with answers listed
at the back, so that the student can check on his or her progress at regular
intervals.

The first seven sections are preliminary, and each section after that, while
introducing fresh material for learning, proceeds through the first part of
Plato’s dialogue Meno up to the point where Socrates is compelled to abandon
the style he adopts generally in the earlier dialogues – of disillusioning those
he is talking to of knowledge which they thought they had – and to strike out
in a new direction. The Meno is a good place to begin reading Plato as it
marks a kind of watershed in the development of Plato’s thinking.
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When tackling the passages from the Meno, students need to compare
their own English version with a translation, or, preferably, two of
contrasting styles. I have referred to Plato, Meno by R.W. Sharples
(revised edition, Aris & Phillips, 2004) throughout the book. With students
at Warwick I have generally also used the translation by W.R.M. Lamb in
the Loeb Classical Library, which is in a different style.

This course is self-sufficient but a dictionary will be required for further
reading. The standard work of reference is Liddell and Scott, Greek-
English Lexicon (9th edition with Supplement, 1996), also available in an
electronic version. For students, there are Liddell and Scott’s Intermediate
Greek-English Lexicon (condensed from the 7th edition) and Liddell and
Scott’s Abridged Greek-English Lexicon (both Oxford). The Abridged
Greek-English Lexicon lacks citations but includes a number of irregular
tenses of verbs. A Cambridge Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon is in
preparation.

I have retained both “virtue” and “excellence” as renderings of ‘areté’
since both occur in translations.

In addition to Professor R.W. Sharples’ edition and translation, to which
my indebtedness is clear, throughout I have consulted Smyth’s Greek
Grammar (revised by G.M. Messing, Harvard University Press, 1958). 

Among other books I have found particularly helpful are:
• Études sur l’aspect chez Platon, ed. B. Jacquinod avec la collaboration

de J. Lallot, O. Mortier-Waldschmidt & G. Wakker (Université de
Saint-Étienne, 2000)

• The Greek Particles by J.D. Denniston (second edition, revised by Sir
Kenneth Dover, Duckworth, 1996)

• Greek Word Order by Sir Kenneth Dover (Cambridge, 1960)
• Lexique de la language philosophique et religieuse de Platon (volume 14 of

the Budé edition of Plato; E. des Places, Paris, 1964)
• A New Comparative Grammar of Greek & Latin by A.H. Sihler (Oxford,

1994)
• Plato’s Meno by Dominic Scott (Cambridge Studies in the Dialogues

of Plato, Cambridge, 2006)
• The Syntax and Semantics of the Verb in Classical Greek, An Introduction

x Learning Greek with Plato
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by A. Rijksbaron (third edition, Gieben, Amsterdam, 2002)
• Le verbe grec ancien, éléments de morphologie et de syntaxe historiques

(second edition) by Y. Duhoux, Louvain-La-Neuve 2000
• Vox Graeca, the pronunciation of Classical Greek by W.S. Allen (third

edition, Cambridge, 1987)
• A Word Index to Plato by L. Brandwood (Maney, Leeds, 1976)
• also the article ‘Aspect Choice in Herodotus’ by C.M.J. Sicking in Two

Studies in the Semantics of the Verb in Classical Greek by C.M.J. Sicking
and P. Stork (Brill, 1996).

The computer programme Perseus 2.0 (Yale University Press) is an invalu-
able tool for reference. It includes the Intermediate Liddell & Scott, as well
as texts and translations of 27 Classical Greek authors including Plato and
Xenophon and selected works of four others including Aristotle. It also has
morphological databases for the analysis of difficult words.

I am also grateful to Cambridge University Press for permission to include
in my introduction two passages from The Presocratic Philosophers (second
edition, 1983) by G.S. Kirk, J.E.Raven and M. Schofield. 

I should like to express my thanks to many people, especially to Martin
Warner and his colleagues in the departments of Philosophy and Classics at
Warwick University for their support and help; to Professor R.W. Sharples
of University College, London, for answering my enquiries and for gener-
ously allowing me to use the text in his edition of the Meno; to Professor
M.M. McCabe of Kings College, London for suggesting the Meno as a suit-
able place to begin reading Plato in Greek, to Mrs Jean Dodgeon for reading
the proofs and for many helpful suggestions, to David Blower and Gary
Atkinson for help with word processing, to Julian Morgan for help in
installing Perseus, to Tony Smith for advice about printing, to Anna
Henderson, who saw the book through the production process for the Bristol
Phoenix Press, and to my wife Gwynneth for her constant help and support.

Frank Beetham
Kenilworth, 2007
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Introduction

Background to the Meno

In 490 B.C., the Athenians won a famous victory at Marathon over a Persian
force which had landed on their shores, and in 480, at Salamis, they took the
main part in the decisive naval battle in which Xerxes, the king of Persia, was
defeated at the head of his forces. Although the Persian invasion of Greece
was not brought to an end until the land battle at Plataea in 479 in which the
Spartans took a leading part, in the aftermath of the Greek victory the
Athenians took the lead in seeking to liberate from Persian rule the Aegean
islands and the Greek settlements on the coast of Asia Minor. Thus, for 50
years, the Athenians dominated the Aegean and acquired vast wealth and
unpopularity from collecting large amounts of tribute, some of which was
spent in glorifying Athens with the Parthenon and other temples. 

The grandeur of Athens in the latter part of this period of supremacy—
which came to an end with the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War in 431
(between Athens and its allies and Sparta and its allies)—was associated with
Pericles, the most prominent Athenian politician of the time, an aristocrat
who led the democratic faction. Among Pericles’ friends was the tragic poet
Sophocles, perhaps the most perfect of the Greek tragedians, who outlived
him and died at a great age in 406. Pericles died of plague in 429, and the
war went on intermittently until Athens was finally defeated in 404 so disas-
trously that, according to Xenophon, the Athenians feared that they would
be sold into slavery, and the Corinthians and Thebans actually opposed a
negotiated surrender and proposed that Athens should be destroyed. The
city was only saved by an objection from the Spartans on the grounds of the
part it had played in saving Greece from the Persians in 480.1
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Under Spartan occupation, the government of Athens passed to an
oligarchic tyranny of 30—the ‘Thirty Tyrants’ (one of whom was Plato’s
uncle Critias),2—who imposed a reign of terror but were ousted in 403 by
an invasion and counter revolution on the part of the democratic faction, led
by Thrasybulus. Anytus, who speaks towards the end of the Meno and was
one of the accusers of Socrates, was respected as a leading democrat.

Socrates
We know very little about the historical Socrates. He was an Athenian,
seventy years old when he was executed, and his father was Sophroniscus,
a sculptor. According to Plato, his mother was a midwife, Phaenarete, and
he was married; also according to Plato, at the time of his death, his wife was
Xanthippe. He had children. Although in later life he is depicted as poor, he
must at one time have had enough property to qualify as a hoplite (a heavy-
armed infantryman; these had to provide their own armour). Plato tells us
that he had served with distinction in the earlier campaigns of the
Peloponnesian War, and had saved the life of Alcibiades, who was eighteen
years his junior and became his intimate friend, in battle.3 Alcibiades, who
was a ward of Pericles, was later a controversial figure. He was forced to flee
the city because of a religious scandal at Athens (the mutilation of the statues
of Hermes), at one time conspired with the Spartans against Athens and, at
another, after taking refuge with the Persians, returned to lead the Athenian
fleet successfully against the Spartans. He eventually retired from Athens
amid general distrust to Asia, where he was murdered after the war at the
suggestion of Critias when the Thirty Tyrants were in power in Athens.4

Socrates died in 399 after being condemned to death by drinking hemlock
administered by the public executioner. The affidavit upon which he was
impeached ran: Socrates is guilty of refusing to recognise the gods recog-
nised by the state, and of introducing new divinities. He is also guilty of
corrupting the youth.

Socrates’ followers in his later years included Xenophon and Plato, both
of whom are among the great classical writers of Greece. Among the other
philosophers who had been companions of Socrates5 were Aristippus of
Cyrene and Euclides of Megara, a small city about 12 miles west of Athens

Introduction xiii
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along the Saronic Gulf, who founded a school of philosophy there and gave
refuge to Plato and others after Socrates’ execution.

Socrates is satirised in Aristophanes’ comedy The Clouds as a pseudo-
scientist suspended in a basket from the stage machinery pretending to
investigate meteorology and setting his students silly projects such as discov-
ering how far fleas can hop, and, more directly, as a teacher of false logic,
whereby the worse argument can be made to seem the better. There are two
passing cracks at Socrates in other comedies of Aristophanes. In The Birds6

(414 B.C.) he is said to be unwashed and to raise the spirits of men by incan-
tation; and at the close of The Frogs7 (406 B.C.) the chorus reproves the
dramatist Euripides for sitting beside Socrates in idle chatter instead of
attending to the business of the tragic muse. It should be remembered that
The Clouds came third and last in the competition at the Great Dionysia in
423, though we don’t know whether the attack on Socrates contributed to
its defeat. What we have now is a later revision of the play which was not
performed in a dramatic competition.

Both Xenophon and Plato have left accounts of Socrates. In Xenophon’s
Memorabilia (‘Memoirs about Socrates’) and Symposium Socrates appears
as upright and god fearing, a genial conversationalist, always helpful, many
of whose moral pronouncements are conventional, e.g. that one should show
gratitude to one’s mother and that one should be careful how one chooses
and cultivates one’s friends. However, near the end of the Memorabilia
Xenophon hints at someone more like Socrates as portrayed in the shorter
dialogues of Plato:

And I shall try to show how Socrates used to make his companions more
dialectical. For he considered that those who knew the real nature of some-
thing would also be able to give an account of it to others, but he said that it
was not surprising if those who did not know were themselves misled, and
misled others. For this reason he never ceased to investigate with his compan-
ions what the nature of each thing is.8

Xenophon goes on to give examples of Socrates’ question-and-answer tech-
nique.

xiv Learning Greek with Plato
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Early in the last century, professors at two Scottish universities (Taylor
at Edinburgh and Burnet at St Andrews) argued that Plato had recorded the
views of the historical Socrates with a far greater degree of fidelity than had
previously been thought, but this view, especially as concerns the theory of
forms and immortality of the soul, has not been widely accepted.9 We know
that the historical Socrates was deeply interested in ethics, and that he held
that wisdom and virtue are the same and that evil-doing harmed the evil-
doer more than the evil done-by,10 and we can be pretty sure that he practised
dialectic (investigation by question and answer), but little more.11

Plato
While Socrates left no philosophical writings, we know much more about
Plato. In particular, although the order in which his dialogues were written
is not completely settled, the development of his thought can be followed
from them (though this has been challenged; see note 22, p. xxiii).

According to Diogenes Laertius12 Plato, after leaving Megara, travelled
to Cyrene, Italy and Egypt before returning to Athens. On returning to
Athens, he found it necessary to defend the good name of Socrates perhaps
against a pamphlet which had tried to justify his execution,13 and issued the
Apology (i.e. defence) of Socrates, which is one of the earliest of his dialogues.
This purports to be the substance of the speeches which Socrates made at
his trial, perhaps tidied up somewhat by Plato.14

Plato’s ‘Socratic’ dialogues include the Charmides (what is prudence?),
the Laches (what is courage?) and the Lysis (what is friendship?) each of
which ends by failing to define satisfactorily the subject under discussion
(compared with Xenophon, Memorabilia IV, vi, 1-11 where Piety, Justice,
Wisdom, The Good, The Beautiful and Courage are all summarily
discussed).

Why the contrast? Plato no doubt felt that he was required to defend not
only his old chief, but the whole subject of wisdom, which is, in Greek, closely
linked with knowledge. Sophos, ‘wise man’ originally meant ‘expert’, but
knowledge was under attack on three fronts. 

In the east, Greek philosophical and scientific speculation had begun in
the Greek cities of Asia, where Thales of Miletus, who had famously

Introduction xv
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predicted an eclipse of the sun in 585 B.C., published mathematical work
including a method of calculating the height of a pyramid, and declared that
water was the original substance of everything. But about 500 B.C.
Heraclitus of Ephesus had suggested that everything was in flux,15 so that
sure knowledge would be impossible, since in the time it would take to make
up your mind about something and put it into words it would have changed
and any statement you would make about it would be invalid.

In the west, the followers of Parmenides (the Eleatics, named after Elea,
Parmenides’ home town, now Velia on the coast of Italy, south of Naples)
declared that, on the contrary, the truth is always the same and all appear-
ances of change are illusions. Parmenides left a poem in two parts, The Way
of Truth and Opinion, much of which survives. Briefly, in The Way of Truth
he argues that what is, is, and what is not, is not, and this describes the world
completely. Therefore, what is cannot come into being, because it could only
come into being by incorporating what is not, which does not exist. Similarly,
what is cannot cease to be, for if so it would be what is not, which is a self-
contradiction. It follows, Parmenides argues, that what is, is, and never
changes.16 Of course, this does not describe the world as ordinary people
perceive it, and Opinion is a more conventional description of the world,
though Parmenides said that those who believed that it really was like that
were fools.

The problem for Plato is clear: he wishes to defend wisdom, according to
which knowledge of the truth is attainable, but the Eleatics argued that in
everyday life such knowledge is impossible, beyond Parmenides’ bare propo-
sition. If Socrates believed in absolute moral values, as is confirmed even by
Xenophon’s brief remarks in Memorabilia IV, Plato’s defence of Socrates
becomes more difficult.

Why did Parmenides take the line he took? Was he just cussed, or did he
simply want to be different from Heraclitus? Perhaps Parmenides’ argument
arose from the state which Greek mathematics had reached.17 When The
Way of Truth was published it was laughed at, but it was defended by
Parmenides’ follower Zeno18 with a book (or perhaps several) of paradoxes,
from which came the four paradoxes on motion cited by Aristotle in the
Physics, one of which is that of Achilles and the tortoise. Only one of Zeno’s
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paradoxes has survived in his original words, as follows:

If there are many things, it is necessary that they are just as many as
they are, and neither more nor less than that. But if they are as many as
they are, they will be limited.

If there are many things, the things that are are unlimited; for there are
always others between the things that are, and again others between those.
And thus the things that are are unlimited.19

Zeno argues that since if there are many things they are both limited (in
number) and unlimited, there is a contradiction; there cannot be many
things, but only one (and that is Parmenides’ ‘it is’). 

Zeno is obviously thinking of the things that exist as if they are like points
on a line; between any two points you can always find another. This leads
directly to the paradoxes on motion: if someone is going a mile and has gone
half, there is still half to do; and if they have gone half of that half, there is
still a quarter to do; and if they have gone half of that quarter, there will still
be an eighth to do; and so on ad infinitum.20 Still worse, suppose a snail is
going to slide a yard along a garden path; before it can have slid a yard, it
will have to have slid half a yard; and before it will have slid half a yard, it
will have to have slid a quarter; and so on, so that we are unable to say what
the first distance is that the snail will have to cover even to begin its slither.
The recognition that there are such infinities in everyday life is uncomfort-
able and the paradoxes of Zeno were still stimulating mathematicians in the
nineteenth century.

But no doubt the most serious attack, from Plato’s point of view, came
from the sophists, teachers of rhetoric and popular science who had flocked
to Athens from all parts of Greece. Among the most famous was Gorgias of
Leontini in Sicily. At Meno 95c (Sharples, pp.106-7) it is said that although
he taught speaking (i.e. persuasion) he never taught excellence (i.e. ethics).
His students really could make the worse argument appear the better, and
he quite likely would have argued against Socrates that excellence is relative,
depending on whose excellence it is. 

It was said that Plato had studied Eleatic philosophy on his travels, and
traces of Pythagorean thinking can be found in several places in the dialogues
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(Sharples, Plato: Meno introduction, p.9). Why the arguments in Plato’s
early dialogues are so negative is unclear. Perhaps he wanted to show the
falsity of definitions which his master, Socrates, had not accepted. How far
the method of argument he uses was really like the arguments Socrates
himself used, and how far they may have been sharpened by contact with
the Eleatics is also unclear, but it is clear that his procedure is different from
Zeno’s.21 Zeno’s method was to put up a proposition he did not believe and
did not assert, and derive contradictory conclusions from it. The Socratic
method in the early dialogues is 

(a) to take a proposition asserted by the answerer
(b) to show, by questioning the answerer, that the proposition forms

part of a group of other propositions
(c) to show that all of these propositions are not consistent with each

other.

The result is not necessarily to show that the answerer’s proposition is wrong,
but ‘aporia’ (puzzlement) on a subject where the answerer felt certainty
before, and the recognition that the subject under discussion needs more
investigation.22

The Meno
The dialogue opens with Meno asking ‘is areté (excellence, virtue) a thing
that can be taught?’ This raises two topics, the essential nature of areté and
the possibility of teaching, i.e. producing knowledge, in another person. 

At the beginning of the Meno, Socrates asks how, if he does not know who
Meno is at all, he can know whether he is rich, well-born etc. When Socrates
has pressed Meno for a definition of areté and Meno has been reduced to
puzzlement after several attempts to define it, Meno turns the tables on
Socrates by asking him how he can look for something he does not know at
all, and how he will be able to recognise it if he should find it.23 Suddenly
Socrates strikes out on a new line, claiming that knowledge comes from a
previous existence. This is as far as we shall read in this course (81e6).24

After that, Socrates demonstrates his point by questioning one of Meno’s
slave boys who has not been trained in mathematics. Socrates elicits from
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him a method of constructing a square twice the size of another. He begins
with a square with sides two feet long, the area of which is four square feet
(2 × 2 feet square). How can a line be found, the square on which is 8 square
feet? Clearly, the line will not itself be four feet long, since 4 × 4 = 16 and a
square with sides 4 feet long contains 16 square feet. At first, the slave gives
wrong answers, but eventually he gives a correct one. The answer recog-
nised by the slave in response to Socrates’ questions is that the square on a
diagonal of a square with sides two feet long will have an area of eight square
feet.25 Socrates claims not to have told the slave anything, but only asked
him, admittedly leading questions. The conclusion is that the correct answer
the slave gives, in response to Socrates’ questions and diagrams, must have
been inside him all the time although he does not remember it until prompted
by Socrates.

Socrates goes on in the Meno to consider the possibility of proceeding by
hypothesis when our knowledge of a subject (in this case, ‘Can virtue (excel-
lence) be taught?’) is still latent, and shows that areté is wisdom,26 either the
whole of it or some part (Meno 89a). This is identified by Meno as knowl-
edge,27 and Socrates does not disagree. They are led to the conclusion, on
the assumption that what is knowledge can be taught, that areté must be
teachable; but then a doubt arises whether it can be taught, and the dialogue
ends with a discussion of the relation between knowledge and true belief. 

Beyond the Meno
The Meno is remarkable for the range of topics it raises,28 topics which are
developed elsewhere by Plato. For instance, in explaining knowledge as
recollection, Socrates’ argument implies the existence of the soul before birth
but offers no proof of its immortality such as is found in the dialogues Phaedo
or Phaedrus.29 The theory of recollection seems to foreshadow the theory of
ideas (which was itself later to be re-examined by Plato and criticised by
Aristotle) put forward in the Phaedo and especially in the Republic. In other
dialogues (e.g. Theaetetus) Plato is still struggling to define knowledge. In
several of the dialogues which are often placed among the latest (Timaeus,
Sophist, Statesman, Laws30) Socrates only plays a small part or does not
appear at all. Some of these lack the dramatic interest of the earlier dialogues,
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but contain very important new work in the development of dialectic (inves-
tigation by discussion) and of logic itself. For instance, in the middle and
later part of the Sophist, which is a dialogue of great importance, and where
the principal speaker is not Socrates but The Eleatic Stranger, Plato finds a
refutation of Parmenides’ argument that it is impossible to say or think what
does not exist.31

Compared with Xenophon, why did Plato put his writing on Socrates in
this way? Aristotle32 says that Socrates was the first to make a systematic
treatment of ethical questions leading to general definitions and may justly
be credited with recognising the importance of inductive argument (argu-
ment by analogy from particular cases to general conclusions). Perhaps this
suggests two reasons why Plato wrote about Socrates as he did: he wanted
to locate Socrates in the area concerned with the issues raised by the attacks
on knowledge, and he did not want to attribute doubtful conclusions of any
kind to him. Furthermore, Socrates in the Meno does not always have an
easy time in passages where perhaps Plato is testing some of the philosoph-
ical positions which the historical Socrates had adopted.33

Plato’s style 
Greek prose style is sometimes classified as either ‘strung out’, or ‘contin-
uous’ speech (lexis eiromene) in which the component parts are strung
together linked by particles such as ‘and’; or ‘subordinated’ speech (lexis
katestrammene) in which long and highly organised sentences are built up
by the subordination of clauses.34

Plato’s style was formed by his times and benefited from the progress
made in rhetoric at Athens by the teaching of the sophists, particularly in
clarity of expression and in the logical ordering of arguments. This was espe-
cially important because in Athenian courts a male defendant had to speak
for himself, not through an advocate. One’s rights as a citizen or even one’s
life could depend on one’s ability to speak in public (juries at Athens were
large; Socrates was tried by a jury of 501). The full rhetorical style expresses
an argument in periods: long sentences with many clauses building up into
climaxes.35 But there were other influences on Plato. Early Greek philoso-
phers from Ionia wrote in prose. At Apology 26, d-e, Socrates says that the
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book of Anaxagoras was on sale in Athens for a drachma, and at Phaedo 97c
that it was when he heard the book read that he was attracted by Anaxagoras’
doctrine that ‘mind’ arranges and causes all things. Fragments of the book,
including its opening, have been preserved by Simplicius in his commentary
on Aristotle’s Physics:

All things were together, infinite in respect both of number and smallness;
for the small too was infinite. And while all things were together, none of them
were plain because of their smallness; for air and aither held all things in
subjection, both of them being infinite; for these are the greatest ingredients
in the mixture of all things, both in number and size.36

In English and Greek, this comes to five lines containing five short sentences
divided by semi-colons or full stops. Both Socrates and Plato would have
been familar with this kind of writing, which is quite different from the close-
knit rhetorical style. 

Plato himself distrusted rhetoric and attacked it in several dialogues. At
Gorgias 455a1-4, Socrates says ‘Rhetoric, then, as it seems, is a producer of
persuasion but not of instruction concerning right and wrong,’ and Plato
makes Gorgias agree. The dialogues of Plato are meant to bring to life
conversations which educated people might have had at Athens up to the
time of Socrates’ death.37 In some of them one person will sometimes tell a
story at length, as the myth of Prometheus and Epimetheus is told at
Protagoras 320c ff., or the myth of Er at the end of the Republic. With the
exception of the Timaeus which is a continuous discourse on the natural
world and how it might have been created, and the Apology which is in the
form of speeches delivered in court, Plato’s major dialogues are essentially
dramatised conversations and the style varies appropriately with the speaker,
the topic and the occasion.

Notes
1 Xenophon, Hellenica II, ii, 19–20.
2 According to Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers III (Loeb Classical

Library, Harvard University Press), vol.1 Critias was Plato’s great uncle and Charmides,
another of the Thirty after whom the dialogue Charmides is named, was his uncle (his
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mother’s brother). Both were killed in 403.
3 Plato, Symposium 220e.
4 Plutarch, Life of Alcibiades 38, 3–4. Lysander, the Spartan commander at Athens, was

not persuaded by Critias, but did arrange the assassination when he received direct
orders from Sparta.

5 W.K.C. Guthrie, Socrates, p. 169 (Cambridge, 1971) lists Socrates’ immediate
followers. This book is the second part of volume III of Guthrie’s History of Greek
Philosophy. For Eucleides of Megara, see also Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent
Philosophers II, 106 and III, 6, and for Aristippus, Lives of Eminent Philosophers II, 65.

6 Line 1555.
7 Line 1491.
8 Xenophon, Memorabilia IV, vi, 1.
9 D.A. Rees, Introduction to the second edition of Adam’s Republic of Plato, (Cambridge,

1963), p.xxiv.
10 Both Xenophon and Plato confirm this. Compare Xenophon, Memorabilia I, v, 3, where

Socrates says ‘the intemperate man¬ while he is an evil-doer to others is much more
an evil-doer to himself, if indeed the most evil action is to destroy not merely one’s own
home, but also one’s body and one’s soul’ with Plato, Gorgias 507c–d, where he makes
Socrates say ‘the temperate man, being just and brave and pious, is the perfection of a
good man, and¬ the man who does good is both happy and blessed, but the wicked
man who does evil is wretched¬ at any rate, this is my account¬ each one of us who
wishes to be happy, as it seems, must pursue self control and practise it and run away
from licentiousness as fast as his feet will carry him.’ For ‘intemperate’ here, Xenophon
uses the word akrates, from akrasia, meaning yielding to the temptations of sensuality,
greed or ambition (Guthrie, pp.135–6).

11 Socrates was courageous and politically independent (see e.g. Xenophon, Hellenica I,
vii, 15). Nevertheless, when he was condemned it may have been at least partly because
in the public mind at Athens he seemed to have some connection with Critias. Many
years later (330 B.C.) the orator Aeschines, in his (unsuccessful) speech Against
Timarchus said: ‘You put the sophist Socrates to death, O men of Athens, because he
was shown to have educated Critias, one of the Thirty who put down the democracy’
(Aeschines 1, 173) (Guthrie, p.63). At Memorabilia I, ii, 12–38, Xenophon is very careful
to exonerate Socrates. 

12 Lives of Eminent Philosophers III (Life of Plato) 6. Diogenes Laertius is by no means
always a reliable source. Against him, it has been pointed out that in his seventh letter,
which may be genuine, Plato says he was 40 when he first visited Syracuse; but this is
in any case in Sicily.

13 The matter continued to be controversial (see Guthrie, p.11) and was regarded as scan-
dalous elsewhere in Greece. Diogenes Laertius (Socrates, 43) records that there had been
a change of heart at Athens, and that one of his accusers (Anytus) had gone into exile
and another (Meletus) had been executed.

14 All shades of opinion have been held about the historicity of the Apology; Guthrie, (p.
158, footnote 1) thinks its truthfulness is virtually guaranteed because of Plato’s respect
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for Socrates and because Plato was present at the trial. 
15 This was Plato’s interpretation, illustrated by what he makes Socrates say about

Heraclitus’ thought at Theaetetus 152e, associating him with Protagoras and
Empedocles: ‘For indeed nothing ever is, but is always becoming.’ (See also Kirk, Raven
and Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, second ed. (Cambridge, 1983),
pp.194–197.) Heraclitus was notoriously obscure, but he is recorded elsewhere as crit-
icising men for not comprehending the Logos, or plan of the world. This may suggest
that he did not regard knowledge as unattainable.

16 This is a brutally short abbreviation of what Kirk, Raven and Schofield, The Presocratic
Philosophers, p. 241, describe as an astonishing deductive tour de force which had an
enormous influence on later Greek philosophy, comparable with the influence in modern
philosophy of Descartes’ cogito ergo sum.

17 Pythagoras, who was born on the Aegean island of Samos, had moved to Croton in
South Italy and set up his school of philosophers there about 530 B.C. It combined
mysticism with mathematics. 

18 Zeno the Eleatic, born probably c. 490 B.C., not Zeno the founder of the Stoic school
of philosophers, born 335 B.C. For his connection with Parmenides, see Plato,
Parmenides 128c quoted by Kirk, Raven & Schofield, p. 277.

19 Simplicius, commentary on Aristotle’s Physics 140, 28, quoted in Kirk, Raven &
Schofield, p. 266. The paradoxes on motion are cited in Aristotle, Physics VI, section 9
(239b5–240a18).

20 This paradox is called ‘the dichotomy’ or ‘cutting in two’.
21 The Socratic Elenchus by G. Vlastos, in Plato I, ed. Gail Fine (Oxford 1999), pp. 36–63.

Vlastos notes that in the Lysis, Socrates himself provides the propositions he refutes later.
22 The tendency to divide Plato’s dialogues into three groups: early, middle and late, and

interpret and evaluate them accordingly, and in particular the view that the ‘aporetic’
dialogues (those ending in aporia) represent an earlier stage of philosophical develop-
ment, has recently been challenged. See the review article ‘Plato as Literature’ by Tania
L. Gergel in The Journal of Hellenic Studies vol. 124, 2004, pp. 174–178. Nevertheless
Meno 79e7–80b7, which we shall read in section 23 (pp.304–6), does imply that there
were ‘aporetic’ dialogues before the Meno.

23 At Meno 80d 5–8. Part of the difficulty that Socrates and Meno face at the beginning of
the dialogue is the lack of a satisfactory definition of ‘knowledge’ as compared with ‘true
opinion’. Near the end of the dialogue (Meno 98a) Socrates defines the difference: true
opinions become knowledge when they are tied down by working out their explanation,
which he says is what recollection is. At this point, Socrates and Meno are reconciled.

24 Reference to Plato’s dialogues is by page number and letter of the 16th century edition
by Stephanus (see Sharples, Plato, Meno, preface, p.vii).

25 The length of the diagonal of a square is not commensurable with the length of a side.
The length of the diagonal of a square with sides 1 foot long is √2, i.e. 1.4142135¬
The square that Socrates and the slave start out from, with sides 2 feet long, will contain
4 square feet. A square containing eight square feet, will have sides √8, i.e. 2 × √2 feet
long. For a discussion of Socrates’ and the slave boy’s mathematical demonstration see
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the notes on Meno 82d8–85b7 on pp. 151–155 of Sharples, Plato, Meno.
26 Phronesis, which is especially practical wisdom in Plato and Aristotle.
27 Meno 89c.
28 Dominic Scott, Plato’s Meno (Cambridge, 2006), p.3.
29 For latent knowledge and immortality, see Dominic Scott, pp.108–120.
30 R.F. Stalley, in An Introduction to Plato’s Laws (Blackwell, 1983), pp. 2–4, states, as the

accepted view, that the Laws is Plato’s last work. As well as referring to internal evidence,
he refers to Diogenes Laertius III, Plato, 37.

31 N. Notomi, The Unity of Plato’s Sophist (Cambridge, 2001) is an up-to-date and compre-
hensive analysis of the Sophist.

32 Metaphysics 1078b 17–29; see also Sir David Ross, Aristotle, Metaphysics (Oxford,
1924), introduction p.xxxiii ff. and the note on 1078b28 on p. 422 of volume two.

33 Dominic Scott, esp. pp.27, 71, 87 and 140.
34 J.D. Denniston, Greek Prose Style (Oxford, 1952) p.60, and Aristotle, Rhetoric 1409a24.
35 The periodic style is praised by Aristotle at Rhetoric 1409b1.
36 Translation by Kirk, Raven and Schofield, p. 358.
37 The style might have been recognized as belonging to the previous century (see the

appendix on the dual) but the topics were up-to-date. For instance, Socrates and Meno
end by discussing (99b) the wisdom or otherwise of leaders of cities, and the date of
composition of the Meno is just about 50 years before the system of independent Greek
city-states collapsed finally in the face of the assault by Philip of Macedon, the father of
Alexander the Great. 
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