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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the critique of writing found in Plato's 

Phaedrus and Seventh Letter. 1 believe that the discussion of communication in general 

in the Phaednis, which directly precedes the critique of writing, iaforms this critique. 

Thus, by considering the critique of writing within the context of the discussion o f  

communication in general, we are able to uncover the reasom mderlying the Phaednis' 

and the Seventh Letter's disparaging attitude toward writing. Moreover, once we uncover 

the underlying reasons for the critique of dting, the strengh o f  this critique, and its 

ability to withstand some of the criticisms that have been made against it, become 

apparent- 



For Ryan 
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Introduction 

Outliae 

The goal of this thesis is to uncover the Line of reasoning underlying the Phaednis' 

(Phdr.) and the Seventh Letter's (EP. 7) disparaging attitude toward writing, especially in 

regard to its inability to convey knowledge. 1 believe that the application of the 

conclusions fiom the Phaedrus' discussion of the art of speaking to the critique of wrïting 

in the Phaednrs and in the Seventh Letter wiiI be ïiluminating in this regard. More 

specincdy, 1 shall show that the inabiity of writing to meet the requirements established 

for the art of speaking underlies the critique of writing in the Phaednis and the Seventh 

Letter. 

The thesis develops as foilows. In the second chapter I examùie the discussion of 

the art of speaking that occurs in the Phaednis. Here, 1 argue that what is included under 

the titie 'art of speaking' is in fact communication in general, including both oral and 

written forms of communication. 1 also discuss the four requirements that are estabfished 

for artfuI communication, which 1 refer to as the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the sod. In the third chapter, 1 tum to the critique of writing, and 1 

demonstrate that each of the criticisms of writing that occurs in the Phaednis and in the 

Seventh Letter is in fact rooted in the notion that writing is incapable of meeting the four 

requirements for ardul communication. In the fourth chapter, I aim to substantiate this 



claim with M e r  support, such as supporthg passages h m  the Phaednis, and also the 

writiags of commentators who share my view. 1 also consider those commentators who 

have a diffaent view of the reasoning underlying the critique of writing? and 1 argue that 

my interpretation is compatible with theirs. Finaiiy, in chapter five, 1 subject the 

Phaednis' and the Seventh Letter's critique of writing to a criticai evaluation. 1 do this by 

tackiing the question of whether Plato's dialogue form is able to overcome the criîicismr 

of writing, and by considering the various possible advantages of writing over speech. In 

so doing, my aim throughout this thesis is to uncover the reasoning behind the Phaednis' 

and the Seventh Leîter's critique of writing? and to demonstrate the streqgth of this 

critique. 

The Problem of Recognizing the Position of Phto 

Before 1 can address the issues at hand, it is necessary to speak £îrst to a related 

problem. In dealing with Plato on any subject, but especiaily in dealing with Plato on 

writing, the problem arises of how to uncover Plato's position. This problem stems nom 

the following three factors. First, Plato writes in the form of dialogues, which are 

problematic, in part, because he himseifnever appears as one of the charactem. Second, 

his works evidence a deep di- of writing, while his thought is of course conveyed to 

us through the medium of writing. Third, the authorship of the Seventb Letter is 

questionable. 1 shall discuss each of these problems in han in this section. There is a 

sense, though, in which these problems, especially the second, are the topic not only of 

this section, but also of this entire thesis. Thus, in dealing with these problems now, 1 

recognize that 1 am running the nsk of drawing conclusions prematurely. Accordingiy, in 



this section, 1 shall consider as relevant only that which pertains directly to resolving the 

issue of the elusiveness of Plato's own position. In this way, 1 hope to establish and 

justifir, in this section, the methodology 1 employ tbroughout the thesis. 

One of the reasons for the difaculty in determining Plato's own position is the fact 

that Plato writes prùnarily in dialogue form. Plato's dialogue form is problematic, in part, 

because Plato himself never appean as a speahg  character. On the one hand, as Kahn 

points out, some commentators hold to the assumption that Socrates can simply be 

understood as the mouthpiece of Plato, and, as the mouthpiece, the character of Socrates 

expresses whatever philosophical doctrines Plato himself holds at the t h e  of writing 

(Kahn 305). Similarly, the existence of dialogues where Socrates is not the leader of the 

discussion need not pose a problem, either. Craig, for instance, tells us that some 

commentators tend to assume that the character who does lead each of the discussions, 

such as the stranger fiom Elea in the case of the So~hist and the Statesman, the stranger 

fiom Athens in the case of Laws, Tirnaeus in the case of Timaeus, or Parmenides in the 

case of Parmenides, can simply be understood as a stand-in for Plato himseif (Craig 

xxxiii). On this view, then, the problem created by the fact that Plato never appears as a 

speaking character in his dialogues in orda to deliver his views h m  bis own mouth is 

not a problem at all; the mdeavour to determine the m e  view of Plato c m  be very easily 

accomplished by lwking to the views expressed by the leading character of each 

diaiogue '. 
On the other hand, though, some commentators argue that it is not possible to 

gather Piato's own position sirictly fiom those thoughts expressed by Socrates or other 

-- 

' Cooper notes that not ody do many scholan today adopt this approach, but Anstade also treaîed the 
dialogues in this way (Cooper d i .  



leading characters2. The defew of this non-dogrnatic view usually takes one of two 

forms, the first of which 1 shali refer to as the esoteric view, the second 1 shall refer to as 

the sceptical view. 

Craig explains that a tradition of esoteric writing has developed in the West 

(Craig xxi). The works that f d  into this tradition are those that "convey more than one 

teaching simultaneously" (ibid); that is, they present a certain (exctenc) doctrine to the 

superficiaf reader, and a different (esoteric) doctrine to the refletive reader (ibid.). The 

suggestion that Plato's dialogues can be given an esoteric reading is implicit in Craig's 

instructions as to how to read the dialogues. SpeciEicaily, Craig advises that when 

niading the dialogues, one should evaluate the importance of such factors as the dramatic 

setting (including the circum~fances sunounding the discussion), the identities and 

charactenstics of the participants (such as the participantk name, age, outward 

appearance, social class, mental powers, actions, development, emotionai state), the 

dramatic structure, and finally, the title of the dialogue (Craig XXYi-xxix). In other words, 

Plato's true views can only be found by considering evexy aspect of a dialogue, that is, by 

considering the dialogue as a whole (Craig xxx), and not by simply focusing on the 

thoughts expressed by the leader of the discussion. On this view, then, one can give a 

Platonic dialogue a superficial, exoteric reading by tending only to the leading speaker; 

but, if one wants to glean the esoteric meaning of a Platonic dialogue, one must weigh the 

signifïcance of each of the different elements of the dialogue fomi listeci above3. 

Some commentators who explicitiy deny that Socratts should be Mdcrstood as PWs mouthpiece 
include Cooper (rw'), Craig (xxxihi, Griswold in SelfXnowlcd~ (12). Kahn (305), Smaiko (Q), and 
Zaslavsky (22). 

This view is apparent in Zaslavsky (22-3), and is artkulated, though not ncccssady subscflibed to, by 
Cooper (xix-xx), and de Vries (20). Notice as weii that although Craig articulates the esoteric view, he also 
develops a line of thought that is compatible with the sceptical view (Craig xxxv-xxxviii. 



Along with the esoteric view, the scepticd view is also a type of non-dogmatic 

view- It c m  be divided into two different, but related views- 1 shall refer to the first as 

the 'stronger sceptical view'; it denies that there is any one position of Plato's to be found 

within the dialogues (considered cumuiatively or separately), whether hidden or not. The 

second denies only that the search for Plato's position is a vaiuable endeavour, and 1 s h d  

refer to it as the 'weaker sceptical view'. Cooper articulates the first, stronger view by 

contrasting Plators dialogue fonn with the methodology employed by many predocratk 

philosophers. Spe~ifically~ many pre-Socratics wrote in such a way as to "put themselves 

forward as possessors of special insight and wisdom" (Cooper xix). For example, 

Parmenides maintains that he has been brought in a chariot to a goddess at the borders of 

night and &y, which is supposed to be the very center of tmth (ibid.). Thus, he claims a 

certain authority for hhseifand the views he presents. As Cooper puts it, Parmenides 

and some other pre-Soctatics present their views to theu readers with the attitude that 

these views are the mth;  if anyone wishes to gain wisdom and learn the truth about 

reality, they nad  only read the works of Parmenides (or so Parmenides' methodology 

implies) (ibid.). Plato, conversely, employs a very dinerent methodology by adopting the 

dialogue form. Since whatever is stated in his dialogues is done so by one of his 

characters, and not by Plato the author, Plato is not presenting readers with his 'tnith' 

(ibid.). Instead, the reader must take into consideration aii of the different elements of the 

dialogue, and then decide for him- or herseif what, if anything, in the dialogue or 

suggested by it is reaily tnie (Cooper xx). In other words, Plato is only inviting others, in 

cooperation with himself, to do their own intelleçaial work (ibid.)'. Or, as Craig puts it, 

' Although certain staternents by Cooper in this passage (Cooper xk-xx) reflect the scepticai Iine of 
thoughr, r e c d  as weii that this vcry same passage also evidenccs suggestions of the esoteric view. 



Plato's dialogues teach questions, and not -ers (Craig xxmi). This is the sceptical 

view in the strongest sense, according to which Plato's intention as the author of the 

dialogues is not to present a certain doctrine of his own, but to stimulate others into 

exercising their own inteliectual muscles5. 

I also iden- as sceptical the view that is agnostic or ambivalent about the actuai 

existence of a doctrine of Plato's, but denies that semhing for any hidden doctrine is a 

valuable endeavou.. This weaker scepticai view taLes its point of departure h m  the 

stronger sceptical view, the difference lies in the fact tbat this weaker sceptical view does 

not take the final step of asserting that Plato does not present any specinc doctrine of his 

own. Craig, for example, believes that Plato likely had certain answers for the questions 

he raised, and he may even have k e n  convinced that his anmen were actually mie 

(Craig xxxvi). But Craig also goes on to say that no one will ever know whether this was 

in fact the case, because Plato wmte nothing that clearly conveys what he himself 

actually thought (Craig xxxvii). Thus, Craig concludes, "the issue of the correct 

interpretation of Plato's dialogues.. . is philosophicaliy Vrelevant" ; instead, deteminhg 

clearly and wmpletely what Plato thought is true is, stnctly speaking, a biographical 

question (ibid.). The mal philosophical question is, Which position or belief is tnie or 

right (ibid.)? In this way, this weaker scepticai view advocates focushg not on 

determining the correct interpretation of any given dialogue, but on evaluating the 

various positions articulated within the dialogues. This concludes my sketch of the 

problems of interpretation surroundhg Plato's use of the dialogue fom. Now we turn to 

the issue of his distrust of Wfiting. 

* The strong sceptical view is also put forward by de Vries (20), Grimrotd in Self-Knowlednc (7,2L 8) and 
in "Style and Philosophyn (542-3), HacMorth (164), and Sinaiko (6), and it is mentioncd by Nehamas and 



The problem of uncovering Plato's position arises as a result not only of the 

dialogue f o m  but also as a result of his distrust of writing, which we will very shortly 

examine in more detail. Briefly, both the Phaednis and the Seventh Letter, the two works 

that wi'l be discussed throughout this thesis, express a very critical attitude toward the 

written word. In the Phaednis, for instance, Socrates concludes that anyone who 

composes a written work with the intention of conveying serious thoughts is deserving of 

reproach Cpbdr- 2774 277e). SimiIariy, in the Seventh Letter, the cl& is made that 

Plato has never written down any of his beliefs about the moa important philosophical 

issues @P. 7 341~). At first glance, these two statements seem to suggest that Plato did 

not take writing seriously, and that he is waming his readers not to take writing 

(including his own writing) seriously e i k .  One cannot help but also notice, though, 

that these statements are made in a wriaen form, and that Plato's writings can have a very 

senous tone (HacHorth 163). Plato has thus created a paradox for us to face, and our 

response to it will have a direct bearing on how we finally resolve the issue of 

discovering Plato's own position. 1s it possible to maLe sense of this paradox? 

I believe that it is possible to make sense of Plato's paradox hem, particularly by 

considering what has been said above about the dialogue form. This line of thought is 

expressed by Sinaiko; he beiïeves that the above quoted statement h m  the Seventh 

Letter (as well as the sîatement h m  the Phaednq in so far as they are consistent) is - 
quite Literally true (Sinaiko 4). That is, he believes that Plata,-in his own person, never 

did commit his philosophical ideas to writing (ibid.). In 0th- words, the claim that Plato 

has never written down his beliefk about important philosophical issues is consistent with 

the non-dogmatic view. However, it is stol1 necessary to decide between the three 



versions of the non-dogmaîic view that 1 have discussed- That is, the claim that Plato has 

never written down any of his philosophicai beliefs is consistent with the view that 

although Plato might or might not have held certain doctrines, he never articulated them 

in a clear, straightforward mimer in his works (the weak sceptid view). The claim in 

question is also consistent with the view that Plato did not hold any particular doctrines, 

and ody composed his works for the purposes of stimulating thought in others (the strong 

sceptid view). And it is aiso consistent with the view that Plato did hold certain 

doctrines, but in order to discem these doctrines, one m u t  take into account al1 of the 

various aspects of the dialogue (the esoteric view). In other words, the statements in the 

Phaednis and the Seventh Letter that exemplify a distrust of writing can be understood as 

being perfectly consistent with the weak sceptical view, the strong sceptical view, and the 

esoteiic view. 

To sumrnarize, 1 have thus far examined the fhst two of the three factors said to 

contribute to the problematic nature of the task of i d e n m g  Plato's own position. In 

regard to the first factor, Plato's use of the dialogue form, 1 opposed the notion that the 

leading character of each dialogue can simply be understood as Plato's mouthpiece, in 

which case there is no problem of intexpretation, to the notion that no one character can 

be identified as Plato's mouthpiece, or in other words, the non-dogmatic view. In regard 

to the nondogrnatic view, 1 opposed the esoteric view to the sceptical view. In regard to 

the sceptical view, 1 opposeci the strong sceptid view to the weak sceptical view. Next, 

I moved on to the second factor, namely an expressed distrust of wrïting. In examinhg 

the disaust of writing, 1 found that the disparaging statements about wwiting are consistent 

with the esoteric view, the strong sceptical view, and the wPaL sceptical view. In so far 



as this consistency exists, the anti-Wfiting Etaternents give support and credence to ail 

three of these views, but they detract h m  the 'mouthpiece' view. Our task now, then, is 

to decide between these four interpretative views. 

Although the condemnation of writing in the Phaedrus and the Seventh Letter 

supports the three non-dogrnatic views, 1 believe that this one piece of evidence is not 

enough to d e  out the mouthpiece view entirely. As Cooper points out, in each dialogue 

Plato focuses the reader's attention on what the principle speaker says (Cooper mci). This 

facf and indeed the fact of the very existence of a principle speaker in each dialogue, is 

very suggestive of the mouthpiece view. Consider, for instance, George Berkeley's Three 

Dialoeues between Hylas and Philonous (Three Dialosmes). Here, it is clear that 

Philonous is Berkeley's mouhpiecey as Philonous articulates the immaterialist doctrine 

that Berkeley himself advocates in A Treatise Concemine the Princi~Ies of Human 

Knowled~e. It is also clear that Hylas and Philonous are not equal participants in the 

discussion, since Hylas is ofien made to agree with Philonous' points much too easily and 

readily, without undertaking the kind of defence of matetialism that one expects fiom a 

tme materialist. ùideed, nothing could be more naturai than for Berkeley to give 

Philonous the upper hand in the discussion, since it is Berkeley's own view that Philonous 

is advocating. Thus, we have found one instance where the leading character and the 

mouthpiece are one and the same. This point of course does w t  prove that Plators 

leading characlers are his mouthpieces; but it is suggestive. Since the existence of 

leading chanicters who dominatte the discussion is much more prominent in Plato's 

dialogues than are statements that support the non-dogrnatic view, 1 believe that the 

condemnation of Wtiting ïs not enough to d e  out the mouthpiece view dtogether. 



Not only are we not able to nile out the mouthpiece view, but we are not able to 

decide between the three non-dogmatic views, as there is no fuaher evidence that could 

help us in this regard. It is for these masons that 1 s h d  deal with the interpretative 

problem by r e M g  fiom chwsing between any of the four methods examined. That 

is, throughout this thesis 1 shail never ask the question, 1s this view in fact Plato's? or 1s 

this the line of thought that Plato himself is advocating? Instead, 1 shall isolate and 

evaluate the iine of thought that is cnticai of writing, as it is presented in the Phaedrus 

and the Seventh Letter> regardless of whether Plato himself advocates this h e  of thought 

or not My reason for adopting this approach is simple. 1 agree with Craig's notion, 

mentioned above, that the task of identifying Plato's actual beliefs is not a properly 

philosophical endeavour, but a matter of biographical detail (Craig xxxvii). In fact, 1 will 

go even M e r  than Craig and assert that once one has identified a certain position that 

one beiieves to be Plato's, the task of justifying that interpretation is not a properly 

philosophical endeavour either, but a matter of speculating on Plato's psychological 

habits. 1 also agree with Craig's notion, mentioned above, that the most significant 

philosophical question is, Which view is right or true? T'us, after having identined aU of 

the elements in the Phaedrus and the Seventh Letter that lend support to the crîticism of 

writing, 1 wiU ask only, 1s this line of thought comct? and not, is this Line of thought 

advocated by Plato? In so doing, I am in a sense giving the works a superficial reading, 

since the line of thought that is aitical of wrïting is at the d c e ,  and does not depend 

on an analysis of the dramatic elements of the dialogue. In armther sense, though, 1 am 

adopting the weak scepticai view, since 1 am abstalliùig h m  drawing any inference to 

the position of Plato, and indeed, 1 am agnostic about the existence of a position of Plato. 



Consequently, in order to illustrate my abstaining h m  making any inference to the 

position of Plato, throughout this thesis 1 shail attribute the quotatiom 1 cite not to Plato 

hirnself, but to the respective characters or to the work as a whole. This is my solution to 

the interpretative problem. 

Finally, there is the question of the authorship of  the Seventh Letter. It caunot be 

decided conclusively whether the letters of Plato were in fact written by Plato himself 

(Cooper 1634). According to Cooper, though, the Seventh Letter is the most Wrely of the 

thirteen letters to be authentic (Cooper 1635). Although this statement is encouraging, it 

stiil leaves room for doubt, and so when dealùig with the Seventh Letter, it is necessary to 

proceed with caution. For this reason, 1 shail acknowledge in the Seventh Letter only 

those lines of thought that aiso occur in the other, unproblematic dialogue that 1 am 

dealing with, namely, the Phaednis. For instance, 1 cited Plato's condemnation of writing 

in the Seventh Letter above only aftet 1 had already established that this very same line of 

thought occurs in the Phaedrus. Similarly, I shall not deal with the passages in the 

Seventh Letter that are critical of aspects of language other than the written word, nor 

shail 1 deal with those passages that do not support the criticisn of writing that 1 ident* 

in the Phaedrus. In doing so, 1 recognize that 1 shail be missing out on some aspects of 

the Seventh Letter's criticism of writing and language. For instance, in this thesis, 1 shall 

not deal with the muchquoted passage, accordhg to which philosophical lmowledge is 

not something tbat can be put into words, but must be bom in the sou1 like a light flashhg 

forth when a fire is kindled @P- 7 341c-d). 1 believe that this passage fits in with a 

different Iine of criticism of language tbaa that which I &ail idenm and wish to focus 

on. Thus, 1 wish to acknowledge at the outset that the criticisn of Wnting and language 



that exists in the Phaednis and the Sevenîh Lmer is complex and muiti-facete&* 1 SM 

focus on just one aspect of this h e  of cnticisrn. 

In sumnaary, 1 have deak with the interpretative problem by b a s i 4 y  avoiding it. 

1 do not think that my amidance of this issue* though, shouid be c o ~ l ~ t ~ e d  as a fack of 

attention on my part to some signifiant aspect of the Phaedrus' and the Seventh Letter's 

criticism of writing. As 1 have aIready stated, 1 believe that the interpretative problem is 

not a properly philosophical issue, and so it is not of interest to me hem. Also, I shaU 

deal with the uncertainty regarding the auîhorship of the Seventh Letter by attendhg to 

oniy those elements of the Seventh Letter that are consistent with the Phaednis. This is 

the methodology that 1 SM employ throughout this thesis. 
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The Phaedrus on the Art of Speaking 

The Outhe  and Scope of the Discussion 

In this chapter, my primary goal is to discuss the main points of Socrates' and 

P h a e d d  search for the art of speaking, or what they also refer to as a r a  speech, 1 shall 

begin by giving a generai description of the Phaedrus. Next, 1 shall establish that 

Socrates' search is very wide in scope, such that it includes communication generaiiy, 

whether written or spoken. The definhg element of the art of speaking, then, is not that it 

is a specifically spoken medium, but rather that it aims to direct the soul in a certain way, 

or, as 1 s h d  dernomte,  it aims to produce understanding in the soul. Having 

completed this task, I s h d  trace Socrates' examination of contemporary rhetoric, the goal 

of which is to determine whether or not contemporary rhetoric is able to produce 

understanding in the soui. Finding that contemporary rhetoric is not able to do this, 

Socrates lists the three requirements for producing understanding in the soul. 1 s h d  

outline these three requirements, as weii as what I i denw as a fourth requirement 1 

focus on the four requirements for producing understanding in the soul here not so much 

because 1 have any particda, interest in these four requirements as such, or in Socrates' 

discussion of rhetoric as such. Rather, my main interest is always in uncovering the 

reasons behind the position presented in the Phaednis and the Seventh Letter that is 

critical of writing. The four requirrments for producing understanding in the soul will 



help in this regard, because, as we shall h d  in the next chapter, they play an integrai role 

in the criticism of writing, That is, in the next chapter, 1 s h d  argue that the criticism of 

the written word stems from what has already been established in regard to the four 

requirements for producing understanding in the soui. But first, we must consider the 

structure of the Phaednis in general. 

The General Structure of the Pbaedms 

The Phaednis begins with Socrates happening upon Phaedrus, who is taking a 

waik outside the city waüs (Phdr. 227a)- P ha& has just been with Lysias, listening to 

him give a speech (Phdr. 227a-b). Socrates claims to be very interested in hearing about 

the speech, and so he joins Phaednis on his wak  ( P h k  227b). It cornes to light that 

Phaednis actuaUy has a copy of the speech with him, and so he and Socrates find a 

cornfortable place to relax, and Phaednis reads the speech to Socrates (Ph&. 228d-229b). 

In the speech, Lysias argues that it is best for a boy to give his favours to a man who does 

not love him, rather than to one who does love him (Phdr. 230e-234c). Phaednis 

considers the speech to be exceiient, and he asks Socrates whether he thinks any other 

Greek could Say anything more impressive or more complete on the same subject (Phdr. 

234e). Socrates contrarily, is unimpressed by the speech, and ciaims, teasingly, that he 

himselfwill give a better speech on the same topic (Phdr. 234-236b). Phaednis, though, 

holds him to his claim, and Socrates is compelled to deliver his speech (Phdr. 236b- 

237a). And so Socrates delivem his speech, arguing that a lover (as opposed to a non- 

lover) wül ultimately treat a boy p r l y  - 237a-2416). After haWig done so, 

Socrates decides that both his and Lysias' speeches were foolish, and so he offers a 



second speech, this time praising love, which he refers to as his Patinode to Love (Phdr. 

242~-243b). In this second speech, Socrates distinguishes between different types of 

madness, and describes the kind of love that is to be praised as a sort of divine madness 

(Ph& 244a-24%). In order to make bis point about love, he also describes the nature of 

the soul, and then uses a story or myth to convey the plight of the sou1 (Phdr. 24%-257a). 

Once Socrates has finished his second qxech, Phaednis daims that Lysias would not be 

able to match if and that it is not iïkefy that he would even atkmpt to do so, since 

someone had recently taken him to task for king a 'speech writer' ph&. 257c). Socrates 

objects, though, that perhaps writing, in itseff, is not shamefhl; perhaps what is redy 

shameful is to engage in either writing or speaking shamefully (Ph&- 258d). This leads 

Socrates and Phaednis to a search for the best meaas of avoiding writing or speaking 

shamefidly, or in other words, to a search for artfiil communication ph&. 259e-274b). 

Afier having established the requirements for artfiil communication, Socrates and 

Phaednis tum their attention to &ting specincally; they endeavour to determine what 

feahire makes writing good, and what inept Cphdr. 274b-278e). Their conclusion is that 

anyone who attempts to embody clear knowledge of any importance in a written form is 

deserving of reproach (Oh- 277de). This is the general structure of the Phaednis. 

The Search for the Art of Communication 

Although Socrates claims to be searching for the 'art of speaking' (Phdr. 260d,e, 

262c, 266c,d, 267e, 272b) in the section under discussion (Phdr. 259e0272b), 1 believe 

that his true topic of concem here is communication in general. Griswold also makes this 

point when he notices that throughout this section, speaking and writing are not 



distinguished h m  each other, instead, "they are sometimes r e f d  to together, 

sometimes not, as though it were a matter of indifference" (Gnswold, Seif-Knowledne 

160). Indeed, Socrates begins the discussion with the question, "When is a speech weii 

wrinen and delivered, and when is it not?" (Phdr. 259e. my emphasis). And, having 

established the requirements for ardùi speech, Socrates States that "no speech wiii ever be 

a product of art.. .if it is delivered or m e n  in any other way" (Phdr- 27 1 b-c, my 

emphasis). In other words, both the writing of the speech and the actuaI delivery of it are 

of interest here. Similarly, Phaednis mentions both artfui speaking and writing at 26 1 b, 

and Socrates asserts that in order to be artfui, rhetoricians must "speak and write" 

according to the established requirements (PM- 271c). At the end of their discussion of 

aaful speech, Socrates says that in order for the thetorician to be said to be speaking 

artfully, his speaking, teaching, and wriring must exhibit the established requirements 

ph&. 272b). Also, Socrates and Phaednis do sometimes refer to their topic of discussion 

with phrases that are suggestive of specincaliy oral communication, such as "speak" 

(Phdr. 259e, 261c), "oratorfspeaker" (Phdr. 260a and throughout), "speechles (Phdr. 260b 

and throughout), and "the piactice of speaking" (Phdr. 261e). among others. They also, 

thougb, use phrases that are suggestive of specifically written communication to refer to 

their topic of discussion, such as "tmatises" (Phdr. 26 1 b), "writes" (Phdr. 262e, 27 1 c), 

and "speech-composition" (Phdr. 264b). And M y ,  they use some terms that are 

ambivalent between oral and writîen communication, such as 't&scourse" (Phdr. 263a), 

"discuss" (Ph&. 263c), "speech-making" (Ph&. 264e, 266c), "discussion" (Phdr. 265d). 

and "language" (Phdr. 267b). It is because of the prevalence of the ambivalence between 

oral and written communication that 1 conclude that Socrates' search for the Iart of 



speaking' shouid be understood as a search for the 'art of communication in generai'. 

That is, the conclusion of this section of the Phaedrus shouid be understood as applying 

equally to speaking and writing. 

The Goal of the Art of Communication: To Prodace Understanding in the Sod 

Although 1 said that Socrates is concerned with the 'art of communication in 

general' in this section of the Phaednis, 1 am now going to quaüfy this -ment We 

have found that Socrates is concemed with a wide variety of fonns of communication, 

including at least speaking (in general), giving speeches, writing speeches, writing 

treatises, and writing (in general). He does moderate the discussion, though according to 

the goal or aim of the instance of co~nmunication. Specifically, throughout the 

discussion, Socrates proceeds with the supposition that the goal of giving speeches (keep 

in mind that we are stiil here concemed with a wide variety of forms of communication, 

and not only oral communication) is to direct the soui of the other person by means of 

speech (oh- 261 a), or as he puts it: "the nature of speech is in fact to direct the soul" 

ph&. 27 1 e). In other words, ultimately, comunication c m  be said to be successfiil 

when it is able to direct the sou1 of the other person. Thus it is not simply communication 

in general that is under consideration, it is communication in so far as it is able to direct 

the soul of another person. 

Now we may wonder, Wbat does Socrates mean when he uses the phrase 'to 

direct the soui'? As Piccone notices, this formula is quite vague (Ph&. 262). I believe, in 

fact, that it is vague enough to incorporate two distinct activities. On the one han& one 

can direct a soul by producing conviction or persuasion in that sod; on the other han4 



one can direct a soui by teaching, or producing understanding in, that soul- My beiief 

that directing the sou1 of anotha person cau involve either producing understanding in 

their soul or producing conviction in their sou1 is based on the foilowing evidence h m  

the Phaedrus. Firsî, throughout the discussion of the art of communication, Socrates 

recognizes only the production of persuasion or conviction as a means of directing the 

sou1 (Phdr. 260a,b,c,d, 26 la, 269c,d, 271% 271 b,c,d,e, 272a,e). But, after Socrates has 

conciuded the discussion of the art of commiinication and turns his attention towards 

writing specifically, the issue at hand is now wbether or not writing can teach or produce 

understanding, not whether or not it can produce conviction or persuasion. For instance, 

Socrates claims that those who rely on Wnting will not be "properly taught" (Ph& 2775), 

and that writing is not capable of "teaching the auth adequately" (Phdr. 276~). Thus, 

throughout his discussion of communication and writing, Socrates recognizes that an 

instance of co~ll~~lunication can aim either to produce understanding in the soul, or to 

produce persuasion in the soul. Second and most importantly, during the conclusion of 

the dialogue, Socrates contrasts persuasion and conviction with learning and 

understanding. That is, he concludes that artful speech can be used "either in order to 

teach or in order to persuaden (Phdr. 277c). Similady, at 278a he praises that which is 

said "for the sake of understanding and leaming" over those speeches that are "given only 

in order to produce conviction". These two passages clearly indicate that an insiance of 

communication can aim at either producing understanding, or .producing conviction. It is 

for these reasons tbat 1 interpret Socnites' statement that communication aims at 'directing 

the soui' to mean that an instance of communication aims at either producing conviction 

in the soui, or it aims at producing understanding in the soul. 



More can stïi l  be said about the distinction between producing conviction or 

persuasion in the soul, and producing understanding in the soul. One way to understand 

this distinction is in terms of the Meno's distinction between îrue opinion (persuasion) 

and knowledge (understanding). In the Meno, Socrates questions a slave boy and finds 

that, despite the boy's lack of training in geometry, he is able to give correct answers to 

geometrical problems (Meno 82b-8%). The slave boy, though, does not have krowledge 

of geometry, but only frue opinion, presumabfy because he does not really undetstand the 

import of the m e r s  he is giving (Meno 8%). Socrates goes on to Say, however, that if 

the boy were repeatedly questioned in various ways, then he would come to have 

knowledge of the subject Meno 85d), pfe~umably because eventudy he would corne to 

understand the import of his correct m e r s .  ln this way, I believe that the Meno's 

distinction between knowledge and tme opinion corresponds to the Phaednis' distinction 

between understanding and persuasion. 

One may also wonda whether the production of understanding, or the production 

of persuasion in the soui is to be prefemd Given his praise for the production of 

understanding in the soul over persuasion (Ph&. 278a), 1 think that Socrates believes that 

communication is more successful, or tnily successfiil, when it produces understanding in 

the sou16. For this reason, throughout this thesis I shall refer to the goal of 

communication as the production of understanding in the soul. 

Both Ferrari (38) and Picpcr (100) agrce that Socratcs advocatcs the production of understanding in the 
soul over mere persuasion. 



Socrates' and Phaedrus' Esamination of Contcmporary Rhctoric 

Within their semh for the true art of speaking, Sucrates and Phaednis wonder 

whether the contemporary practice of rhetonc may be what they are looking for Cphdr. 

260d-e); that is, they set out to determine whether contemporary rhetoric is able to 

achieve the goal of producing uuderstanding in the sou1 of the listener (Phdr. 261a). 

They begin their investigation by listing the various topics and techniques usuaiiy 

addressed in books on rhetonc (Phdr. 266d), such as "the Preamble" (ibid,), "the 

Statement of Facts" ph&. 266e), "the Evidence of Witnesses" (ibid), and so on (Ph& 

266d-267d). When they have finished, Socrates remarks that this List is "a Iittie 

threadbare" (Phdr. 268a). He explains his point by relating it to the case of a person who, 

on the basis simpiy of knowing how to cause certain physicai reactions in a person, 

daims to be a physician (Pb&- 268b). The problem is that this person does not know "to 

whom he should apply such treatments, d e n ,  and to what extent" (ibid.). Thus, Socrates 

concludes that this person knows only the preliminaries of medicine, but not medicine 

itself (Phdr. 269a). Simiiarly, the person who has mastered various rhetorical techniques 

knows only the preliminaries of the art of speaking, but not the art itseif (Phdr. 269b-c). 

Just as a true physician must know p t  only how to cause certain physical reactions, but 

dso who to apply them to, when, and under what circum~fances, the artful speaker must 

know not oniy the devices of rhetoric, but also prrsumîbly who to use them with, den ,  

and under what circumstances. This means that contemporary rhetorïc could not be the 

true art of spealing. In itself. contemporary rhetoric is not able to achieve the goal of 

speaking, which is to produce understanding in the sod of another person. In order to do 

this, rhetoric must be augmenteci with knowledge about with whom to use the various 



rhetoricd techniques, when, and so on. In other words, having knowledge of rhetonc is 

just one of many requirements for aaful speaking, and these other requirements are 

comparable to the requirenients for a good physician, such as bowing which person 

would benefit fiom whkh tteatments. We have found, then, that artful speech must 

incorporate not only rhetoricai techniques, but also some other requirements, which are 

comparable to those of a good physician. These other requirements, once added to the 

List of thetorhi techniques that comprise contemporary rhetonc, will presumably 

alleviate the 'threadbare' condition of contemporary rhetoric. 

The requirements of aitful speaking that correspond to a physician's knowledge of 

Who to apply various treatments to, when, and to what extent are not left unstated by 

Socrates. Socrates himself numbers off three tequirements of artful speaking, and 1 

identw a fourth in this dialogue. 

The Four Requirements for Producing Understanding in the Sou1 

The f h t  requirement involves haviag knowledge of the nature of the soul. 

Socrates States that just as a true physician must have knowledge not only of medicai 

treatments, but also of the nature of the body, an artfùl speaker must have knowledge not 

only of various rhetorical techniques, but also of the nature of the soul (Ph&. 270b). 

Socrates targets the soul because, as we bave already found, the goal of artful speaking is 

to 'direct the soui'; that is, the sou1 is "the object toward which the speaker's whole effort 

is directed" (Phdr. 271a). So what does it mean to know the nature of the soul? 

According to Socrates, having knowledge of the nature of the soul involves 

knowing what kind of thing it is, that is, knowing whether the sou1 is simple or complex 



(Phdr. 270d). or in other words, whether it is homogeneous or takes many foms (Phdr. 

271a). Socrates does not overtly attempt to decide this issue himself here. However, 

within his summary of the nrst three requirements, he characterizes the first requirement 

as  involving knowledge of how many kinds of soui there are, and the sort of character 

that corresponds to each diBetent kind of soul (Phdr. 27 Id). Although this 

characterization leaves open the possibility that there is only one kind of sou& it more 

strongly suggests that Socrates beiieves that there are many different kinds of souls, and 

that the varîous kinds of character of different people is a reflection of these different 

kinds of souï. In other words, it is suggested that the soul is not simple or homogeneous; 

Uistead, it takes many forms, and each of the different forms corresponds to a dif5erent 

type of character'. The first requirement for arthù speaking, then, involves knowing the 

nature of the soul, and this involves knowing how many different kinds of sou1 there are, 

and the character that corresponds to each of them. 

The second requirement is closely related to the nrst It States that based on the 

ardul orator's knowledge of the nature of the soul, she must also detennine how the sou1 

"acts and is acted upon by certain things" (Phdr. 271a). Sucrates does not elaborate on 

this point, but it seems fWy straightforward anyhow. Craig explicates it nicely, when he 

lists the various things that wiil affect or 'act upon' a sou1 that one is trying to direct 

Specifically, Craig explains that the Phaednis counsels the orator to take into account 

whether the sening is public, private, confidentid, or even intimate; the orator mut also 

determine whether s/he is free to say what s5e  wishes, or wheher dhe is under some sort 

of obligation to say more or less or other than Erne wodd prefer (Craig mi). About the 

audience, Craig a h  explains that the Phaednis advises the orator to take into 

- - .. . - - 

' The assumption that the sou1 takcs many forms is repeated at 272a and 277c in the Phacdnis. 



consideration whether they are one, few, or many; the orator must also answer the 

foilowing questions, conceming the audience: 

Are they chiidmm or aduits, male or female, familiar or unknown, trustworthy or 
unreliable, intelligent or foolish, fiiends or enexnies, involved or disinteresteâ, 
superiors or ideriors, rustic or refïned, pious or profane? What is their mood at 
the the? And are they willing listenes, attentive, sober, and at leisure, or 
othervvise (ibid.)? 

Ail of these different factors, then, will act on the soul of the listener in various ways, 

and so in order to be an artfùi orator, one must know precisely how each soul is e t e d  

by each of these differeat factors. As for the statement that we must determine how the 

soul "acts", this sirnply refm to the need to determine how it is that the soul responds or 

reacts to the various kinds of factors mentioned above. 1 said that this second 

requirement is closely related to the fkt ,  because ciifSetent things act and are affecteci 

differently by various factors according to their different natures. The second 

requirement, then, is closely r e k d  to the fïrst. 

The third requirement b ~ g s  together the nrst and the second8. Specifidy, 

Socrates teils us that the tbkd thing an a r t -  speaker must do is coorduiate each Lind of 

soul with the kind of speech that is appropriate îo it (Ph&. 271b, 271d). Moreover, in 

order to do this, the speaker must f b t  classify the h d s  of speech and the kinds of 

souls, and then determine which kinds of souis are affecteci in the most beneficial way by 

which kinds of speech (ibid.). The hsiruction to classify the kinds of souk is a reference 

to the first requirement, according to which the artfbi speaker must know the different 

kiuds of souls. The instruction to determine which kinds of souls are afXected in the most 

beneficial way by which khds of speech is surely a reference to the second requirement. 

According to the second requirement, the artful speaker must detemine how the soul acts 



and is acted upon, that is, how the s d  is affecteci by various façtors. This is precisely 

what the third requirernent advocates as weli; the only ciiffierence is that the third 

requirement is concemed only with how different kinds of speech affect different kinds 

of souls, and not with any of the other kinds of factors. So the third requirement involves 

rnatching the various rhetoricai devices, such as "Indirect Evidence" (Phdr. 266e), 

"Claims to Plausibility' (ibid.), "indirect Praise" (Phdr. 267a), "Appealing to Pity" (Phdr. 

272a), and so on, with the appmpnate sods Iphdr- 272a). In this way, the third 

requirement involves coordinathg the dinerent kinds of speech with the appropnate 

souls. 

Aithough Socrates does not number off a fourth requirement in the way that he 

numbers the first three (Phdr. 271% 271b), afler he has summarized the first three 

requirements, he does go on to give frather instniction for artful speaking, and I shall 

refer to this fûrther instruction as the fouah requirement? He advises that the arthil 

speaker must be able to make use of the knowledge referred to in the first three 

requllements. in practice (Phdr. 271e). For iastance, the d speaker, upon meeting 

someone, must be able to discem which type of sou1 that person has (Phdr. 272a). In 

other words, the aaful speaker mut be able to put into practice the first repuirement. 

Next, Socrates points out that the artful orator must be able to rrcognke in practice not 

only the kind of sou1 a person has, but also Yhe nght occasions for speaking and for 

holding back" (Phdr. 272a). Recall ail of the different factors that were to be taken into 

consideration according to the second requirement, such as the mood of the audience, and 

whether they are willing, attentive listeners, or not. It may be that one's target audience is 

' Ferrari writes that the third nquinment is an "extension" of the second rcquircmcnt (Fernui 76). 



in a hurry and thus unreceptive at a given tirne. The ardul orator, then, must find the 

opportune moment for addressing the audience. Hence, the aaful speaker must also be 

able to put into practice the second requirement A~so, within his discussion of those 

things that the artfbi speaker must be able to put into practice, Socmes aiso mentions 

"Speaking Concisely or Appealing to Pity or Exaggeration or.. .=y other of the kinds of 

speech [the speaker] has leamed (Phdr. 272a). Clearly he is here referring to the third 

requirement, according to which the d speaker must know which souis are most 

beneficially affected by which kind of speech/rhetorical device. So the aaful speaker 

must also be able to put into practice the third requirement. Finaily, Socrates' statanent 

that the artful speaker must be able to put into practice the three requirements "on 

meeting someone" (Ph- 271e) suggests that the artfbi orator mut  be able to put into 

practice the three requirements with a iistener whom d e  has just met for the first time. 

In other words, the ariful speaker cannot always expect to have aiready acquired 

knowledge about the listenefs soui, but must at Ieast sometimes be able to determine the 

nature of the iistener's soul, and so on, 'on the spot', so to speak. The fourth requirement, 

then, involves the practical application of the first three quirements, even with those 

people whom the listener has just met. 

In summary, the four requirements for artfid speaking include, knowiog the nature 

of the soul, knowing the way in which each kind of sou1 is most beneficiaiiy affected by 

different factors, knowing the kind of speecblrhetoricai device that is best suited to each 

kind of soul, and finaily, being able to employ these three skills in practice. In short, 

then, the ability to meet the four requirements is equivalent to the abiiïty to adapt and 

Ferrari ako recognizts tbt  what 1 refa to as the 'fourth rtquirement' is something more than simply the 
combination or re-articulation of the nrst thrrc (F- 76). 



tailor one's discussion to the particula. soui or chanicter of the listener in question, as 

well as to the sitation or environment that the speaker and listener find themselves in. 

Or as Socrates puts if it is the ability to "offer a complex and elaborate speech to a 

complex soul and a simple speech to a simple one" (Phdr. 277c). In the next chapter, 1 

shaii argue that these four requirements are at the foundation of the P h a e d d  cnticism of 

writing. Given their significance to this thesis, then, it is necessary first to consider some 

M e r  points conceming the four requirements, in order to gain a Mer understanding of 

the role they play within the 'art of Epeaking'. 

Recall that by the phrasey 'art of speakingl, what is meant is in f a t  'art of 

communication', where each instance of communication bas as its goal the production of 

understanding in the soul. Thus, although these four requirements are the requirements 

for artfbl communication, they are only secondarily so; they are primarily the 

requirements for producing understanding in the soul, since this is the goal of artfbl 

communication. Ifthere were some other goal of artfhi communication, then we should 

expect to find a dinerent set of requirements. For instance, suppose we were here 

concemed not with 'artfûi communication", but with 'entertainhg comm~cation'. In this 

case, we should expect to h d  a ciiffernt set of requirements, one that puts more 

emphasis, perhaps, on such faftors as plot ihe and character development. On the other 

hand, wherever we fhd that the goal of any practice is to produce understanding in the 

soul, then we should expect to find precisely these four requirements. 

It is also interesthg to note the relationship that the rhetonc considered by 

Socrates and Phaednis bears to these four requirements. As we have already found, 

Socrates identifies contemporary rhetoric with a list of rhetoricai devices (Phdr. 266e- 



267d, 272a), and fin& that, in itseif, it is not adequate to constitute the art of speaking. 

Now we have found that contemporary rhetoric is not something separate h m  these four 

requirements, but rather it is encompassed by the third and fourth requirements. Recall 

that accorduig to the third requirement one must know which types of souk are moa 

beneficiaiiy affect& by each of the rhetorid devices, and according to the fourth 

requirement, one must be able to put this knowledge into practice. Therefore, 

contemporary rhetoric is not independent of the art of communication; rather, it 

comprises just one eiement of the art of communîcation. 

There is also the issue of the extent to which the four requirements are interrelated 

to consider. We have found that the second requirement is closely related to the fïrst 

requirement, and the third requirement brings together the first and the second. We have 

also found that the fourth requirement involves the practical application of îhe first three. 

The significance of the intemlatedness of the four requirements is that one meets the 

second requirement, then one has necessarily aiso met the first requirement. And, if one 

meets the third requirement, then one has necessarily also met the first and second 

requirement. Finaiiy, if one meets the fourth requirement, then one has necessarily also 

met the first three. Thus, the four requirements for producing understanding in the soul 

are not independent h m  one another, but are instead quite closely related. 

Before leaving our discussion of the four requirements for praducing 

understanding in the soul, we may wonder why it is that Socrates has chosen these 

particdar requirements. We have alteady found, though, his reason for choosing the f h t  

requirement: it is wcessary to understand the nature of the soui because it is in the soul 

that understanding is produced, and this is what ardul speaking aims to accompiish. The 



second requirement is also slraightforward; knowing how a thing is affecteci by various 

different factors is simply one aspect of knowing a thing's nature. When we consider the 

last two requirements, however, we find that the explanation for their existence is l e s  

straightforward. R e d  that the first requirement instxucts that the ardul speaker must 

determine whether the soui is simple or takes many forms (E-- 2704 271a). But the 

third requirement instnicts that the zutfûi speaker mut cwrdinate each ofrhe drerent 

kinds of souls with the kind of speech that is most appropiate to it (Phdr. 271 b). Thus, it 

is assumed in the third requirement that there are different kinds of souls; in other words, 

the soul is not simple, but instead takes many forms. And in so far as the fourth 

requirement incorporates the third requirernent, it carries this assumption as weii. Given 

that determinhg whether the sou1 is simple or talces many forms is one of the 

requirements for producing understanding in the soul, Socrates' assumption that it is one 

way rather than another seems unwamnted, uniess of course he has already given this 

issue some consideration at a previous time. 

Indeed, if we backtrack through the Phaednis, we find that Socrates has in fact 

already dedt with the issue of the nature of the soul. He compares the sou1 to a chariot 

with a driver and a team of two winged horses (Phdr. 246a). One of the horses is 

naturally good while the other is naturaUy bad (Phdr. 246b). The driver, which is 

equivalent to intelligence (Phdr. 247c-d), has the digicuit job of trying to steer this 

mismatched pair (Phdr. 246b). So at fkst glance it seems that.all JOUIS must be identical 

in so far as they all have precisely these three parts: the good horse, the bad horse, and 

the driver. However, some &vers are more sfcilled than others are when it cornes to 

guiding the horses (Phdr. 248b). The resuit is that the souk in which the bad horses are 



subdued are more modest, seWcontrolled, and virhious than others are (PM. 256a-b). 

Socrates firrther establishes that souls take different fonns when he lists the nine different 

kinds of souls and their correspondhg charactter (Phdr. 248d-e). The type of sou1 that 

one has depends on how much of the tnae realities that one has seen in the place beyond 

heaven (Phdr. 248d), and the possibiiity of one seeing the ttue reaiïties depends on the 

ability of the driver to coordinate the two horses (Phdr. 248b). Socrates has already 

established, then, that not all souls are identical, but rather there are different kinds of 

souk, according to the driver's ability to subdue the bad herse". 

Thus fa, we have found that communication wiil be successfd if it is able to 

produce understanding in the sou1 of another person. We have also found that in order to 

produce understanding in the soui, one must be able to meet roughly four requirements, 

which pertain primarily to the soul, and which encompass the various contemporary 

rhetorical devices. Our next task, then, is to investigate the appfication of these four 

requirements specifically to the pktice of writiag in the Phaednis. 

'O According to Fe- the Fact that Socrates determines the nature of the sou1 in his second speech 
demonstrates that he is foiiowing his own advice, whîch he givcs in the form of advocating the four 
requirements (Fe& 120). 



- 3 -  

The Phaeàrus and the Seventh Letter on Writing 

The Outhe  and Scope of the Dkpssion 

My goal in this chapter is to demonstrate that the critique of Wfiting formuiated in 

the Phaedrus and in the Seventh Letter is based upon the notion that writing is not able to 

meet the four requirements for producing understanding in the soul, which have already 

been examined in regard to the art of communication in the previous chapter. Focusing 

first on the Phaednis3 1 shall delineate the scope of the discussion by outlining the specific 

kind of Wnting that is of concem in the relevant section of the Phaednis. Second, 1 shall 

consider the various criticisms that Socrates brings forth against writing, showing how it 

is that each of them is rooted in the notion that writing cannot meet the four requirements 

for producing understanding in the soul. 1 shaii also demonstrate that the criticism of 

writing presented within the h e w o r k  of the myth of Theuth stems fiom the inability of 

writing to meet these four requkements as weîl. Third, in examining the intended 

strength of Socrates' critickm of writing, I shaii argue that Socrates believes that in itself, 

Wnting is incapable of meeting the goal of producing understanding in the soui. In 

regard to the Seventh Letter, I shaiI argue that two particuiar criticisms launched against 

writing in this work are rooted in the notion that writing is not able to meet the four 

requirements for produchg understanding in the soul. In this way, I shall show that the 

criticisms of writing presented in the Phaedrus and the Seventh Letter aii stem fiom the 



belief that writing is not able to meet the four requirements for producing understanding 

in the soui. 

Before moving on to the criticisms of writing, it is necessary to deiineate the 

scope of the discussion nrst. The purpose of the section of the Phaednis presently under 

consideration (Phdr. 274b-277b) is to answer the question, " What feature makes writing 

go04 and what inept?" (Phdr. 274b). We may wonder why Socrates and Phaednis now 

decide to discuss writîng in pluticuiar, since thty have aIready discwed communication 

in general Cphdr. 259e-274b). The aLlSWer, 1 believe, lies in the fact that theu discussion 

of communication in general is incited by their interest in discussing writing in particular. 

That is, d e r  Socrates has finished delivering his second speech, the discussion tums to 

an evaiuation of writing, pmmpted by the fact that the tenn "speech writer" had been 

used in a derogatory manner (Phdr- 257c). In regard to this insult, Socrates responds that 

speaking or writing weli is not shiunefut, but what is really shameful is to engage in 

either badly (Phdr. 258d). This statement leads to the search for the most effective means 

of avoiding speaking or writing badiy, or in other words, to the discussion of the art of 

communication in general. Once Socrates and Phaednis have agreed upon the four 

requirements for successful communication in general, they must return to the issue of 

writing in particuiar, since it was this th& prompted the discussion in the place. In 

this way, Socrates first evaluates communication in generai, and then moves on to 

writing, a specinc fonn of communication. Given Socrates' mettiodology here, we 

shouid expect him to apply his fïndings concerthg the genus (communication) to the 

species (Wnting). Indeed, 1 believe that this is precisely what happens in the Phaednis; 

that is, I believe that Socrates is concerned with evaluating those instances of writing that 



have as their goal the production of understanding in the soui, just as it was this type of 

communication in general that was under consideration. 1 shall argue in this chapter that 

Socrates executes this evaluation by applying the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the soul, which were estabiished in regard to communication in general, 

to writing in particdar. 

At this point, one may wonder whether there is any other type of communication 

or writing, other than those iMds that aim at producing understanding in the soul. We 

already know that there is at least one other kind of communication, namely, that which 

aims at producing conviction or persuasion in the soul. Recall that in the previous 

chapter I argued that Socrates describes two distinct ways in *ch one can 'direct the 

soul' of another person. On the one han& one can produce persuasion in the soui of 

another person; on the other hanci, one can produce understanding in the sou1 of another 

person. 1 demonstrated that although the production of understanding in the sou1 is 

thought by Socrates to be the more laudable meam of directing the soui, the production 

of persuasion in the sou1 is a distinct goal of co~nmunication, nonetheless. There are also 

other kinds of communication that aim at otha goals; for instance, Socrates also 

mentions writings that are intended to be amusements, and writings that are intended to 

be reminders (Phdr. 2764). Thus, the production of understanding in the soul is just one 

goal at which an instance of communication may aim, and it is the particdar goal with 

which we are concerned. 

In this section of the Phaednis, then, Socrates is concemed with those instances of 

writing that aim at producing understanding in the soul, in so fm as they do just this. 



Thus, we should also fhd that Socrates evaluates writing in light of the four requirements 

for producing understanding in the soul, and indeed, 1 shall argue that he does just this. 

Socrates' Criticisms of Writing 

Socrates cnticizes Wnting in the Phaedrus, first, by compariag it with painting 

(Phdr. 275d-e). He stafes that written works are similar to paintings in so far as paintings 

seem to be alive but in fact always remain siIent when asked anything (Phcir- 2754). 

Likewise, if one questions m e n  works because one wants to leam more, the Wtitten 

works continue to si& the very same thing forever (Phdr. 275d-e). So Socrates 

criticizes Wnting because it is unable to answer the questions of the reader, and the 

specific questions that are of concem here are the questions that would d o w  the reader 

to "lem more" about the teaching of a given Wntten work. In other words, the problem 

with a written work is that its unresponsiveness stands in the way of the reader gaining 

tme understanding about its teaching. 

1 believe that in criticking writing for not being able to respond to questions, 

Socrates is in fact claiming that writing is not able to meet at least some of the four 

requirements for producing understanding in the soul. Although the abiiity to respond to 

questioning is not mentioned explicitly as one of the four requkments for producing 

understanding in the soul, it is a consequence of the first, third, and fourth requirements. 

Within his discussion of the four requirements, Socrates gives-us few practical examples 

of how to meet them. For instance, as an orator, how wiii 1 be able to decide which type 

of soul auother person has (the fkt requirement)? Perhaps 1 wiil make an inference 

based on my p s t  interactions with that person. But suppose that 1 am meeting someone 



for the first t h e  (recall that the fourth requirement of an aaful speaker is to be able, "on 

meeting someone", to determine which type of sou1 that person has). What technique can 

1 use to detemine the nature of another person's sou1 at out fïrst meeting? One technique 

that suggests itseifis the ansverhg of questions. By paying carefiil attention to the kinds 

of questions my Iistener asks of me, 1 can determine which aspects ofmy teaching dhe 

has grasped easily, and which aspects dhe is having dBïculty with, That is, by paying 

attention to m y  Iistener's questions, 1 can determine his/her state of mind, so to speak, or 

in other words, the nature of hisher soul (fht requirement). And by answering precialy 

the questions that my listener asks, 1 am in effect tailoring my speech to the sou1 of my 

listener (third requirement). FiIlithemore, answering the questions raised by the listener 

afYords me the ability to determine the nature of the listenefs soul, and to tailor my 

speech to the soul of the listener, at our very first meeting (fourth requirement). Thus, 

amwering the questions of the other person is one excelient means of meeting the fïrst, 

third, and fouah requirement. Since written words are incapable of ansverhg the 

reader's questions, they are deficient in regard to fïrst, third, and fourth requirements. 

Recali as weii that the third requirement is closely related to the second requirernent, and 

that the second requirement is closely related to the first; that is, lmowing which kinds of 

souls are most beneficially affécted by which kinds of speech is just one aspect of 

knowing how different souk react to various factors, which in tum is just one aspect of 

knowing the nature of the soul. Not king able to meet the four rrquirements for 

producing understanding in the soul, written words are not able to produce understanding 

in the sod. This is one instance where Socrates' criticism of writing in the Phaednis 



stems f?om the notion that writing cannot meet the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the sod. 

Socrates' next critîcism of writing in the Phaednis is that written works are not 

able to choose the audience to which they should addtess themselves. That is, Socrates 

tells us that writing "mUs about everywhere, reaching indiscrimiaately those with 

understanding no less than those who have no business with if and it doesn't know to 

whom it shouid speak and to whom it should notw (Phdr. 215e). Socrates' second 

cnticism of writing in the Phaedrus, then, is that a written wotk can too easily fd into the 

hands of a person for whom it is inappropriate. 

I believe that by criticking d e n  works for falhg into the han& of those for 

whom they are inappropriate, Socrates is ciaiming that writing cantlot meet at Ieast the 

fiist, third, and fourth requkments for producing understanding in the soul. Recaii that 

according to the first requirement, it is necessary to know d of the different b d s  of 

souls, and according to the fouah requirement, it is necessary to be able to determine, in 

practice, which type of sou1 a person has. Writîen words, though, do not possess the 

ability to discem the type of soul of the reader. Recall as weil that according to the third 

requirement, it is necessary to match the appropriate form of speech with the most 

compatible soul. However, as  the above quotation indicates, written words certainly are 

not able to choose to present themselves only to those readers with whom they are most 

compatible. Perhaps a &en work could overmme these problems if its author always 

accompanied it. In that case, the author could first determine the nature of the soul of the 

perspective reader @ossibly by employing the method of carefully considering the 

questions asked, desCnbed above). Once the author had determineci the nature of the soul 



of the perspective reader (first requirement), the author could decide whether or not the 

d e n  work in question was best suiteci to the perspective d e r ' s  particular soul (third 

and fourth requirement). However, it is obviously unfeasible for an author to accompany 

each Uistance of bis or her written work; at the same tirne, ody  a living, present person 

who has a true undersbnding of the teachings embodied in the written work can 

determine whether or not the written work is suited to the sou1 of any given person. In 

this way, written words are not able to meet the fïrst, thitd, and fourth requirements. 

Since the third requirement is closely reiated to the second, we have once again found 

that writing is not able to meet the four requirements for producing understanding in the 

soul. Thus, this is another instance in which Socrates' criticism of writing in the Pbaednis 

stems fiom the notion that writing cannot meet the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the soul. 

Next, Socrates criticizes wrïting for not king able ta defend itself. Specifically, 

he states that when writing is atîacked unfairly, it cannot defend itseIf, but instead needs 

its author to defend it (Ph&- 275e, 276~). This thitd cnticism is implied in Socrates' fïrst 

criticism of writing. According to the nrst criticism, WIitten works are incapable of 

answering the reader's questions. The reason, though, why they are incapable of 

answering questions, is because they are incapable of responding in any way to the 

particular concem of any given person. Thus, written works are also incapable of 

responding to the objections that are bmught against them. - 

1 believe that in criticizing writing for not king able to defend itself, Socrates is 

once again claiming that writing is not able to meet at ieast some of the four requirements 

for producing understanding in the soul. Again, the ability to defend oneself is not 



explicitly estabiished as one of the four requirements for producing understanding in the 

soul, but it does foilow f b n  the third aud f o d  requirements. That is, in order truly to 

teach another person in a practicai situation (fouah requkment), it will often be 

necessary to address any objections the other person may present, or in other words, to 

defend one's own position. Unresolved objections to a teaching are ceaainly a hindrance 

to understanding that teaching U y .  Of course, one may M y  understand a certain 

teaching and stiU hoId vafid objections against ît. However, Socrates makes it clear that 

he is here ody concemed with unfcni objections (Phdr. 275e); in other words, he is 

concerned with those objections that are not valid and thus wili prevent tme 

understanding. Also, addressing the objections of the other person is comparable to 

answering the questions of the other person; that is, both activities are excellent ways of 

tailoring one's argument to the soui of the other person (third quirement). Since wrinen 

words cannot accomplish any of these things, they once again f d  short in regard to the 

four requirements. So once again it is the four requirements for producing understanding 

in the soul that underlie the criticism of writing in the Phaednis. 

The Myth of Theuth 

We are not yet fhished with the Phaedrus' criticisms of writing; Wfiting is 

cnticized M e r  in the Phaedrus within the fiamework of what is often refexred to as the 

myth of Theuth. The myth of Theuth is a story that Socrates teus to Phaednis at the 

beginning of their discussion of writing spefifically. Accordhg to this myth, a certain 

Egyptian god named Theuth discovered such things as number and calcdation, geometry 

and astronomy, games of draughts and dice, and also writing (Ph&. 274~-ci). Theuth 



exhibited each of his disçoveries to the king of Egypt, who was named Thamus ph&. 

274d). We SM now examine Thamus' judgement of writing, which forms the 

significant part of the myth. 

In the myth of Theuth, Thamus' first criticism is that writing wil i  not help with 

memory, as Theuth suggests, but insteaci wiii lead to forgetfbhess (Phdr. 27Sa). He goes 

on to explain what is meant by this criticism; once people have adopted the practice of 

wrïtlng, they wiU have no n d  to deveiop theïr own memory skills, since they will be 

able to simply wi te  down whatever important information üiey need to remember (ibid.). 

Because the written document is extemal to the person, it is not considered to be part of 

the memory of the person, or in o h  words, an addition to the memory of the person 

(ibid.). Thamus' first criticism of writing, then, is that it only appears to help with 

memory, while not actually doing so. 

Unlike the previously considered criticisns of Wnting found in the P h a h ,  

which were shown to be rooted in the notion that writing cannot meet the four 

requirements specXcally, 1 believe that Thamus' cnticism of writing here is based upon 

the more general notion that writing simply cannot produce understanding in the sod. 

More specificaiiy, 1 believe that the notion that writing m o t  produce understanding in 

the soul must be appeaied to in order to comprehend the following reprllnand of Theuth 

by Thamus in regard to writing: "You have not discovered a potion for remembering, but 

for reminding" (Phdr. 275a). At first glance, this statement is oblique and enigmatic. 

What is the point that Thamus is tryuig to convey by distinguishing between 

remembering and reminding? In common usage these two words are ahos t  synonyms; 

that is, reminding someone of something mems causing that person to rememk 



sornething. In order to understand Thamus' distinction, we must keep in mind the notion 

that writing is not able to produce understanding in the soul. And, we must also note that 

it is triviw true that it is impossible for one to t d y  remember what one never M y  

understood in the fh t  place. Given these two points, we c m  explain what is meant by 

the statement that writing cannot help with remembering. Since writing camot give one 

understanding of any particdix tnith, it cannot help one to remember that particular tnah 

either. On the other han4 we cm explain the statement that ~ t i n g  can k used as a 

reminder in the following way. Suppose that someone has already gained understanding 

of some particuiar tmth (thugh some meam other than h m  a written work, of course), 

then one can UK writing as simply a reminder to onealfof that truth. In this way, it is 

the notion that writing is incapable of producing dersbnding in the sou1 that underlies 

Thamus' criticism that writing is not an aid to memory. 

Thamus' second criticism of wrïting is that its dissemination will make people 

difEcdt to get dong with, since they will believe themselves to be wise, without redy 

being so (Phdr. 275b). What counts in favour of Thamus' statement that writing will give 

students the appearance of wisdom, but not the &ty (PM- 275a)? Again, the ariswer 

lies in the notion that writing is not able to produce understanding in the soul of another 

person. Given this, the notion that writing c a ~ o t  give students tme wisdom is nothing 

but straightfonvard. Flirther, since Wnting cannot produce tme wisdom, it is not diffcult 

to imagine how it is that writing could lead one to thinL falsely that one had in fact gained 

wisdom. Thus, the notion that writing cannot produce understanding in the sou1 underlies 

all of Thamus' criticisms of writing. 



The Pmport of Socrates' Criticism of Writing 

T'us far we bave found that Socrates criticizes writing for not king able to meet 

the four requirements for producing understanding in the soui. At this point, though, we 

may wonder whether Socrates' point is that writuig is incapuble of meeting the four 

requirements, or whether he means that it is only very difjticult or very unlikely that 

Wnting will do so. He does make one statement that can help us to answer this question. 

Socrates d e s c n ï  a person who has howiedge about what is jusî, nobIe, and good, and 

states that "he won't be serious about wrïting ms thoughts] in ink, sowing them, through 

a pen, with words that are as incapable of speaking in their own defense as they are of 

teaching the truth adequately" (Phdr- 276c). I take this to mean that the import of 

Socrates' aiticism of writing is not simply that it is quite dif][icuit for writing to meet the 

four requirements; rather, îit is, for d intents and purposes, impssible for writing to do 

so. Indeed, Socrates goes on to mention that which writing is capable of accompiishing, 

and this inchdes simply providing amusement for the author, and providing reminders 

for the author (Phdr. 276d). On the other han& he establishes that although writing is not 

abIe to meet the four requirements for producing understanding in the soul, there is 

another type of discoune which can do just this (Ph. 276a). Phaedrus and Socrates 

agree that this form of communication is "the living, breathing discoutse of the [one] who 

knows" (ibid.). In other words, they are! here r e f e g  to the h d  of speaking discussed 

earlier that involves not only rhetoricai devices but also the ability to meet the four 

requirements. Phaedrus and Socrates' point is that this kind of speech is, uniike Wfiting, 

capable of meeting the four requirements for producing understanding in the soui of the 

listener. As we have aiready seen, the reasons underlying the impossibility of writing 



producing understanding in the soui stem h m  its inability to accomplish certain things 

that wouid aiiow it to fulfill the four requirements. Writing cannot address the specific 

questions or the specifïc objections raised by a particular Iistener, and it cannot 

discriminate between those souls for whkh it is suitable and those for which it is not. 

The result of these three fators is that wrïting cannot tailor itself to an individual sou1 

sficiently enough to have au effect on it that would d o w  it to gain understanding. The 

import of Socates' discussion of writing and speal<ing in the Phaedrus, then, is that 

writing is incapable of meeting the four rquirements, and so therefore it must also be 

incapable of producing understanding in the su1 of another person Speaking, on the 

other hand, is capable of meeting the requirements, and so it is possible for speaking to 

produce understanding in the sod of another person. 

The notion that writing is an infierior form of communication because it is 

incapable of meeting the four requirements for producing understanding in the soui of 

another person occurs not only in the Phaednis but also in the Seventh Letter. 

The Seventh Letter on Writing 

Among the works of Plato there are not o d y  dialogues but also thirteen letters, 

which presume to be non-fictional and written by Plat0 himselt However, it is not 

known for certain whethcr or not these letters are in fact genuine (Cooper 1634). Cooper 

tells us that "many such 'letters' of famous personages originated as exercises in the 

schools of rhetoric in later times, and 0th- were forged for various reasons" (Md.). 

Fominately for us, the letter with which we are wncemed, the Seventh Letter= is thought 

to be the most Wrely to be authentic (Cooper 1635). Since there is stil l room for doubt, 



though, 1 shall proceed with caution. As i explained in the first chapter. 1 shall deal with 

the uncertainty concerning the authenticity of the Seventh Letter by attending to only 

those elements of it that are consistent with the Phaednis. Before considering those 

elements of the Seventh Letter that are philosophidy interesting, though, let us nrst 

g b  a general understanding of the circumstances nim>unding it and its contents. 

The Seventh Letter is addressed to "the Friends and Foiiowers of Dion" @P. 7 

323d). Dion was the uncle of the young tyrant of Syracuse. Dionysius (Cooper 1634). 

Accordhg to the Seventh Letter, Dion shared Plato's ideals of govemment, and with the 

help of Plato's instniction in phiiosophy, wished to transfomi Dionysius h m  a tyrant to a 

'philosopher-kingf (ibid.). T'US, Plato traveled to Syracuse in 367 or 366; unfortuoately 

though, Dionysius was less amenabIe than Dion had hoped, and fearhg him as a rival, 

Dionysius banished Dion to Greece within four months of Plato's arriva1 (ibid.). Plato 

lefi not long aftemards. but then retumed four years later at Dionysius' request, in the 

hope of at Ieast reconciling Dionysius and Dion (ibid). He also failed at this tesk (ibid.). 

At the presumed t h e  of the Wfiting of the Seventh Letter, Dion is recently deceased 

(Cooper 1635). These are the circum~tatlces surrounding the Seventh Letter. 

The purpose of the Seventh M e r  is to give Plato's advice conceming political 

and ethical issues to the fiiends and followers of Dion. It explains Platofs reasons for 

avoiding a career in politics in Athens, citing the unjust treatment of Socrates by two 

distinct sets of govement, both comipt (. 7 342b-32%). It also describes Platofs 

visits to Syracuse, explainiog his hopes, expectations, and thoughts conceming the visits. 

and the motivations for his actions during the visits (EP. 7 326b-33&, 337e-341% 344d- 

350e), as weIi as the circumstaaces surrounding the murder of Dion @PD 7 333a-334~). It 



tells of the advice that Plato and Dion used to offer to Dionysius, and this advice is 

offered to the addressees of the letter as weii (EP. 7 330c-3 3 3% 334c-33 7e, 3 5 1 a-3 52a). 

These are the contents of the Seventh Letter. 

The issue of the value of writing cornes to be addressed in the Seventh Letter in 

the following way. The Seventh Letter states that when Plato arrived in Syracuse to see 

Dionysius for the second tirne¶ he wanted to determine whether Dionysius had a true love 

for philosophy as he had claimed (E-7 340b). Upon spealUng to Dionysius, PIato found 

that he believed hirnseif to possess a mfficient knowledge already of many of the most 

important philosophical points (EP- 7 341a-b). It is also claimed that Plato later heani 

that Dionysius wrote a book about the issues that he and Plato had talked about; 

supposedly, Dionysius put these teachings forward as his own, and not as that which he 

had leamed h m  Plato (EP. 7 341b). To this, the Plato of the Seventh Letter tesponds 

that anyone who has ever written, or ever proposes to write, on these issues must not 

actually have m e  understandingof thcm (EP. 7 34 1 b-c). Presurnab1y, if a person did 

have true understanding of the philosophicai issues with which Plato is concerne4 then 

that person would also understand the philosophicai difficulties sunormding writhg, 

which make it unsuitable as a means of conveying phiiosophical thought. The foiiowing 

are some of the difnculties attrïbüted to writing in the Seventh Letter. 

One of the cnticisms of writing put forth in the Seventh Lmer is that it is not 

suitable for the multitude. More specXcaUy, the Seventh Letter states that it is 

impossible to use written words to explain philosophical issues in such a way thst would 

be adequate for the multitude (E-Z 341d). The most that could be hoped for is that the 

few who are already able to discover the tmth by themselves with littie guidance could 



benefit fiom the written wodr @P. 7 341e). Of the rest, some would become disdaidid, 

while others would be "fïiied with.. .an exaggerated and foolish elaîion, as if they had 

learned something grand" (ibid.). One of the problems found with writing in the Seventh 

Letter, then, is that it is not an adequate means of conveying philosophical ûuîhs to the 

multitude. 

Our task now is to determine which aspects of this criticism of writing are 

straightforward, and which require M e r  support. On the one haud, since written works 

can reach such a large number of people, and such a great variety of different people, it 

does seem Likely, as the Seventh Letter claims, that philosophical writings may produce 

contempt in at least some d e r s ,  and cause 0th- to think falsely that they have become 

wise. On the other han& it is m t  cIear why the rnajority of people are afkted negatively 

in this way by written works, and only a very few can benefit h m  them. indeed, it 

seems that written works are the very best muuis of disseminating thought, including 

philosophical thought, to the masses, since written works cm mach a much larger 

audience than spoken words can. Thus, it must still be explained why it is that 

philosophical writings are unmitable perticuîarly for the multitude, or in other words, 

why philosophical writings have a negative effect on the majority of people. 

One explanation of this criticism of writing is rooted in the notion, found in the 

Phaednis, that writing is unabIe to rneet the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the sod. %t is, suppose that one attempts to w r b  d o m  one's 

philosophical thoughts with the intention of teaching them to the masses. In this case, it 

is very unlike1y that the author wodd be able to anticipate, and thus respond to, the 

nature of the soul of every possible d e r ,  which is necessary accordhg to the first 



requirement, Perhaps it is reasonable to suppose that an author could adequately 

anticipate and respond to one type of soul, or perhaps as many as two types of souls codd 

be anticipated and responded to in one written work. Even if there are only nine different 

types of souls in the world, as Socrates suggests in his second speech in the Phaednis, and 

the author is somehow able to anticipate ai i  nine of these souls, it would certainly be 

impossible for the author to respond to ail nine souls in one d e n  work. If an author 

attempted this incredlble feat, the resuit wouid be a written work fUed with such intncate 

detaii that the reader would get lost in the complexities. Also, it wodd certainly be 

impossible for the author to meet the second requirement in regard to aii nine types of 

souls. That is, according to the second requirement, the author must take into account all 

of the different circumstances surrounding the reader at the t h e  of reading. Two people 

who have the same type of soui but are nnn>unded by different circumstaaces will be 

affected differently by the witten work. Since the variety of circumstances in which one 

may find oneself is infinite, it is certainly impossible to anticipate all of them. And if the 

author is not able to predict the circum~fances surrounding the reader at the time of 

reading, then the author will also not be able to chwse which type of speech is best suited 

to the reader's soui at the time of readhg (third requirement). As for the fourth 

requirement, we have of coune been discussing it ail dong, in so far as it is simply the 

practical application of the nrst three. 1 have show, then, that given the four 

requirements for producing understanding in the soul, an author can anticipate and 

respond to only a few types of souls and a few sets of circumstances. This is one 

probable explanation behind Plato's notion that dtten words are not adequate for the 

masses, and can at most benefit only a few people. 



Next, the Seventh Letter also criticizes writing for king unchangeable. 

Specifically, we fhd  in the Seventh Letîer that written works are a poor means of 

communicating philosophicai tniths kcause m e n  works are unchangeable (EP. 7 

343a). Again, it is not immediately clear why it is that the quality of being unchangeable 

is problematic. Instead, the fixed nature of Wntten works can easily be viewed as  a 

positive attnbute; that is, due to the immutability of written works, they are immune to 

the kind of distortion that an oral tradition c m  d e r  h m  over a period of tirne. In this 

way, if the accurate presewation of information is what is called for, then written words 

are supenor to those that are spoken Thus, more needs to be said in order to j e  the 

daim that the fact that written works are unchangeable is problematic. 

I believe that the notion that written works are incapable of meeting the four 

requirements for producing understanding in the soul amderlies the Seventh Letter's 

identification of the unchangeabie nature of written works as a negative attribute. Recall 

that, according to the four requirements, a person who has some knowledge to 

communicate must be able to recognize the nature of the sou1 of the student (first 

requirement), recognize the relevant circumstances (=fond requinment), and then adapt 

the teaching to accommodate both of these &tors (third requirement), in a practical 

situation, of course (fourth requkment). Thus, if one wants to commuuicate one's 

teaching to more than one type of soul, andlor to do so in the midst of differing 

circumstances, then it is necessary to be able to adjust or change one's teaching. 

According to the four requirements for producing understanding in the soui, then, the 

ability of a given fom of communication to change is definitely a positive attribute. In 



this way, the notion that writing cannot meet the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the soui underlies two cnticisms of writing in the Seventh Letter. 

1 recognize that the Seventh Letter has much more to say about language in 

generai and about writing specificaüy. 1 have only deait with the two points that, 1 

believe, reflect the inability of writing to meet the four requirements. The other 

criticisms have at their root some other explanation. Thus, I acknowledge that within the 

works of Plato there is more than one Iine of thought that is criticai of writing and/or 

language. 1 am interested in this thesis, however, only in the way in which Wnting is 

thought to fail to meet the four requirements for producing understanding in the soul. 

In summary, I have argued in this chapter that the notion that Wtiting Carnot meet 

the four requirements for producing understanding in the soui underlies the cnticisms of 

writing in the Phaedrus, and some of those in the Seventh Letter. 



- 4 -  

Further Support 

The Four Requirements for Produciag Understanding in the Sod and Didectic 

In this chapter, I shaü show that the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the sou1 are a formula for the employment of dialectic. Having 

established and explained this point, 1 believe that 1 wiU have provided M e r  support for 

my claim that the inability of writing to meet the four requirements is at the root of the 

Phaednis' and the Seventh Mer's cnticism of writing. This is because it is made clear in 

the Phaedrus that the iufiiority of writing compared to speakhg is a remit of the fact 

that speaking is able to employ dialectic while writing is not able to do so. That is, when 

comparing writing with speaking, Socrates advises that the more noble and serious of the 

two h m  of communication under discussion makes use of the zut of dialectic (Ph& 

276e). Of course, spealang is supposed to be this more laudable form of communication, 

and the above passage suggests that whaî meLes speaking more laudable than Wnting is 

the fact that it does incorporate dialectic. So speaking can, to its credit, incorporate 

dialectic, while writing, to its detriment, m o t  If 1 can establish some type of identity 

between the four requireme<nits and dialectic, then the statement that writiag is inferior to 

speaking because it cannot employ dialectic will provide M e r  apport to my own 

interpretation. 



In order to demonstrate that the four requirements are a formula for the 

application of dialectic, 1 shaIl fkst examine the Phaednis' description of dialectic. Ne* 

1 s h d  show how it is that the four reqkments fit this description. Finaiiy, 1 shaii 

highiight the passages in the Piiaedrus where an identification is made between dialectic 

and the four requirements. 

The Phaedrus' Description of Dirilectic 

My concem here is with dialectic only as it is described in the Phaedrus, and not 

as it is presented in any of the other dialogues. Recaii that in my first chapter 1 

eitablished that my intention in this thesis is to examine a certain line of thought as it 

occurs in the Phaednis and in the Seventh Letter, and not to draw any inferences to the 

actuai beliefs of Plato, or to integrate it into the wider project (if any) in Plato's dialogues. 

Accordingly, 1 also have no interest in any of the other works of Plato here. Turning to 

dialectic as it is descnbed in the Phsednis, the most sustained description of it occurs at 

265c-266c. Socrates mentions two things that occur in his first two speeches, and States 

that it would be quite wondemil if these two things could be grasped by meam of a 

systematic art (Phdr. 265c-d). The first of these two things "consists in seeing together 

things that are scattered about everywhere and coiiecting them into one kind, so that by 

defuiing each thing we c m  make clear the subject of any instruction we wish to give" 

(Phdr. 265d). In other words, when giving a definition, it is necessary to consider aii 

those things that are similar in the relevant way; this activity can be referred to as 

'coilection'. The second of the two things can be referzed to as 'division', and it is the 

abiiity to "cut up each thing acwrding to its species dong its naturai joints" (Phdr. 265e). 



This means that division is the proces of d y z h g  concepts into their most fiindamental 

elements. The example that Socrates gives in order to illustrate collection and division is 

the definition of love he gave in his two speeches. In regard to coiiection, Socrates says 

that he gathered together "d mental derangements into one common lcindn (Phdr. 265e- 

266a). The point here is that love wiii be fond to be one kind of 'mental derangement', 

and so in order to understand the concept of love M y ,  one must first undetstand the kind 

of thing it is generaIly. Next, in regard to division, Socrates says that he "cut up" 

"unsoundness of mind" into a "lefi-hand part" and a "right-hand part" (Phdr. 266a). Here, 

it is implied that that which is on the lefi-hand side is in some way bad or undesirable, 

while that which is on the right-hand side is good or laudable. Of the lefi-hand part, 

Socrates claims to have continueci to cut it up until he discovered among the parts a 

certain sort of love tbat was denounced (ibid.). Of the right-hand part, Socrates here 

claims to have identifieci a certain sort of love that is to be praised, as it is the cause of 

our greatest goods (Phdr. 266a-b). Finally, Socrates reveals that a person who is able to 

employ collections and divisions correctly is a dialectician (Phdr. 266b-c). Thus, in the 

Phaedrus, dialectic is understood as the employment of the method of collection and 

division. 

The Relatfonship Behveen the Four Requiremenb and Dialectic 

Whiie the definition of love (explained in the above paragraph in order to 

illustrate the metbod of coiiection and division) given in Socrates' second speech is one 

example of the actual employment of collection and division, the four requinments are a 

set of instructions indicating how to apply the method of collection and division to the 



soul. That is, suppose that one wants to apply the method of collection and division to 

the soul. In order to do so, one must begin with the activity of collection, which means 

that one must coiiect together al1 of the different particulas souls and determining what it 

is that al1 of these souls share in cornmon. Thus, one must undentand the gened nature 

of the soul. Indeed, when we look back to the four requirements, we recall that the first 

requirement instructs the aaful orator to determime the nature of the sou1 in generai, or in 

other words, to determine whether the sou1 in general is a simple or complex khd of 

thing. Thus, the first requirement instructs the a r a  orator to employ the method of 

collection to the sod. Next, the method of division requins that the aithil orator divide 

the soul according to its natural parts. Again, when we recali the four requirements, we 

find that requirements two, three, and four instruct the artful orator to learn about each of 

the different kinb of souls and the characters that correspond to each. Specifically, the 

second requirement dvocates learning how each difTerent sou1 acts and is acted upon by 

various factors, and the third requirement advocates learning how each soul is affected by 

each kÏnd of speech; the fourth requirement, of course, incorporates the second and third 

in so far as  it advocates their application to real life situations. ln this way, the second, 

third, and fourth requirements hstruct the artfui orator to employ the me- of division 

to the sod. It is for these reasons that 1 believe that the method of collection and 

division, and hence diaiectic, is incorporated within the four requirements for producing 

understanding in the soull '. 

- - - 

" Both Hackforth (15 1) aud White (262) also Lnake an identification bawcen the method of collection and 
division (or dialcctic) and the four rtquKemcnts for producing u n d ~ f ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ c ü n g  in the soui. 



Further Evidence of the Rektionship Betwccn the Four ReqriVcmcnb and Dirilectic 

Haviag thus iiiustrated how it is that the four requirements are related to the 

method of collection and division, and herize dialectic, 1 shall now provide m e r  

support for my position by citing those passages of the Phaednis which make reference to 

this relationship. 

First, we must consider Socrates' answer to the question, W c h  speeches are 

written a r W y  and which not (Ph&- 277a-b)? Mer discussing many subjects, inciuding 

the art of speaking, rhetoric, dialectic and writing, Socrates fïnaiiy offers his answer. 

Basically, he says that in order for a speech to be a r a ,  one must fkst apply the method 

of collection and division to that which is the topic of the speech (Phdr. 27%). For 

instance, 'love' is the topic of Socrates' second speech, and as we found above, Socrates, 

in his second speech, applied the method of collection and division to the concept of 

'love'. Next, Socrates says that one "mwt understaad the nature of the soul, dong the 

same lines" (Phdr. 277b-c). In other words, the artfui orator must apply the method of 

collection and division to the concept of the soul. As an explmation of this instruction, 

he gives a slmimary of the four requirements (Phdr. 277c). This means that the 

application of the method of collection and division to the concept of the sod results in 

the four requinmentsi for producing understanding in the ooui. This, then, is the 

relationship that exists between the four requirements for produchg understanding in the 

soul and dialectic. 

Second, consider again the passage where Socrates and Phaedrus list the various 

techniques and rhetorical devices employed by contemporary rhetoricians (Phdr. 266d- 

26913). Here, Socrates estabIishes that contemporary rhetoricai devices in themselves are 



inadequate for producing understanding in the sou1 of another person. Most importantly, 

though, he supposes that people mistake contemporary rhetorical devices, which are only 

the preliminaries of the art of speaking, for the art itself, because they are ignorant of 

diaiectic (Phdr. 269b). In o t k  words, what must be added to the rhetorical devices in 

order to arrive at the true art of speaking will in some way involve didectic. And, as we 

have already found, Socrates concludes that what must be added to the rhetorical devices 

to arrive at the true art of speaking are the four requirements. This is another place in the 

Phaedrus where the suggestion is made that the four requirements are closely relateà to 

dialectic. 

Third, we may consider the passage that directly foliows Socrates' critique of 

writing, in which he describes the practice that can overcome the shortcomings of 

writing, namely, dialectic (Phdr. 276a-277a). Here, Socrates states that one who uses the 

art of diaectic "chooses aproper sml and plants and sows withui it discourse 

accompanied by knowledge.. . " (ibid.). This quotation indicaies that the art of diaiectic 

involves the application of the fourth requïrement. Recall that the fourth requirement 

states that an amul orator must be able to recognize in a practicai situation the khd of 

soui the iistener possesses and to tailor the speech to that kind of soul. What foiIows 

fiom this statement is that if the speech itself is incapable of being modified for any 

reason, then the speaker must choose to speak only to the khd of sou1 that f i t .  the speech. 

This is precisely what the above quotation advocates, and this is also the complement of 

the fourth requirement Since the fourth requirement incorporates the t3st three 

requirements, the above quotation indicates that dialectic involves the application of the 

four requirements for producing understanding in the soul. The quotation cited above, 



then, provides us with flurther indication of the relationship beniveen the four 

requirements ami dialectic. 

in nimmary, 1 have shown that the four requirements for the production of 

understanding in the soui are a prescription for the application of the method of collection 

and division (dialectic) to the soui. In other words, one who successfuily employs the 

four requirements will aiso successfully employ dialectic. Since in the Phaedrus the 

reason b e h d  the weakness of writing is said to be its inability to employ didectic, the 

fact that dialectic incorporates the four requirements provides M e r  support for my 

thesis that Socrates criticizes writing for not king able to meet the four requirements. 

My Interpretation versos Other hterpretations 

At this point, rny aim is to substantiate m e r  my daim that the notion that 

writing is incapable of meeting the four requirements for producing understanding in the 

sou1 underlies the Cnticism of Wnting in the Phedrus and in the Seventh Letter by 

considering both those commentators who hold the same interpretation as 1 do, and those 

who do not. The commentators 1 have identifid who hold the same interpretation as 1 do 

indude Griswold and Craig. 1 shall dernonstrate not only in what way my interpretation 

is sirniIar to those of these two commentators, but 1 shall also show in what way my 

interpretation cliffers h m  each of theirs. The commentators that I have iden9ined who 

present an interpretation that differs more markedly from my own include Murdoch and 

Sinaiko. In regard to these commentators, I intend to demonstrate that although their 

interpretations ciiffer h m  mine, they are in no way inconsistent with my own. hstead, 



m y  interpretation c m  be seen as adding a further element to their interpretations, which 

would make their interpretations more complete. 

Just as 1 argue that the notion that writing is incapable of meeting the four 

requirements for producing understanding in the sou1 is found in the Phaednis, Griswold 

also articulates this view. For instance, one of his criticisms of the four requirements is 

that they are likely not usefid to a writer, since a writer cannot know every person (or 

their souk) who will read the text (Self-Knowled~e 195). In this passage, then, Gtiswold 

recognizes that writing is incapable of meeting the four requirements, but he does not yet 

attnbute this notion to the Phatdnis itseK He does, though, attribute this point to the 

Phaedrus when he interprets the Phasdnis' criticism of writing with the explanation that a 

book cannot adjust its words to suit the sou1 of each reader (SelfXnowledne 208). In 

other words, in this passage, he both identifies writing as king unable to meet the third 

and fourth requirements, and he attributes this position to the P h a e d . .  The import of 

these passages is that they indicate that Griswold and 1 both hold the belief that writing is 

criticized in the Phaednis because it is incapable of meeting the four requirements. 

Grïswold diverges h m  my view, though, in two ways. First, he does not explain 

each of Socrates' three criticisms of Wnting, and Thamus' two criticisms of writhg, in 

terms of the four requirements, as 1 do. Iristead, he maintains that the Phaednis' 

cnticisms of urriting must be understood in light oof, not the four requirements for 

producing understanding in the sod per se, but what he refers to as the "seKknowledge 

problematic" (Self-Knowledgg 209). Briefly, the lhe of thought that Giiswold 

recognizes and that he attributes to the Phaednis is that the danger of forming opinion as 

opposed to acquiring knowledge is so ubiquitous that it is necessary both to question 



others and to defend one's own position (Self-Knowledne 21 5); it is only in this way that 

one can avoid accepting dogma (ibid.). I wish to d o w  for the possibility that this anti- 

dogmatic sentiment is most likely also present in the Phaedrus. However, it is different 

fiom my thesis. Whereas Griswold argues that writing is criticized for leading to d o p a ,  

1 argue that writing is criticized because it is incapable of meeting the standards for 

successful communication. There is no reason, though, why both of these interpretations 

cannot stand side by side. That is, it is perfectly feasible h t  the Phaednis cnticizes 

writing for both of these reasons. This prospect becornes even more likely when one 

recalls our discussion in the fht chapter of Plato as an author. Here, 1 accepted the 

possibility that Plato uses the dialogue f o m  in order to stimulate the reader into 

examining certain issues for him-/herseif by presenting the reader with different lines of 

thought, and allowing the reader to evaluate these various lines of thought bim-/herseif. 

My interpretation and Griswof d's interpretaiion, then, may be two of these different lines 

of thought. My interpretation M e r s  h m  ûriswold's in a second way. Whereas 1 extend 

my interpretation of the Phaednis' criticism of wrïting to that of the Seventh Letter, 

GriswoId does not attempt to apply his findings to this other work. It is in these two 

ways that my interpretation diBiers h m  that of Gnswold. 

Craig also recognizes that the inabiiity to meet the four requirements for 

producing understanding in the sou1 underlies the Phaednis' criticism of writing. In 

explaining the advantages of speech over writing, Craig statesy 

First and foremost, it allows a speaker to m, directly and c0ntinuousIyy both 
his [or her] audience and the circumstances in which [d'jhe speaks. Thus [dhe 
may, within the limitations of his [or herl own prudentid judgexnenî, tailor his [or 
her] speech according to the prac t idy  infinite gradations and combinations of 
acaial conditions in which [dhe fin& [him- or herseifl (Craig xv-xvi). 



This is an excellent summation of the benefits of the application of the four requirements 

for producing understanding in the soui (accordhg to the Phaednisj, and the implication 

here is that while a speaker can carry out these actions, a writer ~ a ~ l ~ l o t .  In this way, 

Craig and I hold the same interpretation of the Pbaedrus' Cnticism of writing in general. 

On the other hand, Like Griswolà, Craig does not anaiyze each of Socrates' three 

criticisms of writing and Thamus' two criticisms of writing in order to demonstrate that 

the inabiIity to meet the four requirernents underlies each of them. He also does not 

demonstrate that some of the criticisms of writing presented in the Seventh Letter stem 

fiom this same h e  of thought, dthough he does make mention of the Seventh Letter 

(Craig fi). Thus, Griswold, Craig, and 1 argue that the Phaednis cnticizes writing for 

being incapable of meeting the four requirements for producing understanding in the 

soul. The main way in which thei. interpretations m e r  h m  mine, though, is that they 

do not analyze each of the particular criticisms of writing in the Phaednis and the Seventh 

Letter in regard to the four requirements, as 1 do. 

These are the two cornmentators 1 identify as sharing my basic position. We now 

tum to those commentators whose interpretations differ more markedly h m  my own. 

Murdoch identifies a different imderlying feasoning behind the cnticism of 

writing in the Phaednis and in the Seventh Lmer fiom the one 1 focus on. She believes 

that these two works criticize writing primarily for not aiiowing us to have a live, dùect 

relationship with tnith. She expresses this sentiment when she writes, "Plato wrote with 

misgivings, because he lmcw that tnith must live in present consciousness and cannot live 

aqwhere else. He expressed these misgivings in the Phaednis and (if he wmte it) in the 

Seventh Letter" (Murdoch 21). Similarly, Murdoch gives the foiiowing explanation of 



Thamus' criticism of writing: ". . .Wnting is an Merior substitute for memory and live 

understandingtl (Murdoch 22, my emphasis). She explains this point f i d e r  when she 

writes, " Writing spoils the direct relationship to tntth in the prisent Since tnith.. .exists 

for incarnate beings only in immediate consciousness, in live dialectic, writing is 

precisely a way of absenting oneseif h m  truth and reality" (ibid.). So Murdoch believes 

that writing is criticized for preventing us h m  accessing truth directly; now we may 

wonder how it is that ~ t i n g  does this. 

Murdoch's answer is that the ideal means of acquiring knowledge is to see reality 

face to face (Murdoch 3 1). (This statement is reminiscent of Socrates' second speech in 

the Phaednis when he explains that souk are nourished by the sight of the true realities in 

the place beyond heaven (Ph&. 274~0. )  She goes on to say that having howledge of 

the truth involves thought, but thought is mental speech, and so thought is already 

symbolism rather than direct perception (ibid.). Spoken language is already bad enough, 

in that it is a form of symbolism; &thg is the introduction of M e r  symbolism, and so 

it makes a poor situation even worse (ibid). This leads Murdoch to the conclusion, based 

on the statement in the Seventh Lata at 341c, that the best we can hope for is the flash of 

ultra-verbal understanding which may occur in Live philosophical discussion (ibid.). In 

this way, Murdoch identifies not the four requirements for produchg understanding in 

the soul, but the distance that writing, and indeed any form of communication, causes 

between us and the tmth, as the reasoning khind the Phaedrus' and the Seventh Letter's 

criticism of writing. 

Siaaiko dso gives an explanation of the reasoaing behind the Pheednis' and the 

Seventh Letter's condemnation of writing that M e t s  h m  both my own and Murdoch's. 



He attributes the hostility to wnting to the notion that w Lnowledge is of a very 

personal and practical naaire, such that it cannot be adequately captured in a written 

fom. For instance, he writes, The tnith.. .is not expressible in the form of an abstract 

proposition that can be demonstrateci once and for ail to [everyone] everywhere; it is 

rather the perception of a concrete and personal solution to the speciiic, existentid 

problem faced by that individual" (Sinail<o 6). In other words, once a person is in 

possession of the tnrth about a @va matter, it wiü not do any go& to Wfite down the 

truth; because tmth is "intensely personai" and unique to each individuai, it caanot be 

adequately expressed in the generalized, abstract language of a fonnal treatise (Sinaiko 

7). Sinaiko elucidates his point with a helpfiil illustration h m  the works of Plato. He 

explains that one who knows shply that Socrates defines justice as minding one's own 

business in the Re~ublic does not have any signifiant lmowledge of Plato's political 

philosophy (Sinaiko 8). instead, it is only the person who actuafly knows what hifier 

own business is and dso govems his/her own actions accordingly that has true 

understanding of Socrates' statement. In this way, Sinaiko interprets the Phacdnis' and 

the Seventh Letter's point to be not that writing camot meet the four requirements, but 

that true knowIedge is such that it cannot be conveyed through abstract, written 

formulations. 

We have now seen two interpretations of the Phacdnis' and the Seventh Letter's 

condemnation of Wnting that ciiffer h m  my own. It is not m y  intention to argue that 

these interpretations are wmng, whüe m y  interpretation is the correct interpretation. As 1 

have already explaineci, 1 am not searchg for the one mie position of Plat0 in this thesis. 

Accordingly, 1 acknowledge the possibiity that Plaîo uses the dialogue form as a meam 



of contrasting many different positions, and therefore, each of Plato's works aiiows for 

many different interpretations. in this way, I believe that my interpretation can stand side 

by side with those of Murdoch and Sïnaiko. Of course, it is possible to formuiate a very 

bad and simply mistaken interpretation of any given text 1 believe, though, tbat 

Murdoch's interpretation and Sinaiko's interpretation do not fa11 into this category. 

Murdoch's interpretation is supported by the passage in the Seventh Letîer that compares 

the gaining of knowledge to lightening (Eo 341c). Sinaiko's interpretation is supported 

by his emphasis on the importance of the individual, which is also at the heart of the four 

requirements for producing understanding in the soul. 

1 wish to d e  only one evaluative point conceming the interpretations of 

Murdoch and Sinaiko. Namely, neither Murdoch nor Sinaiko mention îhe four 

requirements for producing understanding in the soul. In this thesis, 1 have demonstrated 

that the four requirements play an integrai role in the Phaednis' and the Seventh Letter's 

condemnation of writing. Thus, if both Murdoch and S a o  recognized the importance 

of the four requirements, their interprebtions wodd be fiiller, more complete accomts of 

what lies behind the hostility towards wrïting. In this way, I i d e n t .  a certain line of 

reasonuig underlying the Pbaedrus' and the Seventh Letter's criticisms of writing that 

Murdoch and Sinaiko do not. 

In this chapter, 1 have attempted to defend my view that the notion that writing 

cannot meet the four requirements for produeing understanding in the soui underlies the 

Phaedrus' and the Seventh Letter's criticisms of writing. 1 have done this by, first, 

demonstrating that the four tequirements advocate the employment of dialectic. Since 

writing is said to be infenor to speaking because it m o t  employ diaiectic, the fact that 



the four requirements advocate the employment of didectic lends support to my position. 

I have also considered other interpretations of the cnticisrn of Wfiting. On the one hanci, 

those who reçognize that the four requirements for producing understanding in the soul 

have some significance for the criticism of writing, such as Griswold and Craig, do not 

analyze each of the particular aiticisrns in light of the four requirements in the way that 1 

do. On the other hanci, those who identify a different line of thought behind the 

condemnation of writing would have a fiiller, more complete interpretation if they 

recognized the significance of the four reqquirrments as weil. 



- 5 - 
Critical Evalustion 

The Didogue Fonn 

Many commentators daim that Plato's dialogue form is able to overcome the 

objections to writing raised in the Phaednis and the Seventh  ett ter'^, or at least that it is 

able to blunt their force". In this section, 1 shall investigate this daim in order to 

determine whether or not it is the case. The answer to this question will serve as an 

evaluation of the strength of the criticisms of writing. That is, if it is estabLished that the 

dialogue form does overcome the criticisms of Wfiting, then the criticisms of writing wiil 

have been shown to be weak in precisely the way in which the dialogue f o m  overcomes 

them. On the o t k  han& if we find that the dialogue form does w overcome the 

criticisms of writing, then we will have defended the vaüdity of the criticisms of writing. 

Of course, in this case we will not have estabLished conclusively that the critique of 

writing is valid; rather, we will have produceci wtirten evidence in support of the critique, 

which is admittedly paradoxical. Throughout this examhaîion, 1 shall continually treat 

the criticisms of writing as king based upon the notion that writing is incapable of 

" The cornmentators who daim that PlWs dialogue form ovemornes the objections to writhg include 
Burger (1 14, 1221, Craig (xv, mi, Ferrari (2229, Hyland (3941), Sinaiko (1 1-12, 15), Tejera (85), and 
Zwicky (37). 
I3 Griswold advocates this slightly weakcr position, according to which Platois dialogue foxm does not 
necessarily compietely overcome the objections raiscd against writing, but it d a s  blunt their force (Self- 
Knowledrre 2 12,2204 "Style and Philosophy" 542-3). Cooper aIso advocates a s1ightly more tentative 
view of the value of the dialogue form (Cooper mi). 



meeting the four requirements for producing understanding in the soul. Thus, the 

question becomes, 1s Plato's dialogue fom able to meet the four requirements? 

Before beginning the investigation, it is important to point out what 1 am not 

aiming to achieve hem. 1 am not attempting to determine the actual position of Plato. So 

if we find that the dialogue form does ovemme the criticisms of wxiting, 1 shall not 

conclude that Plato himselfdid not a c W y  endorse the criticisns. Similarly, if we fïnd 

that the dialogue form does not overcome the Cnticisms, 1 Shan not conclude that Plato in 

fact did endorse the cnticisms. In other words, 1 am not engaging in the debate that exists 

between such commentators as Burger, Griswold, and Zwicky on the one hanci, and 

Fer- on the other. Those in the first group basicaiiy claim that Plato's use of the 

dialogue form indicates that he recanted the criticisms of writi.ngJ4, while Ferrari states 

that the fact that the criticisms of writing appear in a written fonn does nothing to 

invalidate those cnticisms (Ferrari 222). This issue is not of interest to me, because as I 

established in my introductory chapter, the question of the tme position of Plato is a 

biographical or a psychological question, rather than a tnily philosophical question. The 

tmly philosophical question here is, Are the criticisms of writing sound? The ability or 

inability of the dialogue form to overcome the criticisms wiii help us to determine the 

Recaii that Socfates' fkst criticism of writing is that it is unable to respond to 

questions. 1 said that Socrates raises this point because anmrering the questions of the 

'* More specificolly, Burger argues that the c o n d d o n  of the mrtcn word by the wriücn word ïs imnic, 
and so it displays the playfûiness that is idcntined, in the Pbacdms, as tfie sign of the truc lover of wisdom 
(Burger 13). In this way, Burgu claims that Plato is dcfendmg his act of writing (&id), Griswolâ's claim 
is that Plato's act of writing is at least in part a rccantation of the criticisms of writing (Self-Knowledne 
2 18-1 9; "Style and Philosophy" 532). Finally, Zwicky beiicvts thaî the person who is rcsponsble for the 
brilliant literary effecû of the Phatdnis couid not have also ktn convînccd of the critique ofwntiag tbat it 
espouses (Zwicky 2 1). 



listener is surely one very effective means of tailoring the discussion to the sou1 or 

character of that Iistener. When we examineci the Seventh Letter, we found a very similar 

cnticism, namely, that Wntten words are not an adequate means of conveying knowledge 

to the multitude. These two criticisms are similar in that the reason why a written work is 

not adequate for the multitude is because it is not able to answer the various questions 

that will be raised by merent people with different souk or characters. 1 shall deal with 

these two cnticisns together because of- similarie, and because commentators do not 

offer any separate explanation as to how the dialogue form is especidy suited to convey 

knowledge to the multitude. The question at han& then, is whether the Platonic dialogue 

çan in fact answer various questions and thereby is a suitable means of conveying 

knowledge to the multitude, or at least whether it is better able to do this than other types 

of wntillg. 

Both Sinaiko and Griswold a ~ ~ ~ e r  this question in the afnrmative. Sinaiko 

claims that a Platonic diaiogue may answer any d e r ' s  questions (Sinaiko I6), if the 

reader gives carefid consideration to the numemus subtleties of the diaiogue. Siaaiko 

gives an example of how this might be done. He says that the reader must as4 for 

instance, whether a given 'digression' is reaüy incidental to the discussion, or whether it 

in fact forms an essential part of the argument (ibid.). If the latter is the case, then the 

argument will be quite dinerent h m  its initial appearance (ibid.). The supposition here 

is that this new argument may have the answers to the readefs questions. Similarly, 

Griswold claims that "Plato's dialogues do ask and answer questions in that they pose 

nddles and aporiai.. . to the d e r  and then supply, in the fom of deeper strata o f  

significance, partial answers to the questionst' (Griswold 222). The example that 



GriswoId gives here is the "riddle" or problem of the unity of the Phaedrus (ibib). The 

problem of the unity of the Phaednis is that at fVst glance, the P h a h  seems to be 

without a unifying theme; the first halfdeals with the topic of Love, while the second haif 

deals with the topic of Rhetoric. Upon firrther investigation, though, one may £hd that 

there is a unifjing theme to the dialogue, just as Griswold fin& that the u n m g  theme 

of the Phaedrus is Self-Knowledge (Griswold 2-9). In this way, the Phaeànts bas given 

Gnswold the answer to one of its riddies- It is for these reasons that Sinaiko and 

Griswold claim that Plato's dialogue fonn is able to overcome the objection that written 

works are not able to answer questions. 

Our task now is to evaiuate Sinaiko's and Griswold's claim. 1 agree with their 

c l a h  in so fat as it is hesitaut and qiialified; the Platonic dialogues muy answer some 

questions. Neither Sinaüro nor Griswold make the stronger clai. that a dialogue can 

answer al1 of the questions (conceming its teaching, of course) that are put to i t  Given 

this more clarified version of Sinaiko and Griswold's cIaim, that a Platonic dialogue may 

answer some questions, one may wonder, How does an essay differ in this regard? My 

answer is that it does not ciiffer at ali. The only possible d i B i c e  between an essay and 

a dialogue in regard to the abiiity to ansver questions is that an essay can do so even 

more easily than a dialogue can. Consider, for example, John Stuart Mill's essay-style 

work, Utilitarianism, especidy chapter two, "Whaî Utilitarianism 1s". Throughout this 

chapter, Mill articulates a series of possible 'objections' to his principle of utiiity, and 

answers each one in tum, These s o d e d  'objections', thou& are in f u t  henneneuîical; 

in other words, they are raised, as the chapter titie suggests, in order to cl- precisely 

what utilibnanism is. Thus, Mill has given readers a series of clarifying answers to the 



question, What is utiiitazianism? The ease with which an essay can answer questions in 

cornparison with a diaiogue is c h  h m  the fact that the reader can simply read-off 

Mill's answers, without having to postdate various inferences between different 

subtleties of the te* as is required with a dialogue. An essay, then, can answer questions 

just as easily, ifnot more so, as a dialogue cm. 

So what does the Phaedrus mean when it daims that a written work cannot 

answer questions? It is mundanefy tnre that any Wntten work can answer questions by 

simply anticipating them and then giving the m e r .  1 contend that there must be 

something more behind the Phaednrs' Cnticism of writing. The point of the Phaednis' 

cnticism of writing is that in order to produce understanding in the sou1 of every reader 

(and not just a select few), a d e n  work must m e r  ali of the questions in each of the 

reader's min& that are standing between the reader and tnic understanding. But it is 

impossible to anticipate every different kind of reader and aü of the Mirent  questions 

that each reader wiii need to have aaswered. This is an infinite tasic, but a dialogue, like 

an essay, is only a finite entity. For this reason, 1 believe that Plato's dialogue fonn is not 

able to overcome the objection that writing cannot m e r  the reader's questions. 

Socrates' second cnticism of writing is that it does not know to whom it shouid 

speak and to whom it should not spe& 1 explained this criticism by saying that in order 

to produce understanding in the sou1 of auother person, one must adapt aud tailor one's 

discussion to the particda, sou1 of the other person. But if one's discussion is in a form 

that is simply unchangeable (such as a written work), then one must choose to present the 

discussion only to those people whose souis are already perfectly suiteci to receive it. 

This is reminiscent of one of the criticisms of Wfitirig in the Seventh Letter, according to 



which Wnting is disparaged because it is unchangeable. 1 shaü deal with these two 

criticisms together here, because of theh similarity, and because commentators have 

nothing to say specifidy about the second criticism. So now our question is whether a 

dialogue is able to determine to whom it should speak and to whom it should not speak. 

Both Sinaiko and Griswold believe that a Platonic dialogue can do just this. 

Sinaiko claims that "the moment for a dialogue to 'speak' anives when the reader who is 

or hersem concenied about the probîem under discussion becomes aware of the 

dramatic and substantive dficuities and begins to mise inteiiigent objections" (Sinaiko 

15). In other words, the dialogue resenes it tnie teaching for those who are able to find 

it. Gxiswold reiterates this point when he states that Platonic dialogues wntain severai 

layers of meaning, and so "they announce their deeper message only to those &ers able 

enough to find it" (Griswold 221). In this way, a Platonic dialogue is supposed to possess 

the ability to know to whom it should speak. 

1 disagree with Sinaiko and Griswold on this point as well. 1 concede that if a 

dialogue does have a deeper meaning, then this deeper meaning WU be reserved for those 

who have the abiüty to h d  it H o m ,  this does not canstitute tbe ability to know to 

whom to speak and to whom not to spcak. A person may have the ability to discover 

deeper, subtie meanings, and yet not have the kind of soul that is suiteci to receive those 

teachings. For example, a mastcis student is the kind of person who has acquired aii of 

the scholarly and arialytical skills ncfessary to uncover deeper meanings. But there is 

nothing preventing the master's student h m  uncovering deeper meanings simply for the 

sake of fulfilling the requirements for a mastds degree, htead of applyuig these deeper 

meanings to his or her own soui. Or on the other hand, a person may not have the abiiity 



to uncover the deeper meanings of a dialogue, and yet still have the kind of sou1 that is 

suited to receive the deeper teaching. For instance, imagine a person who does not have 

the academic training necessary to cany out a sustained d y s i s  of a dialogue, but who 

has been deathly il1 for months, and who has been contemplating hidher own death and 

the immortality of the soui during this time. This person's sou1 is likeiy perfectly suited 

to receiving a dialogue's deeper teaching on the immortality of the soul. The division 

between people who have the abüity to mcover deeper meanings and those who do not is 

siniplistic. There are certainly more than just these two kinds of souls; recall that in his 

second speech Socrates outlines nine different types of souls (Ph& 248d-e). Therefore, 1 

believe that the dialogue form does not have any significant abiiity to decide to whom it 

shouid speak. 

Socrates' third cnticism of wtiting is that it camot defend itseif. 1 explained that 

the act of defending itseifagainst the particlar objections of a certain person is very 

similar to the act of anmering the particdar questions of a certain person. Both of these 

actions are excelient meam of adapting a discussion to the soui of a given person, and 

thereby of producing understanding in that person's soul. 1s a dialogue, then, able to 

defend itself? 

Zwicb, Hylad, and ûriswold aii argue that it is able to do so. There are two 

main reasons given as to how this is the case. The first is that the dialogue does in fact 

raise objections about its own theses, and then it attempts to q n d  to them (Zwicky 

34). Hyland explains this point in more detail when he rrminds us that each of the 

characters in the dialogues must defead their own positions to the otber characters 

(Hyland 41). Let us examine this expianation before rnoving on to the second. 



1 believe that this fht explanation d e r s  h m  the same problem that the notion 

that a dialogue can answer questions d e r s  hm. That is, it is c k l y  the case that in a 

dialogue the characters defend their own positions against objections raiseci by other 

characters. But can't an essay-style work do precisely this as weil? 1 believe that it cm. 

Consider Thomas Aquinas' Summa Theoloaica In this work, Aquinas proceeds by 

putting forth a position, articulating objections against the position, and thm responding 

to each of the objections. There is no diffefe~ce between the abïIity of the characters in a 

dialogue to respond to objections, and Aquiaas' ability to articulate objections ami then 

respond to them. Once again, the fact that any written work con defend itseif by 

responding to objections is mundane, and so 1 thinic that there must be sornething else 

behind the Phaednis' criticism that a written work cannot defend itseif. The point of the 

Phaedrus' criticism is that there are an infinite variety of objections that each different 

kuid of person may raise. Yes, a written work may k able to anticipate some of these 

objections, but it catainly cannot anticipate ali of them. In this case, only those few 

people who have the kind of sou1 that is prone to k troubled by the anticipated objections 

will tnily benefit. For all of the others, it is very unlikely that understanding will be 

produced in their souls, since they will be Iefi with unanswered objections. Being able to 

address anything l e s  than ail possible objections is simpiy inadequate. For this reason, 1 

believe that, thus far, it bas not been shown that the Platonic dialogue can ovemme the 

Phaednis' cnticism that writing cannot defend itself. 

The second explanation as to how the Platonic dialogue is able to overcome the 

objection about not being able to defend itseifis tbat it does not need to. Griswold, for 

instance, States that "since Pldo does not say aaything in his own naw in the dialogues, 



there are no statements by Pfato to be attacked or defendedw (SeWKnowledne 222). 

Similady, Hyland claims that in so fm as there is no Platonic doctrine in the dialogues, 

there is nothing in the dialogues which needs to be defended (Hylaad 41). Does this 

explanation fare any better than the first? 

It does not If the dialogues are not the h d s  of works that contain any doctrines 

that may need defending, then they are also not the kinds of works that have as their goal 

the production of understandhg in the soul. That is, 1 contend that in order for a work to 

aim to produce understanding in the soui of another person, or in short, to teach another 

person something, they must contain a doctrine of some sort. Without a doctrine at least 

in some sense implied in a given work, that work has nothing to teach. Ifa Platonic 

dialogue does not have a doctrine to offer, then it is not the case that it has ovetcome the 

objection in question; rather, the Platonic dialogue should simply not be under 

consideration at the moment. Recail that it has been established tht the goal of d 

communication is to produce understanding in the sod; any work that does not have this 

goal need not be evaluated according to the standards for producing understanding in the 

soul, which are, of course, the four requirements. The fact that a work that does not have 

a doctrine need not defend itseifindicates not that it has ovacome the Phaednis' critique, 

but only that the Phaednis' critique is not directeci towards it. Thus, 1 contend that the 

Platonic dialogue cannot overcome the objection that writing m o t  defend itself. 

Finallyy there are stiii Thamus' niticisns pmcnted in the myth of Theuth to deal 

with. Thamus' first criticism is that Wnting cannot help with remembering, but only with 

reminding. I explained that writing cannot give one tnie understanding or lmowledge 

about the tmth, and so it cannot help one to remember the mith either, since one cannot 



really remember what one never actually knew. Next, Thamus goes on to claim that 

writing will make people diflicdt to get along with, because having r d  a written text, 

they wiil consider themselves to be wise without really king so. They will not t d y  be 

wise because, of course, writing is incapable of producing understanding in the soul. 

Because both of Thamus' cnticimis rest upon the ptemise that writing cannot produce 

understanding in the soul, and because commentators do not give separate consideration 

to Thamus' second criticism, 1 shall deaI with these two criticisms together here. The 

question, then, is whether the dialogue form can overcome the objection that writing 

cannot produce tme understanding. and so it cannot help with memory, and it also makes 

people difncult to get dong with. 

Zwicky believes that the P h a d  at least can overcurne this objection. She 

claims that the Phaeùrus shows the teadet how to acquire genuine understanding: 

through the practice of dialectic (Zwicky 30-1). Zwicky understands dialectic here to 

mean both the method of collection and division, which 1 outlined earlier, and a 

conversation (Zwicky 32). So the Phaedrus teils us that by engaging in dialectic we can 

acquire true know1edge. Once we have true knowledge, we can use our writing to remind 

ourselves of that howIedge, and we will presumably not be difficult to get along with. 

In this way, Zwicky believes that at least one of Platds dialogues. the Pbaednis. is able to 

overcome the objection that writing m o t  produce understanding in the sod. 1s she 

correct? 

Once again, my answer is that she is not correct. Zwicky's main point here is that 

the Phaedrus does not tell us how to acquire understanding, rather, it shows us the right 

method for doing so. The implication hem is that by showing us the metbod, the dialogue 



ensures that we wiU get it right. However, 1 am not convinced that this is the case. It is 

tme that some people leam beîter by studying examples; others, though, benefit fimm 

explicit instructions. Th- is no inherent reason why showing somethîng rather than 

explaining it means that it wiii be better understood, People are just as likely to engage in 

dialectic incorrectly whether it is shown to îhem in a written work or whether it is 

explained to them in a written work. The ody  way to guatantee that a person will gain 

tme understanding is to adapt the teaching to his or her particular soul, and only a 

present, Living teacher can do this, not a written work. I conclude, then, that the Phaedrus 

is not able to overcome the objection that writing cannot produce understanding in the 

soui. 

In this section, I have been evaluating the Phaedrus' and the Seventh Letter's 

critique of writing by examining the question of whether Piato's dialogue fom can 

overcome that critique. 1 have found the reamns given by commentators in support of the 

notion that the Platonic dialogue &II overcome the critique of writing to be unconvincing. 

Thus far, the critique of writing has withstood various attempts by commentators to 

undennine it, but it must now undergo another evaluation 

The Advantagcs of Wiitllig 

The Phaednis' and Seventh L e s  critique of writing can be evaluated in light of 

the advantages of writing over speech. Both the PhacdniJ and the Seventh Letter are 

silent on the topic of the advantages of writing over speech, but commentators Est many. 

In this section, 1 shaiI first outhe  the advantages that Nehamas and Woodniff and Craig 



recognize in writing. Second, 1 shall endeavour to detemine whahei these advantages 

prove to be a threat to the critique of writing. 

Nehamas and W M a n d  Craig aii iden* various advantages that writing 

holds over speech. Nehamas and W d ,  for instance, rnalre the point that "speech 

cannot possibly cornmunicate ideas that are as amplex or textured as the ideas that can 

be expressed through a medium as permanent and as capable of reeview as writing" 

(Nehamas and WooQuff XXXYi). Some advantages of  writuig over speech, then, are that 

writing c m  convey more complicateâ ideas, writing is more permanent, and 

consequently, one can study a written work repeatedly. Craig adds to this list the exact 

reproducibility of writing, and its potential for reaching a far vaster audience, including 

succeeding generations (Craig d). He also teasons that since a writer cannot judge his 

or her audience as well as a speaker can, a &ter must give more careful consideration to 

his or her product (ibid). The resuit, Craig ciaims, is that 

written speech tends to be more thoughtfbi, more complete, more precise, more 
coherent, more reSfflUIled - more purely ratio1181 - than its oral couuteqart. And 
to the extent that it is, it merits more carefùi consideration by the teadet, who may 
the more easily give it such in that the words do not expire with the breath that 
spoke them, hgering on only in a f a b l e  memory (ibid.). 

Here we have a substantial l ia  of the advantages of writing over speech, and so out task 

is to determine the effect they have on the Phaedms' and the Seventh Letter's critique of 

writing. 

Are these s o d e d  'advantages' of writing over speech in fact tnie advantages? 

My answer, and I beiieve the Phaedrus' anmer as well, is that these are tme advantages 

ody in the case of a w&en work that has some goal 0th- than the production of 

understanding in the soul. For instance, suppose a certain written work has the goal of 



king impressive, then the conveyance of wmplex and texnued ideas would indeed be an 

advantage. Or as the Phaednis does recognize, some written works are intendecl to be 

reminders to those who already have knowledge (Phdr. 276d); thus, the permanence of 

this written work is to its advantage. Or perhaps a certain wmitten work aims to 

communicate factuai information, such as M y  world events, or in other words, 'the 

news', to a large number of people; in this case, the potential to reach a vast audience is in 

fact an advantage of writing. But if the goal of any discussion is to produce 

understanding in the soul, then the form of cornmimication that is best able to adapt the 

discussion to each particular individual will have the advantage. For this m o n ,  1 

believe that the advantages of writing iisted in the above paragraph are wt germane to 

the Phaedrus' and Seventh LeMs critique of writing. 



- 6 - 
Summa y and Conclusion 

In the course of this thesis 1 have done two things. First, 1 have established that 

the notion that writing cannot meet the four requirements for producing understanding in 

the soui underlies the PhaaQus' and the Seventh Letîer's critique of writing. Second, I 

have demonstrated that, understwd in this way, the critique of writing is able to 

withstand attempts by commentators to undermine it. In other words, m y  interpretation 

lends strength to the critique of writing. 

1 began by considering Socrates and Phaednis' discussion of the art of speaking, 

which 1 demonstrated was in fact a discussion of the art of communication in general. 1 

showed that the goal of s u c c e d  commUtl1:cation is to produce understanding in the sou1 

of another person, and 1 traced the development of the four requirernents for this type of 

successful communication. Then, 1 applied my hdings conceming the four 

requirements to the various criticims of writing that are presented in the Phaednis and in 

the Seventh Letter. In the case of each of these criticisms, I demonstrated that the 

particdar wealcness of writing king attacked is in fact the resuit of the inabiiity of 

writing to meet the four requirements for produciug understanding in the soui. 1 found 

further support for my claim in the close relationship described in the Phaedrus between 

the four requirements and dialectic. That is, it is clearly stated in the P haedrus that 

writing is iaferior to speech ôecause writing does not incorporate dialectic. Since, as 1 



have shown, a close relationship exists between the four requirements and dialectic, the 

fact that writing cannot incorporate dialectic means that it also cannot meet the four 

requirements, which is exady my point 1 also considend those commentators who 

recognize, as 1 do, the appiicabiiity of the four requirements for producing understanding 

in the soul to the critique of writing. In regard to the commentators who identify a line of 

thought underlying the critique of writing that differs h m  that which 1 idenm, 1 said 

that it is most likely tbat there are many different arguments given in the Phaeùrus and 

the Seventh Letter for the infenority of writing. Thus, both of these works admit of many 

interpretations, which are mutually compaîible. Finaily, 1 evaluated the Phaednis' and 

Seventh Letter's critique of writing in two ways. First, 1 endeavoured to determine 

whether Plato's dialogue fom is able to overcome the critique of writing, as many 

commentators claim is the case. In other words, 1 tackled the question, Is Plaîo's dialogue 

form able to meet the four requirements for producing understandhg in the soul? If this 

is in fact the case, then the Phaednis' and Seventh Letter's critique is inaccurate, in so far 

as it accuses written works of being incapable of meeting the four requirements, whereas 

the dialogue is a written work. However, 1 found that by understanding the various 

criticisms of writing as king rooted in the notion that writing cannot meet the four 

requirements, the critique of writing is able to withstand attempts by commentators to 

undermine it. 1 also considered the many possible advantages of writing over speech, the 

existence of which could pose a tbreat to the critique of writing as weil. Once again, 

though, I found that given the goal of producing understanding in the soul, the so-cailed 

advantages of writing are simply not germane. For these reasons, 1 conclude that 

understanding the Phaednrs' and Seventh Letter's critique of writing in temis of the 



inability of writing to meet the four requitements for pmducing understanding in the sou1 

is a valuable practice. 
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