
chapter 1 0

Can There Be an Epistême of Itself?
The Argument from Relatives (167c8–169c2)

The Argument from Relatives1 concerns what I take to be the fundamental
source of perplexity for Socrates and the primary philosophical challenge for
the dialogue’s readers: the contention advanced by Critias that, unlike the
other arts or sciences, temperance is an epistêmê, science, only of epistêmê itself2

and of no other object. While at the previous stage of the conversation
Socrates helped Critias articulate that claim, it is now clear that he did so
merely for the sake of the argument. In truth, he says, the claim seems to him
strange (atopon: 167c4) or, in the light of certain cases that serve as counter-
examples, impossible (adynaton: 167c6). And he urges Critias to consider these
examples with the expectation that, when Critias does so, he will come to the
same conclusion (167c4–6). The Argument fromRelatives consists precisely in
this endeavour and has an explicitly stated goal: examine whether or not there
can be a ‘science of science’ (167b1–2) and, on the basis of cases that are
supposed to be analogous with epistêmê, bring Critias to admit that such
a thing, i.e. a strictly reflexive form of science, appears strange or incoherent.

1 Duncombe 2020 gives compelling reasons for calling this argument ‘the Relatives Argument’ rather
than ‘the Relations Argument’. These have to do with the conception of relativity operative in this
argument, i.e. constitutive relativity (see immediately below).

2 As suggested, the claim that temperance is a science only of science itself entails that temperance is
a science of all the sciences as well as of the corresponding privative state, i.e. non-science. Not only
do the interlocutors assume that the strict reflexivity of the ‘science of science’ is compatible with the
postulate that it is higher-order, but also the argument strongly suggests that temperance is higher-
order precisely because it is strictly reflexive. The root of this assumption lies in Critias’ stance vis-à-vis
Socrates in the debate concerning the analogy between temperance and the other sciences or arts with
regard to the nature of their objects: Critias contended that temperance alone is ‘of both the other
sciences and itself’ as opposed to the other sciences, which are ‘of something other than themselves
and not of themselves’ (166b9–c4). The contrast is between the strict reflexivity of temperance and
the aliorelativity of the other sciences, and Critias appears to take it for granted that the strict
reflexivity of temperance entails that it is higher-order as well: since it governs science simpliciter, ipso
facto it governs each and every science insofar as it is science. Conversely, Critias also assumes that since
the other sciences govern only their respective aliorelative objects, they are only first-order and cannot
govern themselves in respect of being forms of science: only temperance can do this latter. These
claims will become explicit in the course of the Argument from Benefit.
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Philosophically, this argument is of the first importance. It contains
pioneering work on relatives and relations and represents a major break-
through in that regard. It raises questions about reflexivity and foreshadows
logical conundrums bearing on self-predication. It may cause us to revisit
traditional assumptions about the structure and behaviour of different
categories of relatives, especially perceptual relatives and quantitative rela-
tives. And it conveys valuable insights concerning the role of relatives in
epistemic grounding. Historically, the Argument from Relatives represents
a landmark in ancient philosophical thinking about these topics. Not only is
it a breakthrough for Plato, but also its influence can be traced to Aristotle’s
conception of relatives and his analysis of second-order perception and,
further, to Stoicism and beyond. So far as the interpretation of Plato is
concerned, the counterexamples constituting the main body of this argu-
ment point unmistakably to the so-called middle dialogues and the theory of
Forms, while Socrates’ closing remarks reach further to the metaphysics and
methods of the Sophist and the Statesman. Dialectically, the articulation of
Socrates’ aporia underscores that the viability of Critias’ definition of tem-
perance as a ‘science of science’ ultimately depends on whether or not this
notion is credible or coherent. Since the Argument from Relatives aims to
answer just that query, it is decisive for the development of the investigation.
As I said,3 I believe that the Argument from Relatives has been misun-

derstood in various ways and has frequently been taken to undermine the
point that it is supposed to make. I shall try to show that, on the contrary, it
attains its principal objective, even though it does not purport to settle the
issue in a definitive manner. At the outset, I wish to highlight one central
assumption that I shall make and that is crucial for that purpose. Namely,
both interlocutors operate with a constitutive view of relativity,4 which
begins with relatives rather than relations,5 and which posits that every

3 Chapter 1, 38–9.
4 See Duncombe 2012a and especially 2020, 36–48. To my mind, these studies conclusively show that
the Argument from Relatives, as well as the main Platonic passages discussing relatives, entail
a constitutive conception of relativity. Duncombe 2020 argues that Aristotle, the Stoics, the
Sceptics, and other Greek thinkers, including the ancient commentators, all conceive of relativity
in constitutive terms. Several of his arguments are compelling, but here I wish to remain neutral
regarding this latter general claim (see also the following note).

5 Duncombe 2020 contrasts this approach with traditional interpretations of relativity in Plato. He
argues that, notwithstanding their differences, all ancient philosophical schools adopt an approach
according to which one must start from relatives and ask what makes something a relative, i.e. how
a relative is constituted. On the other hand, he contends, the traditional approach, which analyses
relativity in terms of incomplete predicates (an item x is a relative just in case an incomplete predicate
is true of x), usually fares much worse than the constitutive approach in the interpretation of ancient
philosophical texts. While Duncombe’s argument concerns the entire Platonic corpus, for present
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relative is constituted just by the relation to a correlative.6 Or, a relation
constitutes a relative if bearing that relation just is what it is to be the
relative: being a brother of someone just is what it is to be a brother.7

I submit that the counterexamples entertained by Socrates and Critias
exhibit certain formal features that characterise, more generally, constitu-
tive relativity.8 First, reciprocity. Assuming that a relation constitutes
a relative and that every relation has a converse, if X is relative to Y, then
Y is relative to X. Sight is related to colour and colour is related to sight;
double is related to half and half to double. Next, exclusivity. While on the
standard interpretation of ancient relativity in terms of incomplete predi-
cates exclusivity does not hold, on the constitutive interpretation it must. If
a relative relates to a correlative, then it relates only to that correlative and
no other. As we shall see, Socrates and Critias take for granted that, for
example, sight relates only to colour, hearing only to sound, love only to
what is beautiful, and the greater only to the smaller. Some of these
constructions are prima facie more plausible than others, but there are
ways in which we can make sense of all of them.9 Besides, our interlocutors
arguably presuppose that the pairs of relatives under discussion are

purposes I refer the readers only to his analysis of the Argument from Relatives, which demonstrates,
entirely convincingly to my mind, that the interlocutors do presuppose constitutive relativity.

6 I shall not be concerned with ‘monadic’ accounts of relativity, according to which relativity amounts
to a relative, ‘monadic’ feature and a certain sort of ‘bare orientation’ or ‘towardness’, for I believe
that such accounts do not give us adequate interpretative tools in order to understand the present
argument. On the notion of ‘bare orientation’ see Marmodoro 2016 and the criticism by Duncombe
2020.

7 The distinction between an extensional view and an intensional view of relatives bears on this point.
Roughly speaking, the extensional account treats most items as relatives. For it sets no restriction over
which relation is invoked, and it allows the same relative to bear different relations to different things.
For instance, in the case of named individuals, Socrates is a relative in virtue of the fact that many
different relations are true of him. He is the husband of Xanthippe, the mentor of Plato, uglier than
Phaedo, poorer than Critias, less of an ascetic than Antisthenes, less of a hedonist than Aristippus,
and smarter than Prodicus. Correspondingly, each of those characters can be treated as a relative in
virtue of the relation he/she bears to Socrates and to other people and things as well. On the other
hand, the intensional view is considerably more restrictive. Something is a relative if it bears
a constitutive relation to a given correlative. So, for instance, assuming that the relations of
Socrates to different people do not constitute what it is to be Socrates, he is not a relative. On the
other hand, a warmer thing is constituted by its relation to something cooler and hence qualifies as
a relative. While, according to the extensional approach, the relation between a relative and
a correlative is not exclusive, according to the intensional approach it is exclusive as well as
constitutive: a relative is what it is just in virtue of its relation to a given correlative and no other.
As Duncombe 2012a underscores, the intensional view does not analyse relativity in terms of
incomplete predicates, nor does it identify the class of relative items with the class of items of
which a relativised predicate is true. It focuses on things that relate rather than predicates that have
certain semantic features.

8 Duncombe 2020 identifies these features and provides extensive discussion of each of them.
9 See Duncombe 2020 passim, and the discussion of Socrates’ counterexamples below.
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existentially symmetrical and epistemically symmetrical, but these charac-
teristics do not play any significant role in the argument.
The most prominent feature of constitutive relativity, however, is alior-

elativity, and matters are complicated in that regard. On the constitutive
view, a relative just is the relation to its correlative, and the latter must be
something distinct from the relative itself. Reflexivity, let alone strict reflex-
ivity, is extremely problematic and, on some views, cannot obtain on pain of
incoherence. For constitution is not a reflexive relation: no item can be
constituted just by its relation to itself. Rather, the constitutive relation is
a grounding relation, a fundamental and unitary relation between a relative
and its correlative. And, arguably, grounding relations are irreflexive. In
principle, therefore, if the Argument fromRelatives presupposes constitutive
relativity, there are philosophical as well as dialectical reasons for rejecting
strict reflexivity if not reflexivity tout court. Nonetheless, since the real
purpose of the argument is controverted, we need to look closely at each
of Socrates’ counterexamples in order to judge that issue.
The structure of the Argument from Relatives is as follows. The cases in

question constitute three main groups that the interlocutors consider in
turn: perceptual states, namely sight, hearing, and, generally, the senses
(167c8–d10); certain psychological states irreducible to perception, i.e.
desire, wish, love, fear, and belief (167e1–168b1); and what we may call
quantitative relatives, namely greater and smaller, double and half, more
and less, heavier and lighter, older and younger, and all other cases of that
sort (168b2–d1). Then, Socrates shifts perspective and re-examines the
perceptual cases of hearing and sound from a different angle (168d1–e2).
Also, he briefly mentions the hypotheses of self-moving motion, self-
heating heat, ‘and all other such cases’ (168e9–10). These may count as
a fourth, separate group, but receive no further attention. After examining
each of the above cases, Critias agrees with Socrates that none of them
appears to make sense if it receives a strictly reflexive construction. Hence,
Critias also agrees with Socrates’ tentative conclusion: assuming that the
aforementioned relatives are relevantly analogous to epistêmê, and also that
temperance is a form of epistêmê, it seems that strict reflexivity is implaus-
ible in some cases and entirely impossible in others (168e3–169a1).
Accordingly, sections 1 to 3 of this chapter discuss, respectively, the

groups of perceptual relatives, psychological relatives irreducible to percep-
tion, and quantitative relatives. Section 4 is devoted to the re-examination
of perceptual relatives and, specifically, of hearing and sight, in terms of
powers orientated towards their respective proprietary objects or special
sensibles. Section 5 discusses Socrates’ provisional conclusions and
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comments briefly on the cases of motion and heat. Section 6 is devoted to
Socrates’ closing remarks.

1

Reflect on whether it seems to you that there is some sight [opsis]10which is
not of the things that the other sights are of, but is a sight of itself and of
the other sights and likewise of the absence of sight [literally: non-sights]11

and which, although it is sight, sees no colour but rather sees itself and the
other sights. Do you think there is such a sight? – No, by Zeus, I certainly
do not. – What about some hearing which hears no sound, but does hear
itself and the other hearings and non-hearings? – There isn’t such a thing
either. – Consider now all the senses taken together, whether it seems to
you that there is a sense which is of senses and of itself while perceiving
none of the things that the other senses perceive. –No, it does not seem so.
(167c8–d10)

This first group of analogues remains very close to his paradigm. Take the
example of opsis, sight or seeing.12 Socrates hypothesises that there is
a unique sort of sight13 which, like the ‘science of science’, is reflexive: it is
of sight and its privation, i.e. non-sight (167c9–10). The relation to its
reflexive object is supposed to be exclusive and exhaustive. Even though
Socrates does not explicitly state that the hypothesised sight is only of
sight, he clearly implies it. For he says that the sight under consideration
does not see what the other sights see (167c8–9), i.e. colour (167d1),14 but
itself and the other sights, i.e. sight simpliciter, as well as the privation of
this latter, i.e. non-sights (167c9–10). Hence a contrast can be drawn
between the putative second-order sight and all first-order sights, the

10 Or ‘seeing’: see below, 203–5. 11 Or ‘non-seeings’: see below, 203.
12 It is controversial whether the examples of this group refer to perceptual faculties, or perceptual

activities, or some combination of these two. Notably, see the argument in favour of the activity
reading developed by Caston 2002, 772–3, as well as the criticisms of this latter by Johansen 2005,
248–9 and n. 23 and by Tuozzo 2011, 218 and n. 18. Even though I mostly use faculty vocabulary,
I shall try to remain as neutral as possible with regard to this issue for reasons that I briefly explain
below.

13 While the word μόνη, alone, is repeatedly used for the ‘science of science’ (166c2, e5), it does not
occur in this and other examples of the Argument from Relatives. However, the context strongly
suggests that each of the putative second-order items of the counterexamples is unique. Consider, for
example, Socrates’ careful phrasing at 167c8: ἐννόει γὰρ εἴ σοι δοκεῖ ὄψις τις εἶναι (my emphasis), and
also his evident care to pattern each of the counterexamples on the paradigm of ‘the science of
science’.

14 Socrates determines the peculiar object of sight first periphrastically, in terms of ‘the things that the
other sights [sc. first-order sights] are of’ (ὧν αἱ μὲν ἄλλαι ὄψεις εἰσίν: 167c8–9), and then
substantially as ‘colour’ (χρῶμα: 167d1).
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object of the former and the proprietary object of the latter.15 Following
the paradigm of epistêmê, we may infer that the former can perceive only
sight and its privation, whereas the latter can see only green, red, and
yellow things.16 If so, then the ‘sight of itself and the other sights’ is, so to
speak, intransitive or intransparent in relation to the coloured things that
constitute the objects of first-order sights: it perceives the other sights but
not the green, red, and yellow objects that they see. Can there really be
a sight with the above characteristics? Critias replies that he does not
think so (167d3).
In accordance with a practice that he will follow all the way through,

Socrates sketches the other members of the group in similar but more
elliptical terms (167d4–5). He asks Critias whether he thinks that there
could be a hearing that hears no sound whatsoever, but only hears the
other hearings and non-hearings as well as itself. Comparably to the
example of sight, the hearing in question is probably unique, strictly
reflexive, intransparent (in the sense indicated above), and higher-order:
it is exclusively directed towards hearing (itself and the other hearings, as
well as the corresponding privation), but not towards the peculiar object
of first-order hearing, namely phonê, sound (167d4). Comparably to the
‘sight of sight’, then, the ‘hearing of hearing’17 hears only itself but
nothing distinct from itself. In this it differs from every first-order
hearing, which is always directed towards its own aliorelative object,
sound. The ‘sight of sight’ is not of anything substantive, whereas the
other sights are. Again, Critias denies that there can be such a sense
(167d6).
The last case of this group is more difficult to figure out. On the basis of

the two previous examples, Socrates now urges his interlocutor to consider
‘all the senses taken together’ (167d7),18 i.e. examine the supposition that
there may be a sense that perceives itself and other senses19 but none of their
objects (167d8–9). We may assume that, in this example too, the sense

15 I use ‘proprietary objects’ to refer to the special sensibles, as opposed to common sensibles, some of
which may be common objects of all the senses. Socrates conducts the entire discussion of the senses
in terms of the special objects of the senses. It is questionable whether common sensibles like shape
and motion could have satisfied the correlativity requirement.

16 Socrates builds this condition in every example of the first two groups in a similar way. It is entirely
clear, I contend, that he intends every one of these cases to be strictly reflexive: the putative item is
supposed to be orientated towards itself and the corresponding first-order items, but not towards the
objects of these latter.

17 I use such abbreviations in accordance with the paradigm of a ‘science of science’.
18 συλλήβδην δὴ σκόπει περὶ πασῶν τῶν αἰσθήσεων: 167d7.
19 Note that there is no definite article before αἰσθήσεων at 167d8.
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under consideration is supposed to be strictly reflexive, govern the corres-
ponding first-order senses, and have no access to their proprietary objects.
Since it perceives only sense but no sensible, it cannot perceive what the
other senses perceive. Some aspects of this example, however, call for
further discussion.
In the first place, it is not clear whether the expression ‘some sense’ (tis

aisthêsis: 167d7–8) refers to one of the five senses,20 or one of the three
remaining ones,21 or a sixth sense perceiving the five senses.22 This indeter-
minacy could be philosophically significant, for it could bear on the vexed
question of how we perceive that we are perceiving. And while the
interlocutors of the Charmides do not pursue the latter, the idea of
a sense sensing itself cannot fail to evoke familiar puzzles in connection
to that topic. For instance, is it through one of the five senses that we
perceive that we are perceiving, or through some additional sense? Do we
do this reflexively, i.e. without also perceiving the object of our first-order
perception? Or do we perceive simultaneously both that we are perceiving
andwhatwe are perceiving? And what view of perception would be a better
fit for each of these or other options? Regardless of Plato’s own intentions,
the hypothesis of a higher-order sense directed towards itself is bound to
make us think of such questions and look beyond the Argument from
Relatives for possible answers.23 Nonetheless, in the absence of such
evidence in the present context, I think that we should read Socrates’
reference to ‘some sense’ in a deflationary manner, namely as an invitation
to Critias to apply the rules governing the examples of sight and hearing to
each and every one of the five senses. Thus, Socrates points to new
considerations that his interlocutor might want to entertain and then
perhaps revise his attitude accordingly.24

Next, while Socrates identifies the objects of sight and hearing in
concrete terms, as colour and sound, he refers to the objects of the ‘other
senses’ in a more abstract manner, as ‘the things that the other senses
perceive’.25 Since Socrates uses similar periphrastic expressions in order to
refer to the objects of opinion and of knowledge, the difference between
‘substantive’ and ‘formal’ designations has been deemed significant: as has
been suggested, each periphrastic formula serves as a place-holder for the
‘substantive’ description of the relevant object, while Socrates postpones

20 This is a fairly natural way of understanding the phrase περὶ πασῶν τῶν αἰσθήσεων: 167d7.
21 Bloch 1973, 113–14, holds this view. 22 See Tuozzo 2011, 214–15.
23 An important passage to turn to is the opening lines of Aristotle’s discussion of perceiving that we are

perceiving in De an. III.2. See below, 203–6 and notes 33–5.
24 See Tuozzo 2011, 215. 25 ὧν δὲ δὴ αἱ ἄλλαι αἰσθήσεις αἰσθάνονται: 167d8–9.
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the latter for some other occasion.26However, it seems to me that this is an
over-interpretation. Since Socrates tells Critias to consider ‘all the senses
taken together’, he could hardly give a ‘substantive designation’ of the
object. For there is no proprietary object of ‘all the senses taken together’,
only of each sense taken separately and in relation to its own special
sensible. Also, the difference between ‘substantive’ and ‘formal’ designa-
tions does not seem to matter philosophically when it concerns a specific
sense. In fact, Socrates refers to the object of sight both as ‘colour’ (167d1)
and as ‘what the other sights are of’ (167c8–9), and he substitutes the
former for the latter without seeing any need to justify his move.
Presumably, he would not object if the same practice were applied to
each of the five senses.
Another noteworthy difference between this latter example and the

previous ones is the hypothesis that the second-order sight and the second-
order hearing under examination extend over their own privations, whereas
corresponding second-order sense does not. In fact, from this point onwards,
there will be no furthermention of privative objects in the argument and one
might wonder why. The reason is not, I believe, that privative objects are
irrelevant to the logic of the argument.27 For since the purpose of the
counterexamples is to test the plausibility or conceivability of the ‘science
of science’, and since the latter is set over science as well as its privation, it
would make sense to craft all the analogues accordingly. One possible
explanation is that the examples of sight and hearing suffice to establish
the terms in which the analogy with epistêmê is supposed to work and,
therefore, Socrates sees no need to continue supplying all the details.
Another reason may be dialectical. The explicit mention of privative objects
works better in some cases than in others. While one might try to entertain
the notion of a sight or a seeing that perceives itself as well as the incapacity to
see or the absence of such an occurrent act, the idea that there may be,
generally, a higher-order sense orientated towards sense and non-sense
appears completely incoherent. Yet another possibility to consider is that,
by omitting further reference to privative objects, Socrates intends to alert us
to the fact that such objects can be especially problematic. In his final
summary of the debate, some of his remarks will bear on this point (175c3–8).
A final comment concerns the question of whether the perceptual cases

refer to sensory faculties or sensory activities or some combination of these

26 See Tuozzo 2011, 214–19.
27 Contra Tuozzo 2011, 212 n. 6. See also Dieterle 1966, 250 n. 1 and Martens 1973, 58, cited by Tuozzo

in the aforementioned note.

1 203

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009036610.010 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009036610.010


two. Is Socrates asking whether there can be, for example, a faculty of sight
whose sole object is itself and every other such capacity or the absence thereof ?
Or is he asking whether there can be a seeing that perceives itself and other
seeings as well as the non-occurrence of the latter? This issue has been debated
in the literature28 and, therefore, I shall merely outline some aspects of the
discussion and indicate where I stand. Regarding the faculty reading, its
defenders can point out that the terms opsis (sight), akoê (hearing), and
aisthêsis usually refer to capacities rather than activities or occurrent acts.
Also, since Socrates’ perceptual examples are supposed to be analogous to
epistêmê, and since the latter is arguably conceived as a capacity or
a disposition, it seems reasonable to infer that sight, hearing, and every
other sense are supposed to be dispositions as well.29 Furthermore, as the
possessor of reflexive science is able to discern what he himself and others
know or do not know, so the person endowed with, for example, reflexive
sight is capable of perceiving what he and others see or do not see. Again, the
analogy between the ‘science of science’ and reflexive sight or reflexive hearing
seems to focus on faculties rather than activities or occurrent acts.
However, the faculty reading has difficulty accounting, for instance, for

Socrates’ use of the plural in the hypotheses of ‘a sight of itself and the other
sights and non-sights’ (167c10)30 and a ‘hearing of itself and the other
hearings’.31 And even though the nouns ‘opsis’ and ‘aisthêsis’ are typically
reserved for sensory faculties, arguably they can refer to sensory activities as
well. On the other hand, the activity reading offers a prima facie plausible
interpretation of these locutions: a seeing perceives itself and other tokens of
the same type, and also registers the non-occurrence of such tokens. The
higher-order sight hypothesised by Socrates is not a sense but a sensing. And
its activity consists in perceiving itself and other such sensings.Nonetheless, the
aforementioned arguments in support of the faculty reading tell against its
rival, albeit not in a decisivemanner. For example, the activity reading does not
suit well the paradigm of epistêmê, for, on some views, the latter is primarily
understood as a capacity and not as an activity. Also, the activity reading
arguably accounts less successfully than the faculty reading for the cases of
the second group. Attempts to combine the two readings vary and each has its
own problems too. For instance, if one supposes that the higher-order sight
under consideration is a faculty of both itself (i.e. the capacity to see) and

28 See note 10 in this chapter.
29 Tuozzo 2011, 218 n. 18makes this point against the activity interpretation defended by Caston 2002,

772–3.
30 ἑαυτῆς δὲ καὶ τῶν ἄλλων ὄψεων ὄψις ἐστὶν καὶ μὴ ὄψεων ὡσαύτως: 167c10.
31 αὑτῆς δὲ καὶ τῶν ἄλλων ἀκοῶν ἀκούει καὶ τῶν μὴ ἀκοῶν: 167d4–5.
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a given seeing, one needs to confront the undesirable consequence that the
terms ‘opsis’, ‘akoê’, and ‘aisthêsis’would switch meanings within the context of
a single example. A reflexive sight would ‘see’ both in the sense of being capable
of perceiving the faculty of vision and in the sense of actually perceiving an
activity of vision.
The above controversy highlights the fact that no reading on offer can fully

account for all the elements of Plato’s text. This is all the more striking because
Plato shows himself to be perfectly aware of the distinction between faculties
and activities, capacities and occurrent acts, at many places in the corpus. To
my mind, therefore, the fact that the perceptual cases of the Argument from
Relatives, as well as the psychological relatives of the second group, are suscep-
tible to a variety of different readings is deliberate onPlato’s part. The following
consideration may weigh in favour of that suggestion. Methodologically,
Socrates constructs his analogues so as to closelymatch the paradigm: ‘a science
of itself and the other sciences and of non-science’ or, in shorthand, ‘a science of
science’. Even though ‘epistêmê’, science, and ‘the epistêmai’, the sciences, are
more likely to refer to faculties rather than activities, the interlocutors never
specify themeaningof these terms. Likewise, even though it seemsmorenatural
to take ‘sight’, ‘hearing’, and, generally, ‘the senses’ to refer to faculties rather
than activities, Socrates refrains from doing so. In both cases the motivation is
philosophical. On the one hand, Critias intends the ‘science of science’ to be as
general and abstract as possible: govern everything that is science and all the
sciences, the capacity to know scientifically as well as every application of such
knowledge, the absence of epistêmê as well as every individual manifestation of
it. The all-comprising scope of the ‘science of science’ is terribly important for
Critias, since, as we shall see, he conceives of temperance as a unique higher-
order science on the basis of which the temperate rulers will discern experts
from non-experts and will delegate and oversee the execution of works in the
state. On the other hand, if Socrates is to show the strangeness or impossibility
of such a science, he needs to cast his net as wide as possible. He needs to show
that strictly reflexive relatives behave very oddly or even incoherently, whether
they are senses or sensings, capacities or activities, dispositions or occurrent acts.
Even so, the perceptual cases presented by Socrates appear calculated to
generate further reflection on these matters. The ongoing debate between the
defenders of the two rival readings and their variations attests to Plato’s success
in that regard.
What is the dialectical value of the perceptual counterexamples discussed

above? And what is their philosophical value? I think that they go some way
towards justifying Socrates’ discomfort regarding the ‘science of science’ and
towards highlighting its main focus. What appears odd about them is not
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merely that they are reflexive but that they are both reflexive and intransitive,
i.e. their relation to themselves or every item of that type is intransparent. Self-
sight is of itself and other sights but not of colour, self-hearing is of hearing but
not of sound, and so on. While we normally think of the senses as a principal
source of information about the world, the ‘sight of sight’, the ‘hearing of
hearing’, etc. cannot fulfil that function. Generally, the hypothesis of a sense
that can perceive no sensible object is hard to envisage.32 And the same holds
for the probable implication that the exercise of such a sense will not give
access to any specific content. Moreover, the aforementioned cases prompt us
to reflect on second-order perception,33 the psychological processes involved
in perceptual awareness, and the nature of perception itself.34

It is important to acknowledge the legitimacy of raising these issues as
well as the philosophical interest that they have in their own right. But it is
also important, I think, to stress that Socrates does not appear concerned
with such matters in the present context. On balance, T. G. Tuckey’s
conclusion seems exactly right:

It is of course possible that it was not the problem of self-consciousness
which was exercising Plato here. But even if Plato does not discuss it – and
certainly the rest of the argument about ἐπιστήμη ἐπιστήμης is concerned
with no such thing – there is no reason why it should not have puzzled him;
and it is involved in knowing one’s own knowledge . . .. For want of further
evidence, we can say no more than this.35

2

Well then, does there seem to you to be some desire [epithymia] which is not
desire of any pleasure, but of itself and the other desires? – No, indeed. – Nor
again, it seems to me, a will or rational wish [boulêsis] which does not will any
good, but wills itself and the other wills? –No, there isn’t. –And would you say

32 However, Socrates implicitly acknowledges that this hypothesis is not impossible to envisage. One
may imagine, for instance, a visual capacity which enables me to tell that I am awake and really
seeing things, rather than just dreaming that I am seeing them. That capacity is set over itself and
over my seeings of the sky as blue, the grass as green, and this apple as red: it judges not what colour
these things are, but whether they are real seeings or not.

33 An especially relevant text is Aristotle’s discussion of perceiving that we are perceiving (De an. III.2
425b12–25). On the relation between the Argument from Relatives and the aporia articulated in De
an. III.2 425b12–25, see the different views defended by Caston 2002, McCabe 2007a and 2007b,
Johansen 2005 and 2012, and Tsouna in press.

34 Notably, see McCabe 2007a and 2007b.
35 Tuckey 1951, 47. It should be noted, however, that Tuckey takes the ‘science of science’ to refer to

a particular act of knowledge being its own object, or to the possibility of one act of knowledge being
the object of another.
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that there is a kind of love [eros] of that sort, one that is actually love of nothing
beautiful but of itself and theother loves?–No,he replied, I certainlywouldn’t.–
And have you ever conceived of a fear [phobos] which fears itself and the other
fears, but fears no fearsome thing? – No, I have not, he said. – Or a belief or
opinion [doxa] which is a belief of beliefs and of itself, but does not believe any
one of the things that the other beliefs believe? –Of course not. (167e1–168a5)

This second group of counterexamples consists of five cases that cover
a fairly broad range of psychological phenomena. How to categorise them
is controversial and also a matter of philosophical significance, since it
bears on the purpose that they are intended to serve. To begin, I shall
address this general issue and, moreover, I shall comment on what I believe
to be a distinctive characteristic of these examples: they gain plausibility in
the light of other relevant Platonic texts.
Despite claims to the contrary, I submit that the cases of desire, will or

(rational) wish, love, fear, and belief belong together, and are intended to
jointly bolster the point of the perceptual examples.36 Textually, nothing
indicates that they should be divided into subcategories.37 Rather, Socrates
treats them as a single group and demarcates them from both what
precedes and what follows. He introduces the first member of the group,
desire, with the word ‘alla’ (167e1), an adversative conjunction marking the
transition from the previous phase of the argument to the present one.
Then, after completing the examination of all five cases and drawing an
interim conclusion, he flags the move to another group of examples, i.e.
quantitative relatives, with the expression ‘phere dê’ (168b2) – an invitation
to Critias to turn his attention to this new set of cases. Meanwhile, he uses
connectives38 in order to move from one example to another, thus under-
scoring that there are strong conceptual links between these five cases.

36 See Lampert 2010, 204, and the discussion by Tuozzo 2011, 211–19.
37 Hyland 1981, 114–18, maintains that the examples ‘fall into three clear-cut groups’. One consists of

examples from the senses. Another consists of desire, wish or will, and love, and is individuated by
the fact that ‘the respective objects are not so evident as in the other examples’ (115). The third set of
examples, which, according to Hyland, is incomplete, consists of fear and opinion, and a missing
component, i.e. epistême. Hyland argues that, especially, the third set undermines the supposed
point of the argument. For different reasons and with a different aim in mind, Schmid 1998, 90, also
claims that ‘the key to making sense of it [sc. Socrates’ entire list of mental acts] is the fact that it
breaks up into three groups of three. The first group is concerned with perception, the second with
desire, while the third is a mixture of cognition and emotion’. According to Schmid, the three
groups correspond to three events that belong to the dramatic context of the dialogue (154b10–c8,
155d3–e3, 166c7–d6) and suggest that reflexivity is indeed possible for all three types of mental acts.
However, there is no mark in the text indicating that this group of examples should be subdivided
into smaller groups. Nor, as I hope to show, is there any philosophical need to do so.

38 οὐδὲ μήν (167e4) marks the transition from ἐπιθυμία to βούλησις, δέ (167e7) from the latter to ἔρως,
δέ again (167e10) from ἔρως to φόβος, and again δέ (168a3) from φόβος to δόξα. Finally, Socrates uses
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Structurally, Socrates takes care to construct these five examples accord-
ing to the same pattern and to treat them alike. All of them are strictly
reflexive. In every case the relation binding the postulated relative to its
correlative is exclusive, exhaustive, and intransparent.39 And in every case
Socrates refrains from mentioning a privative object, e.g. the absence of
desire or of love. In these ways too, the examples currently under discus-
sion appear to constitute the same group and have the same dialectical
function. At the same time, we should note that there is continuity
between Socrates’ treatment of the perceptual cases and his discussion of
this second group. For every example of the two groups suggests a sharp
contrast between a hypothetical capacity or activity, which is strictly
reflexive and higher-order, and the corresponding conventional capacity
or activity, which is first-order and aliorelative. Moreover, as in the former
group, so in the latter, Socrates designates the proprietary objects of first-
order capacities or activities in two different ways, one ‘substantive’, the
other ‘formal’. On the one hand, parallel with sight and hearing whose
objects are colour and sound, the characteristic objects of desire, will or
rational wish, love, and fear are, respectively, some pleasure, something
good, something beautiful, and something dreadful. On the other hand,
comparably to the object of ‘all the senses in general’, i.e. whatever they
perceive (167d8–9), Socrates indicates the characteristic object of opinion
as whatever is opinable (168a3–4) and the characteristic object of
knowledge as whatever can be learned (168a5).40

Philosophically, the five cases of this group taken together amplify the
scope of the argument and lend cumulative force to it. The interpretation
according to which these examples can in fact admit of reflexive con-
structions and therefore are intended to undermine Socrates’ ostensible
purpose will be rejected, I hope, as soon as it becomes clear what sort of
reflexivity is at stake. In fact, as I shall try to show, Socrates is not guilty of

ἀλλά (168a6) in order to underline the tension between Critias’ admission that, in each of these five
cases, strict reflexivity seems strange, and his assumption that there can be a strictly reflexive
ἐπιστήμη.

39 The order in which Socrates mentions that the hypothetical relative is of itself but not of
a proprietary object varies, as it does elsewhere in the argument. For instance, he says, first, that
the postulated desire is not of pleasure and then that it is of itself and the other desires; on the other
hand, he mentions, first, that the postulated fear is of itself and the other fears and, then, that it is of
no dreadful thing. Nothing philosophical appears to hang on that difference. Contrast the view
defended by Tuozzo 2011, 213, according to whom the aforementioned order of Socrates’ claims
suggests that the oddity of the counterexamples derives primarily from the fact that they are not of
the relevant proprietary object and only secondarily from their reflexivity. On this point, see also
Tuckey 1951, 115–17.

40 On the meaning of μαθήματα, see Tuozzo 2011, 215–17, and the relevant discussion below.
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double-dealing and Plato does not have a hidden agenda in mind.41 Like
the perceptual analogues, the psychological analogues are meant to be
taken at face value and can be defended within the limits of a dialectical
argument. One of the aims of my analysis will be to highlight an
important and largely neglected feature of the cases under consideration,
namely that they are intensely intertextual. Part of Plato’s tactics in this
passage is, I think, to direct the reader both to other passages of the
Charmides and to other dialogues in order to corroborate the seemingly
arbitrary claims that Socrates makes about the characteristic objects of
desire, rational wish, love, fear, and also belief. Even though intertextual-
ity is an integral aspect of Plato’s strategy in the Charmides,42 its role
seems exceptionally prominent in the passage that we are about to
discuss. Let us look at it case by case.
The first counterexample is desire (epithymia). Critias is asked to consider

a desire whose sole object is desire, not the proprietary object of desire, namely
pleasure.43 The relation between the aforementioned desire and its object is
constitutive: that desire just consists of its relation to itself or every desire, and
this precludes its being related also to pleasure. If constitutive relativity is
operative for the first-order desires as well,44 the converse holds true of these
latter. Each of them is related to pleasure, and this precludes their being related
also to themselves. Socrates’ language underlines the tentative nature of the
argument’s premises: he invites Critias to relay what seems to him to be the
case (167e1). Nonetheless, one might object that, as Socrates surely knows,
desires can aim at things other than pleasure, such as honour, virtue, or the
good.45 Pain too can be an object of desire, and the same holds for evil as
well.46 Is this example designed, then, to undercut Socrates’ stated goal?
There is no compelling reason to accept this inference. For the afore-

mentioned objection invites the retort that, strictly speaking, we only

41 Many interpreters object that we can make sense of the ideas of desiring to feel desire, being in love
with love, fearing one’s own fear, or, most importantly, having beliefs about beliefs. If so, it would
seem that Socrates engages in some sort of double-dealing. On the one hand, he argues dialectically
that reflexivity is odd or impossible, while, on the other, he presents cases that suggest precisely the
opposite. As mentioned before, the conclusion frequently drawn is that the intent of these examples
is to establish the possibility of reflexive, higher-order knowledge.

42 See Chapter 1, 40–51.
43 Socrates refers here to a desire directed towards a particular pleasure or type of pleasure: ἐπιθυμία

τις . . . ἥτις ἡδονῆς μὲν οὐδεμιᾶς ἐστὶν ἐπιθυμία: 167e1–2.
44 This hypothesis will receive strong support from the Argument from Benefit.
45 See, for instance, Hyland 1981, 115.
46 It is controversial whether it is rationally possible to aim at evil. According to one kind of approach,

this objective can be made to be coherent, whereas according to another, when we pursue the evil,
we pursue it as good.
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desire the pleasure of having honour, virtue, something good, or even
something evil. Moreover, if Socrates assumes that relatives have a one-to-
one relation to their respective correlatives (and there is strong evidence
that he does), he can only pick one object for desire and no more. Given
that ‘epithymia’ refers, generically, to desire and, specifically, to appetite,
pleasure is a plausible choice as the special object of epithymia, or at any rate
more suitable than, for example, honour or virtue. The chief philosophical
point of the counterexample is also defensible. Although we may conceive
of a desire for desire, e.g. for having desires or appetites about various
things, it is very difficult to envisage a desire that would be only of desire
and not of any desirable object. Desire is an intentional disposition or
activity, and a desire that has no intentional object other than desire itself
would risk having no content.
Readers familiar with Plato’s Socrates will recall that the claim under

discussion is articulated and debated elsewhere. Notably, in the Protagoras,
the desire for pleasure and the desire for the good coincide and constitute
the basis of the argument purporting to show on hedonistic premises that
weakness of will is impossible (Prot. 352e–357e). In the Gorgias, the
assumption that pleasure is the ultimate object of desire is embedded in
Callicles’ theoretical stance, which combines psychological hedonism,
ethical naturalism, and political amoralism. One could pursue the parallel
further, enquiring whether there might not be certain significant associ-
ations between the brutal ideology of Callicles and the sophisticated
position defended by Critias and pointing to his historical counterpart.
The next example is boulêsis, will or rational wish. Critias must consider

the possibility of a rational wish that would not be directed to the
characteristic object of boulêsis, which, according to Socrates, is the good
(agathon),47 but would only be a rational wish of itself and every other such
item or, equivalently, a rational wish only of rational wish and of nothing
else. This is constructed, then, as a strictly reflexive item to be contrasted
with every first-order boulêsis, which is aliorelative. While the former
consists solely of its relation to boulêsis itself, the latter is related to
a proprietary object distinct from itself. And while the former governs
every boulêsis, it has no access to the good that the boulêsis is of or for. In
this case too, the common objection that boulêsis can be reflexive misfires.
For the issue is not whether we can rationally wish to have rational wishes,
but whether there can be a rational wish that has this as its sole object. And

47 I take this to mean ‘something good’ or ‘something perceived as a good’. The contradictory of
‘ἀγαθὸν οὐδέν’, ‘no good’ (167e4–5), is ‘some good’.
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I think that Socrates and Critias are right to give, tentatively, a negative
answer: it doesn’t seem so. One can rationally wish to have rational wishes
for good things. But what would it mean to have a rational wish for rational
wishing, period?
One might object that if rational wishing is a good thing, we should be

able to wish for it. A defensible answer, it seems to me, could be that our
wishing for rational wishing is a wish for it as a good – an aliorelative object.
One might also point out that Socrates’ assertion that boulêsis is constitu-
tively related to the good is arbitrary and ought to have been challenged.
However, ‘boulêsis’ is usually related to deliberation and choice, and Plato’s
Socrates repeatedly attaches this notion to the operations of reason. Since
Critias is portrayed as an intellectualist with Socratic leanings, it is not
surprising that he too assumes that, when we rationally wish for something,
we wish for it as a good. The idea receives also external support from, for
example, the Gorgias and the Laws. In the Gorgias, Socrates contends that
a just man will never wish48 to do unjust things (460c); and he argues that,
while power may protect a man against suffering injustice, boulêsis (509d3)
suffices to protect him against doing unjust deeds (509c–511c). The legisla-
tors of Magnesia also presuppose the closest connection between reason
and boulêsis. Prayer ought to be regulated so that the citizens will ask for
their prayers to be answered only if they derive from one’s boulêsis, rational
wish, and are in accordance with one’s rational judgement. And the same
ought to hold for state prayer as well (Leg. 687e).
Next, Socrates presents the case of erôs, erotic love. Let us suppose, he

tells Critias, that there is a sort of love that is of love alone, but not of what
all other loves are about, namely kalon, beautiful.49 In accordance with the
above pattern, the erôs hypothesised by Socrates is not of anything beauti-
ful, but only of itself and ‘the other loves’ (167e8). On the other hand, each
of ‘the other loves’ is of something beautiful, but not of love itself. While
the ‘love of itself and the other loves’ is strictly reflexive, ‘the other loves’ are
aliorelative.50 And while the former has no access to the characteristic
object of erôs, i.e. kalon, it remains formally open whether the latter have

48 οὐδέποτε βουλήσεται: 460c.
49 Cf. ‘ὅς τυγχάνει ὢν ἔρως καλοῦ μὲν οὐδενός’ (a love of such a sort), that it is actually love of nothing

beautiful: 167e7–8. Again, strictly speaking, the designated object is not ‘the beautiful’ but whatever
beautiful thing or type of thing love is orientated towards.

50 In this as well as in every other example of this group, if constitutive relativity is operative all the way
through (as I believe it is), the first-order relatives (‘the other desires’, ‘the other rational wishes’, ‘the
other loves’, etc.) consist just of their relation to their proprietary aliorelative objects. They are
strictly aliorelative in just that sense. As mentioned (note 44 in this chapter), this supposition will
receive considerable support from the Argument from Benefit.
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any access to erôs itself.51 Like the examples of fear and belief, the example
of erôs too has been denounced as blatantly false and revelatory of Socrates’
or Plato’s real purpose. In the first place, why should Critias accept the
arbitrary contention that erôs is characteristically of something kalon, and
also why should we accept it? In the second place, it seems evident that
there is such a thing as an erôs of itself. There are people who love being in
love, never mind with whom. We all encounter such characters in litera-
ture, cinema, and, usually to one’s detriment, real life as well. Doesn’t this
show that eros can be reflexive in just the sense required by the argument?
And if so, should we not conclude that this example is chosen in order to
falsify Socrates’ earlier claim that reflexivity is implausible or impossible?
There are grounds for resisting that conclusion. First, assuming that

‘kalon’ here has a predominantly aesthetic meaning, Socrates’ claim that
erôs is characteristically directed towards something beautiful (or some-
thing perceived as beautiful) is borne out by the opening scene of the
Charmides. There, the narrator portrays the beautiful Charmides as the
object of erôs for almost everyone present. Not only is he preceded and
followed by a throng of young erastai, lovers (154a5, c4), but also his
beauty (kallos) appears to have erotic effects on the older men in the
gymnasium, including Socrates himself. In the capacity of narrator, the
latter tells us more about his own erotic susceptibility to the kaloi,
beautiful youths (154b9). He declares himself ‘a blank ruler’ in respect
of measuring their beauty, since every one of them appears to him
beautiful (154c8–10).52 He relays that he admired Charmides’ wonderful
stature and beauty (154c1–2) and experienced the heat of erotic passion
when he accidentally glanced into the youth’s cloak (155d3–e1). He was
mesmerised by Charmides’ look (155c8–d1), was charmed by the beauty of
the young man’s blush (158c5–6), and attempted to find the beauty of the
youth’s soul (154e1–7), even though he managed to withstand his physical
attractions.
For his own part, Critias is portrayed as overly susceptible to the beauty of

his ward. In the opening scene, he describes him as ‘most beautiful’ (kallistos:
154a5), and asserts that the youth is ‘beautiful and good’ (kalos kai agathos:
154e4), philosophical, and ‘most poetic’ (154e8–155a1), as well as excelling in

51 See previous note.
52 See the comments concerning the Symposium immediately below. Relevant to Socrates’ description

of himself as a ‘blank ruler’ is Diotima’s description of the second step of the ascent towards the
Forms, when the lover realises that the beauty of one body is very like the beauty of another, comes
to consider the beauty of all bodies as one and the same, and becomes a lover of all beautiful bodies
alike (Symp. 201a–b).
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virtue (157d1–4). Generally, he appears captured by Charmides’ beauty and
talks as if he were in love with him. Thus, the dramatic frame of the dialogue
illustrates the close relation between erôs and kalon, whether the latter is
physical or psychic, and also explains why Critias does not reject the
contention that love is characteristically of something beautiful. Besides, in
light of the refined aestheticism of fifth-century Athenians, it seems implaus-
ible for a man of Critias’ origins and sophistication to reject Socrates’ claim
out of hand.
Both Socrates’ claim that erôs is of the kalon and the suggestion that an

erôs directed exclusively to erôs and never to its characteristic object would
be very strange can be re-examined and re-assessed in the light of different
Platonic contexts. One such context is Socrates’ attempt to convey the
nature of erôs in the Symposium. While his drinking companions propose
different objects of erôs,53 he initially describes erôs as ‘a desire for beauty
but never for ugliness’ (Symp. 201a). Subsequently, he modifies and elab-
orates his view in the context of Diotima’s speech. According to Diotima,
erôs is really every desire for good things and for happiness, and it includes
but is not exhausted by the desire for beautiful things alone (204d–205d).
Since loving the good entails desiring to possess it forever (206a), it follows
that the object of love is precisely this, to live forever in possession of the
good and be immortal (205e): to reproduce and ‘give birth in beauty’
(206b),54 and thus subsist after death through one’s physical descendants
or, better, one’s virtuous acts (208e–209e). Only whenDiotima undertakes
to initiate Socrates in ‘the rites of love’ (210a) does beauty re-emerge
explicitly as the object of the lover’s devotion (209e–211d) so that, in the
end, the lover comes to know ‘just what it is to be beautiful’ (211d).
Diotima’s speech, therefore, supplies a metaphysical and ethical dimension
to Socrates’ assertion in the Charmides, that erôs is of the kalon. And it also
provides implicit support to the point of Socrates’ counterexample: those
initiated to the ‘rites of love’ understand that eros is orientated outwards
towards Beauty, not inwards towards itself. The myth of the Phaedrus too
brings out that point, insofar as it depicts the lover’s longing to recollect the
‘radiant’ form of Beauty and his erotic pursuit of Beauty through its earthly

53 Phaedrus focuses on the connection between love and virtue but says nothing about what the erôs is
of. Pausanias distinguishes between the vulgar love of the body and the noble love of the beloved’s
soul but does not say a word about beauty. Aristophanes determines erôs as one’s desire to recover
one’s original nature by uniting oneself with the person one loves and thus by becoming whole and
complete. As for Agathon, he describes erôs as the youngest, most virtuous, and most beautiful of the
gods; according to his eulogy, erôs is not of beauty, but is himself beautiful.

54 τόκος ἐν καλῷ: see the rendering of that phrase by Nehamas andWoodruff 1989 and also note 79 of
that translation.
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images.55 Again, love is of beautiful things and, ultimately, of Beauty. It is
not of itself.56

But could Socrates hold his ground vis-à-vis the objection that a lover’s
love might have solely itself as its own object? Consider for a moment what
it would be to be in love with love alone in the absence of any object. You
will probably find it difficult if not impossible to envisage what this might
be like. An object will always creep into the picture, even on the hypothesis
that the lover has no attachment whatsoever to that particular object and
would readily replace it with another. Even if the aim of love is merely to
perpetuate the disposition or the experience of love, to achieve that aim the
lover will always need to love someone or something. If this concession is
made, Socrates’ point may stand.
The following case is phobos, fear. Switching the order that he has

followed in the earlier examples of this group,57 Socrates asks his interlocu-
tor whether he has ever thought of a fear fearing fear, i.e. itself and the other
fears, but nothing fearsome (deinon).58 In this case too, the psychological
state under consideration is higher-order, has a constitutive relation to its
reflexive correlative, and governs its first-order counterparts but not their
objects. Moreover, a contrast is implied between that hypothetical fear and
every other fear. The former is of itself and the other fears but of nothing
fearsome, whereas the latter is, characteristically, of something fearsome
but presumably not of fear itself. Critias promptly concedes that he has
never conceived of fear in these terms.59 It is not clear whether he finds
Socrates’ hypothesis merely strange or unintelligible.
Like the case of erôs, the case of fear appears especially liable to criticism.

While the implicit claim that fear is typically of fearsome things is unexcep-
tional, one may point out that it is uninformative. More importantly, one

55 There are good reasons to take the myth seriously, though not, of course, literally: see Tsouna 2012,
especially 215–19.

56 What to make of these textual references depends on each reader. The erôs example in the Charmides
can be read proleptically (cf. Kahn 1996), as pointing forward to, for example, the Symposium and
the Phaedrus, or it can be read in developmental terms, as representing an earlier example of Plato’s
thinking about erôs. Or one may choose to remain within the confines of the Charmides and
interpret the example of erôs by reference to the dramatic framework of the dialogue as well as on
dialectical and philosophical grounds.

57 While in the cases of higher-order desire, will, and love he mentions, first, that they are not of the
corresponding characteristic objects and, then, that they are of themselves, in the case of higher-
order fear he mentions, first, that it is of itself and other fears and, subsequently, that it is not of some
dreadful thing. As mentioned, some commentators consider this difference philosophically
significant.

58 τῶν δεινῶν δ’ οὐδὲ ἕν φοβεῖται’ (167a1), a fear which ‘does not fear any fearsome thing’. Note that
the object of fear is designated as ‘some fearsome thing’, not ‘the fearsome’.

59 οὐ κατανενόηκα, ἔφη: 168a2.

214 10 Can There Be an Epistême of Itself? (167c8–169c2)

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009036610.010 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009036610.010


may object that a fear of fear is perfectly conceivable and commonly experi-
enced. A soldier may fear his fear rather than the enemy,60 and phobic
passengers often fear their own fearful feelings rather than the possibility of
an accident. It would seem that the example completely fails to suggest that
reflexivity is problematic; if anything, it suggests the opposite.
Socrates need not be troubled by these objections. First of all, although the

dialectical form of the argument prevents him from defending the contention
that, characteristically, fear is of fearsome things distinct from the fear itself,
two incidents that he relays as narrator illustrate the aliorelative nature of the
emotion. When Socrates accidentally glanced into Charmides’ cloak and
became ablaze, he remembered Cydias’ warning to someone infatuated with
a handsome youth: ‘beware of approaching as a fawn approaches a lion and of
being seized as his portion of flesh’ (155d6–e1). At the time, Socrates feared that
he would be consumed by such a wild beast (155e1–2). His dread was not about
fear itself but about something fearsome: the all-consuming power of sexual
passion that had him in its grip. Later in the dialogue, Socrates refers to his
own fear about a different object. In response to Critias’ accusation that he
cares for dialectical victory rather than truth (166c3–6), Socrates declares that
the only reason why he wishes to pursue the search is his fear that he might
suppose he knows what he does not know (166c7–d2). In a way, his fear is self-
referential, since it concerns his own ignorance. Nonetheless, it is not reflexive
in the sense that the ‘fear of itself and the other fears’ is reflexive, but has an
intentional object distinct from the fear itself.
The idea that fear is typically of fearsome things is presupposed or

illustrated in many other Platonic passages. In the Laches, for instance,
the interlocutors debate the nature of courage on the assumption that
courage primarily has to do with fear of fearsome things (deina), such as the
perils of war and of seafaring (Lach. 191d–e, 193a–c).61 Nicias conceives of
courage as a sort of general knowledge of what is to be dreaded and what is
to be hoped for,62 as opposed to the specific knowledge of fearsome or
hopeful things in specific fields of expertise (194e–196e). In either of these
cases, i.e. the expertise equivalent to courage or the expertise in the technai
(arts or sciences), the things to be feared or hoped for are distinct from fear
or hope itself.

60 Recall Franklin D. Roosevelt’s ‘The only thing we have to fear is fear itself’.
61 However, Socrates extends the concept of courage to comprise also pains and pleasures and desires,

as well as the moral and psychological strength to conduct properly a philosophical investigation
(194a).

62 δεινῶν καὶ μὴ δεινῶν ἐπιστήμονι: 195d.
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The courageous man knows ‘which ones of these things’ are harmful and
fearsome and which ones not (196a). Likewise, doctors know what is to be
feared in disease (195b), farmers in farming (195b), seers in the premonitory
signs (195e–196a), etc. Not once do the interlocutors of the Laches air the
possibility that fear may be also or only of itself. Similar observations apply
also to the Republic, since in that dialogue too fear is always treated as an
aliorelative whose correlative is distinct from fear itself. ‘What is fearsome’
includes death and Hades (386a–387b), the decimation of one’s family and
the deprivation of one’s possessions (387b–388c), pains and pleasures, and
desires (388c ff., 429c–d). Correspondingly, Socrates suggests that the city
is courageous by virtue of the superlative ability of the trained guardian-
soldiers to thoroughly absorb the laws, just like a dye (430a), and ‘to
preserve through everything the correct and law-inculcated belief about
what is to be feared and what is not’ (430b).
Does the suggestion that fear is typically not reflexive but aliorelative

have philosophical merit? I suggest that it does, metaphysically and con-
ceptually as well as psychologically. On the constitutive view, fear must be
constituted by its relation to something else, since, if there were a fear solely
of fear, that fear would be self-constituting and not grounded in anything.
Moreover, there is plausibility to the suggestion that people cannot fear
fear without there being some content to the first-order fear. While it is
unquestionable that there is such a thing as a fear of fear, it seems virtually
impossible to defend the idea that the latter is only of fear and of nothing
else. As in the case of a ‘love of itself’, so in the case of a ‘fear of itself’, it
seems that one would eventually have to refer to some object, i.e. what the
fear that one fears is about.63 This appears to be a fact of proper grammar
and a feature of human psychology. Those who wish to deny it bear the
onus of proof.
The final and most challenging case of this group is doxa, belief or

opinion.64 Conceptually, it lies closest to the paradigm of epistêmê and
serves as a springboard from which Socrates reaches a set of interim
conclusions.65 Can there be, Socrates asks, an opinion that is only of

63 I have in mind typical forms of the emotion of fear, not, for example, panic attacks.
64 In this context I prefer ‘opinion’ and ‘opinable’ to ‘belief’ and ‘believable’, because ‘believable’

invites contrast with ‘unbelievable’.
65 According to Benardete 1986, 250–1, opinion should have been placed right after perception. On the

other hand, Lampert 2010, 204, retorts that opinion is placed exactly where it should be, i.e.
immediately after the examples that are evidently non-reflexive but immediately before epistêmê,
which, like opinion, can be reflexive. According to Lampert, Critias is so carried away by his
admissions regarding the former cases that he admits, wrongly, that belief too is non-reflexive.Many
other interpreters follow this sort of approach.
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other opinions66 and of itself but not of ‘what other opinions opine’
(168a3–4), i.e. not of anything opinable? Like all preceding hypotheses,
this hypothesis entails that the item to be entertained is strictly reflexive
and, by virtue of strict reflexivity, governs the other opinions insofar as they
are opinions but cannot access or govern their proprietary object. The
latter is designated in a formal manner that carries no commitment
regarding the particular content of an opinion but nonetheless underscores
its aliorelativity: first-order opinions are of whatever it is that they opine,67

whereas the opinion under consideration is constructed as an opinion of
opinion, namely an opinion orientated only towards opinion itself.
As in the other examples, so in the present one Socrates does not state

that the hypothesised item is only of itself. However, in the case of
opinion, as in all other cases, he makes this explicit by contrasting the
reflexive item in question with its first-order counterparts: the opinion
serving as a counterexample is directed towards itself (X is directed
towards each and every X), whereas all other opinions are directed
towards opinable things. Conversely, for reasons indicated above, we
are to infer that the first-order opinions are only of opinables. They are
not of themselves as types or instances of opinion.68 If Critias could
defend the notion of a strictly reflexive opinion, he would gain consider-
able support for his contention that temperance is a strictly reflexive form
of epistêmê.
Does the argument go through for opinion? Many contend that it does

not, for it is evident that we can opine about opinion. This is what Socrates
and Critias are currently doing, and this is what epistemology is about.
More than any other example, then, belief or opinion would seem to
undercut Socrates’ stated goal, especially because it is the closest analogue
to knowledge. If, as the interlocutors agree, there can be no opinion of
other opinions and of itself, it seems probable that there also cannot be
knowledge of other knowledges and of itself (168a3–a9). If, on the other
hand, one accepts the evident truth that opinion can be of opinion, then
one should also probably accept that knowledge can be of knowledge.
Nonetheless, this objection too derives from a misunderstanding. Socrates
constructs his counterexample so as to challenge, precisely, the idea of an
opinion that is only of opinion but, most emphatically, of no content.69

He does not question in the least the possibility of second-order opinions

66 Note the absence of the definite article before the genitive plural δοξῶν (168a3).
67 ὧν δὲ αἱ ἄλλαι δοξάζουσιν: 168a3–4.
68 This claim too will be further supported in the next chapter. 69 See note 67 in this chapter.
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or the coherence of epistemological endeavours.70Critias understands him
correctly and, therefore, emphatically denies that there can be such an
opinion: ‘Of course not’, he says.71

Earlier in the Charmides, Socrates’ sketch of the ‘best method of
enquiry’ (158e6–159a4) provides an opportunity to compare and contrast
the latter sort of belief with reflective beliefs about oneself. There is
nothing strange about the suggestion that Charmides should attend to
his own sense of himself and tell Socrates what he takes temperance to be
‘according to [his] own opinion’ (159a10). Likewise, there is nothing
strange about the beliefs that the youth expresses in turn, namely that
temperance is doing things quietly and decorously (159b2–5) or that
temperance is aidôs, a sense of shame (160e4–5). Both these beliefs are
self-referential insofar as they concern qualities that Charmides registers
in himself. And both are substantive: they are about temperance as well as
about Charmides, and say something about a character that Charmides
may or may not truly possess. But neither of them is reflexive in the sense
specified above. Neither of them is about belief, but rather about the sort
of thing that beliefs characteristically are about. My point is this: the
target of the counterexample under discussion is not reflexivity or self-
referentiality in a broad sense. In fact, ‘the best method’ makes it clear
that the latter can be unexceptional, and the same presumably holds for
most kinds of higher-order belief. Socrates aims only at the hypothetical
notion of a belief reflexive in such a way as to have no content. If this is
correct, he is merely stating the obvious not only about belief, but about
epistêmê as well.
It seems worth pressing the point that, consistently with the Charmides,

Plato standardly treats belief as an aliorelative in other dialogues. In the
Meno, knowledge and belief have the same object and that object is distinct
from either of these capacities. Socrates uses a well-known example in order
to suggest that, at least in some cases, knowledge and belief are equally
reliable guides to action: whether one knew the road to Larissa or had true
belief about the road to Larissa, one would be in a position to lead people
correctly to that town (Men. 97a–b).72 As in the Charmides, so in Republic

70 The interlocutors do not distinguish between types and tokens, but apparently assume that the
counterexample under discussion applies to both: whether as type or token, belief probably cannot
be only of itself and other beliefs, but (also) of something distinct from itself: even when it is about
belief, it must have substantive content.

71 οὐδαμῶς: 168a5.
72 This example shows that there is some object of belief that is not belief. It does not support the

stronger thesis that there is no object of belief that is belief – a thesis that is untenable.
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V knowledge and belief have distinct objects. But although in the
Argument from Relatives Socrates appears to leave the door open for the
so-called two worlds of the Republic, the world of epistêmê and that of
doxa,73 he is not in a position to do the metaphysical work to explain the
respective objects of these two faculties. However, he does this work in the
Republic. In the argument aiming to convince the lovers of sights and
sounds that they have only belief and not knowledge (Rep. V 475a–480a),
he distinguishes belief from both knowledge and ignorance and identifies
their respective objects: while knowledge is of what-is and ignorance is of
what-is-not, belief is of what-is-and-is-not (476d–478e). As it turns out, the
empirical particulars instantiating a given Form are cases of what-is-and-is-
not and, on account of that fact, they are the proprietary object of belief
(478e–480a). For all the controversies surrounding this argument, one
thing remains uncontested: knowledge and belief are related to their
respective objects in an aliorelative manner. What-is is distinct from the
knowledge that knows it, and what-is-and-is-not is distinct from the
opinion that opines it.
At this point, we should pause with Socrates to assess where matters

stand.

Nonetheless, we apparently do assert, do we not, that there is a science of
this kind, which is not a science of any object of learning, but a science of
itself and the other sciences. – Indeed, we do. – And would it not be
something strange if it really exists? Let us not yet declare that it doesn’t,
but consider further whether it does. – Quite right. (168a6–b1)

Speaking in the first-person plural,74 Socrates points out that their
assumption that there is a science directed only towards science and not
towards any mathêma, scientific object or field, is now under severe
strain. Clearly, he thinks that the cases examined so far, taken together,
provide reasonable grounds for concluding that, even if the aforemen-
tioned science is possible, it is entirely atypical.75 None of the psycho-
logical analogues proved to be relevantly similar to it. Rather, these
analogues jointly constitute cumulative evidence for Socrates’ intuition
that a ‘science of science’ seems strange or even absurd (atopon:
168a10).76 However, Socrates shows himself fully aware of the fact that
such evidence is inconclusive. And therefore he proposes that they
press on.

73 This can plausibly be considered an instance of prolêpsis (on the proleptic reading of Plato see again
Kahn 1996).

74 φαμέν: 168a6. 75 Note the rhetorical question at 168a10. 76 See 167c4.
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3

Now, consider the following. This77 science is a science of something, and it
has a power such as to be of something, is that not so? – Indeed. – For we say
that the greater too has a certain power such as to be greater than something,
right? – Quite so. – Namely, than something smaller, if it is going to be
greater. – Necessarily. – So if we were to find something greater which is
greater than both the greater [things] and than itself but not greater than any
one of the [things] that the other greater [things] are greater than, then, if
indeed it were greater than itself, that very property would also necessarily
belong to it somehow, namely it would also be smaller than itself. Or is it
not so? – It is absolutely necessary, Socrates, he said. – And also, if there is
a double of both the other doubles and itself, then of course it would be
double of itself and the other doubles by being half. For there presumably
isn’t a double of anything other than of half. – True. – And if something is
more than itself it will be also less, if heavier then lighter, if older then
younger, and likewise for all the other cases. (168b2–d1, emphasis added)

Socrates now returns to the paradigm of epistêmê to discuss it specifically
from the perspective of science as a dynamis, power or capacity: a power or
capacity to be of something (tinos), i.e. of its proper correlative, whatever
this may be. ‘Dynamis’ in this context need not be theoretically loaded or
indicate relations of some specific type.78 Socrates employs this term
merely to underscore the assumption that this third group of analogues,
i.e. comparative quantities such as the greater and the smaller or the more
and the less, are relative to their own correlative objects, just as epistêmê is.
If the quantitative relatives of this group can be strictly reflexive, the same
probably holds for epistêmê as well. If, on the other hand, they do not
tolerate strict reflexivity, it is likely that epistêmê does not tolerate it
either.79

Again, Socrates develops fully the first example of this group and goes
more quickly through the others. He supposes that there is a greater
(meizon) whose power to be greater than something smaller (168b5–9) is

77 I opt for the reading αὕτη printed by Burnet, as opposed to Shorey’s reading αὐτή (Shorey 1907,
endorsed by van der Ben 1985 and Tuozzo 2011, 220 and n. 23). Ebert 1974, 71, argues in favour of
Burnet’s reading.

78 Compare the use of ‘δύναμις’ in Rep. V 476d–480a. Gosling 1968 argues, convincingly I think, that
Socrates’ claim that knowledge and belief are δυνάμεις as well as his description of what he takes
δυνάμεις to be (477c1–4) do not necessitate any specialised interpretation of that term. It need not
refer to faculties but merely capacities by which we can do what we can do.

79 Different interpretations of this third stage of the argument depend on what its focus is taken to be:
mainly reflexivity (Benson 2003; Tuozzo 2011, 221–4; Tsouna forthcoming) or both reflexivity and
higher-order (McCabe 2007a, 2007b).

220 10 Can There Be an Epistême of Itself? (167c8–169c2)

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009036610.010 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009036610.010


directed towards itself and other items like itself (168b10–11),80 but is not
greater than the correlative object that every other greater is greater than
(168b11), i.e. something smaller (elatton). And he infers that, in such a case,
the higher-order greater would have to be both greater and smaller than
itself, since it both consists in the power to be greater than something
smaller and is determined by hypothesis to be its own correlative, i.e.
smaller than itself. Critias considers this a necessary inference and assents
to it (168c3).81

Also, Critias agrees (168c8) that similar inferences would have to be
drawn for other quantitative relatives, if they too received reflexive
constructions. Socrates presents these constructions in an elliptical man-
ner, and the reasoning he suggests is the following: since the double
(diplasion) must be always of half (hêmiseos),82 the hypothesis that there is
a double ‘of both the other doubles and itself’ (168c4–5) entails that the
former would be both double and half. Since what-is-more (pleon) must
be83 of what-is-less (elatton), a reflexive construction of what-is-more
would entail that it would be both more-than-itself (pleon hautou) and
less-than-itself (168c9). Since the heavier (baryteron) must be of the
lighter (kouphoteron), something heavier than itself (and whatever else
is heavier) would have to be both heavier and lighter (168c9–10). Since
whatever is older (presbyteron) is necessarily of (i.e. necessarily older than)
something younger (neôteron), the supposition that there is something
older than ‘the other olders and itself’84 entails that the latter is both older
and younger (168c10). And, as Socrates contends (168c10–d1), the same
holds for every other example of that kind.
These counterexamples make a stronger point than the previous ones.

For while the latter show strict reflexivity to be extremely odd, they fall
short of establishing, even provisionally, that it amounts to nonsense. And
while they offer cumulative evidence against the plausibility of strictly
reflexive perceptual and other psychological notions, several of those
cases invite us to entertain inclusively reflexive notions, such as a love
which is both of itself and of what is beautiful, or a fear which is both of
itself and of what is fearsome. The comparative relatives constituting this
third group are, on the contrary, irreflexive in every way. Socrates and
Critias stress that the greater is related to the smaller by necessity (168b9, c1,

80 τῶν μειζόνων μεῖζον καὶ ἑαυτοῦ: 168b10–11. 81 Πολλὴ ἀνάγκη, ἔφη, ὧ Σώκρατες: 168c3.
82 οὐ γὰρ ἐστίν που ἄλλου διπλάσιον ἢ ἡμίσεος: 168c6–7.
83 Themodality operative in all these claims is necessity: seeπάντως at 168c1 and οὐ γάρ ἐστιν at 168c6,

as well as ἀνάγκη at 168b9 and 168c3.
84 Compare ‘the other greaters and itself’ (168b10–11) and ‘both the other doubles and itself’ (168c4–5).
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c3), the double is necessarily of the half (168c6–7), and the same applies to
every other such relative (168c10–d1). Although they do not clarify further
the kind of necessity involved in these relations, it is probably logical or
conceptual necessity. But if it is logically necessary that the power of every
such comparative quantity be directed to its characteristic object, and if the
latter is invariably aliorelative, the supposition that the power of
a comparative quantity will be directed towards itself will entail inconsist-
ency or contradiction.
The implication concerning epistêmê is this: if epistêmê behaves, logically

or conceptually, in a way comparable to the way that quantitative relatives
behave, then, in all probability, Critias’ definition of temperance as
a ‘science of science’ ought to be dropped. Socrates’ next move will be to
apply the notion of dynamis, power, to the perceptual cases of hearing and
sight and examine these cases again from a new angle.

4

Whatever has its own power directed towards itself, won’t it also have that
special nature [ousian]85 towards which its power was directed? I mean
something like this: hearing, for instance, we say, is hearing of nothing
but sound, is it not? – Yes. – So, if it is going to hear itself, it will hear itself as
having sound; for there is no other way that it could hear. –Most necessar-
ily. – And I suppose sight too, my excellent friend, if it really is going to see
itself, must itself have some colour; for sight will never see anything colour-
less. – Certainly not. (168d1–e2)

Socrates begins by articulating a principle that he derives from examining
the hypothesis that quantitative relatives might be reflexive. Namely, if
a relative has a power such as to be of something, i.e. of a certain ousia,86

and if it has that power directed towards itself, it must also possess the
aforementioned ousia – in other words, it must also be its own characteris-
tic object. A greater has the power of being greater than a smaller, and so, if
it is directed towards itself, it must also possess that special nature, i.e. it
must also be smaller. A double has the power of being double of half and,
therefore, if it is directed towards itself, it must also be half. In such cases
the relative both has the power to be of a certain ousia and possesses that
ousia. In the preceding stage of the argument, the application of that
principle to comparative quantities appeared to result in logical impossi-
bilities. In the present passage, Socrates undertakes to show that, when the

85 So Tuozzo 2011, 222. 86 On the present use of ‘ousia’ see below, 223.
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aforementioned principle is applied to the perceptual examples of hearing
and sight,87 these latter do not fare well either.
First, a brief comment on ‘ousia’ – a term that can mean ‘being’, ‘special

nature’, and also ‘that which is one’s own’. Like ‘dynamis’, ‘ousia’ can be
a metaphysically loaded term: it can refer to a metaphysical essence captured
by a definition. But ‘ousia’ need not to be used in a metaphysical sense and,
in the present case, it is not. The context strongly suggests that ‘ousia’ here
refers to the special nature of a relative’s proprietary correlative. Thus, the
term underscores the one-to-one constitutive relation that, as the interlocu-
tors evidently suppose all along, holds between a relative and what that
relative is of: the former is a relative just in virtue of its power to be directed
towards its own correlative ousia and no other. Relatives like the greater and
the double are clear illustrations of that sort of relation, and perceptual
relatives too, as Socrates will now argue, behave in a comparable manner.
Characteristically, hearing is of sound and sight of colour. But let us

suppose that there is a hearing of itself and a sight of itself.88 In the former
case, since hearing is directed to itself, hearing itself must have the ousia
that it is characteristically related to, namely sound. Regardless of whether
hearing is reflexive or aliorelative, it can hear only sound. Hence, to hear
itself, hearing must be sonorous. Likewise, in the case of sight, supposing
that there is a sight that sees itself, it must have the ousia that sight is
characteristically related to, namely colour. Irrespective of whether sight is
directed to itself or to something else, it can only see colour. Therefore, if
sight is to see itself, it must be coloured. In these examples, then, the
distinction between hearing and sound, sight and colour, or, generally,
sense and sensible collapses entirely. Prima facie this implication seems
unacceptable, even though later on Socrates will intimate that it may be
palatable to some people (168e9–169a1).
It is instructive to compare Socrates’ earlier treatment of perceptual

relatives with the argument under discussion. For we find that, on these
two occasions, he follows different dialectical strategies. In the former
passage (167c8–d10), he suggests that the hypothetical cases of reflexive
sight and reflexive hearing appear strange on account of the fact that each
of them is directed only towards itself (and the other sights or hearings) and

87 As mentioned (note 15 of this chapter), Socrates does not consider common sensibles like shape and
motion, but conducts the sections of the argument concerning the senses in terms of the special
objects of these latter.

88 Note that, on this occasion, Socrates does not mention that hearing is of ‘the other hearings’ as well
as of itself, or that sight is of ‘the other sights’ as well as of itself. This confirms that the higher-order
aspect of reflexive relatives is not the focus of this argument.
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not towards the characteristic object of that sense, i.e. colour or sound.
Therefore, the strangeness of these cases chiefly results from the intran-
sparency of the relation between the postulated reflexive sense and the
characteristic object of the other sights or hearings that it governs. A sight
that sees only sight but no coloured object seems incredible mainly because
it sees nothing visible. And a hearing that hears only itself and every hearing
but no sound appears odd mainly because it hears nothing audible.
Contrast Socrates’ tactics in the latter passage (168d1–e2). Here, reflexive

hearing and reflexive sight are shown to be strange not because they don’t
perceive sound or colour, but because they must. To repeat the reasoning,
since hearing hears only sound and sight sees only colour, if either of them
is directed to itself, it itself must possess sound or colour.89But the idea that
hearing hears itself by virtue of being sonorous and sight sees itself by virtue
of being coloured strikes one as paradoxical or absurd. These two tracks of
argument undermine the notion of a ‘science of science’ in different ways.
According to the first, as it is strange to suppose that there is a sight that sees
sight but no colour and a hearing that hears hearing but no sound, so it
seems strange to suppose that there is a science or knowledge that knows
only knowledge but no discipline. According to the second, the notions of
a sonorous hearing and of a coloured sight are extremely odd, and we are
prompted to question whether the same holds for the notion of an epistêmê
that is simultaneously a mathêma (168a7). As for Socrates, he is poised to
draw some tentative conclusions.

5

Then do you see, Critias, that, of the cases that we have gone through, some
of them appear to us to be entirely impossible, while others utterly defy
belief90 as to whether they could ever have their own power directed towards
themselves. For, on the one hand, in the cases of magnitudes andmultitudes
and the like this seems entirely impossible. Or not? – Very much so. – On
the other hand again, hearing and sight, and moreover motion able to91

89 Socrates’ contention that hearing and sight must perceive their respective proprietary sensibles holds
for both first-order sight and hearing and their second-order reflexive counterparts. The strangeness
of the latter derives from precisely that fact. However, one may object that, since, for example, first-
order sight is of colour and second-order reflexive sight is also of colour, these two levels of sight or
seeing collapse into one. The problem is identified and discussed by Duncombe 2012a and others.
However, the interlocutors of the Charmides do not raise that issue.

90 Compare Tuozzo 2011, 223 and n. 27, who takes ἡμῖν in 168e4 with both φαίνεται and ἀπιστεῖται.
91 <δυναμένη> or a word with a similar function seems to have fallen out of the text. The sentence is

grammatically irregular, but the meaning is reasonably clear.
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move itself and heat able to burn itself and all other such cases may arouse
disbelief in some people, but perhaps not in others. (168e3–169a1)

Socrates urges Critias to ‘see’ (168e3) where the argument has led them.
I take it that he uses that form of the verb horan, ‘to see’, not in order to
indicate that perception or knowledge or both are reflexive after all (as
some scholars maintain), but in an ordinary sense in order to exhort his
interlocutor to focus his attention on the inferences to follow.92 A fair
assessment of the latter requires that we take into consideration the
following features: the dialectical nature of the argument; its exact purpose
and target; and the fact that Socrates ascribes different degrees of credence
to different groups of counterexamples. Furthermore, something needs to
be said about the reflexive cases of motion and heat as well as the final
allusion to those who might remain unconvinced by the argument.
First, then, let us get clear about the sort of warrant that we are entitled

to look for. The Argument from Relatives is dialectical and proceeds
through analogy and induction. Thus, to judge whether it is successful
and whether its conclusion is legitimate, we should not ask whether the
premises of the argument demonstrate the conclusion, but whether the
former have Critias’ consent and convincingly, albeit not decisively, sup-
port the conclusion. I submit that the correct answer is affirmative on both
these counts.93

As noted, Socrates consistently uses the language of belief both to express the
puzzle that motivates the Argument from Relatives and to conduct the latter.
At the outset, he tells Critias that, if he is willing to consider cases analogous to
epistêmê, he too will believe, as Socrates himself believes,94 that ‘a science of
itself and the other sciences and non-science’ (167b10–c2) is impossible. Thus,
he clarifies what the analogues are expected to achieve: provide sufficient
grounds for belief, not demonstrative knowledge. Accordingly, after presenting

92 While Plato does not choose to vary his words at random, it does not follow that every one of his
words has a technical meaning and, in this instance, I deny that there is a reason why ὁρᾶς should.
However, interpreters who maintain that the Argument from Relatives is designed to defeat its
stated goal claim otherwise. For example, McCabe 2007a (especially 13–15) argues that Socrates’
exhortation to Critias to ‘see’ the results of the argument suggests that he does not consider
perception a direct and ‘brutish’ relation between a perceiver and a physical object, but
a complex, ‘civilised’ relation involving belief as well. Lampert 2010, 205, maintains that the ‘seeing’
that Critias is required to do is not really ‘seeing’ but ‘reflexive cognition’. Hence, although the
argument goes through for perception and for comparative quantities, it does not go through for
cognition which, as Socrates’ admonition to Critias to ‘see’ shows, can be reflexive. According to
Schmid 1998, 97–9, the argument goes through only for philistines, i.e. those that do not ‘see’ the
possibility of reflexive being.

93 See, notably, Santas 1973, 129, and also Carone 1998, Benson 2003, and McCabe 2007a and 2007b.
94 δόξει σοι ὡς ἐγᾦμαι: 167b5–6.
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each counterexample of the first two groups, he asks Critias what seems to him
to be the case, or what he would saymight be the case, or what he imagines to be
the case (167d1, 6, 8, e1, 7, 10). Likewise, although he treats the comparative
quantities of the third group in a more assertive mode, nonetheless he
highlights the dialectical standing of the premises by drawing attention to
the fact that they have been secured through agreement (e.g. 168b5, c2). He
follows the same practice when he revisits the perceptual relatives of hearing
and sight (168d3). For instance, he makes clear that the principle that whatever
has its own power directed towards itself also must possess the corresponding
ousia (168d1–3) will be treated as a premise only if Critias endorses it (168d3–4).
Finally, in the passage cited above, he invites Critias to contemplate the
conclusions that seem to both of them (168e4)95 to have been reached. And
he remarks that these latter may incite disbelief in some people,96 though not
necessarily in everyone.
Next, assuming that the premises of the Argument from Relatives bear,

specifically, on strictly reflexive relatives and not every kind of reflexive or
reflective psychological capacity and/or activity, the same should hold also
for its conclusion. On the reading that I defend, the latter does not
prejudice issues such as the possibility of higher-order perception and the
legitimacy of higher-order belief. Even if Socrates indirectly problematises
these higher-order functions, he certainly does not end up precluding
them. As I argued, his counterexamples only aim to suggest that as there
cannot be a perception only of itself and of no perceptible or an opinion
only of opinion and devoid of content, so there cannot be an epistêmê,
knowledge, only of knowledge and of no discipline. The conclusions he
draws concern just that point. Furthermore, it is important to register that
Socrates’ concluding inferences ascribe different degrees of credibility to
the counterexamples. He appears to think that some of them offer stronger
grounds than others for rejecting the assumption that a ‘science of science’
is possible.
We should bear these observations in mind while we evaluate, together

with Critias, the conclusions that Socrates draws for us. On the basis of the
different sorts of cases examined above,97 he infers that, on the one hand,
the examples of the third group, namely quantitative relatives of ‘magni-
tudes and multitudes and the like’ (168e5–6), appear entirely impossible
(168e4),98 while, on the other, the examples of the first and the second

95 φαίνεται ἡμῖν: 168e4. 96 τοῖς μὲν ἀπιστίαν <ἂν> παράσχοι: 169a1.
97 τὰ ὅσα διεληλύθαμεν: 168e3. This is one of the places where Socrates highlights the inductive nature

of his method.
98 ἀδύνατα παντάπασι φαίνεται ἡμῖν: 168e4. The claim is repeated at 168e6.
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group99 cause grave doubts as to whether or not ‘they ever have their own
power directed towards themselves’ (168e5). While this phrase does not
specify whether such doubts concern reflexivity in general or strict reflex-
ivity alone, I propose that we read it consistently with the premises of the
argument and take disbelief to concern just cases that receive a strictly
reflexive construction: not whether, for example, love ever has its power
directed towards itself but whether love ever has its power directed only
towards itself. The philosophical disadvantages of the alternative option
are considerable, as I hope to have shown.
Up to this point Socrates’ conclusions are defensible. Even his fiercest

critics ought to admit that the hypothesis of a sense perceiving itself and no
sensible, or generally of a psychological capacity directed towards itself and
nothing else, beggars belief. If one does not want to dismiss it out of hand,
one has to do conceptual work in order to explain and uphold it. As for
comparative relatives involving quantitative measurement, Socrates puts
his finger on a genuine logical puzzle and indicates how to avoid it. If the
cases he has examined are relevantly analogous to epistêmê, they support
(but do not demonstrate) his original claim that the conception of
a ‘science of itself and the other sciences and of the absence of science’ is
strange (167c4) and, in the light of certain cases, the sort of reflexivity that it
exhibits seems impossible (167c4–6).
One may reasonably object that this is a big ‘if’, for it is not prima facie

plausible to assume that knowledge is analogous to items as different as, for
example, sight, love, and double, even though it may be relevantly analo-
gous to belief. Socrates could respond, however, that his examples are so
constructed as to mark out a single feature that constitutes the primary
object of this argument: a certain sort of reflexivity, the capacity of
a relative to have a one-to-one constitutive relation to itself. Since the
analogy with epistêmê focuses on precisely that feature, it is arguably
legitimate. And although the conclusions drawn on the basis of such
analogues do not necessarily apply to epistêmê, they highlight a truth that
the interlocutors of the Charmides and its readers ought to take to heart:
reflexivity is not a straightforward phenomenon, and one form of it can be
extremely problematic or lead to absurdities. In defending reflective,
higher-order knowledge, one should be fully aware of the complexities of
that task.

99 I take the distinction indicated by τὰ μέν (168e3) . . . τὰ δέ (168e4) as exclusive and exhaustive:
Socrates distinguishes between the cases of quantitative relatives and all the other cases discussed
above. Subsequently, at 168e9–10, he focuses on a subset of the latter group, namely the perceptual
relatives of hearing and sight, and he also adds the cases of motion and heat.
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In the sequel of our passage, Socrates concentrates his attention on
a subset of the cases where reflexivity arouses disbelief, namely the percep-
tual examples of hearing and sight. Also, he mentions inadvertently the
examples of ‘a motion moving itself and a heat burning itself, and again all
other such cases’ (168e9–10) and adds, in the way of an afterthought, that
while some people will find such cases unbelievable, others might not
(168e10–169a1). Admittedly, there is much here to puzzle us. The latter
remark is cryptic, it is not immediately obvious why he singles out hearing
and sight again, and the reference to motion and heat appears unmotivated
and out of place. I take up these problems in reverse order.
Motion, heat, and ‘all other such cases’ (168e9–10) can be taken to

constitute a fourth, separate group. For they do not have any obvious
connection with perception or other psychological phenomena or, of
course, with quantitative relatives. They are naturally associated with the
domain of nature,100 not of psychology. These cases too have commonly
been taken to suggest the opposite of what the argument purports to
show.101 In fact, the objection runs, Plato does conceive of the soul as a self-
mover (Phdr. 245c–e) or as self-moving motion (Leg. 894e–896a);102 or, the
prologue of the Charmides, in particular the arousal that Socrates experi-
enced when he accidentally glanced into Charmides’ cloak (155d3–4) and
his ‘rekindling’ back to his senses (156d2–3), is an illustration of self-
moving motion and self-kindling heat.103 However, first, in describing
his arousal due to Charmides’ charms, Socrates does not talk about
a motion moving itself, but about something that caused a motion in
him. Also, when he relays that, after running the risk of falling prey to
Charmides’ charms, he eventually was ‘kindled back to life’ (156d2–3) and
regained his self-confidence, he alludes to a heat reviving him, not a heat
reviving itself.104 The same holds for his successful effort to regain control
of himself: if it is a motion, it is not orientated towards itself but towards
a distinct goal. Hence, no conclusions can be drawn regarding the cases of
motion and heat in our passage, either on the basis of the opening scene of
the dialogue or on the basis of what Plato writes about self-movers in other
works.
I propose that, elliptical as these cases may be, they have exactly the same

form as all the others and serve exactly the same purpose. They too have no

100 See Tuozzo 2011, 224.
101 An exception is Kahn 1996, 195–6, according to whom Socrates makes no decision regarding self-

moving and self-heating, but ‘only recognizes the magnitude of the problem’.
102 See Bruell 1977, 177–81; Halper 2000, 311. 103 So Schmid 1998, 98–9.
104 Contra Schmid 1998, 98.
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context and are constructed in such a way as to exhibit the property that
constitutes the main target of the Argument from Relatives: each of them is
of itself and of nothing else. Like the examples of the first two groups, a self-
moving motion and a self-heating heat may prima facie seem odd.
Nonetheless, the fact that Socrates mentions them towards the end of
the argument and lumps them together with hearing and sight (in that
order) seems tome significant. For his allusion to those who perhaps do not
find reflexivity incredible (169a1) concerns, first of all, these four examples.
The reason lies, I think, in the argument that Socrates advanced earlier in
respect of hearing and sight (168d1–e1): if hearing is to hear itself, it must be
sonorous, and if sight is to see itself, it must be coloured. As suggested, this
argument has a forward-looking function insofar as it points to the issue
of second-order perception and prompts us to examine reflexivity from
that angle, as Aristotle did. Perhaps Socrates suggests that we may do
something similar with motion and heat. Even though, taken in abstracto
in accordance with the paradigm, the notions of a motion moving itself
and a heating burning itself might appear strange, they can make sense if
they are appropriately modified and embedded in some specific philosoph-
ical context. The argument about the self-moving soul in the Phaedrus, the
importance of self-moving motion in Laws X, and the doctrine of universal
conflagration and eternal recurrence in Stoicism illustrate different ways in
which that goal could be achieved.
Where does the Argument from Relatives leave the interlocutors?

Judging by his reactions, Critias now realises that his conception of
temperance as a ‘science of itself and the other sciences and the lack of
science’ is threatened. He has good reason to wonder whether he made the
right move when he contended that temperance differs from all the other
sciences and arts in that temperance alone is an epistêmê only of epistêmê
and its privation and of nothing else. For his own part, Socrates ended up
qualifying his earlier belief that ‘a science of itself’ is impossible (167c6) –
a belief tightly intertwined with his staunch commitment to the technê
analogy. The examination of different groups of analogues has led him to
the tentative conclusion that some relatives are more susceptible to receiv-
ing a reflexive construction than others, and that the perceptual cases and
the cases of motion and heat are worth re-examining in that regard.
For all its merits, however, the Argument from Relatives is inconclusive.

In his final comments, Socrates suggests that its inconclusiveness is
a matter of method, outlines what he takes to be the proper way of
investigating reflexivity, confesses his inability to undertake such
a project, and delegates it to someone else.
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6

What is needed in fact, my friend, is some great man who will draw this
division [diairêsetai] in a satisfactory manner regarding every aspect:
whether no being [ouden tôn ontôn] is naturally constituted so as to have
its own power directed towards itself but [only]105 towards something other
than itself,106 or whether some beings are so constituted whereas others are
not; and again, if there are beings which have it towards themselves, whether
or not they include the science which we claim to be temperance. For my
own part, I do not believe that I am myself able to draw this division. And
therefore, neither am I in a position to affirm with confidence whether it is
possible that this obtains,107 namely that there is a science of science, nor,
supposing that it is perfectly possible, do I accept that this is temperance
before I have examined whether or not something would benefit us in virtue
of being of such a sort – for in fact I have the intuition that temperance is
something beneficial and good. You therefore, son of Callaeschrus – since
you contend that temperance is this very thing, the science of science and
moreover of the absence of science – first, prove that this thing I was just
mentioning is possible;108 and second, in addition to being possible, that it is
also beneficial. And then perhaps you would satisfy me as well that you are
speaking correctly about what temperance is. (169a1–169c2)

While the main body of the Argument from Relatives can be interpreted
without importing elements from the metaphysics and epistemology of the
Republic and beyond, the above passage has an explicitly forward-looking
outlook. Socrates outlines a philosophical enterprise to be undertaken at
some future time, which will involve the use of diairesis, division,109 –
a hallmark of the so-called late Platonic dialogues, in particular the Sophist
and the Statesman. He seems convinced that such an investigation could
conclusively settle the issue under debate, but nonetheless believes himself
unable to carry it through.110 Therefore, he expresses his hope that ‘some

105 Lamb’s translation ‘and not only some other object’ (Lamb 1955, 65) does not accurately render the
Greek text and is misleading about a crucial point: the question that the division is supposed to
settle is not whether there is some being which is of itself as well as of something other than itself,
but whether there is some being which is of itself but not of anything other than itself.
Consequently, the inference of many commentators that Socrates here removes the exclusive
proviso is erroneous.

106 πλὴν ἐπιστήμης secl. Schleiermacher. 107 Here, the aorist γενέσθαι is not tensed.
108 ἀποδεῖξαί σε secl. Heindorf.
109 I take it that, in this context, ‘διαιρήσεται’ refers summarily to the method of division and

collection.
110 ἐγὼ μὲν οὐ πιστεύω ἐμαυτῷ ἱκανὸς εἶναι ταῦτα διελέσθαι: 169a7–8. According to certain com-

mentators, here Socrates is insincere. For instance, Lampert 2010, 204, stresses ‘Socrates’ ostensible
perplexity and actual clear-headedness’ and contends that ‘the intricate argument devised by
a Socrates feigning perplexity confirms that Socrates himself sees that there could be knowledge
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great man’111 will take it on. And he sets out the questions that the ‘great
man’would have to answer in a familiar aporetic form. Does no being have
its own power directed only towards itself, or do some beings have that
power (169a3–5)? And if the latter is the case, does the epistêmê that Socrates
and Critias agreed to be identical with temperance belong to their class
(169a5–7)? To address these questions, the ‘great man’ would have to
systematically divide into classes the-things-that-are (169a3). Since
Socrates has no expertise in that method, he cannot pursue this agenda
in any thorough manner. Nonetheless, as we see, he ventures to trace the
main axis of the division and indicate the direction that the latter should
take.
Socrates seems to presuppose that, initially, the ‘great man’ will divide

the things-that-are (ta onta: cf. 169a3) into two classes, beings per se and
relative beings.112He suggests that the ‘great man’will subdivide the class of
relatives into two classes: beings that have their power directed towards
themselves (reflexive beings), and others that have their power directed
towards something distinct from themselves (aliorelatives) (169a3–5). He
will thus discover whether some beings are reflexive or none is. At this
point, the outline traced by Socrates has a gap: while the ‘great man’ is
supposed to settle the question whether there can be an epistêmê which is
only of epistêmê and no other object, we are now told that, if he finds out
that there are beings directed towards themselves, he will be in a position to
decide ‘whether or not they include the science that we claim to be
temperance’ (169a6–7). But the issue is not whether this latter science is
a relative, but whether it is a relative strictly or exclusively of itself (169a5–
6). There is no compelling reason to infer that Socrates lifts without
warning the proviso that Critias so copiously built into his conception of
temperance, namely that it is a science only of science and its privation.113

Rather, Socrates’ faux pas seems to me intended to illustrate that he is not
an expert in the method of division, and also invite the careful reader to
correct him. Namely, assuming that the class of reflexive beings does have
members (169a5–6), one should follow again the right line of the stemma
and subdivide it into a class of relatives directed towards themselves as well

of knowledge, just as there is opinion of opinion and seeing of seeings’ (Lampert 2010, 206).
However, I can see no textual support for such claims. Socrates says that he does not believe (οὐ
πιστεύω: 169a7) that he would be able to decisively judge the issue. While he does not necessarily
consider himself totally incapable of drawing pertinent distinctions, he indicates that he has no real
expertise in that task.

111 μεγάλου δή τινος, ὦ φίλε, ἀνδρὸς δεῖ: 169a1–2.
112 If so, he is pointing forward to the Sophist (255c). 113 See note 105 in this chapter.
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as some other object (inclusively reflexive relatives) and relatives that are
directed only towards themselves and no other object (strictly or exclusively
reflexive relatives). This subdivision is necessary in order to judge whether
or not epistêmê belongs to the class of strictly reflexive relatives. If the
answer is affirmative, Critias will be vindicated, whereas, if it is negative,
the ‘great man’ can examine whether epistêmê may belong to the class on
the left side of the divisional tree, i.e. the class of relative beings that are of
themselves and of some other object as well.
A further comment concerns the nature of the project outlined by

Socrates as well as the qualifications of the person who would be able to
accomplish it. Unlike the main body of the Argument from Relatives,
which according to my analysis can be read without importing ontological
commitments, the sketch of the above division clearly bears on ontology.
For Socrates assigns to some ‘great man’ the task of dividing ta onta, the-
things-that-are, into classes and subclasses with the purpose of discovering
something essential about their nature (pephyken: 169a4).114 These divi-
sions, therefore, will not be just conceptual and semantic, but will apply to
realities. The many divisions in the Sophist and the Statesman develop and
illustrate that view. A division effected correctly cuts nature properly at its
joints. Its aim is not to project some conceptual pattern onto the world, but
to accurately reflect the structure of reality.
Wemay want to compare the details of Socrates’ sketch with the features

of division discussed and illustrated in late Platonic works. The ‘great
man’s’ division of the class of relatives into the subclasses of reflexive
relatives and aliorelatives (169a3–5) is arguably consistent with the Eleatic
stranger’s instruction that ‘it is safer to proceed by cutting through the
middle, for in that way one is more likely to come across genuine classes;
this’, he says, ‘makes all the difference in how one conducts investigations’
(Plt. 262b). Also, Socrates’ sketch indicates some concern for drawing the
divisions systematically and in the correct order, preferably keeping to one
side of the stemma and advancing step by step until the nature of epistêmê is
discovered and the division is complete. It is obvious that the ‘great man’
will proceed dialectically, not eristically. For a characteristic feature of
dialectical divisions, which marks them off with regard to eristic divisions
is, precisely, that the former go systematically through the intermediate
steps whereas the latter do not (Phlb. 16d–17a, 19a–b). Furthermore, the
final move that the ‘great man’ is supposed to make, i.e. deciding whether
or not the epistêmê equivalent to temperance belongs to the class of reflexive

114 On this point, see Lampert 2010, 206, and Tuozzo 2011, 225.
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beings and classifying it accordingly, points to both the taxonomical and
the epistemological value of the method of division. Perhaps its fullest
illustration occurs in the Sophist: a string of divisions in combination with
a long metaphysical detour are drawn by the Eleatic stranger in the hope of
capturing the elusive Sophist and of defining him by reference to the
divisional tree.
Finally, I should like to say something about the identity of the ‘great

man’ and his expertise. Despite contentions to the contrary, there is no
reason to believe that the ‘great man’ is Socrates: he explicitly says that he is
not. The ‘great man’ could be taken as an anonymous hint at Plato’s future
role. Namely, Plato may be indicating that the sort of problem posed by
relatives in the Charmides needs a metaphysical answer that Socrates could
not provide but Platonic doctrine canmake available.115 Evidently, Socrates
wishes to underscore that an expert in the method of division will be
a person of supreme intellectual ability.116Whoever the ‘great man’may be,
he will be able to perform the very demanding mission assigned to him so
as to give satisfaction in every respect (169a1–3). Indeed, one might think
that the expertise of such a person is almost superhuman. For, in the
Phaedrus, Socrates confesses that he is ‘a lover of divisions and collections’
(Phdr. 266b) eager to follow anyone capable of drawing them correctly as if
he were a god (266b). Moreover, he says that he has always called such
people dialecticians, although he is not entirely sure that this is the right
name to use (266b–c). And he attributes to these latter the expertise ‘to
divide everything according to its kinds and to grasp each single thing
firmly by means of one form’ (273e).117

The Parmenides may also be relevant here. In concluding his criticisms
against the theory of Forms, Parmenides remarks: ‘only a very gifted man
can come to know that for each thing there is some Form, namely, a Being
itself by itself. And only an even more remarkable prodigy will make that
discovery and will be able to instruct some other person who has sifted all

115 Sedley 2004 and 2019 reads, respectively, the Theaetetus and the opening of the Timaeus along such
lines. On Plato’s self-references see Sedley 2020.

116 See Tuozzo’s interesting proposal that the division assigned to ‘some great man’ constitutes an
Academic project carried out by Aristotle and other members of Plato’s school (Tuozzo 2011,
226–35).

117 Also see Phlb. 18e–19b. The interlocutors conduct an investigation of both epistêmê and pleasure in
order to judge which of the two is preferable (18e). Socrates remarks that, in order to achieve that
goal, they need to ‘demonstrate how each of them is one andmany and how, instead of immediately
becoming unlimited, each of them acquires some definite number before it becomes unlimited’
(18e–19a). Protarchus retorts that what Socrates seems to be asking is ‘whether or not there are
(different) kinds of pleasures, and how many there are, and of what sorts there are; and the same
type of questions applies to epistêmê as well’ (19b).
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these problems thoroughly and critically for himself’ (Prm. 135b–c). Like
Socrates in our passage, Parmenides asserts that only a miraculous expert
would be able to pursue the project that he himself merely outlines: prove
the existence of Forms and instruct a few other people. Dialecticians alone
have the ability to carry out that task, whereas people who, on account of
the problems raised in the early part of the Parmenides, deny the existence
of Forms and do not try to determine the class to which each thing belongs
‘destroy dialectical reasoning altogether’ (135b–c). Whether or not
Parmenides has in mind some sort of collection and division,118 he appears
to wish for an expert similar to Socrates’ ‘great man’: a dialectician with
prodigious skill in the method of division and an understanding of reality
that far surpasses one’s own.
In the same spirit, and in line with his intimations regarding the ‘great

man’ in the Charmides, Socrates wonders in the Sophist whether the Eleatic
stranger might not be some god (Soph. 216a–b). As it turns out, the stranger
shows himself an expert in drawing divisions and in investigating his
subject through different or complementary divisional paths. Also, he
demonstrates his consummate expertise in the Statesman, where he also
airs a new thought: while divisions serve to define the nature of the item
under investigation (in this case, the statesman), the ultimate reason why
we should systematically apply that method is that such practice can make
us ‘better dialecticians in relation to all subjects’ (285d) and, perhaps, true
experts in dialectic (253d)119 and, therefore, godlike. The ‘great man’ of the
Charmides could be taken to foreshadow that ideal.
At the end of the Argument from Relatives, however, there does not

seem to be an obvious way forward, since Socrates believes himself incap-
able of dividing being and no ‘great man’ is at hand. Given the inconclu-
siveness of the Argument from Relatives, he declares that he cannot tell
whether a ‘science of science’ is possible (169a8–b1). Nor can he assert
without further proof that, if such a science were possible, it would be
equivalent to temperance unless he answered to his own satisfaction
the second leg of the aporia, namely whether or not the science in question
would be beneficial (169b1–3). This latter move comes as a surprise, since it
detaches the issue of benefit from the issue of possibility, whereas in the
initial formulation of the aporia the former was dependent upon the latter
(167b1–4). Now he appears ready to grant, if only for the sake of the

118 See Soph. 253d–e.
119 Among other things, this implies that one would acquire a clear grasp of intelligible Forms,

determine the inter-relations between them, and give and receive accounts of the finest things
that are (Soph. 253d–254e, Plt. 285e).
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argument, that Critianic temperance is credible or possible and proceed to
investigate whether it is good for us.120 At the outset, he indicates his own
position regarding the issue that will soon be under scrutiny: ‘I have the
intuition’, he says, ‘that temperance is something beneficial and good’
(169b4–5). Pointing back to the view of Zalmoxis according to which
temperance is the cause of everything good for man, Socrates now expresses
a weaker formulation of that view on his own account. The verb that he
uses seems significant: ‘manteuesthai’, ‘to have an intuition’ or, literally, to
prophesise, appears to intimate that Socrates considers temperance good
and beneficial because of a presentiment deriving from some sort of
manteia, prophetic power. If so, Socrates is presupposing that what he
intuits is true, even if he cannot explain why it is true.121 And assuming his
presentiment has a divine source, he will honour it: perhaps he will accept
that temperance is a ‘science of science’, but only if the argument shows
that it is beneficial for mankind.122 Thus, the issue of benefit moves to
centre-stage and becomes the topic of a superbly crafted argument that will
take us to the end of the investigation.

120 Pace Bruell 1977, 181, Socrates’ reasoning is not circular.
121 Plato’s Socrates often treats divination as a source of truth that requires rational interpretation in

order to yield understanding: e.g. Ap. 21b, Symp. 206b, Tim. 71d–e. According to the protagonist of
the Timaeus, our divine creators took care to redeem even the non-rational parts of humans by
making the liver the centre of divination ‘so that it might have some grasp of the truth’ (71d–e).
Generally, Timaeus continues, divination is god’s gift to humans (71e). On the one hand, we engage
in divination only when our rational powers recede, as they do in sleep, sickness, or trances of being
possessed. On the other hand, only reason is able to recall and interpret the contents of divination,
and thus ‘determine how and for whom they signify some good or evil, past or present or
future’ (71e).

122 This condition is necessary but not sufficient. For Socrates indicates that, even if Critias answers the
puzzle, he may have further questions to ask: κἀμὲ τάχ’ἄν ἀποπληρώσαις ὡς ὀρθῶς λέγεις περὶ
σωφροσύνης ὅ ἔστιν (169c1–2). Both the word τάχα, perhaps, and the mode of the verb indicate
that, even if the issues of reflexivity and of benefit were resolved, the investigation might remain
inconclusive.
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