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Socrates 
 
It is difficult to extract Socrates’ ethical views from the sources, such as Plato. 
This is known as the ‘Socratic Problem’: what are the philosophical views of the 
real Socrates, given the fact that all we have is second hand? (Socrates left no 
writings.) The common view is that Plato’s early dialogues are reasonably 
reliable sources for Socrates’ views. (The asterisks in the extracts indicate where 
to begin or end the textual study.) 
 
Crito (dramatic date: 399 BCE) 
 
Socrates is visited in jail by his friend Crito, who tries to persuade him to 
escape. 
 
1. Why is the opinion of the majority not always valuable? (46b–48b) 
2. What is the most important thing? (48b) 
3. Identify the central moral assertion at 49a–b. 
4. What is the view that only few people share with Socrates? (49d) 
 
Protagoras (probable dramatic date: 430 BCE) 
 
Socrates (the ‘I’) converses with Protagoras, the renowned sophist. You may 
recall the sophistic debates about nomos and phusis. 
 
5. What is the connection between living well and pleasure? (351b–e) 
6. What situations might Socrates have in mind when he introduces ‘being 

overcome by pleasure’? (352e) 
7.* Can we willingly do wrong, or prefer pain over pleasure? Why not? (353a–

358d) 
 
Meno (probable dramatic date: 403 BCE) 
 
The first extract is the opening, and in the second extract Socrates cajoles Meno 
back to the main topic. 
 
8. What is virtue for Meno? (71e–72a) 
9.* Socrates thinks there is something wrong with this initial answer. What is 

it? (72a–d) 
10. Identify Meno’s second attempt to define virtue. (73d) 
11.* What does Socrates aim to show with the slaves and the children, and why 

is the remedy? (73d–e) 
12. Identify the steps that Socrates takes in order to prove that virtue is 

wisdom. (86e–88d) 
13.* Once it is established that virtue is wisdom or knowledge, Socrates floats 

the idea that virtue is teachable only if there are teachers of virtue. How do 
you think this argument proceeds? (89d–e) 
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Gorgias (probable dramatic date: between 427 and 404 BCE) 
 
This dialogue is with three rhetors/sophists: Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles, and 
its official theme is the nature of rhetoric. With Callicles (‘C.’) eager to leave, 
Socrates (‘S.’) summarises the discussion at Gorgias’ request. 
 
14. Identify three or four key points of Socrates’ first part of the summary. 

(506c–507a) 
15. Can someone who lacks moral virtue be happy? (507c–e) 
16.* How does Socrates connect temperance or self-discipline with order and 

friendship or community? (507a–508a) 
17.* Socrates says that doing wrong or doing an injustice is the greatest evil. 

What could he mean by this? (509b) 
 
Background Information. (a) There is some debate about whether Socrates in 
the Protagoras endorses, or merely reports, the view that pleasure is relevant for 
eudaimonia. Thinking of Socrates as a hedonist is dubious, not least as in the 
Gorgias extract he rejects the idea that pleasure is good at 506c. Minimally, we 
could say that Socrates subscribes to the common sense view that pleasure is 
‘good’ in the sense that we prefer it over pain, and that we aim to avoid pain in 
our lives if we can. (b) At Meno 87b, ‘recollectable’ is a reference to a theory 
that Socrates suggests earlier in the discussion: that learning and teaching is 
nothing but recollecting something that we ‘possess’ tacitly. (The the soul is as it 
were ‘informed’, but it takes work to uncover the information.) To demonstrate 
this, Socrates famously makes a slave boy ‘recollect’ a geometrical truth. It is 
very unlikely that this is Socrates’ theory—and this is why scholars position the 
Meno towards Plato’s so-called ‘middle’ period of writing. 


