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Further Notes on the Protagoras 
 
1. Protagoras 351c–e 
 
This passage is puzzling. Socrates aims to draw a sharp distinction: 
 

the pleasant life is good, and 
the unpleasant life is bad. 

 
Protagoras’s reaction suggests he is not sure about these strict associations. It 
seems possible to take pleasure in (be pleased by) things that are not 
‘praiseworthy’—i.e. good things (tois kalois). This is to be the common view, 
Socrates’ answer suggests, and thus unsophisticated or unreflected. Think of 
smoking and drinking: pleasurable but bad (for one’s health), or exercise, which 
is painful but good. What is strange is that Socrates insists on leaving out 
consequences or what results from these things. (The used word ἀποβήσεται, 
apobēsetai means something like ‘will step off itself’.) This seems inconsistent 
with his later points about the ‘measuring art’ (357b). So perhaps we need to see 
this exchange merely as a prelude for the idea that the common view is that 
knowledge and wisdom are often overpowered by what appears pleasant at the 
moment (352b–c). 
 
2. Socrates’s Argument in Protagoras 353a–358d 
 
(1) Hedonism: pleasure is (the only) good. So, an action is good insofar as it 

promotes pleasure and avoids pain (354c). 
(2) If A prefers x to y, then this is because A believes that x yields more 

pleasure (or less pain) than y. 
(3) Akrasia (ἀκρασία): ‘[M]any people who know what it best to do are not 

willing to do it, though it is in their power, but do something else […], 
because they are overcome by pleasures (ὑπὸ τῶν ἡδονῶν ἡττᾶσθαι; hupo 
tōn hēdonōn hēttasthai)’ (352d). So, A acts incontinently if and only if A 
performs an action that is uncompelled and intentional yet conflicts with 
A’s better (or best) judgement at the time of action. Or we could say, ‘In 
doing x, an agent acts incontinently if and only if: (a) the agent does x 
intentionally; (b) the agent believes that there is an alternative action y [and 
x ≠ y] open to him; and (c) the agent judges that, all things considered, it 
would be better to do y than to do x.’1 

(4) A knows that x is worse than y, yet chooses x, because A is overcome by 
pleasure (355a). 

(5) Given (1): A knows that x is worse than y, yet chooses x, because A is 
overcome by good (355c). 

(6) Given (1) and (2): A prefers x to y because A believes that x is better than y. 

                                                   
1  Davidson, D. (1970/1980). How is Weakness of the Will Possible? In his Essays on Actions 

and Events (p. 22). Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
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(7) Hence: A knows that x is worse than y, yet chooses x, because A believes 
that x is better than y. But this is incoherent, or absurd (355a–d). 

(8) Therefore, since nothing that is incoherent is possible, akrasia is impossible. 
(9) But what is the phenomenon of being overcome with pleasure? 

Measurement (ἡ μετρητικὴ τέχνη; hē metrētikē technē): if A does x yet 
knows that x is bad, then this is because to A, x’s distant painful 
consequences appear less painful (than they are); and x immediate 
pleasurable consequences appear more pleasurable (than they are) (356a). A 
has a distorted view of choices, is ‘overcome’ by the power of appearances 
(ἡ τοῦ φαινομένου δύναμις; hē tou phainomenou dynamis; 356d). Also: A 
has either an excess or a lack of moderation—she is masslos. (This is 
German for ‘without measure’.) 

(10) A’s distorted view is due to ignorance, false opinions, a lack of knowledge: 
‘those who go wrong in their choice of pleasures and pains—which is to 
say, of good and bad things—go wrong from a lack of knowledge [ἀμαθία; 
amathia]’ (357d). A’s actions are driven by mere beliefs and opinions, but 
not knowledge. And: ‘no one who either knows or believes that something 
else is better than what he is doing, and is in his power to do, subsequently 
does the other, when he can do what it better’ (358b–c); ‘no one freely goes 
for bad things or things he believes to be bad’ (358d). As Socrates says in the 
Apology (24d ff.): ‘nobody does wrong intentionally’; if we know what is 
right, we do right. (The challenge is to know what is right.) 


