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Abstract: The elenchus (gr. & eyyog, literally “argument of disproof”, “refutation”, “cross-examin-
ing”) is the core of the Socratic method represented by Plato in his early dialogues. This enquiring
technique, employed by Socrates to question his interlocutors about the nature or definition of
ethical concepts, is the object of a never-ending scholarly debate, concerning especially its primary
purpose: is it a positive method, leading to knowledge, or is it rather a negative method, aiming
exclusively at refuting the interlocutor’s belief? This paper, through the analysis of some key pas-
sages in Plato’s early dialogues, focuses on the structural features of the elenchus in order to un-
derstand how the elenctic refutation is developed, why Socrates chooses a dialectical method often
ending in aporia, and whether the Socratic method can be considered, not merely an instrument
aiming at the recognition of one’s ignorance, but primarily a positive search for knowledge.

Keywords: Socratic method, elenchus, Plato’s early dialogues, dialectic, maieutics, Socratic irony

The so-called Socratic method, labelled by scholars as elenchus, is well depicted
by Plato in the early dialogues,* unified by the fact that, in each of them, Socrates
employs the enquiring method of question and answer in order to cross-examine
different interlocutors on some question of moral domain (e.g. virtue, justice,
piety, courage). He aims at determining the meaning and the truth-value of their
first statement, by seeking for an exact definition of the moral value. Most often,
Socrates’ interlocutors are refuted, and the early dialogues tend to be aporetic,
without a positive conclusion; therefore, the elenchus comes to be a form of ref-
utation. Paradoxically, Socrates usually declares himself to be ignorant to the
ethical values he enquires, only claiming to be aware of his own ignorance (Ap.
19bff: esp. 20c—d).

! The chronological division of Plato’s dialogues is controversial. Kahn (1998, 124)
distinguishes four groups of dialogues and places two of them before middle period dialogues. The
first group including Apology, Crito, lon, Hippias Minor, Gorgias and Menexenus is part of the
‘early’ or ‘pre-systematic’ dialogues. The second group — that he calls ‘threshold’, ‘pre-middle’ or
‘Socratic’ dialogues — includes Laches, Charmides, Lysis, Euthyphro, Protagoras, Euthydemus and
Meno. See also Kahn 1996, 42-48.
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The profession of ignorance, the Socratic irony, the elenctic method and the
denial of teaching (Ap. 33a-b) are the object of scholars’ disagreement. Is Soc-
rates sincere? Does elenchus refer to a process of personal testing? Or rather does
it mean a refutation of interlocutor’s beliefs? Most of all, is the purpose of elen-
chus primarily positive or negative? This essay aims to analyse scholars’ debate
about the Socratic method in the early dialogues and to investigate its structural
features by focusing on some fundamental passages. The analysis will show that
in the elenchus the pars construens (although it often ends in the aporia) justifies
the pars destruens (the Socratic irony and the profession of ignorance): the elen-
chus “comes to be the appropriate instrument for moral education™ and “a posi-
tive search for moral truth”,® the way through which Socrates, likewise Plato,
exhorts his fellows to change their life, in particular, to pursue and to achieve
moral virtue.

There is no better way to start this investigation than examining what Socrates
himself — Plato’s Socrates* — says about the practice that was the main cause of
his death. Among the early dialogues, only the Apology clearly explains the Soc-
rates’ way of philosophising and, as Benson argues, “provides the least contro-
versial text upon which to base Plato’s early view of the Socratic method”.® Some
key features of the elenchus become immediately evident through Socrates’ de-
fence speech (Ap. 29d-30b):

By® vpdc, @ dvdpeg ABnvaiot, domdlopat uév kol @nd, meicopat 88 pdriov @
Bed 1} UV, Kol Eoomep AV EUNTVED Kol 010¢ T€ M, 01 U1 THHCOLOL PIAOCOP®Y Kol
VUV TopakeAeVOUEVOC TE KOl EVOEIKVOpEVOG OT® Gv del EvTuyydve VUGV, [...]
épnoopat avTov kol €eTdom kol EAEYE®, kal €AV pot pun dok] KektijoBot apety,
Qaval 6¢, oveldd 6t Ta mheicTov G&a mepl ElaryicTov moteltal, T & PaVAdTEPQ
mepl MAEIOVOG. TADTO KOl VEOTEP® Kol TPEGPUTEP® OTw AV EvTLyY(ved TOMOoW®,
Kai Eéve Kol dotd, poAiov 62 1olg doTolg, o pov &yyutépwm Eoté yével. tadta
YOp keEAEVEL 0 Be0G, &V ToTe, Kal Eym ofopat 003V T VUV peilov dyabov yevéshot
&v Tij moAel §| TV Eunv @ Be®d Vmmpeciav. ovdEV yap GANO mPATTOV YD
mepépyopat 1| melbov VUAY Kol VEOTEPOLG Kol TPESPUTEPOVG UNTE COUATOV
gmpereiobot pnte ypNUaTov TpdTEPOV UNdE 0VTM GPAdPU MG THG YVYTIC OTOS OG
apiot ot

2 Robinson 1953, 15.

% Vlastos 1983a, 31.

4 “The only Socrates worth talking about” (Vlastos 1971, 2); on the historical Socrates, see
Penner 1990; Bryan 2013.

5 Benson 1995, 50. The difference between Plato’s Apology and the Socratic dialogues in
presenting the elenchus lies in the fact that the two (sets of) works have different purposes. The
Apology, indeed, aims at presenting the actual speech of legal self-defence spoken by Socrates at
his trial in 399 B.C. Thus, Socrates’ way of philosophising (and living), presented in the first-
person perspective, is clearly exemplified within the Apology itself.
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Men of Athens, | respect and love you, but I shall obey the god rather than you,
and while | live and am able to continue, | shall never cease from the practice of
philosophy, exhorting you and expressing my opinion to any one of you whom |
may meet [...], I shall question and examine and cross-examine (éAéyEw) him, and
if 1 find that he does not possess virtue (dpetn), but says he does, | shall rebuke
him for scorning the things that are of most importance and caring more for what
is of less worth. This I shall do to whomever | meet, young and old, foreigner and
citizen, but most to the citizens, inasmuch as you are more nearly related to me.
For know that this is the command of the god (kekever 6 6£d¢), and | believe that
no greater good ever came to pass in the city than my service to the god. For | do
nothing else than persuading you, young and old, not to care for your persons or
your property more than for the perfection of your souls (&g tiig yoyig
Omwg ig apiot Eotan).

As this passage reveals, Plato presents Socrates as the personification of philos-
ophy, ready to live or to die for philosophy alone,® because his practice is a divine
mission motivated by the Delphic oracle’s pronouncement that no one was wiser
than he was (Ap. 20e-21c). In order to understand or to refute the oracle, since
he feels he has no wisdom, he decides to examine (é\éyysw) through question
and answer anyone reputed wise either by himself or by others. His aim is per-
suading of their ignorance those supposed to be wise, if they are not wise, and to
learn from them, if they are wise (cf. Ap. 22b—23b). There is also a reference to
an “inner voice”, or dopoviov (Ap. 31d), that divinely guides him in his enquir-
ing activity. It is also important to notice the Socratic concern for the soul (ywoyn)
identified with the concern for virtue (&petm);’ furthermore, he is interested most
in engaging Athenian people in the elenchus in order to persuade his citizens to
care about virtue, the only source of goodness.®

Therefore, this passage shows the “double objective” of the elenchus: “this is
a two-in-one operation, Socrates does not provide for two types of elenchus — a
philosophical one, searching for truth about the good life, and a therapeutic one,
searching out the answerer’s own life in the hope of bringing him to the truth”.°
These are not two different activities: the former, the elenctic cross-examination,
is itself a means to reach the latter, the exhortation to care about virtue.*®

Then, is Socrates a moral reformer and is his dialectical method justified by
his paideutic and ethical mission? Before answering, it is necessary to investigate
the controversial aspects leading scholars to consider the elenchus as merely an

6 See Bryan 2013, 114-118.

7 See Benson 1995, 51.

8 Cf. Ap. 30b: “Not from money does virtue come, but from virtue comes money and all of the
other good things for human beings both privately and publicly.”

9 Vlastos, 1983a, 37.

10 See Irwin 1995, 19.
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eristic method. In particular, one of the most striking element is that of twenty-
one interlocutors no one proves to be wise and in only seven cases is the inter-
locutor persuaded of his ignorance.!

In the early dialogues Socrates never uses the word elenchus nor methodos to
label his enquiring activity, “he has no name for it; ‘elenchus’ and his cognate verb,
elenchein (to refute, to examine critically, to censure) he uses to describe, not to term,
what he does; only in modern times has ‘elenchus’ become a proper name”.*?

Lesher®® investigates the meaning of elenchus from Homer to Plato and shows
that it can shift from “shame” to “contest” or “put to the test”, to “indicate”, “to cross-
examine”, to “put to the proof”, to “refute”; thus, the word elenchus is a vox media
which can vary in different contexts and periods. Parmenides — who deeply influ-
enced Plato’s philosophy — uses this term in Fr. 7 where it cannot mean refutation
but rather “testing of a person to determine his or her truthfulness or innocence”.**

Chantraine (s.v. éAéyym) testifies to the connotation of “shame” in Homer
(“faire honte de”, “mepriser”) and of “refutation” in the classical period

LRI

(“chercher a refuter”, “faire subir un contre-interrogatoire”, “convaincre”). The
original meaning was ‘“amoindrir”, “rabaisser”, he says, “ce qui convient aux
emplois homériques et aux emplois juridiques et dialectiques de 1’ionien-
attique”. Although it is evident that the sense of “examining” or “testing” is the
most suitable for the Socratic elenchus, | suggest also considering the connota-
tion of shame. Indeed, the interlocutor must be brought to shame in order to admit
what he really believes, recognise his ignorance and purify himself from false
opinions. The elenchus is “the greatest and most sovereign of purifications™*® and
a psychological process based on two complementary feelings: courage, allow-
ing the interlocutor to continue seeking for truth, and shame, allowing him the
moral elenctic purification.

In order to subject their interlocutors to elenchus and remove their false opin-
ion, Socrates insists on examining people’s whole lives and only their actual be-
liefs: in Laches 187e-188a Nicias says that

[...] 8¢ av éyyotata Zokpdtovg 1) [AOye domep yével] kai TAnctdln StoAeydpevoc, dvéryin
avTd, £0v Gpa kai tepi GAlov Tov TpdTEpoV GpEntan Stodéyechat, ui tavechon Ko TOHTOL
TEPLOYOUEVOV TM AOY®, TPV <av> EUméot) €iG TO d100vaL TEPL aHTOD AdYoV, HVTIve. TPOTOV
viv te Cf} kol Svtiva tOv mapeinivboto Plov PePitpoémov viv 1e {ij kol Sviva tov

11 Ch. 162b; Cri. 50a; lon 541e-542b; La. 199e—200c; Prt. 312e-313c; Men. 79e-80b and 84a;
see also Benson 2011, 182—-183.

12 \/|astos 1983a, 28-29.

13 Lesher 2002.

14 |esher 2002, 25; see also Scott 2002, 8.

15 Robinson 1953, 12.
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mapenivfota Biov PePiokev: émedav & Euméon, Ot od mpdtepov odTOV APNOEL
YoKpdng, Tpiv dv facavion Tadta €V T€ Kol KaA®DG dmavTa.

[...] whoever comes into close contact with Socrates and talks with him face to face, is
bound to be drawn round and round by him in the course of the argument — though it may
have started at first on a quite different theme — and cannot stop until he is led into giving
an account of himself, of the manner in which he spends his days, and of the kind of life
he has lived hitherto; and when once he has been led into that, Socrates will never let him
go until he has thoroughly and properly put all his ways to the test.

The elenchus is “a very personal affair, in spite of Socrates’ ironical declarations
that it is an impersonal search for the truth [...]; the answerer must believe his
own primary statement; otherwise the refutation of that statement will not convict
him of thinking he knew when he did not [...]; [he] must be convinced of the
logical validity of the argument and must genuinely accept the premises”.'® The
aim of the elenchus is finding “premises believed by the answerer and entailing
the contrary of his thesis”.}” Only the answerer must be convinced, and if he does
not accept the premises, the refutation fails (cf. Euthd. 294, 298). The result de-
pends only on the actual belief of the answerer:!8 at Men. 71d Socrates says “let’s
leave Gorgias out of it [...], Meno, by the gods, what do you yourself say that
virtue is?”. Vlastos argues that the “say-what-you-believe constraint™®® is neces-
sary for the elenchus’ success; the answerer’s duty to be completely honest con-
trasts with the eristic, whose principal object is to win the debate and one can say
everything can give an advantage.?’ In the elenchus, since the prime object is the
search for truth, the answerer must express his real opinion (cf. Grg. 500b; Rep.
| 346a; Cr. 49c—d; Pr. 331c).

In each discussion, Socrates usually asks a “primary question” about an ethi-
cal problem and, after the interlocutor’s answer, he proceeds by means of a series
of “secondary questions”, usually entailing the inconsistency of the initial an-
swer. This is the standard pattern of the elenchus (cf. Euthphr. 6e-8b, 12e-13c;
La. 190e—c).2* At this point, the interlocutor either revises his initial answer
(Euthphr. 10d), offers a new answer (Hp. Ma. 289¢), admits to being unable to
say what he knows (La. 194b), professes his ignorance (Ch. 162b), is replaced
by another interlocutor whose wisdom is examined (Grg. 461e-462b), or

16 Robinson 1953, 15; see also Penner 1990, 139-147.

17 Robinson, ibid.

18 Cf. also Grg. 471d-472c, 474a, 475¢.

19 V/|astos 1983a, 35-36.

20 On the Socratic philosophy and the sophists, see Penner 1990, 137-139; Vlastos 1994, 135-136.

2L On the standard pattern of the elenchus, see Robinson 1953; Vlastos 1983a; Irwin 1995;
Benson 2011; Bryan 2013. See also Robinson (1953, 20-32) on the concept of “direct” and
“indirect” elenchus.
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marches off in a huff (Euthphr. 15€).22 The primary question has one of these
two forms: either “Is X Y?” (e.g. “Is justice better than injustice?”, Rp. 576b) or
“What is X?” (e.g. “What is courage?”, Ch. 190e; “What is pious?”, Eutyphr.
5d). Of these two forms, the elenchus put emphasis upon the What-is-X? ques-
tion, by which Socrates seeks for a satisfactory definition. He does not ask for a
“dictionary-definition”, but “a word or a set of words which enshrines the
knowledge of the thing X”?® because, as he says at Men. 71b, “if I do not know
what something is, how could | know what qualities it possesses?”.2* The priority
of definition is the instrument for Socrates’ search for essence, explained in the
dialogues by the use of two words &idog or “form” (Men. 72c; Euthphr. 6d) and
ovoia or “essence” (Men. 72b; Euthphr. 11a).2

Consequently, knowledge of X requires a prior definition of what X is; how-
ever Socrates is never satisfied with his interlocutors’ definitions, so that it seems
impossible to make progress in the elenctic discussion, which ends in aporia.

Thus, is Socrates genuinely inclined to be refuted by his interlocutors as he
claims in Gorgias 506a (“you must refute me [xpn...éAéyxewv]”)? There is no gen-
eral agreement. Vlastos?® focuses on a “crucial text” in which Socrates tells Polus
that his thesis that suffering injustice is better than inflicting injustice has been
“proved”:

2Q. Ovkodv amodédetkton §tL aAnOT| EAéyeTo;
Socrates: Then has it not been proved that this was a true statement?”” (Grg. 479¢)

Other striking passages support his thesis:

i) ZQ. pn odv undg viv pe kéheve Emymoiley Todg mapdviog, GANEL pn Exglg TovTOV
Beltio Eleyyov, 6mep vovdn €y Eleyov, €uol év Td pépel mapddog, Kol meipacat Tod
£\éyyov olov €y® oipon Seiv etvar. &yd yap OV dv Aéym &va pév mapacyécdor papTopa
5 L N I P « . 3 A} By ~ 5~ e

émiotapat, avTOV IPOG OV Gv pot 6 Adyog 1), ToLG 8¢ ToAhoVg €6 yaipew (Grg. 474a)

Socrates: So do not call upon me again to take the votes of the company now; but if, as |
said this moment, you have no better disproof than those, hand the work over to me in my

22 See Benson 2011, 184.

23 Robinson 1953, 53.

24 Cf. also Men. 86d—¢, 100b; Prt. 360¢; Rp. | 354.

25 On the “Priority of Definition”, see Robinson 1953, 49-60.
% Vlastos 1983a, 44-56. See also Parry 2015.
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turn, and try the sort of refutation that | think the case requires. For | know how to produce
one witness to my assertions: the man against whom | am arguing.

ii) ZQ. éyd yap oM oluan kol £ué kol 6& kai ToOC dAAovG AvBpdTOVS TO ASIKETV TOD
adweiobat kaxov MyeicHon kai O puiy d186vat diknv 1od S1d6var (Grg. 474b)

Socrates: | believe that | and you and the rest of mankind believe that committing injustice
is worse than suffering it, and escaping punishment worse than incurring it.

iii) ZQ. | odv ékeivny éEédeyEov, dmep GpTL ELeyov, OC 0D TO AdIKETV £6TIv Kol adtkodvia
Siknv un d136var andvrev Eoyatov Kok@v: 1 €l ToDT0 EA0ELG AVELEYKTOV, O TOV KOV TOV
Aiyvrtiov 0s6v, 0B cot dporoyiost Kodkhiic, & Kadhikhelg, dAld Stoapovicst év dmavtt
® Bio (Grg. 482b)

Socrates: So you must either refute her saying those very things that | was asserting — that
to commit injustice and do so with impunity is the greatest of evils — or, if you leave this
unrefuted, then, by the dog, god of Egypt, Callicles will disagree with you, Callicles, and
will dissent from you your whole life long.

Consequently, Vlastos attributes to Socrates two assertions:

(A) “anyone who ever has a false belief will always have at the same time
true beliefs entailing the negation of the false belief”;

(B) “the set of moral beliefs held by Socrates at any given time is consistent”.

From these two assertions derives that (C) “the set of moral beliefs held by Soc-
rates at any given time is true.”

To sum up, Vlastos states that Socrates claims his premises are true, as they
are supposed to be “proved”, and the interlocutor is not really free to refuse them;
or, if he does but at the same time has a false belief (or “cover belief”), he will
always have a contradiction in his system of beliefs (“uncover beliefs”). Now,
how does Socrates prove his premises are true, if the only way to prove a propo-
sition is to deduce it from others?

Vlastos’ interpretation has been criticized by scholars.?” Kraut suggests a
“less arrogant” thesis, since “this would be a wildly overconfident claim” for
Socrates, who is rather “confident of his ability to distinguish moral truths from
falsehood?® and, in these cases, he claims their premises are proved as psycho-
logically compelling to his interlocutor (e.g. “pleasure is not the good” [Grg.
495]). However, whenever the dialogues end in aporia he is genuinely “troubled
by inconsistencies in his beliefs system” (e.g. in Protagoras, Hippias Minor,
Gorgias).?® “Consistency is not so important”, Kraut rightly concludes, “he

27 Kraut 1983, Brickhouse-Smith 1984, Polansky 1985, Benson 1995; see also Vlastos 1983b.
28 Kraut 1983, 67.
29 See Kraut 1983, 68—69.
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strives for it, of course, but he does not think he has to achieve it [...]. His inter-
locutors can always challenge his assumptions, but this does not reveal a weak-
ness in his method, nor does not deprive him of proofs [...]. All arguments and
all proofs rest on assumptions open to challenge, and no argument loses its forces
because the speaker has inconsistent beliefs”.*

Lastly, although Socrates’ denial of conducting an elenchus is clearly insin-
cere (Ch. 165b; Ap. 23a; Euthd. 293Db), Plato justifies the Socratic irony as a nec-
essary and “drastic shock, a practical demonstration of ignorance accompanied
by shame” and followed by “a violent reversal of situation”.%

In conclusion, it is possible to argue that the elenchus is a positive instrument
of moral education: the interlocutor faces a psychological obstacle course which
requires honesty, shame and courage. Only if he says what he really believes and,
ashamed for living wrongly, has the courage to recognise his ignorance, he can
purify his soul and achieve the virtue. Socrates’ purpose is sincere, as his ironic
profession of ignorance makes possible the maieutic discussion® and the inter-
locutor’s intellectual curiosity. As Foucault rightly states, “bios is the focus of
Socratic parrhesia. Socrates tests the relation to the truth of the interlocutor’s
existence. His aim is to lead the interlocutor to the choice of that kind of life
(bios) in accord with logos, virtue, courage and truth”.®® Therefore, it is possible
to conclude that the Socratic method is literally an &ieyyov tod Biov (Ap. 39c).

30 Kraut 1983, 70. Thus also Mogyorodi (2013, 104) in her analysis of Socrates’ refutation of
Gorgias: “Socrates is not only, or rather, not fundamentally dealing with the conceptual coherence of
his interlocutors’ beliefs, but their moral integrity: his elenchus is meant to explore ‘whether their life
is in agreement with their avowed principles’ (Kahn 1996, 133) [...]”. Therefore, she concludes,
“Socrates’ argument is ad hominem, but it is designed for cleansing his interlocutor of a special variant
of false belief, notably, self-deceit, rather than producing it as oratory does” (ibid. 119).

31 Robinson 1953, 18-19.

32 The maieutic method, however, is explicitly mentioned for the first time by Socrates in the
Theatetus (148d-151d).

33 Focault 1983, 43.
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