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" Abstract

= The Lesser Hippias is a very strange Platomc dxalogue We meet here a. Socrates

v

_who seernz;> quite unfamlhar at first glance; one who, m the course of a dlSCUSSlOl’l with

. 'the sophxst Hlpplas, propounds such apparently perverse notions as the view that the

same’ man is both truthful and a liar and that those who do mjustlce voluntanly -are
-

E .better than those who do it involuptarily. Entwmed wrth these ' teachings" is a

dlscussmn of the relative ments of Odysseus and Ach111es and a parallel contrast is

made throughou.%the work between Hlpplas and Socrates By exammmg ‘the dralogue

“ - as a whole, i.e. by consrdermg both 1ts form and substance this thesis endeavours to

reveal the true philosophic teachmg of the work, a teaching that comprrses such thmgs
as the role of lying' in hurnan life, the rank order of rnen; moral culpability, and justice.
Rather than being a potentially pernicious work, we will see that the dialogue in fact

reveals the true g_round of morality.
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I. Introduction

The Lesser Hippias is one of Plato s shorter dialogues.! It is also one of hlS most
peculiar dxalogues It takes place after an exhxbmon speech on Homer by Hlpplas, the

" famous sophist from Elis who has a great reputauon for "wisdom." The spgech had

been requested by a man named Eudxcus, ‘who is the first speaker of the dialogue and

4

tance of Socrates'. Eudlcus is perplexed by Socrates'

seems to be a familial .

_ silence after the sbphi . R bition and wants him to make somie sort of comment on

the speech. Socrates comphes with the request, saying that he would hke to ask .

Hippias about Achilles and Odysseus, and more specifically, who 1s the better man of
. the two. The question mtroduces one of the important themes of the dialogue, the issue
-of rank. Which hvman beings are the better ones and why” For it is not only Achilles
' and Odysseus who are bemg compared in the work but also Socrates and Hippias, the
phllosopher and the sophlst Hippias' opmlon of his own worth becomes immediately.
clear when he says, "I've never yet met anyone better than I am in anything." His
obtuse vamty is on display throughout the dialogue, in marked contrast to Socrates'
o "humble demeanour In answenng Socrates question, Hlpplas evaluates not only '

-Achilles and Odysseus but also Nestor although Socrates had only asked about the
R first two For prpxas, Achllles is the best or' bravest of the Achalans and Odysseus the
moSt 'wily." Socrates is apparently perplexed as.to what Hlppxas means by wily and

asks for an ex}planatlon It turns out that for Hlppnas the wily man is a liar, which is

why Odysseus is worse than Achilles. Socrates now questxons Hlpplas assumption

1 The primary translation used is the hteral one by James Leake in the The .. .5 of Political
PIqusophy, ed. by Thomas Pangle, (Ithaca, N.Y.: Comnell University Press, 1987), pp. 281-99. Any
variations will be noted. Greek texts consulted are the J. Bumet, Oxford edition, Platonis Opera,
Tomvs 1II, Tetraloglas v-vii Continens, (Oxonii: E Typographeo Clarendoniano, 1903), and the Loeb
Classical Library edition, (Cambridge: Harvard Umvemty Press, 1977).

References to thé Lesser Hippias will be noted in parentheses within the text. All other references, :
unless noted, will be in foomotes. .

‘, ‘ Y- - . )
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that truthful men and hars are different, and the first "proof" of the dialogue is
launched. By means of a transparently 'sophistical" argument, Hippias _&s easily forced

- to admit that far from being different men, liars and truth-tellers are the very same, and

- ‘moreover that they are "the wise and capable of lying." He fails to see that his

"

. ) l ‘ (=Y
agreement here conflicts with his initial proposition that Achilles is better because he is

truthful ang Odysseus worse because he is a liar, When Socrates proceeds to cemind-

him of this (part of Hippias' claim to fame is the possession of great mnemonic skills), |

Hippias responds by criticizing Socrates' method and offering to save his original

statements by means of a speech. Socrates counters by apparently demonstrating, with

exarnples from the lliad, ‘that Achilles is in fact a liar. Faced with such “proof™ of

Achilles' dissembling, Hippias attempts to salvage his initial position by sa¥ing that

Achilles lied "involuntarily" and "guilelessly,” whereas "When ... Odysseus speaks the_

truth he always speaks by design, and whenever he lies it is the same." Hippias seems
convinced that anyone who self-consciously chooses to lie is immoral. It is.a conv1ction
whose vahdity is challenged throughout the dialogue.

: Odysseus is npw sai-d by Socrates to be better. He defends-t_his_) judgment by
.asking Hippias, "Did not those who lie voluntarly just now come to light as better than
those doing so involuntarilj/l’" Although it is not clear thﬁt this did come to light,
certainly one who always speaks "by design” would seem to be a more prudent human
being. Socrates' question provokes an outburst on Hijpias'part as to how Socrates can

possiblyythink that those who do wrong voluntarily are better than those who do so

mvoluntanly Socrates maintains that this is what he believes although he adrmts Et 1s

somethmg about which he “vacillates." At this point, Hippias seems very hesuant to
-

continue the caonversation, and Eudicus' intervention is required for him to do so. The

sophist seems to be anxiously aware that his reputation for w1sdom on which his

livelihood depends_, is taking quite a beating. Once Hippias 1s cajoled to continue the



discussion, the second "proof' of the dialOgue--Whicl a&en\gts to show that what
Hippias finds so repugnant is indeed true--is initiate'd.jIn the'course‘of it, Socrates‘ uses
a wlde range of examples to apparently prove, again in an obviously "'soph~istical"
manner, that the one who voluntarily docs what is "bad" ls better thau one who does so
" involuntarily. Hl'pbias assents to all of Socrates' assertions until he is asked whether the |
soul is "better if i 1t cffects evil voluntarily and goes wrong or 1f it does so involuntarily."
Although his prevxous admissions do irply this, Hippias maintains that this conclusion
would be somethmg "terrible.” Socrates seems to make one last attempt to c%’ﬁ\%nce the
“sophist that such a soul is indeed better by i inquiring about Justxce itself. Hippias again’
assents to Socrates' assemons till faced with the conclusion that "he who voluntarily
goes wrong and does what is shameful and unjust ... would be no other than the good
man,"” with wh1ch he says he cannot agree Socrates responds that the argument ‘does
appear to show this, but the dialogue ends "aporetlcally," with Socrates. confessmg that |
he can scarcely agree with hlmself about this, conclusmn and that he contmually'
vacillates about these thmgs and lamenting how terrible it is that the "wise" such as
Hippias should also vacillate. o - - : | | | _ .
~ Of the many peculiar aspects of this dialogue ‘arguably the su'angest' are the two ;
main propositions that Socrates propounds namely, that the same man is bath truthful"‘
and a liar and that one who does ln_]USthC voluntanly is better- than one who does it
- mvoluntanly But thlS 1s not all that is perplexmg about 1t The: dlalogue s subject is not
a"grand" 1dea like courage phﬂosophy, the: Just or the beaunful On the surface, therev";'
does not even appear to be a coherent theme. Th&@glahonal subtitle "On the Lie" seems

as apt a descnptlon of it as anything else But although the first proof deals with- "the . "

lie," the subje : of lying seems relegated to the background by the beginning of the
‘second proof. Moreover in a dxalogue on thlS subJect we may have expected to

witness a ‘more systematlc examination of lymg, mcludmg such thmgs as deﬁnmons '

VY
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and when it should and should not be engaged in. This is not to say that closer an_alysis '
- will net reveal the appropriateness of the subtitle, but merely to point out that the
dialogue has a very perplexing outer layer. The role of Achilles and Odysseus A.further
- comiplicates matters. They are discussed at the beginning and themiddle of the:dialogue
but are.unm/entioned after Socrates says that Odysseus must be better than Achilles. Itis

as though the question of their rank -~rder has beén superceded by some new questlon

Be51des these consxderatrons, the arguments that Socrates presents m defense of his

_ rather blzane proposmons are patently--mdeed outrageously-- soph1st1cal "ie.not

intended to arrive at the truth but employed merely to win a, contest in arguing. One

‘ wonders what the 1mphcatron of all this could be. _ . » | _
What__ is not surprising, howe’yer, is that the Lesser Hz;ppias‘should have been .
considered spurious by early nineteP,nth century scholars such as Schleierrnacher and

~ his student Frederich Ast, even despite Anstotle s ev1dence to the contrary 2 Ast
. apparently called it sophsstlcal and saw in it the'seeds of moral mdlfferentrsm 3
| It is not dlfficult to se€ why he nught have felt th1s way The arguments are certamly
. soph1st1cal and compared with the lofty pronouncements on _]llSthC and the good in the _

| '{Republzc the central tenets of the Lesser Hzppzas—-that the truthful 'man and the liar are
the same person and that the person who does 1njust1ce voluntanly is better than one
who does it mvoluntanly--seem posxtlvely perverse These views fly in the face of
- common sense. We tend to think of honest people and liars ‘as quite distinct kmds of

’ characters To be sure the former may attlmes find it necessary to lie, but they do so
. for good reasons, whereas the latter lie <for the wrong reasons, i.e. for unjust reasons--
uo_:ually in order to_gratlfy their deSLres (of body and s}oul) at the expense of others. But

“~ rates does not make any sort of explieir"distinction between lying for good as

£

2 Aristotle refers to the dialogue in the Metaphystcs 1025a6

| 3 Mlchael O'Bnen, “Thé* Socratic Paradoxes and the Greek Mind, (Durham N.C.: Umversxty of North ‘
" Carolina Press, 1967), p. 99. - _ - K

X
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opposed. to had reasons in the Lesser Hippias. The only distinction that he makes in
lying: and doing "injustice" generally (see 372d4-8), is the one between voluntary and
involuntary mstances of these actions. Socrates maintains that those who lie or do
unjust thmgs voluntarily are "better" than those who do so mvoluntanly In the
_process, he seems to take our normal conceptlon of "morality," that those who
knowingly do evil are culpable, and stand it on its head. The teaching implies, for
' example, that a self-'conscious and wiﬁing killer is "better" than one who kills
accidehtly. This is sure1y'a strange kind of "better," and might eyen be called a heinous

teaching,.

Perhaps an old tradition that distinguished between the "esoteric”.and "exoteric"

teachings of philosophic wri,tings will.aid us in‘ understanding‘this strange little work.
According to this tradition,. there is a "gulf separating 'the wise' and 'the vulgar' :
wh.ich" could not be influenced by any progress of popular education: philosophy, or
wienc:, .was’esseht.ially a privilwege of 'the few."4 Because the “:ruth is not always
'somethi_ng pleasant, one who spoke or wrote it without consideration for the e{fect this
A ,cou_ld have'o‘n "the many" would be neither decent nor,prudent.5 Thus, it is felt, the
philosophers of old wrote works which eonvey one teaching on the surface, something
more eohvenﬁonal and politically salutary; and another, more radical or dangerous or
.;demﬁndmg, "beneath it. What characterizes the former or "the popular teachmg is that
it is "of an edlfymg character."6 But this certamly seems to be at odds with. what the
Lesser Hippias conveys at first blush. We note, however, that Socrates is careful to

insist at'the end that he also finds it difficult to agree with the strange conclusion that

has been reached--that it is the good man "who voluntarily goes wrong and does what

-4 Leo Strauss Persecution and the Art of Wrmng, (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1973),

’ g St"ahss p. 36 .
6 Strauss, p. 36; see also Strauss The Gity and Man, (Chicagd: University of Chicago Press, 15¢4),
pp. 534. .

P2
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%s shameful and unjust”--and that it is a,ma'tter about which he is confused. This
nﬁﬁgatgs the surface 'teaching's.pemicious effect; the whole issue is thrown tto radical
doubt, andgthe reader is not sure one way or another as to how these matters stand.

| The pe&:qliariﬁes\of the Lesser Hippias cause those who are inclined to study l|’1ato,
with preconceived Anot\ions of what his teaching is to dismiss the dialogue altogether as
spurioﬁé (like Ast), of to présﬁme it is one of his,e er and less "philosopﬁical'ﬂ
works.? Others seem to get bogged down m the partl Yar arguments without trying to
understand it as a whold:® But a more prudén_t approach would seem to be that of

| assuming th;}t the ancient authorities were correct in regarding the Lesser Hippias as
ger'minc," and !;hus that Plato had reason- fér everything thgt is said and done in the
dialogue, reasons that y;'ill illuminate the true philosophic tcag'ning of the work. Unlike
Ast and many modern commentators, then, this author accepts rcspongibility for
explaining the why’s of the dialogue. This obviously necessitates an examination of
both the drainati;: form of the work as éveli as its argufi\entsv.9 As Allan Bloom says
about énalyzing Plato's works,

Every argument must be intcrprc{ed dramaticélly, for évery argument

is incomplete in itself and only the context can supply the missing
links. And every drama*'~ detail must be interpreted philosophically,

7 See Robin Waterfield's introduction to his translation of the Lesser Hippiasiw®ato: Early Socratic@,
Dialogues, (Harmondsworth, Engl.: Penguin Books Ltd., 1987),pp. 270-1. See also Terry Penner,
. "Socrates on Virtue and Motivation," in Phronesis, Supplementary Ypl. I, (Netherlands: Van Gorcum
& Comp. B.V., Assen, 1973), p. 151. Penner assumes that the Legser Hippias expounds Socratic
theory as distinguished from the teaching of the Plato of the Republic. :
8 See J.J. Mulhern, "TPOITOX and TTOAYTPOIIIA in Plato’s Hippias Minor,” in Phoenix, 22,
(1968), pp. 283-288; and also Roslyn Weiss, "O AyaB0c as O Avvatoo in the Hippias Minor," in
Classical Quarterly, 31 (ii), (Great Britain, 1981), pp. 287-304. '
An indication of the danger of this approach is the view, found © Hoth works but especially in Weiss',
that Socrates is having a serious conversation wjth the sophist .ee Mulhern, p. 286; Weiss, p. 291.
9 O'Brien recognizes the need for this type of analysis and pr-vides some astute comments on the role ~ **
of Hippias in the dialogue. (see pp. 100-3) Where he misir. :rprets the dialogue is in thinking that
Socrate; also classifies lying as "immoral” (p. 104), which ca. ‘es him'to entirely disregard this aspect
of the work; and in thinking that the later analogy of justice with the arts is unproblematic--he assumes
that justice is good for the soul. (see pp. 104-6) ' ' &
Leake's commentary overcomes part of this problem wigh a lucid analysis of the role of lying in the
Lesser Hippias. See Roots, pp. 302-5. His short essay is quite inadequate, however, in handling the

problem of the respective merits oi voluntary versus involuntary evil-doers.
\ .




because these details contain the images of the problems which
complete the arguments. Separately these two aspects are meaningless;
together they are an invitation to the philosophic quest.10 '

The study of Plato is in fact more akin to the study of Shakespeare than to what is
commonly thought of as philosophic analysis: .

One ¢+ sot undefstand Plato's teaching as he meant it if one does not
know wnat the Platonic dialogue is. One cannot separate the
understanding of Plato's tcachingffrom the understanding of the form
in whickh it is presented. One must pay as much attention to the How
ac to the What. At any rate to begin with one must pay even greater
attention to the 'form’ than to the 'substance,' since the meaning of the

o * 'substance' depends on the 'form.' One must postpone one's concern LT

with the most serious questions (the philosophic questions) in order to
become engrossed in the study of a merely literary question.!!

| Examining such things as characterizaijon, setting, aHEf the actions of the participafntS as
“well as their arguments, may well dispel the "weirdness" of the Lesser Hippias.
“Certainly the issues discussed are af crucial importance in human life: the rank order of

men, lying, moral culpability, and justicé_:. What light does this enigmatic little work

I

throw on these matters? - , = . N

8

10 Allan Bloom, "Preface” to The Republic of Plato, transl. by Bloom, (New York: Basic Books Inc,,
1968), p. xvi. ‘ -

11 Strauss, City, p. 52. : .
Strauss goes on to say that the "literary question,” i.e. "the question of presentation,” is itself of
philosophic importance because it deals with communication whigh "is living together” for human
beings and because the pursuit of truth "is necessarily ... a common quest, a quest taking place through
communication.” He thinks that "the literary question properly understood is the question of the
relation between society and philosophy." P. 52. The question of writing is brought to the fore in this
dialogue because of the important role Homer plays in it. One remembers the "old quarrel” between the

philosopher and the @eL It may be that the voluntary lie may have as much to do with writing as with -
- ~

. speech.

4
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II. Socrates' Silence (3632-364b3)

* Perhaps the ﬁmt thing one notices‘ about the Le_'sserﬁHi_ppzv‘as is its'name. It is one of
,. . two Platonic dialogues with Hippias' name in the title, the other being the Greater
Hz'ppias. The lat'ter-dialogue €onsists of a conversation between Socrates and Hippias,!

the. maJor part of which is taken up by a consxderatmn of the nature of the beautiful.2

‘f’resummg the txtles of the dialogues to be Plato S, someihmg we cannot be certain of -

‘but there i is no reason to suppose otherwise, an obv1ous questlon is why one should be

T

called "Lesser" and the other "Greater." Perhaps 1t 1s'merely because the Greater

Hzp&mas is twice ag long as the Lesser; or maybe prplas hxmself is portrayed as

_somehow ' greater in the former. The txtles and the 1dent1ty of the dxalogues

mterlo\-cuters, however, are not the only links between the two works. The arts of :

~ astronomy, geometry, and calculation, which }Slay an important role in the Lesser
| Hippias, are mennoned early on in the Greater 3; Achilles makes an appearance in both
works#4; and there is referencc to those who involuntarily do bad things -and to
i mtennonal deceit in both dialogues.5 The most obvious connection between _the two
dialogues, however, is Hippiaé' reference in the Greater Hippias to a speech that he
gave recently at Sparta and v.vhic‘h apparently garnered him a "great reputat;ion-".there.6
While dealing essentially :am the "what a young man ought to pufaue,"v it is set in the
context of the Trojan war, and more specifically, in the apparently hypotheticat 'chtext

J X
p .

B Y

-

1 Hippias is also present in Plato's Protagorus.

21tis important to remember that the Greek uses one word, xaAog, for both the "beautiful” and the
"noble." This may reveal something about the nature of thesg ideas. ‘
Unforrunately, due %o technical limitations, references in Greek occur without accenls and breathing
sxgns Also, sigmas at the ends of words do not have the proper form.

\

3 Greater Hippias, 285b7 ff. The translation of the Greater Hippias consulted is that'of David Sweet in g

Roots, pp.- 307-339. All subsequent quotations w111 be from the same translation.
Gr Hip., 292e12 ff.
Gr Hip., 296b8 ff,, 300d3 ff.
6 Gr. Hip., 286a3 ff+

-
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of Nestor responding to a questxon by Neoptolemus -about the nature of beautiful
pursults Hippias tells Socrates that he is gomg to grve this same speech "the day after
tomorrow in Phexdostratus school ... as well as many other things worth hearing,
bccause Eudicus the son of- -‘Apemantus has asked me to." (286b4-7) There is little
‘ doubt that the speech referred to here is the one that unmed1ately precedes the action of
the Lesser Hzppzas (see 363a ff) We thus learn this dlalogue s location and apparent ,'
dramatic date.” © . o
| leen the obv1ous connectxons between the two dialogues, a closer analy31s of
thelr relatxonshlp would likely prove fruitful. The’ present essay is primaril. a
consideration of the Lesser_' Hippias, but the references made herein to the Greate:
Hippias require at least a rudimentary(sket "ing of the events of that dialogue. In this
_latter work, Socrates appears to encounter Hippias by chance, and voluntarily engages
in bconveré,at:.ion }uith hirn."I-ii‘S first words (and the first words of the dialogue) are,
T'I-Iippins, the beautiful and wise, how long a time it’s been for us since you have
| alighted at Athens!"8 The qualities Socrates names in his epithet were apparently those
for which prplas was famous. Sweet notes that “No other dialogue beglns with a
proper name in the nominative [case], and no other person addressed in the first
sentence of any dialogue is described as fully or as flatteringly as Hippias is."? It seems
that the reason for Hippias' prolonged absence from Athens is his success as a
negotiator for his native city of Elis. Socrates comments on how wonderful it is that
Hippias is not only successful in his pnvate activity of receiving money for "helpmg
the young but also in a public capacity. He wonders why the men of old who were

‘reputed for wisdom did not engage in such "political activities.” (281c ff.) Hippias'

7 'I'he Grealer Hippias is supposed to have taken place about 420 B.C. Sweet, Roots, p. 307.

8Gr. Hip., 281a1-2. Subsequent references to the Greater Hippias during this summary of the dialogue
wrll be noted within the text in parentheses.

9 Sweet, #Introduction to the Greater Hippias," in Roots, p. 342.
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Tesponse is that shey lacked both the "power" ar°1d the "prudence” to be successful in

both spheres. Socrates asks Hippias if this means that the art of the sophists has

| édvancéd from times past, which Hippias most assuredly affirms. Socrates'says that he

S

can support Hippias' opinion, and refers as evidence to how Gorgxas and Prodicus
came to Athens on pubhc business and at the same time made a great deal of money by
giving "exhibition speeches and assoclatmg with the youth.” (282b ff.) Socrates
wonders at the "naivety" of the men of old, none of whom "ever thought it worthy to
earn fnoney as a uvage or to make exhibitions of his own wisdom before all sorts :of
human beings...." (282¢7-d1), whereupon Hippias boasts of his superiority to all other

sophists in being able to make money. Socrates makes some further comments on this

activity of "wise” men earning wages and then asks which city has proven most fruitful

for Hippias in this.régard. Socrates thinks that it cannot have been Lécedacmon, (which
Hippias has said he has made the most visits to as an cnvoy for Elis). Hippias swears
that this is so; he has, in fact, made uo money there. (283b8 ff.) This precipitates a
discussion on the Sp#rtan regime, which does not allow foreigners to edu;ate its
citizens, and on the rightness of laws that prevent the young in that ci_ty from being

"benefitted" by sophists like Hippias. It seems, tl{ough, that the Spartans do enjoy

heuring speeches by Hippias on "the generation of heroes and of hufnan beings and the

founding.of ciFieS" and so forth. (285d8 ff.) At this point in the dialogue, Hippias
.refcrs to the speech that he will give two days hence at Pheidostratus' school.

Hippias tells Socrates t be at the exhibition himself and bring others as well
(286b7 ff.) Socrates, however, is noncommltal about whether he will be prcsent
shifting that respons1b1hty onto "God.” But he asks thc sophist to "give [him] a bnef

answer about it...." for now. (286c3 ff. ) Apparently someone” rccently made him

‘aware of his i ignorance. about the beautiful, which he asks Hlpplas to remedy Socrates

proposes to "imitate” this strangcr raising "his" objections to and questions about
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Hippias'account. Ac-ording to Socrates, if Hippiés "should exhibit to [the stranger]

this speech ... the one about the beautiful pursuits, llle would listen to it, and once
[Hippias] had stopped speaking, he would ask about nothing else sooner than about the
beautxful--for this is a certain custom of his--and he would say, 'Stranger from Elis,
isn't it by justice that the just are just?™ (287a4 ff.) Hippias answers the latter question
and the discussion of the beautiful is lagnched. Throughout the remainder of the
dialogue, Socrates plays both his own pz} énd that of the stranger. Hippias offers

- various definitions of the beautiful--that it is a beautiful maiden; that it is gold; and that

it 1k[; a man blessed by the gods who has buried his parents well, being "beautifully and

magnificently buried by his own offspring"--all of which ‘are comicélly refuted by
Socrates.10 S_bbrates then offers a definition that the stranger proposes and several of
| his own which also turn out to be madequate Faced with all this, Hippias advises
Socrates to forget his "little speeches" and mstead compose beautiful speeches for
~ political purposes which are "the salvatxon of oneself and one's money and friends."
(304a5 ff.) The dialogue ends, as does the Lesser Hippias, W1th Socrates saying that he
vacillates. But'on the earlier occasion he attﬁbutes his vacillatiogsto "some daemonic
fate." Socrates says that when he reveals hif perplexity on this subject to the "wise
ones" such as Hippias they ridicule him, but if he follows their advice he is "called all
| eorts of bad'mings by sorﬁe others here and by this fellow.who alwéys refutes me."

(304d2-4) The stranger isvable to do so it seems because he lives in the same house as

<

Socrates and is a very cldsc {tclation' He castigates Socrates for speaking about the -

beautiful when he has no idea what it is, and apparently believes that one in such a

~condition is better off dead. Socrates says that although he is thus reproached on both

sides, he may have to bear such things because it might help him in some way.

Apparently, the 1mmed1ate encounter with both Hlpplas and the stranger has beenv

10 pjato ha} employed an especially deft comic touch throughotxt this dialogue.



helpful, for now Socrates seems "to know what the proverb means .nat says, "The
beautiful things are difficult.” | |

The conversation in the Greater Hippias clearly shows how little Hippias has
thou;ght about the idea of the beautiful, a_ithough he feels free to speak about "beautiful
pursuits." His views are repeatedly shown to be incorx;cct, if not ridiculous, and ;Jy the
end of the dialogﬁé when all that he had either proposed or agreed to.as being the
- beautiful is shown to be unacceptablé he merely criticizes Socrates' approach, not for a

moment wondering whether his own ﬁnde'rstanding of these thingé is seriously flawed.

- Paradoxical as it might seem, the revelation of Hippias' ignorance in this dialogue may

~ have something to do with why the "god" has been willing, i.e. why Socrates is

present at the sophist's subsequent exhibition.

Like the Greater Hippias, the Lesser Hippias has a direct dramatic structure. We »

mean by that that there is no narration in the work, either by Socrates or anyone else.

12

_ .
Besides what we know of the circumstances from the Greater Hippias, we, the r&f;‘/;s/\_

of the Lesser Hippias, have access to no other information about this particular

-conversation than the actual words of the participants to each other (whereas a narrated

dialogue allows for certain asides to the audience). If we were wholly dependent on the _

resources of the latter dialogue, we would know neither the exact location of its
conversation, nor its firzimatic date. We would know only that Hippias' exhibition was
made some@here "inside" to a large throng of people. (see 364b4-9) Somé smaller but
indefinite portion of this audience, ipcluding Eudicus and Socrates and Hippias, are the

participants (some vocal, some silent) in the dialogue. They may still be inside the

school of Phei"dostratus, given Eudicus’ statement that "... we alone are left [left

behind] who would par{icularly make claim to share in the pursuit of philosophy.”

(363a4-6) But the fact that there is no reference to thé school of Pheidostra.tu's in the |

sser Hippias, nor any other indication of when the conversation is taking place, may



mean that the precxse locale and current political situation are of less 1mportance here

than in dialogues whcre they can be directly established.

The first spcz;ker of the dialogue is Eudicus. There are no historical references to

13

T

* him other than'those in the Greater and the Lesser Hippias.1t From these two works -

we learn that he is thc son of a certain Apemantus, who similarly is‘othcrwise
unknown, and almost surely an Athcman given his apparently long -standing
acquaintance with Socrates (as dlSCUSSCd below). In Greek, Eudlcus name means

"righteous dealing" or "justice,” a fact not without some implication for the dialogue.

He is apparently surprised at Socrates' silence after the great rhetorical display from

y Hippias. Evervone else seems to havc%cen 1mpresscd by the sophist’s abllmes (see

Q 363a2 -3), and Eudicus supposes that Socrates too will have, found the speech to be
“finely spoken"; but if Socrates has not he wants him to at least "refute something" (n
K1 EAeyyelo). (363al-4) According to Eudicus, those remélim'ng "would particularly
make claim to share in the pursuit’of philosophy." (353a5-6) Eudicus' use of the term
here is the only occurrence of the word "philosophy" in the dialogue. Socrates says
nothing about the merit of this claim Perhaps his subsequent actions will throw some

hght on this- question. Socrates' silence after Hippias' exhibition, howevcr implies that

he may have found the sophist’ s words to be less than fine. About the middle of the

dialogue--when Hippias' quite conventional, quite respectable views about the truthful

man and the lar have been refuted by Socrates, provoking an attack by Hippias on the

"Socratic method"--Socrates seems to provide some rather explicit criteria by which one

may determine whom he considers it worthwhile to question. Although anyone who

speaks may merit his initial attention, it is those speakers Socrates deems wise that he -

chooses to question “thoroughly,"” whereas those he thinks to be of "little account" he

~ does not question at all.,(36'962-63; see also 372b1-2) ‘Given Socrates' initial silence

1 Leake, Roots, p. 300.



and his pointed reference later to Eudicus having requested him to speak (see 364b8-
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cl), one suspects that Hippias is held in little regard by the philosopher. The fact that he ‘

seems to voluntarily converse with, the sophist in the Greater Hippias does not

necessarily conflict with this interpretation. The contrast between the two dialogues

may have been intended to reveal a change in Socrates' estimation of Hippias from the -

beginning of one to the beginning of the other.

Although the dramatic comparison between Socrates' initial behavior and his stated

general pohcy of being "mdefatlgable in questioning the wise" (372b1-2) is certamly -

meant to suggest something, if Socrates has no intention of conversmg with Hippias,

his continued presgnce at the school of Pheidostratus is rather-puzzhng. We note that
once Eudicus asks him to speak, Socrate;. does not seetn to require much
~ encouragement to do so; he tells Eudicus that "Indeed ... there are some things, among
those Hippias just now said about Homer; that I would ask him about with pleasure."
(363b1-3) And he shortly affirms again that he \;rill question Hippias "with pleasure.”
(see also 363b7) Is it o.nly politeness that causes him to say this, or is there something
about the following conversation that will gratify Socrates  will give him pleasure? As
. noted above, Socrates' first words to Hippias in the Greater Hlpplas were, "Hippias,

the beaunfuf‘&nd wise....," these being the qualities for which Hlpplas was famous. If
Hippias were mdeed wise, it seems reasonable to assume that he would know more
about something as important to human life as beauty, or at least to have given the
matter more thought than he provides any evidence of. Conversely, if he neither knows
anythmg about the nature of the beautiful, nor is aware of his i 1gnorance, he cannot in
truth lay claim to bemg wise. The questioning of Hippias in the: Greater Hzppzas then,

may bs seen as a test of the SOphlStS knowledge a test which he abjectly fails. His

clmm tc w1sdom is therefore a spurious one. ‘Since Socrates now knows this, it is

unhkely that he goes to the school of Pheidostratus to funher assure himself of



| Hippias' lack of wisdom. But perhaps he goes there to reveal this fact to some of his
fellow Athenians. In Plato's Apolagy, Soératcs relates how his habit of examining the
"wise" began as an attempt to refute the Délphic oracle's proclamation that "no one was
wiser" than him.12 He soon discovered, ho@evcr, that those who considered
themselves wise and were reputed to be so, were, in fact, even more ignoranf than
himself; for they were unaware of their ignorance. This m;de him realize that the gow

was merely using him to reveal that "human wisdom‘is worth little or nothing," and that

the wisest of men if one "'who, like [him], has become cognizarit that in truth he is

worth nothing with respect to wisdom." Socrates says that he continues to serve the
god in this way: . |
... even now I still g0 around seeking and investigating in accordance
with th¢ god any townsman or foreigner I suppose to be wise. And
whenever someone does not seem so to me, I come-to the god's aid and
show that he is not wise.
Socrates' examination of Hippias in the Lesser Hippi'as may very well be an examplekof
the latter type of deed, a rather peculjar act of piety it seems.

Eudicus’ wish that Socrates either praise or 'refute-Hippiés' speech reveals that he
holds Socrates' opinion in some regard. We s_hou_lld-note, however, that once Sdcratcs
agrees to .speak, he neither praises nor refutes an);;ﬁhing Hippias said in his greét public
display of rhetorical power, at least not immediately. He chooses, instead, to question
the sophist about his opinion concerning ceftain portrayals by Homer, specifically
about Ag:hiilcs and Odysseus. In the course of his speech, Hippias has apparently "...
exhibited many other vthings of every kind both about other poets and about Homer,"
(363¢2-3; emphasis added) but not what Would seem to be one of the central qucstiorls'.

in Homer, i.e. the respective ranking of his two most famous protagonists. This may

be an indication of Hippias' lack of judgment as to what the important issues really arg.

. ‘ \ :
lZApolagy, 21a ff., transl. from Four Texts on Socrates, by Thomas West & Grace S. West, (Ithaca:
Cornell University Prpss,’ 1984). All subsequent quotations will be from the same translation. '

N N
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The way Socrates chooses to introduce his question is a bit bdd, however; Socrates
says that he "used to hear" from Eudicus' father Apemantus "that the Iliad of Homer is
a more beautiful [noble] poem than the Odyssey, and more beautiful [noble] in the
measure that Ac.h'illes 1sa bet_ter man than Odys_seué," the two poems being made about
these two men respectively. (363b3-7) (Socrates and Apemantus were apparently well-
enough acquainted such that Socrates can‘spcak as if in times past he heard the father's

views 'repeatcdly.) Socrates would ﬁkc to find out Hippias' views on the matter, what

his "'opinion" is of Achilles and Odysseus and which he thinks to be the better man.

(363b8-9) According to Apemantus' reported position, the answer to this question
answers the question of the respective merits of the two poems. But this*does not seem
right. No one would argue, for example, that Henry V is a Better play than Macbeth

because Henry V is a better man.!3 Socrates may have r%;ed this issue to alert us to the

16

danger of identifying t < merits.of the lliad as a poem with those of Achilles as a man.

But he did not need to refer to Eudicus' father to convey this point. We soon see that

Hippias does share Apemantus' opinion that Achilles is better than Odysseus. Perhaps

the reference to an apparently ordinary man's views is intended to show that Hippias'

opinions are likewise very ordinary. The fact that Apemantus is Eudicus' father may

serve as a subtle indication of why Eudicus is enamored of the sophist.

@

The significance of Apemantus being mentioned may also have someth'ing todo

with the fact Yhat the latter portion of his name means soothsayer or seer. One
implication might have to do with the connection between justice (i.e. Eudicus) and
prophecy (i.e. Apemantus). It would seem that the latter is often the fathér of the
former. History. is'tertgi\r}ly filled with examples of codes of justice being embedded

within s*ories of the diviné, from Moses' laws to the Koran. The /liad and the Odyssey

13 In fact, great works of literature seem more often than not to be pbpulated_ with "worse" men and

wo&gu.—

\



}/ seem to have played similar roles in ﬁncient'Grecce_. In the Republic, Plato teaches us
that even the best ciiy requires tales involving divine powers in order to Justify the
existing regime or government.!4 Insofar as such tales are more fiction than fact,
"noble lies" 4f one prefers, the false seems to have a very important role in human lifc_:.'

So far Hippiéis has not said anything; he has not even been directly addressed.

Eudicus feels that there can ue no question of Hippias not answering Socrates; and-

when he turns to Hippias himself, the manner of his questions leaves ‘the sophist little
choice, having something of an alr of éhallenge about them. (see 363c4-6) Eudicus'
assumption about Hippias' willingness to answer Socrates is borne out by the=sophist's
first words. He feels he would be doing "strange/terrible"15 thingé if he were to refuse
to answer Socrates, he who always goes to the Olymbic games and presents himself
there "in the temple to spc'vak on whatever émyone may wish from among those things I
| have prepared for exhibition and to answer whatever anyone who wishés should ask."
(363c7 ff.)v The fact that Hippias' e;gfxibitions at Olympia took place in the temple might
seem odd in light of the fact that Socrates was accused and convicted of impiety for his

investigations. It woulvdaappearv that whatever the nature of Hippias' wisdom, it did not

threaten the conventional Greek notions of the gods. Socrates ironically flatters Hippias -

" in response. He specifically compares Hippias' experience at Olympia to‘ those of the

17

athletes and intrdduccs the notion of competing for wisdom. (36441-5) Hippias does -

_not find that at all strange, since it appears that there is some sort of competition for

learning at Olympia which he has always won. The fact that he is a sophist, one whose

14 Republic, 414b7 ff, : .

15 The Greek word, 8¢Lvoo, can also mean “clever,” which is not an irrelevant interpretation here
since a standard view of sophists was that they were clever speakers. This was, in fact, one of the
accusations made against Socrates in Plato's Apology. (17a ff.) In refuting this charge, Socrates says
that he, unlike his accusers who have delivered "beautifully spoken speeches ... adomed with phrases
- and words," speaks the truth, . ' ho ‘ ,

In Thomas West's analysis of this section of the Apologyﬁ&*says that "Socrates seems to suggest that
truthful speech cannot be. persuasive speech, or, in other wor: , that what is true can never be shared by
many men because it cannot be presented convincingly to them.” p. 17. _
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private income and public missions depend on his reputation for wisdom, implies that ‘

he must regard this conversation with Socrates too as something of a contest. Hippias' -

answer to Socrates reveals both his boastfulness and his carele’ss thinking- He says‘t-hat

. since I began contending for v1ctory at Olympla Ive never yet met anyone better

than I am in anything." (364a6 8 empha51s added) ‘The word he uses here for "better"

is ertttmv (not auewmv which Socrates had used; 363b2) The former more
specifically than the latter means "stronger, and originally in the bodxly sense. This
emphasizes the falseness of ’Hip'pia§ claim even more, for Obvionsly‘ the athletes at

Olympia are better than him in body. It may be objected that }ﬁppias'“overlooking of

the athletes is a small mattef, but in a dialogue where those who lie involuntarily are

shown to be worse than those who do so voluntarily, it is not msxgmficant that"'

Socrates' mterlocuter in the matter so quickly shows himself to be "worse.
Socrates' response-to this amazingly hubristic claim is interesting. He does not

openly criticize Hippias, but instead apparently praises him. A careful consideration of

his words, however, reveals a different picture. He says to the sophist, "It is a fine

¢

[koAov] thing indeed you're saying, Hippias--that your reputation is a tnonument of

>
wisdom both for the city of the Eleans and for your parents." (364b2 3) Since most -

hfet1me at least, is rather paradoxical. In order to be praised by the people, does not one

- human beings are not wise, for someone to have a reputation for wisdom, in his own:

have to say things that are pleasing t@the. an§ not necessarily what is true ;Iippias

may have acquired such a reputation simply by arnc:ulatmg what the many think more

. beautifully than they can themselves Perhaps this is why Socrates calls his reputation a

‘monument of wzsdom for Elis and for his paremts, because it commemorates the

"wisdom" of the people.16 This in_terpre_tation of Socrates' statern_ent presumes it to be -

—i :

16 The only true monument of a quality or idea like wisdom would seem to be creations that allow
human beings to understand its worth for themselves One thinks of Plato's corpus or Homer's poems



an'cxamplc of Socratip irony, speech that is both true and false and jwhich says diff? ot
thmgs to different people. But Socrates’ words’ also contain a more blatant falser a.

I—hppxas dxd not say anything about honour accrumg to either his city or hxs parents as a

result of hlS successes. There is no evidence that this is an mvoluntary falsehood on
Socrates' part. The reason for the lie may be that Socrates . uying to heal Hlpplas of

- his montrous conceit, or at least reveal it to others, by showing him how to properly

handle the reputation that he has acquired for himself. It would be more "noble" to

deflect the attention away from himself and towards those who have at least some claim

to his gratitude.

¢

for example. Thexr continuing significance to all human beings is not because they euloglze long-dead
men, but because their study allows one to actively pursue wisdom, i.e. to philosophize.

W
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I1I. Achilles and Odysseus (3 453-365d5)

Socrates quickly brings EIippias' atten;ioh Qgck to the mattefat hand. He asks
.H,ippia's what his opinion is-about Achillé/s and Odysseus and which of the two he
thinks is better and "in what respect." (364b3-4) But before Hippias has a chance to
answer, -Socrates" tells ijpias, and the others who remain (:;s well as the readers),
so'r_nething of his experience dL;rihg the sophist’s exhibition. Apparently he "was left
behin_c;" by what Hippias said because of his reluctance to question tlie sophist during
his speech.! Socrates explains his reluctance as due to two factors: the large number of
people “inside," and bécausﬁ he did no: want to "interfere” with the exhibition. (364b7-
8) Neither condition applies any longer; although, as discussed above, their abscnce .
was not initially sufficient to make Socrates question Hippias. It is Eudicus' pointed
intervention and the fact that there are "fewer" remaining that seem to bé the deciding
factors in Socrates' embarking on this convefsation: "... but now, since there are fewer
of us and Eudicus here bids me to ask, speak out and teach us clearly, what were you
saying about these two men?" (364b9) Cne wonders why the dissipation of the ';large
crowd" should make Socrates more willing to spéak. Is Socrates implying that some
questions are just not fit for the ears of the "many"?: (see 364b7) As will be seén
‘below, the nature of the subsequent discussion lends credence to this vie_w.3 This is the
first indication ~wzvhave had that Socrates may, in fact, agree with Eudicus' claim that

those remaining "Avould particularly make claim to share in the pursuit of philosophy."

. N )
1 Leake's translation does not maké the cause of Socrates’ being left behind clear, not taking account of
the yap. The sentence should read, "... I was left behind by the things you said, for I hesitated to
question you...." (364b6-7) Socrates says later thag when he wants "to learn what [a speaker] is saying,
I question him thoroughly and consider again and compgre the things said, so that I may understand."
(369d4-6) . ’ _ .

2 0xA0C cun mean the populace, as well as crowd, mob, etc.
3 The dialogue can, of course, be read by just about anyone, which may partly accourt for its
perplexing cheracter. :
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Whatever unusual notions are encountered later in the dialog‘ixe, they arise from a
c;risideration of subjects that would have been as familiar to an educated Greek as
Hamlet and Macbeth were to an educated Engllshman of the nineteeenth century
Socrates' choice of subJects may have been constrained by the thmgs that Hippias has
talked about durmg his exhibition, but the. 2 were many other things of every kind
both about other poets and about Homer" in his speech. (363¢2-3) The fact, then, that ™
Socrates chooses to ask Hipplas about Achilles'and Odysseus implies that there may be
as: 2c1al significance to this question. Perhaps he knows the direct. on the conversation
will take, at Jeast initially, and bn'ngs up this subject because he wants to discuss the
nature of lying in this particular sit1.ation.5'But beyond this possibility there may be a
more general reason for Socrates' asking about Achilles and Odysseus. If, as has often
been"stated, Homer is the teacher of the Greeks, then the nature of the two main
protagorusts in his epics is a very unportant question, pointing to the core of what he in
fact teaches If they are similar men, the question of their i 1mportance would come down
to one of whether Homer was right in his portrayal of human greatness. But if they are
| very different from each other, as seems to be the case, one of the most significant
tasks in interpreting Homer woulg be to ascertain the differences between the two and
deterrnme which, if either, is the higher or better example for men to’ fy’how But
Achilles and Odysscus are not the only men being compared in the dialogue. We must

not forget the two main interlocuters, one a "lover of wisdom," the other a sel”

préclaimed "wise man." Who should someone like Eudicus, who aspires to be

philosophical (he says he is a "pursuer of philoso_phy"),_ look to for guidance? The

v

4 This very familiarity may explain Hippias' incredulity when Socrates tries to convince him that
Achilles is not, in fact, better than Odysseus. Although Homer's protagonists are obvnously different
from these two of Shakespeare S, we may get a taste of Hippias' disbelief if we imagine someone trying
.to convince us that Macbeth is "better” than Hamlet.

21

5 Since the conventional view appeared to be that Achilles was the superior hero while Odysseus was .

famous for being a liar, it is not.difficult to surmise that asking Hippias who the better man is and
why, would lead to a discussion of lying.

.
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contrast between Socrates and Hippias, which is still a background issue at this point,

will become more pronounced as the dialogue pfoceeds.

Hippias, although he has heard the question three times, does not seem to notice

Socrates' emphasis on Achilles and Odysseus. He says that he is willing to speak not
.only about these two men but others also (364c3-5), and in his answer to Socrates
comments on Nestor as well. The reason for this lack of focus may be the fact that this
is a "stoék"_answcr. Sophists apparently specialized in giving carefully crafted "set
.‘pieces" as evidence of their knowledge. Hippias himself seemed to allude to this when
he spoke. ‘arlier of his'willingness at the Olympic festivals "... to speak on whatever

anybne may wish from among those things I have prepared for exhibition ...." (363d3-

- 4; emphasis added) According to Hippias, then, "... Homer represented Achilles as the

best man of those who came to Troy, Nestor as the wisést, and Odysseus as the most
-crafty/wil;'.". (364c5-7)6 Socrates ’professeS himself bewildered by the final part of this
answer. But before he expresses his secrﬁing c,onfusion, he asks for a favour on
~Hippiavs' part, that he refrain from ridiculing him if Socrates should find the discussion
hard to follow and répeatedly question Hippias, aﬁd reciuests, "Insteéd, try to answer
me gently nd calmiy." (364c8;d2) Socrates seems to_ be well acquainted with the
sophist;s actual tempérament, which will surface at various. points later on during the
discuésion, and which belies his ;racious words at the beginning of this little drama.

*

For Hippias says it would be "shameful" if he were not to comply with Socrates'

6 Leake's use of "versatile” for nokﬁ*cportoc is a singularly bad choice, because it gives no indication
of how Hippias can think that such a one is a liar. "Crafty" or "wily" (which is used by the Loeb
translation and will be used here) are much more appropriate translations of the term in this dramatic
context. s

The word used here for "best," aplatov, also means "bravest” which is its usual meaning in Homer.
(see Lrake, 282) That Hippias is using the word in the former sense is indicated by the fact that he
thinks Odysseus is worse than Achilles because he lies: "... T will display to you in an ample speech
with many proofs that Homer represented Achilles as better than Odysseus and not a liar, while he
represent xd the latter as treacherous, -frequently lying, and worse than Achilles." (369¢3-6) But if
Achilles is "best" in Hippias' eyes, Nestor is the "wisest" of the Achaians. For one who so proud of
his own wisdom, it seems rather curious that the wisest of the Achaians has no claim to being best.

Voo S



request.since he thinks it fit to charge money to tcach others these very same thmgs
(364d3- 6) We are reminded that Hippias has quite a blt at stake here. In the Greater
Hippias, when Socrates talks about how the sophists Gorgias and Prodicus, whlle qn
public business at Athens, made a great deal of money by "msking exhibition speeches
and associating with the youth," Hippias is prompted to speak of his proficiency in this
regard, which he conchxdes by saying, "Why, I almost suppose that I héve earned more
money than any other two sophists--;vhichever ones you wish."7 Hippias' exhibition at
Pheidostratus' school and willingness}to answer Socvrates' que‘stions, then, are likely
motivated primarily by pecuniary considerations.

Socrates seems to take Hippias' words at face value, saying that the sophist has
spoken very well or finely. (363d7)8 Perhaps Socrates is pleased at Hippias' calm
demeanor at this point in the conversation. He proceeds, nonetheless, to express his

ifficulty with Hippias' answer concerning the better man. He says that he has no

problem understanding Hippias' description of Achilles and Nestor, but has absolutely
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no idea what he means by calling Odysseus "wiliest.” (364d7-¢4) Wenote that Socrates »

prefaces his pcrplexity by 5 g, "... in this case, to tell you the truth...." As this is

~ the first occurrence of any cognate of the word "truth" in the dlalogue a dialogue

concemed to a large extent with lying, perhaps one may be excused for wondering if -

Socrates is so in the dark about the meaning of "wily" as he claims. Socrates asks if
Achilles has "not been represented by Homer as w11y‘7" (364e5-6) Taking the most
common meaning of TOAVTPOTOG, which is much travelled,” one would have to say
that Achilles is also""wily" (though not so much as the post - Odyssey Odysseus) Seen
in this light, Slocrates question is perhaps not so surprising. But "much traveled" does

not seem to be what Hippias has in mind by toAvtponoo. He says that Homer has

1 Gr. Hip., 287b5ff.
8 Leake's translation is not quite right, xoAwo is an adverb not an adjective,
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not represented Achilles as 'wily but as "most simple.” (364e7) In the sense that one
who is much travel® is likely to be more experienced and partakc of a more
cosmopolitan spirit, "simple" could be understéod as implying t}‘ie"opposite of "much
traveled;" although, once again, this does not seem to be Hippias' intention.® What
seems to be an integral part of "wily" for Hippias is that such a man is a liar. As an
example of Achilles' 's-implicity, Hippias quotes from the sectibn of the Iliad where
Ac.hilles is entreated to rejoin.the fighting by Odysseus, Ajax, and Phoinix (who have
been sent by Agammenon), and says that in ihese lines "‘[Homcr] shows clearly the
manner of each man, how Achilles was both truthful and simple, Odysseus both. wily

and lying...." (365b3-5)
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In the quote, which comes just after Odysseus' speech to him, Achilles says '

(according to Hippias),

Son of Laertes, sprung from Zeus, much-devising Odysseus:

One surely must speak out without regard to consequences,

Just as T am going to do and as I think it will be fulfilled;

For that one is hateful to me as the gates of Hades ‘
‘Who hides one thing in his mind but says something else.

But I will speak, as it is also going to be fulfilled. (365a)

It is true.that Achilles says here that he deplores' men who lie, but that of course is a far

cry from proving that Achilles himself is not a liar andr that Odysseus is. Given the
question at issue, we surely cannot take Achilles' word% zit~ face value, as Hippias
seems to be doing. The very fact that ;\chilles gpeaks dispara\gi'ngly' of those who say
one thing while thinking another could itself be a ploy designed to beguile others
(granted this is unlikely given the representation of his character elsewhere by Hamer,
but that ivs not the immediate point). Hippias may well have a mor@ comprehensive
Qision of Achilles in mind when he says that he is truthful, but the evidence that he

presents for it-h‘ere is far from sufficient. Similatly, thé fact that Achilles may be

9 See also Leake, Roots, p. 283.



criticizing Odysseus for lying (though, as discussed below, thiS wc'>dld not seem to be
the main intent pf his words here, contrary to what Hippias Wants tb convey) would not
prove that his criticism is valid. It is because thérc is so much other evidence tﬁat
Odysseus lies (which Hippias himself alludes to momentarily) that the' claim that
Odysseus is a iiar can be accepted so easily. Thus, unless Hippias is practiqing his own
kind of deceit, the sophist appéars to have the "simple"' type of soul that he ascribes
glowingly to Achilles. o -

Interestingly, Hippias has not quoted Homer verbatim. He has omitted one line
completely, and has madf: other smaller changes to the text. The first pz;rf of the
quotation should be: |

Son of Laertes, sprung from Zeus, much-devising Odysseus:
One surely must speak out without regard to consequences,

Just as T am going to do and as I think it will be fulfilled;
That you may not keep moaning one after another, sitting beside me.

For that one is hateful ... 10
The inclusion of the missing lilne‘throws a somewhat different light onto the reason for
Achilles' complaint about duplicitous men.'Rathgr than being a comment on Odysseus'
nature, Achilles appears to have had a different purpose in mind in saying these words.
He se;rris to want the envoys to cut éhort their entreaties, since what he is about to say
is the straightforward, immutable truth.1! Dropping this line strengthens Hippias' view
tha: Achilles is condemning Odysseus as a liar here (though it does nothing for thg

sophist's assumption that Odysseus is thus a liar). Hippias, 'then, is not without tricks

10 Leake, Raols, 284. : _ ,
11 Byt the question remains: is it sufficient to say that one hates liars in order to convince people that

one does not lie? This may be an indication of Achilles' naivety, although most people may be
convinced by such a statement; but an Odysseus surely would not be. '

‘Achilles’ expression of his hatred of liars at this point may also be coloured by other considerations. He

may be lamenting what he now thinké was his naivety in believing that Agammenon truly honoured

- him, sincerely expressing his hatred of the duplicitous man, as Hippias seems to think. Achilles says

of Agamemnon later in the same speech, "He cheated me and he did me hurt. Let him not beguile me/
with words again.” [liad, IX.375-6, transl. by Richmond Lattimore, (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1951). All subsequent quotations from the /liad will be from the Lattimore translation unless
noted. ‘
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of his own in arguing.12 This is in accordswith his reputation as one of the most

famous sophists of antiquity. The "revising” of Homer might also show that Hippias is

~ .
less concerned with the truth of things than for victory in argument. In this respect, he

gets a taste of his own medicine, for (as we will see later) Socrates also feels free to -

misquoté Homer. The mere fact that HippiaS tampers with Homer is not proof that he is
“eristic," for hé may be doing so only to convey more clearly what he thmks to be the
truth of the matter. His later behaviour, however, tends to confirm thé former
Interpretation.

( ' So'crate_s‘does not question the veracity of Hippias" interpretation of Homer, at

least not in the first part of the dialogue. He is more interested in Hippias' definition of

26

the wily man, who he now understands is a liar. (365b6 ff.) Hippias says that this is it |

"precisely.” His answer seems indicative of a tendency to mistake the part for the

whole; for being wily would seem to entail many other activities than just lying.

-

vSocfates concludes that for Homer, then, "the truthful man is one sort and the' Iiar
another," emphasizing the point by adding, "and they are not the samc."' (365c3 ff.)
| Hippias seems surprised that anyone could conceive of the matter otherWise, and
vehemently affirms Socrates' distinction. Socrates fiow dispenses with Horher for the
time being, ostensibly for the reason that "it is imposs&ble to ask' him what he was
thinking when he composed these verses...." (365d1-2) On the basis that Hippias is in
agreement with what he said Homer says, Socrates assigns him the responsibility of
responding both for the poet and himself. (365d2-5)

But is there any point in referring to Homer (as oppoSed to his cﬁaracters) at all

given Socrates' statement that one cannot question his intentions when writing? This is

-

12 That the omission is conscious and not an oversight is given credence by the fact that Hippias was
famious for l:aving great powers of recollection. He boasts in the Greater Hippias that if he "[hears] fifty
names just once, I recollect them.” (285e8-9) Whatever his difficulty in following an extemporaneous
argument, ther., he probably knew every verse of the [liad . B
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literally true in a sense of any dead author, and perhaps all that Sc;g;tes means here is

that a written work must stand on its own merits. There is, however, another more

disturbing way of interpreting what Socrates is saying: that in examining the Iliad and

the Odyssey, one cannot arrive at any coherent understanding of the author's

conception of the world and man's role in it.13 But before leaping to any such

conclusions, we have to keep in mind the context in which Socrates says this. He is
talking to Hippias after all, and the comment may be intended to reveal something about
the sophist's nature rather than about Homer's merit as a "poet. A profound

understanding of the works of a great poet such as Homer would seem to require

qualities of mind and spirit that are far from common, closer perhaps to the poet's own. -

The implication is that the conventional understanding of the Iliad and the Odyssey may
be very different from what the poét intende?i his most perspicacious readers to see.
Clearly Hippias, as seen so far in both the "Greater" and the "Lesser” dialogues bearing
his name, is not such a one. Besides his memory (and the strength of his misguided
belief in his own excellence), he possesses no exceptional powers of soul. As Hippias'
subsequent remarks about the /liad will amply confirm, it is quite fair to say, that it is

impossible for him to "ask [Homer] what he was thinking..},."

{

13 This would then be even harsher criticism than that meted out to the poet in Book X of the
Republic, where the poet's particular view of the whole seems to be the focus of criticism. (see Bloom,
430)



IV. Liars and Truth-tellers (365d6-369a4)

Hippias expresses a ready agreement with Socrates' suggestion that he answer
~ both for himself and Homer, aiskiBg Socrates to question him "briefly." (365d6) One
presumes the topic of the sgbsequent investigatioii will be Hippias' assumption that "...
the truthful man is one sort and the liar another ...." Socrates' first questions, howéver,
concern the "power"1 that liars possess. He asks if Hippias says "that liars are
incapable [lack the power] of doing anythihg,\fike sick men, or are they capable [do
they have the power] of doing something?" (365d7-8) Later in the dialogue, when
Sécrates asks Hippias to cure him of his ignorance, he 1mp11es that ignorance is a
sickness of the soul (see 372¢7 ff. ) Seen in this light, his question here implies that
knowing is a prcrcquisite to doing. For Hippias, it is obvious that liars are capable, of
lying in particular, but of other things as well. (365d9-10) Socrates reiterates that they
are capable, dropping the qualification that they are 4capable of "doing something.” He
then asks Hippias whether "they are wily and deceiving by foolishness and imprudence
or by unscrupulous wickedness and a certain prudence?" (365e4-5; emphasis added)
There are several things to noticé in the phrasing of this question. One is that Socratesv
seems to implicitly distinguish between wiliness and lying, which accords with our

earlier interpretation that Hippias' view that the "precise” definition of the wily man is

one who lies (see 365b6-c2) is wrong. Another is the contrived opposition |
("imprudence” and "prudence” being natural opposites) between "foolishness" and

"unscrupulous wickedness." Socrates' use of "unscrupulous wickedness"

(ravovpyiao) is-rather conspicuous since he makes no reference to it ('or anything

similar, e.g. KOKOG or LOPTAV®) again until the middle of the dialogue, when the

1 The Greek word, Suvatoa, means powerful or "capable.” See Leake, p. 284, nt. 6, and also the
Loeb translaticn, 365d8 ff. v
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- discussion has turned to the q\uestion of the merits of the voluntarily bad as opposed to
tho§e who are involuntajrily so. Socrates may be using the term here to inéreése the
likeﬁﬁood that Hippias will answer that liars are indeed prudent, exploiting Hippias'
transpafent belief that liars are wicked or evil. And indeed, Hippias emphasizes
"unscrupulous wick€dness" as the means by which'liars‘lie in his response. (see
365e6) The tﬂird tli’ing to notice is Sécrates' qualificatidn of the prudence of hars as"a

~4

certain [or, sort of] prudence.” The implication seems to be that the liar's prudence is

not prudeénce per se. Certginly, there is no question that different human bemgs possess

R Y% \
N

varymg amounts of prudence.

 Surprisingly, then, Socrates 1mmed1ately drops this quahﬁcanon in his sulmmation
that liars are thus pmdent (see 365¢7) The first oath of the dialogue occurs in Hippias'
response to this summation; he says, "Yes, by Zeus - too much so!" (365€8) Perhaps
the emphatic nature of the response is a result of Hippias having been on the receiving

« N

end of this kind of prudence. Socrates proceeds to the next step of his afgument. He
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asks, "since [liars] are prudent, do they not know what they are doing, or do they |

know?" (365¢9-10) To Hippias there is no question that they know, this being "why

they do evil." (365e11) By knowing, then, it follows that they are wise, or at least it

does when Socrates poses the next question as a choice between liars who know being -

either ignorant or wise. (see 365e12-13) Hippias stresses that liars are wise in

"deceiving thoroughly." (365e14-15) At this point in the discussion, Socrates says to -

him,

Stop there. Let us recollect what it is you are saying. You assert that

liars are capable, prudent, knowing, and wise in those thing$ in which

they are liars. (366a1-3; emphasis added)
One wonders if there some special signiﬁcancc to this imperative. Is it an ironic allusion
to Hippias' famous memory, and thus to the impotence of being able to remember

names without any ability to rationally connect things? For Socrates certainly takes



some sophistica’l‘tums in arriving at this ¢anclusion that appear to go entirely. unnoticed
by Hippias. As noted above, "unscrupulous wickedness" drops very quickly out of the
: piclture,. and with it any notions that liars are morally culpable (when Hippias says that
liars do evil because they know, this is ignored by Socrates). We have also‘ noted that
the prudence of liars undergoes a change from being-"a certain prudence" to prudence
simply. Insofar as "prudence" is something good, Socrates appears to be refem'ng” to a
very high calibre of liar, but this is no way bothers Hippias. The question whether liars

"know what they are doing" is not as troublesome, at least in the conventional sense of
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someone being aware of what he is doing.2 But the step from this sort of knowing to -

being wise per se (see 365e12-13) is quite incredible. We grant that in listing these
'ostensiblc virtues of liars (as quoted above),‘ Socrates adds the qualification "in those
‘things in which they «re liars," but this still leaves us with a rather bizarre concéption of
liars. They seem to be endowed with perfect knowledge’of that which they lie about.
Hippias does not seem to see any such difﬁcultiés in what Socrates says, and
acknowledges that this is what ke asserts. (366a4 ff.) Socmtcs&eminds Hippias of his

initial claim that those who tell the truth and those who lie are not the same, which

seems to be a warning that what has been agreed to so far will be used against the

sophist's initial position. At this point, Socrates sees fit to leave out "knowing" and
"prudence” from the discussion3; he says to Hi ias, "... some of the capable and
p y pp P
wise, apparently, are the liars according to your argument.” (366a8-9; emphasis added)
The numerous references to Hippias saying or asserting or arguing these pointé about
_ \g
2 In the sense of having true understanding of what they do and why, however, the prudent may not

- really know. In the Republic we find that "... according to the way [prudence] is turned, it becomes

useful and helpful or, again, useless and harmful.” (518¢3-4) Just after this, Socrates talks about "the -

. men whn are said to be vicious.but wise.” (emphasis added) The soul of such men does not have "poor
* vision"; Socrates comments on "how sharply it distinguishes those things toward which it is turned.”

(519a ff) 3ut because of what their vision is focussed on, i.e. the realm of becoming, such men cannot
truly know and thus carinot be wise. "

3 The former subsequently occurs only at 367a2 and 368al in this section of the dialogue, and the latter
does not reappear till 37126. - . : :

rh
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: the nature of liars (see also 365e1-2, 366b1 376b4), serve ironically to emphaswe the

. fact that prpras does not present any original ideas in this secnon, merely assentmg to

all of the philosopher's propositions. Socrates now asks Hippias if he is saying that

liars "... are capable of lying if they should W1sh to lie or that they are incapable with
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. L : :
respect to these things about which they lie?" (366b2-3) This definition of liars, that

they must be capable of lying in order to be called liars, seemns rather trivial, but we will
soon see Socrates transforming it such that liars become perfectly capable of lying. At
this point, what is interesting about Socrates' statement 1s’lhe quahﬁcatmn, "if they

should wish to lie." We note that in the immediately following discussion the phrase "if
\

______wishes to lie" appears four more times. (at 366c13, 366¢8, 367a2, and 367a5) It

seems appropriate to ask, then, when and why huihan bemgs wish to lie. Much lying

seems to take place in order to escape the consequences of havmg done somethmg
wrong (Wthh is the main reason children he) Other lies are engaged in for the purpose
of harming someone, whether from anger, hatred, fear, or _]USt gratuitous cruelty. One
may also lie- mtnder to obtain certain thmgs be it a few extra dollars or "grander"

things such as great wealth, honour, and political power. What 1s common to these

' examples is that they are not only selfish, but what wpulcﬁ)e commonly regarded as

S
unjust reasons for lymg But there may also be good réasons for lymg&e g. earlier we

spoke of divine tales of men's orlng- as a sort-of l}e)i;;éBut for most people, Just as for

Hippias, to call someone a "liar" is a pejoral/ve'term It is, then, all the more curious

‘ when Socrates sums up the precedmg,a.nalysm as showmg that "liars are the wise and

| .capable of lymg " (366b6 empha51s added) He leaves out all the\prev1ous

qualifications: that the posmon is Hippias', that only "some" of the capable and wise

are liars, and that hars have these qualities in relat)ton to that which they lie about. The i

1mphcatxon seems to be that wise men are liars penod

N
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Socrates now glcidates what he means by one who is "capable” or "has power."
He says that "each one is capable who does what he wishes when he wishes." (366c1-
. : &

2) What and when a person wishes to do something is determined by what he knows,

i.e. by what he thinks is in his interest, or good for him, to do. This, in turn, would-

seem to depend on his understanding of what the good (or goods) is (or are) for a

human being. But there is moi’e to doing than just ratienaﬂy knowing the best course of
action, and it is one who does what heﬂv:rants that is cap;ble. A person's.success in’
.acting would seem to depend also on the capacil;y of his will, i.e. its ability to overcome
opposing desires: Socrates offhandedly seems to rule out temperéry\ incarJacitau'on with
his exclusion of those ' prevented by sickness or such things...." from acting as they
wish. (366c2 3) But in Ilght of the Iater tacit suggestion that ignorance is a swkness of
-. souls, this qualification may not be as mnocent or incidental as it seems. Socrates
proceeds to give an apparently i mnocuous example of the type of person he megns t‘
the capable .. I simply mean someone who is in the’ situation you are in with regard
to the power of writing my name whenever you wis}r#-that is what I mean." (366¢3 ff.y

Hippias agrees that such a one is capable and the discussion continues. But before we

- follow it, this exarhple' merits some thought. The type of 'pewer that Socrates is

describing here appears to be a meagre one--Hippias’ ability to wriie- the philosopher's .

name whenever he wishes. Why and wllen would- Hlppxas write Socrates' name?
: 'Perhaps he would in a letter or a lawsult ar in a work of literature, something whrch.
Hippias did not do at all to the best of our knowledge. But there were others who knew
-Socrates who did, namely Aristophanes, Xenophon, and especialiy Plato. The power
involved in writing Socrates' name has Suddenly tjkenguantum leaps; and the example
takes on areflexive quélity. We are reminded of the dialogue itself, which is a-creation

of a man called Plato, and of the lliad and the Odyssey, whose author wrote such-



"names as "Achilles" and "Odysseus." In Plato'’s séventh letter he says that what he

. writes are actually the works of a Socrates made young and beautiful. The Socrates we

are seemg, then, may be different m important wayy from the historical one. And'

Adhilles and Odysseus, the one a { emi-god and the other a man involved in fantastlcal

expenences with gods and monsters are obviously more Homer's creatlons than real

men. But the fact that these stones are not historically true .or are more fiction than\fact,

has little to do with the. truth they convey on a deeper level For the task of a
phllosopher and/or good poet would sém to be to prerce to the core of that which is,
and to reveal these hidden vistas to others, or at least to those who have the ability and

1nchnauon to understand such things.’
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Socrates now turns to speciﬁc areas of expertise' in which a person could either lie - -

H

or tell the truth. The first concerns the art of calculation (loyto'mcno) He asks ‘

Hippias whether he is "not expenenced in calculations and in the art of calculatmg”"
(366c8 -9) Hrppras afﬁrms emphaucally that he is. As an apparent test of his fac111ty and
-asan example of the art, Socrates asks the sophist whether he would not be able to s;"y
"th'e’truth" about the product of 3x7 "most swiftly of all and most precisely, if [he]
w1shed"" (366¢12 ff )3 When Hippias ‘says that he of course can, Socrates asks
“ whether the reason is because he is also "most capable" and "wisest" concermng these
thmgs Hlpplas has no problem agreeing, apparently havmg forgotten that liars have
Just been defined as "the wise and ‘capable of lying." He also boastfully agrees w1th
Socrates' suggestion that possessing these attributes makes hlm "best" in the same

matters.® Socrates seems to have established an example of a perfect practitioner of an
ry

1
K

4 We are also reﬁnded of the fact that Socrates never wrote.
5 One wonders if there is any significance to this particular choice of numbers. We do note that
letter for three in Greek is y, which is also the first letter in yevdoo, or the'lie, * LA

6 We may have a definition here of who the best really are in the different areas in’which human}eings

may have expertise. The same criteria may apply more genérally'to human beings, i.e. that thos® most
capable and wisest in "human affairs” are the best human beings. If we can determine what exactly

P
- .
. \j;’v’,
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art, in this instance, Aoytotikno. Such a one can b st tell the truth . bout the particular

things that fall into his field of expertise, and, as Socrates will now show,'is also most
2, éépable of lying about these same things. As Socrates directs attention to the subject of
' lyiﬁg, he encourages Hippias to answer just as he did previously, "ina well-born and
| thagnificent way." Two questions follow about whether the orie capable of lying about
3 x 700 is Hippia_s himself, i.e. fhc "wise maﬁ," or the "igndrant" ‘one. In them,
Socrates stresses the ability of the wise man to lie "precisely” and consisténtly "if_ [he]

wishes to lie"; whereas the ignorant man is described as "involuntarily speaking the

truth many times if he should chance upbn it through not knqwing....—" (366¢e4 ff.) The

possibility of such a thing happening in rhis case seems rather remote, as there is,

stiictly speaking, an infinitude of .possible wrong answers to this question and only one

correct answer (being the farthest extreme from "yes-or-no" questions in which an

ignorant person has an equal chance of telling the truth as of lying). This might imply
that there are situations where one who does not know the truth could lie effectively,
~ except for the fact that for lies to be convincing, they usually have to be 'pléusible.
Someone would pretty easily be caught lying, for example, if he said that the answer to
3 x. 700 was 8. What may be misleading about this .example witﬁ respect to certain
"‘truths" about human life, however, is the impliéation that there fs only one correct
answer to any particular question. The questioq of. whﬁt the bést life is for a hur’nan

being, for example, may have as many different answers as there are distinct types of

\
y

human beings.
Hippias seems to have no problem agreeing with everything Socrates has just said.
(see 367a7) We note that up to this point in the argument, lying has been spoken in

terms of capacity (as a mode of action which is available to the one who knows, "if he

human affairs are, if it can be sufficiently limited in this way, we will have criteria by which to judge
who the better man is of Odysseus and Achilles.



wishes"). That now changes as Socrates engages in a rather bizarre bit of questioning

- about "numbers."7 E.¢ asks Hippias, "Is the liar then a liar only about other things but

not about number, ahd would he not lie in counting ['numbering']?" (36738—9) That is,

there is no qualiﬁcatfon of such a one being capable of lying in this instance or doing so

"if he wishes to:" Hippiés, curiously, é{nsWers' the question emphatically in the
affirmative with his second oath of the dialogue. His previous oath occurred when he
asserted that liars were only too prudent. (365d8) Our interpretation there--that Hippias

seems to have had first-hand cxpéricnce of this type of "prudence"--seems borne out by

his Vcl;\emencc here. Numbers and count. g, after all, pléy their largest role for most

~

people with réspecf to money.8 And we have ah:eady seen (from the Greater Hippias)
that Hippias has something of an obsession with money. Given Hippias' claim that he
is wisest and most capablé aﬁd best at calculation, it might seem odd to suggest thaf he
has likely beeh.thc ﬁct’ = of those who lie about counting. One would then be inclined
to conclude that Hippias is (voluntarily) lying about his expertise here, except for the
fact of his mohstrous conceit. If the conversation portrayed in this dialogue i_s any

indication, he could very well believe that he is an expert calculator even in the face of

" evidence to the contrary. Perhaps, on the other hahd, he was bilked prior to his gaining

7 To the Greeks apiOpwv is not the same as AonoTins (calculation). Bloom, in his notes to the
Republic, says that "In Greek mathematics the study of numbers and their attributes (arithmetike) is
distinguished from that of calculation (logistike), which involves operations with numbers (addition,
subtraction, etc.).” p. 465. L . ’ i .
Julia Annas, using examples from the Gorgias and Philebus, feels that "Plato is committed to a
distinction between theoretical arithmetike and theoretical logistike: knowing how to count numbers,
knowing what numbers are, is taken to be different from knowing the various relationships numbers
stand in, the ways in which they are related by addition, multiplication, and so on.” According to
Annas, the Lesser Hippias is one of a number of dialogues in which arithmetike and logistike are
conflated. Annas, in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Books M & N, transl. by Annas (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1976) pp. 5-7. This interpretation seems correct in terms of Hippias' reaction to this example.
Socrates seems to have brought "number” and "numbering"” to the fore in order to get Hippias to agree
that experts in the arts being considered are both liars and truth-tellers. ‘

8 In ancient Greece, which did not have a convenient numeric system like the Arabic one, the ordinary
citizen was at much greater risk of being the victim of those who lie about numbers in this fashion
than in our society. It required a great deal of skill to be proficient at calculation, which made a good
calculator (potentially at least) a good embezzler.

-
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such expertise. Socrates, at any rate, seems to hgge tapped a sensitive vein in Hippias
with this question, ﬁnd purposely so %t seems. His next question to the sophist is even
more forthright about the existence of certain human beings who are liars: "Should we
‘then regard this too as established ... that a certain sort of human being is a lizlr about
calculation and number?" (367al1-12; eln'phasis added) We note that this has”not, in
fact, beenv established by argument. B\lt Hippias assents to the question without
noticing that smgll fact, his previous agreemenf that liars lie about numbers apparently
colouring his response here.

Socrates now directs the v.diSCUSSiOKII back to those who are capable of lying.
Asking the identity of the persbn who lies about calcul\ation and number, he proceeds to
give an ostensible answer to this question, but in the form of another question, once
again referting to capacity or pdwer as that which determines who the liar is. (367b2
ff.) He then returns speciﬁcélly to calculation and asks Hippias whether he has nét been

revealed as one “most capable" of lymg and of tellmg the truth about calculations.

(367b7 ff. ) We note that Hippias seems to have some dlfficulty answering the lymg'

part afﬁrmauvely. (see 367b9 & 367c3) He doubtless,has some awareness that the
discussion is running counter to the view he is-\ publicly committed to. Socrates
concludes that the "same man" is "most éapablc" of doing both?; adding, "Angl this is

the one who is good at these things, the expert calculator.” (367c4-6; emphasis added)

Once again, we have the conflation of "the liar" with the one who is capable of lying.

N ' .
Socrates' next-question is different; he wants to know "Who ... becomes a liar about

calculation other than the one who is good?" (367c8 ff.; emphasis added) Instead of

referring to capacity alone (he adds that this one is "also capable ... and truthful as

well") Socrates is now referrmg to one who actually lies. It is interesting that in this-

context we find the phllosopher employing an equivocal, apparently "sophistical” use

9 Leake has mistakenly translated 367c4-5 as‘a question. see Loeb, b.442 & Bumnet, p. 366e.
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of 'good.; Socrates seems to refer indiscriminately to the one who is good simply, i.e.
the good human being, and to he who is "good" at some péttticular‘ thing.10 But why
should the former be said to be the one who becomes a liar about calculation? The
positioxt is certainly at odds with Hippias' view that liars do evil, something which he
- does not notice. But the reference to the good one simply also raises the issue of when
it is good for a calculator to lie about his art. The art of calculation itself does not seem
o provide any guidance in this regard. Socrates' next question to Hippias refers even
(Mmom clearly to one who lies, but this time the referent seems to be the expert calculator:
"Do you see, thco, that the same one is a liar and trutht'ul;bout these things, and the
truthful is no better thatl the liar?" (367c12 ff.) Hippias apparently does, which is more
evidence of his inability to follow an argument; for Socrates has nowhere shown why
the expert calculator would both lie and tell tﬁe truth about calculations. The practice of

the art itself does not seem to require it. \
Socrates‘wonders if Hippiao would like to consider the same matters in another
area, asking the sophist if he is "not also experienced in geometry?" (367d5 ff.) The .
first reference, in thxs case, is to the one who is "most capable Socrates establishes
that the one w1th the most power to lie and to tell the truth "about geometrical figures” is
the same person.v But here too we find an equivocal use of the g good. Socrates asks, "Is.
anyone else good in these"things other‘than this one?" (367d9 ff.; emphasis added)
Hippias thinks not and Socrates appears to”agreeﬁwith him at first, referring to the
"good and wise geometer” who is "most capable" in these matters. But for some reason
he does not leave it at that, asking, "And if anyone else could be a liar about gcometncal
figures, it would be he, the one who is good?" (3672 ff.; emphasis ached) Socrates :
seems to be subtly distinguishing one who is "goed at geometry" from the one who is

"good simply" and yet lies about geometrical thmgs and inviting us to sort out their

v
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truthful.-Socrates adds, instead, that "the bad one was incapable of it, so that he would

relationship. Once again the simply good one seems to be connected with the one who
actually lies about this art, as oppbsed to 'being "most capable” of doing so; and ogce

again he is also referred to as "capable of lying," although in this instance not-as

not become a liar who is unable to lie...." (emphasis added) Hippias i;onically agrees
that "These things are so," apparently not noticing that the "bad -one" has just been
defined as being incapable of lying. We remember that for him, liars are "worse"
human beings. Perhaps he thinks Socrates is referring to the bad geometer in this
inéténce, but this isisomething we ;:annot be sure of, and even so, Socrates has not

offered any reasons why the good and wise‘geomete(_would want to lie. There is no

-reference to the simply good one in the next example, that of astronomy. (368a4 ff.) In

this case, Socrates says that "if anyone is a liar" it will be the good astronomer.

(emphasis added) It cannot be the "ignorant" one because he is "incapable" of lying. He

-

also says that "In astronomy as well ... the same one will be truthful and a liar."

* (emphasis -dded) With.respect to astrbnomy, then, there seems to be little question that

the pra: aer of the art is a liar. As we will soon see, there is some Jusnﬁcatmn for

saymg tis; but Socrates gives no proof of it here, and we note that once again Hippias

. hotices nothmg amiss.

The first "proof" concludes with an invitation for Hippias to "consider freely in

. this way in the case of all the sciences whether matters are anywhere in a condition

other than this...." (368bl ff.) Socrates does not specifically say here that what has
been shown is that the same man is both truthful and a liar, but he does shortly

thereatter, at the end of the little speech he gives here on the nature of Hippias'

"wisdom." (see 368e276) We have noted that it has not in fact been proven that the

38



-

same one is a liar and truthfu’l with resI;cct to any of the threell sciences discussed so
far, but only that the expert would seem the most capable of "perfect” lying. Thcre is no
disputing Socrates’ contennon that the experts in these various areas are capable of both
lying and telling the truth, but there is no need for them actually to lie in the practice of

the The expert calculator may lie in transactions mvolvmg money (embezzle say),

but that is more a case of calculation bemg used in the "art" of stealmg than its being an

integral part of the art of calculation. The latter would seem to involve gaining

understanding about calculation (abbut which fio calculator would want to lie), and

calculation itself is only intelligible in terms of its being duected at calculatmg correctly, -

. "truthfully.” The case of geometry seems similar. It was used in ancient Greece, as

it is now,for such things as measuring land!2 (which'is what the term was derived-

from, since it literally means "earth-measuring"). Geometric deceptions likely occurred,
then, in transactions of land. But, once again, these deceptions do not seem to a

necessary part of the good geometer's art. The example of astronomy may be

somewhat different. Since the traditional religious view was that the heavenly bodies_

were gods, lying about astronomy (i.e. saying things that accorded with the authorities’

views or at least maintaining a judicious silence) may very well have been part of the

~ good astronomer's art, insofar as he wanted to continuing practicing it, that is.13

Investigating "thmgs in the heavens could be politically hazardous. The example of

Anaxagorus (who Is mentioned in the Greater Hippias) is a case m pomt Anaxagorus,
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after having lived in Athens for thirty years was charged with impiety for believing that

11 Socrates begins the discussion of the astronomer by saymg . let us also i Investigate the third man
" (367e9; emphasis added) Our note on numbermg 1mplled that it is to be conflated with

calculauon If there is a fourth man, he would be the simply® good one.

12 J. Annas, pp. 21-2.

3 In this context, we also remember that astronomy (i.e. understanding "solids in motion") can be a

metaphor for philosophy.
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the sun was a burning stone."14 He managed to flee, thus saving his life, in dramatic
contrast to Socrates who suffered a kind of 'martyrdom in connection with a similar
charge.15 Maybe the fact that the t_ruly good astronomer is necéssarily, then, bbth a liar
and truthful is why Socrates seemed to treat‘tﬁis science somewhat differently, not
speaking of the simply good.one as the liar in this instance. But the case of astronomy
does not resolve the general problem that the sciences, themselves, do not provide any
guidanccas to when lying ought to take place, if at all. ,
As the examples discussed above remind us, one could lie about calculation and
~ geometry for monetary gain. If the inotivation for-this was greed, the decision to lie
would nbt be a good one (aﬂthough to the hu'rr‘lan being who thought mor;ey was the
best thing in life it might appear sol6). Butif a calcglz%?tor lied about numbers to a thief,
for example, one may regard his action as somethivng gJood The implication of Hippias'
aversion to liars, that one should never lié about these things, is clearly an insufficient
| guide to action; there may be many instances when lying would be the good thing to
"do. Socrates' references to the simply .g?)od one as ’the liar may imply that lying is a
much larger part of the good life than it is commonly recognized to be. But how does
one cietermi,ne what the good reasons are for lying? The assumption that greed is a bad
reason for lying is based on a particu‘lar conception of "the gogd". Whether it is truly

bad depends on wha(t the good really is for human beings. But ascertaining this requires
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~ ‘a most comprehensive knowledge. One must know such things as the nature (or

natures) of the human so}}l,’ whether it is something static or changing, what the proper
rclat:ionship between human beings is, the place ogman in the universbe, and so forth.

This type of knowledge would seem worthy of the nkmc "wisdom," as opposed to the

14 Apparently religious concerns were not the sole motivation for the charge; Anaxagorus was a close
friend of Pericles', who was the indirect target of the prosecution.
13 See Apo’ogy, 18b, 23d, 36b-38b, 38d-e: : ,

6 As noted, presuming a person is not self-destructive, he would wish to lie when he it is in his
interest to do 0, i.e. when believes it is good for him. '



knowledge possessed by the best calculators and geometers. Such a wise one would
‘ i)resumably have no difficulty determining if and when he should lie. It seems unlikely,
however, that there are any human beings who completely possess this type of
wisdom. But insofar as one wants to do what is best for oneself, the pursuit of such
wisdom seems to be a necessity, and such a pursuit could even be good in itself as it
wére. In this light, it is interesting that the next use of "good" in the dialogue (after the
reference ito the good astronomer), occurs in Socrates’ description of his most essential
attribute. He says: |
Do you see, Hippias, that I speak the truth, when I say that I am’
indefatigable in questioning the wise? And I run the risk of having
only this one good thing; all else that I have being of little account. For
\_ as to the actual condition of things I am baffled, and I do not know _
‘)how they stand.;. But I have this one marvelous good which
/preserves me: I am not ashamed to leamn, but I inquire and 1 question
and I am very grateful to the one who answers, and I have never
deprived anyone of gratitude. (372b1 ff.; emphasis added)
The activity or "art" of the phileophcr seems to be precisely that which allows a human
"being to acquire Wisdom (to the extent that his nature allows).!7 The various uses of
"good,"” t};en, seem to comprise an esoteric teaching about the merits of the
philosopher. As we will soon see, the sophist's activities are of a very different

character, and his "wisdom" a very dubious, quantity, which makes his hubris

especially ironic. And given Hippias' extravagant boasts about his abilities, it is fitting

17 In the Republic calculation, geometry, and astronomy are among the preliminary studies in the
education of a philosopher. (521c ff.) What is the "coping stone” of these Stucies, the highest activity
of the philosopher, is the art of dialectics. This is "when a man tries by discussion--b+ means of
argument without the use of any of the senses--to attain to each thing itself that is and docsn't give up
before he grasps by intellection itself that which is good itself...." (532a5-8) The une good thing ‘that
Socrates says he possesses inthe.Lesser Hippias (see 372b1 ff.) seems to be this very art of dialectics..
Later in the Republic, Socrates says that those engaged in capturing "the idea of the good” must
conduct themselves as though in battle. The new heroes of the Greeks are to be philosophers it seems.
‘Their heroic code, though, would not entail the destruction inherent in the Homeric one. In this light,
it is interesting- that another philosopher writes that "Under peaceful conditions a warlike man sets
upon himself.” Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, transl. by Walter Kaufmann, (New York: Random
House Inc., 1966) aphorism 76. For a discussion of this view of the Iliad see Seth Schein, The Mortal

Hero, (Berkeley: University of California Press) pp. 86 & 169. : /&
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that Socrates’, or perhaps more correctly,!® Plato's teaching about Socrates' merits
‘should be conveyed@\an esoteric fghion.

Hippias would seem to be eminently qﬁéliﬁcd to judge how matters stand in

relation to lying in “all the sciences" because Socrates has heard him boasting that he is

"the wisest of all human beings in the greatest number.of arts...." (368b1 ff.) But
Socrates' catalogue of Hippias' accorﬁplishménts;’ which the sophist evidently offered
as proof of his "extensive and enviable wisdom" in the marketplace at Athens, reveals
Hippias' blindness about the true worth of the knowledge that he possesses and thus
the real rank that he holds among human beings. The fact that Hippias makes no
‘attempt to dény any part of Socrates' account justifies our taking it as a truthful
representation of an episode in the sophist's life. As part of the evﬁegce of his claim to
comprehensive wisdofn, Hippias offered the various adoryﬂents of his body, all
allegedly products of his own hands. Socrates bégins ashes {’ys Hippias did, referring
to the ring he is wearing, "another signet," implements for caring for his body, his

shoes, his oilerclothes, his tunic, and the belt around hks tunic which he said was like

(i.e. an imitation of) the costly Persian ones. The latter is said by Socrates to have "...

“Socrates' apparent praise has to be considered in light of the fact that the word meaning

"most unusual,” ATORWTATOV, can also mean "most absurd” for it literally means

- "most out-of-place." The entire list of 'accomplishments would seem one of the most

bizarre thathave ever been offered as proof of the possessor's "wisdom," although the
skills involved are expertises of a sort. But even within'a context that accepts Hippias'
view about the importance of these things, Socrates' phrasing reveals the inadequacy of

Hippias' thought. The mention of Hippias cutting leather, weaving, and plaiting tacitly
; _

18 As this use of the various "goods” is not something that the silent participants of the dialogue
would catch, it is likely intended for a different audience.
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points to his dependence on b'thcr artisans, and rsquires him to ﬁansfer at least some of
" the praise for the goods he has produced onto them. To be sure, these physical good;
are not all that Hippias based his claim to wisdom\on: '
In addition to these things, you said that you came having poems--epic
verses, tragedies, dithyrambs--and many speeches of all sorts in
prose. And you said that you came with knowledge, distinguished
. from that of others, conceming the arts of which I have just spoken,
and about rhythms, harmoniae, correctness of letters, and very many
other things in addition to these.... And further, I forgot your artful
device (as it seems) for remembering.... :
There is no mention ih this catalogue of knowledge of philosophy, for of course-
Hippias is a sopﬁis: (i.e. a wise man), not a mere lover of wisdom. Although Hippias'
obvi;us pride in his s;perior "wisdom" reveals that he\{ecognizcs differences of rank
- among human beings, what makes him so ridiculous is that he makes ho such
distinction among the various things that human beings can know. He is an extreme
type of egalitarian pélymath, not seeing that there are various categories of human
knowiedge, categories that merit unequal devotion from human beings who are lovers
of wisdom. Thué he offers as evidence of his "wisdom" such disparate things as
knowing how to make his own clothes to understanding geometry to being a poet.
After Socrates lists Hippias' "accomplishments," he tells him to consider his own
and others' ‘arts and say whether in any of them the truthful person is different from the
liar. (368¢2 ff.) Socrates says he should do this "in the case of whatever wisdom you ‘
wish, or whatever unscrupulous wickedness, or whatever you are pleased to name it."
He does not give Hippias any encouragement that he will be successful in his quest,
telling him that he."will not find it for it does not exist." Hippias is unable at the

moment tg prove Socrates wrong, though he implies he might come up with an answer

if he had more time.!? (369a4) We have already seen that Socrates’ argument that the

19 In the Greater Hippias, Hippias keeps telling Socrates that he could come up with the answer to the
question of what the beautiful is if only he could go away and think about it for a while. (295a4 ff.,
297e1-2)
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same one is a liar and truthful with respect-to calculation and geometry is sophistical,
although it seems ﬁonetheless valid in a certain way when applied to astronomy. Two
other arts that would seém to require a judicious admixture of lying (but in their very =
practice, as opposed to being a means of their preservation) are medicine and
coaching.20 But most arts and sciences would seem to fall into the former category, i.e.
they do not necessitate lying for the practice of the art, and provide no guidance as to -
when (if ever) lies should be told about them. Of course, human ihteraction is not
limited to the practice of various arts and sciences (as Socrates' reference to "whatcvér
you are‘ple»ased to name it" may be seen as réminding' us). PeOple‘ also iﬁteract, and can
potentially lie, iﬁ their relationships with theif fellow ciﬁgens, acq-uai‘ntances, friends,
families and so forth. And in these ,I{xstances too, as with the arts and scienccvs,
knowing when it is good to lie would seem to ultimately depend on serious thought
about justice and(goodness, whiehéis not to say that most Human beings do not have
some commonsen;ical understahding (based on experiencg) of when lies are jﬁstiﬁed.
Most people realize tﬂaf lying may sometimes be necessary, and would generally
approve of it in certain circumstances. Indeed, a person who only told the truth would
have to be regarded as a simpleton; and one who ;nly lied (if this is even possible!)
would:%ivic to l?e mad. The fact that Hippias seems to have a morality that divides men
into goo& and bad on the basis (of truth-telling and lying makes him Something of a
si'mple.ton. His con_ception of Achilles zis not béing a liar, howéver, may nonetheless

have some merit. A powerful man who is used to getting what he wants may not see

any need to lie.2! In this sense, the "better" mag'is one who has no need of lying. The
. /

20 A doctor, for example, may choose to lie about a patient's chance of surviving some dread disease in
order not to destroy his ability to fight the illness by crushing all hope. In athletics, winning seems to
depend a great deal on spirit and self-confidence, which implies that a good coach will tell someone he™ -
- has a good ;hance of winning even .{ the odds are against him. ' -

21 See also Leake, p. 302 (e
_Another example of such a human being is Othello. '

/.
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only problem with this understanding is tllat absolute power, a "perfect” tyranny,
would be required to make lying eompletely unnecessary. In any case, what may be
surprising for many people and what makes the problem of distinguishing ' good" from
"bad" lying so much more difficult, is the extent to which "lying" or the false pervade)s
human life. “

We have alread y alluded to the role the "false”" may play in pohhcal life and in
literature. Socrates sopmsncal arguments are another form of falsehood. Their purpose

seems to be to reveal both Hlppras ignorance and the deficiencies of the arts in

prov1dmg standards of right and wrong Hippias' claims about himself and his

agreements to all of Socrates arguments are themselves unwilling or mvoluntary lies.

And several. of the examples that Socrates prov1des of Hippias' arts are also
illuminating in this regard. Hippias' rings and "Persian" belt betray a desire for
adornment or finery on the part of the sophist, an attribute normally associated with
vomen, but which likely reveals as much about the nature of men. This desire seems to
be based on the need to enhance whatever merits one's body may possess or even to
conceal its flaws, to make more oeautiful what is more plain or ugly. It is clearly a form
of dissernbling. So too is politeness, but no sensible person would chll it something

bad. When such things are taken into account, it seems that all human beings are "liars"

in one way or another.
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V. Return to Achilles andtOdysseUS
 (369a5-371e8)

After assuring Hippias that nothing is likely to occur to him even if he had more
~ time to think about the problem, Socrates tests the sophist's famous memory by asking
him what the implications of the present ergumént are. (369a5 ff.) Itis a test which
| Hippias completely fails, unless one thinks that his claim that he does not understand
what Socrates is snying is just feigned ignorance in order to.buy time. The latter
possibility can be discounted, given the apparent ease of his agreements with Socrates'
proposition in the first proof that the same man is both a liar and truthful. From all
appeararces, Hippins (unlike, say, Thrasyr:  nus in the Republic) did not need to be
dragged through the arguments sweating and blushing; because, having forgotten his
initial statements (or not being able to put two and two together), Hippias had no
inkling of where things were going to end up. Socrates ironically wonders if the reason\“
prplasa:annot remember the 1mp11catnons of the argument is because he has turned off
his "dev1ce for remembenng, and insinuates that this is because he does not think the
| present discussion worthy of hlS attention. (369a8-10) In a sense, nothmg is probably
farther from the truth than the,-latter accusanon, in that Hippias has not only an actual
patron in the audxence but’ many potcnu; o atrons and students It is not hkely from of .

r‘}/ ""”’v :

" lack of 1nterest then, that prptas?\has\,fﬁgotten the initial: pomts of the argument, but *

from weakness in his thoughL Soci‘a ,I,,.;v_llho had just finished saying that he had
difficulty remembering Hippias' clever de\;iﬁce for rememberiri% as well as "many other
things," now says that he will remind the sophist of the implication of the argument.
The form in which Socrates puts his reminder is itself an ironic sli‘ght: "Do you know

that you asserted Achilles was truthful, while Odysseus was © r and wily?" (369a10-

bl; emphasis added) For the largely silent spectators, the nc « Hippias' knowledge
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must be becomin(; increasingly unclear. He responds in the affirmative to the previous
question, and Soorzf;tes proceeds to review how whiat has just been argued relates to this
initial claim. He ;sks Hippias the following question: "... do you perceive that the same
man has come to hght as being both truthful and a liar, so that if Odysseus was a liar,
he becomcs also truthful and if Achilles was truthful, he becomcs also a liar, and these
men are not different from one another or oppos1te but sxmﬂar"" (3 OJU3 7; empha51s
added) We have indeed seen that Hlpplas has not percelved it otherw1se i.e. he has not
seen the sophistical nature of the argument that the same man is both a liar and truthful.
He is thus in a nice little fness. One can well imagine the effect all of this has on the
listeners to the conversation. The fact that Hippias hasforgotten his initial ‘position and
| seems to have argued against it, throws a very dubious light on his "wisdom." ft is
clear that the sophist has lost at least the first round. The fact that h.e immediateljl
retaliates with an outbqfst against the Socratic.method (see 369b8 ff.) shows that he is ‘
well awar-e of his loss of standing. 4
}prias"criti ism of Socrates’ method is especially ironio, being directed toward
the philosopher's allegeci tendency to focus on the "small details" of things and not deal |
with the whole. (36958 ff.) We remember, from the Greater Hippias, that Hippias is
cghcerned with such grand things as remembering fifty names at once! In the same
ialc ue, Hippias responded to’}Soc.rates' refutation of his views of the beautiful by
éying that all Socrates' arguments were mere "scrapings and clippings of opeedhes"
and advisod him to leave these behind 'arlld strive to crea'§:'~ ose speeches that are "both
“beautiful and worth much." (304a5 ff.) It must be A speec)f‘ of this sort that the sophist ’
now offers to give as a defense of his initial position that "... Homer represented R
Achilles as better than Odys‘s“eus and not a liar, while he repreSentéd the latter as
‘treacherous, frequently lying, and worse than Achillcs."t It is clear that th previous

arguments have had little effect in getting Hippias to doubt his belief that, o respect



to Odysseus and Achilles, lying and truth%tclling are the decisive criteria in determining
who is the better man. If he had §een the dubiousness of this view, a smarter way of
preserving his reputation for wisdom would surely have been to focus on reasons other
than lying' and t:futhfulnesS as'to why Achilles is better than Odysseus. éut Hippias is
confident that his speech will redeem his reputation a:noné those listening, since it will
be a surer test of "who speaks better." Alas for Hippias, if anyone gives a speech now
it is not him but Socrates.

Socrates first responds to Hippias' attack on hlS method. Again, what he says is
ironic; it can be taken both as complementary and as deeply critical of Hippias. (369d1)
Socrates contrasts his own behavior with that of the sophist's. He says (in effect) that
he hay not.be as wise as Hippias, but he is smart enough to realize when it is in his
intefest both to listen carefully to another anq to quesﬁon him thoroughly. Hippias, by
his outbﬁrst, has just revealed that his concern in conversing is not with understahding
things better, but in protecting the views that he already halds, and thereby his
reputahon for wisdom. Socrates clearly treats lca.rnmg and understanding as the
primary benefits, and explains his eagerness to converse with the wise. 1369d8-¢3) The
motivation of the phllosopher, then, is quite different from that of the sophist. Bécause
Hippias wénts to be honoured for his wisdom as opposed to desiring it for its own
sake, he séems absolutely incapable of realizing that he could be benefitted by someone
 like Socrates. | , |

Socrates now delivers the ﬁnis_hing blow to Hippias' conténtion that Achilles is
better than Odysseus beoause he is truihful whereas Odysseus is a liar. Working
esséntially from the same section of the Iliad thét Hippias had previously used (the
embas:y scene in Book IX), Socrates purports to provide evidence that shows Achilles
lying. Socrgtes first refers to the pronouncement that Ach’illes makes midway through

his >re1')1y’ to Odysseus (the beginning of which contains the lines quoted earlier by
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Hippias), that he will leave the very next day for "rich-soiled Phthia." (370b3 ff.) He
‘augments this by refening to similar sentiments that Achilles had expressed in Book I at
the begmnmg of hls quarrel with Agammenon. According to Socrates, although

Achilles says these th,mgs Y nowhere is he seen to have prepared or tried to drag
¥
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down the ships to saﬂ back home rather he shows quite a well-born contempt of -

speakmg the truth " (370d4—6) We note that in the verses Socrates quotes, Achilles says
"tomorrow I shall make sacrifice to Zeus and the other gods, I shall load my ships full,
I shall drag them down to thé water--and you will see, if you w1sh, if you have the

mind for it, in the early morning you will see my ships sailing out over the fish-filled

- Hellespont...."! The reason that Socrates gives, then, for taking this statement as a lig -

is ridiculous, since Achilles clearly says that he is going to drag his ships to the sea ahd

load them the next day. Earlier, when he told A gamemnon that he was leaving, it was

right after Agamemnon threatened to take Achilles' priie or that of one of the other -

Achaians and seemed to be more of a threat than anything else.? Achilles does not
repeat it in his next two responses to Agamemnon after the latter telis him he does not
care if Achilles leaves, since "There are others with me/ who will do me honour, and
above all Zeus of the counsels.” (One cannot fail to notice Homer's irony here.) As a
threat, the first statement would be a sort o? lie, put not an oumght one because

Agamemnon also recogmzes it as such Socrates, nonetheless, w wants Hippxas to take
thesc statements as proof that Achiiles is a liar like Odysseus. And the pomt is that
Hippias makes none of these obv1ous obJectlons Socrates goes on to express his
bewxlderment about not bemg able to decide which of the.se two men "... was
represented as better by the poet, holding/that both aree)tggilent and that it is hard to

-distinguish which one m‘ight be better with regard both' ,,,to‘.'lying and truth and to the rest
t ' ' ; &
1 Iluzd IX.357-8, emphasxs added, transl, fﬁ)m Homer, The Mzad A New Prose Translation by Martin
u

Hammond, (Hannondswonh Engl Penguin Books Ltd, 1987)
211md L106 ff. -
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of virtue; for in this respect too both; ’are quite similart" (37046 ff.) Of course, the fact ’
that two men are excellent does not mean that one is not better than the other, a ooint'
which Socrates seems to allude to by saymg that comcemmg lymg, truth and the; xrest
of virtue," they are "both quite similar”; he does npt say they are the same. leen the *L
Jteaching in the dialogue about the respectlve merits of Achilles and Odysseus (whlch
~ will become clez =r i~ the analysm to follow), one has to question the smcenty of thlS
bewilderment. Wh.- s to say, we may have heré still another example of a voluntary
lie by Socrates. o
Hippias continues his attack on Socrates' nnethod, attributing the conclusigns he

has arri‘ved at to Socrates using an ignoble‘approach (370e5-6) But he does not cite
~‘Socrates' dubious contentmn that Achllles is m fact lymg when he says that he will be
leaving Troy. Rather he thinks he has & d1fferent objection to the 1mp11cat10n that this-
makes Achilles the same as Odysseus. He says that "where Achilles lies, it is ... not ‘out
of design but involunzarily, since he uvas compelled on account of the misfortune of the
army to stay behind and bring aid, but the lies of Odysseus are voluntary and from
design." (370e6-9; emphasxs added) Hlpptas seems to be makmg a standard dlstmctxon
that most people would adhere to, that there is a dlfference between those who lie
~ without scruples and those who lie only unwillingly, either when they are forccd to (as
a last resort) or when later events cause them to change their mmd about prev1ous
avowed intentions. As we will soon see, Socrates does not seem to agree with thlS
‘deﬁnmon of the ' mvoluntary har But apart from such conS1derat1ons Hlpplas .
explanation is absurd, since it is prec1sely because of Achﬂles that the army is in such
dire straits in the first place (which Achilles actually evels in). The sophist thus
displays an abysmal ignorance of the Iliad. Homer, after all, begins the poem by
saying, ' B

Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus' son Achilleus
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and its dévastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the
Achaians, - , :
“"hurled in their multitudes to the house of Hades strong souls
of heroes, but gave their bodies to be the delicate feasting
- of dogs, of all birds ....3
A'nd he shoﬁfs“Achillés sending his mother, Thetis, to Zeus wiih the request that he
grant his wish that all the' Achaians suffer for Agamemnon's offense against him and
Zeus' promise to do so (ﬁnd his subsequent compliance).4 Socrates chooses to let any
such gﬁi’itiéisms be, and instead challenges prpias' view that Achilles’ lies are "not out
of design." His iﬁlmediate response to Hippias is very revealing. He accuses the

sophist of dqu;iving"' him and thus imitating Odysseus! (370e10-11) Why does Socrates

"kpoWing liar" like Odysseus? If this is the case, Hippias would, ironically, be

irrﬁtating Achilles more than (ﬁlysseus. Poor Hippias seems flabbergasted by Socrates'

accusation and justly wants an explanation.

Socrates’ now paints a scenario that seems to leave no doubt that Achilles was the

rr_'iost conniving character of all the Homeric heroes, even more so than Odysseus. (see
371a3 ff.) We note that Socrates' language in/tMs, section takes on a most urgent’

quality, with many rhetorical flourishes. Afté{quoting the appropriate lines in Homer,

. Socrates asks Hippias whether

... the son of Thetis, who was educated by the most wise Cheiron,
could have been so forgetful as to affirm to Odysseus that he would
sail away but to Ajax that he would remain, when just a little before he
had railed against imposters with the most extrerne abuse; do you-think
he was not a designing plotter who believed Odysseus was someone
of primitive simplicity whom he could get the better of precisely by
such artful contriving and lying? (371d1-7)

) Althouéh he has accepted Socrates' contention that Achilles lies, Hippias cannot accept
* the view that he is a "designing plotter” who knoWingly plans and effects his

. falsehoods. But whereas before he said that \chilles was an involuntary liar, he now.

3 lliad, 1.1-5.
4 lliad, 1.393-530.
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not‘say that H}pplas is imitating Achilles? Does he not, in fact, believe that Achilles is a
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| says that "... it was his vguilelessness that led [Achilles] to say different things...."
(371d8-e2) Socrates' response to this is the very\ last mention of either Homer or his
two protagonists in the dialogue. What he says is thus all the more bizarre. He has
apparently been won over by this cxplanaégn of Hippias' and says, "Thcn it looks as if
Odysseus is, after all, better than Ach111ef" (371e5) This must have been the last thing
Hippias expected to hear! Given Socrates' spirited defﬁe of the notion that Achilles is

" a knowing liar, this s.écrns a surpﬁsingly easy capitulation. Has Socrates really been

Gk

con%%inced by Hippias, or is this nht more decisive evidence that the arguments he was
présenting W;re not sincere, but "sophistical"? They certainly will not bear close
scrutiny. For éxaxmp'le, while it is nnlikely that Achilles forgot what he said to
4Odysseus, he could merely havé changed his mind by the time he speaks to Ajax; that
is, he may bq‘vanillaﬁng. This see.ms to be borne out by what Achilles sa)is to the third
‘member of the embassy, Phoin;:gc’, something that Socrates has so conveniently omitted
. and Hippias fails to notice .(or "'7rcmembcr"). Phoinix, an old man, who had been given
refuge, wealth, and political power by Achilles’ father Peleus years before, is like a
second father to Achilles. He speaks after Odysseus, and in tcspbnse to his long
entreaty to return to the battle, Achillcs tells him to stay with him the night and that ...
[they] shall decide tomorrow, as dnwn shows,/ whether to go back homc'again or else

to remain here."3 Thxs posmon occupies the maddk; ground between what Achilles says

R iv e
W )

to Odysseus, that he shall leave the next day, and what he says to Ajax, that he will not
fight till Hector battles his way to the ships of the Achaians. In the /liad, then, we seem
to see a progressive softening of Achilles' position and not outright contradiction. But
w}xilc this may cleaf Achilles of the "charge" of being a knowing liar, it does not put
him in a very good light. The fact that he seems so easily swayed implies that he does

not have a clear idea of what he is doing, that he "vacillates" about these things.

5 lliad, IX.617-19.
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When one considers Homer's represcntanon 'of Achilles throughout the Iliad, the
picture that emerges is of a hero who is largely ruled by his passions. The conflict that
arises in Book I seems to result from the tension between Agamemnon's political
preeminence and Achilles' obvious superiority as the best warrior among' sthe Achalans

a‘~“' \# J%
When Agamemnon threatens to take either Achilles' prize op Aias' or Odysscus in

.recompense for the one he has to give up, Achilles is enraged and threatens to leave. As

many crmcs have pointed out, his anger at this point would seem to be justified by the

"heroic code” which these men strove to follow.6 But it still seems to betray political

imprudence on his part. The contrast with Odysseus' behavior in the Book II is

interesting. When Agamemnon's attempt to test the Achaians has had a horrific result--

- they run to their ships and prepare to leave Troy--it is Odysseus (on the urging of

Athene) who saves the day. He, whom Homer calls "the equal of Zeus in counsel"”?
(169), speaks with "soft words" to the other kings and leaders, reproaching their fear

and explaining Agamemnon's ruse to them. With common men who are shouting he

employs both words and his staff to bring them back to the assembly. When Thersites,

‘an ugly lame person, wont to argue with the‘kings and hated miost of all by Achilleus
and Odysseus, proceeds to berate Agamemnon, Odysseus insults him and beats him
into quietude. Odysseus, then, both recognizes Agamemoon' "official" preeminence
a‘nd'knows how to fﬁAlo'inen. The force of Achilles' anger can be guaged by his refusal
to be appeased by Agamemnon's offer of recompense in the embassy scene. Whaf
Agamexfmon offers him should more than rcpay for his wounded honour, but Achilles

remains unmoved.? It is only when his dearest friend Patroklus is killed by Hektor

after having begged Achilles to let him attempt to drive the Trojans back, that he

53,

6 See Schein, p. 100; Lattimore, "Introduction” to the /liad, p. 47; & Hzimmohd, "Introduction” to the .

Illiad, p. 18.
7 lliad, 11.169.
8 See also Lattimore, pp. 47-8 & Hammond, p."18.
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reenters ihc fighting. It is the sorrow of this death and the desire for revenge on Hektor
that finally supercedes Achilles' anger toward :Agarpemnon. He says_to his mo@' that
the "... the spirit within does not drive me/ to go on living and be among men, except
on condition/ that Hektor first be be/atcn down under my spear, lose his life/ an. pay the
price for stripping Patroklos./',"’/We see, then, that one strong emotion has been
replz;ce“c‘i‘ by other strong emotions. Once Achilles decides to go into baftle, that is all he

c‘an think about. He wants neither Agamemnon's gifts nor thinks the army should

- waste time eating before they fight.10 He fails to realize that his own strong passion is

not-shared by the rest of the men. Due to ‘Odysseus' intervention, however, the army

" docS eat; and Achilles’ own nourishment is taken care of by the gods. One of the first

warriors that Achilles encounters in the subsequent fighting is Aineas, who is saved
from death by the gods. During this encounter, Homer directly criticizes Achilles, when

he thinks the shield that Hephaistos has forged fb; him will not hold against a spear cast

by Aineas: o
The son of Peleus with his heavy hand hand held the shield away

from him, in fright, since he thought the far-shadowing spear

of great-hearted Aineias would lightly be driven through it.

Fool, and the heart and spirit in him could not understand

how the glorious gifts of the gods are not easily broken.!!

Given Achilles' behavior in the Iliad and what it implies about his understanding of
both the gods and man, the poet may. think him foolish in more ways than this. Achilles

ception that his request of Zeus could be fulfilled in such a horrific manner,

QN,

- some understanding of this when he says that "Zeus does not bring to accomplishment

liad, XVII1.90-3,
0 fliad, X1X.146-54 & 199-214.
dliad, XX. 261-5, emphasis added.

N2 Jacob Klein, "/The Problem and the Art of Writing" in The Lectures and Essays of Jacob Klein, ed.

by Robert Willfamson & E. Zuckerman, (Annapolis, Maryland: St. John's College Press, 1985), PP-
149-50. .
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g Ways of Zeus are as wise as they are crooked."12 Later he seems to come to
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all thoughts in men's minds."!3  Homer's representation of Achilles, then, seems to
fit the later c-lassical understafding of the tragic hero, one who due to certain flaws in
his character causes and undergoes great suffenng While such a ﬁgure may be awe-

mspmng, he cannot, in truth, be consrdered a U'uly supenﬁuman bemg

Given the weakness of: the arguments contendmg that Aéxilles is ﬁn wing liar
o R ‘
and the other indications (mennoned above) thag Socrates 3ocs not really'h iy

position, Socrates is himself engagmg in some Odyssean-hke Behavior in this seetrcih.
The question is why. Part of the purpose of the first proof, whose. apfaarerxt conclusion
was that ihe same man is a liar anqv truthful, seemed to be to show the madequacy of
Hippias' assertion that A¢hilles is better than Odysseus because he is trﬁﬁ{ful while
Odysseus is a liar. But the 1mphcanons/af this conclusion, that Odysseus is also
truthful and Achilles is also a liar, only prove thxt Achilles is the same as Odysseus. If
Socrates' wants to reveal Hippias' ignorance, 1t would be even more effectwe if he
could show that Odysseus is the better man. (We remember that Socrates‘ questxonf at
the beginning of the dialogue was which is the better man.) Socrates explains his
interpretation of Hippias' statement at 371d8-e4, that Ody.sseus is better than Achilles,
by asking him whether "those who lie voluntarily [have not] just now come to light as
betté? than those doing so involuntarily?" (371e7-8) Socrates’ mock attempt to defend
‘Achilles as a knowing liar may have been actually intended, then,~to reveal (with
Hippias' unwitting complicity) the exact opposite: that Achilles is anc"involuntary liar.”
The same man may still be both a liar and truthful, or capable of such, but only as a
voluntary liar and truth-teller." Yet if th-is was Socrates' intention, why was he not
satisfied when Hippias apparently admitted as much at 370e6-9, in response to

Socrates' first set of examples? Perhaps this definition of the involuntary liar is

inadequate. Hippias seemed to be saying that when circumstances "force" a man to say

- 13 Jliad, X1X. 328,



what is (or}ums_put to be) false, this is involuntary lying. In fact, there is no evidence
that Odysseus ligs except as a last resort. Hippias' disﬁhction, then, between the
~ voluntary and ifivoluntary liar would seem to be an irrele\'zantionc. But when he says
that Achilles says "different thingS"from "guilelessness,"14 Socrates sees fit to accept

this as involuntary lying. (see 371e7-8) The impression one gets is of a pers'on who is
not quite aware of the implications of what he is saying and.". speaks out directly
whatever he thinks even though he it In the process of changmg his mind."15 It
certamly seems an apt description oﬁchllles behavior. Involuntary "lying," then,
compnrises not only falsehoods resulting from ignorance, but unrecognized
contradictory and confused statements. The resultin% picture of Achilles, which reveals
a man who does not have a clear understanding of what he is doing and why he does it,
is what actually indicates his inferiority to Odysseus.

Lt

G All of Hippias' attempts to sa/ve the reputation of Achllleﬁs:--and more to the point,
his own reputation for sound Judgments--seem to be based on the posmon that the good
man never wishes to lie. Thus Odysseus, whose lies "are voluntary and from design"
(370e8-9) according to Hippias, is a worse man. The underlying pmﬁﬁse is the almost
child-like belief that lying is never justifiable, that it is always wrong. Strictly speaking,
this is a hopelessly naive point of view, which derives from a very selective recognition
of the use of falsehood in human life. When Socrates asks whether the voluntary liars
have not "come to light" as better than involuntary ones, Hippias seems to make a last
ditch effort to sélvage both his reputation and the position that Achilles is better than
Odysseus. But before examining th.at, we have to account for the fact that éont:ary to

what Socrates implies (see 371e7-8), there has been no explicit statement that those

who lie voluntarily are better than those who lie involuntarily. In the analysis of the first

14 In Greek, gonbetac, which also means "goodness of disposition,” "singleness of heart,”
sxmphcxty, in both good and bad senses of the term, and "silliness."
5 Leake, Roots, p. 292..
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proof, what came to light was that the same man is capable of both lying and telling the
truth (and in some cases, does both lie and tell the truth) and this was he who knows,
altcrnatlvcly given epxthets such as capable, wise, and “good. (36547 ff. ) Contrasted
with this person is the "1gnorant one" who tells the truth involuntarilv :ven if wishes to
1ie. Presumably, exhibiting behavior that would reveal the fact thai one is lying or

attempting to lie would be included in this type of involuntary truth-telling, which

57

implies that a good liar must have iron-clad self-control. In this case it seems self-y

“evident that the ignorant person is worse than the one who knows. What must be

- noted, howevcr is that thrs 1S a comparison between two people who both wish to 11e

whercas what Socrates refers to here is a comparison between a person who wxshes to
lie and is successful in doing so (the voluntary liar) and one who wishes to tell the truth
but is unsuccessful in doing so (the involuntary liar). In the latter case, it seems
preposterous to categorically say that one who behaves in the first manner is always

S

better than one who behaves in the second. One must know the reasons why these
- s

~ behaviors are engaged in. This requires careful and comprehensive consideration of the

different kinds of voluntafy and involuntai'y lies, and théir uses.

Successful voluntary lying can be divided mto two. categorxes lying for good
reasons and lying for bad. As was discussed earher knowmg when it is good to lie is
ulumate‘y a phllosophlcal problem of the highest order, although we seem to have some

- ~1a. " (based on experience) of what are the good lies and what the bad.

Such urdersta. dii, ~an. obviously be augmented by reﬂectmg on such matters For

instance, some examp.  of lies told for good reasons would be Odysseus’ respmse to )

th. Cyclops when aske:  what his name was, hlS silence about Skylla to hlS crew, and

his telling Doson, the ™ >jan spy whom he and Diomedes caught that he need not fear
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for his life.16 And some of the other category are: Iago's planting the seeds of jealousy

Othello, the Macbeths' feigned cheerfulness and hospitality towards Duncan, and

Joneril's and Regan's protestations of love toward their father. In the first set of
. exartxf;?les, oagsséus has to deal with a creature that js bent on destroying human
beings?-? and with men whose fears (if told the truth) would likely medn the destruction
of his entim crew and himself, and with a wartime enemy who can provide potentlally
useful in’ »n. Some justifiable occasions for lymg, then, are against one's
f@nemies anc set one's subordinates to act for the greater good. There are any number
» of other apparently good reasons for lymg or doing what is false to save another's
feelings, to instill self-conﬁdence in an athlete or student, to keep what is private
private, to ease soeial frictions (by concealing negative judgments of people one must
1nteract with), to heal, to do what is just n} an unjust regime, and so forth. Some of
these reasons for lymg are based on a desire not to hurt another person, others on a
desire to benefit another, and still others on doing the "right thing." In the second case,
lies aretold against innocent men for evil purposes, 1.e. to satisfy an unjustified hatred,
. to set up a murder, and as flattery desig.ned ’to gain wealth and political power. In

general, lying is regarded as bad when dore for unjust purposes.
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Involuntary lylng, m§ontrast does not seem so easﬂy divisible. Obviously one, e

cannot differentiate between doing it for gogﬂ wasons "as opposed to bad, smce ‘the
person engagmg in such acnv1ty is either unaware Lof doing it or is unable to prevent it.
In this context, we shouldxrecall tHat in the first proof it was saJd ‘that the liar is both
: capable and wise. The very lack of either one or both of these quahtles implies that the
involuntary liar cann%gbe altogether good even though hlS "lie" may accxdentally have

good consequences €.g. a person may unthtmgly foil a robbery attempt by

16 Odyssey, IX. 380 ff., XII. 154 ff., transl. by thhmond Lattimore, (New York: Harper & wa,
* Publishers, 1965f¥ 'All subsequent quotations will be from the same translation.

[liad, X. 382 a‘*’.,f
| Y



unknowingly giving false information to thieves. There may, however, be better and
worse examples of involuntary lies. Involuntary lying per se seems sufficiently

described as saying or doing something false despite not wishing to. While it may be

unusual, it is possible that the person engaging in such behavior may be aware of doing '

so or, more likely, having done so. In this case the 1mpogant thing would be the

1nab111ty (lack of power) in accomplishing what one desires to do. If one can label
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dlfferent types of involuntary lies, this would seem to be due to the various causes for -

b ]

it. In Achilles' case, saying (and doing) contradictory things seems 1o be the result of
his pnde and his passxonate nature and perhaps a concomitant lack of recognition of the
need for forethought in being truthful (1 e. to think through the various paths open to
him and their respec.ve consequences before acting): His ‘impulsive words and actions
~ suggest a human being who does not seem to see any need for deception in human life.
As. noted, this may be partly‘ explained by "... his perception of his great strength as
unopposed by forces beyond his control "7 *That is, the her01c man has no need to lie--
not out of fear, nor to achleve h1s ends--hrs yeracity is evﬂxdence of his superior power.
Fear is another cause of a kind of mvoluntary ] ymlg18 One may also lie mv,oluntanly
from ignorance, which could be of the type rnennoned above that leads to contradictory
statements, or 1gnorance of how things really are. The latter seems to be Hippias'
condition. He is profoundly unawafé of the true nature of his capabilities and thus hlS
- 5

speeches are filled with mvolumarygfhes not only contradlcuons (statements at odds

with each other), but false statcmems ‘about the nature of .things (statements at odds

with reahty) Yet another cause would be forgetting the truth (whxch Socrates 1mphes-

?
could not have been Achllles sxtuauon in the example above, althous’h he suggests it

/
!

17 Leake, p. 302,

18 The categorization of lies:arising from these causes as "involuntary” presurnes that eason should
rightly be obeyed by human bemgs When one is overcome by desire and acts contrary {o reason, no

real choice is involved.
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must have ha'ppened to Hippias). And for. some people politeness'may also be a form
of mvoluntary lie, insofar as they do not recognize that hldmg one's true thoughts and
feelings in order to facilitate peaceful and fnendly relations with others is a form of
falsehood.

Given the.se reasons for involuntary lies, it is obvious that a particular involuntary
lie may Ybe better than a voluntary lie done for some evil purpose. But what about
hnman mabitually either voluntary or involuntary liars? Tlﬁs seems to be
what Socrates is ultimately getting at. In such cases, it seems clear that the voluntary
liar who lies for good reasons is better than any type of involuntary liar. The former
category of lying is necessary for man both because Iit"e is not perfectly ‘just\ and
because of various wealcrtesSes inherent in human nature. Imagine for a moment the

type of world in whlch it would be posmble for self-conscious beings to be completely

honest. For such a world to exlst 1t would have to be populated by beings that were all-

~ knowing and all-powerful and who would not be subject to any of the "baser" desires

; that human beings are subject to. One can decide for onég%elf how truly ctesirable snch a
world would be. But in our "imperfect" world, one who is not a volun‘t'ary liar is likely
to be of little help to himself or to others.!9 As said before, the bestﬁkignd of voluntary
liar would have to be one with perfect wisdom and a perfect kind of povwer called self-
control. But this would be an "ideal,” with many degrees of approximation. Odysseus'
seems to be somewhere near this ideal, with superior understanding and gneat self-
control. Insofar as these qualities are of more importance than physmal strength and
conventional beauty/nobxhty in determining who the better man is, he is clearly better
than Achxlles This is not to depreciate Achilles' greaness; compared to most of us, he

-18 an exeellent" human being in many respects. To read his story is to marvel at his

powers and nobility. But if one had to choose, whose life would one pick to live--

19 See also Leake, p. 304.

\
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Odysseus' or Achilles'? The fact that Achilles suffers so much and causes so much

suffering stéms from his lack of understanding of the world and fr"oni!ﬁi:s lack of self-
’ .. ' :
knowledge, and consequently of self-control. But perhaps much nearer to the pinnacle

than Odysseus is Socrates.20 And far, far below Achilles would be Hippiaé. The

g

voluntary 'liar who lies for "good reasons,” then, is clearlyr'bétter than the involuntary

liar; But what about the voluntary har who lies for evil reasdﬁs, is he "better" than any
type of‘ir'woﬁntary liar? Would z; Richard III be better than one such as Hippiag? In one
: s'ense.of the word bcttef, 1.e. more éapaBle, yes. But common sense, at _least,' dictate:;
that such a person is not a ';better" human being,?! precisely becaﬁse'of the very
greatness of the evil he perpetrates, which is what makes Socrates' argument in the
remainder of the dialogue so bizarre. What "common sense” may not be aware of ,
however, is'that those who do monstrous evils likely had, at one time or another, great
potential for good. _

At this point in the dialogt;e; th;:n, we see that the truthful man and the’perfect liar
are poténtially tl;e same, and thalt Odysseus. seems té be such a .One, »\./hile‘ Achilles
seems to be a certain kind of involuntary liar. Recall, the whoie conversation started
from Socrates' question as to which is the better man. The path to the assertion that
Odysseus is the better one has certainly been convpluted. The analysis above iinplies
that Socrates, in proving that the same ;nan is best able to lie and tell thc truth, was not'
sO much cgncemed to establish Achilles a lidr as to defend Odysseus as truthful. The
effect is to cast aspersions on Achilles’ greatness\. One suspects that we are to’see_ an

~ analogical comparison between Socrates and Hippias. Socrates is like Odysseus and

» .
20 In the "myth of Er" in Book X of the Republic, Socrates relates how the soul of Odysseus chose
"theJifq ofa private man who minds his own business" for his next sojourn on the earth, having
"recovered from love of honor." (X, 620c ff.) Minding his own business was one of Socrates' claims
about himself, albeit a paradoxical one.
21 Of course, if one thinks that virtue is knowledge, the fact'that the "evil" voluntary liar chooses to
do evil reveals his ignorance about the good things and thus his inferiority. And if one thinks that no
- one voluntarily chooses to do evil, then there is no such person; he too would have to be thought of as
an involuntary liar, and this may-be Socrates' deeper teaching.

A
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Hippias like Achilles. Socrates utters numerous voluntary lies in the Lesser Hippias, Ry

but all for good reasons--in order to reveal Hippias' abysmal ignorance and perhaps to 4’ L

R,

educate some others about some of these things being diséussed in the dialogue.

Hippias and Achillgs are both involuntary liars,.albeit from diffgring caus¢$ (as per the

analysis qubovc).22 Bﬁt, as alluded to previously, when one considf::rs Achilles'

behavior in the /liad as a wholc, and not just the examples given in the Lesser Hippiqs,g,
he seems to be beset by the same type of involuntary lying that afflicts Hippias. Hippias

utters involuntary lies because he does not know the true state of things, and this in turn e i
seems due at least in part to his‘ggnity (which makes him both boastful and obtuse).:" |

This condition itself can be seen as an mvoluntary he In the Republzc Socrates says |

that "'no one ... voluntarily wishes to lie about the most soverelgn,.thmgs to what is

most sovereign in himself."23 This turns out to be lies "about the things that are, and

T;tho be unlearned,” a condition which (according to Socrates) is hated by all. The "lie in o

spveeches," by contrast, is useful, which is why it is not deserving of hatred.24 The
implication is that lies uttered for useless (which, in the final analysis, may include evil)
purposes are hateful. Socrates specifies at least three situations when the lie in speech

can be pseful: "agair‘lét enemies,” "as a pre‘ventive,' like a drug, for so-called friends
when frorﬁ madness’or some folly they attempt to do something bad," and "in th;
telling of the tales we were just now speaking about--those told because we don't know
where the truth about ancient things lies--likening the lie to the truth as best we can."25
There may also be a fourth reason for lying. It seems 't@igt\thc rulers of the best city are

ST
ey

to be;chosen from the guardian class on the basis of ccjt_ain ;tjéétS devised to see whether

7

22 This is not their only snmxlanty Like Achilles, Hippias seems to have a special relauonshlp to the
beautiful, and both of them enjoy good reputations among the Greeks.

23 Rep., 382a4 ff.

24 Rep., 382d6-7.

25 Rep., 382c6-d3.
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ifxey hold fast to the opinion that their own good is identical with that of the city's when

"~ faced with "laboxs, pains, and contests,” and "terrors" and "pleasures."26 Obviously,

Y

' those being observed in such 'tests cannot know that they are tests and are thl.h;

we class as maimed a soul that hates the willing lie ... but is content to I‘CCCIVC the

unwﬂhng lie and, when it is caught somewhere being i 1gnorant, isn't vexed but easily
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i decexvcd. We remember that much of Socrates’ voluntary lying in the Lesser Hzppzas i§

: dcsxgned to publicly test prptas Later on in the Republic, Socrates asks, "... won't |

accommodatcs itself, like a swinish beast, to wallowing in lack of learning?"'27 The

¢

"willing" lie that Socrates refers to here seems to be the voluyntary lie in speech. His use
. B - T —

of the term implies that "lies" in speech that are not willing or voluntary2?8 are not

properly termed lies. The true involuntary lie, then, in the Lesser Hippias as well seems

to be the soul's ignorance about the true condition of things. Achilles' soul, too, seems

to be in such a state. For he is ignorant of the far-reaching consequences of his angcr

and refusal to fight. It will ultlmately mean not only what he anuelpatcs (great suffering

* . for his fellow Achaians) but the death of his mos: be oved friend, Patroklos His anger

1tsc1f seems to be based on his lack of awareness that the world is not characterized by
5
perfcct justice--that the cnds that befall human beings are often not deserved,

cxemphﬁcd by his havmg to glve up Briseis to Agamemnon.

26 Rep., 412b8 ff.

27 Rep., 535d9 ff.

28 "Unwilling" (ercoucnov) and "willing" (axovo10V) here come from the same Greek words
transl'a%d a?voluntary (exovteo) and involuntary (0kov1es) in the Lesser Hippias. Republic, ed. -
Jowett, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894). '



VI. A Turn in the Argument (372a1-373c4)
Y'I"ne fact that the type of involuntary lie just discussed, i.&i;ig%?mncc in the soul, |
seems not only to lead to tne "involuntary lie" in speech bug involuntnfy actions that are |
wrong or unjust (such as Achilies' in the Iliad) provides one means of linking the two
arguments of the dialogue, as does the fact that honesty is commonly (and rightly)
regarded as an essential element of justice. i"or at this point in the Lesser Hippias, the
conversation shifts to a consid;:ration‘of the merits of those who do injustice voluntarily
as opposed to involuntarily--g shift inititated by Hippias and sustained by Socrates.
Socrates’ question to Hippias, whether "those who lie voluntarily [have not] just
now come to light as ‘_Bétter than those doing so involuntarily," prqvbkes an outburst
from the sophist that seems genuine. This time Hip.pias does not attackASocrates'
method but focusses on his argument. He asks Socrates."how ... those who are
voluntarily unjtfst, tho have voluntarily plotted and done evil, [can] be better than
those who do so involuntarily, when for the latter there seems to be much forgivené:SSQ-
when soméone unknowingly acts unjustly or lies or does some other evil?" (372al-3) E
He refers to the authority of the laws in order to oolster his argument gsee 372a5-7)

s

evidence once more of the conventmnal nature of hlS opmlons We see even more_ '

clearly that Hippias believes lying to be categorically bad in the sense of morally cv1l 1_; "
The example of Odysseus has not shown him that lying is often requ1red in human hfe
to accomplish what is useful and good. Hlpplas presentauon of ‘an appnrelnély
common-sense position regarding the respectlve merits of voluntary and mvolnntary
evil- doers may, then, be a final attempt to defend the conventional view (ﬁrst a&nbutcd
to Eudxcus father, Apemantus) that Achilles is better than Odysseus, whi_ch (in turn) is

a reflection of conventional notions about what is most meritorious. He certainly

1 These two words, "bad” and "evil,” are denoted by one word in Greek, x0k0G.

'

@
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requires a great deal of cncoumgemeﬂt (é.s notf:dﬁ below) to continue the discussi
presufnably because he suspects vSocrgtes is bein‘g Willfully pcrvcrse.v Curi'ous_‘ ,
*Socrates does not make any attempt explicitly to demonstrate to Hippias the falseness . f
his position by cXplai_ning to him that lying can be useful and good (as he does in &
Republic or in Xe’nobhon's Memorabilia). He Seems, instead, to accept the sophist's
categorization o'f iying as unjust and evil a;d expands the argument in order to prove
his prese'nt‘ position (about which he later admits he "vacillates") that one who (ioes
such things voluntarily is better than One\}éﬁﬁ)d%ﬁs )E/(_hem involuntarily. ;erhaps
Socrates thinks that Hippias is incorrigple;: ind’ﬁgasues to reveal the sophist's
igné)rancé aﬁd impotence by successfull.y argumg zidpatently perverse position. Or
maybe this stép of tﬁe argument would have been necessary even if Hippias had agreed
by this point in the drama that lying can be useful and good. Perhaps a discussion of

involuntary and voluntary lying entails a consideration of good and evil.

As chance wolild haVe it, there is another "Socratic' writing whefein are discussed
very similar issues to those found in the Lesser Hippias. This is the seéond section of
the fourth book of Xenophon's Memorabilia. A consideration of this work may throw
some light on the present.tum;of events in the Lesgéreligp- zas In this section of the
Memorabilia, Xenophon describes Socfates' eduéatilqn c;&éuthydcmﬁs, a young man
categorized by 'XenopHOn‘ as one of ‘;'... those who thb’ug,ht thcy had received the best

education, and prided themselves on wisdom."2 We are reminded right at the outset of ,

Hippias.3 After several encounters designed to pique Euthydemus' interest. about

2 Xenophon, Memorabilia in Xenophon, IV, Loeb Classical Library, transl. by E.C. Marchant,
(London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1979), IV.ii.1. Subsequent references to the Memorabilia in this
subsection will be noted within the text in parentheses. ! . ’

3 Curiously, in section four of the same book of the Memorabilia, Xenophon recounts a conversation
Socrates had with Hippias concerning the nature of justice. Neaethe beginning of the discussion, when
Hippias boasts that he tries to say something new every time he speaks, Socrates asks.whether he does
this with respect to such questions as how many letters there are in Socrates' name and how it is spelt
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Socrates' understanding of things, Socrates engages in private conversation with him.

Upon ascertaining that Eu_thydemué wishes to possess the type of excellgpce that will
allow him to rule well, Socrate$ implies that knowledge of justice is required in order to
do so. Euthydemus is confident that he is just and that he knows the "works" of both'
justice and injustice. Socrates devises a tes:of his knowledge, asking him to assign
various things into two columns, one for the.works of justice, the other for ut@c of
injustice. The examples that Socrates chooses are lying, deceit, "doing mischief," and
"selling into slavery.” (IV.ii.14) Euthydemus assigns t};em all to injustice. Socrates
qﬁickly sho@s him that when these thing-s are done to enemies they are just.
El:thydcmus protests that he thought Socrates was asking about proper behavior
towards friends. Socrates soon gets him to agree that even toward friends
"straightforward dealing is‘ not invariably right." (.18 ff.) Now Socrates asks
Euthydemus to cbnsider "deception practised on friends to their detriment " (emphasis
added); whether in such cases; voluntary or involuntary.deception is the moré unjust.

In the Memorabilia, then, after Socrates shows Euthydemus' the usefulness of lies, he

finds it necessary to continue to the question of whether the voluntary or the

involuntary lie is more just in the case of harmful lies. (-19-23) In response to this

question, Euthydemus says he lacks the confidence he previoysly had, but proposes

that the former is more unjust. Socrates asks him whether "... there is a doctrine and ~

science of the just, as there is of letters?" (.20 ff.) Once Euthydemus agrees to this,
” Socrates implies that the voluntary "blunderer” in writing and reading is more "literate"

than one who blunders involuntarily because he knows "letters"; similarl);, the

voluntary "liar and deceiver” is implied to be "more just" than the involuntary one

e

because he knows what is just. It seems that for this to be acceﬁétable, however, the

-and what tRe answer to two times five is. (IV.iv.7) The similarities of both sections with the Lesser
Hippias seem more than coincidental.



Socratic dictum that virtue is knowledge would have ta be true, such that one who
knows what is just would never choose to be unjust. Socrates now asks Euthydemus

what he thinks of someone who constantly contradicts himself, "... who wants to tell
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the truth, but never sticks to what he says...." (.21) Such a human being is clearly an -

involuntary liar, and apparéntly one who does harm to his friends given the ;:ontext of
this part of the discussion, i.e. whether involuntary qr volun‘tary lies are more unjust

| when told to the detriment of friends. We think of both Achilles and Hippias hete.

Socrates now defines "slavish" people as "those ignorant of the beautiful and good and

just.” (.22 ff.) It would seem that those who lie involuntarily are to be identified as
such. Hippias, recall, was clearly shown to be ignorant of the beahtiful in the Greater
Hippias. , | |

At this point in the conversation, Euthydemus says he is disheartened by his

ignorance about the "things that one is-bound to know" and bx, his ignorance of the
. Anil ;,“, .

means of alleviating this condition. So&rait’s directs his attention to the words inscribed ‘

on the temple at Delphi, "Know thyself." (.23-4) When Euthydemus tells him that he -

paid no regard to the inscription because he was sure that this was something he alréady
knew, Socrates asks, |

And what do you suppose a man must know to know himself, his

own name merely? Or must he consider what sort of a creature he is

for human use and get 10 know his own powers; just as those who

buy horses don't think that they know the beast they want to know

until they have considered whether he is docile or stubborn, strong or

weak, fast or slow, and generally how he stands in all that makes a

" useful or a useless horse? - (.25 ff.; emphasis added) ~

We remember, in this connection, Socrates askiné Hippias whether he had the power to
write Socrates' name. Perhaps there is something important to be gained in ascertaining
"what sort of creature” Socrates’ is (or at least the Platonic and Xenophontic Socrates).
The refere_nce to "human use" implies that in order to ascerf?lin orie's own powers one

must acquire unders_tanding of the app_ro;i_riate ends of human life. But as in being the
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consummate liar, such understanding seems to be knowledge of a most comprehensive

kind. Socrates now asks Euth‘ydemus whether "it [is] not clear too that through self-

knowledge men come to much good, and through self-deception to much harm?" He

proceeds to explicate the goods that come through the one and the bads that come

' through the other:

. For those who know themselves, know what things are expedient for
- . themselves and discern their own powers and limitations. And by
. doing what they understand they get what they want and prosper: by
- refraining from attempting what they do not understand, they make no
mistakes and avoid failure. And consequently through their power of
testing.other men too, and through their intercourse with others, they

" get-what is good and shun what is bad.’ Those who do not know and
are deceived in their estimate of their own powers, are in the like
condition with regard to other men and other human affairs. They
know neither what they want, nor what they do, nor those with whom.
they have mtercourse ‘but mistaken in all these respects, they miss the

good and stumble inito the bad... (.26 ff.)

We se'em to get here a surpnsmgly-rapt description of both Homer's two protagonists*
and those of thrs dlalogue Socrates and Hippias. When Euthydemus wants to know at
whrch point self-exam1nat10n should ‘commence, Socrates asks him 1f he knows "

what things are. good and what are evil." Every answer the young man gives is refuted
by %ocraws (not altogether convincingly, it should be added), as is his understanding

of the nature of the people. At this point, Euthydemus expresses his indignation at his

own_stupidity and Xenophon tells us "he wen.t away veryrdejected, disgusted with
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himself and convinced that he was indeed -a slave." (.39) But from this point on, he A

‘became inseparable from Socrates, unlike rnany'others who had_undergone similar

Socratic examinations, and whose reactions Hip'pias typifies.
This section of the Memorabzlra then deals with the themes of self knowledge

and _]llSthC as in its own way does the Lesser Hzppzas In order to acquxre self-

S

A
4 This is not to say that Odysseus does.not suffer, but the crucial drffe’rence between"fus suffering and
Achilles' is that the latter's is self-inflicted. We are remindad that, i Jin the end, it is the condition of a

man'’s soul that is the important thing i in life-and not the pains that he may have had to endure in hvmg.

well

A\ 3
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knowledge, which in turn is essential to self-mastery, it is necessary to understand the

nature of good and evil. One must krnow what the goods and evils are for human beings

in order to know the propér use (or uses) of a human being, and in order to undefs;aﬁd

and utilize whatever powers onc,has in the best possible manner. This type of -

knowledge also provides us with'the means of _detcrmining who are the better men.

Bearing all this in mind may help us better understand the very odd discussion of

voluntary and involuntary doers of various "evils" that soon follows in the Lesser

Hippias.
L

)\/

Socrates' response to Hippias' outburst is the longest speech of the dialogue-- -

ironicé.lly--since he asks Hippias towards the end of it not to "speak a long speech"” but
lt, .
. tQ answer him as before. Socrates spends a good portion of this speech describing his
‘own nature and behavior. In this respect, it is the very antithesis of the othér long
sp¢ech of the dialogue in which Socrates described Hippias' behavior in the
marketplace at- Athens. In contrast to Hippias' boasts about himself k»;hich is a
common form of dissembling), Socrates is humble, professing ignorance of "the actual
condition of things." This claim becomes dubious when the evidence offered for it is
considered:
I find it a sufficent proof of this thét when I am together with one of
you who are highly reputed for wisdom and to whose wisdom all
Greeks bear witness, it is evident that I know nothing; for nothing, so
to speak, seems the same to me as it does to you, yet what greater

proof of ignorance is there than when someone differs with wise men?
(372b5-¢2) ' :

A )

One may venture to say that differing with truly wise men would be a pretty good
. s - By

measure of ignorance. But given his earlier ironic remarks about Hippias' wisdom,

Socrates obviously does not think Hippias is wise. So, dhce again, we seem to have an

example of a voluntary lie by Socrates. Or, réther, of irony, for it may be such a "lie"
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only to Hippias, if the silent others listéfing to this conversation have any
L

0

understanding themselves. Socratic irony, thej ;speech that is meant to be both true
. : &».

N

and false, to say different things to differeq ‘15:, depending on their particular

"8

nature. As such, Socratic irony (or Plato's repre%’"

i
1
>
K1

on of it) is a reflection of the
Platonic dialogue itself. Strauss says that the dial c "...says different things to
different people--not accidentally, as every writing does; bht that it is so contrived as to
say different things to different people, or that it is radically ironical."s T};at such
speech and such writing is necessary is based on the fact that the truth is not always
salutary for everyone. In contrast to the many attributes that Hippias apparently
possesses, Socfates stresses that he has one good thing. (see 372b3, 372c2) It is,

hov;'ever, something "marvelous" (eowuacnov.). Socrates' first definition of his good

is put in the form of a question to Hippias, "Do you see ... that I speak the truth, when

I say that I am indefatigable [Ainapno] in questféning the wise?" (372bi-2) One

wonders if Socrates is speaking the truth in this instance. He does not seem to be in as
much as we see him eamestly questioning not only Hippias but all sorts of unwise
human beings in other dialogucé. What may save Socrates' statement from being an
outright lie, however, is that he does not say he questions only the wise; moreover
there is his use of the term "indefaﬁgable." At the end of the Lesser Hippias, when
Hippias says that he disagrees with Socrates' that one who voluntary does injustice
~ would be the good man, Socrates does not pursue the matter any further, merely citing
his own vacillation and saying how terrrible it is that "ordinary"é men like himself
cannot be helped by the "wise" suc.:h as Hippias. Earlier in the dialogue, Socrates tells
Hippias that if anyone speaks who is better than of "little account,” "since I desire to

learn what he is saying, 1 question him thoroughly [81aﬁvv9avouat] and consider

_ 5 Strauss, City, pp. 52-3.
6 This word in Greek, 1Ly, also means "private person.”
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again and compare the things said, so that I may unde-stand." (3v60d4-—8; empﬁsis
added) But those who he considers wise are treated a bit differently: "you will find me
being indefatigable [Auapn] about thé things said by one of that sort, questioning him
so that by understanding I may be benefited in some way." (3o9d8-e3; emphasis
added) Perhaps, then, there is. no Platonic representation of Socratos being

"indefatigable" in questioning anyone. Socrates' "good" has two other parts to it: he is

n9t ashamed to learn," and he is "very grateful to the one who answers," never having -

' dbpnvcd anyone of gratitude." (372c1 ff.) The latter apparently means that he has
never clalmed what someone else has taught him as his own, but instead praises
Whoever teaches him something as one &ho is wise‘ and announces whatever he has
learned from the man (or woman, as in the Symposium and the Menexenus). We never
see Socratesopralsmg Hippias in this fashion. What we do see in the Lesser Hippias is
Socrates, in effect, Iamentmg Hippias' lack of wisdom to those remaining after hlS
exhibition. But, as dt:acussed above (IV.11-12), Hippias' ignorance was- something that
Socrates had hkely Ieamed from the sophist in his encounter with him depicted in the
Greater Hippias It sccms then, that one (and perhaps the only) Way in which Socrates
learns from others is by observmg and analyzing their actlons and words when he

. questions them, as opposed to\.bemg told truths by them. We note that these very
qualities that Socrates' takes pride in, and Justly it would seem, are qualities that
Hippias sadly lacks. He could benefit very much from engaging in such activity
(perhaps not exactly as Socratcs actually does, but as he seems to say he does, i.e. oy
listening to and learning from the wise), but unfortunately for him, he is oblivious to
the fact that he is profoundly in need of this sort of benefaction.

Socrates goes on to speak of his complete disagreement with Hippias' views, still
~apparently disciairning his own worth. (372d1 ff.)‘For him, it seems "... that those

who harm human beings, who do injustice, lie, decei)}e, and go wrong voluntarily

v J

~—
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- rather than involuntarily are better than those who do so invéluntarily." What is really

72

strange is that immediately after saying this, Socrates.says that at times he believes the -

very opposite, presumably meaning he concurs with Hippias' view. Socrates'

condition in relation to these idgas, tfmn, seems to be one of "vacill-ion," which is
emphatically attributed to his ignorahce. (see 372e1) The reason for ocrates' preser}t
conviction is a "seizure," whose cause is the preceding arguments. The word translated
as_seizure, Ko.taf0AN, also means "a periodical attack of illness.” The latter meaning
makes additional sense in light of what follows. Socrates asks for a favour f_rpm
Hippias: "... do not begrudge to heal mty soul; for be assured you will do me a greater
good by giviﬁg my soul rest from ignorance than my body from disease.” As this
disease of the soul seems to be ignorance, Socrates is again attributing his curreht
opinion to his own ignorance. We cannot be simply .satisfied with this answer,
however, inasmuch as he is pretending to look to Hippias for the cure. Socrates
cautions Hippias ﬁgainst attempting to heal him with a long speech, saying that the
method followed to this point will be of great benefit to him and will, he thinks, leave

Hippias unharmed. Socrates seems to think thé personal appeal will not be sufficient

- and asks for Eudicus' assistance in getting Hippias to continue the discussion; and

‘

justly so, one might add, éince he was responsible for initiating the conversation. In
both instances, its initiation and its continuation, the discussion seems to be due to
Eudicus' intervention. But whereas:;‘it”l the first case Socrates gave the appearance that
he was reluctant to speak, in the pr;:sent instance it is Hippias who is clearly reluctant.
Socrates, however, seems very concerned that Hippias continue the discussion with
him. Besides appealing to Eudicus, he says later that he strongly desireé to
"inves'tigate" the issue that has just been raised. (373¢5-7)

Eudicus' response to Socrates’ request, directed at Hippias, is adept, boxing the

sophist into a corner. Eudicus says that he does not think that Hippias will require any

<



request to continue the conversation givé.n his Stafbmcnts at the beginning of their
discussion, thag "... he would flee the questioning of no man." (373b1-4)' He makes ita
poin:t'of asking Hippias to confirm whether ne had éaid this, with the inte.n‘t it seem:
(taking a pagé out of Socrates' book) of reminding h;;; of how his boastful self-
presentation has committed him to answering Socrates’ questions. Eudicus acts as if he
has been fouowmg the discussion closely, which would be in keeping with his claim to
take serious interest in philosophy. vHippias responds by once again attacking Socrates'
method, but this time imputing bad intentions to him. (see 373b5-6) The complaint
~ seems almost child-like. Socrates protests his innocence, using Hippias' own views ns’
a defense: "Hippias, beét of men, it is not voluntarily, at any rate, that I do this--for I

would be wise and tricky, according to your argument--but involuntarily, so please

forgive me, for you assert that whoever makes trouble involuntarily ought to have:

forgiveness.” (373b7-10) Socrates would be réferring to Hippias' earlier agreements
- with Socrates' argument that liars are the wine. We have seen that whatever difﬁ&ulty
Hippias has had in the argument has indeed been caused voluntarily by Socrates--
which, in his own words, makes him wise and tricky. One wonders if Socrates

~disagrees with Hippias that those who make trouble involuntarily. merit forgiveness.”
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His apparent position that those who do wrong voluntarily are bette}\than those who dov..

30 involuntzirily does nof seem to necessitate it. The very fact that the former are
"better" may mean that they should be pnnished more narshly than those who do wrong
inadvertently. Socrates' own actionn do not ﬁt.into any nf these categories, if our
suspiéions are correct that he has had good reasons for what he has done. At this point,

Eudicus again intervenes on Socrates’ behalf; he is very insistent that the conversation

continue. He-tells Hippias that he must answer Socrates, both for "our sake" and the

-

7 In Plato's Apology, in refuting the charge that he corrupts the youth, Socrates says, "if T corrupt
involuntarily, the law is riot that you bring me in for such involuntary wrongs, but that you take me
aside in private to teach and admonish me." (26a; emphasis added) '



"sake of your Aim'tial statements.” (373c1-2) It is this personal intervention of Eudicus'
. ™ ‘
that apparently is the deciding factor in Hippias' decision to_continue answering

Socrates as before. (see 372¢3-4) In Hippias' mind, not accedmg to his request would

likely mean the sure loss of standing in Eudicus' eyes, not to mentlon other potential
sources of employment. Whatever Hippias' drscomfort in contrnuing the conversation
and risking further embarrassment, he has litile choice in the matter given  his
dependence on the good opinions of others for his livelihood.

It is clear, then, that both Socrates and Eudicus are inient on the discussion
continuing. Eudicus’ interest may be explained by his claim to be a pursuer Qf
philosophy. Following the conversation closely, he is" undoubtedly intrigued by

Socrates' proposition that those who do wrong volunta ily are batter than those doing

so involuntarily. He may also be interested in seeing he " 8pous sophist can
refute such an apparently perverse posmon Socrat#s or wanting the
discussion to continue are not so clear One may think that W3 ts to answer Hrppras
final objection to the thesis that Odysseus 1s better than Achilles. As prevrously noted,
however, Sgcrates could have " easily dealt with this objection by explrcrtly
demonstrating to Hrppras that lying can be useful and good. Instead, he seems to aécept
'Hrppras opinion about lying, and includes it in the same category as harrmng human
beings, doing injustice, and gomg wrong (see 372d4-8). S;nce we have-already seen
" that those who lie for good reasons--which includes Odysseus and Socrates--are not
doing what is wrong, evil,F or unjust this could be regarded as another "sophistical"
move on Socrates' part. He accepts the new direction that the corruersation has taken,
and proposes to argue that those who do injustice voluntarily are better than those who

do so involuntarily. As should be clear by now, .this does not necessarily mean that
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Socrates sincerely holds this position; there is evidence both in his long speech of this -

section and in the remainder of the dialogue that in advancing this position, he is being
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especially ironical. It may, then, merely serve as a means of undertaking a full

consideration or fhe both the false in human life and the implicatons of being an

N

involuntary Har.®

\

Vanous things in the presentatton of Socrates' position in his long speech imply

that his posmon regardmg the rcspectiv.. merits of voluntary and mvoluntary doers of

injustice is an equivocal one. Soctat_es refers to those who do wrong voluntarily three

' times. The first timé he says it "appears" to him that " thos'.e who harm human

beirigs, who do mjustrce 11e decetve and go wrong voluntarlly rather than

involuntarily are better than those who do SO 1nvol%nly " (37244 ff ) The second

time he says that due to "a sort of seizure ... those who vquntanly go wrong about

i

‘something seem to me to be better than those who do s0 mvoluntanly " (emphasrs

added) And finally, he says that the earlier arguments are responsible for "... makmg it

n

says that any of these thmgs are the case, but that they have the appearance of being so.
Also,’ anUStICC ‘manages to. drop from the ptcture very qurckly (Soerates does not

mentron it agam until near the very end of the dlalogﬁé’wsee 375d9 ff ) And one

" of such things are more wretched" than the voluntary doers, since these examples of
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appear at present that those who do each of, these things 1nvoluntar11y are more

' wretched than those who do SO voluntanly " (emphasrs added) We note Socrates never -

‘wonders how the earher arguments can even make it "appear" that the mvoluntary doers

wrong—domg were not mentroned prlor to Hippias' introduction of them, and since -

\yhat was exphcxtly sald wrth respect to lying (as noted) was that the one who

“ successfully 11es is better than.one who does so unsuccessfully Even more strange is

Socrates attribution of his posmon to what may be a strange fit of illness. There

A}
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8 In our dtscussron of thg Memorabilia we saw that a consideration moluntary and mvoluntary lymg
seemed to naturally lead to a discussion of justicesand good and evil.
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certainly are better ways of convincing others of the rightness of one's position.? The - -

- first examples of the second proof make it even less clear that Socrates is sincerely

arguing this pos‘it‘iof{;-_TWhat seems likely, however, is. that we are going to learn:

something about justice in the ensuing discussion.

9 More evidence that Socrates is aresenting a deliberately ironical--and in that sense, equivocal--stance
is that although he uses BeAtiwv for "better” in the first two examples, he uses a much more
ambiguous term, TOVNTOTEPOVGT, for the reverse position in the third. (BeAtLwy more precisely than
opewvav--used for "better” in the dialogue till Socrates' first use of Beonovo at 371e8--méans =
"bettef™ in thé moral sense; see H.W. Smythe, Greek Grammar, Cambridge: Harvard Uriversity Press,
1984, p.89). Two-meanings of the root of novnnotepovs (rovnpog) are "in a bad state™ or "useless”
in a general sense, and "wicked” or "villainous”in the moral sphere. A word that seems to capture both
meanings léss awkwardly than "good-for-nothing” (which Leake uses), and which is used here is
"wretched.” As Leake says, Hippias undoubtedly thinks Socrates'i§ using thé-word in the moral sense.
But it is not clear that Socrates is using the term the same way, althoughPhe seems to.want Hippias to
think that he is. : - - ' :

“
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- VII. Runners Wrestlers and Good and
Evil (373c5 37606) -

*

Before "investigating” the matter at hand, Socrat‘es says, "I think that we would”
most correctly approach our mvestxganon as follows." (373c7 8; empha51s added) This

implies that the examples of the second proof have been very carefully.chosen. And this

“ a

“makes it all the more curious that the f"ust set of examples are so far-removed from

conventional notions of unjust or evil actions. Sécrates refers to such things as running
slowly, singing out of tune, limping, steering a ship badly, and ntissing the target in
archery. There is no explicit reference to doing any of these t{hings for any sort or
unjust purpose. It is only in the middle of the archery example that we seem to return to

doing wrong in the more common- -sense notion of the term. We appear to have more

evidence, then, that Socrates. i Is not sincesgly opposmg Hlpplas position. It seems

prudent, however, to approach our own mvestlgatrpn of the matter with the view that
+ '

the entire discussion has bearing on the question of the respective merits of the

' voltmtary and involuntary doers of injustice, as well as on the role of lying in human

life. T he examples consist of a medle)} of dlfferent things: bodily actions and
sensatlons the use of tools animals, slaves, the exercise of various arts and the
desued condition of one's own-soul. ThlS last example along thh a cons1derat10n of
- the nature of Justice, forms the last part of the proof and the conclus1on of the dialogue.

" Tor begm Socr?ttes w1th Htpp1as agreement defines what is good and bad w1th

; respect to runnmg (373c7 ff.) The former, beth in a race and in runnmg, is

qu1clcness and the latter ' 'slowness." The one who voluntanly rur'B slowly is sa1d to

be a better runner than one who does so mvoluntanly Socrates does not IeaV’e the

. example at that but goes on to ask Hlpplas whether runmng is 'jﬂomg something" and

thus "also effectmg sometlung " Running badly is now said to be effectmg "what is bad

\ 77
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and shameful in a race.” Socrates reminds Hipbias that running badly means running

slowly and then establishes that the runner who voluntarily "[effects] this bad and

shameful thing" is good while the one who does so.involuntarily is bad and "more

wretched" than the good one. Socrates' argprnent does not cause art'y difficulty until he |

talks about doing and effecting something and then defines running badly as effecting

"what is bad and shameful in a race." (emphasis added) It is difficult to think of

running slowly as something shameful per se. In a race, a good runner could choose to
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run slowly, i.e. nct as fast as he could run, for a variety of reasons. He might want to

trick his competitors into thinking that he is not a threat and then surprise them at the
end. This strategy could be applied to a series of races, e.g. on the racing circuit prior

to a prestigious event a good runner might purposely lose several races in order to take

the competition by surprise later. Such behavior is a form of deception, one is

pretending to be a slow, runner. It fabawever, somethmg shan‘teful or unjust or

- othér hand, running slowly because one has been bribed or felt lazy would be a

different matter. Such a person would be a better runner (at least in potential) than one ]

who used all his poWer yet still ran slowly, butﬁhe would be engaging in,shame‘fui

- behaerr and to that extent not be a better human bemg The same deceptxon, then,

runmng slowly, can be used for etther good or ill. Once agam deceptlon per se catmot

be seen as evil or unjust. Socrates phrasing, i in this example at any rate, allows for‘the .

possibility that running slowly can be put to bad use. He asks Hlppras whether "the

‘ good runner voluntanly [effects] this bad and shameful thing; while the bad one does

.50 1nvolumtar11y‘7" He does noi say that the one who voiuntanly runs slowly is good or

better or that the bad’ ‘one Is. sharneful And n hrs next statement, he asks whether "

the one who effeets what is bad mvoluntanly [rs] more wretched than he who. does 50



voluntanly"" (emphams added) We have previously noted the amblguous nature of the
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adjecnve bemghsed here. This example then, does not deal with a person who does )

what 1S wrong or unjust but with a certain skill, i.e. running fast. Socrates descnpnon
of the lack of thlS Sklll does not seem to merit the name "shameful" (or even ugly"),
yet at the same time, he does say that the person engaging in' such behavior
involuntarily is’shameful; which leaves open the possibility that such a one--though

A}
being a "bad runner"--could be a better hwnan being than one who volunt?ily runs

slowly. The examiple has also revealed another facet to the role of deception in human

life -- it is fairly used in situations where it is part of the accepted strategy of an activity.

Socrates' next example is wrestling. The better wrestler is first defined as one who

falls voluntaril i as-opposed to involuntarily, and falling is then deﬁned as "more

wretched and more shameful™ than throwing one's competitor. (374a2 ff.) Then the

better wrestler is defined as one who "voluntarily effects” the preceding as opposed to

involuntarily. Fa)kmg the initial stages of a fall could be part of the strategy in wresthng,

€.g. to get one's opponent off balXe or to make him over-conﬁdent and then " go for .

the kill." Similarly with actually falhng 1f it only meant the loss of points that could be -

easily recouped. And even if one fall meant the loss of a contest, one might still choose
to fall n order tO,,gIVC a nusleadmg account of One's strength in less important matches.
: Falhng i these circumstances ‘would mean that one'was a better wrestler than one who
fell mvoluntamly, and although it would not mean that one was domg somethlng

v
shameful or wretched, such behavior would not be necessary if one could throw one's

o

opponent without dxfﬁculty In thxs 1nstance, then Socrates is right in saymg that it is

"more wretched to fall [thang to throw one's opponent " (emphasxs added) Whether

itis more shameful seems tobga dlfferent matter If one thmks as Hippias does, shat.
. -all forms of‘ deeeptmn are bad, then yes But if, as in runnmg, such behaVIor is part of

: the strateg.y of the sport, it would not be Lookmg at matters from the opp051te angle if:

A

N
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one did -something "illegal" or unjust to throw another this would be more shameful
than falling involuntarily. This may gii/e someone the victory if he was not caught
doing so, but it would be a hollow victory. Falling involuntarily to one who was a fair
and better wrestler cannot be seen as "more shameful," although it is clearly l"rnore

wretched” than throwing him. But it might also be something shameful if one had

boasted extravagantly that one was going to win before a match. One thinks of Hlppras .

ey, . g

3. . e . . foa iy
trainmg even for an athlete.) In thls case, itis clearlwore shameful to faltsbey
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It seems hopelessly inadequate, or naive; then, to say simply that all falling ) f'*' restling

is rgore shameful and more wretched than throwing one's opponent One must know
£
~ both why and how such behaviors are engaged in. Once agam though we cannot

argue with Socrates that generally speaking one who falls vol;mtanly is a better wrestler

than one who does so mvoluntanly. -

. Socrates speaks.next about all other uses of the body. (374a13 ff.) The one better

~ in body is ablevto do both " what is strong as well as what is weak and what is ;

shameful as wel ‘as: what is noﬁge“ ..""He does what is "wretched" concernmg the

e
Iy

body volunt@‘ﬂy, whereas the "more wretched" one does s0 1nvoluntanly In this case, ‘

. Socrates does not specrfy what is meant by strong, weak, shameful, and noble. The

potential of Strong actions'being .used for shameful or unjust deeds would seem to be

~ much greater than that of weak actions. And one who was strong could also felgn '

_.'..]

weakness for unjust purposes for example one could pretend to have some sort of

' allment (a limp, say) in order to avoid gomg to ‘war (assurmng that one lived in-a -~ -

<«
‘.;.mmunally decent reglme) Once agaln, then, we cannot equate“the one better in body

s
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with the better human being The important consideration seems to be that both the
strong and the weak actions of the body may be utilized for noble or shameful
purposes. The fact that Socrates does not 1dent1fy the strong with the noble and the
weak with the shameful leaves this possibility open. »A '

Cunously, after having apparently exhausted the things of the body with the
prev1ous example, (he prefaced it by askmg about “every other use" of the body),

Socrates goes on to speak about the gracefulness \of the body, the voice, feet, and eyes.

\\
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The implication seems to be that something about these further examples lmks them_

more d1rectly to the soul. Of gracefulness Socrates asks whether "it [is] not
characteristic of the better body to assume voluntarily the shameful and good-for
"fj';-"g‘gijothing postures, while it is characteristic of the more wretched body to do so

involuntarily?" (374b6 ff.) In this context, Socrates makes one of two references in thé

4

dialogue to "virtue."! ' He establishes that gracelessness "if volunitary ... is associated .

with the virtue ... of the body." Gracefulness seems, then, to be a parf of. the body's
virtue (as strength would be too). Another very. unportant part would be possessmg

good health The fulﬁllment of this part of the body s virtue is clearly dependent on the

nature of the soul inhabiting it, i.e. on its virtue; for one cannot possess really good '

health (whxch is not _]ust an absence of sxckness) without good hab1ts concemmg food

exerclse and so forth, habits which must be put into place by the soul. Gra’cefulness

sumlarly, may be related to the type of soul as well as the body that one possesses The .

way a human being carries himself and moves, would seem to depend on a vanety of

factors, some physical, to be sure, such as one's sex and age, but also some mental "

2 Lo

such -as one's sense of conﬁdence and self—mastery The latter may seem an odd‘

» con51derat10n w1th respect to gracefulness but it plays no small role in human hves If
. s y

we hear some plece of news or criticism that is devastatmg, mamtammg%omrol of our

- n

) f The Greek word is apetn, and it means the goodness""or excellence of a Lhmg

Ry . i 4



physxcal reactlons not only allows us to conceal our feehngs (which may be prudent in

the presence of strangers and essent1a1 in the presence of enermes) but can serve as an

important aid in maintaining control of our emotional reactions. ThlS pomts to the
constant interaction between the soul and the body, whlch 1s well- acknowledged to be
an unmensely comphcated (not to say, utterly mystenous) subJect The important thing
in terms of this dialogue i 1s to recognize the potential usefulness of yet another form of
deception in hurnan life. The various factors that affect gracefulness in human beings
implies that there may aspects of gracefulness that vary from human being to human
being. The bearmg of a warrior, for examgle, 1S quite different from that"of a bride,
which i is not to say that there are no common elements. We have yet to con51der why
anyone would choose to be graceless. If certain types of human beings are habitually
graceless, voluntarily adopting a graceless air could be an important aspect of
disguising one's identity. Odysseus, for example, could hardly have been a convincing
beggar if had maintained a regal and warlike posture upon his unannounced
homeconung But, once again, there is o guarantee that one who @es &1& will not put
it to some evil use, and thus be more wicked than a hannless“real beggar who is
mvoluntanly graceless Socrates initial statements to Hipplas 1mp11ed that the true
beggar in this case would be more w1cked Nothing that he actually says here;,

however, need be construed in this fashion ‘He speaks of what is shameful in relation

to the postures of the body, and of the better and more wretched body

<

There may, however, be certam postures of the body that ar= more shameful for

a human bcmg to engage m mvoluntanly than voluntarily. These are the postures

having to do w1th sex.2 A human being who engages in sex mvoluntanly as’opposed to

2 The word used for shameful in this section is (atoypov). It is the oppos::e of (Ka}\ov) and also

means ugly. In the Greater Hippias Socrates says that " presumably everyone would do battle with us
and maintain that [sex] is most pleasant but that if someone engages in it, he must do it in such a way.
that no-one see, since it is most ugly to be seen. " {299a4- 7 emphasns addcd)
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voluntarily would have to be seen not only as "more wretched" but also as "morally
worse” than one who does so voluntanly ‘Whereas those who voluntanly engage in
sex could still be domg it for un_lust or 1mmoral purposes (for mone’y for example),

even they seem to be ona drfferent plane a hrgher plane, from those who simply have
no control over how therr sexual urges will be satisfied. Into thrs latter category may fit
perverse .forms of sexual activity such as a parent sexually‘ abusmg his child. One might
protest that Socrates' initial position requires one to drfferentlate between tho{se who do

—-~-.a

such acts voluntarily and those who do them involuntarily. But this makes s take a

- closer look at these notions of "voluntary and "mvoluntary " Can we truly say that

anyone voluntarily engages in such actrvrty" Or does not the very domg of such acts

‘ clearly indicate that the perpetrator either lacks any conception of what is right and

wrong with respect to such activity (which would make the idea of him voluntanly

choosing to do what is wrong nonsensical), or lacks the will to prevent himSelf from

doing something that he knows is wrong? We see, then, a way in which Socrates'

initial position can be true. Perhaps it is the same with all unjust or evil actions, thatif

one r_eaily understood What the gdod is for a human bein‘g, and was ‘capable/powerful,
one would never voluntarily choose to do evrl somethmg which Socrates says
elsewhere.3 The example of incest pomts to the dlwdeﬁ nature of the human soul. lee
Achilles' anger leadmg to unJust acts uncontrolled base sexual des1res can cause base
mvoluntary behaviors.

” Socrates goes on to ask whether the voice that "voluntanly sings out of tune" 1s

better than the one which does 50 involuntarily? (374¢5 ff.) Hrpplas answers that it is

the former whereupon it is estabhshed that the latter as the more wrcked"

(p.oxﬂnporepav) For the first time, the worse pc.rson 1.e. the one who. doeq

somethmg bad mvolunhm]v is descnbed thh a dxfferem adjective than’ wn.tahed
- TN '

3 Meno, 77b6 78b“, Mcnuom.d by Lz.&l\c p. 506 Also Rapuf)/lc. 589¢.
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(movnpoo). The new term used means "villainous" more clearly and emphatically than
TOVNPOOC. At this point, then, Socrates seems to be clearly sayﬁg some ing similar to
his initial position, that those who do injustic¢ involuntarily are wase- than those who
do so voluntariiy. But w‘hy should"'singing out tune" be singled out in thi"s‘ faShiqx;? It
- seems no more likely to be put to evil use than running slowly. Conside; Qherl it xmght
_be done. For example, one may voluntarily sing out of tune, even in a "musical," for
comic effect. On the other hand, oﬁe may do so in a musi¢al in order to rul/n the
| pefformancé from some base motive. Would the latter person be "better’" than some

poor persoh who eagerly "entertained” family and friends with a voice that could not

hold a tune? It seems not. But singing out of tune may have metaphoric implications. P

.84

We remember that for the Greeks, poems such as the lliad and the Odyssey were sung. '

Perhaps Socrates is referring to the content of song as well as its mélddy, and maybe
not of song aionc but also of speech. Being out of ’tun_c in this manner might mean-
saying things thaf do not "harmohize’f with reality, i.e. are untrue. Given the examples
of voluntary and involuntary lying in the dialogue, botl; Hippias anﬁd Socfatcs seem to
"sing out of tune,” but the one involuntarily and the other voluntarily (although the
-labelljng of Socrates" speech as singing out of tune is tempered by th€c fact that it is
largely ironic, i.e. both true and false at the same time). Hippias, acz:ording to the
argument, is then moré wicked than Socrates.4 This may seem to be a father harsh
judgment: that 4 pathetically ego_tisltical fool like Hippias should be thought downright

Wic_ked. But perhaps he causes more harm than at first appears. His ability to compose

beautiful speeches seems to give him great power over the many,-and. perhaps even

4 Interestingly, Soctates implies something; similar in a passage in the Republic. In explaining his-

hesitance o speak about the community of women and children, he says that he "{expects] that it's a -

lesser fault to prove to be an unwilling murderer of someone than a deceiver about fine, good, and just

things in laws.” (451a ff.; emphasis added) Glaucon replies that Socrates should speak nonetheless as -

they will free him like 4 "guildess” killer even if they "are #ffected in some discordant way by the
argument.” {emphasis added) Although Socrates concurs that the unwilling murderer is indeed absolved
and that "it's probably so in this case 00,” it is not at all clear that one who commits a "greater fault”,
can be similarly absolved. ' - - ‘



over thosé like Eudicus who seem interested in philosophy. (see 363a1-4) But because

- he is in fact ignorant, his words can harm the souls of those who truly aspire to knpw
aﬂd who need teachers in order to pursue philosoph);. And deep in the background, a
.question is perhaps being raised as to the merit of Homer as an educator. But still the
question remains, is Hippias also more wicked than one who lies véluntarily for evil
purposes'? This does seem to be what the argument implies. If one thinks that those
who lie voluntarily for evil purposes generally do ﬁot aim at harming the souwls of others
but at gainibng some "gdod" at thc expense of someone else's possessions, or
reputation, or life, it may very well be the cése that such a one would, in a sense, be
less evil than one such as Hippias whose conceits and "fine" words keep enslaved the
most precious possession of any human being, i.e. his soul.

The example that follows is quite pecul’" in the context, apparently having no
connection to the soul. After establishing that Hippias would rather have good things
than bad, Socrates asks him whether he would "prefer to p;ssess feet thét limp
voluntarily or involuntarily?" (374¢13 ff.) Hippias chooses the former and Socrates -
establishes that limping is "wfetchedness and gracelessness” of the feet. Since this is
the case, it would be very strange for someone to voluntarily maim himself,

“permanently choosing to limp as it were.5 It is not clear, however, that a sane person

.~ would never do this. In wars it is not an uncommon occutrence for soldiers to "shoot

4 e - . s .
g"‘i‘é’ . themselves in the foot” in order to be sent home. This would almost always be a

A

} \7\ coy;r‘fa';dly‘and shameful act. But there may also be good reasons for"'\'(oluntari]y laming

et , %’fe'imsto‘t.l:: (who refers o the Lesser Hippias and this particular example in a discussion of the false
R A i the. Metaphysics), the fact that the one who limps voluritarily is only pretending to do 5o is why he
?“W“"’}‘"”f;" +- "F¥s "better than the one whaq does so involuntarily, i.e. the one who is lame. But if someone actually

R ».Jamed’ himself voluntarily, he would "pres%;\ably be worse off," than one who does so involuntarily.

Yo e

e

“Aristotle concludes from this that one whdJies voluntarily is "morally worse" than one who does so
e ifivoluntarily: The assumption seems to be' tRat voluntarily lying is a deliberate maiming of one’s soul.
-5 M Aristotle's definition of the "false man"--"one who is an adept at and takes pleasure in false accounts [as
RN ibraviously defined] merely for the sake of doing 5o and of impressing them on others"--shows us why .
2ok AN ‘might thigk tjs. This sort of human being is perverse. Aristotle’s Metaphysics, trans. by John
1 “Winington, (Loridgn; J M. Dent & Sons L., 1961) pp. 44-45.
o a T Tl
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oneself. A’pchori may go out in freezing weather without proper footgear, for |

example, in order to save someone else's life. What the example teaches is that there are

,ﬁmge.-important things in life than possessing a whole and well-functioning body. In

certain situations, this may even mean choosing to completely destroy one's body (and
the soul’s existence ip the process).
The next example that Socrates considers is sight. Dull vision is defined as

"wretchedness of the eyes." (374d5 ff.) Hippias is asked which he would rather have

and, curiously, which he would rather be with, "'fhose with which one voluntarily sees

dully -Jand sees incorreétly or those Wi/ﬁél which one does so involuntarily ?" Hippias
responds:that he would prefer the fo;rné;. ‘O‘r\xe might have thought that blindness would
more appropriately be termed wretchédn_égés of the eyes as opposed to "dull vision." If
we look at ﬂ]e“n;etapho’ric meaning of seein:g,n’i.e. understanding, the latter use mglfgs
more sense (though the former is by no means excluded: some people may wel‘fjbe

"blind" to certain truths). According to the Platonic Socrates in the Republic, the

” problem in human understanding is not generally that most peopfc 'do not Sge at all, but

that what they see are mere images of things and not reality, and that they are looking in

the wrong direction. Seeing dully, then, seems to refer to accepting the conventional

opinions of things as Hippias does. This makes it ;;11 the more ironic. that he says it
would be preferable to be in the presence of those who voluntarily see dully and thus

possess good vision, for he has no.idea what thig #ould mean. But, in fact, most

human beings would likely not want to be in the presence oYf those who see clearly, for

what we show, or attempt to show, of ourselves to most others is usually a partial and
beautiful image, comprised of the positive and the socially appropriate. This is another
example of deception in human life, ah_example that shows the pervasive influence and

perhaps even necessity of falsehood in our lives. Not only does it smooth our

relationships with each other, but it provides both personal and publié ideals to live up
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to. As Nietzsche says, "What? A great man? I-always écc only the actor of his own
ideal."6 And s it rga.l.ly good for a society t6 broadcast the fact that certain base desires
are perfectly normal? To brutally demand and supbly the naked truth at all times is too
naivc and harsh a position, men béing men. (This is absolutely not to say that one
should not be so harsh with oneself.) |

Unlikg?hé previous exambles, however, where in order to prerend to run slowly,
sing out of tune, ﬁmp, and so forth, one actuall'y has to do the worse‘ éctivity, this is not
true of seeing, both in its actual and mbtaphonc senses. Since these activities take place
in one's soul, no one else need he a p;rJty to them, Wthh Is not to say that conveying
the impression that one "sees’ " poorly is easily or convincingly done. To voluntarily
desire to see pooﬂy for some temporary pf:;iod would be like choosing to ma.jm the
most important part of oneself, i.e. one's soul. But why would anyone want to convey

such an appearance? With respect to physical seeing, an example of a situation when

~ he did not see anything unusual from fear of 'retaliation;from the perpet;ator. This

would be something shameful. A good reason for preiending to see poorly, on the
offier hand, might be to save someone else from émbarrassment (a child who has wet

his bed, to pick a safe example, and has tried to hide the evidence). Similarly,

pretending not te understand very well may be done for both good and evil reasons.

Socrates ironic511y professes his ignorance throughout the Lesser Hippias, as Qell asin
other Platonic dialogues. Clearly, part of his reason for doing so here is to emﬁhasize’
the difference between the egotisticai Hippias and hime--If, as well as,ito xhake Hippias
(and others) amenable to conversation For those whé see this, as Eudicus and some of
the silent others who are llstemng to the conversation may, Socrates' irony is

transparent But there may be a more hldden rronic dlssemblmg of his wxsdom in the

6 Nietzsche, Beyond, aphorism 97. ' _ ‘ i/
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someone ngg}}t actin this way weuld be if he has witnessed a crime but maintains that _
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dialogue. S ’ ates is likely not revealing all that he xnows about the istues Jbeing
discussed. Ag/Strauss says, by doing so ""... the:supcri'o‘r man ... spares the feelings of
his infcrioré by not displaying his superiority."? Another reason for this type of
dissembling would be to:ancourage others to philosophize, not byif)roviding answers,

> i

but rather by posing interesting ques‘tions8 (which may well be why Plato wrote
dialogues and no; tfeatises).\Orie has no difﬁcu}ty imagining various kinds of unjust

' reasoﬁs for feigning ignorance. A person may do so in order to huri someone out of a
perverse c;'uelt;, "without/‘:%eing blamed, e.g. aSkiiag someone how his wife is doiné
when one kﬁov\?/s thatléhe has just left him. Another unjust gﬁ‘ason for feigning
ignorance would be to do so out of jealoulsvy, e.g. withholding information that would
allow someone whom one en‘vics to get some good thing.

Ny

hat is wretched are better than those that do so involuntarily?"

ys‘\,jags",'.given the sort of things that were mentioned. At this

™

.concerning "all things such as ears, nose, mouth, and all

hﬂ iht in that they do not actually act poorly, but one may
P “% \ . v\ - .

»

ATy

. X7 4 R : | . . .
These things can be used to their potential, e.g. running fast, or can be

’ _tenipérafily used "badly,"” éﬁ.g. running v\s\lgwl’y, or be disguised as what is bad, e.g.

seeing poorly. But, beyond this, one may use what is 6stensibly "éood," e.g. running

fast, and what is ostensibly "bad", e.g. running slowly, for good or evil purposes. We

have, then, two conéepts of what is "bad" (and "good"). There are those thing% that

v

7 Strauss, City, p. 51. l\
8 Kierkegaard contrasts "the famous Socratic art of asking questions” with "the alleged Sophistic art of

answering questions.” The Concept of Irony, transl. by Lee Capel, (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1965), p. 70. - E : ’

Prational Human being, it seems, would prefer the "better”.

38

: ';," ' Socrates now asks Hippias whether he "[believes] that those of your own things |
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Socrates has been giving as examples, suc‘h\ as runnmg slowly, smgmg out of tune,

. steermg badly, and so forth that are bad in relatlon to the proper end of a certam skill .

i P
or activity. And, theh there is the sense of "bad" in the morgl sphere, i.e. what is evil

or unJust. The examples that Socrates refers to, then, vcan be séen as certain

’ potenuahnes or powers, which can be used to serve a vanety of ends, whose

. morahty" may raf e from the heinously evil or unJust to the spellbindingly good.

What we seem to have been mlssmg sO far however, is any exphc1t consideration df

_ that which deterrmnes what such thmgs will be used for--1 e. the soul--the well- bemg

of which wgﬁld seem to provrde the standard whereby the Judgments of good and bad
canh be madq

N . “' P .
This might expiain the strange cohsideration of the souls of horses which soon

*follows. Before tufging to. this, hc[wever, Socrates considers the example of tools.

(374e5 ff.) Hippias agrees that a "parmership" with tools which allow a person to

vo_funtanly do what is bad is better than one with tools which only allow one to

mvoluntanlyﬂﬁo SO. What 15 "bad“ in this uytance is a tool not fulﬁlhng 1ts proper

‘purpose. ‘Although the example seems to point more clearly toward the user, the focus

is’still oft the natyre or capacity of the tools and not on that of the human being who is

usmg them This is. empha512ed by the spec1ﬁc example of a tool that Socrates gives.

N

» He asks wh1ch would be better, "a rudder w1th whtclﬁone will mvoluntanly steer badly

... or one with which one w1ll do so voluntanly 7" The good rudder-prow_des the human

. or murdering someone with a hammer, depends on the nature of the human being using'

it. The example of Htpptas' "Pemlan belt reminds us that tools are also the instruments

- being with the choice of using it either well or badly, but the;had _oge does not. But -

- whether unjust things will be done with'a tool, e.g. steerihg a client's ship onto rocks _

of certain kinds of deceptton i.e. in the production of thmgs that are counterfeit. No -

matter how good an imitation is, it never has qu1te_ the cachet of the.originz', even if it is
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o often as useful and may even be as finely crafted. In this respect "false" thmgs are

~ différent from faIse speech smce the latter is often harmful. Yet imitations seem to be

¢
.. fundamentally regarded as somethmg "fake," even if the 1rmtator hke prplas,

acknowledges it as such, and this Ieads us to suspect that there is somethmg wrong

L]

A with them. One aspect of this mistrust has to do with the fact that umtatlons are almost

90‘_

always less expensrve than the originals, which accounts\for thelr populanty, they are

. the next best thing to the real thing; which "everyOne aspires to. In many such cases
what are considered to be the "finer" thlngs in hfe are governed by thc taste of the

wealthy and those who pander to them, which may be why Hlppras has imitated a

Persian belt, since the kmg of Persia was fabled for his wealth. These thmgs serve,

" then, as s mbols of -2 person’s financial position in a soc1et s somethm which is of
)4 P P? Y g

great unportance to many peOpIe But our penchant for original thmgs may also have

[ )

less uglyf motives: human beings genuinely seem to prize creatwtty, ranty, and antiquity .

L

(per se).’ ‘ | .

Socrates now considers which type of horse's soul it'is‘better to have, one with
which someone "... will voluntarily-ride badly’or involuntarily?" (375a2 ff.) When
Hippias chooses the-former, Socrates reiterates that this is better and says that with

sucha horse's soul the "wretched works” appropriate to it would be accomplished

voluntaﬁly whereas with the "wretched" souP'involuntarily, Socrates does not specify

what he means by "riding badly " It may refer to: a horse that cannot be properly
"controlled (that does not take well to domesncauon) a very slow horse or even a horse
" witha rough gaJt There would se%p to be both good and bad reasons for voluntanly

| doing any of these things. For example, one may provoke a horse into bucking in order

 to frfghten off = .. ¢~ evil reason for doing the same thing ‘might be to injure

intentionally, : :ve. ki sc:meone standing nearby. Similarly with riding slowly'or. ’

8

9vLeake's translation ¢ .. o mare” is wrong. see Loeb, 375a7-8.
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rou’ghly. But what is comron to all these activipties.is that whatever the horse is doing
affects the rider as well. Provol;ing a horse to be less contrgllable, for example, could
ayery Weu harm the rider. We rentember that for the ‘Plat'on'iq:soc!“atC’S, the horse is a
metaphor for the city. The implication seems to be that the well-being of the ruler is

intimately related to that of the city. As implied before, the reference to the horse's soul

seems designed to point out the lack of focus on the human soul to this point.10 We_

should also notice that, although S0crates refers.to the works of the horse'ssoul, the /7

_horse'ts a domesticated animal. Its nature has been shaped fo serve man's purposes, not

that of a horse in the state of nature. The same is true of dogs as well, to which

Socrates extends the analysis, but not with the "all other animals" that he includes. (see’

" 375all) Horses and dogs, then seem partrcularly suited as metaphors for’ thmgs

brelatmg to man, and especmlly so if one thinks that man's existence m cities, i.e. in

»

polmcal groups, necessitates an often uneasy compromise between what is good for the

individual and what is good for the state. This tension makes it evén‘more difficult to

" determine what the purpose of a human being is. 1

©

Socrates now turns to the third category of examples, the exercise of various arts
by human beings or perhaps one should say, by their souls. Hlsaemphasrs on the soul
is revealed partxcularly in the first example. Socrates asks whether 'For a human bemg

.'who is an archer, [it is] better to possess a soul which voluntanly misses the target or

one Wthh does so 1nvoluntanly‘7"11 (375a13 bl) It is established that such a soul is

better for archery Whatever the metaphorxc 1mphcat10ns of this example (whlch_ Lol

‘would seem to be _part\of _Socrates intention), a good archer requires not only a soul

10" pyym can also be translated as "spirit” (as the Loeb does here), which gives added significance to - -
- the example. Good riders prefer spirited horses, even though they are more difficult to break and take .
more skill to ride. Once agam, having great potential for wrong seems to be a necessary condxuon o{ U

" having a good nature;

111 eake's translation is nusIeadmg ‘CepTaVE means both "goes wrong and "misses the target,
butiit is mentxoned only once by Socrates in this sentence

¢
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which is conducive to training but also a body that is suited to this activity. In any case, " B

itis c}car onceagam that voluntarily missing the target could be put to a variety of either
good or ev1l uses. The one who does so 1nvoluntan1y is termed "more wretched."12
But Just as an archer uses his powers to hit a target at which he aims, so too a human
bemg aims at accomphshmg certain ends. When the latter farls, he "misses the mark."
The image seems particularly approprrate in a dialogue concemed about the rank order
of men. Good archers are those that hit their targets- (and only miss when they $O

desire). Good human bemgs would seem to require a srrmlar ability. The example of
A

archery also reminds one of the scene in the Odys&ey where Odysseus reclaims his wife °

and property Penelope has proposed that whoever can string Odysseus bow and
| shoot an arrow through the handles.of twelve axes can have her as his wife. None of
the suitors that try can even string the bow, whereupon"Odysseus, still disguised as a
begg.ar, has it brought to him. He easily accomplishes the deed and says, "Here is a

task that has been achreved wrthout any deceptlon "13 The words imply that stealth

3

and deception are not necessarily and always Odysseus preferred mode of action. He

is not finished with his bow, however, and proceeds to shoot the leader of suitors,

Antinoos (a particularly nasty character) through the throat. Ironically, the other suitors

think that Odysscus "had not intended/ to kill the man,"14 that he had mvoluntanly)'-'

‘missed his target They are quickly appnsed of thetr error, however, and learn that
what had seemed to them to be an unfortunate accxdent was in fact a very. well

, calculated act on the "beggar s" part, an act _]usuﬁed moreover by hJS true identity. -

.12 As noted above, the verb used here for missing theég—: auap‘cavw, ‘also means o "go wrong
Hippias seems ‘o take Socrates' second use of it, that the "soul which involuntarily goes wrong is .

. more wretched," i’ the latter sense, which may be why it is translated this. way by both Leake and in
the-Loeb. ‘ : ‘ '

13 Odyssey, XXII 5

e Odyssey, XXH 31-2
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The next art consrdered 1s medrcme In tlus case, the soulls whrch voluntanly does:‘

9 .

~ what is bad with respect to bodles 1s said to be "more skrlled m medrcme and thus SR

"better in this art than ong not sktlled in medrcme " (375b8 12) The notron of better is. -

once again a quahﬁed one; Socrates does not say that the one who voluntarlly dOCS'..‘: o

what is bad to bodies is better per se. But s“urely it 1s not only those skilled in medrcme ‘ “ L

who can voluntanly harm bodies (whrch is not to deny that they may. do so more. - |

| skrllfully and get away w1th domg so more easily; of. Republzc 333e) Perhaps thrs is

2
2

why Socrates makes no referende to the one who acts 1nvoluntanly in thls example h

Both the one who is unskilled in medlcme and voluntanly does harm and the one who B

: mvoluntanly does harm would be worse in medicine than the doctor who voluntanlyv“

harms hlS patients, ‘but not necessanly worse sunplbf..B\ﬂnerther of them would have‘

the ability to voluntarily heal bodies, i.e. to do what is good with respect to. the art. The "

-earlier reference by Socrates to having the soul healed of i ignorance and being cured

implies that there is more than one kind of doctor, a doctor of the soul as well as thatof

the body:16 (see 373e7 ff.) According to the analogy, this type of physician would not

be the only one who could-voluntarily harm others' souls; there_could be thoserwh:o ...do .

‘SO withoutknowledge of this unnamed art of "doctoring souls' (Iess skillfully to be |

sure). Presumably, harming souls in this manner would be to make them more (or keep -

',
\

‘them as).ignorant than they were. We see that Hlpplas seems ‘0 be an mvoluntary doer

of such deeds. Both those who voluntarily (without knowledg‘e of the art) and those" |

who involuntarily do what is bad regarding souls would be worse in this art than the

~- "soul doctor," and wouid lack the :ability to heal souls. But if unself-conscious

ignorance is the disease of the human soul, then one who is "better" in this art may be

15 eake's translation here is wrong. It-is not "he who wmmgly “ but the "soul which willingly...."
(ovyL M £X0VOQ).. ‘
16 We find nothing strange in this, having had psychologxsts and psychxamsts around for over a
cehtury But their kind of expertise is not what is be;ng discussed here. :
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L -better sunply, wmch may throw some .more hght on the nature of the knowledge

g possessed by Socrates The example of medlcme also adds another dimension to our

understandmg ,of the false in human life. Earlier we spoke of one type of lying that

" doctors may have to engage in, at times, for the good of their pat:ents Another type: of

04

: ) he m medlcme is_ the prescnbmg of placebos. Sugar pllls disguised as drugs have often -

j been helpful in cunng people of, presumably pyscho—somahc ailments that the lack of .

"medication" did nothmg for. The belzef that these thmgs are going to help seems to be
- what cures. Thxs renunds us of the power that the mind can have over the body, and
that the mysterlous relauanshxp between them isa two-way street. It might also explain
: why human bemgs with abundant self-confidence achleve more in life than those that

S
-are similarly talented but full of doubts and insecurities, though the line between the

- former and self-delusxon can be a fine one, i.e. justified self-confidence (e.g. Socrates)

‘versus unjusnﬁed (e.g. Hippias). It seems that in some cases it is not.the absolute truth
that is condrcwe to what 1s good, but positive beliefs. This aspect of human nature may

be partly explmned by the i xmportance of hope in our lives.

The arfument 1S now apphed to the soul that 1s more proficient in music and all-

o other matters concemmg the arts and scierces. (375b14 ff.) Hippias s€ems to agree less

N
demslvely here to Socrates questton whether "... the one [1s] better whrch voluntanly

effects ev11 and shameful thmgs and goes wrong, while the more wretched one does so

'mvoluntan]y " No doubt he recognizes that the adrmssmn carries him penlously close

' to, the opposxte of hts own announced posmon Thrs may not have been the case 1f v

_ .Socrates had spec1ﬁed what he meant by evil and shameful thmgs (he cannot provxde an
o all inclusive list, at any rate because he is speaking of "everythmg else connec' d with
'the arts and sc1ences")--presum1ng that he has in mind those thmgs that are bad in

) relatlon to the proper ends of these actlvmes playing. the mthara badly for example. As

we have seen throughout th1s section, such thmgs could be done for just or unJust '



reasons. And once again, the one who does them involuntarily 1ssa1dto be”;fmore*i -
wretched.” I-Ilppias seems to have no difﬁculty with the next examplc, h“oweverl which.

is probably because Socrates provides him more of a context. Hrpptas agrees that it

would be preferable 'to own the souls of slaves that voluntanly go wrong and effect- |
"-evil, rather than those whtch do so mvoluntanly, ‘on the ground that they are better m‘ '
these matters." (375c5 ff emphasrs added) Slaves may be: used for a vanety of .
dtfferent tasks, but what is common to all of their actrvmes a slave s functton as it
were, is to obey the master In this sense,.it would clearly be better to possess those .
“"souls of slaves" that could both obey and dJsobey their master than those ‘that can only
.involuntarily disobey. What is not so clear is whether the slave that chboses to ‘disobey
the master would likely be doing so for what his master would regard as good reasons. -
This seems possiblé only when the slave is not actually fit to be a slave, te. when he
can "see" more clearly than his rnastetf" Institutionalizedlslavery--where_due to war,
ecbnornic domination, and tradition, some group. of human beings is enslaved to
another with no consideration given to individual capacity—;would"‘often result in
s1tuattons of this sort. But there may be other forms of true master-slave relattonshxps
than those between mdrvrdual human beings. The relatlonshrp between the. soul and the
body is tdeally such and the same may be true of the various parts of the soul itself. A i
-human bemg is not gomg to accomphsh much of value in hfe 1f he allows his "body" to
govem hls actrons spendrng his time graftifying. vanous physrcal pleasures, .whether
. these are of the grosser vanety such as gluttony and indolence or less physrcally .
harmiful thmgs such as being fanattcal about fine wine and food or bemg addrcted to
’ exerc1se Wrth respect to the various’ parts of the soul assuming that there- is a

'\
rat:onal" part and a 'desmng part, we have seen how allowmg oneself to be ruled by

1

17 ¢f. Anstotle, Polmcﬁan_sl/b/ Camnes Lord, (Chtcago University of Chtcago Press), Bk. I, ch 5
4-5. = .
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- ’anger can have ternble consequences, ‘and thc same seems tr‘*e of such desires or

passrons such as fear, envy, and love The better human being learns how to rule these

) thtngs wh they could har‘m h1m or others

“Thus we finally get to a consrderatlon of the 'soul simply. Socrates asks Hippias

whether we would not " w1sh to possess our own soul in as good a condition as

| poss1ble""18 (375c11 ff ) I—hppxas, sensxbly enough says yes, )Socrates next ques{mn
gets no such agreement. Asked whether the soul would "be bettet if it effects evil
| .voluntar-rly and | goes wrong or if it does so mvoluntanly, Hippias maintains his initial

'position that "It would ... be a terrible thing ... if those doing injustice voluntarily are to

be better than those doing S0 involuntan'ly " We note that Socrates does not mention

| _ injustice (he has not since 372d6 when he first opposed HJppras vrew) whereas this i is -

the only thing that Hlpplas refers to. In his response, Socrates does not dispute
Hippias' mclusron of ipjustice, and says that the argument appears to show that "they”
are mdeed better. Hrppxas maintains that it does not to him. But he is wrong. The

argument of the second proof each proposmon of whrch Hlpplas accedes to, indeed

1mphes that the best souls could do evil voluntarily. In all the activities and arts or

- sciences considered, it was the better practxtxoner who could voluntanly choose to do

both what i 1s shameful and good with respect to its proper work. Presuming, then, that

there is a proper work: for the soul itself, it is the better soul that will be able to .

b

voluntanly do both the shameful and good thmgs approprrate to it. Earher we were.
- reminded that all human beings dcsxre what i is good for them, as Socrates has Just now

. reafﬁrmed by askmg whether we wotld "not wish to possess our own [soul] in as ‘

‘ ‘,)' , ymper actlvxty of the soul Just as running fast is for the runner, singing in tune for the

“voice, hitting the target for the archer, and so forth. Certainly, many human beings

18 Or, alternatively, "... in the best possible condition?"

‘good a condrtron as possrble"" Deterrmnmg and domg what is good may, then, be the .
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at least think that they should. This would seem to be the approp‘riate end in all the-

myriad activities of human existence, just as obeying the master was in the slave's

varied activities. What would be shaméful and bad for the sotl, ‘in this case, would be

to do what is harmful or evil for oneself. Theorctiéaﬂy, then, the better soul voluﬁtaxily

could do what is both good'Tor itself and what is evil for itself. Whether it ever would
choose to do the latter'is another question. But the worse soul, lacking the power to

exercise its proper activity, may well do what is evil for itsélf, and thaic"invdluntarﬂy."

_actively pursue the "good" (whatever their conception or conceptions of it may be), or

The question that remains is whether justice, perhaps an adequate provisional

description of it in this context would be "not harming others," is good £5F oneself. If it
is, with mspe&t to activities of the human soul, the two senses of bad in the dialogué
woulci in essence be one. A human being who did ﬁnjust things would be doing. what is
bad in relaﬁbn to the pfoper purpose of a human.‘ being, i.e. to look to the good. Until
the question of whether justice is good for one is answered, the analysis of the good
soul will not help us understand whether the better soul is one which voluntarily does
both justice and injustice'. |

We are not surprised, then, that Socrates now turns to a consideration of justice.

He asks Hippias whether justi’ce is not "a certain capacity [power] or knowledge or ..

both," adding an apparently rhetorical question whether it must not consist of one of

these alternatives. When Hippias agrees, Socrates proceeds to draw out the implications

of the preceding definition of justice »asking the sophist a s;éries of questions: "if justice

"Is not thc w1scr soul morc Just and thc more 1gnorant more unjust "orifit is both s

, no't the one havirig both .. more just, while the more 1gnorant is more unjust?"f"

19 1t is curious that Socrates does not mention the less capable soul in exther of the two applicable

examples above, i.e. the less capable soul i is not said to be m )re unjust, while the more ignorant one
is.

i

is a capacity of the soul, is not the more capable soul more Just," or if it 1s lcnowledgc _
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(375¢2 ff.) Hippias agrees, though once again not with perfect certainty. Hippias' |

agreement is only justified if j Jusuce is the only power, or the only w1sdom of a soul; it -

‘may be, but this has certainly not been shown We could as easily say, for example,

’ ‘that medicine bemg a certain capacity and knowledge of the soul the one possessing

both "capac1ty and lmowledge" will be a better doctor. At this pomt, Socrates seems to-

be "sophlstlcally" conflating justice with the other arts or smences, apparently not

g ; nature. By doing so, he seems to want prplas to think

- attending much about its g
that the conclysions off | 16us arguments regardmg various areas of expertlse are
‘.ap_plicable to justice. So
whether "the more capable and wiser [soul] came to sight as better and as more capable
of doing both what i's. noble and what is shamet'ul with regard to all that it effects?"
(375e11 76a2; emphasis added) Hippias says yes. At this point, Socrates seems to be
rbrmgmg together elements of both the first and second proofs of the dlalogue perhaps
in order to point out how lymg, Jjust hke running badly, may be used for both just and
unjust purposes.20 Earlier, the ;'more capable” and "wiser" soul was explicitly found to
: be better with respect to lying and telling the truth, and not with respect to the act1v1t1es
_ consxdered in the second proof; although the pl‘aCtICC of the latter does. implicitly requue
capacxty or power and knowledge of the "art, whether this is knowing how to wrestle

or a more techn;rcal sort of expertise. And in the context of lymg and telling the truth,

there was no mentlon of what was noble or shameful, only that the same one both lies

and tells the }ruth These 1deas of the’ noble/beautlful and the shameful/ugly were

20 Aithough we have seen that lying is in an important sense "morally neutral,” just as running badly
or singing out of tune, and that the the test of the better body or soul is whether it can do both the
"bad™ and the "good" when it so desires, if lying is analagous to the "worse" things of the second proof
it would seem to be somethmg "bad” in relation to the proper end of the soul. C * the unportant
teachings of the dialogue is that being truthful to oneself (or not lying mvoluntamy 5 is the 31gn of a
better human being.. And, "ideally," honesty may be what is good for men's souls even in their
relationships with each other. As Hippias' reactions typify, there seems to be an instinctive desire that
human relauonshxps be conducted without artifice and decepuon Part of this desire may stem from our

_ates remmds Hippias of these conclusions by askmg him -

need for communion or intimacy withi other beings, a ~ommunion that is not possxble if one does not

trust someone. cf. Nietzsche, Beyond, aphonsm 183,
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introduced explicitly only in the second proof of the dialogue, first ‘mc':ngi‘oncd in
‘connection with running. But as yvé_havc seen, Hippias regards lying as something that
is s;imply and unqualiﬁcdly shameful. Socrates now completes the cdnhection of justice
with the earlier activities, sayii_lg that "... whenevér [the more cépablc and wiser soul]
effects shameful thiné§ it effeéts them voluntarily through capacity and art, but these
things are evidently characteristibs of justice, either both or one <;f them."2! (376a4-6)
Socraicé caﬁ now procécd with the argument thai those who do injusticc‘ do so
voluntarily.-But first he says that ".:. to do injustice at least is to do what is bad, while
not to do injusiicé is to do what is noble."22 (376a8-9) We note thzif Socrates does not
say for wl\(zm this is bad. If construed as "bad for himself," the implication seems to be
that he who is capable of doing injustice voluntarily, woqld never choose to do so.
Socrates asks Hippias whether "the more capable and better soul [will} not do injustice
voluntarily--at least whenever it does injustice--while the more Worthléss w111 do so
involuntarily 7" (376a1 1-13) Aécbrding to the "argument,” this is true, but only on the
-assumption that expertise in justice is like gxpertisc or skill in the other areas considered

in the second perf, something which has not been considered in the dialogue. For

99"

some reason Hippias agrees with what Socrates says, although with hesitation. Perhaps '

he remembers that the "more .c,apable" and "better" soul was previously shown to be a

. liar, which, to him, is something obviously unjust. Socrates now asks Hippias whether
the "good man [is] the one who has the good soul, while the bad is the one who has the
bad soul?" (376b1 ff.) Hippias ‘agrees, and on that apparently unobjec;ionable basis

Socrates concludes that "it is characteristic of a good man to do injustice Golur;tarily,

21 After just speaking about capacity and knowledge as being the means by which the better soul does
things and as the components of justice, Socrates now substitutes art for knowledge. Perhaps he does

s0 in order to make the identification of justice as an art more complete.. '

22 1t is curious that Socrates opposes bad (xaxog) here with xalov (noble) and ot ayafoa (good).
Is he implying that it is nobility of.spirit that prevents the good man from not doing injustice, and not
-the concern for his own good? - . .
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while it is charactensuc of &baiman to do so involuntarily, 1f that is, the good ‘man
has a good soul " At thxs pomt, then, Socrates unphes that jusuc;gwﬁ's good for the soul

" but he has offered no proof of this, althcugh his act of piety to the god may be an

mdrcatlon of what his views are on the matter. The fact that the Platomc dialogue on

justice is more than twenty times as long as the Lesser Hzppzas 1s a strong 1ndrcatlon

. that Plato s views on the subject will not be found here. Hrpplas is sure that the good

_A man has a good soul, but when Socrates says, "Well, thﬁ hc who voluntanly goes

wrong anl{ does what is shameful and unjust ... if mdeed there is any s erson,
would be no other than the goed man," Hlpplas says that he "cannot agree' w1th him.. ‘
(\3~"/6b7 ff.; emphasis added) Assurmng for _the moment that justice is good for the soul ~
(and that the soul's proper activity is aiming at what is go’od for itself), So‘crates"

hesitation that there is any such human Being is justified by the view that no one would ‘
voluntarily choose to harm himself (which i Is not to say, as Aristotle unphes that the

good man  may not choose to felgn m_]USUCC)

We see, then, that the argument . that the human being who do'es-injustice

'voluntarily is better than the one who does so involuntaril‘y is also sophistical Socrates _

seems to have made two attempts to prove the pomt 1) by conﬂatmg Justlce w1th the -~

other arts and skills considered in the draloguy, and 2) by assummg that Justrce is good,

for the just man and more specifically (or his own soul But it 1s not clear that the first
. analogy fits, and the second issue is not addressed in the dralogue Thxs may be why«
Socrates says that he cannot agree thh hrmself erther although sayma 1ron1ca]1y, thatit:

| appears to be "... the necessary result of the argument.” And whatever apparently

unsalutary views have t})een proposed are called into radlcal doubt by Socrates' own

professed uncertamty on the sut ject: "As I said before, howeVer I vacrllate back and

forth about these things, and they never seem the same to me " Socrates (or Plato)

must, however, have had very serious con51deranons in mmd for takmg the dralogue in
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this direction. He implicitly showed us in the first proof and through the example of
Odysseus, that lying and the mynad other kinds of deception in life, can be put to either

good use or ‘bad. But there was no exphc1t consideration of how one is to detemune

g what the good reasons are for lymg Human beings seem to have some, mstmcttve '

J

really 1010“/ when 1t is good to lie one has to know what thc good is for human bemgs -
: somethmg Whlch only serious reﬂectron can provide. It is certainly not enough to
accept the convenuonal Views on these matfers 1 €. the views promulgated in one's

reglme and "beautrfully arttculated by those such as Hlpplas ‘and thus be an

: _mvoluntary har 1f one truly wants to act well and _]ustly By ¢ epting prpxas

objecuon to the posmon that Odysseus is the better man, Socrates has shown that all the |
powers that human beings possess are like the abrl(rty to lie in that they can be utlhzed
for either good or evil purposes and that the only way of deterrnining whetherone is
: using them properly is by exammmg what the good.is in human hfe and the nature of
- Justlce The- greatcr a. human bemg s 1gnorance about such thmgs or the more he
) mvoluntan]y lies to hunself about the most 1mportant thmgs, the more be seems fated to
" do both harm to himself and others even wrthout .desiring to, Just as Hippias and

| Achrlles do The only possrble "salvatlon seems to be phtlosophy In this. lrght, it is

. mterestmg that the word here for' vacrllate ' nkavmuat also means to ' wander

Socrates is thus once agaln 1dent1ﬁed wrth Odysseus Like Odysseus, who always kept

- his goal.ln mmd,, never succumbmg to pain, pleasure, or discouragement, so too “
: SoCrates behaves in respect to his goai the truth. Unlike Odysseus, however, Socrates
’ ~~ems. unhkely to ever reach his ﬁnal destmatron but without makmg the attempt there
is ' ciearly no hope of answenng the tmportant questrons in hfe or even reahzmg what
they are. Of course if a human bemg rmstakenly thinks that he is perfectkkwme,

SOphlst" llke Hlppras he will never even start on such an odyssey Socrates

- . -3 ¥ . . \ *
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appropriately é;lds the dialogue with some ironic barbs thrown in Hippias' direction,
reminding the listéncrs to the conversation (and us) of the sophist's megalorhania and
dcvastatmg 1gnorancc about himself and the- thmgs that are. Socrates says hxs own -
vacillation is nothmg marvelous," or that of "any other ordmary man. " (W e note'that
. Socratcs carefully does not say that he is an ordinary man ) He next says to Hippias,
"But if you who are wise will also vacillate, this is a terrible thing for us as well, if we
‘shall not cease from our vacﬂlatxon even after we have come to you. " He does not say -
thatit is somcthmg marvclous 1f the "wise" such as Hlpplas should vacﬂlate but that the
repercussions on others of their vacillation is a terrible thing. Socrates has clearly
revealed, in’bthe course of this discussion, to Eudicus z'md'any others remaining who
have undcrstood these goihgs on, the uselessness, if not dahger of looking to soplfiSts.
such as prpxas for aid in thc pursuxt of wisdom. He has also revealed the identity of

one who may rightly claim to be a true educator of the Greeks.

¥
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VIII. Conclusion

fFar from sowing "the seeds of moral ‘in;iifferentism," then, the Lesser Hippias
» .reveals the kue_founzizﬁon of morality. It is only by knowing whether justicé is good
for man, gnd what other things are good for his soul that a human being can be
confident that he is acting well. And the only way of'% iring such lcnowledge is by '
serious reflection on human life. One must endeavour te become wise or, in other
words, one must "philosgphize.” Plato's dialogues‘allbw us to do precigely this. By
examining the p'uri)ose behind Socrates’ "fsophistical" arguments in bthe Lesser‘.Hippias,
we learn ,‘the nature of Hippias' ignoranct. and tpus the ignorince of all those who are
* sucgessful promoters of the conventional viewpoint; and by eiamining the arguments'
"flaws," as well as by carefully considering the implications of Socrates' apparently
ordmary examples we actually learn a great deal about the issues at hand, much moreb
than we would by readmg a treatise thai‘ systematically’ Ymd out Plato's views on the
- matter. Thus our understanding of the wqud, that which constitutes our being in a
sense, is increased, more ef the world itself being illumined and made visible to our
mind's eye. o
- In the course of our study, then, we have learned-how importagga role "‘lying" or >
-, the "false” plays in human life. It permeates almost ever} ctivity that human beings
:’engage in and seems necessary in a world that is characterﬁed by both good ahd evil.
We have also seen that lying can be used for both good'and evil purposes. In the
A second'parf of the dialogue };/e saw that all human act' ..s can be similarly utilized and
that knowing when it is good to lie or tell ﬂie truth, -un slowly or fast, pretend to see
poorly or ot and so forth, depends ulnmately on understandmg what the good really
is for human beings. By examining our own igstinctive feehngs on the matter and

whatever knowledge we possess about such things, in light of the words and deeds of

\
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 this dialogue, we ean come to some understanding of what Plato actually teaches about
these matters, and thus possxbly increase our understandmg of what the good truly is
for human bemgs Socrates' reference to Odysseus as better, for mstance seems to
-reveal that lyin: - _]UStlfiCd agamst one's enemies and in ruling men for their own
, beneﬁt and from Socrates own behavior in the Lesser Hippias we see that it is also
| justified when one is doing somethlngg d for others, in this 1nstance revealing
‘Hippias' ignorance and the danger of looking to him for guldance in the "pursult of
. philosophy:¥ Socrates activity in the Lesser Hippias, i.e. his act of piety to the god,
and the example of Achilles aiso int1mates that justiceris something good for the soul.
But answering all the larger questions this dialogue raises is the work of a lifetime.
Because the dlalogue teaches us the 1mponance of lcnowmg both what the good i is
» and what Justlce is, we truly see that "every _hmg ultimately depends on not being an
involuntary liar, i.e. on not being 1gnorant. Hippias' ignorance causes him to be a\
ridiculous fool.as well as endangering those who t:rust in his instru'cti;n, much as
Achilles’ causes great suffering both to the Achaians and himself. But it does not seem
to be enough to/\;ealize that such involuntary lying is bad, s.nce human beings seem
particularly adept at practlcmg 'sophistry" on. themselves from a variety of causes. In
order for a human being to really know what is true to the extent that his nature allows, 4
he may have to have an ov%irwhelmmg desire for truth and/or for domg the right thing |
in his Soul, 'sg’ch as Odysseus ‘had for his wife, family, and kingdom and which
enabled him. to withstand many trials of both psins and pleasures. For without such a
| desire, it would certainly be difficult to develop the courage required for setting out on

an odyssey that promises no safe harbour————— - o
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