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ROSEN'S ‘A CREATURE OF MODERN SCHOLARSHIP?
— A REPLY

T. Brickhouse and N.D. Smith

In his paper, Professor Rosen pays us a great compliment by suggesting that
out of the multitude of studies of Plato’s Crifo Richard Kraut’s and ours are
waorthy of special attention.! Rosen rightly notes that Kraut and we come to
quite different conclusions about how the Crito is to be understood. Kraut
thinks that the arguments of the Crito require that the citizen always avoid
what the cifizen takes to be an injustice. Thus, in Kraut's view, these argu-
ments allow the citizen to engage in some measure of disobedience provided
that the citizen has first made a good faith effort to #ry persuade the relevant
legal authorities that obedience to some particular legal command would be
unjust. We think the Crito gives the citizen no such latitude. We think that
the Nomoi of the Crito are insisting that their judgments, not those of the in-
dividual citizen, must be authoritative, and so the citizen is morally Tequired
to obey if he fails to persuade the Nomoi that obedience would be unjust, If
obedience does indeed constitute an injustice, we argue, blame is to be laid at
the door of the citizen’s civil superiors — those governmental officials who
were not persuaded — and not at the door of the obedient citizen. After ex-
amining the arguments on both sides, Rosen pays us an even greater
compliment by concluding that of the two approaches ours is the more plau-
sible.

Does this mean that Rosen agrees with us about how to read the Crito?
Well, yes and no. Rosen thinks we are right about the citizen's obligation to
carry out a legal command if the citizen fails to persuade the appropriate le-
gal authorities about the injustice of that command. But Rosen disagrees with
us about two other issues. The first concerns the relationship between judg-
ments about particular laws and judgments about what Rosen calls ‘the
constitution of the city’. Rosen, it appears, thinks that a citizen’s judgment
that a particular law is unjust implies a corresponding judgment that the city's
constitution is itself flawed. We disagree. The second area of disagreement
concerns the compatibility of the position Socrates argues for in the Crite and
the stance he adopts vis 4 vis the city in the Apology. We think that what is
said about fidelity {o law in the two works is consistent. Indeed, as Rosen no-
tices, on this point we are in full agreement with Kraut. Our disagreement
with Kraut concerns sow the two works are consistent. Making the case for

! Frederick Rosen, © “A Creature of Modern Scholarship™: Disobedience and the
Crito Problem’, Polis, Vol. 15, p. 1.
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one that focuses more on the constitution of the state, What makes laws good
is a good constitution. If a law or practice is unjust, it reflects a deficiency in
the constitution. The task then is to change the constitution rather than to dis-
obey the law.” It follows from Rosen’s understanding of the Crito’s ‘obey or
persuade’ doctrine that good laws are incompatible with bad constitutions
and bad laws and incompatible with good constitutions.

But just what does Rosen mean by ‘constitution of the city’? Unfortu-
nately, he does not tell us. We assume, though, that Rosen means what the
Greeks called a city's politeia, that is, a city’s form of government, and that it
is a defect in this, as opposed to, say, the values of the particular individuals
who happen to be mling, that, according to Rosen, the Nomoi believe any
unjust law reflects. In exercising his option to persuade after having been or-
dered to do what he thinks is illegal, the citizen, presumably, is supposed to
articulate what this deficiency is.

We think it is unlikely that the ‘Socrates’ of the Crito had any such view
in mind. First, the Nomoi insist that the citizen must do whatever he is com-
manded ‘in war, and in court, and everywhere . . . or persuade [the city] about
what is really just’ (51b8—c1). The alternative to obedience is persuasion
about the justice of the city’s command. Nothing is said about the pofiteia in

place in the citizen’s city, nor is anything implied about ‘the constitution of
the city.” In fact, we think that Socrates is entirely able to distinguish judg-
ments about the justice of particular laws from judgments about the city’s
form of government. Plainly, even the most vicious tyrant might (by mistake)
issue a just comunand — a simation that Plato’s Socrates seems quite able to
imagine (see, e.g. Gorgias 468d1-4, Republic 1, 339c1—eR). On the other
hand, an unjust law might be made within the framework of a good constitu-
tion. So, for example, in the Apelogy, Socrates implies that he does not agree
with the Athenian law which requires capital cases to be completed in a sin-
gle day (37a9-b1; see also 18e5--19a2), but there is no reason to see this
disagreement as calling into question the authority or the acceptability of the
Athenian constitution.
For Socrates, a legal command that happens to promote moral goodness is
a sufficient condition of that law being just. To see why, we need only think
of what Socrates would say about a form of government that stipulated that
only those could rule who were genuinely dedicated to living the examined
life. But suppose also that these dedicated Socratics, like Socrates himself,
lack moral knowledge. Even if such ruler made mistakes, perhaps even dis-
astrous moral mistakes, Socrates would surely regard such a constifution as
better than, say, any of the forms of democracy or oligarchy or tyranny with

- which he was familiar. Indeed, it seems to us that he would regard it as the
- best form of government there could be short of one ruled by persons who

actually had moral knowledge. Were moral mistakes to occur in a city ruled
by dedicated Socratics, the good citizen should try to persuade the relevant

*Rosen, Polis, Vol. 15, p. 10.
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imagines what some historical figure would have said in a situation that, as a
mater of fact, never occurred. For Grote, the Crito is an out-and-out distor-
tion of what the historical Socrates actually thought, for its goal is to ‘restore
Sokrates to harmony with his fellow citizens’ by serving as a kind of correc-
tive to the bad impression Socrates must have left at his trial.®
Of course, it is not impossible that Grote’s reading of the two works is cor-

rect, But it requires the extremely implausible assumption that Plato believed
the Crito would actually have been effective in rehabilitating the memory of
his beloved friend in the minds of the very people who must have known,

either first-hand or second-hand, what, according to Grote, was the ‘con-
temptuous’ stance Socrates took at his trial. If we, the modern audience, are
supposed to see what Plato is up to in writing such different works, why
should we think Plato's Athenian audience would be any less perceptive?

But perhaps Rosen does not mean that we should accept everything Grote
says about the Apology and the Crito. Perhaps Rosen would not endorse, for
example, Grote's notion that the purpose of the Crito is to ‘restore Socrates to
harmony with his fellow citizens’. Rosen may only want to endorse the spirit
of Grote’s approach to the dialogues, taking © . . . each dialogue as a separate
and independent philosophical production . . . [each] understood as a contri-
bution to philosophy in its own right”'' But just how ‘separate and
independent’ is it reasonable to think the Apology and the Crito are? They
camnot be completely ‘separate and independent’, since Plato directly links
the two works by situating them within the same historical events in Socrates’

life. More importantly, the ‘Socrates’ of the two works espouses many of the
same convictions. Most notable in this regard is the fact that both emphasize
the importance of doing what one’s political superiors command. Moreover,
at one point Plato goes out of his way to make the Crito’s audience recall

what “Socrates’ said in the Apology (37c¢4-e2) about why he would not go
into exile,

Accordingly, it was possible for you to assess your penalty at your trial as
exile, if you had wanted, and now you are attempting against the city's will
what you could have done then when the city was willing. Then you made
a big show of being upset if you needed to die, choosing instead death, as

you said over exile. But now aren’t you ashamed at these words . . . {52¢3—
8, also 45b5—cl). .

" " Here Plato plainly wants the audience to connect the ‘Socrates’ of the Crito
- with the man who vowed to the jury that he would rather die than disobey his

- superior. Tt would be odd if Plato really thought that he could get his audi-
. -ence to remember some of the things Socrates said at his trial without at the

. same time recalling Socrates’ overall demeanor, which according to Grote
- was just of the opposite of what we find in the Crito.

don, 1865),
6 Grote, Plato and the Qther Companions of Solrates, Vol. 1 (Lendon
p. 429,
7 Grote, p. 429.
8 Grote, p. 410
® Grote, pp- 430-31.

1 Girote; p. 4300.
[t _:_lf_R_os_en, Polis, Vol. 15,p. 11.
* 2 Compare, for example, Ap. 20627 with Cri. $1a2-c3.
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Even if we grant for the moment that Grote is right and that Plato is not
setting forth his own views in any of the dialogues, why does it follow that
each dialogue must be regarded as a separate work that is not to be inter-
preted in the light of what is said in any other Platonic diatogue? Even if we
can say nothing at all about whether Plato himself believed there were sepa-
rate abstract existences called forms, for example, why should we not use
clearly articulated statements about forms in one dialogne to clarify problem-
atic statements about forms in another? After all, even on Grote's theory that
Plato always remains in the background, hidden from view, at the time of
writing of both dialogues he thought that forms were something for his audi-
ence to ponder? Since it is the theory of forms he wants us to consider
(regardless of whose view the theory is), why should we not use what he says
clearly about forms in one dialogue to help us understand how that theory
functions in the second work? Plato’s refusal to endorse a doctrine simply
does not, by itself, warrant the reader’s insouciance about seemingly con-
flicting expressions of that doctrine in different dialogues. Again, many
things could explain the appearance of conflict, including the possibility that
the conflict is real. But the appearance nonetheless calls out for some expla-
nation.

But should we even accept Grote’s hypothesis about Plato’s tefusal to re-
veal his own thoughts? Grote thought his hypothesis is required by the
testimony of Letter IT and VII, in which, according to Grote, Plato explains
that he never has and never will record his own philosophical thoughts. The
authenticity of the Letters I and VI, however, is by no means assured."
Even the advent of computer-assisted, stylometric analysis has failed to gen-
erate a clear consensus among scholars that Plato did, or that he did not, write
either letter. But even if we accept the authenticity of both letters, Grote’s
conclusion, that we never find Plato’s opinions about any philosophical doc-

trines, does not follow. Let us look first at a passage from Letter Il Grote
takes to be especially telling:

Take care that these things don't fall into the hands of uneducated people,
Virtually nothing it seems to me that most people could hear would seem
more laughable than these things, just as they could not seem more mar-
velous and inspiring to those with a noble nature. They must be heard and
spoken, almost in the way gold is refined only after considerable work.

.. Listen to what is the surprising thing about it. There are many people of
. understanding and good memory who, having grown old, have heard them
- for no less than thirty years, and who also examine and judge all things

- carefully, say that the things they thought unintelligible then they now

think intelligible and quite evident, whereas what things they then found
-most intelligible are now just the opposite. Look out for this and be careful
- that you'll not have to be sorry for what is divulged improperly. The great-

- For a full discussion of the issues surrounding the authenticity of the Plato's

| :.':'geﬁg'j’::‘see W.K.C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, Vol. 5 {Cambridge,
+-1978), pp. 399401,
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See, fO{{e)%n;ﬁt An Introduction to the Study of Plato’, 1;11 tie Cambridg:
pp. 57 'fmd 'Plato ECambridgc, 19923, pp. 22—24:. We bcl}evg t Veiastos ingle ac-
Cﬂmpamt:l?: f(\.)falue of Aristotle’s testimony is in this matter 18 g'lﬁgg X
?f;lpﬁitocfnd ;foral Philosopher (Ithaca and New York, 1991), pp- .

A REPLY TO ROSEN 2

about why Grote did not allow it to influence his reading of Platonic dja-
logues. We think one cannot plausibly dispute the claim that Aristotle was in
a position to know whether or not Plato actually held any of the views Aris-

totle attributes to him. And many of the doctrines Aristotle says are Plato’s
are clearly the ones under discussion in a number of the Platonic dialogues.
Aristotle’s testimony, then, is that Plato was quite willing to write about his
own philosophical views and frequently did so. Unless one can somehow dis-
count what Aristotle says, we are driven to the conclusion that either Letters
I and VII are not really Plato’s or that what Plato refused to write about was
limited to his most philosophically basic and most obscure doctrines.
At this point, Rosen might object that even if Aristotle does give us reason
to think that Plato is indeed discussing his own philosophical beliefs in at
least some dialogues, it does not follow that the views expressed in the Apol-
ogy and the Crito are both Plato’s (or Socrates”) or were intended by Plato to
express the views of any single person. But once again, we believe, Aris-
totle’s testimony, this time about the views of the historical Socrates, is
decisive. Like many commentators, we believe fhat stylometric studies —
studies which were not available to Grote — show beyond dispute that the
Apology and the Crito belong to the first group of dialogues Plato wrote.!s
And again, like many commentators, we believe that Aristotle’s references to
the views of the historical Socrates fit well with the views and philosophical
method employed by the character ‘Socrates’ in that first set of dialogues
Plato’s wrote, whereas the views espoused by the character ‘Socrates’ in the
dialogues written later in Plato’s career fit well with those Aristotle tells us
Plato himself believed but about which the historical Socrates knew nothing,
The picture of the dialogues that emerges, then, is the now familiar one of
Plato having written early works that primarily set forth the views of and ex-
plored puzzles generated by the philosophical convictions held by the
historical Socrates. Later in his carcer (and perhaps liberated by the emer-
gence of a genre of ‘Socratic writings’, which he had helped to generate), as
Plato came into his own as a philosopher, he began to develop his own doc-
trines and put those doctrines into the mouth of a character named ‘Socrates’.
A full defence of the now widely held view that Pilato's dialogues reflect
the philosophical development of Plato’s thought is beyond the scope of this
.Tesponse. What we hope we have made clear is that there is little to support
Grote’s view that the Apology and the Crito have incompatible goals. The
View to which we subscribe, on the other hand, that the Apology and the Crito
are part of a set of dialogues in which Plato is {rying to protray and promote a
consistent. philosophical point of view (whether his or Socrates’), requires
that we: try to show that apparent inconsistencies are just that, apparent in-

Grote published the first Volume of Plato and the other Companions of Sok-
sk 1865.- Lewis Campbell's text of the Sophistes and the Politicus, the first to
- employ stylometric techniques, was not published until two years later. For an cxcel-
" lent-account of the history of the application of stylometric techniques to Plato, see
-+ Leonard Brandwood, The Chronology of Plato § Dialogues {Cambridge, 1990).
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) . _ but it is in-
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but to cast light on Plato’s early/Socratic philosophy.
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