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On The Importance of Saying Only What You Believe in the Socratic Dialogues
Nothing we do can be defended absolutely and finally.  But only by reference to something else that is not questioned, i.e. no reason can be given why you should act (or should have acted) like this, except that by doing so you bring about such and such a situation, which again has to be an aim you accept.





--Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value
Introduction:
On several occasions during the so-called Socratic dialogues, we find Socrates admonishing his interlocutors to say—or assent to—only things that they honestly believe to be true.  Socrates seems so adamant about this “demand for sincerity”
 that at least one commentator has gone so far as to call it a “standing rule” of the Socratic elenchus that is “generally taken for granted, mentioned only when there is a special need to bring it to the interlocutor’s notice.”
  However, there are a few occasions in the dialogues where Socrates curiously proceeds with the cross-examination of his interlocutors without their genuine assent to the propositions under discussion—e.g. with Protagoras (Pr. 333b-c), with Callicles (G. 499b4-c6, 501c7-8, and from 505c5 on), and with Thrasymachus (R. I. 349a9-b1 and from 350e1 and on).  In this essay, I am going to offer an explanation of Socrates’ occasional willingness to wave what Vlastos calls the “say what you believe” requirement.
  In doing so, I will first discuss the methods and goals of the Socratic elenchus in order to get a clear picture of Socrates’ motivation for insisting that interlocutors advance only theses that they sincerely believe (§I).  Then, I will examine the aforementioned passages where Socrates either fails to enforce the honesty clause or explicitly waives it altogether (§II), before considering how two commentators—viz. Vlastos and Beversluis—have attempted to explain Socrates’ seemingly inconsistent behavior.  Finally, after discussing a few criticisms of the respective accounts offered by Vlastos and Beversluis (§III), I will present my own analysis of Socrates’ occasional willingness to dispense with his own rule (§IV).

I: The Socratic Elenchus—Method and Goal
My purpose in this section is two-fold:  First, I will provide a brief sketch of a typical elenctic argument, paying particular attention to the aforementioned methodological requirement that interlocutors say only what they genuinely believe to be true.  Second, I will attempt to explain this requirement in light of Socrates’ claim in the Apology that the “unexamined life is not worth living.”  In order to understand Socrates’ method,
 we must keep in mind that on his view, philosophizing is the activity of examining and investigating not only our beliefs, but the lives we lead as well.
  Viewing himself as a gadfly “attached to the city by the gods” (Ap. 28e), Socrates goes around Athens trying to persuade people to care about the state of their souls and to live virtuously (Ap. 30b).  It is in carrying out this mission that we find him using the elenctic method to cross-examine interlocutors.  As he says: 
T1)
[I]f one of you…says he does care, I shall not let him go at once or leave him, but I shall question him, examine him, and test him, and if I do not think he has attained the goodness that he says he has, I shall reproach him because he attaches little importance to the most important things” (Ap. 29e-30a).

Socrates makes it clear that he cross-examines the interlocutors in an effort to do more than just show them that some of their beliefs are inconsistent.  He wants them to give an account of the way they live their lives (R. I. 352d).
  After all, by his lights, it is not that unexamined beliefs are not worth having, but that “the unexamined life is not worth living” (Ap. 38a).  

Keeping this in mind, it should come as no surprise that we find Socrates insisting that his interlocutors say only what they genuinely believe to be true.  It is because he wants the interlocutors to give an account of their lives that Socrates exhorts them never to answer contrary to their real opinion.  He is not merely interested in changing his interlocutor’s minds; he wants them to reform their character as well.  And, as the following passages indicate, he believes that the only way to accomplish this latter task is if the interlocutors assent to theses they sincerely believe to be true:

T2)
Socrates: “Please don’t answer contrary to what you believe, so that we can come to some definite conclusion” (R. I, 346a).

T3)
Thrasymachus: “So either allow me to speak, or, if you want to ask questions go ahead, and I’ll  say, “All right,” and nod yes and no, as one does to old wives' tales.” Socrates: “Don’t do that contrary to your own opinion” (R. I, 350e).

T4)
Protagoras: “It’s not so absolutely clear a case to me, Socrates, as to make me grant that justice is pious, and piety just.  It seems a distinction is in order here.  But what’s the difference?  If you want, we’ll let justice be pious and piety just.” Socrates: “Don’t do that to me!  It’s not this ‘if you want’ or ‘if you agree’ business I want to test.  It’s you and me I want to put on the line, and I think the argument will be tested best if we take the ‘if’ out” (Pr. 331c) 

T5)
Callicles (C): “Well, to keep my argument from being inconsistent if I say that they’re different, I say they’re the same.” Socrates (S): “You’re wrecking your earlier statements, Callicles, and you’d no longer be adequately inquiring into the truth of the matter with me if you speak contrary to what you think.” C.: “You do it too, Socrates.”  S.: “In that case, it isn’t right for me to do it, if that’s what I do, or for you either” (G. 495a-b).

T6)
Socrates: “And by Zeus, the god of friendship, Callicles, please don’t think that you should jest with me either, or answer anything that comes to mind, contrary to what you really think, and please don’t accept what you get from me as though I am jesting!  For you see, don’t you, that our discussion’s about this…about the way we’re supposed to live our lives” (G. 500b).

T7)
Socrates: “And Crito, see that you do not agree to this, contrary to your belief.  For I know that only a few people hold this view or will hold it, and there is no common ground between those who hold this view and those who do not, but they inevitably despise each other’s views.” (Cr. 49d)

So, the “say what you believe” requirement serves at least two closely related functions: On the one hand, by making this a guiding principle of the elenctic method, Socrates helps distinguish his own method of cross-examination from the purely eristic method of the Sophists—for whom the sole purpose of an argument is to win, regardless of the truth of the respective positions.  According to Socrates, one of the shortcomings of eristic is that it seems wholly ineffective in persuading people that they ought to devote themselves to wisdom and virtue (See, e.g., Eu. 277a-e).  So, in order to avoid the pitfalls of eristic and to distance himself from the Sophists, Socrates demands sincerity from his interlocutors.  

On the other hand, the requirement ensures that in refuting his interlocutors’ claims, Socrates will at the same time be reproaching them for the way they conduct their lives.  This latter reason is the primary motivation for Socrates’ refusal to accept premises that the interlocutors don’t accept into the debate.  After all, as Vlastos pointedly asks, “How could Socrates hope to get you to give, sooner or later, an account of your life, if he did not require you to state your personal opinion on the question under debate?”
  Thus, in keeping true to his maxim that the “unexamined life is not worth living,” Socrates imposes the “say what you believe” requirement in order to insure that the interlocutors are forced to give an account of their lives.
II: Waiving the Rule

If the analysis of the methods and goals of the elenchus presented in the preceding section is correct, then it becomes difficult to understand why Socrates is ever willing to dispense with the “say what you believe” requirement.  And because the requirement seemingly plays such a pivotal role in the elenctic method we should pay close attention to the following passages where Socrates either fails to enforce it or waives it altogether:

T8)
Socrates: “Nonetheless, we mustn’t shrink from pursuing the argument and looking into this, just as long as I take you to be saying what you really think.  And I believe that you aren’t joking now, Thrasymachus, but are saying what you believe to be the truth.” Thrasymachus: “What difference does it make to you, whether I believe it or not?  It’s my account you’re supposed to be refuting.” S.: “It makes no difference” (R. I, 349a)

T9)
Thrasymachus (T): “So either allow me to speak, or, if you want to ask questions go ahead, and I’ll  say, “All right,” and nod yes and no, as one does to old wives' tales.” Socrates (S): “Don’t do that contrary to your own opinion.” T.: “I’ll answer so as to please you, since you won’t let me make my speech.  What else do you want?”  S.: “Nothing by God.  But if that’s what you are going to do, go ahead and do it.  I’ll ask my questions” (R. I, 350e).

T10)
 Socrates (S): “So, does someone who acts unjustly seem temperate to you in that he acts unjustly?” Protagoras (P): “I would be ashamed to say that is so, Socrates, although many people do say it.” S.: Then shall I address myself to them or to you?” Pr.: “If you like, why don’t you debate the majority position first?” S.: “It makes no difference to me provided you give the answers, whether it is your own opinion or not.  I am primarily interested in testing the argument, although it may happen both that the questioner, myself, and my respondent wind up being tested” (Pr. 333b-c).

T11)
Socrates (S): “What’s this Protagoras?  Will you not say yes or no to my question?” Protagoras (P): “Answer it yourself.” S.: “I have only one more question to ask you.  Do you still believe, as you did at first, that some men are extremely ignorant and yet still courageous?” Pr.: “I think you just want to win the argument, Socrates, and that is why you are forcing me to answer.  So I will gratify you and say that, on the basis of what we have agreed upon, it seems to me to be impossible” (Pr. 360d-e)

T12)
Socrates: “As for you, do you join us in subscribing to the same opinion on these matters or do you dissent from it?” Callicles: “No, I won’t dissent.  I’m going along with you, both to expedite your argument and to gratify Gorgias here” (G. 501c).

T13)
Socrates: “Who else is willing?  Surely we mustn’t leave the discussion incomplete.” Callicles: “Couldn’t you go through the discussion by yourself, either by speaking in your own person or by answering your own questions?” (G. 505d-e)

Why would someone whose stated goal is to force his interlocutors to give an account of their lives, ever allow them to say things that they do not truly believe?  Especially when he has already admonished them earlier in the dialogue—e.g. compare T8-T13 with T2-T6—for saying things that they didn’t honestly believe.  Yet, as T8-T13 show, Socrates proceeds without the sincere assent of these three interlocutors no less than six times—more times, in fact, than he invokes the requirement in all of the dialogues.
  Indeed, the only interlocutor who is actually held to the requirement after having been informed of its importance is Crito (See T7).    

Take, for instance, Socrates’ exchange with Thrasymachus.  Given that Socrates has already reprimanded him for saying things he doesn’t believe, when we here Thrasymachus ask, “What difference does it make to you, whether I believe it or not?  It’s my account you’re supposed to be refuting,” we understandably expect Socrates to say that it makes all the difference.  Especially given that, by Socrates’ lights, the primary goal of the elenchus is to examine the interlocutors’ lives as well as their beliefs.  Yet, Socrates surprisingly says, “It makes no difference at all,” thereby explicitly waiving the “say what you believe” requirement after having just invoked it.

And this is not an isolated case.  Socrates behaves the very same way with Protagoras and Callicles, both of whom give Socrates the answers he wants to hear solely and explicitly in an effort to placate him and to appease the bystanders (See, e.g. T11 and T12).  So, what sense are we to make of these passages?  Although T8-T13 have escaped the notice of most commentators, Vlastos and Beversluis each offer explanations of why Socrates is sometimes willing to proceed without his interlocutors’ sincere assent.  Now we must turn our attention to their accounts.
II: Vlastos and Beversluis—Two Very Different Interpretations


The first explanation of why Socrates sometimes waives the “say what you believe” requirement that I want to examine is offered by Gregory Vlastos.  After all, this requirement plays a crucial role in his overall interpretation of the Socratic method.  As he says, “If his [Socrates] interlocutors were to decline compliance with this rule, Socrates would have no purchase on them; his argumentative procedure would be stymied.”  So, what does Vlastos have to say about Socrates’ occasional willingness to tolerate a breach of the rule?  His explanation is as follows:

This also explains why on some occasions Socrates is willing to waive the rule.  So, for example, when the interlocutor is losing the debate, sees disaster, and tries to spare his battered ego further mauling by shifting from combatant to bystander.  This happens with Protagoras shortly after the passage quoted…above.  By this time, he has lost two arguments… When Protagoras was looking for the same kind of shelter earlier on by hedging his answer with “if you wish,” Socrates had blocked the move, indicating that Protagoras had already taken a stand and would be held to it…Once that is settled, Socrates is willing to make concessions, as a pis aller and under protest, so that the argument may go on. 

On Vlastos’ view, Socrates waives the “say what you believe” requirement only when the interlocutor is losing the debate and attempting to save face.  Of course, Vlastos cannot possibly believe that Socrates intends to allow them to save face for long.  After all, if the waiving of the rule is only a pis aller and pro tem, as Vlastos suggests, Socrates is obviously only prolonging the inevitable by letting them off the hook for the time being.  
But why do that in the first place?  If Socrates already has them where he wants them, why not drive his argument home rather than letting them temporarily side step the trouble by saying things they don’t believe?  Doesn’t this slightly deceptive and blatantly inconsistent tactic threaten to undermine Socrates’ goal of reforming both the beliefs and character of his interlocutor?  After all, it leaves open the possibility that the interlocutor can always say he was only jesting—as, in fact, Callicles does in the Gorgias (G. 499b).  Nevertheless, even if I agree that Vlastos’ explanation works well for the only instance of the concession he actually discusses in detail—viz. the exchange between Socrates and Protagoras—it is surely inadequate to explain what happens between Socrates and either Callicles or Thrasymachus.  After all, it does not appear that either of these two interlocutors ever believes they are losing their respective debates with Socrates.
  And if Callicles and Thrasymachus never believe they are losing, it is doubtful that they either wanted or needed to save face.  So, Vlastos’ explanation of why Socrates waives the “say what you believe” requirement—viz. in order to allow them to save face—rings hollow.
Indeed, if anyone was being allowed to save face, it was Socrates and not Callicles or Thrasymachus.  As T9 and T11-T13 show, both Callicles and Thrasymachus simply go along with Socrates solely in an effort to placate him and to appease the bystanders.  By the end of their discussions, both men have resigned themselves to giving answers such as “Let it be so,” “Let it be so if you like,” “If that pleases you more,” “Oh, yes, so I may gratify you,” “So be it,” etc.  And it seems clear that Callicles and Thrasymachus are not giving these contrite answers in an effort to be evasive or to save face, as Vlastos would have it, but rather, they are simply frustrated with what they perceive to be Socrates’ own trickery and disingenuousness.  It is because Socrates forbids them from answering in the manner they would prefer and not because they believe they are losing the debate that Callicles and Thrasymachus become complacent. And if this is correct, then Vlastos does not adequately explain all of the passages where Socrates waives the “say what you believe” requirement.
   
Beversluis, on the other hand, gives a very different explanation of Socrates’ “say what you believe” requirement.  Unlike, Vlastos, he is no Socrates sympathizer.  Indeed, he spends most of his time in Cross-Examining Socrates
 discrediting both Socrates and the elenctic method while attempting to return an air of respectability to the interlocutors.  And because Beversluis’ project involves blurring the line between the eristic method of the Sophists and the elenctic method of Socrates, it should come as no surprise that he views Socrates’ willingness to waive the “sincere assent” requirement disparagingly.
  After all, on Beversluis’ view, “Although this edifying dichotomy [between Socratic dialectic and Sophistic eristic] is deeply entrenched in Anglo-American Socratic studies, it should be taken with a grain of salt.”
  And he says essentially the same thing about the “momentous importance that many commentators have ascribed to the sincere assent requirement.”  By Beversluis’ lights, not only has the importance of the “say what you believe” requirement been “greatly exaggerated,” but he believes “that it is not nearly so ubiquitously present and systematically operative as they think.”
  Thus, Beversluis seeks to undermine our faith in Socrates’ commitment to this supposed standing rule of the elenctic method.  On his view, Socrates’ willingness to dispense with the rule is proof that, “sincere assent is not important after all.”
  
But this analysis is only better than the overly sympathetic and textually incomplete one offered by Vlastos, if you share Beversluis’ blind zeal for discrediting Socrates and glorifying interlocutors such as Protagoras, Callicles and Thrasymachus.  If, on the other hand, you want to understand both why Socrates waives the rule and why he invokes it, then Beversluis’ account is insufficient.  After all, even if his account adequately explains why Socrates occasionally waives the “say what you believe” requirement—which I do not believe it does—it leaves unanswered the question of why he invokes it in the first place.  If the requirement was as unimportant for Socrates as Beversluis suggests, why did he ever bring it up?  Especially if invoking and then waiving the requirement opens Socrates up to charges of trickery and inconsistency?  

Upon close inspection, it begins to look like Beversluis hasn’t offered any explanation of the requirement at all.  He simply points out the occasions where Socrates waives the requirement and blames this willingness on what he assumes—but does not prove—to be Socrates’ dishonesty and propensity for eristic.  It would have been much more difficult—and much more interesting—if Beversluis had attempted to understand why Socrates invokes and then waives the rule with just these interlocutors and not others.  Indeed, the question his account leaves entirely unanswered is perhaps the most important one, viz. What is it about Callicles and Thrasymachus in particular that causes Socrates to behave so inconsistently and uncharacteristically?  That is what I hope to answer in the following pages.
III:  Callicles and Thrasymachus:

When the Elenctic Method Falls Apart


If both Vlastos’ and Beverluis’ respective explanations are inadequate, how are we to understand why Socrates waives the “say what you believe” requirement during his cross-examination of Callicles and Thrasymachus?  What is it about these two interlocutors that leads Socrates to both invoke and dispense with the rule in such a blatantly inconsistent manner?  My suggestion is that in Callicles and Thrasymachus Socrates encounters truly recalcitrant interlocutors for the first time.  Not only do they hold beliefs that are contrary to Socrates’ own, but they are not ashamed to put their beliefs forward.  Nor are they willing to concede defeat.  For both Callicles and Thrasymachus, Socrates’ position is not only incorrect, but it is foolish and naïve.  It is also noteworthy that the positions they espouse are both concerned with the nature of justice.  In many respects, their views about virtue and justice collectively represent the very antithesis of Socrates’ own beliefs about virtue, justice, and the way we ought to live.  
Thus, if ever we find what look to be totally incommensurable moral beliefs in the Socratic dialogues, it is between Socrates and Callicles and Thrasymachus.  Socrates himself seemingly acknowledges this during his exchange with Thrasymachus:

T 14)
S.: “Do you really include injustice with virtue and wisdom, and justice with their opposites?” P.: “I certainly do.” S.: “That’s harder, and it isn’t easy to know what to say.  If you had declared that injustice is more profitable, but agreed that it is a vice or shameful, as some others do, we could have discussed the matter on the basis of conventional beliefs.  But now, obviously, you’ll say that injustice is fine and strong and apply to it all the attributes we used to apply to justice, since you dare to include it with virtue and wisdom.”  P.: “You’ve divined my beliefs exactly.”  (R. I.348d-349a)

Nowhere else in the Socratic dialogues do we find Socrates so dumbfounded by an interlocutor’s answer.  Socrates, someone who always has plenty to say, seems to be temporarily at a loss for words.  He is literally amazed that Thrasymachus honestly believes the theses he has put forward.  So stupefied is Socrates, that he is unsure how to proceed.  After all, appealing to conventional beliefs will not bridge the conceptual gap that separates he and Thrasymachus—the distance between their respective moral points of view is simply too wide.  No surprise, then, that the very next thing that Socrates does is to waive the “say what you believe” requirement. 
How else is he to proceed?  When two people do not share the same moral point of view and they do not agree upon any examples of just individuals or actions, it is no longer a matter of rational proof or explanation, but of persuasion.  So, when Socrates and Thrasymachus find themselves at a seemingly irreconcilable impasse, Socrates drops the “say what you believe” requirement.  By his lights, there is no other way to proceed.  And because Socrates believes the topic they are discussing is of the up most importance, he proceeds in the only way he knows how.  
The moral of the story seems to be that incommensurability is a real phenomenon.  Sometimes, two peoples’ beliefs can be so drastically different, that there is simply no bridging the gap between them.  In these cases—which are unfortunately quite common in ethical arguments—both individuals often walk away thinking that the other person is a “fool and heretic” as Wittgenstein once wryly remarked.  I suggest that it is this very incommensurability that not only prompts Socrates to waive the “say what you believe” requirement in Book I of the Republic, but it explains what transpires between Socrates and Callicles in the Gorgias as well.  

In many respects, the difference between Socrates, on the one hand, and Callicles and Thrasymachus, on the other hand, is a difference in temperament as much as anything.  It is not just that they have different beliefs about justice—they have different attitudes towards the very nature of virtue and the way we ought to live.  Thus, it should come as no surprise that Socrates waives the rule in an effort to persuade both of them that they are wrong. After all, once all attempts at rational refutation have failed—as they obviously have with Callicles and Thrasymachus—the only thing left is persuasion by “rhapsody or exhortation”—to borrow a phrase from C.L. Stevenson’s Facts and Values.

So, Socrates does not waive the “say what you believe” requirement with Callicles and Thrasymachus as a pis aller and only pro-tem as Vlastos suggests.  Nor does he waive the requirement because the requirement isn’t important to him in the first place as Beversluis suggests.  But rather, Socrates waives the requirement because he sees no other way to bridge the gap between his own moral point of view and those of Callicles and Thrasymachus.  Ultimately, however, even though he drops the requirement, Socrates still fails to persuade Callicles and Thrasymachus of the errors of their ways.  They remain recalcitrant and unmoved to the very end.  Thus, at least with Callicles and Thrasymachus, the elenchus has proven to be wholly ineffective.
And this result of both the Gorgias and Book I of the Republic is noteworthy indeed.  If nothing else it reveals that the Socratic elenchus can only carry the interlocutor so far.  In order for Socrates’ method of cross-examination to engender the kind of change in the interlocutor that Socrates is after, the interlocutor must either hold some of the same conventional beliefs as Socrates or at least be willing to take positions other than his own seriously.  But in the case of people like Callicles and Thrasymachus—whose entire moral point of view is foreign to Socrates—progress may very well be impossible.
Perhaps this is a weakness of the Socratic method that Plato himself was slowly becoming aware of.  After all, Socrates whole approach to philosophy rested on the assumption that he could enter into an elenctic argument with any individual and by eliciting honest answers from him, rationally convince him that his own beliefs, attitudes, and practices were incorrect.  But while this might work with a majority of the interlocutors, it clearly fails to work with Callicles and Thrasymachus.  Their attitudes and beliefs are so foreign to Socrates—and so deeply entrenched—that no rational argumentation could ever convince them that they are wrong.  In these cases, not only is rational argumentation not enough, but as we saw earlier, neither are non-rational methods of persuasion.  
This fact obviously puzzled Socrates, and likely troubled Plato.  Let’s not forget that the exchange with Thrasymachus occurs in the first book of the Republic—the very work where Plato departs from Socrates’ naïve account of moral psychology and replaces it with a novel account of his own.  It is precisely because rational argumentation will likely never work on the likes of Callicles and Thrasymachus—grown men too stubborn to admit or amend the errors of their ways—that Plato attempts to establish a new program whereby the focus is on properly habituating children rather than reforming adults.  Plato seems to have realized that the only way to produce adults who are receptive to philosophy and rational argumentation is to first give them properly ordered desires and emotions as children.  
As Beversluis correctly observes, “without properly trained emotions, reason remains inefficacious and the dialectician argues in vain.”  If only he hadn’t been blinded by his own desire to discredit Socrates, Beversluis would have seen that this is the real explanation of Socrates willingness to waive the “say what you believe” requirement.  It is not that the requirement wasn’t important for the Socratic method and mission, but rather, it wasn’t until Socrates encountered the likes of Callicles and Thrasymachus that the method and mission that he cared so passionately about began to fall apart.  Not until he encountered people whose upbringing had left them entirely ill-prepared to benefit from his method did Socrates start to realize that the “say what you believe” requirement was not enough.  
In the end, it seems that Socrates had either misunderstood or underestimated the crucial role played by one’s early childhood education in fixing our characters and determining our moral point of view.
  As Plato and Aristotle would come to discover, it turns out that moral habituation, and not reason, has the most influence on the types of people we are.  Thus, by the time the likes of Callicles and Thrasymachus are adults, perhaps nothing can be done to improve their characters, short of entirely redirecting their desires.  But while this type of moral reform is certainly possible, it is not very likely.  And it is precisely because of this, that Socrates’ elenctic method—and the “say what you believe” requirement that fuels it—falls apart in the end.
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