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1 I am following Lloyd’s defi nition of analogy, who takes it »in its broadest sense, [as] any 
mode of reasoning in which one object or complex of objects is likened or assimilated to another, 
[where] one is generally unknown or incompletely known, while the other is, or is assumed to 
be, better known«. Geoffrey E. R. Lloyd: Polarity and Analogy: Two Types of Argumentation in 
Early Greek Thought (Cambridge 1966) 174.

2 The analogy primarily appears in Alc. I 106c–109a; Charm. 165c–176d; Crat. 388a–391a; 
Crito 46c–47d; Euthyd. 288–293a; Euthyph. 13a–14b; Gorg. 447–61; Hipp. Min. 365d–369b, 371–
76; Ion 531b–533d; Lach. 184e–185e, 192d–193d, 195a–c; Prot. 311b–313a, 318a–320c, and Rep. 
332d–334c, 341c–343a.
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Abhandlungen

Oded Balaban

The Meaning of ›Craft‹ (τéχνη) in Plato’s 
Early Philosophy 

I. Plato’s Understanding of Craft 

Whereas the function of analogies is to explain and clarify confusing and ambig-
uous ideas, it is especially striking that Plato’s use of the craft-analogy became 
problematic and a matter of dispute. It would not be a matter of controversy 
to claim that the terms of analogies should be understood before they are em-
ployed. If we state that P is like (analogous to) Q, it is clear and beyond dispute 
that the meaning of Q should be understood beforehand in order to function 
as a clarifi er – P should be understood or known by means of Q; P should be 
something about which a question has been raised, and Q should be the answer. 
Obviously, the answer to a question should be given »through terms admittedly 
known by the questioner« (Men. 75d5–7).1 Then how is it that an analogy based 
»on terms admittedly known« itself becomes a matter of dispute? 

 Evidently there is something in Plato’s own writings that leads his commen-
tators to disagree so much. The main source of disagreement appears to be in the 
radical change that Plato brought about in the way his interlocutors understood 
the meaning of τéχνη. In fact, his new approach is so bizarre and incredible, that 
readers and interlocutors alike tend not to believe what Plato puts into words, 
but instead add their own preconceptions to their interpretation of the text.

The purpose of this paper is two-fold: Firstly, to show that Plato, with his τéχνη 
analogies, does indeed intend to introduce a new meaning of craft by shifting 
its focus from the expert knowledge of means (the tacitly presupposed view of 
common sense shared by the Sophists) towards the knowledge of ends.2 Sec-
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3 For the explicit distinction between means (production) and ends (use) in Plato, see Lys. 
219d–220b, Lach. 185, and Euthyd. 289.

4 Tiles makes a valuable remark in this regard: »We translate Plato’s word ›epist m ‹ as 
›knowledge‹ and his word ›techn ‹ as ›skill‹ or ›craft‹ and then are surprised to notice that 
Plato moves between these words in mid-argument (Rep. 342c) without pause and without 
comment. We are surprised to fi nd him using ›skill‹ (for geometry, ibid. 511b), where we should 
expect ›knowledge‹, and using ›knowledge‹ (for music, ibid. 349e–350a), where we would expect 
›skill‹« (J. E. Tiles: Techne and Moral Expertise. In: Philosophy 59 [1984] 49–66, quoted 50).

ondly, to explain why Plato, in order to use craft as an analogy for knowledge, 
needs to reinterpret it so that it signifi cantly differs from the way it is usually 
understood.

According to common-sense and the Sophists both in Plato’s times and in 
ours, τéχνη or craft is the activity and the way of thinking concerned with a skilful 
and professional knowledge of means that implies a distinction between means 
and ends.3 As Gorgias clearly states it, for instance, rhetoric is a τéχνη, a means; 
whoever masters it through an expert knowledge of means, should be able to 
persuade anyone about anything (cf. Gorg. 452e, 456b–457c). The end is not rel-
evant for an understanding of the means. A hammer is not just a means for 
making tables but for chairs as well. To be expert in something means to know 
the means required to do it. It is the job of the user or the seller to decide about 
the ends.

Surprisingly enough, Plato does not agree that the means can be known ir-
respective of the end. As a maker of craft-analogies, Plato does not accept the 
normal defi nition of rhetoric as a professional knowledge of means. He does 
not agree that medicine can be defi ned as a τéχνη in the sense of mastering the 
professional knowledge of means, but claims that it is defi ned by its goal, the 
achievement of health and the curing of illness (Charm. 165c, Gorg. 450a–b). 

Plato presupposes that just as means tend to, are defi ned by and are sacrifi ced 
for the sake of their ends, so virtue, as any other action, is oriented to an end; it 
is merely the expert knowledge of its object.4 Plato, intentionally, does not make 
a clear distinction between end and object. He needs the craft-analogies, since in 
them end and object are one and the same – they are its ultimate goal. He em-
phasizes two central features of goal-oriented activities: the expert knowledge 
of ends (the only knowledge that Plato justifi es) and its orientation to an object. 
However, for a thorough understanding of Plato’s use of crafts as analogies, a 
distinction should be drawn between objects and ends. Although in goal-ori-
ented activities they overlap with each other, there are certain actions under-
taken for their own sake that have an object but do not have an end. Plato’s 
choice of crafts as the model for his theory derives from his need to annul the 
difference between ends and objects. As I shall show, he tries to reduce activities 
undertaken for their own sake to goal-oriented activities.

Plato’s handling of the τéχνη analogy is highly subtle indeed. Though he does 
not draw a distinction between end and object, he draws a distinction between 
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5 See for instance Plato’s discussion in Rep. 352e–353a. He defi nes the function of a thing as 
›what it alone can do or what it does better than anything else‹ (Rep. 353a). The function of a 
horse is not how it acts, but what it does. The function of the eye ist not how it sees (sight) but 
seeing things and the dagger or a carving knife are defi ned by their purpose. The function, in 
short, appears in a means-to-ends relation, and is defi ned by the end it serves.

6 Irwin, uncritically, accepts Plato’s misleading understanding of crafts, without drawing a 
distinction between explanation and justifi cation: »To explain and justify a productive process, 
we must identify the product apart from the process; we know someone is doing the right thing 
to make a table only if we can identify a table without knowing how it is produced« (Terence 
Irwin: Plato’s Moral Theories. The Early and Middle Dialogues [Oxford 1977] 77). He is right 
if the issue is to justify the efforts and time invested in producing a shuttle, but to understand 
crafts as taking means for the sake of goals means fi rst to understand the technical expertise 
regarding means.

7 See Charm. 165e; Gorg. 451a–b. However, Close defi nes ›arts‹ both for the ancient mind 
and for the Renaissance, as »any rationally organized activity that has a practical rather than a 
speculative end (e.g. rhetoric, carpentry, politics, painting, drama), and as the system of theoretical 
knowledge or the intellectual expertise or the technical profi ciency which such activities 
presuppose« (A. J. Close: Commonplace Theories of Art and Nature in Classical Antiquity and 
in the Renaissance. In: Journal of the History of Ideas 39 [1969] 467–486, quoted 467). This is 
however not the case. Plato includes mathematics among the arts though it is not practical. As 
for Aristotle, mathematics, like politics, is not an art in Close’s sense, but a theoretical science, 
an activity undertaken for its own sake (cf. Met. 1026a). See also Roochnik, who arrives at 
a polysemic approach of τéχνη by simply disregarding this common basic feature and paying 
attention only to the different technical activities, which obviously brings him to this stance. Cf. 
David Roochnick: Socrates’ Use of the Techne-Analogy. In: Hugh H. Benson (Ed.): Essays on 
the Philosophy of Socrates (New York 1992) 185–197, quoted 188. Kent-Sprague points to the 
right direction asserting that Plato’s »technical« questions point at some much more general 
meaning than is indicated by the word »product« […] »He will say, of what, or about what, is 
such and such the art« (Rosamund Kent-Sprague: Plato’s Philosopher King (Columbia, South 
Carolina 1976) xiv, footnote 1?

object and means. He emphasizes the distinction between τéχνη and its object, 
between the process and the product, between doing something and its object. 
But his intention is not just to draw the distinction that was already drawn by 
common sense. Plato takes it a step further and reduces the knowledge of the 
process of expert doing to the knowledge of its object or end.5 Common sense, on 
the contrary, assumes that the technical skill of a carpenter does not include the 
decision of what chair to make, but only the capacity and expertise in the means, 
which is a specifi c way of working with wood – how to make it. Obviously, as an 
expert on means he will make good chairs. It is also obvious that to determine 
who is a good carpenter, the weight of the judgment is not placed on his good 
intentions but to what extent the result does not deviate from the goal. This is 
however the point of view of the fi nal intention of the activity, and not of the ac-
tivity of means as such. Plato, unlike common sense, addresses the activity of the 
means from the point of view of its results.6 In radicalising the common sense 
understanding of τéχνη by emphasizing that it is object-oriented, Plato does not 
only attach instrumental reason to practical issues, but to theoretical activities 
like mathematics as well.7 Among his examples of τéχνη, he includes activities 
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 8 For Plato even activities that are undertaken for their own sake without regard to their 
fi nal purpose (τéλος), like those that Aristotle called πρ�ξις, should be reduced to their object. 
For a discussion of the entire issue see my: Plato and Protagoras. Truth and Relativism in 
Ancient Greek Philosophy (Lanham, ML 1999) 53–66. – In the Charmides, Critias defends an 
›Aristotelian‹ view that Plato attempts to refute. Cf. Charm. 163a–d.

 9 If we do not mix up objects with ends, and if our interpretation that Plato is using the craft-
analogy in order to point out his object-oriented approach is right, then those who claim that in 
the Republic Plato explicitly rejects the craft-analogy are wrong. For other similar interpretations, 
see R. C. Cross and A. D. Woozley: Plato’s Republic – A Philosophical Commentary (London 
1964) 12–16; John Gould: The Development of Plato’s Ethics (New York 1995) 31; Irwin [see 
n. 6] 183–185, 201–203; and Peter J. Steinberger: Ruling. Guardians and Philosopher-Kings. In: 
American Political Science Review 83 (1989) 1207–1225.

10 Far from being aporetic, the purpose of Plato’s early dialogues is to deny reality to the 
intentional relatedness of consciousness. I cannot develop here this point. See my: Plato and 
Protagoras [see n. 8], 49–130. 

in which ends and means are simultaneous, where the very distinction between 
means and ends, that entails a gap in time between the activity and its fi nal prod-
uct, becomes irrelevant. However, despite Plato’s intention, the act and its object 
still can be regarded as distinct and different from each other in both cases.

If Plato’s intention is solely to make a distinction between act and object, the 
question that begs an answer is why he turns to τéχνη, which is so deeply con-
cerned with the means-ends relationship. There are three reasons: Firstly, due to 
the distinction between means and ends, the distinction between act and object 
is much clearer in crafts than in any other case.8 Secondly, goal-oriented actions 
by necessity imply expert knowledge. True, it is an expert knowledge of means; 
but Plato designates it as an expert knowledge of ends. Thirdly, because in craft 
it is more obvious that the intention of the activity is focused upon the object 
and not the activity itself.9 Moreover, since τéχνη implies that activity is devoid 
of intrinsic value, it is the best example of Plato’s intention – the reduction, as 
far as possible, of means to ends in order to reduce, with his new interpretation 
of craft – knowledge to its result.

This is a relatively easy task, since means are by defi nition goal-oriented. 
Once it is certain that the »slight« shift of the attention from the means to the 
end is accepted by his interlocutors, Plato involves them as well as his readers in 
a second discussion that is supposed to be analogous to his singular understand-
ing of craft – to treat any kind of intentional relatedness of consciousness toward 
an object, whether real or ideal, as if it were devoid of a reality of its own.10

II. Plato’s Rejection of the Real Aspect of Intentionality

Intentionality, as understood in the analytic and the phenomenological tradition, 
implies that consciousness has two aspects: content, and a reality of its own. 
From the point of view of its content (its »aboutness«), it stands in front of its 
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11 Plato, like Greek philosophers in general, did not draw a distinction between knowledge 
and valuation.

object. To think is to think about something. On the other hand, as something in 
itself, as a reality, consciousness stands in causal relations with the contents of 
consciousness. In this sense it is not a transcendent entity but is part of the world, 
the same world that consciousness takes as its object. Both aspects, the ideal 
and the real, are necessary conditions of intentionality, and therefore cannot be 
separated though they can be clearly distinguished from each other. Nothing can 
be the content of consciousness if consciousness itself is not something real.

Plato’s early enterprise was to disavow, as much as possible, the real aspect 
of intentionality. What could be better for the rejection of the entire fi eld of in-
tentionality than an interpretation of a τéχνη-analogy in which, contrary to com-
mon sense, expert knowledge is about ends? I neither imply here that the usual 
understanding of crafts denies their need for an object, nor that Plato denies that 
they need means. I only hold that the focus of common understanding is on the 
means and Plato tries to shift it to the ends.

This was the main point underlying the discussion between Socrates and his 
interlocutors – common sense and the Sophists. The Sophists made the inten-
tionality of consciousness their specifi c subject of study, their object of educa-
tion, and of course their modest source of income. This orientation defi nes them 
best as moral educators in particular, and though they were not natural scientists, 
they were also educators in any fi eld of science. Those matters about which Plato 
asks in his dialogues (piety, fear, love, courage, rhetoric, language, lying, etc.) 
were their primary concern, no less than all human sciences. This explains the 
appearance in Greece of people like Hippias who was a »specialist« in any fi eld 
of knowledge. In fact he was a specialist neither in astronomy nor in literature, 
but only in the ways in which the contents of those sciences are approached. His 
teachings were probably about those who investigate the movements of stars 
and those who read literature – the »intenders« or the subjects, and not about 
stars and literary works.

Plato addressed the same issues addressed by the Sophists, asking whether 
they were good or bad, virtuous or vicious. According to Plato, those questions, 
due to his disavowal of the real aspect of intentionality, have to be answered 
only through the knowledge and valuation of their objects.11 This is a subtle and 
intricate point, because it amounts to saying explicitly that Plato defended the 
radical thesis that fear, love, courage, etc., are nothing other than knowledge 
of what is to be feared and not feared (Prot. 358d). This amounts to the asser-
tion that there is neither courage nor fear as separated from the knowledge of 
their objects. Instead, there is knowledge only of the objects of fear and cour-
age that, once properly known, will make fear and courage simply disappear as 
unjustifi ed. If they are justifi ed, if their object is indeed dangerous, courage and 
fear will result from this expert knowledge; otherwise, there is simply a lack of 
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12 See Apol. 40c–41b. Cf. Prot. 350a–351a, and Lach. 193b, where courage is a matter of 
knowledge.

13 René Descartes: Méditations III. Œuvres, éd. par Charles Adam et Paul Tannery, t. 7 (Paris 
1964) 102. The idea was best developed by Baruch de Spinoza: Ethica, Part II, prop. XVII, 
schol.

knowledge. Similarly, Socrates’ extreme intellectualism in the Apology causes 
him not to trouble himself with an irrational fear of death, since either the dead 
are nothing and have no sensations of anything, or to die is a relocation of the 
soul from this world to the Hades, where one can keep company with Hesiod 
and Homer.12

It is noteworthy that Plato tried to avoid the acceptance of the real side of in-
tentionality (the real subject). Because if the human mind plays a role in knowl-
edge, he would need to admit that knowledge is causally dependent on it and 
true knowledge could not be achieved. Knowledge can be saved, in his view, 
only if the subject is banished as an aberrant intruder. Otherwise, knowledge 
would be set by the knower’s own inclinations, emotions, feelings, etc. Knowl-
edge would become merely an opinion, so that true knowledge would occur 
only by chance. Plato’s extreme intellectualism induces him to make efforts to 
eradicate causal factors other than strictly the content of knowledge. It is not 
surprising therefore that he believed in instruction (imparting knowledge and 
expertise) as an alternative to the Sophists’ view of education as good upbring-
ing and correct social behaviour. 

However, comparing the Sophists with Plato could be misleading. Although 
the Sophists held a diametrically opposite view, they also, like Plato, did not 
grasp attitudes and skills as intentional acts. However, instead of rejecting their 
causal function, they grasped them as thing-like entities, namely, as something 
»natural« that causally determines our ways of knowledge, thinking, valuing, feel-
ing, etc. This is, for instance, the source of Protagoras’ cognitive and normative 
relativism, namely, that our habits and patterns of thought impose themselves on 
our thoughts causally determining their contents. Neither the Sophists nor Plato 
however, asked about the relationships between the real and the ideal sides of 
intentionality, namely, between what the Sophists regarded as natural and what 
Plato regarded as the product of knowledge. Both Plato and the Sophists were 
biased. It was an achievement of modern philosophy, fi rst gained by Descartes, 
to discuss the relationship between the contents of our ideas and their formal 
determination. Through Descartes’ technical terminology, we can conclude that 
Plato tried to reduce the »formal reality« of the ideas (their actual existence) to 
their content, and the Sophist – to reduce the contents of thought to their formal 
reality.13

This should be a reasonable framework in which Plato’s use of craft-analogies 
can be understood. The internal consistency and the consequences of Plato’s ap-
proach are much more radical than his interpreters and commentators are ready 
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14 See Prot. 352a, 361b1–2, and Meno 89c–100b. Also Aristotle: Eth. Nic. 1144b, and 
1216b, Xenophon: Mem. 3, 9. What is clear from Plato’s approach is that values are a matter 
of knowledge. For virtuous people, to behave according to a value implies the knowledge of 
its object. His conclusion therefore is not that virtue is not knowledge but that there are no 
virtuous persons since they do not know what is the object of virtue.

15 Ralph Waldo Emerson: Society and Solitude (Boston 1890) 247. 
16 See Prot. 352–356c.

to concede. His craft-analogies are a device for clarifying his extreme intellec-
tualism. By using craft-analogies, he tries to bring his interlocutors onto his own 
familiar ground and to ask questions about the contents of knowledge alone. 
For instance, disregarding the process of knowledge (which is clearly part of the 
knower-subject), he asked whether or not we could indeed have true knowl-
edge. 

By means of these craft-analogies it was easy for Plato to explain individual 
behaviour (dispositions and postures) and even social interaction as the special-
ized and expert knowledge of ends. On the other side, analogously to the crafts 
in his sui-generis version, nothing should remain outside the contents of knowl-
edge so that there is nothing else that determines out thinking, believing or feel-
ing besides knowledge. At the height of his intellectualism, Plato maintained 
that »bad character« is simply a lack of knowledge and its remedy is instruc-
tion.14 The cause of fear is a lack of knowledge and »knowledge is the antidote 
to fear«, as Emerson puts it in full accordance with Plato.15 Neither emotions 
nor »natural inclinations«, nor instincts, are independent of knowledge. Nobody 
can be »overcome« by one’s own desires. Weakness of human will has no place 
in Plato’s philosophy,16 not because the will cannot be weak, but because there 
is no place for the will to be independent from what one knows and what one 
does not know. Will is itself the result of knowledge. The circularity of Plato’s 
thinking is that only knowledge determines one’s will, and one’s desires can be 
overcome by will, which is nothing other than knowledge. Nobody does some-
thing that he knows or believes he should do not do. Can there be a desire that 
is not determined by knowledge? The common sense answer would be that a 
person naturally has his own preferences and order of priorities. If asked to 
change his behaviour, the common-sense reply is: »I am this way«, or »This is my 
character or nature«, which implies that no knowledge whatsoever will change 
his/her mind. This reply presumes that there is something in the way one relates 
to things that is not the product of knowledge. But this is just what Plato is 
unprepared to accept. In summary, the question only concerns the content of 
knowledge, in the sense of what one knows and what one does not know. All the 
rest, even the experience of pain and pleasure, will be inferred from the answers 
given to cognitive questions.

From this perspective, if I am right, the question is not if Plato renounced 
knowledge in favour of true-belief – as asserted by those who believe in the 
Socratic Plato’s »disavowal of knowledge« – but whether he renounced the ac-
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17 For the standard discussion of the knowledge-true-belief opposition, see Gregory Vlastos: 
Socrates’ Disavowal of Knowledge. In: Philosophical Quarterly 35 (1985) 1–35; Paul Woodruff: 
Expert Knowledge in the Apology and Laches. What a General Needs to Know. In: Proceedings 
of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 3 (1987) 79–115; James H. Lesher: 
Socrates’ Disavowal of Knowledge. In: Journal of the History of Ideas 25 (1987) 275–288. The 
three works are reprinted in William J. Prior (ed.): Socrates. Critical Assessments (London 
1996) vol. 1, 227–299.

18 Curiously, Xenophon describes Socrates’ opinion that even madness is a lack of knowledge. 
Judging from the text, he possibly thought that if someone believes that he is so tall that he 
needs to stoop when he goes through the gateways in the Wall of Athens, he should learn that 
his height is much lesser than the height of the gateways and then he will stop his habit. Cf. 
Xenophon: Mem. III, 9, 5–6.

19 Prichard maintains that Plato justifi es morality by its profi tableness (H. A. Prichard: Does 
Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake? In: Mind, 81 (1912) 21–37. R. Robinson points out that 

knowledgment of a subject that is not the result of the content of knowledge. 
The question is if knowledge is causally conditioned by predispositions. Once 
this question has been answered, then the other question (if Plato achieved true 
knowledge or mere true-belief) may be disputed on better grounds.17

III. Some Misinterpretations

Many interpreters analyse Plato’s craft analogies while assuming the validity 
of his reduction of intentionality to knowledge and lack of knowledge, and that 
Plato’s approach to the means-ends relationships is similar to theirs. Yet, un-
like Plato, they remain inconsistent simply because they are not ready to follow 
Plato’s logic to its ultimate, radical conclusions. The most famous of Plato’s radi-
cal reductions is that of virtue. Plato holds that virtue, which was regarded as 
acquired by education or birth – is only knowledge.18

By inverting the order of things, some interpreters tend to understand knowl-
edge as technical knowledge, implying, for instance, that if virtue is knowledge, 
then, according to the craft-analogy, as they understand it, virtue is instrumental 
knowledge – knowledge as a means. Such an interpretation, which is shared by 
H. A. Prichard, Robinson, Irwin and Penner, does not enable us to approach the 
nucleus of Plato’s intention. They suffer from three shortcomings:

Firstly, they regard values as something in themselves, as conditions, as predis-
positions or whatever, and, accordingly, they maintain that values are knowable. 
Values, on the contrary, as well as virtue, are not something that can be known. 
According to Plato, they are the knowledge of their objects, or they do not exist. 
Plato’s approach is clearer in the case of negative values. Vice, since it is a lack 
of knowledge, since it lacks a positive content – cannot be known. It simply does 
not exist.

Secondly, once values are regarded as knowable in themselves, they hold that 
the knowledge of values is instrumental for something else, such as happiness.19 
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Plato assumes that »virtue is a techne« and that »a very large number of the Platonic analogies, 
perhaps more than half, contain the joint notion of techne-episteme« (Richard Robinson: Plato’s 
Earlier Dialectic [Oxford 21953] 206). Irwin ([see n. 6] 7) maintains that »virtue simply is 
simply craft-knowledge«, namely, virtue is a means for an end (for his approach more in detail 
see the Appendix). Terry Penner: Socrates and the Early Dialogues. In: Richard Kraut (ed.): 
The Cambridge Companion to Plato (Cambridge 1992) 121–169, quoted 123 holds the same 
position.

20 D. Roochnik: Of Art and Wisdom. Plato’s Understanding of Techne (Philadelphia 1996) 6.
21 For a similar position, see Scott R. Hemmenway: The Techne-Analogy in Socrates’ healthy 

city: Justice and the craftsman in the Republic. In: Ancient Philosophy 19 (1999) 267–284, who 
claims that the analogy is a »fl exible dialectical tool that the Platonic Socrates uses for the 
purpose of posing and exploring questions about human virtue« (267). Balansard sustains that 
τéχνη is not a productive craft. In her opinion, this is the result of the modernistic prejudice 
of understanding τéχνη »comme production, d’un object ou d’un résultat«. Anne Balansard: 
Technè dans les dialogues de Platon (Sankt Augustin 2001) 314, see also 50–51. 

22 Roochnik [see n. 20] 216.

This is not the case, since Plato also censured taking certain actions even if they 
can bring about good ends, on the basis that they have to be good in themselves 
in order to be good for something else. Plato is ready to refrain from undertak-
ing means that are not valuable in themselves even at the cost of his life (cf. Crito 
49b–d).

Thirdly, Plato’s intention with his craft-analogies is not to draw a distinction 
between virtue and knowledge as if virtue were the end, and knowledge the 
means to achieve it, or vice versa. Plato’s sole intention is to assert that just as 
with craft, where the meaning of the means has to be found in the knowledge 
of the object for the sake of which they are undertaken (the goal), values and 
inclinations are also nothing other than the knowledge of their object.

Being fully aware of the problems raised by previous interpretations, Rooch-
nik argued against what he calls the »standard account of techne«, maintaining 
that in the early dialogues »Plato rejects techne as a model of moral knowl-
edge.«20

He holds that craft analogies should be viewed in their context and cannot 
be generalized. Roochnik adds that Plato used them as a dialectical device, each 
time for a different purpose and in a different way. 

I agree that the standard account of techne is not a model for moral knowl-
edge. But my argument is that Plato not only does not apply the standard model, 
but he even changes it radically in order to cause the analogy to indeed be-
come a model of moral knowledge. However, the main problem with Roochnik’s 
interpretation is that Plato’s analogies, which are so central to his philosophy, 
become too general under this perspective and thereby lose their explanatory 
force.21 My claim is that τéχνη is not a »fl exible term« as Roochnik contends,22 
but an activity whose end is clearly distinguished from the means but in such 
a way that the means lose their identity by becoming assimilated into the fi nal 
result. I agree with Roochnik that τéχνη includes arts, sciences and crafts, but not 
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23 John B. Skemp: Statesman (New Haven 1952) 23 n. 2.
24 Werner Jaeger: Paideia. The Ideals of Greek Culture, transl. by Gilbert Highet (Oxford 

1936) vol. 2, 129 .
25 Karl Ulmer: Wahrheit, Kunst und Natur bei Aristoteles. Ein Beitrag zur Aufklärung der 

metaphysischen Herkunft der modernen Technik (Tübingen 1953) 7.
26 John Lyons: Structural Semantics: An Analysis of Part of the Vocabulary of Plato (Oxford 

1963). 98–99. George Klosko: The Technical Conception of Virtue. In: Journal of the History of 
Philosophy 24 (1981) 95–102 and Martha C. Nussbaum: The Fragility of Goodness. Luck and 
Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambridge 1986) 89 –121 follow him.

27 I will not address the question as to whether Plato discarded his appeal to the craft-
analogy in the middle dialogues, since nothing I say is dependent upon this question. However, 
from my interpretation it follows that he did not, while Irwin ([see n. 6] 177), C. D. C. Reeve 
(Philosopher-Kings. The Argument of Plato’s Republic [Princeton 1988] 26), and Paul Woodruff 
(Plato’s Theory of Knowledge. In: Stephen Everson [Ed.]: Epistemology [Cambridge 1990] 60–
84, quoted 81) believe that Plato did leave it behind him.

because τéχνη does not mean what he understands it to mean, but because Plato 
does not understand sciences, arts and crafts as they are generally taken to be. 
For Plato, the analogy is between the means and their sacrifi ce once the end is 
achieved by expert knowledge, and the annulment of »natural« inclinations once 
knowledge is fi nally achieved. 

A third group of commentators claim that Plato is not a reductionist. Follow-
ing Skemp,23 Jaeger,24 and Ulmer,25 Lyons contends that the concept of τéχνη is 
practically untranslatable although it is close to meaning some kind of organized 
know-how.26 I hold, on the contrary, that surprisingly enough, Plato’s introduction
of a new meaning for the idea of τéχνη is supported by something in his analo-
gies that he never describes, illustrates or explains – a »how to x.« Plato always 
refers to the end of the process, to the end of τéχνη – to its product or object –
purposefully distancing himself from the general concept of crafts.27 Just as the 
end is the product of the means, so are values the product of knowledge, though 
without implying that knowledge is a means – only that knowledge is about its 
object and nothing else in itself.

IV. Textual Evidences

In the Laches, when discussing gymnastics, the experts are considered to be 
those »who had studied and practiced the art and who had good teachers in 
that particular subject« (Lach. 185b). Apparently, the specifi c subject matter is 
the art of gymnastics. However, judging by Socrates’ question, this is not the 
case: »Even before that, oughtn’t we to investigate what art it is of which we are 
looking for the teachers?« (ο�κο�ν �τι πρóτερον, τíνος �ντος τοúτοω [ο�] ζητο�μεν 
τοùς διδασκáλοως, Lach. 185b)? 
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Why does Plato seem to complicate matters when apparently the issue was so 
defi nitively settled? For Socrates at least, the issue was still highly debatable: »I 
do not think we have reached any preliminary agreement as to what in the world 
we are consulting about and investigating when we ask which of us is expert 
in it and has acquired teachers for this purpose, and which of us is not« (Lach. 
185b–c). While the issue appears to be the art of fi ghting in armour, or in general 
the act itself, Socrates opens with the necessary corollary to any of his craft-
analogies: He states that when someone considers whether or not one should 
use a certain medicine to anoint one’s eyes, one should seek counsel about the 
eyes and not about the medicine (cf. Lach. 185c). 

When discussing medicine, Plato’s reference to the object of medicine shows 
that his craft-analogy is more complex than expected. The common sense un-
derstanding of the craft would be that the physician should be more concerned 
with medicines than with the eyes, with means rather than ends, and with actions 
rather than with their objects. Plato inverts the order of these two poles. The 
pivotal point of the craft is displaced from the craft to its objects. When someone 
»considers whether or not and when he should put a bridle on a horse […] he is 
taking counsel about the horse and not about the bridle« (185c–d). He then con-
cludes that whenever someone »considers a thing for the sake of another thing, 
he is taking counsel about that thing for the sake of which he was considering, 
and not about what he was investigating for the sake of something else« (ibid.).

The common sense approach of craft, as I presume it must be admitted, would 
state instead that, »Whenever someone considers a thing for the sake of another 
thing, he is not taking counsel about the thing for the sake of which he was con-
sidering, but about the ways by which he approaches the thing.« The »something 
else« (the object) for Plato becomes the thing under scrutiny. His conclusion 
from the craft-analogy is that »the question we ought to ask with respect to the 
man who gives us advice, is whether he is an expert in the care of that thing for 
the sake of which we are considering when we consider« (185d). Nicias cannot 
help but agree with Socrates’ irresistible argument.

In the Protagoras, Plato makes it clear that if Hippocrates takes lessons with 
Protagoras he will not become a clever speaker, namely, one who knows how 
to use language as a means of persuasion, unless one also learns, »What subject 
does the Sophist make you a clever speaker« (Prot. 312a).

In the Gorgias, this idea is expressed in a question that makes Plato’s object-
oriented approach much clearer. Socrates asks Gorgias: »What is the craft you’re 
knowledgeable in, and hence what are we supposed to call you« (� Γοργíα, α�τòς 
�μ�ν ε!πε τíνα σε χρ" καλε�ν #ς τíνος $πιστ%μονα τéχνης, Gorg. 449a)? Normally, 
one would simply ask, »What is your profession,« or »What is your job?« with-
out further ado – but not Socrates. When he asks about Gorgias’ art, what he re-
ally has in mind is fi nding out what is supposed to be the specifi c product of that 
art. The product is to be regarded as the content or meaning of the art. Socra-
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28 Cf. Lys. 219c–d.
29 Compare W. R. M. Lamb’s translation (Cambridge, Mass. 1967): »[…] until he has 

combined the whole into a regular and well-ordered production; and so of course with all the 
other craftsmen, and the people we mentioned just now, who have to do with the body – trainers 
and doctors; they too, I suppose, bring order and system into the body« (Gorg. 503e–504a). 
Here there is a discrepancy between the nature of the activity of painters, builders, etc., and 
body-trainers and doctors. Whilst the fi rst do not bring order into the product but what seems 
to be well ordered is production itself, he concludes that this is also the case with body trainers 
and doctors. Order, according to Plato, is put into the object, it is not part of the process of 
production. Lamb’s translation misses the subtle point of differentiating between production 
as the object of τéχνη and product. For Plato, production is not an object of knowledge – only a 
product can be known.

tes disapproves of rhetoric precisely because it is technical speech, because it is 
speech about nothing specifi c, speech without an object. Everyone except Plato 
is ready to see that it is an art with its own rules and methods, something that can 
be learned in order to be used as a tool, and applied to different contents. 

According to Plato, medicine is a craft that allows people »to be able to both 
have wisdom about and to speak about the sick« (Gorg. 450a).28 A personal 
trainer should be asked »›What are you, sir, and what’s your product?‹ and he 
should answer, ›I’m a personal trainer, and my product is making people physi-
cally good-looking and strong‹« (Gorg. 452b). 

In the Gorgias Plato understands τéχνη primarily as an activity intended to 
produce an object without regard to the actual process of production. Plato 
states that the intention of craftsmen is to keep their own product in view: »Take 
a look at painters for instance, if you would, or house builders or shipwrights or 
any of the other craftsmen you like, and see how each one places what he does 
into a certain organization, and compels one thing to be suited for another and 
to fi t to it until the entire object is put together in an organized and orderly 
way. The other craftsmen too […] the ones concerned with the body, physical 
trainers and doctors, no doubt give order and organization to the body« (Gorg. 
503e–504a).29

While everyone is ready to defi ne rhetoric as a τéχνη, Plato intends to show 
that it is not. Even though it is regarded as the knowledge of means, it lacks a 
defi nite object without which one cannot account for the nature of the means 
that are being applied (Gorg. 465a)! In fact, Plato uses the τéχνη-analogy not 
to censure the Sophists for being technicians, but for only having the accoutre-
ments of what common sense regards as an art. His criticism is not that the 
Sophists are experts in the art of speaking, but that, since their speaking has no 
content, they are not experts. They cannot be experts in speaking and arguing, 
because the process itself cannot be independent of its desired result. Means are 
not intended to be self-suffi cient (they are after all only means). Since means 
cannot be the object of any intention – means cannot be the object of any teach-
ings. Plato attempts to take to its extreme the absurdity of claiming that whoever 
wants the ends also wants the means, as if the means were something desirable in 
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30 For an alternative approach, see Robert W. Hall: Techne and Morality in the Gorgias. 
In: John P. Anton and George L. Kustas (Eds.): Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy (Albany 
1972) 202–218, quoted 206–207, who claims that the Sophists ignore the means, not the ends. 
Contrary to Hall’s opinion, my approach offers a fresh explanation of why suffering injustice is 
better than to commit injustice (Gorg. 474a ff.). This is because to commit injustice implies the 
knowledge of justice while acting contrariwise to justice. And, just as it is impossible to be a liar, 
it is, ultimately, impossible to be unjust since we do not know what justice is.

31 Polus explains that Gorgias’ words are at odds with his thoughts because he was unable 
to say that since rhetoric is a means it is not concerned with moral values, which would amount 
to appearing as being immoral regarding public matters: »Gorgias was too ashamed not to 
concede your further claim that the orator also knows what’s just, what’s admirable, and what’s 
good, and that if someone came to him without already having this knowledge to begin with, he 
said that he would teach him himself, and then from this admission maybe some inconsistency 
crept into his statements« (Gorg. 461b–c).

32 Even the Taeges, in this regard, is entirely a Socratic dialogue. It is clear there that, 
according to Socrates, wisdom cannot be wisdom of itself or in itself, but wisdom of something 
else (cf. Taeg. 123–125). Cf. also Alc. I 106c–109a.

33 Greek language easily allows such reduction. For a discussion on the issue of the ›how‹ see 
Vlastos’ discussion about the translation of ›I know to swim‹ into ›I know how to swim‹, showing 
that it is diffi cult in Greek to express a ›knowing-how‹. See G. Vlastos: Socratic Knowledge and 
Platonic Pessimism. In: Philosophical Review 66 (1957) 226–238. See also Nussbaum [see n. 26], 
443–444, n. 10.

themselves. If people do something for the sake of something else, then they do 
not want the thing they are doing but only the thing for the sake of which they 
do it – the result and not the act itself (cf. Gorg. 467d). The issue is not that the 
Sophists do not choose the proper means to an end, but that they uphold some-
thing much more radical that in Plato’s view is non-sense: that means can be 
treated in abstraction from a specifi c object or goal.30 Contrary to Plato’s opin-
ion, the object of the Sophists is the means, not the end. Rhetoric for Gorgias is 
the art of persuasion alone. The young and inexperienced Polus, being unaware 
of the ethical implications involved in his discourse, put into words what Gorgias 
clearly thinks but cannot say – that rhetoric, as a means, is not concerned with 
justice, namely, with ends.31

Crafts are not models for imitation. They are paradigms of Plato’s object-ori-
ented theory of knowledge.32 For him, knowledge is not a process to be distin-
guished from the object. »Hows« have to be reduced to »Whats«.33 Plato’s next 
complete project was the denial of the forms of action as a prelude to the denial 
of the form (or process) of knowledge. 

The Euthyphro offers specifi c evidence of this approach. In 13a–14b we read 
that to be an expert in the care of dogs is not knowing how to take care of dogs 
[…] but about hunting: »Hunting is the care of dogs« (Euthyph. 13a). This is not 
the normal way to speak about the expertise of a dog trainer. Plato however 
formulates questions about means as if they were questions about ends.

In the Republic 334, Plato argues that if a just person were defi ned as one who 
is skilful, his skill would be to take care of money no less than to steal it. Since 
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34 See J. Swift: A Voyage to the Houyhnhnms, in: Gulliver’s Travels [1726], ch. 3. The Writings, 
ed. by R. A. Greenberg and W. Powman Piper (New York 1973) 203.

35 Kahn holds the opinion that here Plato is defending a ›shocking paradox‹ (Charles Kahn: 
Plato and the Socratic Dialogue: The Philosophical use of a Literary Form [Cambridge 1996] 
117). Kahn asks why »Plato makes Socrates argue here for propositions that both Plato and his 
readers must recognize as false« (ibid.). Kahn shows that Plato is aware of the paradox, but he 
does not show what argument Plato could offer against it. His conclusion is that the dialogue, 
does leave us with a problem for other dialogues to resolve‘ (118). Shorey and Roochnik do not 
take Plato’s craft-analogy seriously. Roochnik argues that the inclusion of justice as an instance 
of these cases is a criticism of the craft-analogy within the framework of Plato’s argument 
against the Sophists. Agreeing with Paul Shorey: The Unity of Plato’s Thought [New York 1968], 
Roochnik quotes him in 1968: 10.

this is not the case, justice cannot be a means. However, justice is defi ned not as 
an end, but as knowledge. 

In Lesser Hippias Plato again argues in favour of his content-oriented ap-
proach, once more departing from common sense. He starts by saying that the 
one who lies, cheats and does wrong on purpose is better than the one who lies 
involuntarily (Less. Hipp. 372d), and that »it’s up to the good man to do injustice 
voluntarily and the bad man to do it involuntarily; that is, if the good man has a 
good soul« (376b). Liars for instance, while knowing the truth, lie manipulatively 
as a means-to-an-end. Plato has no argument against the goal-oriented case of 
liars as being better than non-liars – the one who knows lies better than the one 
who does not know. Finally Plato concludes that since virtue is knowledge and 
vice a lack of knowledge, paradoxical as it might seem, liars do not exist (376b) 
unless »liar« is called one who does not know the truth. For Plato, the absurdity 
of a liar would be in the notion that somebody knows something about noth-
ing. Plato’s way of thinking is similar to that of Jonathan Swift’s master of the 
Houyhnhnms, who was unable to understand what it means to lie, and instead 
used the expression »to say the thing that is not.«34 A lie is knowledge without 
content, which amounts to lack of knowledge. Even if it is true that the knowl-
edge of virtue, which is simply virtuous knowledge, is not instrumental, namely, 
if it is not a means for something else, it has still one major characteristic in 
common with instrumental knowledge: both are defi ned by their object. There is 
nothing more in the craft-analogy and nothing less.35

V. The Shuttle-Analogy

Plato’s deviation from, and perhaps even distortion of, the way in which craft 
analogies are commonly understood, fi nds its detailed expression in the Cra-
tylus’ »shuttle-analogy« (Crat. 388a–391a), the most detailed knowledge-craft-
analogy in the Platonic corpus. 

It appears that in this typical Socratic dialogue the issue under scrutiny is not 
language but its contents. While the issue should be to learn (�ν μáθημα 384b) 
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36 Anagnostopoulos rightly tried to show that the Cratylus is not a dialogue about the origin 
of language but about how it is possible for names to be correct (Georgios Anagnostopoulos: 
Plato’s Cratylus – The Two Theories of the Correctness of Names. In: Review of Metaphysics 25 
(1972) 691–736; id.: The Signifi cance of Plato’s Cratylus. In: Review of Metaphysics 27 (1973/4) 
318 –345. Also see G. B. Kerferd: The Sophistic Movement (Cambridge 1981) 74–75.

37 There are those who believe, on the contrary, that the Cratylus has a neglected or 
exceptional place in Plato’s corpus. See Alfred Edward Taylor: Plato. The Man and His Work 
(London 1960) 75, who asserts that it is a minor and ›occasional work.‹ 

38 I agree with Weingartner who claims that, according to Plato, truth is not to be sought in 
language itself (Rudolph H. Weingartner: Making Sense of the Cratylus. In: Phronesis 15 [1970] 
5–25, quoted 6, which means that Plato is clearly not concerned with the study of language. If 
Weingartner is right, then Plato’s study of language is conducted only in order to invalidate 
language as a subject-matter of research. 

what names are, or perhaps even, how names name, and if they are established 
by convention or by nature, Socrates, surreptitiously, makes an almost imper-
ceptible but important shift. Instead of answering the question we expect him 
to ask, he changes it. The question for Socrates in the Cratylus is, indeed, not 
about how names name, or what names are, but about »learning the truth about 
the correctness of names« (τ"ν 'λ%θειαν περì (νομáτυν (ρθóτητος, 384b), specifi -
cally, whether or not they fi t something else that, in itself, is not naming but is 
the content of naming. The question of names is reduced to the question of their 
correctness.36 As usual, the analogy intends to reduce τéχνη to its content. Pla-
to’s »what is x« question is, without exceptions and without ambiguity, answered 
while pointing toward the object of x and not at x itself. The problem for Plato 
is not with the fact that names are »entities« differentiated from what is named, 
or in other words with the fact that names are a relationship to nominata that do 
not become identical with it. 

This is the context in which Plato introduces his shuttle-analogy. He tries to 
show that the shuttle in itself is devoid of meaning, since it is a means to pro-
duce something else. Names, analogously, are supposed to have no meaning in 
themselves. In the same way that the meaning of the shuttle comes from what it 
serves as a means, the meanings of names are also grounded in what they name. 
If shuttles and names serve something else, and if this is their essence, then their 
essence does not lie in themselves but in this other thing, either the τéλος or the 
object that they are supposed to serve. For Plato this is a fundamental issue. As a 
result he tries to reduce any aspect of language to a transcendent and extra-lin-
guistic source – the Forms. In this respect, the Cratylus is a key dialogue toward 
understanding his larger systematic project.37 He needs to prove that language 
cannot be understood as such, as a relational intentional system in itself, but 
as reduced to something else. Plato needs to show that language is merely the 
imitation of something else, the content, which is ultimately, in the later Plato, 
hypostasised as Forms. And, since imitation, language (and names in general) is 
inferior to the original source – it is its own refl ected pale image.38
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