Henrik Syse – paper for PRIO’s Thucydides workshop at Columbia University, New York City, February 25-26, 2005.
General background to this paper
I am currently working on a project, hopefully to end up as a short book, on Plato’s ethics of war, and my presentation at our Thucydides workshop is an outgrowth of this project.  The background assumption of the project is as follows – (the following paragraphs are taken from the introduction to my project, as it now stands):
If someone were to write a collection of philosophical dialogues about a public figure conversing with his fellow citizens, and we assume the historical setting of the dialogues to be Europe in the 1930’s and 1940’s, as readers we would immediately link the dialogues to questions of National Socialism and war. Even if the author had made not made war an explicit or central theme of his or her dialogues, and instead had arranged them around such general political and moral themes as virtue, statesmanship and the human condition in a political society, we would have understood war to be the natural backdrop of the dialogues.


Plato’s dialogues, among the most famous set of texts to have been handed down to us from antiquity, are for the most part supposed to have taken place in the time span from the late 430s until 399 BC. During most of this time, Athens was involved in the Peloponnesian War, a war laden with existential tension and fierce battles (although with breaks and pauses of shorter and longer duration). Furthermore, at the time when Plato was writing his dialogues, this war was widely understood by Athenians to have decisively weakened, both in reputation and political reality, Athens’ standing among the Greek city-states, and to have had a shattering effect on all of the Greek world. 


Yet, the large majority of writings dealing with Plato’s works make war at most a peripheral topic. Admittedly, when Socrates or other participants in the dialogues are made to discuss themes directly related to the conduct of war, commentaries do discuss the topic as well. And there are a few major works on Plato that have raised the question of war as a major theme. But this is rare. War is seldom considered a central concern of Plato’s.


Based on a suspicion that war is more important in the Platonic corpus than we tend to realize, my project concentrates on the ethics of war, seen from a Platonic standpoint. 

Why ethics? The answer seems obvious, Many of Plato’s dialogues deal with ethical issues; especially those customarily termed his “early” works (which seems a rather dubious classification; why could not Plato have written these dialogues, with their simple, more “aporetic” (unresolved) form, even later in life?). Now, if one of Plato’s main concerns is the right way of life for human beings who live in society with others, and war constitutes the actual historical backdrop of the dialogues, we can expect him to address quite frequently – implicitly or explicitly – the issue of right behavior in war, as well as the right reasons for going to war (those concerns which we later come to call ius in bello and ius ad bellum respectively). 
Consequently, seeing that he is a teacher who still inspires countless philosophers and non-philosophers alike, we can surmise that Plato has something useful to tell us in a time such as ours, filled with conflict and tension, not least in the form of civil wars (the form of war Plato knew best). 
As can be surmised from the above-mentioned musings, the ambition of my project is both historical, i.e., to unearth an early origin of the idea of “just war”, prior to Cicero and the early Christians (such as St. Augustine, who is often credited with its first proper formulation); and philosophical, namely, to address more substantially what Plato has to say about these important, literally life-and-death questions.
My project so far encompasses, according to my plan, an analysis of the following dialogues (or parts of them): Laches, Alcibiades I, Republic, and Laws, since they all, in different ways, make the question of war central to their argument.


I will in the following pages, and for the purposes of our workshop, include some observations from my work on Alcibiades I, and suggest parallels between Plato’s and Thucydides’s treatment of Alcibiades. My aim is to provide a background to understanding what sort of character Alcibiades is as he makes his crucial contributions to the Peloponnesian War in books V - VIII of Thucydides’s History. 

This paper is certainly incomplete and (like Thucydides’s history – no further comparison intended!) ends way too abruptly, but it will hopefully serve as a useful point of departure for our conversation about Alcibiades Saturday afternoon.
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Plato, Thucydides, and Alcibiades
Of all the characters we encounter in the Socratic dialogues of Plato, no one, apart from Socrates himself, meant so much to – and evoked such mixed feelings among – Plato’s Athenian readership as the illustrious Alcibiades. A well-known character from our time, with whom one could make a comparison, is General Douglas MacArthur; loved and admired, yet feared and duly criticized. (Some would undoubtedly claim that another, more current example could be Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld.) The comparison breaks down on many scores, yet we are dealing with military men of undoubted stature, who, however, arguably turned out to lack a sense of moderation and justice.


While brilliant rhetorically, intellectually, and militarily, Alcibiades certainly lacked moderation, shown by his involvement in a series of hapless military and political adventures. He almost ended his career with the Athenians when he, amid great controversy, including a blasphemy charge, was relieved of duty before the spectacular Athenian defeat at Sicily. Rather than come to Athens to face serious charges, he switched sides to the Spartans and became, in the eyes of many, a traitor to Athens. However, his involvement in several intrigues (among them a sordid love affair) made him fall out of favor with the Spartans as well, and in 411 he again joined the Athenians and was quickly restored to prominence thanks to his military skills. He actually led the Athenian forces towards the end of the Peloponnesian War, which ended in defeat for the Athenians; the final defeat coming, however, as a result of a deployment of the fleet that Alcibiades seems to have opposed. From what we know, Alcibiades was killed by Persian assassins in 404 – his many intrigues causing him to have had many enemies, this man about whom Aristophanes in The Frogs said: “They long for him, they loathe him, they want to have him.”


Among students of philosophy in our own time, Alcibiades is possibly more famous for his “drunken speech” towards the ending of Plato’s dialogue Symposium, than for his military exploits and illustrious life. More important for our purposes, however, is the dialogue by Plato bearing his name, which “was held in the greatest esteem in the Platonic school of antiquity”,
 indeed, the neo-Platonist Iamblichus held it to contain “the whole philosophy of Plato, as in a seed”.
  This is most often referred to as the Alcibiades I dialogue, since there is also a second one named after Alcibiades, entitled Alcibiades II or Alcibiades Minor. The latter, however, is less often read, and its authenticity as a Platonic work has been questioned (as has, probably mistakenly, that of Alcibiades I; I discuss this point in an earlier part of my project). Even if the Alcibiades Minor is to be taken seriously as a Platonic work (as Bruell 2000 does), it does not deal with military matters and is therefore of less immediate interest to us here. 

Alcibiades was clearly one of the most talented of all Athenian politicians and generals, and Socrates seems at one time – if we are to believe Plato – to have regarded him as a potentially great student and even a “beloved”. This is the relationship portrayed in Alcibiades I (henceforth simply called Alcibiades), where the young Alcibiades meets the mature Socrates, most probably at some point in the late 430s, around the start of the Peloponnesian War. However, and importantly, Socrates in this encounter stresses that he has never considered himself primarily a lover of the young Athenian’s bodily beauty (which would fade away anyway), but of his soul, making Socrates a much more stable and lasting lover than the rest of Alcibiades’s admirers. 

Seeing Alcibiades’s turbulent life story, we are made to wonder why Plato
 has Socrates associate with him at all, considering the fact that Alcibiades, were he Socrates’s student and friend, either failed to learn Socrates’s lessons, or – which would be even more worrisome for Plato – Socrates’s lessons were wrongheaded. 

We cannot know for certain why Plato authored dialogues between Socrates and Alcibiades. The most obvious answer is the following: He wanted to show that if Alcibiades had heeded the Socratic advice, things would have turned out very differently. He may also have wanted to advance the view that Alcibiades was close to unreachable, philosophically speaking, from the beginning; that he had such strong-willed, stubborn ambitions as to be immune to Socrates’s teaching. We are reminded of the problem outlined in the Protagoras and the Meno of teaching virtue: Plato is clearly in doubt about whether virtue can be taught at all, not least to those not open to serious, self-reflective philosophizing.

I will advance a third view about the Alcibiades dialogue, which is by no means implausible (and which can be combined with either of the other two): Plato wanted, in the Alcibiades dialogue as in several other places, to display the centrality of war and peace as affairs of the city. Through much of the 5th century BC, Athens had been involved in war. Yet, those who professed to know about wise conduct, the Sophists, rarely discuss the grave questions associated with war in a serious way. The military leaders of Athens were also lacking in true philosophical reflection about what it means to educate soldiers, command troops, and confront an enemy; Alcibiades, Laches, and Nicias, all appearing in Platonic dialogues, and all discussed in this project, come across as cases in point. Having Socrates converse with Alcibiades about war and the virtues forces the reader to think through whether Athens could have been led into battle in a more prudent way; whether budding officers should be educated differently; in short, whether philosophy has a role to play in military affairs.


In Alcibiades we meet a young man who certainly wishes to be a leader of Athens, possibly surpassing even the great Pericles in renown. But if he is to give the Athenians advice on how to run their city, and be an advisor – i.e., a politician – to whom the people will listen and whom they will come to obey, what is the subject matter he needs to master?


This is where war enters the picture. The dialogue suggests that the affair which sums up the core of what the city’s leaders need to know is deliberation about war and peace. It is Alcibiades who, after lengthy prodding, comes to this conclusion. As Denyer (2001: 109) points out, Alcibiades’s reply in 107d (“When they are deliberating on war, Socrates, or on peace, or some other of the city’s affairs”) is casual, and he seems to mention war and peace as two separate topics, not fully realizing the essential, dichotomous relationship between war and peace, which links them so closely together. However, Socrates’s immediate follow-up corrects this mistake:

Socrates: You mean, therefore, when they deliberate concerning whom they ought to make peace with, and whom war, and in what manner?

Alcibiades: Yes.

Why war and peace? A host of other answers could have been imagined; first and foremost, the management of public affairs and finances in the city. As Denyer (2001: 109) points out, however, Alcibiades’s low estimate of affairs having to do with money has already been pointed out in the dialogue (cf. 104c), and it seems unlikely that the virile Alcibiades would point to financial and organizational affairs as the core of what he would have to know as the city’s leading politician. 

But what about other matters close to Socrates’s heart, such as education of the young, the proper election of public officials, or indeed the place of philosophy in the city? The historical answer is obvious: The dialogue probably takes place during the early part of the Peloponnesian War, and the city’s leader would have to be seen to master the art of war. Philosophically speaking, we see a view outlined that appears more fully in the Republic, namely, that the education of soldiers is essential to the right ordering of the city; and we are also reminded of the Timaios and Critias dialogues, where a speech by Critias on the ideal city at war – “the most severe test of a city’s mettle” (John M. Cooper, in Plato 1997: 1292) – is promised (108e), although Critias, as we know it today, breaks off before we actually get there.

In short, Plato often places war-related activities at the center of the city’s political life, yet he never displays a Spartan enthusiasm for military discipline as a goal in itself. Preparation for war seems to be an annex to the good and truly peaceful life. 

So what is meant by Socrates’s summation of the question? First, we are reminded of the need to give advice when the city deliberates about whom to make war against and whom to remain (or become) at peace with – what much later in the tradition becomes the ad bellum question; and second, Socrates points out that the manner in which war is fought and peace is made must be discussed – corresponding more closely to what we know as in bello reasoning.
 These concerns are quickly related to the term “better” – with whom and at what time (and for how long) it is “better” to fight war or make peace. The same is the case, Socrates points out (107d-108d), with wrestling and cithara playing: the one who is to give advice on these things, must give advice on how to do it “better”. But “better” according to what?

This question betrays much more than sophistical pedantry. While Socrates points, seemingly obviously, to the art of gymnastics and the art of music as the “according-to-which” of wrestling and cithara playing respectively, we ought to remember that these pursuits could have been measured according to other norms. If wrestling were understood to be better or worse according to the art of killing others effectively, we would have been talking about an entirely different pursuit than the one Socrates is describing. Similarly – albeit less dramatically – we could imagine someone learning the mastery of instruments according to an idea of loudness and commotion, not unlike the way in which very young children approach musical instruments. In that case, the “better” would have been the “louder”, not the more harmonious. Realizing that it is possible to err with regard to the standard according to which the “better” is to be judged is crucial for understanding the implications of the ensuing argument about war.

And so, in 108e, we finally get to the right term to use for the “better” in relation to waging war or keeping peace. Alcibiades’s initial reply is disappointing: “Nothing occurs to me.” Socrates calls his reply shameful, adding that if someone had asked him “What do you mean by better?” in relation to food – a third parallel activity thus being introduced, in addition to wrestling and cithara playing – he would of course have answered “healthier”, which is once again not so obvious, since he surely could have answered “tastier”. Again Socrates indicates, at least to the thoughtful listener (or reader), that several possible answers are thinkable, but that one is surely superior if the pursuit in question (making war, wrestling, cithara playing, or eating) is to be done in a fashion serving life in the city well. This also leads us to thinking that there may be two reasons for Alcibiades’s disappointing answer: either he truly does not know what to say, or he is thinking of an answer, but is unsure whether Socrates will accept it – such as answering that “better” means “more destructive to one’s enemy” (thus, answering according to a standard of violence) or simply “stronger” (thus, answering according to a standard of virility and physical strength).

Thus we reach Socrates’s suggestion, which effectively reminds us of what we later come to call “the just war doctrine”, namely, that war is essentially to be measured according to norms of justice.

Actually, it is Alcibiades who first mentions justice. Socrates says that a city begins to wage war after accusing the enemy of some affront. Now, one may be affronted in different ways, as Socrates points out, and Alcibiades replies that the city may suffer an affront either justly or unjustly. And so the question comes up; against whom should one wage war, those who behave justly or those who behave unjustly?

Alc.: What you are asking is a terrible thing; for even if someone had it in his mind that war ought to be waged against those practicing the just things, he would not admit to it, at least.

The reply is telling in many ways. Firstly, Alcibiades is preparing himself to concur with the suggestion that Socrates will probably make in a second: that advice about war and peace must indeed be related to justice. But secondly, he says that one at least must pretend to wage war justly, that is, against the unjust. Socrates then goes on to saying that waging war against those who act justly would be unlawful, and the proud Alcibiades adds that it would be ignoble. Plato surely hints to us here that Alcibiades is more concerned with appearance, in contrast to Socrates who throughout his examples has been concerned with substance. [This section is not finished – I will add more here on the concept of nobility as opposed to justice.]
And so Socrates sums up the discussion so far, showing how war is necessarily linked to justice:

Soc.: Then that “better” in relation to waging or not waging war against those we ought or ought not and when we ought or ought not, which I was just asking about – does it happen to be anything other than the more just?

In other words, questions about waging war – described by Alcibiades himself as the central concern of the statesman – are essentially questions about justice. And so Alcibiades has to agree, albeit somewhat grudgingly, that it is about justice that he will have to be a specialist if he is to give sound advice on the city’s most fateful decisions, those concerned with waging war and making peace. 

The point of Socrates’s further questioning of Alcibiades is to inquire into whether Alcibiades actually can teach others about justice – that is, if Alcibiades knows justice well enough to teach and advice the city of Athens. The terrible suspicion entertained by Plato throughout the dialogue seems to be that not only Alcibiades, but several Athenian leaders, including Pericles, did not have the requisite knowledge about justice as the contest with the Spartans and their allies was carried out.


Thus, this dialogue, which more than any other Platonic dialogue, apart from the Republic and the Laws, makes the education of political leaders its main point, builds on the teaching that war and peace are central concerns for a political leader, yet, that they can only be tackled by the man who knows justice. 

Immediately following this conclusion, Alcibiades suggests that the just and the noble (which he now equates) are sometimes bad or disadvantageous (114e-115a). But Socrates suggests that just (and courageous and noble) acts of war that result in death – which are Alcibiades’s concern here – are not bad in the same sense that they are courageous, noble, and just. It is merely certain results of such acts that are somehow disadvantageous. This does not make the acts in themselves less just, noble, or courageous. It is worth noting here that courage and justice are grouped together (115b), suggesting that true courage consists in pursuing bravely that which is just, a theme I will pursue later in this project, in my discussion of the Laches dialogue. [I will at this point also try to outline the difference between what later moral philosophy calls a deontological and a consequentialist perspective on ethics respectively, and how this difference is related to the problem brought up here about the results of acts as opposed to the moral quality of acts.]
Throughout the first half of this dialogue we see Socrates leading Alcibiades in the direction of concluding that the art of war and peace – so central to the security and well-being of the city – is crucially dependent on justice in particular and virtue in general. Now, this is not trivial claim. As already mentioned, Socrates could easily have avoided introducing war and peace, and once having introduced that theme, he could have led Alcibiades down a narrower path; for instance, to the more technical details of strategy and tactics in war. 
Furthermore, the choice of theme and wording is striking in the light of book V of Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War.
 Therein, the (relatively) young Alcibiades appears for the first time as an advisor to the city on the theme of whom one should wage war against, whom one should make peace with, and the manner of doing so. The parallel is hardly coincidental, Alcibiades appearing in Thucydides’s narrative as self-assured and ambitious, eager not to be passed over, and more concerned with his own standing than with the wisdom of the current peace treaty with Sparta, the so-called Peace of Nicias. Alcibiades cannot stand the fact that the peace has been negotiated without involving him, an excellent and still quite young man whose family has tended to important Spartan affairs in Athens for years. Thanks in large part to the scheming and cunning of Alcibiades, Athens is gradually thrown back into war, with no one – according to Thucydides’s re-telling of the story – seriously asking about the justice of the matter, although Alcibiades is very eager to make it seem that Athens has right on its side, by slandering his Spartan opponents. It is indeed most conspicuous how Alcibiades, through his verbal gifts, manages to deceive both (or, if we include the Argives, all) sides into thinking that they are acting for the sake of their own city’s just and prudent cause. It is as if we see Alcibiades arising from the conversation with Socrates, fully intent on linking war with claims of justice, but doing it in a way that is fuelled by his own ambition and interest, as well as his intense envy towards Nicias.

Placed alongside the Alcibiades dialogue, which in its second half concentrates on extolling the virtues of Athens’s opponents, including Sparta, we are surely provided by Plato with the suggestion that for all practical purposes it was not just for the Athenians to reinitiate hostilities against Sparta after the peace treaty had been negotiated.

While our concern here is mainly with the opening part of the Alcibiades dialogue, we need (as has just been indicated) to take a closer look at the complex section where Alcibiades is urged to compare himself to the noblest leaders of the Persians and Lacedaemonians (Spartans). Interestingly, the dialogue at this point, without explicitly going much further into the debate about war and peace, seems to suggest that the good and wise ruler will be able to avoid war, since he should seek to command respect and inspire allegiance not only from his own citizens, but from the enemy as well (see 124a ff.).
 In other words, true justice will lead to harmony between enemies, and the virtues of enemy leaders may then – we are led to surmise – be transformed into virtues working in concert with the virtues of the perfect ruler. Indeed, a leader like Alcibiades, thus educated, will “get the better of them by no other thing than by taking trouble and by art” (124b). Taking trouble, in the context of this dialogue, means education. And the art is not the technical mastery of the military profession, but the result of proper education in the virtues. That Plato leaves us unsure about whether virtue can actually be taught certainly casts a shadow of doubt on this conclusion. Yet, we are led to believe that the truly just ruler, should he exist (and, we ought to remember, we are elsewhere led to believe by Plato that he does not), will rule in a way that makes him fully respected among both Greeks and barbarians, which ought to make war at most an exception to the rule. And since the wars that nonetheless have to be fought will always be just, they will also be waged for the sake of achieving a just result (which we must presume is peaceful) – not in order to perpetuate conflict.

The dramatic date of Socrates’s encounter with Alcibiades in the dialogue bearing the latter’s name is probably well before the events of ca. 419-418 that led to the renewed fighting between Athens and Sparta. It is reasonable to think of Alcibiades as being in his late teens when Socrates first engages him in conversation, thus putting the dramatic date of the dialogue at the start of the Peloponnesian War, about 10 years before the Peace of Nicias. Nonetheless, it is hard not to associate the dialogue with Alcibiades’s dealings during the war itself, since it is set at a time when war (or the prospect of it) must have consumed the thoughts of all thoughtful Athenians, since the subject is brought up so early in the dialogue, and since Alcibiades did indeed become an advisor to the Athenians on that very issue – and that was in the period after the Peace of Nicias was concluded. Indeed, the main theme of Plato’s dialogue being how – and about what – to address the city if one wants to be its advisor and leader, the link between the dialogue and the events associated with the Peace of Nicias and its disintegration are conspicuous. After all, although Alcibiades seems to have become famous for his familial links, his close ties to Pericles, and his military exploits well before that date, it is with his attack on the Peace of Nicias that we first see him appearing before the city to give it advice on how to conduct its affairs. Indeed, this marks his first appearance overall in Thucydides’s History.
My suggestion is to view Plato’s Alcibiades dialogue as a philosophical and psychological commentary on the events of book V in Thucydides’s History. Philosophically, it suggests that Alcibiades’s failing is his unwillingness to make a serious attempt at judging the war (and peace) of his time in justice-related, moral terms; psychologically, it tells us that Alcibiades is not lacking in intellect or vigor, but in philosophical seriousness and reflection – he is unwilling to investigate the contents of his own soul, but is all the more eager to understand how he can reach his goals by manipulating others. The latter may have made him a masterful tactician and general, but it also contributed to his own and – we are led to surmise – Athens’ downfall.
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� An earlier version of my argument, containing reference to all these dialogues, can be found in Syse 2002.


� This rundown of Alcibiades’s life is mainly based on Denyer 2001, supplemented by Gribble 1999; the most frequently cited Greek sources for the life of this celebrated, yet hated individual is, of course, Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War, which, however, must be supplemented by Xenophon’s Historia Graeca. Plutarch later writes about Alcibiades in his Bios paralleloi (most often referred to as Plutarch’s Lives), basing much of his narrative about the adult Alcibiades on Thucydides.


� Steven Forde, in Pangle 1987: 222.


� Ibid.


� Even a score of other Socratic authors wrote about Alcibiades and his links to Socratic philosophy; see Gribble 1999: 214-215. Most of these other works only survive in fragments, if at all.


� Alcibiades: 107d (180) – the page references in parenthesis refers to Carnes Lord’s translation, in Pangle 1987.


� Admittedly, the in bello question is primarily related by Socrates to the timing of battles and the length of time one is to fight, if we are to take Socrates’s explication in 107e and 108a seriously. So although Socrates unequivocally uses the expression “in what manner” twice, it seems he is thinking primarily of picking the right moment to use force, and not staying at it for too long. This is, however, not unrelated to what we would call in bello concerns, namely, engaging in war in a proportional fashion, using force only when and to the extent it is appropriate.  


� Alcibiades: 109c (182).


� Alcibiades: 109c (183).


� The reference is especially to sections 43-61; in Thucydides 1998: 212-219.


� I am indebted to Steven Forde for this interesting observation; see his discussion in Pangle 1987: 232.
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