True Rhetoric in Plato’s Phaedrus

Yasuhiro WAKIJO

In the second half of the Phaedrus Plato tries to present what he takes to be the
‘true rhetoric’, the art of persuasion, replacing the sophistic rhetoric which he criticises
severely. The first section of this paper gives an overall textual interpretation of the
relevant passages, especially focusing on the role of knowledge (knowing what is
true), which is supposed to be, according to Plato, indispensable if one is to attain the
true art of persuasion. Then in the second section general reconstruction of Plato’s
method is outlined, in order to evaluate his claim that one cannot persuade ‘scientifically’
without knowledge.

Plato’s true rhetoric involves two kinds of knowledge: knowledge of the subject
matter and knowledge of the soul. It is quite reasonable to think that one needs the
latter for persuasion. Further, if we take Plato’s method to consist of two successive
steps, viz. the dialectical step and the speech-constructing step, knowledge of the
subject matter is required in the first, dialectical step. Since this is the knowledge of
the meanings of the various words used to persuade, it is difficult to argue against Plato
that this is unnecessary and that opinion instead of knowledge will suffice. In order to
conclude, however, that Plato’s claim is valid, we need to show that Plato’s ‘art’ can
effectively be used to construct a persuasive argument in actual situations. For that
purpose an attempt is made to give some practical examples of finding a persuasive
argument by Plato’s method. The result may not be conclusive, but to what extent

Plato’s ‘art’ is fit for actual use is shown to be worth investigating.
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