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Writing and Education in the Phaedrus 
  

There is an interesting passage in the Phaedrus where Plato presents arguments that 

writing is bad. Plato has Socrates suggest that writing is only permissible as a “great 

amusement” (277e5), whereas writing with serious goals or aspirations deserves only 

“reproach… For to be unaware of the difference between a dream-image and the reality 

of what is just and unjust, good and bad, must truly be grounds for reproach” (277d8-e2). 

That is, Socrates claims that writing is a mere image of real speech, which cannot 

accomplish the things that speech can. It is ironic that Plato does this, since we know 

Plato mostly as a writer. I will review two arguments that can be drawn from Socrates’ 

words, first that writing is inferior to Socratic dialectic, and second that writing 

undermines the intellect because it makes people forgetful. Interestingly, both arguments 

reveal that Socrates is really interested in education. I will then suggest a reply to 

Socrates’ arguments drawn from the example of Plato himself: that these arguments do 

not apply to at least some writing, namely Plato’s writing. I will conclude by reflecting 

on this irony. 

Socrates’ first argument against writing is about its static nature. Socrates explains 

that writing, unlike people who speak to each other in person, does not change once it is 

set down. It “doesn’t know to whom it should speak and to whom it should not. And 

when it is faulted and attacked unfairly, it always needs its father’s support” (275e3-5). 

There are two claims here. First, that writing, unlike a living speaker, cannot choose its 

audience. Second, that writing cannot stand up for itself in response to criticisms or 

questions by readers. Socrates compares such writing unfavorably with what he calls “the 

art of dialectic” (276e5), the Socratic method of questioning and answering: 
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The dialectician chooses a proper soul and plants and sows within it 

discourse accompanied by knowledge—discourse capable of helping itself 

as well as the man who planted it, which... produces a seed from which 

more discourse grows in the character of others. (276e5–277a2) 

Socrates claims that the person who is skilled in the art of dialectic is superior to writing 

in the two ways I mentioned earlier. Unlike writing, the dialectician chooses whom to 

address. Furthermore, because unlike writing she has knowledge, she can be responsive 

to her interlocutor and thereby transmit her knowledge to her interlocutor. Socrates’ 

concern here, as usual, is with knowledge. Another way to describe the argument is that 

writing has two features—that it cannot choose its audience, and that it cannot defend 

itself from new questions or criticism—and that these features make it ineffective for 

educating its readers. 

Socrates’ second argument against writing concerns the damaging effects of writing 

on the mind. He presents his argument in the form of the “Egyptian fable” of Theuth. In 

this story, the god Theuth invents writing, but is criticized for his invention by the king 

Thamus. Thamus claims that those who learn to write 

will not practice using their memory because they will put their trust in 

writing, which is external and depends on signs that belong to others… 

Your invention [writing] will enable them to hear many things without 

being properly taught, and they will imagine that they have come to know 

much while for the most part they will know nothing. (275a4-b2) 

That is, since people can rely on written words instead of their own memory, they will 

use their memories less. Instead, people will have the illusion of learning without having 

improved their minds. 
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So Socrates has argued both that writing is ineffective for education, and that it 

damages the mind by deceiving people into believing that they have learned when they 

have not. How, then, does education work? We know something about Plato’s views on 

education from Socrates’ claims in the Phaedrus and from Plato’s Seventh Letter, which 

is written in Plato’s own voice. Plato believes that knowledge cannot be transmitted 

through words, but must come from the effort of the learner. The role of the teacher is not 

to give knowledge, but to cultivate it like a plant (Phaedrus 276e–277a) or a fire (Seventh 

Letter 524). Socrates claims in the Phaedrus that someone who is lucky enough to be 

born a “lover of wisdom” (248d3)—a philosopher—may be guided through the art of 

dialectic toward knowledge, as long as she also makes her own effort. Speech-making, 

writing, and other forms of communication that are consumed passively, rather than 

interactive, give only the impression of learning. In the Seventh Letter, Plato says about 

the most important things, that 

it is not possible for [people] to know anything according to my opinions 

upon the matter; for there is not, and never will be, any composition of 

mine about them. For a matter of that kind cannot be expressed by words, 

like other things to be learnt; but by a long intercourse with the subject and 

living with it a light is kindled of a sudden, as if from a leaping fire, and 

being engendered in the soul, feeds itself upon itself. (524) 

Here Plato endorses the view of education that Socrates describes in the Phaedrus, and 

claims that he himself never wrote down his own opinions precisely because he believes 

that such writing cannot be used to educate. 

I have described two arguments given by Socrates in the Phaedrus that writing is bad 

because it is useless or damaging for education, and reviewed Plato’s own views on 
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education. However, a reply to Socrates’ arguments is suggested by the example of Plato 

himself. After all, we know that Plato was both a writer—author of the dialogues—and 

an educator—founder of the Academy. I suggest that Plato’s dialogues serve as models of 

the art of dialectic itself, and that they can be used to teach the art of dialectic. That is, 

although the dialogues may not impart wisdom to their readers, they can show readers the 

path to wisdom. If this is true, then the dialogues are exceptions to Socrates’ arguments.  

Socrates’ claims were that writing does not choose its audience, cannot reply to novel 

questions or objections, and that reliance on writing damages the memory. I shall accept 

for the sake of argument that all these claims are true. However, these premises do not 

apply to the action depicted in the dialogues. Plato’s dialogues depict a skilled 

dialectician, Socrates, who interacts with interlocutors. Plato can choose the identity and 

qualities of Socrates’ interlocutors, which allows him to bypass the first worry. His 

dialectician Socrates can also reply to the individual questions and objections of his 

interlocutors, and tailor his discussion to their concerns. Finally, since the point of the 

dialogues is to impart knowledge of a skill rather than knowledge of facts, reliance on the 

dialogues need not damage the memories of their readers. So while Plato cannot 

overcome the three worries that Socrates raises, in a dialogue he can represent a situation 

where they do not apply. 

I accepted Socrates’ premises, that writing does not choose its audience, cannot reply 

to its readers, and that it damages the memory. However, I hypothesized that the 

dialogues aim to teach, by numerous examples, a method that leads to wisdom instead of 

aiming to transmit wisdom directly. If that is true, I argued, then Socrates’ argument is 

invalid. This is because even if Socrates’ premises are true, Socrates’ conclusion that 

writing cannot educate is false. Plato’s dialogues themselves can depict the art of 

Comment [M16]: More signposting. 

Comment [M17]: Here I introduce a premise for 
my own argument. 

Comment [M18]: Remember that you can either 
object to the form of an argument or to its premises. 
Here I accept Socrates’ premises, but will deny his 

conclusion. So I will be objecting to the form of the 

argument. 

Comment [M19]: This is a bit tricky. I accept 

that Socrates’ premises apply to the dialogues as 
writing, just not to the conversations in the dialogues. 

Comment [M20]: This just means that the form 
is bad. 



Akagi 5 

 

dialectic so that a student who is a lover of wisdom can learn it. And this should be the 

case even if we accept Plato’s view about the nature of education. After all, even the 

dialectician hoping to plant a seed of wisdom in her student must rely on the student’s 

own effort. If the dialogues require similar effort on the part of the student, then they are 

not therefore worse than dialectic as an educational tool so long as they can ignite a love 

of wisdom. 

I began with a puzzle: why is it that Plato, who is known to us as a writer, criticizes 

writing in one of his own compositions? I reviewed two arguments that Plato puts in the 

mouth of Socrates, and suggested that Plato’s concern about writing is ultimately that it 

cannot be used in education. Plato’s claim, both in the mouth of Socrates in Phaedrus and 

in his own voice in the Seventh Letter, is that writing is inferior to the art of dialectic. I 

then argued that if writing depicted the art of dialectic, as Plato’s own dialogues do, then 

writing could be used to educate. But this just means, ironically, that Plato’s own body of 

work is a counterexample to Socrates’ claim that writing cannot educate. One must 

wonder if Plato also saw Socrates’ conclusion as too strong, and left the irony as a clue to 

his readers about his own goals. Perhaps he wrote Phaedrus in order to ignite in his 

readers a spark of wisdom about how to read and write philosophy. 
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