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Here is the part of the Hermotimus dialog which addresses the problem of everyone pointing to
their own school as the way to the truth, and the traveler not knowing which one to believe as
the best guide:

Quote

Lycinus. Now, so far as promises and professions go, there is no lack of guides; there
are numbers of them waiting about, all representing themselves as from there. But
instead of one single road there seem to be many different and inconsistent ones.
North and South, East and West, they go; one leads through meadows and vegetation
and shade, and is well watered and pleasant, with never a stumbling-block or
inequality; another is rough and rocky, threatening heat and drought and toil. Yet all
these are supposed to lead to the one city, though they take such different directions.

[26] That is where my difficulty lies; whichever of them I try, there is sure to be a most
respectable person stationed just at the entrance, with a welcoming hand and an
exhortation to go his way; each of them says he is the only one who knows the straight
road; his rivals are all mistaken, have never been themselves, nor learnt the way from
competent guides. I go to his neighbor, and he gives the same assurances about his
way, abusing the other respectable persons; and so the next, and the next, and the
next. This multiplicity and dissimilarity of the roads gives me searchings of heart, and
still more the assertiveness and self- satisfaction of the guides; I really cannot tell
which turning or whose directions are most likely to bring me to the city.

[27] Hermotimus. Oh, but I can solve that puzzle for you; you cannot go wrong, if you
trust those who have been already.

Lycinus. Which do you mean? those who have been by which road, and under whose
guidance? It is the old puzzle in a new form; you have only substituted men for
measures.

Hermotimus. How do you mean?

Lycinus. Why, the man who has taken Plato’s road and traveled with him will
recommend that road; so with Epicurus and the rest; and you will recommend your
own. How else, Hermotimus? it must be so.
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Hermotimus. Well, of course.

Lycinus. So you have not solved my puzzle; I know just as little as before which traveler
to trust; I find that each of them, as well as his guide, has tried one only, which he now
recommends and will have to be the only one leading to the city. Whether he tells the
truth I have no means of knowing; that he has attained some end, and seen some city, I
may perhaps allow; but whether he saw the right one, or whether, Corinth being the
real goal, he got to Babylon and thought he had seen Corinth—that is still undecided;
for surely every one who has seen a city has not seen Corinth, unless Corinth is the
only city there is. But my greatest difficulty of all is the absolute certainty that the true
road is one; for Corinth is one, and the other roads lead anywhere but to Corinth,
though there may be people deluded enough to suppose that the North road and the
South road lead equally to Corinth.

Hermotimus. But that is absurd, Lycinus; they go opposite ways, you see.

[28] Lycinus. Then, my dear good man, this choice of roads and guides is quite a
serious matter; we can by no means just follow our noses; we shall be discovering that
we are well on the way to Babylon or Bactria instead of to Corinth. Nor is it advisable to
toss up, either, on the chance that we may hit upon the right way if we start upon any
one at a venture. That is no impossibility; it may have come off once and again in a
cycle; but I cannot think we ought to gamble recklessly with such high stakes, nor
commit our hopes to a frail craft, like the wise men who went to sea in a bowl; we
should have no fair complaint against Fortune, if her arrow or dart did not precisely hit
the centre; the odds are ten thousand to one against her; just so the archer in
Homer—Teucer, I suppose it was—when he meant to hit the dove, only cut the string,
which held it; of course it is infinitely more likely that the point of the arrow will find its
billet in one of the numberless other places, than just in that particular central one. And
as to the perils of blundering into one of the wrong roads instead of the right one,
misled by a belief in the discretion of Fortune, here is an illustration:—it is no easy
matter to turn back and get safe into port when you have once cast loose your
moorings and committed yourself to the breeze; you are at the mercy of the sea,
frightened, sick and sorry with your tossing about, most likely. Your mistake was at the
beginning: before leaving, you should have gone up to some high point, and observed
whether the wind was in the right quarter, and of the right strength for a crossing to
Corinth, not neglecting, by the way, to secure the very best pilot obtainable, and a
seaworthy craft equal to so high a sea.

[29] Hermotimus. Much better so, Lycinus. However, I know that, if you go the whole
round, you will find no better guides or more expert pilots than the Stoics; if you mean
ever to get to Corinth, you will follow them, in the tracks of Chrysippus and Zeno. It is
the only way to do it.
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Lycinus. Ah, many can play at the game of assertion. Plato’s fellow traveler, Epicurus’s
follower, and all the rest, will tell me just what you do, that I shall never get to Corinth
except with whichever of them it is. So I must either believe them all, or disbelieve
impartially. The latter is much the safest, until we have found out the truth.
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