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INTRODUCTION
GAIL FINE

I. THE EARLY DIALOGUES'

1. Religion and Politics
As is well known, the historical Socrates was brought to trial for impiety and corrupting the young; he was found guilty and was put to death
by being made to drink hemlock. Plato describes Socrates' trial in
the Apology,2 his time in prison in the Crito, and his death in the
Phaedo. 3 Apparently Socrates could easily have escaped. Why did he
not do so?
I
I count the following as early dialogues: Apology, Crito, Euthyphro, Charmides, Laches,
Lysis, Hippias Minor, Ion, and Protagoras; I count the Gorgias, Meno, Hippias Major, Euthydemus, and Cratylus as transitional dialogues; the Phaedo, Symposium, Republic, and Phaedrus
as middle dialogues; the Parmenides, Theaetetus, Timaeus, Critias, Sophist, Politiclls (Statesman).
Philebus, and Laws as late dialogues. The dates of some of these dialogues are disputed. For
discussion of chronology based on stylometry, see L. Brandwood, The Chronology of Plato's
Dialogues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Charles M. Young, 'Plato and Computer Dating', Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 12 (1994),227-50. (The dating of the dialogues, however, does not depend solely on stylometry. Other factors-such as Aristotle's
testimony, features of style not capturable by stylometry, and views about Plato's developmentalso playa role.)
The early dialogues are also sometimes called the Socratic dialogues on the ground that they
represent the thought of the historical Socrates. Some who favour this view think that in the
early dialogues Plato himself accepts the views of the historical Socrates. On this interpretation,
the early dialogues present the views both of the historical Socrates and of Plato at one point
in his career. For this view, see Gregory Vlastos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral Philosopher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). For criticism of this view, see Charles Kahn, 'Did
Plato Write Socratic Dialogues?', Classical Quarterly, 31 (1981), 305-20; and Plato and the
Socratic Dialogue: The Philosophical Use of a Literary Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).
2 'Apology' translates apologia, which means 'defence', not 'apology'. There are disputes
about how accurate Plato's account of Socrates' defence is. See Thomas C. Brickhouse and
Nicholas D. Smith, Socrates on Trial (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), reviewed by
G. Vlastos, 'Brickhouse and Smith's Socrates on Trial', Times Literary Supplement, 4524 (15 Dec.
1989),1393; repr. in Vlastos, Studies in Greek Philosophy, ii: Socrates, Plato, and their Tradition,
ed. D. Graham (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995),25-9.
3 Though these three dialogues therefore form a dramatic trilogy, they are not generally
thought to form a chronological trilogy: see n. 1. There are disputes about whether Plato's
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It is sometimes thought that in the Crito Plato presents Socrates as refusing to escape because he favoured absolute submission to the laws. In
'Socrates and Democracy' (Chapter I), Richard Kraut argues against this
view. 4 As he notes, the personified Laws claim that one must 'persuade or
obey' (SIb-c). Kraut takes this to mean that one is permitted to disobey
provided that one attempts to persuade; on this interpretation, there is
room for quite a lot of justified disobedience. On an alternative interpretation, the 'persuade or obey' doctrine means that one must obey unless
one succeeds in persuading the court of one's own view; on this interpretation, there is less room for justified disobedience. s
Even if the 'persuade or obey' doctrine is less hospitable to justified disobedience than Kraut takes it to be, the Crito might none the less leave
room for justified disobedience in other ways. And certainly if Socrates did
favour absolute submission to the laws, he would seem to be inconsistent.
For in the Apology he says that if the court were to order him to cease to
philosophize, he would disobey; for a god commands him to philosophize,
and he would obey the god over the court (29b-d). Apparently Socrates
thinks, then, that disobedience to the laws is justified if obeying a law would
require disobeying god. Why so?
Socrates says that considerations of justice take precedence over any
other considerations (Cri. 48a-49b). Hence he thinks that disobedience is
justified if obedience requires one to do something unjust. As we shall see
below, he takes god to be supremely wise and moral; hence god will never
command him to do anything unjust. So if there's a conflict between the
god's command and the court's, Socrates has reason to obey god over the
court. However, no god commanded him to escape. And he thinks that, in
his particular case, it would be unjust of him to escape. For to escape would
be to harm the city in response to the harm it did him. But, in his view, it
is always unjust to harm anyone; hence it is unjust to do harm in response
to harm. Socrates therefore-in striking contrast to what was then a
common view-rejects retaliation (Cri. 49a-e ).6
One might think that the fact that Socrates refused to escape suggests
he favours Athens over other (undemocratic) societies; and that, in turn,
might encourage one to think that he favours democracy. In The Open
account of Socrates in these three dialogues (or indeed in the early dialogues generally) is historically accurate: see previous two notes.
4 Kraut discusses Socrates' attitude to obedience to the laws in more detail in Socrates and
the State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984).
5 See T. H. Irwin, 'Socratic Inquiry and Politics', Ethics, 86 (1986),400-15. This article is a
review essay of Kraut's Socrates and the State.
6 For discussion of this issue, see Vlastos, 'Socrates' Rejection of Retaliation', Socrates, ch. 7.
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Society and its Enemies, for example, Karl Popper argues that Socrates was
a friend of the 'open society' (in contrast, he thinks, to Plato, who, in
Popper's view, was one of its chief enemies).? It is certainly true that in the
Crito (S2eSa-S3aS) Socrates says that he prefers the laws of Athens to
those of any other city. Kraut argues that one reason for this is Athens's
tolerance for open intellectual discussion, which allows one to make
progress towards virtue. Kraut argues that, despite this, Socrates is less of
a friend of democracy than Popper among others believes. For, Kraut
thinks, Socrates believes that at most a few could ever attain moral knowledge; and, if there were anyone with such knowledge, she should rule and
others should obey. This makes Socrates a theoretical opponent of democracy, even if he is not a practical opponent of it.
Kraut also argues that Socrates thinks both that moral knowledge is
difficult, perhaps impossible, to attain, and that the ignorant many will
never rule well. One might take this to constitute a further criticism of
democracy. However, as Kraut points out, Socrates thinks that rule by the
ignorant few is just as bad; hence even if Socrates is as pessimistic about
the prospects for moral knowledge as Kraut believes-and Kraut's view
here is quite controversial-it doesn't amount to a practical criticism of
democracy.
Socrates claims, as we have seen, that he was commanded by god to
philosophize. Yet, as we have also seen, one of the charges against him is
that he was impious. In order to resolve this paradox, we need to understand Socrates' religious views, a topic Gregory Vlastos explores in
'Socratic Piety' (Chapter II). Socrates was accused of believing, not in the
gods the Athenians believe in, but in different supernatural beings8 (Ap.
24b8-cl; cf. Euthphr. 3b). On being cross-examined by Socrates, Meletus
claims that Socrates is actually an atheist, that is, that he doesn't believe
in any gods at all (Ap. 26c-d). As Socrates points out, these two charges
are mutually inconsistent: if he believes there are some gods, then, even if
they are different from the Athenians' gods, he is not an atheist (Ap.
26c-27a).
But is either charge correct? Vlastos argues that Socrates is deeply
religious, and that he recognizes supernatural gods with at least some
human-like qualities. For example, he thinks they are wise, indeed
supremely so. Vlastos also argues, however, that some of Socrates' religious views-such as his view that the gods are completely moral-are
7 K. R. Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1971; 1st pub. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1945).

8 The charge mentions new daimonia, not new theoi (gods); the former class might be larger
than the latter.
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unconventionalY Moreover, according to at least one strand in Greek religion, the point of worship is to extract favours from the gods. The Euthyphro suggests that Socrates rejects this view toO.1O It doesn't follow,
however, that his religious practices were unconventional. Though he
wouldn't sacrifice to the gods in order to extract favours, he might do so
for other reasons. And at the end of the Phaedo (118) he asks Crito to give
a cock to Asclepius; at 61b he offers a hymn to a god (probably Apollo).
These passages suggest that Socrates is not an atheist. They also suggest
that he believes in at least some of the gods the state believes in; so too
does Ap. 20e, where he says he believes in the god of Delphi, who is presumably Apollo. 11
Though Socrates seems to believe that some conventional religious
practices are necessary for being pious, he denies that any pattern of
behaviour is sufficient for being pious, or religious. In his view (as we shall
see more fully below), to be pious one must know what piety is-in
particular, one must have an articulated account of the nature of piety.
Yet such an account, he thinks, is difficult to come by; indeed, he denies
that anyone has knowledge of such accounts. Hence, in his view, no one is
pious. Though this view may have been inflammatory, it doesn't sustain
a charge of impiety. More generally, even if Socrates' religious views
were unconventional, it is not clear that they warranted a charge of
impiety, though it is not surprising that his views didn't find favour with
the Athenians.
In addition to claiming that he will obey the god's command, Socrates
also claims that he will follow his reasoning wherever it leads; and he will
only accept conclusions that, on reflection, seem best to him (Cri. 45b). But
what if the dictates of his reason conflict with the god's command? Vlastos
argues that, in Socrates' view, there can be no such conflict. For, according
to Socrates, gods only give signs, which require interpretation. 12 Socrates
Though it is true that Greek gods are sometimes portrayed as being immoral, they aren't
always so portrayed; there are various strands in Greek religion, not all of them neatly interwoven into a smooth fabric. See R. Parker, 'Greek Religion', in 1. Boardman, 1. Griffin, and
O. Murray (eds.), The Oxford History of the Classical World (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1986),254-74; M. McPherran, The Religion of Socrates (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1996).
III At Euthphr. 3b Euthyphro also suggests that another reason for viewing Socrates as
impious is his 'divine sign', for which see also Ap. 31d.
11 Contrast 'Socratic Piety', (Ch. II in this volume). n. 41. If Socrates claimed to believe in
some gods (whether or not they are the same gods the Athenians recognize), why was he accused
of atheism? Perhaps his views were thought by some people to be so heterodox as to be tantamount to denying the very existence of gods, rather than being a new view of their nature.
12 Cf. Heracleitus: 'the lord whose oracle is at Delphi neither speaks nor conceals but
gives a sign' (cited by Plutarch, Why the Pythia no longer Prophesies in Verse 404d-e = frag.
B93).
<)
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obeys the gods-as he interprets their commands. But he accepts only the
interpretation that, on reflection, seems best to him.
In thinking about Socrates' views about religion, one especially important dialogue is the Euthyphro, which focuses on the question 'What is
piety?'13 One answer Euthyphro suggests is that piety is what all the gods
love (Euthphr. 9). Socrates asks whether (a) the pious is pious because the
gods love it, or (b) the pious is loved by the gods because it is pious. (a) is
a version of, or is related to, the Divine Command theory: what makes
something right is the fact that god commands it; that is what its rightness
consists in. Socrates, however, rejects (a) in favour of (b): in his view, piety
has its own objective nature, and the gods love it because of that nature.
He allows that something is pious if and only if the gods love it. But the
nature of piety doesn't consist in, isn't to be explained in terms of, its being
loved by the gods. Ethics is therefore autonomous, in the sense that morality is to be defined in its own terms, not in terms of anyone's attitude
towards it, not even in terms of the gods' attitude to it. It is also objective:
the nature of morality is independent of the mind. 14
Socrates thinks that since (b) is true and (a) is false, Euthyphro's definition is incorrect. In his view, a correct definition of a virtue must explain
its nature; but, as Socrates has argued, defining piety in terms of the gods'
approval doesn't do so. Accordingly, they press further. Socrates asks
whether piety is part of justice; in the end, they have difficulty distinguishing piety from justice (l1e7-12dlO). This suggests that the virtues are
more intimately connected than one might initially have thought. IS

2. Ethics and Psychology

We saw above that Socrates believes that, to be pious, one must know what
piety is. More generally, he believes that knowledge is necessary for virtue
(KNV); in order to be F (where 'F' is a virtue term), one must know what
F-ness is. 16 He also believes that knowledge is sufficient for virtue (KSV).
13 In 'The Unity of Virtue' (Ch. III) Terry Penner discusses the nature of the 'What is F?'
question; see also the Introduction to Volume i.
14 For discussion of 'the Euthyphro problem', see S. Marc Cohen, 'Socrates on the Definition
of Piety', Journal of the History of Philosophy, 9 (1971), 1-13; repr. in G. Vlastos (ed.), The Philosophy of Socrates (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor, 1971); R. Sharvy, 'Euthyphro 9d-l1 b:
Analysis and Definition in Plato and Others', NOllS, 6 (1972), 119-37; W. Mann, 'Piety: Lending
a Hand to Euthyphro', Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 58 (1998). 123--42.
15 See C. C. W. Taylor, 'The End of the Euthyphro', Phronesis, 27 (1982). 109-18.
16 KNV is never explicitly stated, but it often seems to be relied on. For example. someone's
ability to give an account reveals not only whether he has knowledge, but also whether he is
virtuous (Ap. 29d2-30a2). If one can't say what courage is, one isn't courageous (La. 193dll-e6;
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That is, all it takes to be a virtuous person is to have the relevant knowledge; being virtuous is a purely cognitive affair. 17 The view that knowledge is necessary and sufficient for virtue can be put by saying that virtue
in some sense is knowledge. The thesis that virtue is knowledge is one of
two so-called 'Socratic paradoxes,.18
Precisely what sort of knowledge is necessary and sufficient for virtue?
We have already seen that it includes knowledge of the nature of virtue.
But that claim itself requires further elucidation; moreover, the relevant
knowledge includes more than knowledge of the nature of virtue in the
abstract.
In the Laches Nicias suggests that bravery or courage is knowledge of
the proper objects of fear and confidence. Socrates argues that, if this is so,
bravery turns out to be identical to virtue as such; it is not merely, as Nicias
had assumed, a part of virtue. For knowledge of the proper objects of fear
and confidence is knowledge of future goods and evils. But knowledge of
future goods and evils is knowledge of goods and evils as such; there is no
such thing as knowledge that is merely of future goods and evils. Knowledge of goods and evils as such, however, is virtue as such; hence bravery
turns out to be virtue as such (199d-e).19
cf. 200a4-c6). Similar remarks are often made elsewhere. See e.g. Ly. 212a 1-7, 223b4-8; Euthphr.

15d4-8; Chrm. 176a-b.
'Virtue' translates arete, which is also sometimes translated as 'excellence'. arete need not be
moral virtue; a knife's arete, for example, is to cut. Something has a virtue in so far as it is good
at or for something. If one thinks that justice, bravery, and so on are aretai, then one thinks they
are the distinctive human excellences. Plato believes that the conventionally recognized virtues
are genuine virtues, and most of his interlocutors agree. (As we shall see below, however, Thrasymach us challenges this view in Republic 1.) The claim that justice and so on are virtues is a substantive thesis that requires argument.
17 Like KNV, KSV is never explicitly stated, though various contexts seem to assume it. In
the Charmides, for example, Socrates assumes that temperance (sophrosune, also sometimes
translated as 'moderation' or 'self-control') has no non-cognitive aspects. Similarly, in the Laches
it is initially suggested that courage is endurance; it is then suggested that courage is wise
endurance; eventually the reference to endurance drops out altogether, and courage is simply
taken to be a sort of \visdom. (I discuss part of this argument below.) In the Protagoras Protagoras objects that knowledge is not sufficient for virtue, since it also requires 'nature and good
training of the soul' (351a3-b2); Socrates argues against him. See also Meno 77-8, 87c-89a.
18 The second Socratic paradox is the thesis that no one does wrong willingly or intentionally. I discuss this second paradox below.
19 Cf. also Chrm. 173-5. There is dispute over whether Socrates endorses this argument. That
he does so is argued by T. H. Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), ch.
3; Plato's Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), ch. 3. That he does not do so is argued
by Vlastos, 'The Unity of the Virtues in the Protagoras', Review of Metaphysics, 25 (1972),
415-58; repr. in Platonic Studies, 2nd edn. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981; 1st edn.
1973); the 2nd edn. contains several additional notes; see esp. pp. 443-5; 'The Protagoras and
Laches', in Vlastos, Socratic Studies, ed. M. F. Burnyeat (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), ch. 5. See also D. Devereux, 'Courage and Wisdom in Plato's Laches', Journal of
the History of Philosophy, 15 (1977),129-41; 'The Unity of the Virtues in Plato's Protagoras and
Laches', Philosophical Review, 101 (1992),765-89: 771-3.
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The view that bravery is virtue as such-or, more generally, that each of
the virtues is virtue as such-is the thesis of the Unity of the Virtues (UV).
There are two versions of Uv. 20 According to the Reciprocity of the Virtues
(RV), one can have one virtue if and only if one has them all. On one
version of this view, which is defended by, for example, Gregory Vlastos,
Socrates believes that the names of the virtues are non-synonymous and
refer to different things (in particular to different behavioural tendencies).21 According to the Identity of the Virtues (IV), Socrates believes
that each of the virtues is literally identical with the others; courage, for
example, is the very same virtue as justice is. In 'The Unity of Virtue'
(Chapter III), Terry Penner defends this view. 22 According to IV, the
names of the virtues are co-referential but not synonymous; they refer
to the same thing, in particular (on one version of this view) to the same
state of character (knowledge of goods and evils).23 The different meanings indicate that this single state can be manifested in different circumstances. For example, when one's knowledge is displayed in one's proper
dealings with the gods, that is piety; when it is displayed in one's proper
dealings with others, that is justice. In both cases, there is a single state,
virtue, i.e. a certain sort of knowledge; but it is manifested in different types
of circumstances. However, to display one's knowledge in one's proper
dealings with others, and in one's proper dealings with the gods, isn't to
display two different virtues; it is to display one virtue in two different
ways.
How can we choose between IV and RV? Out of many possible
Though Socrates seems to believe that virtue is or includes knowledge of goods and evils, it
doesn't follow that he takes this to be an adequate definition of virtue, an adequate answer to
the question 'What is virtue?'. He may take it merely to specify something that is true of all and
only cases of virtue.
20 I use 'Unity of the Virtues' for the generic claim that all the virtues are in some sense one
or united. I use 'Reciprocity of the Virtues' and 'Identity of the Virtues' for two ways of interpreting this claim. In Plato's Ethics Irwin uses 'Unity of Virtue' where I use 'Identity of the
Virtues'. Notice that IV implies the general thesis of Reciprocity (i.e. the view that one has one
virtue if and only if one has them all). However, Vlastos's particular version of Reciprocity
(according to which the terms for the various virtues are not only non-synonymous but also
refer to different things) excludes IV.
21 See esp. 'The Unity of the Virtues in the Protagoras', and the starred notes in the 2nd edn.
of Platonic Studies.
22 IV is also defended by Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory, ch. 3, and Plato's Ethics, ch. 3; and by
C. C. W. Taylor, Plato: Prot agoras, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991; 1st edn. 1976),
and 'Platonic Ethics', in S. Everson (ed.), Cambridge Companions to Ancient Thought: iv Ethics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), ch. 3. Penner, Irwin, and Taylor all discuss
Vlastos. He discusses them in the starred notes to 'The Unity of the Virtues' in the 2nd edn. of
Platonic Studies. The discussion that follows is indebted to Taylor's discussion in 'Platonic
Ethics', 59.
23 This isn't quite Penner's version of IV. He leaves it open whether virtue is a motive
state or a state of soul. However, he rejects the view that virtue is to be defined in behavioural
terms.
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considerations let me mention just one. Both views take the virtue terms
to be non-synonymous; but only IV takes them to be co-referentiaU4
If Socrates doesn't acknowledge the possibility of two terms being coreferential but non-synonymous, then that would be a serious obstacle to
IV. If, however, he allows this possibility, then this particular objection to
IV fails. 25 This is just one of many ways in which Socrates' ethical views
are to some extent dependent on his non-ethical views, in this case, on a
matter in the philosophy of language. 26
In any case, the Laches tells us that virtue is knowledge of goods and
evils. Elsewhere it emerges that what Socrates really means is that virtue
is knowledge of what is good and evil for oneself. (Hence the relevant
knowledge isn't merely knowledge of good and evil in the abstract; it is
also knowledge of what is good and evil for me now, in a given situation.)
In the Protagoras (358c-d), for example, he says that it is 'not in human
nature' to choose what one thinks is bad rather than what is good. He
seems to mean that no one wants what is bad for oneself; everyone wants
what is good for oneself. Unfortunately, the claim isn't defended; but it
seems to rest at least partly on views about human psychology.27 It also
suggests that, although Socrates thinks that virtue as such is a purely cognitive affair, he doesn't think that mere knowledge is sufficient to motivate
one to act. Rather, each person is motivated to act by the desire to secure
what is best for himself. This, in turn, suggests that Socrates takes virtue to
be sufficient for knowledge only given certain facts about human psychology; it is not sufficient irrespective of such facts.
That this is Socrates' view also emerges in the Meno (77-8), where it is
argued that to want things one thinks are bad is to want to be harmed; to
want to be harmed is to want to be wretched and unhappy; but no one
wants to be wretched and unhappy; hence no one wants things that are
bad after all. 28 Like the Pro tagoras, the Meno assumes that things that
are bad are things that are bad for oneself, and that things that are good
At least, this is so on RV as Vlastos interprets it.
In 'The Unity of the Virtues' Vlastos uses this argument against IV. For a reply, see Irwin,
Plato s Moral Theory, 304-6.
~6 This is not to say that the early dialogues have 'a philosophy of language'. But they may
none the less assume various views about the relationship between language and the world. For
discussion of Plato's views on the philosophy of language, see Vol. i.
27 Though Socrates relies on what he takes to be facts about human psychology, he isn't asking
for psychological accounts of the virtues; rather, he is looking for a correct moral theory. For
this point, see Kraut, Socrates and the State, ch. 8; contrast Penner, 'The Unity of Virtue' (Ch.
III in this volume).
2N For criticism of the Meno argument, see Irwin, Plato's Ethics, sect. 98; and C. C. W. Taylor,
'Socratic Ethics', in B. S. Gower and M. C. Stokes (eds.), Socratic Questions (London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1992), 148.
24

c)
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are things that are good for oneself. It also assumes that what each person
most wants is what is best overall for himself.29
These passages among others suggest that Socrates is an egoist, in the
sense that he thinks that the ultimate aim of all of one's actions is to secure
what is in one's best overall long-term interest. The Meno puts this point
in terms of happiness (eudaimonia), as does the Euthydemus (282a; cf.
280b6). That is, Socrates takes one's best overall long-term interest to be
securing one's happiness. He therefore accepts a particular version of
egoism, called eudaimonism. There are different versions of eudaimonism
(as of egoism). We can, for example, distinguish between rational and
psychological eudaimonism. 30 A rational eudaimonist believes that happiness provides the only ultimate justifying reason for doing something.
That is, it is the ultimate answer to the question 'Why is x worth pursuing?'. A psychological eudaimonist believes that happiness is the only ultimate explanatory reason for doing something. That is, it is the ultimate
answer to the question 'Why did you do x?'. The early dialogues seem to
assume both rational and psychological eudaimonism. Whatever I do I do
because I believe it will most contribute to my overall happiness; and I
have reason to do something only to the extent that it contributes to my
happiness.
The view that all one ultimately wants is one's own happiness needn't
be construed in a narrowly egoistic way. For it might be part of one's
overall interest to be concerned about others, not merely instrumentally,
but for their own sakes. The view is, however, egoistic in a broader sense,
in so far as one's primary concern is one's own good. 3!
'Happiness' is the conventional translation of eudaimonia. This can
be misleading, since 'happiness' is now often used for feeling happy or
pleased. It is therefore important to be clear that in ancient ethics, eudaimonia is taken to be objective: a eudaimon life is the life that is objectively
most worth living for a human being. There is, however, considerable
dispute about the nature of the happy life, that is, about what sort of life
one should lead in order to be happy. The early dialogues suggest one
answer to this question; as we shall see, the middle and late dialogues
suggest a different one. These are disputes, not about what the word eudaimonia means, but about the nature of a eudaimon life.
Cf. Euthd. 278d, 280b; Cri. 48b; Ap. 28b-d, 41c-d; Grg. 470e, 504e-505b, 507c.
For this distinction, see Irwin, Plato's Ethics, sect. 36. He argues that Socrates is both a
rational and a psychological eudaimonist.
31 For the distinction between these two sorts of egoism, see Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory, 255.
He calls the first sort of egoism 'moral solipsism', the second 'moral egocentrism'. The same
point, minus the technical terminology, is also made in Plato's Ethics. My way of putting the
point is indebted to Taylor, 'Plato's Ethics', 49-50.
29

30
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We have now seen that Socrates thinks that the knowledge that virtue
consists in includes knowledge of what is good and evil for oneself; this
includes not only abstract knowledge of what in general is good and evil
for oneself, but also particular knowledge about what is good and evil for
oneself in a given situation. Socrates also assumes that each person has a
basic desire to secure what is best overall for himself, which is his happiness: this is psychological eudaimonism. Anyone who is virtuous knows
what is best for himself; such a person will then do what is best for himself
(barring physical impediments, non-culpable ignorance of empirical facts,
and so on), since that is what he most wants to do. Hence anyone who does
what is wrong does so involuntarily. Now, I noted before that the thesis
that knowledge is virtue is the one of two Socratic paradoxes. The second
paradox is that no one does wrong willingly or intentionally. We have
just seen that Socrates' psychological eudaimonism grounds this second
paradox. 32
A rational desire is one that is responsive to considerations of what it is
best, overall, to do. We have seen that Socrates thinks that what it is best
for me to do, all things considered, is to aim to secure my happiness. Hence
we might say that, in his view, all desires are rational; there are no nonrational desires, no cases in which one ultimately wants something other
than what is best for oneself, that is, something other than one's own
happiness.
Here, however, we might object that akrasia constitutes a counterexample. One acts akratically if one believes that x is best overall for one,
yet does y instead?3 For example, I might think it is best overall for me to
take my medicine, since that will contribute to my health. However, I might
32 For discussion of the second paradox, see G. Santas, 'The Socratic Paradoxes', Philosophical Review, 73 (1964),147-64; and Socrates (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979), ch. 6. He
distinguishes two versions of the second paradox: (a) a prudential or self-interested paradox:
'No one intentionally acts against his or her overall interest'; and (b) a moral paradox: 'No one
intentionally does what is morally wrong'. The argument just sketched in the text shows that
the prudential version is a corollary of psychological eudaimonism. In order to derive the moral
version, we need a further premiss: that it is always in the agent's interest to do what is morally
right. Plato defends this premiss in the Gorgias and, more fully, in the Republic. I discuss the
Republic's defence below.
33 Notice that the denial of akrasia is phrased in terms of belief Anyone who denies the possibility of akrasia is committed to KSV. For if one never acts against one's beliefs about what it
is best for one to do-which, in Socrates' view, is what it is virtuous to do-one never acts against
one's knowledge about what it is best for one to do. However, one could accept KSV and also
admit the possibility of akrasia. For all that follows from KSV is that if one knows what the
right thing to do is, one will do it. This leaves open the possibility that one can act against one's
beliefs about what it is best to do, if those beliefs don't constitute knowledge. As we shall see,
the Republic and late dialogues may admit the possibility of akrasia and also accept KSV.
However, as we shall also see, these later contexts may understand KSV differently from the
early dialogues.
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not like the taste, and surely this might lead me not to take the medicine,
even though I think that, all things considered, it is in my best interests to
do so? Plato confronts this objection in the Protagoras (352al-357e8),
where he argues that akrasia is impossible. If one does what isn't best for
one overall, this, it is argued, is a purely cognitive error: one had a false
belief about what was best for one overall. 34
We have spent some time on the two Socratic paradoxes, in the course
of which we have seen that, although they are highly controversial, they
are not as controversial as they might initially seem to be. For example,
Socrates doesn't believe that mere abstract knowledge of the nature of
virtue is sufficient to motivate one to do the virtuous thing; there is also a
basic human desire to secure one's happiness. We have also seen the crucial
role that psychological eudaimonism plays in grounding the paradoxes.
While one might well wish to reject psychological eudaimonism, it none
the less makes the two paradoxes more plausible than they might at first
seem to be. Can we also say something to motivate KNV and UV?
Let us look at KNV first. Consider two people: both give to charity, but
they have different reasons for doing so. One does so because he thinks it
is the virtuous thing to do: perhaps he wants to benefit others. The other
does so because he thinks it will impress his boss, thereby leading to a promotion and a rise. Though both people might be said to perform a generous action, only the first seems to be a generous person. To be a generous
person, to have a virtuous character as opposed to merely doing the virtuous thing, one needs to act from the appropriate motives; to do that, one
needs some understanding of the nature of morality. Perhaps Socrates goes
too far in requiring an articulated knowledge of the nature of virtue. But
the demand is prompted by the plausible thought that being a virtuous
person requires some degree of moral understanding. Hence KNV, or
something like it, has some plausibility after all.
This argument on behalf of KNV takes virtue to be primarily a property of persons. A virtue is a state of a person; it is not to be identified with
(though of course it issues in) a pattern of behaviour. This contrasts with
ethical views that focus not so much on character as on action. In 'The
Unity of Virtue', Penner discusses Socrates' view that virtue is primarily
a property of persons-or, as Socrates also puts it, a state of the soul.
34 For discussion of akrasia in the early dialogues, see Vlastos, 'Socrates on Acrasia', Phoenix,
23 (1969),71-88; Penner, 'Socrates on Virtue and Motivation', in E. N. Lee, A. P. D. Mourelatos,
and R. M. Rorty (eds.), Exegesis and Argument (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1973), 131-51; 'Desire and
Power in Socrates', Apeiron, 24 (1991), 147-201; 'Socrates on the Strength of Knowledge:
Protagoras 351b-375e', Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie, 79 (1997),117-49; Taylor, Plato:
Protagoras.
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Socrates, that is, takes the self to be the soul: this is one reason it is important, in considering Socrates' and Plato's ethical views, to consider their
views of the soul; below we shall encounter further reasons.
Once we see what motivates KNV, UV also seems, if not correct, at least
more plausible. We've already seen that it is plausible to say that each of
the virtues requires knowledge, or at least some sort of understanding;
hence, to have any virtue one must have the virtue of moral knowledge.
There are also arguments suggesting plausible connections among other
virtues. 35
Socrates believes not only that knowledge is necessary and sufficient for
virtue, but also that virtue is necessary and sufficient for happiness?6 Here
there are at least two issues to consider. First, does Socrates believe that
virtue, all by itself, is sufficient for happiness? Or does he hold the weaker
view that virtue is sufficient for happiness-given a sufficient (modest)
amount of certain other goods, such as good health? In 'Happiness and
Virtue in Socrates' Moral Theory' (Chapter IV), Vlastos defends the
second view. 37 In support of the first view is the fact that in the Apology
(30c, 41c-d) Socrates claims that the good (i.e. virtuous) man cannot be
harmed. And in Euthd. 279-80 he argues that wisdom (which is identical
to virtue) always makes those who have it eutuchein; hence the wise don't
need good luck. On the other hand, in Crito 47e Socrates says that it isn't
worth living with a sickly body; this has been thought to support the second
view.
Secondly, does Socrates think that virtue is sufficient for happiness by
being its sole component or constituent? Or does he think it is sufficient
by being an infallible means to happiness, but not a component or constituent of it? In 'Happiness and Virtue', Vlastos defends the first view;
T. H. Irwin defends the second. 38 An analogy will illustrate the difference
between these two views. Milk, flour, and eggs are parts of, ingredients in,
For discussion of this issue, see Irwin, Plato s Ethics, ch. 3.
Ap. 30c6-d5, 41c8-d2; Cri. 48b8-9; Chrnz. 173d3-5, 174bIl-c3; Grg. 470e8-11; Rep.
352d2-354c11 (though the Republic is generally taken to be a middle dialogue, book 1 is often
thought to restate the position of the early dialogues).
37 The second view is also defended by Taylor, 'Platonic Ethics', 59 n. 19, and my discussion
of the issue is indebted to his. Irwin defends the first view in Plato's Moral Theory and in Plato's
Ethics; see also 'Socrates the Epicurean?', Illinois Classical Studies, 11 (1986),85-112; repr. in
H. Benson (ed.), Essays on the Philosophy of Socrates (New York: Oxford University Press,
1992). Irwin discusses Vlastos's alternative view in 'Socratic Puzzles', Oxford Studies in Ancient
Philosophy, 10 (1992),241-66: 251-66. In Plato's Socrates (New York: Oxford University Press,
1994), ch. 4, T. Brickhouse and N. Smith argue that Socrates does not take virtue (conceived as
a state of soul) to be either necessary or sufficient for happiness.
38 The second view is also defended bv 1. Annas, 'Virtue as the Use of Other Goods', in
T. Irwin and M. Nussbaum (eds.), Virtlt~, Love, and Form (Edmonton, Alberta: Academic
Printing and Publishing, 1992), 53-66.
35

.16
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a cake; going to the store to buy these ingredients is an instrumental means
of making the cake, but they are not part of the cake. On Vlastos's view,
Socrates thinks that virtue stands to happiness as milk, flour, and eggs stand
to the cake; on Irwin's view, Socrates thinks that virtue stands to happiness as going to the grocery story stands to the cake. 39
One way of attempting to adjudicate this second issue is by considering Socrates' comparison of virtue to a craft. In Plato's Moral Theory
and in Plato:S Ethics Irwin argues that the craft analogy shows that the
early dialogues hold the instrumental view: virtue is a craft with the distinct product of happiness, just as shoemaking is a craft with the distinct
product of shoes. Others have argued that not all crafts conform to this
pattern; music and dancing might be thought to be counter-examples.
Should all crafts be conceived on the instrumental model? If there are
exceptions, can we tell which sort of craft the early dialogues take virtue
to be?40
If virtue is an instrumental or causal means to happiness, rather than a
component or part of it, what does happiness consist in? The Protagoras
defends the hedonist (hedone, pleasure) view that happiness consists in
pleasure; this is evaluative hedonism. 41 The Protagoras also defends psychological hedonism, the view that one always chooses what one thinks is
pleasant. 42 One might argue, against psychological hedonism, that we
sometimes forgo pleasures; for example, I might forgo a good meal. In the
Protagoras Socrates replies that one might indeed forgo a pleasure; but,
if one does so, it is for the sake of gaining a greater pleasure. If I forgo a
good meal, it is because it would have upset my stomach; the pleasure I
get from being healthy outweighs the temporary pleasure I get from good
There might seem to be a difficulty in Vlastos's saying both that (a) virtue is the sole component of happiness, and that (b) virtue isn't, all by itself, sufficient for happiness since one also
needs a modicum of other goods in order to be happy. See Irwin, 'Socratic Puzzles'.
The view that virtue is the sole component of happiness is defended by the Stoics; the Epicureans, by contrast, think that virtue is an infallible means to happiness, but not a component
of it. Hence Vlastos's Socrates anticipates the Stoics on this point, whereas Irwin's anticipates
the Epicureans.
39 The analogy is inexact, in so far as there are other ways of acquiring milk, flour, and eggs
than going to the grocery store; for example, I might be a farmer. For a clear statement of the
basic distinction in the context of Aristotle's ethics, see 1. L. AckrilJ, 'Aristotle on Eudaimonia',
Proceedings of the British Academy, 60 (1974),339-59.
40 See Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory 84-5; Plato's Ethics, ch. 5 (which indirectly responds to
various criticisms of Plato's Moral Theory). For criticism of the view that the craft analogy supports the instrumental view, see e.g. D. Zeyl, 'Socratic Virtue and Happiness', Archiv fUr
Geschichte der Philosophie, 64 (1982),225-38.
41 If we combine evaluative hedonism with rational eudaimonism (for which, see above), we
get rational hedonism, the view that pleasure is the only thing that it is rational to pursue.
42 More precisely. the Protagoras defends an egoistic version of psychological hedonism: one
only pursues one's own pleasure.
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food. Hedonism doesn't require one to seek pleasures indiscriminately; the
aim is to secure the most pleasure overall in the long run.
It is disputed whether Plato accepts hedonism in the Protagoras, or it is
introduced only as a view to which the many are committed. 43 Whether or
not he ever accepts some version of hedonism in his own right, he plainly
rejects some version of it in subsequent dialogues such as the Gorgias,44
Phaedo, and Republic, as well as in the much later Philebus. We might infer
that Plato never accepted hedonism. Alternatively, one might argue that
although he accepts it in the Protagoras, he rejects it elsewhere. Yet
another possibility is that the version of hedonism rejected in various later
dialogues differs from the one defended in the Protagoras. 45

II. THE REPUBLIC

1. Ethics and Psychology
It was noted above that the early dialogues assume rational eudaimonism:
one has reason to do something only in so far as it contributes to one's
happiness. One therefore has reason to be just, or virtuous, only if that contributes to one's happiness. Yet justice seems to be other-regarding: my
justice, it seems, benefits you. But surely it could harm me? Why, then,
should a rational eudaimonist be just, or virtuous? This is one of the main
questions considered in Plato's Republic. It is Plato's version of the peren43 On a variant of the first view, the historical Socrates (but not necessarily Plato) accepts
hedonism. On another variant, Plato is suggesting that Socrates' ethical views (or the views
expressed in the early dialogues) are best supported by hedonism. One or another version of
the first view is defended by Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory, ch. 4, and Plato's Ethics, ch. 6; Taylor,
Plato: Protagoras; 1. C. B. Gosling and C. C. W. Taylor, The Greeks on Pleasure (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), ch. 3. For the view that it is introduced as an ad hominem argument against
the many, see Vlastos, 'Socrates on Acrasia'; D. Zeyl, 'Socrates and Hedonism', Phronesis, 25
(1980),250--69; C. Kahn, 'On the Relative Date of the GOI'gias and the Protagoras', Oxford
Stlldies in Ancient Philosophy, 6 (1988),69-102; 'Plato and Socrates in the Protagoras', Methexis,
1 (1988),33-52; Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, ch. 8.
If Socrates accepts hedonism in his own right, then he anticipates the Epicureans, since they
argue that happiness consists in pleasure; virtue, in their view, is necessary and sufficient for
achieving happiness-that is, for achieving the most overall pleasure in the long run-but it is
not part of what happiness is.
44 I assume that the GOI'gias was written after the Protagoras. For a defence of this dating,
see Irwin, Plato's LV/oral Theory and Plato's Ethics; Plato: Gorgias (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1979); Taylor, Plato: Protagoras. The reverse dating is defended by Charles Kahn, 'On the
Relative Date of the Gorgias and the Protagoras'.
45 In The Greeks on Pleasure, ch. 4, for example, Gosling and Taylor argue that the version
of hedonism rejected in the Gorgias is different from the one defended in the Protagoras. Irwin,
Plato's Moral Theory, Plato's Ethics, and Plato: Gorgias, thinks the two dialogues discuss the
same version of hedonism.
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nially fascinating question 'Why be moral?'. Or, as Plato's problem is also
sometimes put, duty sometimes seems to conflict with self-interest.46 For a
eudaimonist, I would in this case have no reason to do my duty. If Plato
wants to persuade us to be moral, on eudaimonist grounds, then he has to
show that duty doesn't conflict with self-interest, and that it is in my best
interest to be moral. This is the ambitious project that Plato takes on in
the Republic.
A closely connected question is whether justice (dikaiosune) is a virtue.
Virtues are assumed to be states of character it is reasonable to want to
have; given rational eudaimonism, this means that it is beneficial to an
agent to have the virtues. But it is a substantive question what states of
character are virtues. The early dialogues assume that justice is a virtue. 47
But in Republic 1 Thrasymachus challenges this assumption. He agrees that
a virtue must benefit its possessor; he sees that there is therefore a difficulty in counting justice as a virtue. Accordingly, he defends the view that
injustice is a virtue, whereas justice is a vice (Rep. 348). Socrates argues
against him; but at the beginning of book 2 Glaucon and Adeimantus say
that they have never heard the case for justice put as well as they would
like.48
At the beginning of Republic 2, accordingly, Glaucon and Adeimantus
restate the case for injustice. Glaucon divides goods into three classes:
those that are good only in themselves; those that are good both for their
consequences and in themselves; and those that are good only for their
consequences. Simple joys and pleasures are given as examples of the first
sort of good; health and knowledge are given as examples of the second
sort of good; bad-tasting medicine and exercise are given as examples of
the third sort of good. 49 Most people, Glaucon suggests, think justice is a
good of the third sort. He asks Socrates to show that it is instead a good
of the second sort. It is agreed by all that justice is good for its consequences; the crucial question is whether it is also good in itself.
'Glaucon's challenge' involves asking Socrates to do more than show
46 For this formulation, see N. P. White, A Companion to Plato's Republic (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1979).
47 This is especially clear in the Crito.
48 For discussion of Republic 1, see C. D. C. Reeve, 'Socrates Meets Thrasymachus', Archiv
fur Geschichte der Philosophie, 67 (1985),246-65; G. B. Kerferd, 'The Doctrine ofThrasymachus
in Plato's Republic', Durham University Journal, 9 (1947),19-27; S. Everson, 'The Incoherence
of Thrasymachus', Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 16 (1998),88-131.
49 One might dispute some of the examples; for example, one might argue that exercise is not
good merely for its consequences. However, dispute about the examples doesn't impugn the
general distinction. It is important to be clear that Glaucon isn't dividing moral goods; he is
asking what is good for the agent generally, what benefits one. One question at issue is precisely
whether what is morally good is good for one.
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that justice is good in itself. Glaucon also asks him to say what justice is,
in order to show that it is not merely a good in itself but the greatest good
of the soul; that the just person is always happier than anyone else; and
what justice does to the soul of its possessor. so
As Irwin points out in 'Republic 2: 'Questions about Justice' (Chapter
VI), Glaucon only asks Socrates to prove a comparative thesis: that the
just person is happier than anyone else. This leaves open the possibility
that the just person isn't thereby happy, but only closer to being happy
than anyone else; perhaps to be happy, one needs more than justice, or
virtue. (Compare: one person can be richer than another without either of
them being rich.) If Plato believes that the just person is happier than
anyone else, but not that he is necessarily happy, he denies that justice (or
virtue) is sufficient for happiness; he also therefore denies that justice (or
virtue) is the sole component of happiness. Rather (on Irwin's view), he
takes justice (or virtue) to be the dominant component of happiness; it
makes more of a contribution to the happy life than does any other combination of components, but it is not the sole component. S1
Whether Plato takes justice (or virtue) to be the sole or the dominant
component of happiness, he differs from the early dialogues if they claim
that virtue is only an instrumental means to, and not any sort of component of, happiness. The Republic also differs from the early dialogues if
they claim that virtue is the sole component of happiness, whereas it claims
that virtue is only the dominant component of happiness.
Before Socrates attempts to answer Glaucon's challenge, Glaucon and
Adeimantus defend Thrasymachus (357b-362e ).52 As Irwin explains, they
do so in four stages. In the second stage Glaucon introduces Gyges' ring,
to show that most people would commit injustice if they could get away
with it (359b6-360d7); this is taken to show that most people think
that an agent's injustice is more beneficial to that agent than justice is.
50 Glaucon may seem to impose contradictory demands. For example, he asks Socrates to
show that justice is good in itself, by showing what it does to the soul of the one who has it. Yet
it might seem that showing what justice does to the soul of its possessor shows something, not
about what justice is in itself, but about its consequences. In 'Republic 2: Questions about Justice'.
Irwin argues that Glaucon does not impose contradictory demands. For different ways of dealing
with the difficulty, see D. Sachs, 'A Fallacy in Plato's Republic', Philosophical Review, 72 (1963),
141-58; repr. in Vlastos (ed.), The Philosophy of Socrates; N. P. White. 'The Classification of
Goods in Plato's Republic'. Journal of the History of Philosophy, 22 (1984), 393-421.
51 In 'Politics and Ethics in Plato's Republic', in O. Haffe (ed.), Politeia (Berlin: Akademie
Verlag. 1997),141-60, by contrast, J. Annas argues that the Republic defends the stronger view
that justice (or virtue) is sufficient for happiness.
52 There is controversy about the extent to which they defend the very same view that
Thrasymachus defended in book 1. In 'Republic 2: Questions about Justice', Irwin compares
Thrasymachus' position in Republic 1 with Glaucon and Adeimantus' restatement of it in
Republic 2.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 2/16/2012 3:14 PM via UNIV OF ST THOMAS
9780585375151 ; Fine, Gail.; Plato. Vol. 2, Ethics, Politics, Religion, and the Soul
Account: s9008978

Copyright © 1999. Oxford University Press (US). All rights reserved. May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses
permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.

INTRODUCTION

17

In the third stage Glaucon introduces a counterfactual choice between
two lives (360e-363c). He asks Socrates which of two people is happier:
a just person who is thought to be unjust (and suffers accordingly) or an
unjust person who is thought to be just (and is rewarded accordingly). If,
as Socrates claims, the just person is always happier than anyone else, then
the just person who is thought to be unjust is happier than the unjust
person who is thought to be just; but most people, Glaucon thinks, would
disagree.
By the end of book 4 Plato claims to have presented a first sketch of his
reply to Glaucon's challenge. It relies on his division of the soul into three
'parts' or 'kinds' (435e-441c):53 the rational (to logistikon), the spirited (to
thumoeides), and the appetitive (to epithumetikon). There is dispute about
the nature of these three parts. On one view, the rational part is all reasoning, the appetitive all desire. 54 On another view, defended by John
Cooper in 'Plato's Theory of Human Motivation' (Chapter VII), Plato is
distinguishing not between reason and desire, but between sorts of desire
or motivating factor. 55 On this view, the rational part of the soul consists
of one's rational desires, that is, desires for what is best for one overall;
these are good-dependent desires. I have a rational desire to drink milk,
for example, if I desire this because I think it is best overall for me to drink
it-because, say, I believe that it will promote my health, which I think is
good for me.
Appetitive desires, by contrast, are good-independent: they do not take
into account what is best for me. I have an appetitive desire to drink milk,
for example, if I just feel like experiencing the taste. Hence I can have an
appetitive and a rational desire for at least some of the same things. But
these desires can also conflict: I might want to drink milk because I like its
taste; but I might want not to drink it because I have just discovered that
it isn't healthy for me to do so (suppose I am lactose-intolerant).
This way of conceiving of the parts of the soul-as different types of
53 These are not physical parts, but (as we shall see) motivating factors or types of desires.
Plato's division of the soul into three parts has been compared with Freud's distinction between
the ego, id, and super-ego. See A. Kenny, 'Mental Health in Plato's Republic'. Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society, 55 (1969),229-53; repro in Anatomy of the Soul (Oxford: BlackwelL 1973).
1-27; A. Price, 'Plato and Freud', in C. Gill (ed.), The Person and the Human Mind: Issues in
Ancient and Modern Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990),247-70; G. Santas. Plato and
Freud: Two Theories of Love (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988).
54 For this view, see Terry Penner, 'Thought and Desire in Plato', in G. Vlastos (ed.), Plato. ii
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor. 1971), ch. 6. On this view, as Penner emphasizes. there
doesn't seem to be any room for the third, spirited part.
55 This view is also defended by Irwin, in both Plato's Moral Theory. ch. 8. and Plato's Ethics.
ch. 13. See also R. C. Cross and A. D. Woozley, Plato's Republic (London: Macmillan. 1964).
ch. 6; and M. Woods, 'Plato's Division of the Soul', Proceedings of the British Academy, 73 (1987).
23-48.
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desire or sources of motivation-leaves room for a third part, since the
division between good-dependent and good-independent desires is not
exhaustive. For example, there might be a part that is influenced but not
dominated by considerations of goodness. 56 But does Plato provide a good
argument for the third part of the soul? Whether or not his actual argument is a good one, is the view he defends reasonable?
Plato's division of the soul rejects the view of the early dialogues, according to which all desires are rational. s7 Moreover, in contrast to the early
dialogues, Plato now seems to admit the possibility of akrasia or weakness
of the will. For he admits that desires can conflict and that one might act
on one's appetitive desires, against one's rational desires. (Indeed, the argument for the division of the soul appeals crucially to conflicts among
desires.) For example, he describes a case in which Leontius thought he
ought not to look at some corpses, but none the less did so (Rep.
43ge-440b). Leontius acts against his belief about what is best overall, and
so acts akratically.58
However, Leontius doesn't have knowledge. Hence we can't tell, from
book 4, whether Plato thinks that someone can act against their knowledge of what is best. Correspondingly, neither does the discussion of Leontius allow us to know whether the Republic retains, or rejects, the early
dialogues' view that knowledge is sufficient for virtue. In fact, a case can
be made for the claim that the Republic rejects KSV in the sense in which
it is maintained in the early dialogues, but accepts it in a different sense.
The early dialogues accept KSV on the basis of a purely cognitive theory
of virtue. The Republic rejects a purely cognitive theory of virtue; it holds
that virtue requires the appropriate affective training. But once one has
the relevant knowledge (and so also has one's affective nature in the
proper condition), then one is virtuous. 59
56 If this is how to characterize the third part of the soul, then Plato's division would seem to
be exhaustive. However, Rep. 443d7 leaves open the possibility that there are further parts,
though Plato never mentions more than three.
57 Rep. 438a seems to call attention to this difference. Plato also rejects the view that all
desires are rational in the Phaedo. There, however, non-rational desires seem to be ascribed to
the body, whereas in the Republic they are ascribed to one part of the soul. (However, David
Bostock, in 'The Soul and Immortality' (Ch. XVIII in this volume), thinks that the Phaedo
ascribes all desires to the soul.)
5S For discussion of akrasia in connection with the Republic, see, in addition to the references
already given on the division of the soul, T. Penner, 'Plato and Davidson: Parts of the Soul and
Weakness of the Will', Canadian Journal of Philosophy, suppl. vol. 16 (1990),35-74; C. Bobonich,
'Akrasia and Agency in Plato's Laws and Republic', Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie. 76
(1994),3-36.
59 For this argument, see Irwin, Plato's Ethics, sect. 165;T. Penner, 'Socrates in the Early Dialogues', in R. Kraut (ed.), Cambridge Companion to Plato (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992), 129-30.
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Having divided the soul into three parts, Plato proceeds to give accounts
of the four cardinal virtues: temperance, bravery, wisdom, and justice. 60 He
emphasizes that these accounts are partial; a fuller account would require
'a longer way' (504b; cf. 435d)-presumably in terms of the form of the
good. In providing even partial accounts, however, Plato goes beyond the
early dialogues. There is dispute about what if any version of the Unity of
the Virtues thesis Plato now accepts. It is generally agreed that the Republic doesn't accept the Identity of the Virtues. Some scholars, though not all,
think it accepts the Reciprocity of the Virtues: one has any given virtue if
and only if one has them al1. 61
A person is just, on Plato's view, when the parts of her soul are in psychic
harmony, in the sense that each part of her soul fulfils its proper function.
The rational part of a just person, for example, has the appropriate sort of
knowledge or wisdom, and rules on behalf of the whole soul, in the light
of its knowledge of what is best for the soul as a whole. (Hence knowledge
is required for justice. Plato's accounts of the other virtues suggest that
they too require knowledge. Hence the Republic seems to retain KNy' 62 )
And it is just for me to perform an action if and only it promotes my
psychic harmony (Rep. 443e). Let us call this conception of justice as
psychic harmony Platonic justice (Pl).63
Plato believes that once we understand what justice is, it is easy to see
that the just person is always happier than anyone else. For justice turns
out to be a sort of mental health, and injustice a sort of mental illness or
chaos; and surely life is not worth living if one's mental life is in total
chaos?64 Hence, we might think, Glaucon's challenge has now been
answered.
Or has it been? David Sachs, among others, argues that, to the contrary,
60 One might wonder why there are three parts of the soul and four cardinal virtues (and, as
emerges in books 8-9, five constitutions). For an answer, see Kenny, 'Mental Health in Plato's
Republic'.
61 For this view, see Irwin, Plato's Ethics, ch. 14; and 'The Parts of the Soul and the Cardinal
Virtues', in Hoffe (ed.), Politeia, 119-39. Those who, like Vlastos (see next note), think the
Republic rejects KNV also think it rejects RY.
62 For this view, see Irwin, Plato's Ethics, ch. 14, and 'The Parts of the Soul and the Cardinal
Virtues'. For the view that the Republic requires true belief, but not knowledge, for virtue, see
G. Vlastos, 'Justice and Happiness in the Republic', in Vlastos (ed.), Plato, vol. ii, ch. 5.
63 The view that justice is psychic harmony or a sort of mental health is anticipated in the
Gorgias 504-5; cf. Crito 47d3-48al.
64 My brevity here matches Plato's at the end of book 4. However, he provides a longer
account in books 8-9. There is dispute about the precise connection between book 4, on the one
hand, and books 8 and 9, on the other. For discussion of books 8 and 9, see Irwin, Plato's Ethics,
ch. 17, and R. Kraut, 'Plato's Comparison of Just and Unjust Lives', in Hoffe (ed.), Politeia,
271-90 (a revised version of part of this article appears in 'Return to the Cave: Republic
519-521', which is Ch. IX in this volume); J. Annas, An Introduction to Plato's Republic (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1981),294-305.
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Plato has committed the fallacy of irrelevance. 6s In 'Plato's Defence
of lustice' (Chapter VIII) Norman Dahl discusses Sachs's charge, along
with some replies to it. Let us look at the charge itself first. Sachs argues
that Plato may have shown that the PJ person-one who has the appropriate psychic harmony-is happier than anyone else. But in book 2
Glaucon and Adeimantus say how justice is ordinarily conceived; let
us call this common justice (CJ).66 It is difficult to be sure precisely what
CJ involves, but it seems to involve at least two things: not harming others
and, more positively, benefiting others. To answer Glaucon's challenge,
Sachs believes, Plato must show that someone is Pl if and only if he is
CI Sachs thinks that, though Plato claims that PJ implies CJ (Rep.
442e-443b), he doesn't defend the claim. Nor, according to Sachs, does
Plato even claim, let alone argue, that CJ implies PI Hence, Sachs concludes, Plato commits the fallacy of irrelevance: he may show that Pl is
desirable for its own sake, or even the greatest good of the soul, such that
the person who has it is happier than anyone else. But he doesn't answer
Glaucon and Adeimantus; for they wanted to know whether these things
are true of CI
Does Plato commit the fallacy of irrelevance? We can, to begin with,
make the problem seem even worse than Sachs takes it to be. For he goes
too far in saying that Plato takes PJ to imply CI The most the relevant
passage shows is that a Pl person will not perform some of the actions proscribed by CI But refraining from some actions thought by Cl to be unjust
is not sufficient for being CJ; a CJ person must also benefit others. Moreover, I doubt whether Plato believes that either PJ or CJ implies the other.
For example, PJ requires one to have knowledge, in particular, as book 6
makes clear, knowledge of the form of the good. But Cl does not require
this. Hence being CJ is not sufficient for being PI Nor does PJ obviously
imply CI
None the less, I don't think Sachs is right to say that Plato commits the
fallacy of irrelevance. To be sure, Plato doesn't show, or even believe, that
either PJ or CJ implies the other. But, contrary to Sachs, he need not show
this in order to avoid committing the fallacy. Recall that Glaucon asks
Socrates to say what justice is: he doesn't assume that Cl specifies the
correct account. Plato is free to revise the account of justice; and if he does
so, then it is only to be expected that Sachs's biconditional will fail. Whales
were once classified as fish; they were subsequently classified as mammals
65 Sachs, 'A Fallacy in Plato's Republic'. The literature on this topic is vast. Dahl discusses
some of the best recent contributions.
66 CJ and PJ are two attempts to specify the nature of some one thing, justice. They aren't
two different virtues.
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instead. The two concepts do not imply one another; but neither did the
reclassification involve a fallacy of irrelevance.
However, although Plato needn't prove that either PJ or CJ implies the
other, he does need to prove that there is significant overlap between the
two notions. When scientists discovered that whales were mammals, not
fish, they radically revised the concept of whale. None the less, they were
still talking about the same thing. Suppose, however, that tomorrow a scientist claims that whales are not mammals after all, but tables. This is not
a possible discovery. Here we would be inclined to say, not that the scientist had made a new discovery about whales, but that he was mistakenly
using the word 'whale' to refer to something else. Revision can only go
so far.
Similarly, then, although Plato can revise the common conception of
justice, and so need not establish Sachs's biconditional, he needs to prove
that there is significant overlap between PJ and CI But it might seem difficult to show this. For CJ is other-directed: it essentially involves how one
person treats others. In particular, one must refrain from harming others;
and, more positively, one must benefit them. PJ is inner-directed: it concerns the relations among the parts of one's soul. But mightn't promoting
my psychic harmony harm you? And mightn't benefiting others harm
me? There thus seems to be, not just a difference, but a big gap between
CJ and PI
Plato's theory of love, however, which he describes primarily in the Symposium and Phaedrus, provides a way of bridging the gap.67 As we have
seen, a PJ person has knowledge, in particular, knowledge of the form of
the good. In Plato's view, when one knows the form of the good, one also
loves it. When one loves a person, one wants to be with that person; similarly, when one loves goodness, one wants to be surrounded by goodness.
Hence the PJ person will try to make the world as good as possible by, for
example, trying to make other people good, by trying to make good laws
and institutions, and so on. If I make you good, or institute good laws, that
(in Plato's view) is good for you. Hence the PJ person will benefit others
after all, and so there is more of a connection between PI and CI than one
might have thought. Plato therefore does not commit the fallacy of irrelevance. Moreover, on this account, although the PI person benefits others,
she does so for an essentially inner-directed reason: to promote her psychic
harmony. Hence Plato's claim that the PI person will benefit others does
not violate his eudaimonism.
67 For this suggestion, see R. Demos, 'A Fallacy in Plato's Republic?'. Philosophical Review,
73 (1964),395-8; Irwin, Plato:~ Ethics, ch. 18.
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es claimed, however, that Plato admits at least one exceptmonism. For he says that the philosopher-and it emerges
ilosopher, in Plato's view, can be PJ, since only he can have
lOwledge-must go back to the cave in order to take his
:owever, he views some aspects of ruling as unpleasant; and
1 to show that he is not motivated by egoistic reasons. On
urns to the cave not because it is good for him, but simply
ad-impersonally good or good simpliciter. 68
D the Cave: Republic 519-521' (Chapter IX), however,
argues that this is not the case. The necessity that moves
to rule isn't the necessity of brute force; nor does it violate
what is best for him overall. Rather, he sees that that is
o to satisfy his desire that the world be as good as possi)'s view, only if philosophers rule will the ideally just state
ossible; and the philosopher wants it to be as good as posm sake. Hence the philosopher agrees to rule, distasteful
pects of ruling are in themselves, because doing so will most
~rall. On this view, the fact that rulers return to the cave
te an exception to Plato's egoism. At least, it does not do
et egoism in the broad sense noted above. 69 This, however,
'ay of putting Plato's point. On the contrary, he claims that
tation, Plato is not an egoist. This is because he interprets
lrrowly than I have done.
bove that Plato's theory of love bridges the gap between
der fully to assess this suggestion, we need a deeper account
y of love; Gregory Vlastos provides this in 'The Individual
Love in Plato' (Chapter V). He argues that genuine love
quires wishing for that person's good for his or her own
le's own sake. 70 In Vlastos's view, Plato does not see this.
:S love for a person to be love for the 'image' of the ideas
n; one loves someone only in so far as he is good and beaustantiates the forms of goodness and beauty), not as the
person that he is, consisting not just of his goodness and
of his irascibility, love of opera and good food, and so on.
to Vlastos, is the 'cardinal flaw' in Plato's theory of love:
I

ee J. Cooper, 'The Psychology of Justice in Plato', American Philosophical
),151-7; Annas, An Introduction to Plato's Republic, 267; N. P. White, 'The
~hiv flir Geschichte de,. Philosoph ie, 68 (1986),22-46.
o's Ethics, ch. 18.
it ask: why not both? The distinction between narrow and broad egoism is
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that Plato doesn't provide for love of whole persons, but only for love of
their best qualities, qualities others might equally have.
Vlastos therefore opposes love for a whole person and love for
someone's best qualities. One might wonder whether Plato draws this distinction. Sometimes, at least, he seems to identify one's true self with one's
rational self; on this view, the true self might just be those good qualities.
In this case, Vlastos would have to say either that genuine love requires
one to love not only the true self, but also other qualities that are not part
of that self; or that the real flaw is not Plato's theory of love, but his view
of the nature of the person. In Plato's view, the person is his soul; hence
Vlastos might revise his view so as to locate the alleged flaw in Plato's
thinking, not in views about love, but in his views about the soul. 1l1is is
yet another way in which Plato's view of the person or soul influences his
moral and political views.
2. Politics and the Ideal State
Just as Plato divides the soul into three parts, so he divides the ideally
just polis71-city or state-into three occupationally defined classes: the
guardians or rulers; the auxiliaries or military class; and the workers or
producers. And just as he provides an account of what it is for a person to
possess various virtues, so he provides an account of what it is for a city or
state to possess various virtues.
Plato evidently thinks that there is some sort of analogy or structural
similarity between justice in an individual soul and justice in a city. According to the Whole-Part account, he believes that a city is just if and only if
all or most of its members are just. As Bernard Williams notes in 'The
Analogy of City and Soul in Plato's Republic' (Chapter X), this view leads
to various difficulties. For example, Plato seems to think that even in the
ideally just state, most people won't be just. At least, this is so if he holds
that knowledge is necessary for virtue, and that only philosophers have the
relevant knowledge. (This is why, in Plato's view, philosophers should rule:
a view he acknowledges as the greatest of the three waves of paradox that
partly structure Rep. 5 (473d; cf. 484) ).72 Or again, if justice in a state
71 The word polis means 'city'. In the Greek world the city was the basic unit that determined
an individual's political status and cultural background; in modern times the state or society
plays this role. Hence the word is variously translated as 'city', 'state', and 'city-state'. See Annas,
An Introduction to Plato's Republic, 72.
72 For the view that, in the ideal state, only the philosophers are just, see J. Neu, 'Plato's
Analogy of State and Individual', Philosophy, 24 (1971),238-54. For the view that not only they
are just, see R. Kraut, 'Reason and Justice in Plato's Republic', in Lee et al. (eds.), Exegesis and
Argument, 207-24.
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requires all or most of its citizens to be just, the analogous account of
justice in a person would seem to require each part of the soul to be just.
But that is not Plato's account of what it is for the soul to be just. Rather,
justice is a virtue of the whole soul, though one the soul has because its
parts perform their functions well.
This suggests the Macro-Micro account, according to which there is a
structural isomorphism between the justice of a person and a state. For a
person to be just is for the parts of her soul to be in a particular sort of
harmony; for a state to be just is for its occupationally defined classesthe rulers, auxiliaries, and producers-to be in the same sort of harmony.
On this view, a state can be just even if not all or most of its citizens are
just. (This is so even if justice requires knowledge.) All that is required is
that the classes stand in the appropriate relations. 73
At 435e Plato says that characteristics-such as spiritedness-of
communities are derived from those of its members. This might seem to
favour the Whole-Part account. However, 435e says no more than that
some features of a community are in some way derived from features of
its members. This doesn't commit Plato to the more specific view that, for
all F, a city is F if and only if all or most of its citizens are F.
Plato thinks, then, that there is a structural isomorphism between the
three parts of the soul and the three occupationally defined classes of the
ideally just state. It is not just a happy accident that this isomorphism
obtains. But does one account determine the other? On one view, Plato's
account of the soul is derived from his account of the state. One reason
sometimes given on behalf of this view is that (or so it is sometimes
thought) he doesn't adequately justify the existence of the spirited part;
the rational and appetitive parts are the key parts. So perhaps the third
part is there simply for the sake of the parallel. 74 On the other hand, it is
sometimes thought that Plato does have a good argument for the existence
of the spirited part of the soul or, at least, that it is a genuine third part,
with an important role to play in explaining human motivation. Moreover,
at 434d-435a Plato says that we shouldn't assume that the account of what
it is for a state to be just is final; first we need to see what justice in an individual is. And in giving his account of what it is for a state to be temperate, he refers ahead to his account of what it is for a person to be temperate
(430d-431e). This suggests that, if anything, Plato takes the account of the
soul to determine that of the state (or perhaps they are meant to be mutually supporting).
73

74

For this view, see Neu. 'Plato's Analogy of State and Individual'.
For this view. see Penner. 'Thought and Desire in Plato'.
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One remarkable fact about Plato's ideally just state is that any woman
in it who turns out to be suited for ruling will receive the same education
as the male guardians, and take her turn at ruling. (Correspondingly,
we should speak of the philosopher-ruler, rather than of the philosopherking, though Plato is not always careful to do so.) This suggestion was quite
remarkable in its time; indeed, Pl~to introduces it as another of the three
'waves of paradox' (see e.g. 457c). The fact that Plato none the less defends
it has led some to praise him as a feminist. Others, more impressed by
his generally critical remarks about women, have not gone so far. Julia
Annas discusses this issue in 'Plato's Republic and Feminism' (Chapter
XI).75
Another feature of Plato's ideally just polis is that it is totalitarian,
in the sense that it involves both authoritarianism and ideology. As
Christopher Taylor explains in 'Plato's Totalitarianism' (Chapter XII),
there are different versions of totalitarianism, based on the different values
embodied in the rulers' ideology. On one version, the well-being of individuals is totally subordinated to that of the state, and the well-being of
the state is taken to consist in such goods as power, prestige and security.
On another version, 'The function and aim of the state is simply to promote
the welfare of its citizens, that welfare being defined independently in
terms of such individual goods as knowledge, health and happiness. The
good condition of the state is thus defined as the state of maximum wellbeing for the citizens'; moreover, 'the good of the individual is ultimately
valuable, that of the state derivatively' so (p. 283 below). This second
form of totalitarianism is a form of paternalism: citizens are subjected
to totalitarian authority for their own good. 76 In The Open Society and
its Enemies Karl Popper argues that Plato's ideally just state is totalitarian
in the first sense; Taylor argues that it is totalitarian only in the second
sense. 77
At the beginning of Republic 4 (420b-421c) Socrates says that the aim
of the ideally just city isn't the happiness of anyone class, but to make the
whole city as happy as possible. With Popper, one might take this to mean
that the state is an entity distinct from its citizens, and that the aim of
the ideally just polis is to promote the happiness of this super-organism,
rather than that of its members. Like Vlastos, however, Taylor rejects this
75 See also Vlastos, 'Was Plato a Feminist?', Times Literary Supplement, 4485 (17 Mar. 1989),
276,288-9.
76 Taylor describes three forms of totalitarianism, of which I have summarized the first and
third.
77 That is, in the second of the two senses that I have summarized, which is the third sense
that Taylor describes.
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interpretation. 78 On their view, what Plato means instead is that the ideally
just polis aims to secure the happiness of all its citizens, not just that of
one class. 79 If this is so, then Plato is a totalitarian of the second, but not
of the first, sort; he is therefore a paternalist.
We saw earlier that, and why, Plato believes that it is in the rulers' overall
interest to rule. It now emerges that he also believes that it is in each
person's best interest that philosophers govern. Philosophers rule so as to
secure the happiness of each citizen, not merely to secure their own happiness; and, in Plato's view, each person will be best off, will come closest
to achieving that degree of happiness of which he is capable, if he either
is, or is ruled by, a guardian.
Why does Plato think that it is in my best interest to be ruled by the
guardians? Won't I be happier if I have more autonomy and some say
about the nature and structure of the political system in which I live?
Plato's answer seems to be that since non-philosophers don't have the
requisite knowledge, they aren't capable of becoming as good, or as happy,
as possible on their own; they therefore need the guidance of philosophers.
This view assumes that individual autonomy and responsibility are not of
overriding importance; and one might wish to reject that view. It is none
the less important to be clear that Plato favours paternalism, not because
he values a super-organism, the state, above individuals, but because he
thinks that living in his ideally just polis gives each individual the greatest
chance of being as happy as possible.
Plato's rejection of democracy assumes that there is an objective good.
The belief that there is an objective good, however, doesn't require one to
reject democracy: one might argue that democracy is objectively good.
Indeed, not even Plato's belief that at most a few can know what the
objective goods are is incompatible with democracy. All that follows is that
at most a few can know whether democracy is objectively good.
Does Plato take his ideally just state to be practically possible? Or is he
describing the Platonic form of the ideally just state or, if not that, does he
at any rate deny that the ideally just state could have concrete realization?
In 'Utopia and Fantasy: The Practicability of Plato's Ideally Just City'
(Chapter XIII), Myles Burnyeat argues that although Plato doesn't think
that it is likely that the ideally just state will ever be realized, neither does
he think that its realization is in principle impossible. Plato's ideally just
state is a utopia in two senses: it is a ell-topia, a good place, Kallipolis
7~ See G. Vlastos. 'The Theory of Social Justice in the Polis in Plato's Repllblic'. in H. North
(ed.), Interpretations of Plato, Mnemosyne, suppl. vol. 50 (Leiden: E. J Brill. 1977) 1-40.
79 Vlastos. ibid., takes this to mean that, in the ideally just polis. all or most of the citizens will
be just. Taylor argues that this is not the case.
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(527c). But it is also a ou-topia, because it exists no-place on earth (498d-e,
592b); it is an imaginary ideal. To say this, however, isn't to say that it is a
form; nor is it to say that it can't be realized. As Burnyeat puts it, 'the nonexistence of the ideal city is a fact of history, not of metaphysics' (p. 297).
It is also important to note that even if the ideally just state were to come
into existence, it would not be perfect in the way in which forms are: no
earthly thing, which the ideally just state would be, can be perfect in all the
ways in which forms are. For example, forms are everlasting,80 but the
ideally just state obviously isn't.

III. THE LATE DIALOGUES

We have seen that in the Republic Plato favours a compound conception
of happiness: justice is its dominant, but not its sole, component. Plato
sometimes approaches the notion of happiness somewhat differently,
claiming that happiness for a human being consists in becoming as much
like god as possible. God is a paradigm or standard (paradeigma), and our
happiness depends on our ability to emulate him. Plato develops this view
in most detail in the so-called digression in the Theaetetus (172b-177c) and
in the Timaeus.
What exactly is involved in becoming as much like god as possible?
In 'The Ideal of Godlikeness' (Chapter XIV) David Sedley argues that
in the Theaetetus Plato uses the notion to suggest that the historical
Socrates rejects moral relativism on the basis of his religious convictions.
It is not, of course, that god creates moral standards: we know from
the Euthyphro that this is not Socrates' view. 81 Rather, he perfectly embodies them. Accordingly, as one becomes more like god, one becomes
more moral. So, if happiness consists in becoming as much like god as possible, it consists in becoming as virtuous as possible. This fits well with the
Republic's view that justice, or virtue, is the dominant component of
happiness.
Sedley argues, however, that in the Timaeus justice is not the dominant
component of happiness. The Timaeus explains that, and how, the cosmos
is the product of divine intelligence. It does so by giving the sorts of
teleological explanations aspired after, but largely not found, in the
110 More precisely, they are sempiternal or, on some views, eternal. See Nehamas's chapter
(Vol. i, Ch. VI) for discussion of the perfection of forms and the imperfection of the sensible
world.
SI At least, we know this from the Euthyphro if the early dialogues represent the thought of
the historical Socrates: see n 1.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 2/16/2012 3:14 PM via UNIV OF ST THOMAS
9780585375151 ; Fine, Gail.; Plato. Vol. 2, Ethics, Politics, Religion, and the Soul
Account: s9008978

Copyright © 1999. Oxford University Press (US). All rights reserved. May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses
permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.

28

GAIL FINE

Phaedo and Republic. God, being good, wanted the cosmos to be as
good as possible, and so as like himself as possible. 82 This likeness
involves the controlling presence of intelligence. Sedley then suggests
that at Timaeus 90a-d Plato offers 'an account of intellectual virtue which
puts the Republic's moral virtues in the shade' (p. 319). On this view,
intellectual virtue is now either the sole, or the dominant, component of
happiness.
If intellectual virtue is now the sole, or dominant, component of happiness, that would seem to undermine the Republic's defence of justice. In
the Repllblic the philosophers agree to rule, rather than remaining outside
the cave contemplating forms, because it is just for them to rule, and justice
is the dominant component of happiness. If, however, happiness is secured
through pure contemplation, and one has reason to be morally virtuous
only to the extent that that furthers one's ability to contemplate, then it
might seem that the philosophers would continue to contemplate, rather
than choosing to rule. 83
Do the Republic and Timaeus conflict on this point? One might attempt
to reconcile them by arguing that, contrary to what I have suggested, the
Republic also favours a contemplative ideal. 84 Alternatively, one might
argue that both the Republic and Timaeus take justice to be the dominant
component of happiness. But justice is a complex virtue; and when one has
it, one has the intellectual virtues as wel1. 85 Perhaps on some scale contemplation is the single best good within that dominant component, and
perhaps the Republic and Timaeus agree about that. But this view is consistent with choosing moral virtue over contemplation as what is best for
oneself on a given occasion. Perhaps the Republic emphasizes the fact that
justice is the dominant component of happiness, whereas the Timaeus
emphasizes the fact that contemplation is the single best good. There need
not be any conflict between these two views. 86
However that may be, various of the late dialogues have been thought
to conflict with the early and middle dialogues on the issue of the unity of
~2
~3

For discussion of Plato's teleology, see Chs. IX and XVI by Santas and Strange in Vol. i.
It is often thought that there is a similar conflict between books 1 and 10 in Aristotle's

Nicomachean Ethics. Sedley explores some similarities between the Timaells and Nicomachean
Ethics in Ch. XlV.
~4 For discussion of the role of intellectual virtue, or contemplation, in the happy life as it is
conceived in the Republic, see Kraut, 'The Ruler's Choice'; Irwin, Plato's Moral Theory, 163,
236-7,337-8 n. 61: and (for a different view) Plato's Ethics, 299-301, 313-16; Annas, An Introduction to Plato's Republic, 260-71.
85 At least, this is so on KNV and if the relevant knowledge includes intellectual
knowledge.
~6 In Sedley's terms, one might defend something like Xenocrates' interpretation over
Plotinus'.
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the virtues, and the related claims that knowledge is necessary and sufficient for virtue. Indeed, in the Politicus (Statesman) and Laws, Plato
has been thought to emphasize the disunity of the virtues. At the end of
the Politicus, for example, he says that there is a surprising conflict
(diaphora) among the virtues, especially between courage and temperance
(305e8-311c8). And towards the end of the Laws he says that it is not difficult to explain how courage and wisdom differ from one another; what
is difficult to explain is how they could be thought to be one (963d-e). Such
passages might lead one to infer that he no longer accepts the Unity of the
Virtues (UV).
Here, however, it is important to note that the way in which he treats
the virtues is very different from the way in which they are treated in the
early and middle dialogues. He now seems to identify the virtues with
natural tendencies,8? whereas the early and middle dialogues identify them
with states of the soul. We might infer that Plato now accepts a different
analysis of the nature of the virtues; on this alternative analysis, it would
be natural to reject UV, as well as KNV and KSV. Alternatively, perhaps
Plato still accepts UV, if we identify virtues with states of soul, but wants,
for whatever reason, to discuss underlying natural tendencies as well. On
this view, he does not so clearly reject earlier views. 88
Whether or not Plato now rejects UV and KNV, some of the late dialogues may well reject KSV, as the early dialogues understand that doctrine. The early dialogues mean that knowledge is sufficient for virtue, and
that the attainment of knowledge is a purely cognitive achievement. As
Christopher Bobonich explains in 'Persuasion, Compulsion, and Freedom
in Plato's Laws' (Chapter XVII), however, in such late dialogues as the
Laws Plato emphasizes that the attainment of knowledge requires training one's affective side as well. However, we have seen that this is also
Plato's view in the Republic. So perhaps the Laws retains KSV as it is
understood in the Republic, but rejects it as it is understood in the early
dialogues.
If the late dialogues reject KSV as it is understood in the early dialogues,
then they reject the first Socratic paradox. One can, however, reject the
first Socratic paradox consistently with maintaining the second Socratic
paradox (that no one does wrong voluntarily). And some of the late
See e.g. the account of bravery at Pit. 306e9-307b3.
For discussion of the 'disunity' of the virtues in the late dialogues, see C. Bobonich. 'The
Virtues of Ordinary People in Plato's Statesman', in C. 1. Rowe (ed.), Reading the Statesman
(Sankt Augustin: Academia, 1995), 313-29. Irwin, Plato's Ethics, ch. 20, and Taylor. 'Plato's
Ethics', both provide brief, general discussions of the 'disunity' of the virtues. See also C. 1. Rowe,
Plato: Statesman (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1995). notes ad lac.
87

lIS
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dialogues may hold this view, treating wrong actions as involuntary
actions in which one is overcome by a non-rational desire (Ti. 86e; Laws
734b,860-3).89
The Philebus begins with a dispute between Socrates and Protarchus
about whether pleasure or intelligence (phronesis) is the good. Protarchus
defends the hedonist view that pleasure is the sole good. Initially Socrates
defends the claims of intelligence. Eventually, however, he argues that the
best life for a human being is a mixed life that includes both intelligence
and pleasure. In the Philebus, then, the best life for a human being contains many goods: contemplation is not its sole constituent. However, to
say only so much isn't to say anything about its ranking relative to that of
moral virtue. Plato does in fact rank intelligence (both practical and theoretical) above pleasure; however, that of course doesn't show that he
believes that one should, for example, choose to contemplate even if doing
so means violating the requirements of morality.
Although intelligence is in some way ranked above pleasure, pleasure is
included in the good life. Or rather, some pleasures are included in it: true
pleasures are, but false pleasures are not. And in fact, most of the Philebus is devoted to a discussion of the nature of pleasure. In 'Rumpelstiltskin's Pleasures: True and False Pleasures in Plato's Philebus' (Chapter
XVI) Dorothea Frede explores the Philebus' view of pleasure, focusing on
his distinction between true and false pleasures, a topic Plato also discusses
in Republic 9.
Though Plato consistently believes that some pleasures are to be
included in the best life, the Philebus none the less advances over earlier
contexts in the way in which it defends this view. For although earlier dialogues make various claims about what is good, they don't say much about
the criteria for goodness. By contrast, the Philebus-in striking anticipation of Aristotle-specifies such criteria. It tells us that the good is complete (teleion; 20dl); adequate (hikanon; 20d4); universally attractive
(20d7-10); and lacking in nothing (that is, it needs nothing added to
it)(20e5-21a2). The Philebus' account of the good life also relies on a
complex metaphysical scheme, involving the one and the many, the limit
and the unlimited. John Cooper discusses this in 'Plato's Theory of Human
Good in the Phileblls' (Chapter XV).
Just as Plato may revise his ethical views in the late dialogues, so he
may revise his political views. Here the Politicus and Laws are especially
S9

See Bobonich, 'Akrasia and Agency in Plato's Laws and Republic'; Taylor, 'Plato's Ethics',

72.
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important. 9o In the Laws Plato argues that the laws should try to persuade,
rather than compel, its citizens. What sort of persuasion does he have in
mind: persuading by fair means, or by foul? (The relevant Greek word,
peith8, can refer to both.) Popper believes that Plato generally intends the
latter. In 'Persuasion, Compulsion, and Freedom in Plato's Laws' Bobonich
argues that Plato intends the former: the laws try to persuade the citizens
by giving them good epistemic reasons for the true beliefs they are to
adopt, and for the actions they are to follow. 91 As in the Republic, Plato
favours this sort of persuasion because he believes it is in the citizens' best
interest: if they are persuaded by good arguments, they acquire true beliefs
and so will come as close to being happy as possible. Once again, we can
object to Plato's paternalism; but at the same time we need to see that he
is not a totalitarian of the sort Popper takes him to be. And indeed, in some
ways the society described in the Laws is more 'open' than the one
described in the Republic. For example, in the Laws, in contrast to the
Republic, the justification for the basic social structure and institutions will
be made public.

IV. THE SOUL

We have seen at various stages that one or another of Plato's ethical or
political views depends on his views of the nature of the person. Plato identifies the person with her soul. In Phaedo 115-16, for example, Socrates
says that his friends shouldn't speak of burying him, but of burying his
body: he won't die, since he is his soul, and it is immorta1. 92 Hence in order
fully to understand Plato's ethical and political views, one must understand
his views of the nature of the soul and, more generally, of human psychology. Above we looked at some of Plato's views on moral psychology
and motivations for action. For example, we contrasted the view of the
90 For a recent general discussion of the Politicus, see 1. Cooper, 'Plato's Statesman and Politics', Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, 13 (1997),71-103, and
in his Reason and Emotion: Essays on Ancient Moral Psychology and Ethical TheOlY (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 165-91. See also Rowe, Plato: Statesman.
91 As Bobonich notes, Plato also discusses persuasion and compulsion in other dialogues. For
discussion of this issue in connection with the Gorgias, see Irwin, 'Coercion and Objectivity in
Plato's Dialectic', Revue Internationale de Philosophie, 40 (1986),47-74. See also Kraut, 'Return
to the Cave' (Ch. IX in this volume), on the sense in which philosophers are compelled to return
to the cave.
92 See also Ale. 1, 129a-130e; though this work may be spurious, its reasoning may be
Platonic.
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early dialogues, on which all desires are rational, with the view of the
middle and late dialogues, which, in dividing the soul, acknowledges the
existence of non-rational desires.
It is also important, however, to consider more general and abstract
issues about the nature of the person, or soul. In 'The Soul and Immortality in Plato's Phaedo' (Chapter XVIII) David Bostock provides an
overview of Plato's view of the soul93 in the Phaedo, which is the dialogue
that discusses the nature of the soul in the most detail; indeed, the nature
of the soul is one of its two main topics. 94 In 'Immortality and the Nature
of the Soul in the Phaedrus' (Chapter XIX) Richard Bett provides a
detailed account of an argument in .the Phaedrus for the immortality of
the soul; he also relates this argument to other contexts.
In the Apology Socrates claims not to know whether the soul is immortal. However, the Crito, Gorgias, and Meno all take the soul to be immortal. In the Meno the immortality of the soul is invoked to explain how we
can recollect what we once knew. In the Phaedo Plato gives four main arguments for the immortality of the soul: the cyclical argument, the harmony
argument, an argument involving the theory of recollection, and the socalled 'final argument'Ys Republic 4 doesn't address the question of immortality. But in Republic 10 Plato again argues that the soul is immortal
(608d-61Oe). This argument might profitably be compared with the
Phaedo's arguments: does it involve the same conception of the soul, or a
different one? For example, in the Phaedo only the rational part of the
soul (or the soul as such, if it is wholly rational) survives death. Is this true
in Republic 1O? How does Republic 10's conception of the soul compare
with the one in Republic 4? Do any differences (if in the end there are
any) affect any of Plato's ethical views and, if so, precisely how?
In addition to viewing the soul as immortal, the Phaedo also (and not
unrelatedly) takes it to be wholly non-physical, and in some sense simple.
See also D. Gallop, Plato: Phaedo (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975),88-91.
The other main topic is the theory of forms, which is discussed in Vol. i. As is usual with
Plato, these two topics are not discussed in isolation from one another, but are deeply intertwined. For example, one of the arguments for the immortality (or, at least, for the preexistence) of the soul-the theory of recollection-is said to stand or fall with the theory of
forms (Phd. 76e).
95 Bostock, Plato's Phaedo, and Gallop, Plato: Phaedo, discuss all four arguments. For discussion of the harmonia argument, see C. C. W. Taylor, 'The Arguments in the Phaedo concerning
the Thesis that the Soul is a Harmonia', in J. Anton and A. Preus (eds.), Essays in Ancient Greek
Philosophy (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1983),217-31. For discussion of
the final argument, see E. Hartman, 'Predication and Immortality in Plato's Phaedo', Archiv fiir
Geschichte der Philosophie, 54 (1972),215-28; and D. Frede, 'The Final Proof of Immortality in
Plato's Phaedo 102a-107a', Phronesis, 23 (1978),27-41. D. Scott, 'Platonic Recollection' (Ch.
III in Vol. i), discusses Plato on recollection. See also J. L. Ackrill, 'Anamnesis in the Phaedo:
Remarks on 73c-75c', in Lee et al. (eds.), Exegesis and Argument, 177-95.
93
94
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(It is simple at least in so far as it lacks physical parts.) In Republic 4,
however, the soul is divided into three parts. Is tripartition consistent with
the Phaedo's claim that the soul is simple? If not, then Republic 4 may
have a different view of the soul not only from the Phaedo but also from
Republic 10. For in Republic 10 Plato appears to say that the soul is simple;
it only appears to be complex because of its association with the body
(611b-612a).
Like Republic 4, the Phaedrus and Timaeus recognize a tripartite soul.
But they may have different views as to whether the whole soul, or only
part of it, is immortal: the Phaedrus may take the whole tripartite compound to be immortal, whereas the Timaeus may say that only the reasoning part is immortal. One's choice between these views affects, among
other things, one's view of the components of the happy life: this is just
one more way in which some of Plato's ethical views depend on his views
about the nature of the soul.
In addition to considering the soul on its own, it is also important to consider the relation between the soul and the body. Plato is a dualist: he
believes that there are both material bodies and immaterial souls. He is
also an interactionist: he believes that bodies and souls can causally affect
one another. In this life the soul and the body coexist; death occurs when
the soul is separated from the body (Phd. 64c4-5). This raises the question
of what dies. If the person is her soul, then, since the soul is immortal,
people don't die. 96
Though the soul and the body causally affect one another, the soul, we
have seen, can exist without the body. Some bodies of course exist without
souls: for example, rocks. But can my body exist without my soul? Certainly my body can't be alive without my (or some) soul; the soul is what
brings life to the body.97 Presumably my corpse can exist without my (or
any) soul animating it; but is my corpse the same body as the body I have
when I am alive?
The reader is encouraged to explore these and other issues concerned
with the nature of the soul, both for their intrinsic interest, and
for any light they may shed on other aspects of Plato's rich and varied
philosophy.
96 However,.at Phd. 77d4 and 84b2 Plato speaks of dead souls. Presumably he means 'the
souls of the dead' (72a7, d9).
97 See the final argument for immortality in the Phaedo.
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