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Platonic ethics

C. C. W. TAYLOR

The fundamental question of Platonic ethics is ‘How should one live?’
(Republic 1.352d, Gorgias 500c). That question is not to be understood as
‘What is the morally best way to live?’, as is shown by the fact that in Rep. 1
an appropriate, though in Plato’s view false, answer to it is that given by
Thrasymachus, namely that one should live by emancipating oneself to the
best of one’s ability from the restraints of morality with a view to the further-
ance of one’s own interest. Rather it is to be understood as ‘How may one
achieve the life which is, objectively, but from the point of view of one’s own
interest, the most worth living?’ (Rep. 1.344¢). The Greek term for the
achievement of such a life is eudaimonia (literally ‘having a favourable
guardian spirit’ (daimon)), conventionally translated ‘happiness’, but in view
of its objective character better rendered ‘blessedness’ or ‘well-being’.
According to Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics (EN) 1095a18-20) it was uni-
versally acknowledged (a) that eudaimonia was the supreme good and (b)
that the term meant ‘living well’ and ‘doing well’; nothing in the texts of
Plato suggests that his use of the term conflicts with these claims. In the
same passage Aristotle tells us that there were substantive disputes about
what living well amounted to. some holding, for example, that it consists in
acquiring wealth, others that it consists in a life of honour or of intellectual
achievement: Plato depicts such substantive disputes in Socrates’ confronta-
tions with Thrasymachus in Rep. 1 and Callicles in the Gorgias.

The agreement on ‘How is one to live well?’ as the basic question of ethics
forecloses certain ethical disputes while leaving others open. Most funda-
mentally, ethical questions are approached from the standpoint of the indi-
vidual's interest, the promotion of which is assumed to be the primary
function of the individual's practical rationality. On that assumption one has
adequate reason to undertake any action if and only if so doing will contrib-
ute toone’'s living well, i.e. to one’s having an objectively worthwhile life. The
conception of an objectively worthwhile life should not be construed in a
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narrowly egoistic way, since it may be part of an objectively worthwhile life
that one cares for the good of others, not merely instrumentally, with a view
to the benefits one may expect to gain from such benevolence, but for its own
sake. Nevertheless, it is broadly egoistic,! in that it is assumed that the value
to the carer of that selfless care lies primarily in its contribution to the life of
the carer, and only secondarily in its contribution to the life of the person
cared for. Since this broadly egoistic conception of the role of practical
reason is assumed from the outset, there is no room in Platonic thought for
theories of a Kantian type, which seek to identify moral principles as imper-
atives binding unconditionally on any rational agent in total independence
of any considerations of the interest of that or any other agent.? It is there-
fore unsurprising that our texts provide no hint that the very conception of
that type of theory had so much as occurred to Plato.

The broadly egoistic starting-point of Plato’s ethical enquiries is not, then,
open to question. By contrast, the status of morality is an eagerly debated
question in some of his major dialogues. By morality I understand a socially
regulated system of norms imposing restraints on the pursuit of self-interest
with the general aim of furthering social co-operation, for which the nearest
Greek terms are to dikaion and dikaiosuné, conventionally ‘the just’ and
‘justice’. The questions ‘What is the morally right thing to do?’ and ‘Which
is the morally best way to live?’ were certainly not unintelligible to Plato, or
to Greeks of his time generally. They were, however, both distinct from and
posterior to the fundamental question which we have already identified,
‘How should one live?’. i.e. ‘"How should one achieve the best life for oneself?’
The former questions were posterior in that, whereas the rationality of the
pursuit of the best life for oneself was unquestioned (indeed one could go so
far as to say that that pursuit constituted practical rationality for the
Greeks). the rationality of the individual's observance of the dictates of
morality required to be established by showing that the acceptance was

! For a useful discussion of these two varieties of egoism, labelled respectively ‘moral
solipsism’ and ‘moral egocentrism’, see Irwin [293], 255.

This contrast between Platonic and Kantian theory leaves open the question
whether. in the former. the agent's interest may itself be seen as consisting in the
acquisition of states of the personality (i.e. virtues) which have value
independently of their contribution to the agent’s eudaimonia. There are
theoretically at least three possible views on the relationship of virtue to
eudaimonia: (i) virtue is valuable purely instrumentally, as a means to eudaimonia.
(ii) virtue is at least partly constitutive of ecudaimonia. and is intrinsically valuable
qua constitutive of eudaimonia, (iii) virtue is valuable both in its own right and as
either a means to or as a constituent of eudaimonia. l argue in note 21 below that
(ii) is closer than (i) to giving an account of Plato’s view in the early dialogues. |
know of no evidence to suggest that Plato was aware of (iii) as an alternative to (i)
and (ii). (EN 1097b2-5 indicates that Aristotle may have been.)
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necessary for the achievement of the individual good life. Plato attempts to
meet the challenge to provide this justification of morality in the Gorgias and,
in a much more elaborate and extended form, in the Republic.

He accepts, then, that morality requires justification, in the form of a
defence of its rationality, that this justification must be in terms of a broad
conception of individual interest, and that such a justification can be pro-
vided. The requirement of justification seems an inevitable response to the
fact that morality is essentially cooperative, requiring sacrifices from the
individual for the common good. By Plato’s time there had been developed
theories of the social nature of morality, which attempted to ground moral-
ity in self-interest (in a similar fashion to the theories of Hobbes and Hume?)
by showing how norms of self-restraint and social co-operation would nat-
urally develop in primitive societies as a device for mutual protection against
the onslaughts of wild animals or (more plausibly) of unsocialised individu-
als.* But the success of such theories seems limited. They show convincingly
why self-interested individuals have reasons to prefer the existence of such
institutions to a Hobbesian war of all against all, ‘since we benefit from one
another’s justice and goodness’ (Protagoras 327b). But they are unable to
show that, given that the institutions exist, each individual benefits more
from the sacrifices which he or she is required by the norms of the institu-
tion to make than he would do by taking advantage of the sacrifices of others
to promote his own interest. The sacrifices might be regarded as one'’s sub-
scription to the mutual security club, which itis in one’s interest to pay, since
the other members would not accept that one should enjoy the benefits of
membership without paying one's dues. But if one can get away without
paying, as one fairly clearly can now and again (though not, doubtless,
always), why pay in those circumstances? Of course, it is unfair not to pay,
which is a perfectly good reason for someone who is already committed to
being fair. but the theory was supposed to generate a purely self-interested
reason for undertaking that commitment, which it clearly fails to do. As
Glaucon points out (Rep. 362a). the most that the theory can provide is a self-
interested reason for making other people believe that one always deals fairly
with them. which falls short of a reason for always actually doing so: but the
latter, not the former, is what is required for the justification of morality.

These problems reflect a crisis in traditional Greek morality. to which

* Hobbes. Leviathan. chs. 13. 17;: Hume. Treatise 111.ii.1-2.

* Plato provides examples in the myth in the Protagoras (320c-322d) and in the
theory proposed by Glaucon in Rep. 11 (358e—-359b): an example independent of
Plato is the so-called Anonymus Iamblichi’, on which see Guthrie [3]. 71-4 and
314-15. For a valuable discussion of the historical sources of this tradition see
Kahn [ 106].
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Plato’s ethics presents a sustained response. Traditional morality recognised
certain states of character, principally courage, self-control, justice or fair-
ness and piety, as the principal qualities which made their possessor an out-
standing and admirable person.® The young were brought up to regard
possession of these qualities as fine and admirable (kalon) and the lack of
them as disgraceful (aischron), and their inculcation was the principal aim of
education.® These were the most important among the excellences (aretai),
i.e. those qualities stable possession of which, together with such external
goods as wealth, position in society and physical health, constituted success
in life (to eu zén or eudaimonia), which, we have seen, was universally
acknowledged as the supreme good. But the arguments which we have just
glanced at show that the claims of certain aretai, notably justice, to be con-
stitutive of the agent’s good are at odds with the other-regarding character
of those qualities. A further difficulty arises from the fact that some of these
qualities are no less indeterminate in character than eudaimonia itself. Thus
even if it is granted that success in life requires piety, i.e. a proper attitude to
the gods, including respect for those obligations which the gods impose on
us, there can be apparently irresoluble disputes about what kind of conduct
really is required by the gods, as in the famous example in Herodotus (111.38)
of the diverse customs of different nations in the disposal of the dead, a
central case of religious obligation. Both difficulties may be seen to have
prompted an emphasis on the distinction between the nature or reality of
things (phusis) and convention (nomos).” The lack of coincidence between
the agent's interest and the demands of morality leads to the claim that
while nature prompts us to seek our own interest, the demands of morality
spring from nothing but convention (with the implication that the latter,
unlike the promptings of nature, lack any authority).® The indeterminacy of
some of the conventional excellences is similarly attributed to the facts that

5 Pindar. Isthmian 8.24~7: Aeschylus, Seven Against Thebes 610; Euripides, fr.
282.23-7: Xenophon. Memorabilia 111.ix.1-5: Plato, Prot. 329c, Meno 73e—744a. Rep.
427e. etc. (See Irwin [293]. p. 287.n.1.)

‘Self-control’ renders sophrosuné. a term which lacks a precise English
equivalent. It connotes primarily a proper sense of oneself and one’s limitations in
relation to others. and derivatively various applications of that sense, especially
control of the bodily appetites. Hence in many contexts, including those provided
by Plato’s tri-partite psychology. it is appropriately rendered ‘self-control’. Where in
this chapter I use the terms ‘self-control’ and ‘self-controlled’ they correspond to
the Greek sophrosuné and its cognate adjective sophrén, but I have not attempted
total uniformity of usage. preferring sometimes to use the Greek term. (In my
commentary on the Protagoras ([237]). | prefer the rendering ‘soundness of mind’,
for reasons explained there on pp. 122-4.) & Prot. 324d—326e.

Principal discussions of the nomos—phusis distinction include Heinimann [54]:
Gutbhrie [3]. ch. 4: Kerferd [86]. ch. 10. 8 Rep. 359¢. Cf. Prot. 337¢—d.
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(a) their requirements arise from nothing more than convention, and (b)
different societies have different conventions.®

These criticisms of conventional morality should not be assimilated to
modern attacks on the objectivity of values. Critics who, like Glaucon or the
sophist Antiphon,!'? denigrate conventional morality by contrast with the
promptings of nature assume that the latter is a locus of objective value. The
extreme form of this position is upheld by Callicles, who maintains that
unrestrained self-assertion is naturally right (phusei dikaion), and that the
conventional morality (nomoi dikaion) which opposes it is, therefore, natu-
rally wrong, i.e. really or objectively immoral (Gorg. 483c—484c).!'! While
Thrasymachus is not prepared to go that far, he asserts that injustice is a
form of wisdom and an excellence, in that it gives the agent a worthwhile life,
while justice is weakness and folly, in that it harms the agent and promotes
the good of others (Rep. 343b—344c. 348c—e). We have no reason to interpret
these claims otherwise than as statements of fact. It is significant that the
earliest application of the nature—convention contrast to morality, attrib-
uted to Archelaus, who is said to have been a pupil of Anaxagoras and a
teacher of Socrates, states simply that ‘the just and the disgraceful are by
convention, not by nature’ (Diogenes Laertius 11.16; D-K 60A1). Here, what
is purely a matter of convention is what is morally right and wrong, not what
is good or bad; for example there is no suggestion that it is purely (or at all) a
matter of convention that health is a good state and iliness a bad one. Later,
when the sceptics applied their universal strategy of suspension of judge-
ment to the special case of claims about value, they did not confine their cri-
tique to moral value, but applied it to value generally:!? but that seems to
have been a post-Platonic development. At Theaetetus 172a—b Socrates
asserts that ‘in matters of what is just and unjust and holy and unholy
[people] are willing to maintain that none of these things is so in reality
(phusei) or has its own nature (ousian), but what is agreed on [sc. by each
community] is the truth for as long as it is agreed’, but contrasts that conven-
tionalism about morals with the position about what is advantageous, where
‘no one would dare to say that what a community lays down as advanta-
geous for itself is so in fact’. That assertion is confirmed by our other evi-
dence: both sidés of the dispute about nature and convention accepted that
genuine values were part of nature, the critics of conventional morality
attacking its values as spurious because they are merely conventional and
therefore not part of nature, its defenders urging that on the contrary moral
values are natural and therefore genuine. We have already noticed one

¢ Herodotus 111.38.
19 Diels—-Kranz 8784 4. See Guthrie [ 3]. chs. 4 (a) (ii) and 11 (5): Saunders [107].
't [ discuss the point more fully in my [68]. 12 See Julia Annas’ chapter below.
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defensive move, the theory (outlined in Protagoras’ myth) that moral
conventions are themselves natural, in that they are strategies for coopera-
tion developed by human beings struggling for survival in a hostile environ-
ment. But that defence was insufficient, since it failed to show that moral
value passed the primary test for being natural, namely that of promoting
the individual well-being of the agent. If his defence of traditional morality
was to pass that test, Plato had to develop a better theory of the nature of
morality and of human nature, in the hope of demonstrating the objective
goodness of the traditional virtues via their contribution to the perfection of
that nature, and therefore to the objectively worthwhile life for the agent.
In what follows I shall set out what I take to be the main lines of Plato’s
attempt to develop such a theory. I shall distinguish three stages in this
process:
i the theory of the early dialogues!?
ii the theory of the Republic
iii developments subsequent to the Republic

i The early dialogues

A central preoccupation of the early dialogues is the search for
definitions, whether of individual excellences (courage in Laches, sophrosuné
in Charmides, piety in Euthyphro), of excellence in general (Meno) or of
friendship (Lysis), an aspect of life intimately related to excellence and the
good. In order to understand the prominence of definition in these dia-
logues, and its connection with the theory of the nature of the virtues
which emerges in them, it is necessary to consider what Plato’s Socrates is
looking for when he looks for an ethical definition. In outline, the project of
the early dialogues is to give accounts of the traditional virtues which will
exhibit them as natural goods: to investigate how that project was carried
out would require close examination of the relevant texts, for which space
is lacking here.!* I must confine myself in this chapter to a bald statement
of the results of that investigation, focusing primarily on the Meno, which,
though probably one of the latest of the dialogues which I here count as
early, and in its introduction of the theory of recollection transitional to the
metaphysical dialogues of the middle period. is of all the early dialogues the
richest in evidence for the Platonic/Socratic theory and practice of defini-

tion.
A Socratic definition is not, in the first instance, a definition of any of the
items that might spring to the mind of the modern reader, such as a term.,

3 For the purpose of this chapter I count the following as early dialogues: Apology.
Crito, Euthyphro, Charmides, Laches. Lysis, Euthydemus, Protagoras. Meno, Gorgias.
4 For fuller discussion see my ‘Socratic Ethics' in [130]. 137-52.






