
 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA,  
IRVINE 

 
 

Plato’s Moral and Political Philosophy: Individual and Polis in the Republic 
 

DISSERTATION 
 

submitted in partial satisfaction of the requirements 
for the degree of 

 
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 
in Philosophy 

 
by  
 

Gerald Cardenas Cantu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Dissertation Committee: 
Professor Gerasimos X. Santas, Chair 

Professor Nicholas P. White, Co-Chair 
Professor Margaret P. Gilbert 

 
 

 
 
 

2010



 
 
 
 

UMI Number: 3397318
 
 
 
 
 
 

All rights reserved 
 

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted. 

 
In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed, 
a note will indicate the deletion. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
UMI 3397318

Copyright 2010 by ProQuest LLC. 
All rights reserved. This edition of the work is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 
 
 

 

 
 

ProQuest LLC 
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-1346 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2010 Gerald Cardenas Cantu 



 ii 

Dedication 
 

To 
 

my brother, Chris, 
 

so he may remain inspired to achieve. 
 
 
 
 

παῖδες Ἀρίστωνος, κλεινοῦ θεῖον γένος ἀνδρός⋅ 
 

Republic, 368a 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 iii 

Table Of Contents 
 
 

Page 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS         vi 
 

CIRRICULUM VITAE        viii 
 

ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION      x 
 

INTRODUCTION         1 
  
Chapter 1: Explication and Critique of Major Views in the Literature  5 

 
Introduction          5 
I. Views in the Literature        5 

A. Political Organicism        5 
(i) The View        5 
(ii) Criticism of Political Organicism     9 

B. Individualistic Views       12 
C. Baseline Individualism       13 

(i) The View        13 
(ii) Criticism of Baseline Individualism     13 

D. Relational Individualism       13 
(i) The View        13 
(ii) Criticism of Relational Individualism    14 

E. Methodological Individualism      15 
(i) The View        15 
(ii) Criticism of Methodological Individualism  
     as Platonic Exegesis       17 
(iii) The Philosophers’ Conflict After Ascending the Cave  19 

Conclusion          20 
 
Chapter 2: Weak Organicism: A Platonic View of the Metaphysics  

           and Good of the Polis     21 
 
Introduction          21 
I. The Constitutive Relations of the Polis      22 

A. Unity as a Constitutive Feature      22 
B. Concord and Functional Integrity: Two Dimensions of Unity  23 
C. Relations of Concord       23 

II. The Functional Integrity of the Polis      24 
A. The Polis as a Functionally Integrated Whole    24 
B. Parts and Functions of the Polis      25 



 iv 

C. Functional Relations and the Virtues of the Polis    26 
D. Tension Between Concord and Functional Relations   26 
E. Degrees of Unity in the Polis      27 

III. The Polis’ Good (ἀγαθή) and Happiness (εὐδαιµονία)    28 
A. Why Does a Good Polis Have the Virtues?     28 
B. The Polis’ Good        29 
C. The Polis’ Happiness       33 
D. Summary and Synthesis       39 
E. Why a Good Polis Has the Virtues      39 

VI. Summary of Results        40 
V. The Mereological Relations of the Polis      42 
Conclusion          50 
 
Chapter 3: The Relation of Individual Happiness to the Polis’ Good  

   in Socrates’s Primitive Construction   51 
  
Introduction          51 
I. The Primitive Polis: A Case Study       52 

A. The Construction of the Primitive Polis     52 
B. Rationale for Focus on Primitive Polis     53 
C. The End of the Primitive Polis      55 
D. The Primitive Polis’ Good       60 

II. The Relation Between the Primitive Polis’ End and Good   66 
A. Assessment of Taylor’s Individualistic Argument    66 
B. The Polis’ Good and Individual Happiness as Coordinate   68 
C. Why Plato Regards the Polis’ Good and Individual  
    Happiness as Co-Instantiated in the Primitive Polis    68 

Conclusion          73 
 
Chapter 4: Individual Happiness in the Republic     75 
 
Introduction          75 
I. What is Individual Happiness?       77 
II. Individual Virtue         88 

A. Plato’s Tri-Partite Psychology      88 
B. Individual Virtue in Book IV      89 

III. Against Inferring the Virtue of Individuals From 435e    96 
IV. Orienting the Question and Statement of Theses     98 
V. Philosophic Virtue         99 

A. Knowledge (ἐπιστήµη) Versus True Belief (ὀρθὴ δόξα)   99 
(i) Knowledge Versus True Belief in the Meno    99 
(ii) Republic’s Qualifications of True Belief Versus Knowledge 100 

B. Knowledge and Virtue       102 
C. Further Benefits of Knowledge      106 

Conclusion: Summary of Philosophic Virtue      107 
 



 v 

Chapter 5: The Virtue of Workers       109 
 
Introduction          109 
I. Wisdom as True Belief        110 

A. Knowledge, True Belief, and Wisdom  
     in the Book IV Account of Virtue      110 
B. How Virtue May Be Had With True Belief     114 

II. The Tension Between Appetitive Rule and Virtue    116 
A. The Three Different Individual Natures     116 
B. Resolving the Tension Through the Hedonistic Rule of Appetite  122 

(i) The Strategy of Hedonistic Rule     122 
(ii) The Oligarchic Individual      126 
(iii) The Education of Workers      129 
(iv) Differences Between the Oligarchic Individual and Workers 132 
(v) Can the Strategy of Hedonistic Rule be Salvaged?   133 

C. The Rule of Wisdom in Workers      137 
D. Summary of Demotic Virtue      141 

III. Workers as “Slaves” (δοῦλος) and Friends (φιλία) of Rulers   142 
A. The Problem         142 
B. Workers as “Slaves”: An Interpretation     144 
C. Summary of Results        153 
D. The Friendship of Workers and Rulers     154 

Conclusion          156 
 
CONCLUSION         159 
 
Appendix A: Toward a Three-Aspects Interpretation of  
                          Plato’s Tri-Partite Psychology     161 
 
Appendix B: The Relation Between Platonic and Ordinary Virtue   180 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY         184 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vi 

Acknowledgments 
 
 I thank the University of California, without which this work would not have been 
possible. The rich resources and faculty of the Irvine campus were invaluable and 
necessary components of my graduate education. 
 Thanks go out to the department of philosophy at UCI for all the funding 
opportunities over the years, both in terms of teaching assistantships and stipends. Since 
they joined the department, Beth Pace has always had a receptive ear and a helping hand 
and Alice Decker’s smile and friendliness were always a welcoming presence. I am 
grateful to the School of Humanities and the department, especially Martin Schwab, for 
their willingness to honor the spirit of an agreement in my initial financial package offer 
whose letter had expired. The spirit of this agreement was to cover fees for a quarter near 
the end of my graduate studies, which the parties did in Winter 2010. In the midst of our 
deepest recession since the Great Depression, which affected budgets at every level and 
made funding opportunities sparser than they had ever been in my graduate career, this 
funding was invaluable and allowed me to finish my dissertation with time to spare. 
 I am grateful to Gerasimos Santas and Nicholas White for their help throughout 
the years. They had the faith and the patience to allow me to find an area of research to 
which I had a predilection. They also afforded me the intellectual freedom to endeavor a 
risky but exciting formulation of my own views. Without their encouragement I would 
not have been able to complete this work. 

Professor Santas has always offered prompt responses and penetrating 
commentary on my work. In addition to his wealth of experience and knowledge of 
ancient philosophy, he has always been of the friendliest disposition. 

Professor White deserves the greatest thanks for following through on his 
commitment to continue working with me after leaving for the University of Utah. Nick’s 
phenomenal scholarship, deep understanding of Plato, and general philosophical 
understanding has served as both a standard and inspiration for my own work. 

I thank Margaret Gilbert for her comments on the portions of this work dealing 
with Plato’s social ontology. I have also benefited tremendously from her published 
works and seminars, to which the first three chapters of the study attest. 
 I thank Aaron James for his astute commentary on the first two chapters of this 
work and for being willing to sit on my committee. Unfortunately, circumstances 
prevented him from being at the examination and signing off on the work. 

I would like to thank Alan Nelson for his mentorship in the first two years of my 
tenure in the program. It was a pleasure working with Alan in early modern philosophy 
when I first arrived in the department. 

Hera Arsen deserves mention and thanks for her advice and assistance in these 
last steps toward the Ph.D. She gave me invaluable information regarding expectations 
and requirements. 

I am grateful to the University of California for awarding me the Eugene Cota-
Robles (ECR) Fellowship in my first two years of graduate studies in 2002-2004. The 
ECR is a merit and diversity based fellowship designed to provide assistance to 
minorities who are aspiring to teach and research at the university level. It is named in 
honor of one of the earliest Mexican-American professors in the University of California. 



 vii 

The result of this award is fitting: a Mexican-American newly aspiring for a career in 
academia. 

I also thank the University for the Graduate Dean Quarter Dissertation Fellowship 
for Fall 2009. Again, during this Great Recession, I would not have been able to complete 
this work without the award. 
 Finally, I would like to thank my parents, Joe and Mabel Cantu, for my life and 
their nourishment, generosity, love, and tolerance. There is within me an immense sense 
of gratitude at the opportunity to experience what this world is like. Without them I 
would never have had this opportunity. I would still be in nothing-ness, where I was 
before being born. But is this not a paradox? How can I have been anywhere before being 
born, for before being born I was not anywhere to be? (Excuse the philosophical 
digression, mother and father!) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 viii 

CIRRICULUM VITAE 
 

GERALD CANTU 
 
Education and Academic Honors 
Ph.D. University of California, Irvine, April 2010 
M.A. Philosophy, University of California, Irvine, June 2005 
 Eugene Cota-Robles (ECR) Fellowship, 2002-2004 
B.A. Philosophy, University of California, Berkeley, May 2000 
A.A. History, Magna Cum Laude, Bakersfield College, December 1997 
 
Areas of Specialization 
Ancient Philosophy, especially Ancient Moral and Political Theory; Ethics 
 
Areas of Competence 
Early Modern Philosophy of Science; Early Modern Political Philosophy, especially 
Social Contract Theory 
 
Dissertation 
Plato’s Politics: Polis and Individual in the Republic 

Gerasimos X. Santas (chair) 
Nicholas P. White (co-chair) 
Committee: Margaret Gilbert 

 
Summary: Political organicism holds that the polis is an organism and individuals are 
organically dependent on the polis. This implies that individual happiness is defined by 
one’s contribution to the polis’ good. Individualism holds that the polis is reducible to 
individuals. The polis’ good is nothing but the totality of individual happiness, which is 
not reducible to persons’ functions within a polis. I argue, by contrast, for weak 
organicism, which includes the view that the polis is a group of functionally integrated 
parts whose good is organic unity. Weak organicism also includes a Platonic account of 
the mereological relations of the polis which has the implication that individuals as such 
are not structurally dependent on the whole polis (whereas individuals qua citizens, i.e., 
individuals instantiating a sortal part or class, are structurally dependent). These relations 
make conceptual space for the possibility that the happiness of individuals as such is non-
reductive, which is expressly accepted by Plato but which is closed off under political 
organicism. 
 
Teaching Experience  
As Instructor: 
Introduction to Ethics, Fall 2007. Long Beach City College. 
Teaching Assistantships: 
Aesthetics (upper division), N.P. White, Fall 2004 
Intro to Philosophy and Religion, E. Bencivenga, Spring 2006  
Intro to Philosophy, W. Bristow, Fall 2006 
Introduction to Human Nature, G.X. Santas, Winter 2007 



 ix 

Introduction to Ethics, A. James, Spring, Fall 2007 
History of Modern Philosophy, N. Jolley, Winter 2008  
Intro to Ethics, E. Bencivenga, Spring 2008 
Contemporary Moral Problems, P. Nickel, Fall 2008 
Introduction to Philosophy, N. Jolly, Winter 2009 
 
Graduate Coursework 
Arabic Medieval Politics, M. Aouad, Fall 2002 
Hume’s Treatise, N. Jolley, Fall 2002  
Social Contract, N. Jolley, Winter 2003 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, N.P. White, Winter 2003 
Aquinas, B. Kent, Winter 2003 
Plato, G.X. Santas, Spring 2003 
Kant on Freedom, W. Bristow, Spring 2003 
Rationalism, A. Nelson, Spring 2003 
Set Theory, P. Maddy, Fall 2003 
Hegel and Skepticism, W. Bristow, Fall 2003 
Spinoza and Leibniz, A. Nelson, Fall 2003 
Dialectic and Reality, N.P. White, Winter 2004 
Kant’s First Critique, W. Bristow, Winter 2004 
Hobbes, N. Jolley, Winter 2004 
Ancient Philosophy, G.X. Santas, Spring 2006 
Philosophy of Social Phenomena, M. Gilbert, Winter 2009 
Aristotle’s Criticisms of Plato, G.X. Santas, Spring 2009 
 
Languages 
Ancient Greek (reading knowledge)  
Spanish (conversational) 
 
Professional Societies 
American Philosophical Association (APA) 
 
References 
Gerasimos X. Santas, Phd., Cornell University 
Professor Emeritus, Philosophy 
University of California, Irvine 
 
Nicholas P. White, Phd., Harvard University 
Professor of Philosophy  
University of Utah 
 
Margaret P. Gilbert, Phd., Oxford University 
Abraham I. Melden Chair in Moral Philosophy, Philosophy 
School of Humanities 
 

 



 x 

Abstract of the Dissertation 
 

Plato’s Moral and Political Philosophy: Individual and Polis in the Republic 
 

By 
 

Gerald Cardenas Cantu 
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Professor Gerasimos X. Santas, Chair 
Professor Nicholas P. White, Co-Chair 

 
Interpretations of the relation between Plato’s political and moral philosophy are 

mired in controversy. What is the polis’ good? What is individual happiness? Is the polis’ 

good reducible to individual happiness, or is it something above and beyond? If neither 

reduces to the other, how should their relation be conceived? If the happiness of 

individuals is non-reductive, what is happiness and are individuals happy in the ideal 

polis? 

Chapter 1 expounds and criticizes the two main views in the literature: political 

organicism and individualism. Neither view satisfies the condition of adequacy that an 

interpretation of Plato’s politics must be compatible with the prima facie theses, first, that 

individual happiness is irreducible to the polis’ good and, second, that the polis’ good is 

irreducible to individual happiness. Whereas political organicism reduces individual 

happiness to the polis’ good, individualism reduces the polis’ good to individual 

happiness. 

In chapter 2, I develop a view that does satisfy the condition of adequacy: weak 

organicism, an organic account of the metaphysics and good of the polis,  

establishes the second thesis while remaining compatible with the first. Conceptual 



 xi 

space for the possibility that individual happiness is irreducible is opened through 

mereological relations implying that individuals as such are not structurally dependent on 

the whole polis (whereas individuals qua citizens, i.e., individuals instantiating a sortal 

part or class, are structurally dependent). Weak organicism therefore does not imply that 

the happiness of individuals as such is reducible to a person’s function in the polis. 

In chapter 3, I consider the relation between the polis’ good and individual 

happiness within the context of a case study of Socrates’ construction of the primitive 

polis. I shall argue against an individualistic view and determine that the polis’ good and 

individual happiness are coordinate. 

Chapter 4 develops a non-reductive interpretation of individual happiness. I argue 

that a necessary condition of happiness is virtue. Then I argue that all individuals in 

Plato’s ideal polis are capable of virtue. Philosophers have genuine virtue qualified by 

knowledge. Chapter 5 argues that workers have genuine virtue qualified by true belief. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

INTRODUCTION 

What, according to Plato, is the polis?1 What is the polis’ good? These questions 

about the polis, of course, give rise to related questions about individual happiness in 

Plato’s thought. What are the implications of answers to questions about the polis for the 

happiness of its individuals? Do certain kinds of answers to questions about the polis 

prefigure a conception of individual happiness? If individual happiness is not prefigured 

by answers to questions about the polis, does the polis’ good require a sacrifice of 

individual happiness? Or does individual happiness, instead, prefigure a conception of the 

good of the polis? If the good of the polis and individual happiness are non-identical, are 

they harmonious? In this study, various theories giving answers to these questions shall 

be discussed.2 

Political organicism represents one end of the spectrum of theories coming under 

discussion.3 Popper attributed this view to Plato in Open Society and Its Enemies,4 which 

began a celebrated debate over these issues. According to Popper, Plato held that the 

polis is an individual over and above its citizens and that individual happiness is 

reducible to one’s contribution to the polis’ good, which is irreducible to the happiness of 

                                            
1 ‘πόλις’, the basic political and social unit of the Ancient Greeks, is usually translated ‘city’, 

‘state’, or ‘city-state’. In this study I use the transliteration ‘polis’ without italics.  
2 See Miller 2005, 76-83 for a brief survey of views within the literature. 
3 Other interpreters of Plato who fall under this rubric are Schofield 2006, 220-1, who offers an 

organic interpretation of the polis’ goodness while remaining non-committal on the metaphysics of the 
polis; Cross and Woozley, 1964; and Grote, who writes: “Plato announces explicitly the purpose of all his 
arrangements: to obtain happiness for the whole city: by which he means, not happiness for the greatest 
number of individuals, but for the abstract unity called the City, supposed to be capable of happiness or 
misery, apart from the individuals, many or few, composing it” (quoted in Vlastos, 1977, 14 from Plato 
and the Other Companions of Socrates, London, 1888, vol. 4, 139). 

4 The work was first published in 1945. See Popper, 1966. 
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individuals. Such views are obviously unpalatable to liberal sympathies. Consequently, 

Popper’s interpretation engendered a plethora of defenses of Plato.5 

A set of views attempting to absolve Plato of political organicism may be classed 

under the rubric of individualism, which represents the other end of the spectrum of 

theories coming under discussion. Individualistic views reduce the polis’ metaphysics 

and good to individual features. Two theses characteristically attributed to Plato by his 

individualistic interpreters are, first, that the polis is nothing but the citizens comprising it 

and, second, that the polis’ good is reducible to some function of an independently 

defined conception of individual happiness.6 

Views on both ends of the spectrum fail to account for two prima facie theses in 

the Republic.7 The first is an ethical thesis stating that individual happiness is irreducible 

to the polis’ good. If individual happiness is reducible, then individual happiness consists 

in a person’s function within the economy of the whole polis. This does not match up 

with Plato’s overall project in the Republic. If happiness is reductive, Plato’s ethics is 

nothing but the science of placing individuals within the social whole. But Plato 

constructs the polis to discover justice in it for the sake of determining justice in the 

individual. In other words, it is an interest in the individual that prompts Plato to seek out 

justice in the polis. The overall tenor of the Republic certainly confirms this interest. 

There is in Plato nothing of the worship of the state that one finds in Fascism and 

Nazism.8 In fact, Plato sees a certain indignity in the work of the polis, an attitude he 

                                            
5 These defenses consisted not only in counter-interpreting Plato in more liberal terms, but also of 

attacks on Popper over allegations of exegetical errors and distortions. Cf. Levinson, 1953.  
6 Three of Plato’s individualistic interpreters—Gregory Vlastos, 1977, Julia Annas, 1981, and 

C.D.C Taylor, 1986—will come up for discussion at various points in the study. 
7 I will argue that these are Plato’s views below. 
8 To get a sense of Fascism’s attitude toward the state, see Mussolini, 1933. 
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requires of philosophers to the extent that he requires them to see ruling as a necessity 

rather than a privilege, right, or good. This is a far cry from the glorification of the state 

that is characteristic of Fascism. 

The second is a political thesis stating that the polis’ good is irreducible to 

individual happiness. Plato seems to make such a claim at 461e. 

Is there any greater evil we can mention for a city than that which tears it apart 
and makes it many instead of one? Or any greater good than that which binds it 
together and makes it one? (462a-b)9 
 

Here Plato arguably refers to a property, unity, which is irreducible to the happiness of 

individuals. Unity as the good of the state, a good contrasted with the good of individuals, 

is in fact a catchword of fascist theories of state. Individualistic interpretations in the 

literature tend to neglect this text, focusing instead on 419e-421c, where Plato discusses 

the polis’ whole happiness. The reason for this neglect, as we will see, is that it is easier 

to make the case that the happiness of the polis is reducible to the happiness of 

individuals than it is to make the case that the polis’ good is reductive.10 

The following condition of adequacy is based on the two prima facie theses. Any 

interpretive scheme of Plato’s political thought must be compatible with both the ethical 

thesis stating that individual happiness is irreducible to the polis’ good and the political 

thesis stating that the polis’ good is irreducible to individual happiness. To meet this 

condition of adequacy, this study develops a view of Plato’s political theory I shall call 

weak organicism. 

                                            
9 Unless otherwise indicated, all references to the Republic are from Plato, 1992 (Grube’s 

translation, revised by Reeve). 
10 Cf. Vlastos, 1977, who argues on the basis of 419e-421c that the happiness of the polis is the 

happiness of individuals without considering Plato’s ascription of goodness to the polis as such in 461e. 
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Weak organicism qualifies the organic character of the polis’ metaphysics and 

good. This qualification will open up conceptual space for the possibility of a non-

reductive conception of individual happiness, which is incompatible with political 

organicism. Weak organicism will establish the political thesis while remaining 

compatible with the ethical thesis. 

Though remaining compatible with the ethical thesis that individual happiness is 

irreducible to the polis’ good, weak organicism does not establish it. I deal with the issue 

of individual happiness on its own terms in the final two chapters. I shall expound a non-

reductive conception of individual happiness, and argue that all individuals in the polis, 

including workers, are happy. This will require a consideration of individual happiness 

and virtue per se. I shall argue that individuals are happy in Plato’s ideal polis in the 

sense that all individuals are capable of satisfying the necessary condition that they are 

virtuous. 

The investigations in the body of this study will establish that an organic account 

of the metaphysics and good of the polis may be attributed to Plato consistently with a 

view of individual happiness that is irreducible to the polis’ good. Weak organicism, 

which I will show is closer to the actual text than either political organicism or 

individualism, does precisely this. This qualified organic account of the polis leaves 

conceptual space for a non-reductive conception of individual happiness, which I show is 

Plato’s actual view in the second half of the study. 
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Chapter 1 

Explication and Critique of Major Views 

Introduction 

 This chapter expounds and criticizes the major interpretations of Plato’s politics 

in the literature. The two main views are political organicism and individualism. I show 

that both interpretations do not satisfy the condition of adequacy that an interpretive 

scheme of Plato’s political thought must be compatible with both the ethical thesis that 

individual happiness is irreducible to the polis’ good and the political thesis that the polis’ 

good is irreducible to individual happiness. Showing that the two interpretations do not 

satisfy the condition of adequacy necessitates development of an alternative view that 

does meet the condition of adequacy, which the next chapter resolves to do. 

I. Views in the Literature 

A. Political Organicism 

(i) The View 

A wing of interpreters has maintained that Plato endorses political organicism, as 

I shall refer to it here. Popper, as discussed above, was among the first. A more detailed 

and stronger version of it is expounded in Cross and Woozley, 1964. Focus will be on 

their view in this chapter. As they say:  

[Plato’s] state is itself an individual, and therefore . . . many statements which can 
be made about an individual man’s character or psychology can be made literally, 
and not just metaphorically, about the state as well. This is the theory of the state 
which has been called the Organic Theory, which sees the state not as a piece of 
political machinery, but as a political person with a life and a character of its own. 
(76) 
 

What does this theory amount to? 
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 In their explication of the theory, Cross and Woozley refer the reader to Weldon, 

1962, who characterizes the theory as follows.11 A community organized in a certain 

fashion is the state, which is an individual or person. Three important features of the 

theory are: a. The state is literally, and not just metaphorically, an individual like a 

person. b. The community consists of a plurality of persons who, together as parts, 

compose the larger individual that is the state when the behavior of the community’s 

parts are under the control of the ruling part. I shall call such a condition functional 

integration. c. The state is more real than its individual parts. d. All attributions of 

goodness reference the whole state’s good and individual happiness can be nothing other 

than an individual’s contribution to the state’s good. I will discuss each of these in turn. 

a. What does it mean for the state to be literally an individual like a person? Part 

of what is involved is the postulation of the state as an anthropomorphic entity. This is 

the basis of the assertion that the properties predicated of individuals are also literally 

predicable of the state. Presently, it will not be a task to conceptualize this thesis. It is 

doubtful that it can be plausibly conceptualized.12 Political organicism, however, is 

ontologically committed to the existence of such an individual. 

b. What is the ontological relation of the state qua individual to the functionally 

integrated community out of which it is composed? The answer to that question is not 

obvious. I propose to understand the relation as one of emergence. The state qua 

individual emerges sui generis from the functionally integrated synthesis of the 

                                            
11 See pp. 34-45. The theory will here be paraphrased. 
12 Cf. Dworkin 1992, 207-8. An organic theory, he says, misunderstands “the character of the 

communal life that a political community can have. The argument succumbs to anthropomorphism; it 
supposes that a communal life is the life of an outsize person, that it has the same shape, encounters the 
same moral and ethical watersheds and dilemmas, and is subject to the same standards of success and 
failure, as the several lives of the citizens who make it up.” 
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individual elements. Conceiving of collectives as sui generis phenomena is a way of 

thinking that is outlined in the work of Emile Durkheim. In the second preface to his 

Rules, he states:   

If, as we may say, this synthesis constituting every society yields new 
phenomena, differing from those which take place in individual consciousnesses, 
we must, indeed, admit that these facts reside exclusively in the very society itself 
which produces them, and not in its parts, i.e., its members. (1938, xlviii) 
 

The claim made here is that a collective is a sui generis phenomenon arising from the 

individual elements out of which it is composed. Facts about the social reside or inhere in 

the sui generis phenomena, not in the individual parts. Durkheim explains this through a 

bio-chemical analogy, but a more straightforward physical example will be used here. 

Water is composed of the individual elements of hydrogen and oxygen. With an 

appropriate synthesis and proportion of these elements, water, as a sui generis 

phenomenon, emerges. The properties of water, its wetness, texture, temperature, etc. 

apply not to the elements, hydrogen and oxygen, but to water. Durkheim, then, seems to 

be postulating an order of facts not reducible to, but supervenient on, a more primitive 

order of facts.13 

 The particular synthesis of individuals the organic theory seems to postulate as the 

source of emergence is functional integration. The state as an individual personality 

emerges from individual elements that are appropriately synthesized, i.e., functionally 

integrated. Functional integrity can be explained through an analogy. Consider a type of 

corporate organization, say, a restaurant chain: that organization has the primary end of 

drawing in capital through sales of food products. In order to accomplish this end, the 

members of the organization will need to be integrated in a certain way. Some will need 
                                            

13 This is, of course, only an interpretation of Durkheim. For a different interpretation of 
Durkheim, see chapter 5 of Gilbert 1989. 
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to be part of upper management, which provides leadership to the organization as a 

whole. Others will need to be on the ground as cooks and cashiers, making and selling the 

products. Accountants will be needed to specialize in the organization’s finances. When 

the members are organized such as to be able to accomplish their ends as a corporate 

body, the organization as a whole is functionally integrated. 

c. Political organicism’s thesis that the state is more real than its individual parts 

is connected with the organic dependence of individual on polis. Organic dependence 

implies that individuals are necessarily dependent on the polis for their existence in the 

way that a hand is necessarily dependent on an organism for its existence. A hand cannot 

exist unless attached to an organicism. Likewise, individuals cannot exist unless a part of 

a polis. Aristotle illustrates this view in his Politics.14 

Further, the state is by nature clearly prior to the family and to the individual, 
since the whole is of necessity prior to the part; for example, if the whole body be 
destroyed, there will be no foot or hand, except homonymously, as we might 
speak of a stone hand. . . . The proof that the state is a creation of nature and prior 
to the individual is that the individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing; and 
therefore he is like a part in relation to the whole. But he who is unable to live in a 
society, or who has no need because he is sufficient for himself, must be either a 
beast or a god.  
(1253a15-29)15 
 

A hand detached from an organism cannot exist apart from the organism, and were the 

name applied to a detached hand, the meaning of the term would be applied 

homonymously, i.e., ambiguously. The individual’s dependence on the polis on this view 

cannot be overstated and contrasts with a weaker form of dependence in which 

individuals are contingently dependent on the polis, given that they are not self-sufficient 

                                            
14 In this study I remain non-committal on the controversial issue whether Aristotle’s politics 

actually bear out the part-whole relations of individual and polis that is suggested by his illustration.  
15 All translations of Aristotle’s Politics will be by Jowett in Aristotle, 1984, ed. by Barnes in two 

volumes. 
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and are dependent on others to meet their material and spiritual needs. Were individuals 

contingently dependent, were they capable of some kind of existence outside a polis, they 

would still count as human beings, but they would be worse off. By contrast, organic 

dependence implies that individuals would not be able to survive apart from a polis. 

d. Finally, biological organicism implies a thesis about the value of the individual. 

The dependence relations between individual and polis determine the scale of values. 

Values of persons are wholly determined relative to their sub-functions within the polis. 

The more important a person’s sub-function is to the whole polis’ well being, the more 

value they have. So a ruler who is at the head of the whole is more important than a 

worker. Such a view might be taken to be at play in Plato’s theory insofar as he takes the 

rulers to be the most important citizens for the polis’ well being, since disunity within 

their class is more detrimental to the polis than disunity within the working class. In 

general, then, the good of persons is derivative of the good of the whole, and individuals 

can achieve happiness for themselves only via a contribution to the good of the whole 

polis. On this view, all attributions of individual goodness reference the polis’ good. This 

value-thesis falls straightforwardly out of the idea of organic dependence. It is as 

senseless to assert that a person has any value apart from the whole polis as it is to assert 

that a hand has some value apart from the role it plays within and for the whole organism. 

The elements have value only relative to their functions within the economy of the whole 

of which they are parts.  

(ii) Criticism of Political Organicism 

As mentioned, it will not be a task to conceptualize the view that the state is an 

individual personality. The question is whether it is to be found in Plato. The thesis is 
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attributed to Plato by Popper on the basis of the analogy of polis and individual. As the 

latter says: 

Plato does not defend the [organic] theory, and indeed hardly formulates it 
explicitly. But it is clearly enough implied; in fact, the fundamental analogy 
between the state and the human individual is one of the standard topics of the 
Republic. (1966, 79) 
 

Cross and Woozley also attribute it to Plato on similar grounds.16 Their attributions are 

based on a misreading of the analogy, however. There are two senses in which the 

analogy is misread. First, it breaks down the analogy of polis and individual on account 

of positing too close a similarity between them. It requires the analogues to be literally 

alike in respect of their predication of justice. But the analogy requires different objects 

to compare, and if the comparison is pushed too far, there would not be two different 

objects to compare.17  

Second, strictly speaking, Plato posits an analogy not between the polis and 

individual, but between the justice of the polis and the justice of an individual person 

(368c-e). The analogy may require that the polis and individual be structurally similar in 

order for their respective justices to be similar, but this is a far cry from their having to be 

alike in respect of their both having individual personalities. In fact, whereas Plato 

expressly asserts the structural identity of the virtues of polis and individual (435a), he 

never does say the polis as such has an individual personality.  

It might be thought that the following passage is evidence that Plato does say that 

the polis is a person.  

S: What about the city that is most like a single person? For example, when one of 
us hurts his finger, the entire organism that binds body and soul together into a 
single system under the ruling part within it is aware of this, and the whole feels 

                                            
16 See 1964, 75-77 
17 Cf. Annas 1981, 180, who rightly advances this objection.  
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the pain together with the part that suffers. That’s why we say that the man has a 
pain in his finger. And the same can be said about any part of a man, with regard 
either to the pain it suffers or to the pleasure it experiences when it finds relief. 
G: Certainly. And, as for your question, the city with the best government is most 
like such a person. (462c-d)18 
 

However, Socrates does not assert here that the polis is an individual person. The passage 

is clearly metaphorical and states that the good polis is like an individual, not that it is an 

individual. So if one were to propose to read the passage literally, considerations going 

beyond the passage itself would need to be appealed to. Some considerations that might 

be used to do so have been argued against above.  

Finally, political organicism fails to meet the condition of adequacy because of its 

value thesis that the happiness of individuals reduces to their functions within the polis. 

This is a problem because it does not square with Plato’s overall project in the Republic 

in two respects. First, if political organicism were correct, it would have the consequence 

of rendering Plato’s ethics as nothing but the science of placing individuals within the 

social whole. The polis would be the only source of value and individuals could find their 

happiness only in service to it (hence the reducibility thesis). This does not fit well with 

the fact that Plato constructs the polis in order to determine what its justice is for the sake 

of determining what justice is in the individual. 

Second, the reductive value thesis vitiates the manner in which Plato renders the 

polis a practical possibility. That possibility is founded on the irreducibility of individual 

happiness in the case of philosophers. Plato needs there to be a way of life better than that 

of ruling. This ensures that those who are capable of such a life could rule, not for profit 

or honor, but because they see it as a necessity and undesirable in itself. This in turn 

                                            
18 In the rest of the study I will use the initials, S, G, and A to refer to Socrates, Glaucon, and 

Adeimantus in passages involving Socrates and another of his interlocutors. 
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would ensure that they are ruling for the benefit of the ruled and on the basis of the only 

appropriate reward, namely, that if they do not rule someone worse would rule in their 

stead. (346e-347e; 520e-521e) There could be no better life than that of ruling if the only 

valuable forms of life were in service to the polis. The philosophers’ way of life—the life 

of theory in contemplation of the forms—transcends their service to the polis and is their 

happiness. This life must be good in itself and not for the sake of the polis. In other 

words, it must be a good independent of service to the polis. Were it not a good in itself, 

the philosopher would not regard this life as a good desired for itself at the same time that 

ruling is regarded as a mere necessity, something done for the sake of something else. 

Hence, Plato needs individual happiness in the case of philosophers to be irreducible to 

their service to the polis, but political organicism makes this impossible. 

B. Individualistic Views 

A rough first formulation of individualism is that the polis is nothing but the 

individuals comprising it and that its good is nothing but some function of individual 

happiness. Vlastos, 1977 offers a pithy statement of this view:  

What then is the polis? . . . What is its status in Plato’s moral ontology? . . . the 
polis whose happiness and excellence is the end of all just conduct within its 
frontiers can be nothing but the people themselves who are its members—all of 
them in all their institutional interrelations. (1977, 13-14) 
 

Annas, 1981 gives her statement of the view as follows:  

[The] state is nothing over and above the people making it up, or rather it is the 
context in which different kinds of people can attain the excellence appropriate to 
them. (1981, 179) 
 

Their views of the metaphysics of the polis are difficult to assess because it is difficult to 

know what they amount to, given the sketchy nature of their statements and their sparse 

elaboration. To be fair, the reason why scarce elaboration is found in their work is 
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because their focus is not so much on the metaphysics of the polis than on the nature of 

its good. In the rest of this section I shall consider a variety of individualistic views, and 

offer criticisms of each. Where plausible I shall associate Vlastos and Annas with the 

views under consideration. 

C. Baseline Individualism 

(i) The View 

On a baseline individualistic view, the ontology of the polis is reducible without 

residue to individuals. Claims of existence about communities reference groups of 

individuals. Therefore, the polis, which is a community, is nothing but the individuals 

making it up. 

(ii) Criticism of Baseline Individualism 

Baseline individualism does not explain why a polis is a unity rather than a mere 

heap of individuals. For example, on the baseline definition of a community, a crowd of 

individuals at a movie screening would count as a community, but a mere crowd does not 

seem to warrant the application of the term. What would warrant the application of the 

term? What, in other words, is it for a collection of individuals to be something more than 

just a mere heap so that calling them a community would be warranted? The baseline 

view is not able to provide an answer. 

D. Relational Individualism 

(i) The View 

 A more sophisticated view of individualism identifies the polis as a group of 

individuals and their relations. Vlastos presumably held such a view of the polis. As we 

saw in his passage above he claims that the polis is a group of individuals and their 
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“institutional interrelations.” Unfortunately, Vlastos does not go on to specify his view 

any further than this. Which relations in particular are constitutive, then, is not clear.19 

For the sake of illustration, let us consider an example of a relation that would tie 

a group together and which would surely be included among the totality of a polis’ 

relations. Familial relations are examples of relations that unify a collection. Individuals 

in a family have biological and familial relations with one another; such a group of 

individuals can be thought of as a real unity. Individuals within the group are of the same 

physiological lineage and born into a social structure fitting them into some social role. 

Parents have the role of being providers of materials, nourishment, and rearing to their 

offspring, who in turn have roles on the receiving end of the parental roles. One with 

holistic leanings would be inclined to argue from these facts to the view that the family 

has a good of its own and that it can possibly conflict with the happiness of its individual 

members, but individualists would be reluctant to make this move. Individualists would 

argue that the relations indeed serve to tie a group of individuals together, but these 

conditions do not amount to any new thing that exists. Furthermore, the individualist 

would say, only individuals can have interests and it is the happiness of individuals that 

ultimately matters. The social structure of the family can only be good as a means to 

individual happiness and all attributions of goodness reduce to some function, ultimately, 

of individual happiness. 

(ii) Criticism of Relational Individualism 

 Relational individualism’s restriction of all attributions of goodness to some 

function of individual happiness cannot account for Plato’s prima facie political thesis 

                                            
19 In the next chapter I develop a view which involves the idea that the polis is constituted not by a 

mass of relations, but by specific ones that serve to structure individuals in a specific way. 
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that the polis’ good is irreducible to some function of individual happiness. Plato says 

that the greatest good of the polis is the structural relations between its elements by virtue 

of which it is unified (461e). Plato, then, attributes goodness to the polis on the grounds 

that it has an organic property irreducible to the elements taken distributively.20 

Relational individualism, then, does not satisfy the condition of adequacy that an 

interpretation of Plato’s political philosophy must be compatible with the prima facie 

political thesis. 

E. Methodological Individualism 

(i) The View 

 Yet another possible way of accounting for the metaphysics and good of the polis 

is through methodological individualism, which identifies the polis with individual 

actions. In what follows I will explicate Plato’s view in these terms and offer a critique. 

Before moving to Plato’s view, I shall give an account of Max Weber’s version of 

methodological individualism. Weber’s treatment of collectivities is founded on his basic 

conception of social action.  

Sociology . . . is a science which attempts the interpretive understanding of social 
action in order to arrive at a causal explanation of its course and effects. In 
‘action’ is included all human behavior when and in so far as the acting individual 
attaches a subjective meaning to it. . . . Action is social in so far as, by virtue of 
the subjective meaning attached to it by the acting individual (or individuals), it 
takes account of the behaviour of others and is thereby oriented in its course. 
(1947, 88) 
 

Weber later goes on to explain the sense in which a ‘subjective meaning’ attaches to 

behavior. Roughly, behavior is action when it is based on rational and conative 

considerations which render it sensible to ask such questions as, “Why did she so act?” or 

                                            
20 I will argue for this view of the polis’ good in the next chapter. 
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“What were her reasons?”21 Action is to be distinguished from the kind of behavior that 

may arise from mere stimulus or habituation, e.g., the knee-jerk response to a tap of the 

funny bone or Pavlov’s salivating dog upon being stimulated by a bell. Social action is 

individual action that is oriented to another person or persons. 

 Later in the discussion, Weber uses his concept of social action to account for 

what the meaning of collectivity terms amount to.  

When reference is made in a sociological context to a ‘state,’ a ‘nation,’ a 
‘corporation,’ a ‘family,’ or an ‘army corps,” or to similar collectivities, what is 
meant is . . . only a certain kind of development of actual or possible social 
actions of individual persons. (1947, 102) 
 

According to Weber, then, the concept of the state references not an entity over and 

above individuals, but a course of actual or possible social actions of individuals.22 

Suppose, now, that the polis is nothing but a Weberian state. Then the polis is 

nothing but a course of possible social actions of individuals. Per this conception, it is not 

a necessary condition on being a polis that the individual social actions are the best ones 

they can perform in the sense that they reflect their ideal desires leading to their most 

flourishing state (εὐδαιµονία). Then the polis may be individual social actions not 

reflective of ideal desires. But the good polis must be the individual actions reflective of 

ideal desires, for there is no entity over and above the individuals with a good which 

could morally obligate individuals to act other than according to their ideal desires. 

Therefore, the good polis is nothing but the set of possible actions reflective of ideal 

desires. 

                                            
21 I here follow Margaret Gilbert’s 1989 “intentionalist” interpretation of Weber, which she 

discusses in the second chapter of her book. 
22 This is only a necessary, and not a sufficient, condition of a state, since a state would need to be 

differentiated from a family, army corps, or corporation. Nevertheless, it is surely the salient feature of a 
state for Weber. 
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(ii) Criticism of Methodological Individualism as Platonic Exegesis 

Methodological individual’s account of the polis’ good obviously violates the 

political thesis in the condition of adequacy that the polis’ good is irreducible to 

individual happiness. However, I focus instead on a more interesting criticism. The above 

account implies that the good polis is nothing but individual actions reflective of ideal 

desires. In that case, the good polis is not a unified polis. Methodological individualism 

would not be able to account for the unity of the polis because the possible actions 

reflective of ideal desires would not lead to the harmonious arrangement of the polis. 

From Plato’s perspective, the possible actions of ideal individuals alone would make the 

realization of the polis impossible, for in the case of philosophers—the only persons 

qualified to rule the polis and who could bring about its unity—the actions reflective of 

their ideal desires consist in living a life of theory in contemplation of the forms rather 

than ruling. The arrangements that could arise from the possible individual actions 

reflective of ideal desires could not possibly include philosophers as rulers, since they 

would dedicate the whole of their lives to contemplation of the forms, if they were to act 

on their ideal desires. Plato needs the good polis to be a unified polis, for if it is not 

unified, he does not think it is a polis (422e-423d). Therefore, methodological 

individualism cannot be a correct account of Plato’s view. 

It might be argued that the set of ideal desires of philosophers includes a subset of 

desires to rule the polis. They would spend the bulk of their time satisfying their desires 

contemplating the forms and a small portion of it ruling the polis. So they would be able 

to unify the polis, rotating their duties as rulers. The set of desires that encompasses both 

of these activities in the correct proportion is the ideal set of desires. Therefore, the good 
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polis, which is defined as the individual actions reflective of the set of ideal desires, does 

include philosophers as rulers, and the polis can be unified. 

This will not suffice to overcome the objection, however, for any diminution of 

opportunity for pursuit and satisfaction of ideal desires for the sake of the polis would 

imply a worse life for philosophers. Plato does not conceive of the ideal life of 

philosophers as inclusive of any share of ruling. The philosophers’ ideal desires are to 

theorize full-time and to rule not at all. In their case there is a conflict between a life of 

rule and a life of theory, which leads Plato to require philosophers to rule after ascending 

the cave. So if the good polis is nothing but the possible actions of ideal individuals, 

philosophers would be studying and contemplating the forms rather than ruling. In that 

case, the polis would not be unified, for it could only have unqualified rulers. In support 

of this contention, I will briefly describe the conflict leading to Plato’s postulation of this 

requirement.23 

 

                                            
23 The idea of applying methodological individualism to Platonic exegesis actually arose out of an 

attempt to comprehend Annas’ view of the polis in her Introduction, 1981. To my mind, her brief remarks 
on the polis are suggestive of a view like methodological individualism as explicated above. She says the 
“state is nothing over and above the people making it up, or rather it is the context in which different kinds 
of people can attain the excellence appropriate to them” (179). Within a framework of methodological 
individualism, this might be taken to mean that the polis is the context in which people “can attain,” or 
possibly act to attain, their excellence. With respect to the polis’ good, Annas says it “is not an entity over 
and above the varying kinds of goodness of the varying kinds of people” (179). This might be taken to 
suggest that the varying kinds of good of people are their actions in aspiration or achievement of “the 
excellence appropriate to them.” This would imply that the good polis is the actions of individuals in 
pursuit of their ideal (i.e., flourishing) desires. The objection leveled against methodological individualism 
was triggered by her suggestion that the good polis is the varying kinds of good of people, i.e., their actions 
in achievement or aspiration of excellence, collectively harmonized. The good polis would be unified, she 
claims. The good polis leads to “the collective harmonization of the desires and interests that individuals 
ought to have, those they would have if they were ‘doing their own’” (181). Admittedly, Annas does not 
elaborate enough to clarify that this is her view. So I have opted not to attribute it to her and have instead 
presented the above view as an exercise by which to account for Plato’s account of the polis per the terms 
of methodological individualism. 
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(iii) The Philosophers’ Conflict After Ascending the Cave24 

Plato needs the philosophers who have ascended the cave and apprehended the 

forms to return to the cave to rule (519c-d). In such a scenario philosophers are 

compelled to return to rule even though they are better off in a life of study without the 

added responsibility of ruling. This situation sets up a conflict between the philosophers’ 

ideal actions and the good of the whole polis.  

It is our task as founders, then, to compel the best natures to reach the study we 
said before is the most important, namely, to make the ascent and see the good. 
(519c) 
 

Educating the philosophers so as to apprehend the form of the Good is crucial for the 

polis’ good, since it will allow the rulers to acquire the knowledge needed to govern the 

polis with wisdom. But then Plato underscores a conflict between this requirement of the 

polis and the life that is best for philosophers, namely, a life totally enmeshed in 

contemplation of the forms. Living the life of theory is the philosophers’ greatest good, 

and forcing them to rule would constitute an injustice, since it would be against their well 

being (εὐδαιμόνιαι). 

S: But when they’ve made it and look sufficiently [at the form of the Good], we 
mustn’t allow them to do what they’re allowed to today. 
G: What’s that? 
S: To stay there and refuse to go down again to the prisoners in the cave and share 
their labors and honors, whether they are of less worth or of greater. 
G: Then are we to do them an injustice by making them live a worse life when 
they could live a better one? (519c-d; italics added) 
 

Here Glaucon suggests that a life of study is “a better one” for the philosopher. Ruling 

the polis would be to “live a worse life.” Socrates confirms this suggestion and justifies it 

                                            
24 This situation is discussed in great detail by White 1986 and 2002, 198-208. See also Brown 

1998, 18-19. 
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by appealing to the law’s aim, which is not the good of any group of individuals but the 

polis as a whole.  

You are forgetting that it isn’t the law’s concern to make any one class in the city 
outstandingly happy but to contrive to spread happiness throughout the city by 
bringing the citizens into harmony with each other through persuasion or 
compulsion and by making them share with each other the benefits that each class 
can confer on the community. The law produces such people in the city, not in 
order to allow them to turn in whatever direction they want, but to make use of 
them to bind the city together. (519e-520a) 
 

Thus, the philosopher will be forced to live the worse life of ruling for the sake of the 

polis’ good. This situation strongly suggests that the possible actions of ideal individuals 

would not lead to the ideal arrangements which methodological individualism implies is 

the polis’ good. Philosophers have a set of possible actions that are better than their 

possible actions as rulers. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have expounded and criticized the major interpretations of Plato’s 

political philosophy. A condition of adequacy on the interpretation of Plato’s political 

philosophy is that it must be compatible with both the ethical thesis that individual 

happiness is irreducible to the polis’ good and the political thesis that polis’ good is 

irreducible to individual happiness. Political organicism, it was argued, is incompatible 

with the ethical thesis. Individualism was expounded as a range of possible views, 

including baseline, relational, and methodological individualism. I have offered criticisms 

of all of these views. Where applicable, it has been shown that individualism is 

incompatible with the political thesis. Both views, therefore, do not satisfy the condition 

of adequacy. This necessitates development of a view of Plato’s political philosophy 

which does satisfy the condition of adequacy. This is taken up in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 2 

Weak Organicism: A Platonic View of the Metaphysics and Good of the 
Polis 

 
Introduction 

In the previous chapter it was argued that neither individualism nor political 

organicism satisfies the condition of adequacy that any interpretive scheme of Plato’s 

political theory must be compatible with both the ethical thesis that individual happiness 

is irreducible to the polis’ good and the political thesis that the polis’ good is irreducible 

to individual happiness. Individualism conceives of the polis’ good as reducible to some 

function of individual happiness. Therefore, it is incompatible with the political thesis. 

Political organicism, on the other hand, is committed to the view that the polis is literally 

an individual like a person. Persons are organically dependent on the whole polis in the 

way that a hand is dependent on a whole organism. This conception of the relation of 

individual to polis implies that individual happiness reduces to one’s function within the 

economy of the whole polis, which renders this interpretive scheme incompatible with 

the ethical thesis. 

In this chapter I develop a view of Plato’s political theory intermediate between 

individualism and political organicism. I shall call my intermediate view weak 

organicism. The view has some similarities with political organicism. Weak organicism 

defines the polis as an organic whole composed of classes of functionally integrated 

individuals. Weak organicism also defines the polis’ good as an organic property of the 

whole, namely, organic unity. This account of the polis establishes the political thesis. I 

also argue that weak organicism is compatible with the ethical thesis, since Plato’s view 

of the mereological relations between individual and polis do not imply a reduction of 
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individual happiness to one’s function within the economy of the whole polis. Weak 

organicism, therefore, satisfies the condition of adequacy. 

I. The Constitutive Relations of the Polis 

What is the polis? By virtue of what is a polis a unity and not a mere heap of 

individuals? Plato has much to say about this issue, to which we now turn. The political 

strain of Plato’s project in the Republic is to unify a group of individuals through specific 

relations. Which relations license application of the term ‘polis’ to a group? That is to 

say, by virtue of what relations is a collection of individuals a unity? 

A. Unity as a Constitutive Feature 

To begin with, Plato takes unity to be a necessary condition of a polis.  

You’re happily innocent if you think that anything other than the kind of city we 
are founding deserves to be called a city. . . . We’ll have to find a greater title for 
the others because each of them is a great many cities, not a city, as they say in 
the game. At any rate, each of them consists of two cities at war with one another, 
that of the poor and that of the rich, and each of these contain a great many. 
(422e-423d) 
 

Plato uses the same criterion later when he says that the oligarchic polis is not  

one city but two—one of the poor and one of the rich—living in the same place 
and always plotting against one another. (551d) 
  

Plato here defines unity negatively as the absence of strife (στάσις). A group of 

individuals divided into factions at war with one another is not one polis but two or more 

poleis. It is a group of individuals who are not united. A group of individuals is a polis if 

the group is not split into factions warring against one another. When a group is not in 

factions, Plato thinks this licenses application of the terms ‘one’ and ‘unity’ to the group. 

This negative criterion is a necessary condition of a polis. 
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B. Concord and Functional Integrity: Two Dimensions of Unity 

Plato goes beyond this negative but necessary condition of absence of strife in his 

conception of what it is to be a polis. He operates upon two further necessary conditions 

that are positive dimensions of the polis’ unity. When these conditions are satisfied, this 

implies the polis is not in faction. One dimension concerns the polis’ concord, or like-

mindedness (ὁµόνοια). The other dimension concerns the conception of the polis as a 

functionally integrated whole. Concord and functional integrity are each necessary 

conditions of a polis. In combination with absence of strife, the three may be regarded as 

jointly sufficient and individually necessary conditions.  

C. Relations of Concord 

Concord concerns the φιλία (literally, love or affection)25 individuals in a polis 

have toward one other. These ties of unity cover a wide range of familial relations and 

bonds of friendship. Aristotle also recognized the need for distributing φιλία within the 

city and remarks that it will be one of the primary aims of a legislator.26 

Moreover, friendship (φιλία) would seem to hold cities together, and legislators 
would seem to be more concerned about it than about justice. For concord 
(ὁµόνοια) would seem to be similar to friendship, and they aim at concord among 
all, while they try above all to expel civil conflict (στάσις), which is enmity. 
(Nichomachean Ethics, 1155a.22-26)27 
 

There are at least three places in Plato’s construction of the ideal polis where he expressly 

aims to foster relations of concord. First, he aims to create bonds of brotherhood 

(ἀδελφός), a species of friendship (φιλία). Socrates aims to foster these bonds through the 

                                            
25 All translations of the Greek in this study will be based on Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English 

Lexicon, 7th edition. 
26 See Keyt and Miller, 2004, 305 for discussion. The eradication of political faction is well-

documented as a primary aim of ancient Greek political thought due to its prevalence among the various 
poleis. 

27 All translations of Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics will be by Ross, revised by Urmson in 
Aristotle, 1984, ed. by Barnes in two volumes. 



 24 

Myth of Metals (414d-415c). He attempts to use the myth to persuade the members of the 

polis they are brothers. Socrates then goes on to say the myth “would help us make them 

care more for the city and each other” (415d). Second, Plato thinks there needs to be 

concord regarding who should rule and be ruled in the polis if it is to have the virtue of 

moderation. The individuals making up the polis should be like-minded or in agreement 

on this issue (431b-432a). Finally, when Plato appraises whether the polis is good in his 

argument at 461e, his evaulative criterion is whether individuals in the ruling class 

exemplify a certain kind of like-mindedness, namely, a community of pleasures and pains 

insofar as what is pleasant or painful for any part of the polis is felt as such and in 

community among all individuals in the ruling class. 

With the constitutive features of concord now explicated, we are in a position to 

offer an answer to the question of what it is that Plato thinks makes a group of individuals 

to be a unity rather than a mere collection. If the group is a polis, the individuals are in 

relations of concord with one another. 

II. Functional Integrity 

A. The Polis as a Functionally Integrated Whole 

Another set of relations must be satisfied if a group is to be a polis. These 

relations are functional and are associated with Plato’s treatment of the polis as a 

functionally integrated whole. The polis on this view is a system of interdependent parts, 

each with specific functions and all of which must work together in unison. In this 

interdependent system, each part has particular tasks to play within the context of the 

whole and specializes in carrying out these tasks. That is to say, there is a division of 

labor in the polis not unlike the division of labor found in a colony of ants. In an ant 
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colony, worker ants are tasked with carrying out the manual labor. Soldier ants are tasked 

with defending the nest against intruders. Another class of ants—the queen and the 

drones—is responsible for reproduction. Plato treats the polis in similar fashion to the 

extent that there are classes of individuals tasked with carrying out particular tasks. The 

system of tasks and class structure, which will be explained below, is not something 

created, according to Plato, but a natural structure discovered by reason from the needs of 

persons and the various potentialities of human nature. Functional relations between 

individuals arise out of this conception of the polis as a functional whole, which in their 

totality concern the second dimension of a polis’ unity: its functional integrity. 

B. Parts and Functions of the Polis 

The polis’ origins are due to the fact that individuals are not self-sufficient (369b). 

They have needs that cannot be met on their own. Hence they are compelled to enter into 

relations and cooperate with one another in order to meet their needs. From this fact, 

Plato takes a natural arrangement to arise organically among a group of individuals on the 

basis of tasks or functions aimed at meeting their needs. The polis has three parts or 

classes correlated with specific functions within the arrangement designed to satisfy the 

needs of human nature. These parts are the working class, the guardian class, and the 

ruling class. The working class attends to the polis’ function of producing the materials 

needed by individuals. The guardian class attends to the polis’ function of defense. The 

ruling class attends to the polis’ function of ruling. These three specialized functions are 

combined into one functionally integrated whole in which rulers are at the head ruling 

over the whole and the lower parts are carrying out the tasks concerned with the 

economic and military affairs of the polis. 
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We are now in position to give another answer to the question of what it is that 

Plato thinks makes a group of individuals a unity rather than a mere mass. We can answer 

in terms of the concept of functional integrity. If a group of individuals is a polis, they are 

arranged into a system of three interdependent parts (i.e., classes of individuals). 

C. Functional Relations and the Virtues of the Polis 

When the polis is arranged into a system of interdependent parts, individuals qua 

members of a class are in functional relationships with one another. For example, 

individuals in the ruling class are in relationship to individuals in the lower classes 

insofar as the former rule over the latter. There is a connection between these functional 

relations of individuals and the virtues of the polis. Functional relations of individuals 

are, at a general level, specified by the virtues of the polis. The virtues prescribe what 

should be occurring among individuals. When each part of the polis has its respective 

virtues, a group of individuals making up the part satisfies some functional relation. If the 

polis has justice, workers are doing their own work and not meddling with the other parts 

(433a-434c); guardians are being courageous and defending all the parts by preserving 

beliefs acquired through education about what should and should not be feared (429b-

430c); and rulers have wisdom and rule over the other parts (428b-e). If the polis has 

moderation, all the classes of individuals are in agreement about who should rule and be 

ruled (431e-432a).  When all the parts instantiate the virtues, it results in a functionally 

integrated group of individuals. 

D. Tension Between Concord and Functional Relations 

In the literature there is a frequently observed tension between relations of 

concord and functional relations in the polis. We can explicate this tension in terms of the 
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views above. It seems possible to satisfy the conditions associated with the functional 

relations of the polis without satisfying the condition of concord. Indeed, they seem to 

have an uneasy co-existence, especially in the case of workers. It is not clear why 

workers would agree to abide by the austere conditions of the functional relations of the 

polis. Specifically, it is not clear why workers would agree to be ruled over and not 

meddle in the affairs of the other parts, that is, it is not clear why they would want to 

satisfy the conditions of the polis’ moderation and justice. This is a problem to the extent 

that if workers do not agree to abide by these conditions, they would need to be ruled 

either by force or through a cynical, manipulative program of social engineering. If 

workers are ruled by force, the polis is not moderate, since the lower part is not in 

agreement that the better should rule. If workers are ruled by manipulation, Plato’s 

detractors are shown to be right, since the polis is not ministering to the happiness of 

workers. 

Without resolving the issue here, it is clear that Plato believes that the polis is 

dependent on both concord and functional relations, even if he does not give a clear 

argument why workers could have concord and abide by the functional relations at the 

same time.28 

E. Degrees of Unity in the Polis 

 The fact that concord and functional relations may come apart in principle leads 

to an interesting observation. In determining whether there is a polis, whereas relations of 

concord are categorical, functional relations are continuous. That is to say, concord either 

is or is not spread throughout a group of individuals, and it must be if there is to be a 

                                            
28 In chapters four and five I provide reasons why workers might have reason to abide by the 

functional relations.  
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polis. By contrast, functional relations can be realized through satisfaction of one 

condition, among a set of conditions, placed on a continuum, that is, it can be instantiated 

in degrees. A group of individuals may be a polis even if it does not satisfy the functional 

relations to the highest degree. This is certainly the way Plato thinks about the matter, as 

evidenced by his treatment of the different types of poleis in Book VIII. The highest 

degree of unity a polis may exemplify is the unity had by the ideal polis, but Plato seems 

to think that a timocracy has enough functional integrity to be a polis, so long as the 

condition of concord is satisfied (547b-550b). A group of individuals ceases to be a polis 

when its functional relations become so disordered as to prevent it from having concord 

among the group. This happens at the level of oligarchy, where there is factional war 

between the poor and the rich classes. Oligarchy “of necessity . . . isn’t one city but two” 

(551d). 

III. The Polis’ Good (ἀγαθή) and Happiness (εὐδαιµονία) 

A. Why Does a Good Polis Have the Virtues? 

Immediately following completion of the polis’ construction in Book IV, Socrates 

tells Glaucon that if the polis has been correctly founded, it is completely good. In turn, 

moreover, if it is completely good, it has the virtues. 

S: I think our city, if indeed it has been correctly founded, is completely good 
(τελεώς ἀγαθὴν). 

 G: Necessarily so.  
 S: Clearly, then, it is wise, courageous, moderate, and just. (427e) 
 
What is the polis’ good? Why does a good polis have the virtues? The connection 

between the virtues and the functional integrity of the polis made above affords an 

explanation of why a good polis has the virtues. This explanation also serves as the 
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occasion to explain Plato’s view of what the polis’ good amounts to, for answering the 

second question requires a prior explanation of the first. 

B. The Polis’ Good 

 A key text disclosing what Plato views the polis’ good to amount to comes in the 

context of an argument justifying the community of wives and children in Book V. After 

delineating the proposed arrangements for the class of guardians, Plato has Socrates ask 

what it would take to determine whether the arrangements are for the best. 

S: This then, Glaucon, is how the guardians of your city have their wives and 
children in common. We must now confirm that this arrangement is both 
consistent with the rest of the constitution and by far the best. Or how else are we 
to proceed? 
G: In just that way.  
S: Then isn’t the first step towards agreement to ask ourselves what we say is the 
greatest good in designing the city—the good at which the legislator aims in 
making the laws—and what is the greatest evil? And isn’t the next step to 
examine whether the system we’ve just described fits into the tracks of the good 
and not into those of the bad? 
G: Absolutely. 
S: Is there any greater evil we can mention for a city than that which tears it apart 
and makes it many instead of one? Or any greater good than that which binds it 
together and makes it one? (ἢ µεῖζον ἀγαθὸν τοῦ ὃ ἂν συνδῇ τε καὶ ποιῇ µίαν;) 
(462a-b) 
 

To determine whether the communal arrangements are best, Socrates proposes a two-step 

argument. First, the law’s aim needs to be identified. This aim is the polis’ greatest good 

(τὸ µεῖζον ἀγαθὸν). Second, it needs to be determined whether the arrangements fit “into 

the tracks of the good.” Showing that the arrangements fit “into the tracks of the good” 

amounts to establishing a causal connection between the two (as the argument goes on to 

establish). 
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In the first step, Plato clarifies the law’s aim: the greatest good of the polis. He 

claims that the polis’ greatest good is the condition of being unified or one (µία).29 This 

hearkens back to the constitutive feature of the polis: a polis must be one in order to 

count as a polis (422e). In 422e, Plato focused on unity in negative terms as the absence 

of strife. A unified polis is one that has no strife because it is not split into factions. In the 

context of the present argument, Plato goes on to describe unity in positive terms he 

likens to the condition of an organism. 

S: What about the city that is most like a single person? For example, when one of 
us hurts his finger, the entire organism that binds body and soul together into a 
single system under the ruling part within it is aware of this, and the whole feels 
the pain together with the part that suffers. That’s why we say that the man has a 
pain in his finger. And the same can be said about any part of a man, with regard 
either to the pain it suffers or to the pleasure it experiences when it finds relief.  
G: Certainly. And, as for your question, the city with the best government is most 
like such a person. (462c10-d7) 
 

In an organism all the parts are able to feel pain emanating from one part. If the 

organism’s finger is hurt, the whole organism (i.e., every other part) feels pain. This 

condition in which the interests of each part coincide with the interests of the others (and 

therefore pain in one part is experienced as pain in the others) is a systemic feature of the 

organism. If an assemblage of parts is composed into “a single system under the ruling 

part,” pain in one part is experienced as pain by the other parts throughout the system. It 

is this systemic composition of a whole, what I shall call its organic unity, which is the 

greatest good of the polis, according to Plato. The polis “with the best government is 

most like such a person” (462d). 

                                            
29 µία, Greek for ‘one’, is used by Plato to signify the condition of unity, which has no 

corresponding term in the Greek. 
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Plato’s idea resembles the modern idea of an organic property.30 The concept of 

an organic property involves two ideas, both of which are found in Plato’s idea of organic 

unity. First, the concept of an organic property involves the idea that a whole has 

attributes irreducible to whatever properties are found in the collection of parts conceived 

distributively.31 Value as an irreducible attribute is a special case of this concept. Value 

as an organic property is contrasted with the concept of aggregate value, which is nothing 

but whatever values are found in the collection of parts conceived distributively.32 

The second idea of an organic property involves a positive component harder to 

articulate than the first. The idea defies specification in a single formula and is rather a 

family of ideas concerning possible features of a whole by virtue of which the parts 

qualify one another in a synthesis so as to produce attributes irreducible to the properties 

of the collection of parts conceived distributively. A paradigmatic example of an organic 

whole is that of a melody. Such a whole is irreducible to the individual notes out of which 

it is composed, and the individual notes are synthesized into a whole, mutually qualifying 

one another to produce a character all its own. 
                                            

30 For discussions of the concept of an organic property, see Moore, 1982, 27-36; Lewis, 1946, 
479-509; Schlick, 1979; Nagel, 1952; and Rescher and Oppenheim, 1955. 

31 The distributive sense here is contrasted with the collective sense. Referencing a group in the 
distributive sense is to reference each and every one of the items in the class, in turn, as a singular and 
discrete entity. Referencing a group in the collective sense is to reference all of the items together as a 
single class. 

32 The concept of aggregate value I shall employ is the concept of a simple aggregate involving no 
further mathematical notion of a sum. This conception is elaborated in Lewis, 1946. Of wholes whose value 
is determined as the “simple aggregate” of its constituent parts, he says: “Though it becomes difficult to 
express this point without the use of mathematical language, it is in fact independent of the question 
whether mathematical operations apply; since the notion of an aggregate does not require the further notion 
of a sum of quantities. We can at least phrase this basic conception negatively, as the statement that there is 
nothing in the value of any whole of experience beyond the values found in its experiential constituents 
severally; that if this whole is constituted by experiences A, B, and C together, then the value of it will be 
simply the values found in A, B, and C, with no addition or diminution by reason of the relation of these 
experiences to one another. And this implies a canon or rule for our assessment of the goodness of a life or 
whole of experience. It says to us; if you find a certain value in experience having such and such a 
character, and another value in experience of another sort, then the value you should find in the whole 
constituted by two such experiences together, is simply the aggregate of these two values, without reference 
to any further fact” (494). 
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Apropos the polis, a unified condition is present when all the parts of the polis are 

able to experience the pleasures and pains originating from one part. Having this 

condition, this capacity for shared experiences, is a systemic feature of the whole. This 

systemic feature is had because the parts are composed into a system. The polis’ 

composition into a system just is for it to be an organic whole, which has the property of 

organic unity: the greatest good of the polis. When the polis has organic unity, the 

interests of the parts coincide and, consequently, pleasures and pains experienced in a 

part results in the experience in the others.  

In the second step of his argument, Plato goes on to claim that the proposed 

arrangements are what bring about organic unity in the polis. 

S: Then won’t our citizens, more than any others, have the same thing in 
common, the one they call “mine”? And, having that in common, won’t they, 
more than any others, have common pleasures and pains? 
G: Of course. 
S: And, in addition to the other institutions, the cause of this is the having of 
wives and children in common by the guardians? 
G: That more than anything else is the cause. 
S: But we agreed that the having of pains and pleasures in common is the greatest 
good for a city, and we characterized a well-governed city in terms of the body’s 
reaction to pain or pleasure in any one of its parts. 
G: And we were right to agree. 
S: Then, the cause of the greatest good for our city has been shown to be the 
having of wives and children in common by the auxiliaries. (463e-464b) 

 
The idea behind Plato’s argument is as follows. All the polis’ arrangements proposed for 

the guardian class up to that point prescribe that the children, wives, and property belong 

to each and everyone who are part of the class (464a8-9; 464b8-c6). Therefore, when 

harm comes to a child, wife, or property—when one part suffers pain—every person will 

experience this as harm, that is, all the other parts suffer pain. Thus, Plato claims the 
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communal arrangements cause the shared experiences of pleasures and pains, and that the 

capacity for having these shared experiences is the polis’ good (464b1). 

Now it was mentioned above that experience of the same pleasures and pains 

throughout the whole is a systemic feature of an organic whole. It is something occurring 

when a collection of parts are composed into a system like that of an organism. This is 

certainly the point conveyed by 462c10-d7, where it is said that the organic quality of the 

polis—its being an organic whole having the property of organic unity—is the polis’ 

good. In seeming contrast, 464b1 says this systemic feature is the polis’ greatest good. 

How should we understand the relationship between the systemic feature of shared 

hedonic experiences and the organic whole having the property of organic unity? 

I suggest understanding the systemic feature caused by the communal 

arrangements within one part of the polis as an aspect of the polis as a larger organic 

whole. Plato’s argument describing the polis’ good at 461e encompasses this aspect and 

feature within one class. Plato references the polis as a larger whole in his discussion of 

the polis’ happiness at the beginning of Book IV (419-421c). The aspect concerned with 

one part should be synthesized with Plato’s reference to the good as an organic property 

of a larger organic whole encompassing all the classes of the polis. There is controversy 

surrounding the interpretation of 419-421c. Therefore, I will argue for this view below 

and then synthesize my view with the account I have given of the polis’ good per 461e-

462d7. 

C. The Polis’ Happiness 

In response to Adeimantus’ objection that Socrates’ arrangements are not making 

the guardians happy, he responds. 
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[I]n establishing our city, we aren’t aiming to make any one group (ἕν τι ἔθνος) 
outstandingly happy (εὔδαιµον) but to make the whole city (ὅλη ἡ πόλις) so, as 
far as possible. . . . We take ourselves, then, to be fashioning the happy city, not 
picking out a few happy people and putting them in it, but making the whole city 
happy. (420b-c) 
 

Plato here contrasts the happiness (εὐδαιµονία) of the whole polis (ὅλη ἡ πόλις) with the 

happiness of one of its groups (ἕν τι ἔθνος). For this reason, it might be thought that the 

contrast is between the aggregate happiness of all groups in the polis and the happiness of 

any one group. On this view, the whole polis’ happiness reduces to the aggregate 

happiness of all individuals, a variant of the individualistic thesis we criticized in the last 

chapter.33 This individualistic interpretation is incorrect, for Socrates explicates the 

passage with the statue metaphor, which implies that the whole polis’ happiness is an 

attribute not identical with the aggregate happiness of all individuals. In the statue 

metaphor, Plato has Socrates expound an idea resembling, as in the case of 462c10-d7, 

the idea of an organic property discussed above. The metaphor operates within the 

framework of another paradigmatic example of organic wholes: aesthetic wholes. 

Paintings, for example, do not reduce to the parts out of which they are composed, and 

the parts are structurally related and mutually qualifying to form an organic whole that 

has properties as such. So the Mona Lisa, for example, is a whole composed of elements: 

eyes, nose, ears, etc. Such a whole as such has properties (e.g., beauty), which are 

irreducible to the elements. 

                                            
33 This argument is offered by Vlastos, 1977, who is followed by Annas, 1981 and Taylor, 1986. 
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In the statue metaphor Plato compares the construction of the polis with the 

painting of a statue.34 I first explicate the metaphor, and then apply its conclusions to the 

analogical case of the polis. 

Suppose, then, that someone came up to us while we were painting a statue and 
objected that, because we had painted the eyes (which are the most beautiful part) 
black rather than purple, we had not applied the most beautiful colors to the most 
beautiful parts of the statue. We’d think it reasonable to offer the following 
defense: “You mustn’t expect us to paint the eyes so beautifully that they no 
longer appear to be eyes at all, and the same with the other parts. Rather you must 
look to see whether by dealing with each part appropriately, we are making the 
whole statue beautiful. Similarly, you mustn’t force us to give our guardians the 
kind of happiness that would make them something other than guardians. (420c-d) 
 

Socrates’ imagined objector says the statue’s eyes, its most beautiful part, ought to have 

been painted purple, the most beautiful color. Having the statue’s eyes painted black, a 

color having less beauty than purple, is objectionable. Socrates responds that his 

procedure is not to conceive the collection of the statute’s parts distributively and to 

assign maximal value accordingly. In that case, the value of the whole statute is identical 

to the aggregate value of the statue’s parts, for maximal aggregate value is the aim of this 

procedure. Rather, Socrates expressly says that the value of the whole statue is not 

identical to the aggregate value of the parts, for more beauty is found in the whole statue 

as a result of the relations of the statue’s parts under a configuration where they have less 

aggregate beauty. Painting the statue’s eyes black results in more beauty in the whole 

statue under a configuration of parts having less aggregate beauty. By contrast, painting 

the statue’s eyes purple results in less beauty in the whole statue but more aggregate 

beauty in the statue’s parts. So the beauty of the whole statue as such is not identical to 

the aggregate beauty of the parts, that is, beauty is an organic property of the statue. 

                                            
34 Though the statue remains of Classical Greece are all white, sculptors in fact painted their 

statues, whose colors have withered and washed away over time. 
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To apply the metaphor to the case of the polis, the analogue of the statue’s eyes is 

the part of the polis representing the guardian class. Adeimantus’ objection assumes the 

guardians are the best part of the polis, just as the metaphor assumes the eyes are the best 

part of the statue. So the guardians ought to be given a superlative measure of individual 

happiness, just as the eyes ought to be given the color of superlative beauty. Socrates 

responds that the polis’ parts ought not be conceived distributively and given a share of 

maximal happiness accordingly, just as in the case of the statue. If the parts were 

conceived and assigned value distributively, the happiness of the whole polis would be 

identical to the aggregate happiness of individuals, for maximal aggregate happiness 

would be the aim. Rather, Socrates says that the guardians should be conceived in 

relation to the other parts in the context of the whole. 

In this way, with the whole city developing and being governed well, we must 
leave it to nature to provide each group with its share of happiness. (421c) 
 

Socrates’ aim, then, is to endow the whole, not the parts, with as much happiness as 

possible,35 and the amount of aggregate happiness of individuals is altogether 

independent of how happiness in the whole is being determined. Therefore, the polis’ 

happiness is an organic property. This is clear also in relation to the statue metaphor. The 

analogue of the whole statue’s beauty as such is the whole polis’ happiness as such. The 

whole statue’s beauty as such is non-identical with the aggregate beauty of its parts. This 

suggests that the whole polis’ happiness as such is non-identical with the aggregate 

                                            
35 See also 420b7-8; 519e-520a4. 
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happiness of all individuals. The statue metaphor, then, confirms that the whole polis’ 

happiness is an organic property.36 

Three related points should be made before moving on. First, 421c (quoted above) 

might be taken to suggest that the guardians’ happiness is being defined in terms of their 

functions within the whole polis. In that case, the guardians’ happiness consists in the 

performance of their specialized tasks within the context of the whole polis. This would 

imply that individual happiness is reducible to the polis’ good. But Socrates shows that 

he is not conceiving of individual happiness in this way. In an earlier passage contrasting 

the guardians’ happiness with that of the whole polis’ happiness, he says “it wouldn’t be 

surprising if these people were happiest just as they are” (420b). Socrates returns to this 

issue in a later passage, and confirms this anticipation of the guardians’ maximal 

happiness by comparing the honors they accrue by ruling with the honor of Olympian 

victors (465d-466c). It is honor, which is the guardians’ happiness as spirited persons, not 

ruling, or their function within the polis, that Socrates thinks makes them happy. This 

shows that he is conceiving of the guardians’ happiness as non-identical with their 

functions within the polis. So the point of 421c is not that the guardians’ happiness is the 

performance of their functions within the whole polis. Rather, the point of 421c is that the 

guardians are to be given a share of happiness consistent with the maximal happiness of 

the whole polis, for which the laws aim. 

Second, the polis’ maximal happiness is consistent with either maximal or non-

maximal happiness in the parts. This account of the polis’ happiness shows that 

individual happiness and the polis’ happiness are non-identical. This non-identity makes 
                                            

36 The individualistic interpreters who took the contrast between the whole polis’ happiness (ὅλη 
ἡ πόλις) and the happiness of a group (ἕν τι ἔθνος) to imply that the whole polis’ happiness is identical to 
the aggregate happiness of all individuals are therefore wrong. 
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it possible in principle that the polis’ happiness may entail a reduction of happiness in the 

parts, but this is not necessarily the case. It may also be the case that the whole polis’ 

maximal happiness coincides with the maximal aggregate happiness of individuals. 

Socrates’ conception of the polis’ happiness is compatible with either of these 

possibilities. Which side Socrates ultimately adopts depends on the further details that are 

disclosed as the political argument progresses. Hence the relation of the polis’ happiness 

as such and individual happiness—specifically, whether more of the former correlates 

with less of the latter—is a matter subject to further investigation. 

Third, one disanalogy between the statue metaphor and the polis anticipates a 

coincidental relation between the guardians’ maximal happiness and the polis’ maximal 

happiness. In the case of the statue, the beauty of the statue, as such, requires imbuing 

less aggregate beauty to the parts. Painting the statue’s eyes black makes for more beauty 

in the statue as such and less aggregate beauty in its parts. Painting the statue’s eyes 

purple makes for less beauty in the statue as such and more aggregate beauty in its parts. 

In the case of the statue, then, the aggregate value of the parts and the value of the whole 

is inversely related. 

By contrast, in the case of the polis, Socrates intimates a happy coincidence 

between the guardians’ maximal happiness and the polis’ maximal happiness.37 We 

noticed Socrates say “it wouldn’t be surprising if these people [i.e., guardians] were 

happiest just as they are” (420b4-5). He then he shows they are (465d-466c). In the case 

of the polis, then, Socrates thinks the guardians’ maximal happiness and the polis’ 

maximal happiness are coincidentally related. This is contrasted with the inverse relation 
                                            

37 Whether the polis’ happiness coincides with the maximal happiness of workers is a nebulous 
issue taken up for inquiry in the final chapter. For a treatment of Plato’s attitude toward the workers of the 
city, see Williams, 2006. 
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of the values of part and whole in the case of the statue. Therefore, even if the laws 

arranging the polis do not aim at maximizing individual happiness, they do so 

incidentally in the case of the guardians. 

D. Summary and Synthesis 

Bringing together the account of the polis’ happiness and goodness, the 

explication of the polis’ happiness in 419-421c fits well with the explication of the polis’ 

goodness in 461e. Both the polis’ happiness and goodness are organic properties of the 

whole. On the basis of these considerations, the two are interchangeable. The polis’ 

happiness is its goodness.38 Plato at 461e-462c attributes the polis’ good to its organic 

unity. From there he goes on to argue that the communal arrangements give rise to the 

systemic feature of uniform experiences of pains and pleasures throughout the parts. This 

systemic feature is an aspect of the polis’ goodness with respect to the guardian class. 

419-421c explicates the polis’ goodness as an organic unity of a larger organic whole, 

encompassing all of the polis’ classes. 

E. Why a Good Polis Has the Virtues 

It was asked at the beginning of the section why Socrates thinks a good polis has 

the virtues. We are now in position to offer an explanation. At the beginning of the 

chapter we drew attention to the fact that in order for there to be a polis at all, it must be 

unified. One dimension of unity it must exemplify is functional integrity, which concerns 

the instantiation by individuals of specific kinds of functional relations constitutive of the 

                                            
38 Without offering arguments for their views, Plato’s holistic interpreters do tend to construe the 

polis’ happiness as its unity. For example, Schofield, 2006, 220 writes: When “Socrates discusses the 
question [of the polis’ happiness] he treats the city as an organic whole with its own needs and 
characteristics, above all a need for unity and harmony.” And Brown, 1998, 23-4 writes: The “aim of 
making the whole city happy is illuminatingly redescribed as the aim of harmonizing, binding, unifying the 
polis.” 
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polis. The concept of an organic whole with the property of organic unity is obviously 

connected with the idea of a functionally integrated whole. We have seen in this section 

that the organic property of unity is the good of the polis. Functional integrity as a 

dimension of the polis’ unity, then, is also an aspect of the polis’ good. So when Socrates 

asserts the polis is good at 427e, one of his unstated assumptions is that the polis has 

functional integrity. Since the polis is assumed to have functional integrity, it is assumed 

it will have its virtues, for if the polis has functional integrity, then the functional 

relations specified by the virtues are instantiated among the individuals.  

IV. Summary of Results  

 We have now given an account of the polis’ constitutive conditions and good and 

proceed to a summary and synthesis of results. In the section on functional integrity, we 

observed that a group of individuals is a polis if the individuals are arranged into a system 

of interdependent parts. We can synthesize this conception with the considerations in the 

previous section and modify the definition of the polis. From this point of view, the polis 

is an organic whole composed of classes of functionally integrated individuals. The polis’ 

good is its organic unity, or the property of being composed into an organic whole. This 

account implies that the polis’ good is irreducible to whatever value is found in the parts 

conceived distributively, hence establishing the political thesis in the condition of 

adequacy. It is important to clarify what the account of the polis up to this point implies 

for the ethical thesis with respect to individual happiness. The account of the polis as an 

organic whole, which is composed of classes of functionally integrated individuals, may 

yet imply that individual happiness is reducible to a person’s function within the whole. 

This reduction is certainly the case within the scheme of political organicism since it is 
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implied by organic dependence. If individuals are organically dependent on the polis, 

they can only derive value from the polis, even if their activities are capable of going 

beyond the functions required for the polis. If individuals are organically dependent on 

the polis, any of their apolitical aspects have no value if they have no use for the polis. A 

set of ribs has value in terms of the function of protecting an organism’s inner organs, but 

they may also be used in a musical setting as percussions apart from an organism. As a 

part organically dependent on an organism, the value of ribs is exhausted by its function 

within the whole organism, and the ribs’ function as percussion instrument has no value. I 

have already given some evidence that Plato does take individual happiness to be 

irreducible in the case of philosophers, but this alone does not imply that the conception 

of the polis as an organic whole does not reduce individual happiness. It is conceivable 

within the view of the polis as an organic whole that the apolitical activities of 

philosophers have no value. Plato obviously does not see the issue in this way, since he 

surely regards the life of theory of philosophers as valuable and irreducible. This is 

evidence that he does not conceive of individuals as organically dependent on the polis. If 

relations of organic dependence do not obtain within Plato’s thinking, what relations do 

obtain? The following section offers an answer to this question. I shall contrast organic 

dependence with Plato’s own view of the mereological relations between individual and 

polis. I will argue that these mereological relations are compatible with a view of the 

happiness of individuals irreducible to their functions within the whole. This Platonic 

view of mereological relations coupled with the view of the polis as an organic whole is 

the interpretive scheme I shall refer to as weak organicism.39 

                                            
39 Whether the account of the polis given by political organicism differs essentially from the 

account I have given above is a matter subject to further investigation. Their descriptions certainly differ: 
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V. The Mereological Relations of the Polis  

In the Republic, Plato uses the language of parts and wholes when referencing the 

polis. The polis is taken as a ‘whole’ (ὅλη ἡ πόλις) and each class (ἔθνος) is taken as a 

‘part’ (µέρη).40 Plato refers to the polis qua whole in the passage where Adeimantus 

offers the objection that Socrates is not making the guardians happy by his arrangements 

(419-421c). In response, Socrates says he is not “aiming to make any one group (ἕν τι 

ἔθνος) outstandingly happy but to make the whole city so (ὅλη ἡ πόλις)” (420b). Here he 

contrasts one class in the polis, the guardians, with the whole polis. 

The whole polis has three sortal parts corresponding to its three classes: workers, 

guardians, and rulers. These three parts are discussed throughout the Republic and are 

distinguished as the three main classes in the following text. 

Well, then, we are surely compelled to agree that each of us has within himself 
the same parts and characteristics as the city? Where else would they come from? 
It would be ridiculous for anyone to think that spiritedness didn’t come to be in 
cities from such individuals as the Thracians, Scythians, and others who live to 
the north of us who are held to posses spirit, or that the same isn’t true of the love 
of learning, which is mostly associated with our part of the world, or of the love 
of money, which one might say is conspicuously displayed by the Phoenicians 
and Egyptians. (435d-436a) 
 

The sortal parts correspond to one of the three characteristics of individuals: 

‘guardianship’ corresponds to the spirited character of the polis, ‘rule’ with the love of 

learning, and ‘worker’ with the love of money. In the passage, ἔιδη is rendered by Grube 

                                                                                                                                  
one describes the polis as an individual, the other as an organic whole composed of functionally integrated 
classes of individuals. Nevertheless, whether the ontology of the two differs in any substantial way is not 
clear, since both are ontologically committed to the existence of a thing over and above individuals. The 
first is committed to the existence of the social unit as individual; the latter to the existence of wholes. 
Differences may be able to be drawn between the two kinds of things, which differences may have 
implications for individual happiness that could be used by my account toward a non-reductive conception, 
but I will not be able to do so here. Therefore, I shall establish the consistency of weak organicism with a 
non-reductive reading of individual happiness by way of weaker mereological relations than is found 
within the scheme of political organicism, not on the basis of their differences with respect to the polis’ 
account.  

40 I provide evidence of these uses below.  
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as ‘part’, which seems incorrect, since none of the appropriate translations of ἔιδη, e.g., 

shape, form, etc., correspond to ‘part’, which should be expected to be µέρη. Therefore, 

part, as contrasted with whole, seems to go beyond what the text at 435d would license, 

and the language of ‘parts’ and ‘wholes’ might be thought not to come out clearly in the 

passage. Furthermore, 420b contrasts ὅλη ἡ πόλις with ἔθνος, not with µέρη. For these 

textual reasons, it might be thought that Plato does not really use the language of ‘parts’ 

and ‘wholes’ in relation to the polis. 

However, there is good evidence that Plato takes the three classes of the ‘whole’ 

polis to be its ‘parts’ on the basis of the following text. 

S: Now, let’s see whether this constitution is the first to admit the greatest of all 
evils. 
A: Which one is that? 
S: Allowing someone to sell all his possessions and someone else to buy them and 
then allowing the one who has sold them to go on living in the city, while 
belonging to none of its parts, for he’s neither a money-maker, a craftsman, a 
member of the cavalry, or a hoplite, but a poor person without means. 
A: It is the first to allow that. 
S: At any rate, this sort of thing is not forbidden in oligarchies. If it were, some of 
their citizens wouldn’t be excessively rich, while others are totally impoverished.  
A: That’s right. 
S: Now, think about this. When the person who sells all his possessions was rich 
and spending his money, was he of any greater use to the city in the ways we’ve 
just mentioned than when he’s spent it all? Or did he merely seem to be one of the 
rulers of the city, while in truth he was neither ruler nor subject here, but only a 
squanderer of his property? 
A: That’s right. He seemed to be a part of the city, but was nothing but a 
squanderer. (552a-c) 
 

Plato uses ‘part’ in the relevant sense here when he asserts that the worst evil for a polis 

is to allow a person who has sold all his property ‘to live in the polis, being of none of the 

parts (τῶν µερῶν) of the polis’ (οἰκεῖν ἐν τῇ πόλει µηδὲν ὄντα τῶν τῆς πόλεως µερῶν, 

552a8-9, translation my own). Here Plato uses µέρη, expressly saying the polis has parts. 
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These three parts are the three classes—workers, guardians, and rulers—for he mentions 

all three of these classes in the context of 552a-c as a whole.  

Plato expressly says that individuals are the constituent parts of the sortal parts of 

the polis. So it is clear that a sortal part of the polis consists in being a collection of 

individuals who instantiate the relevant sortal. The text in evidence of this is quoted 

above where Socrates says that a person in an oligarchy who sells his property only 

appears to be a ruler (ἐδόκει µὲν τῶν ἀρχόντων εἶναι, 552b8) when in truth he is not. 

Adeimantus agrees with Socrates (ἐδόκει, ἦν δὲ οὐδὲν ἄλλο ἢ ἀναλωτής, 552c1). The 

Greek here falls short, again, of saying that the individual who sells his property appears 

to be part (µέρη) of the polis; rather, it says that he appears to be a ruler. It might be 

thought, therefore, that Grube goes beyond the text when he translates Adeimantus as 

saying that he appears to be ‘part of the city’. Grube does go beyond the denotation, but 

he is justified in doing so, for 552a8-9 (which 552c1 references) says the greatest evil for 

a polis is to allow such an individual to remain in the polis without being of, or belonging 

to, a part (as we noted above). Hence Plato’s integration of individuals into the polis 

involves assimilating them into a sortal part of the polis, that is, including them in one of 

the classes of the polis. 

Does this mean that individuals are parts of the polis as well? That is to say, is 

there transitivity involved in the mereological relations such that if individuals are parts 

of a sortal part of the polis, they are parts of the polis?41 Aristotle expressly asserts they 

are. The individual, according to him, “is like a part (µέρεσιν) in relation to a whole (τὸ 

                                            
41 For a discussion of transitive and non-transitive relations of parts and wholes, see Simons, 1987. 

He cites, as an example of a non-transitive relation, that of a military unit. “A platoon is part of a company, 
a company part of a battalion, but a platoon is not part of a battalion” (107). 
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ὅλον)” (1253a27).42 Plato, on the other hand, never expressly says individuals are parts 

of the polis. Rather, he expressly speaks of individuals as parts of the polis through the 

mediation of the polis’ classes, which he expressly says are parts. This is how he conveys 

the point in 552a-c, where he says that the individual who sells his property is no part of 

the polis and becomes one only by being a part of one of its classes. Nevertheless, it is 

doubtful the question ever came to Plato’s mind in this form. For now I shall leave this 

question open and have something to say about it below. 

Given Plato’s references to the polis as a whole with parts, how does he conceive 

of the relations of part to whole? Before considering this question, a prior question needs 

to be addressed, namely, what kind of whole is the polis? Is the polis nothing but the sum 

of its parts? Or is the instantiation of structure essential to the constitution of the polis?43 

We have offered an answered to this question in the considerations above. Structure is 

essential to the polis in the sense that it is an organic whole composed of classes (i.e., 

sortal parts) of functionally integrated individuals. The polis is given organization and 

hence structure by the instantiation of its virtues by each of the parts. The virtues specify 

the ordered relations the polis’ parts ought to have, which gives the polis structure and 

which we described above in terms of what is occurring at the level of the individuals. 

The whole polis, then, does not reduce to the sum of its parts insofar as these structured 

relations are essential to the constitution of the polis. 

Given that the polis is a structural whole, how are the parts related to the whole? 

Two different ways in which the parts may be dependent on the whole polis will be 

                                            
42 Cf. also 1328a21-24. 
43 On the framing of this question respecting whether structure is essential to the constitution of a 

whole, I am indebted to Harte, 2002. See chapter four of her book. 
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considered.44 On the first sense the parts are structurally independent. The parts compose 

a structured whole but their identity conditions are not dependent on that structure. An 

example of such a whole is the defensive line-up of a baseball team. Nine individuals are 

required to fill nine positions: first baseman, center fielder, catcher, etc. The arrangement 

these nine individuals assume collectively is the structure they have. None of these 

individuals, however, is structurally dependent on the team insofar as each is identifiable 

apart from the structure of which they are a part during a game. Once the game is over 

and the structure dissipates, the nine individuals continue to exist and are identifiable. 

On the second sense the parts are structurally dependent. The parts compose a 

structured whole and the identity conditions of the parts are dependent on the whole. The 

parts are structurally dependent if they may not be identified apart from the whole. An 

example of such a whole is an organism. The identity conditions of the parts of an 

organism are dependent on the structure of the whole. The identity conditions of a hand 

are dependent on the whole organism of which it is a part. If the hand were removed there 

would be no hand but in name only. Or as Aristotle puts the point, a removed hand would 

be a hand only homonymously. Which of these models best characterizes the parts’ 

relation to Plato’s social whole? 

 Political organicism is, of course, committed to the structural dependence of the 

parts on the whole. On this view, not only are the sortal parts structurally dependent on 

the whole polis, but so are individuals as such. This implies that individuals may only be 

conceived as parts of a polis. Therefore, individuals essentially play some role within the 

economy of the whole organism, and their value reduces to this role. 

                                            
44 This distinction is outlined in Harte, 2002, chapter 4.1. 
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By contrast, Plato sees the matter differently. Though committed to the view that 

individuals as such are causally dependent on the polis (369b-c), he does not conceive of 

them as structurally dependent on the whole polis. His political argument requires that at 

least some activities of individuals are valuable apart from their functions within the 

whole polis. If individuals were structurally dependent, these apolitical activities could 

have no value. Plato’s argument needs this to be the case with respect to the life of theory 

of philosophers, for if the whole of the philosophers’ activities were structurally 

dependent on the polis, the polis would not be a practical possibility. Were their activities 

and value reducible to their functions within the polis, the philosophers’ happiness would 

be a political life ruling the polis, something that would be valued by them for its own 

sake. In that case, they would want to rule (hence disqualifying them as rulers) because 

they could not see ruling as something necessary and not worth pursuing for its own sake. 

Individuals as such, then, are not structurally dependent on the polis. 

Are the sortal parts of the polis structurally dependent on the whole? For instance, 

the persons who are part of the baseball team are not structurally dependent on the team, 

but the persons qua players are. A player is the player of a team. So a baseball player is a 

part that is structurally dependent on the whole team. Does Plato think the sortal parts of 

the polis are structurally dependent on the whole in this way? 

The answer to this question is mixed. Some sortal parts are not identifiable apart 

from the polis. For example, the sortal parts ‘ruler’ and ‘guardian’ are clearly structurally 

dependent on the polis. Ruling is the ruling of the ruled, and guardianship is the 

guardianship of the guarded (i.e., the polis). ‘Ruler’ and ‘guardian’, taken together with 

their correlatives, ‘ruled’ and ‘guarded’, are parts of a whole and cannot be identified 
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apart from that whole. When the structural dependence of these sortal parts is combined 

with facts about the polis as a functionally integrated whole, Plato is seen to treat the 

polis’ parts in the way a design engineer would treat the parts of a car. The parts of a car 

are designed to have a function within the economy of the whole and the parts are not 

identifiable apart from the car. 

On the other hand, the sortal part ‘worker’ does not seem structurally dependent. 

The identity conditions of a farmer or a shoe cobbler do not require reference to the 

whole polis. Plato surely thinks the farmer is causally dependent on the polis, but this 

kind of dependence does not require reference to the polis in the relevant way. The 

farmer may causally require the polis for his tools, etc., but his life is still conceivable 

outside of a polis. Hence this part of the polis is not structurally dependent. 

How does the structurally independent sortal ‘worker’ become a part of the 

whole? Plato unifies this element through the causal dependence of individuals as such 

on the polis. The polis needs farmers, for instance, in order for it to be a possibility, since 

farmers qua citizens provide the necessary material sustenance for the polis as a whole. 

But farmers also needs the polis, since they cannot meet all their needs on their own. So 

even if the way of life of farmers requires no reference to the polis, they are still causally 

dependent on it. This causal dependence will require the farmers to cooperate with others, 

and where a plurality of individuals enters into collective relations, the question of who is 

to rule and be ruled comes into play. In accordance with Plato’s assumptions, once the 

ruler/ruled relation comes into play, farming falls under the rubric of ruled. 

Another example of the integration of individuals, as such, through their causal 

dependence on the polis is the case of philosophers. Philosophers are causally dependent 
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on others to meet their basic material needs and, hence, must enter into collective 

relations. Once they enter into collective relations, the ruler/ruled relation comes into play 

and they are integrated into the structure of the whole polis through the sortal ‘ruler’. 

There is overwhelming evidence for Plato’s special emphasis on the ruler/ruled 

relation. The relation is included in the definition of temperance, which is an agreement 

on the part of all regarding who is to rule and be ruled (431e-432a). It is also included in 

the definition of justice, which is an interclass application of the principle of the division 

of labor and defined with special emphasis on the danger of the ruled class meddling with 

the ruling class (434a-b). Plato pays special attention to the boundaries between the ruler 

and the ruled because he thinks that any meddling between the two has particularly 

severe consequences for the polis, whereas meddling within the ruled classes does not 

(421a; 434a-b; 545c-d). 

We asked above whether individuals are parts of the polis. By way of conclusion 

of this section, we offer an answer. Individuals as such are not parts of the polis, since 

they are not in a relation of structural dependence. Individuals as such become parts of 

the polis by instantiation of a sortal part. When  individuals instantiate a sortal they 

become individuals qua citizens. Individuals qua citizens are parts of the polis, for a part 

is nothing but the collection of individuals instantiating that sortal, and the group of 

functionally integrated parts is the whole collection of individuals qua citizens. Since the 

sortal parts are treated as elements within the whole, the activities and values of 

individuals qua citizens do reduce to their functions within the economy of the whole 

polis. These functions, however, do not exhaust the whole range of possible activities and 

values of individuals as such. Further, there is nothing in the conception of the polis as an 
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organic whole which implies that activities of individuals as such activities going beyond 

their functions as citizens, are not valuable. If these mereological relations are an accurate 

approximation of Plato’s views, there is conceptual space for the possibility that activities 

and values of individuals as such, activities going beyond their functions as citizens, do 

have value. Weak organicism, then, remains compatible with the thesis that individual 

happiness is irreducible to the polis’ good.  

Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have argued that the polis is an organic whole composed of 

classes of functionally integrated individuals. The polis’ good is its organic unity, or the 

property of being composed into an organic whole. This implies that the polis’ good is 

irreducible to whatever value is found in the parts conceived distributively. I have also 

argued that Plato’s view of the mereological relations between individual and polis leaves 

open the possibility that the happiness of individuals is independent of their functions 

within the whole. Weak organicism, therefore, is compatible with the ethical thesis that 

individual happiness is irreducible to the polis’ good and the political thesis that the polis’ 

good is irreducible to individual happiness. By establishing the political thesis and 

opening logical space for the ethical thesis, weak organicism satisfies the condition of 

adequacy. 
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Chapter 3 

The Relationship of the Polis’ Good to Individual Happiness in the 
Primitive Polis 

 
Introduction 

In the last chapter I developed an interpretation of Plato’s political theory I called 

weak organicism. It involves both the view that the polis is an organic whole composed 

of classes of functionally integrated individuals and mereological relations implying that 

individuals, as such, are not structurally dependent on the polis. This interpretation of the 

polis opens up conceptual space for the possibility that individual happiness is robustly 

independent of the good of the polis. 

Weak organicism also construes the polis’ good in non-individualistic terms. The 

good of the polis is its organic unity and is non-identical with some function of the 

happiness of individuals. Plato says this explicitly at 461e. This is the law’s aim in 

Plato’s construction of the ideal polis (419a-421c; 519e). 

On the other hand, Plato says the law affords individuals a share of happiness in 

the polis. “In this way, with the whole city developing and being governed well, we must 

leave it to nature to provide each group with its share of happiness” (421c). This raises 

two questions: what is individual happiness? what is the relationship between the polis’ 

good and the happiness of individuals? In this chapter I begin considering the second 

question, which will lead us, in turn, toward the final two chapters where the first 

question will be considered. 
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The analysis will proceed in the form of an assessment of Taylor’s45 argument for 

an individualistic interpretation of the relationship between the polis’ good and individual 

happiness. His argument concludes that the polis’ good is derivative of the good of 

individual happiness. Taylor notes that the end of the primitive polis is for individuals  

to secure for themselves a share of eudaimonia [happiness], understood at its most 
basic level as a materially tolerable life.”46 
 

From this fact he argues to the individualistic conclusion that the polis’ good is derivative 

of the good of individual happiness. The evidence and conclusion of his argument will be 

assessed within the context of a case study of the construction of the primitive polis, from 

which the evidence is derived. The simple construction, which is called the “city of pigs” 

by Glaucon (372d), precedes the treatment and purging of the “fevered, luxurious” polis 

(372e-373a). I will argue that although Taylor is correct that the polis’ end is the 

happiness of individuals, he falls short of establishing the conclusion that the polis’ good 

is derivative of individual happiness. 

After showing that Taylor falls short of establishing individualism, I consider 

what the evidence actually shows. The evidence will turn out to be compatible with either 

political organicism or the view that the polis’ good and individual happiness are 

coordinate. Having argued against political organicism in the first chapter, this will leave 

the latter view as the remaining possibility. 

I. The Primitive Polis: A Case Study 

A. The Construction of the Primitive Polis 

Socrates constructs the ideal polis as a whole in three stages, which correspond to 

proposed arrangements of the polis on the basis of one of its functions. The function of 
                                            

45 The argument is offered in Taylor, 1986. 
46 1986, 39. 
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the first stage is to meet the basic material needs of the individual members who 

comprise the polis. Socrates calls this first construction the “true city . . . the one we’ve 

just described [in the first stage], the healthy one” (372e). After the primitive polis is 

constructed, Glaucon calls it “a city for pigs” (372d) and demands that Socrates include 

luxurious amenities to which most poleis are accustomed. Socrates reluctantly goes along 

with Glaucon and emphasizes the fact that whereas the primitive polis is actually a 

“healthy” polis because it is ordered around the satisfaction of necessary desires, the polis 

Glaucon wants described is the “luxurious and fevered” polis (372e-f) because it is 

ordered around both necessary and unnecessary desires, which lead ultimately to the 

political instability responsible for the genesis of war. The fact of war, in turn, gives rise 

to the function of guardianship in the second stage of the ideal polis’ construction. The 

final construction is arranged around the aim of ensuring that philosophers will have 

knowledge of the Good, a necessary condition for the goodness of the city.  

B. Rationale for Focus on the Primitive Polis 

A case study of the construction of the primitive polis is useful for various 

reasons. First, it allows for a reassessment of the strong evidence for the individualist 

thesis, and the assimilation of that evidence into the overall argument of this study.  

Second, it allows one to focus on how the polis’ good and individual happiness 

are related in Plato’s thinking. The primitive polis is both part and microcosm of the 

whole polis. Plato’s construction not only references the happiness of individuals as an 

aim (as individualists correctly point out), he also operates upon a notion of the primitive 

polis’ good as something distinct from the happiness of individuals. This latter point is 

not obvious but will be argued below. Given that Plato is operating upon both of these 
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notions in the primitive polis, the case study will give us some perspective on the relation 

of the polis’ good and the happiness of individuals, which relation in the larger 

construction is not as easily determined.  

Finally, Plato’s later pronouncements on the polis’ good and individual happiness 

project back to the primitive polis. This is because the principles used in the construction 

of the polis as a whole, which are announced explicitly only after the completion of the 

primitive polis, turn out to have been used from the very start in the construction of the 

primitive polis. This is expressly stated by Socrates as he defines the polis’ justice, which 

he does in book 4 after the second stage is complete. 

Justice, I think, is exactly what we said must be established throughout the city 
when we were founding it—either that or some form of it. We stated, and often 
repeated, if you remember, that everyone must practice one of the occupations in 
the city for which he is naturally best suited. (433a) 
 

There may be less certainty in the case of the polis’ good, but even here there is room for 

optimism. For within Plato’s thinking, there is no difference between the constitutive 

conditions of a polis and the evaluative criteria used to judge whether it is good. If there 

is to be a polis at all, it must be a good one, as we saw in the previous chapter. This 

implies that the primitive polis is a good, hence unified, polis, since Socrates takes it to 

really be a polis. There is good reason therefore for supposing that principles concerning 

the goodness of the polis apply throughout the overall construction, including the 

construction of the primitive polis.47 

 

                                            
47 On the point that the evaluative criteria of the polis are its constitutive criteria cf. Schofield, 

2006, 216: “The Form of the Good is Plato’s ultimate principle of reality. This makes it unsurprising that in 
what it says about the good, the Unity Principle similarly reflects an analysis of what it is to be a city, or 
that Plato’s approach to the question of what is the best form of political community (like Aristotle’s after 
him) is developed through consideration of the conditions that need to be satisfied if there is to be a city at 
all.” 
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C. The End of the Primitive Polis  

Socrates begins his construction of the primitive polis at 369b and ends at 372e. 

The main impetus for its creation is the fact that individuals are not self-sufficient to meet 

their own needs. Persons in proximity to one another are thereby impelled to turn to each 

other to seek out things they need and which, on their own, they could not acquire.  

I think a city comes to be because none of us is self-sufficient, but we all need 
many things. . . . And because people need many things, and because one person 
calls on a second out of one need and on a third out of a different need, many 
people gather together in a single place to live together as partners and helpers. 
(369b-c) 
 

This leads to an elementary form of cooperation between the people of a polis. For 

purposes of illustration, suppose a simple polis includes a farmer, weaver, and builder. 

The situation may be characterized as follows: 

the farmer depends on both the builder for a house to satisfy the need for shelter 
and the weaver for clothes to satisfy the need for clothing. 
  

These relations are iterated in the case of the builder and the weaver. So: 

the builder depends on both the farmer for food to satisfy the need for food and 
the weaver for clothes to satisfy the need for clothing, and 
 
the weaver depends on both the farmer for food to satisfy the need for food and 
the builder to satisfy the need for shelter. 
 

At this point there is no need to appeal to a decision to enter into a formal partnership. 

The genesis of these relations can be explained analogously to that of a person pushing 

his dysfunctional car off of the road and another person spontaneously jumping in to 

help. 

These episodes of informal, reciprocal cooperation are reinforced via the benefit 

each sees for one’s self in helping others, which, in turn, leads to a sense of partnership 

between the members who are helping one another. They 
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share things with one another, giving and taking . . . because each believes that 
this is better for himself. (369c) 
  

This might be represented as follows: The farmer is a partner of the builder and the 

weaver, the builder of the farmer and weaver, and the weaver of the farmer and builder.  

It is worth noting that the psychological and material conditions for a partnership 

founded on self-interest are certainly present at this stage of the primitive polis’ 

construction. Socrates might have founded a partnership for the polis that does not 

require individuals to go beyond their own self-interest, what I shall call a self-interested 

reciprocal economy. For example, the informal, reciprocal cooperation could have been 

formalized by individuals through an agreement to abide by a system of exchange rules. 

This would ensure that their cooperation would be appropriately reciprocated through a 

system equalizing their various goods. In these relations, the motivations of each 

participant would be self-interest. They would have reason to participate in and follow 

the rules of this system because they would regard it as beneficial to their own interests to 

do so. The system would be grounded in some line of thought as: ‘I need such-and-such 

from the builder and such-and-such from the weaver. The way I can get what I need from 

them is by offering what they need from me. In order to facilitate these transactions I will 

agree to formalized rules of exchange.’ These same motivations (of the farmer) would 

apply iteratively to the builder and the weaver and to all individuals in the primitive polis. 

However, Socrates conceives of the partnership of the primitive polis as involving 

more than just a self-interested reciprocal economy. It is a partnership with a communal, 

not merely self-interested, goal. This is inherent in Socrates’ use of κοινωνία, which can 
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be translated as “community,” “partnership,” or “sharing system.”48 As he says, many 

“people gather together as partners (κοινωνία) and helpers (βοηθός). And such a 

settlement is called a city” (369c). Aristotle gives an explicit analysis of the polis as a 

κοινωνία. “Every state is a community (κοινωνία),” he says (Politics 1252a1).  

Socrates’ primitive κοινωνία has two features that make it more than a self-

interested reciprocal economy. First, there is a shared or collective goal among the 

individuals, and each is a partner of all the others in this shared goal.  

Must each of them contribute his own work for the common use of all? For  
example, will a farmer provide food for everyone, spending quadruple the time 
and labor to provide food to be shared by all?” (369e; italics added) 
 

We can illustrate this as follows. In the partnership of the primitive polis, the farmer is a 

partner of the builder and the weaver toward the end of meeting the needs of the farmer, 

the builder, and the weaver. And so forth iteratively for the builder and the weaver. So 

each and every individual is a partner with all the others for the sake of meeting the needs 

everyone. 

This brings us to the second feature: the realization of the collective goal of 

meeting the needs of all is the τέλος, or end, of the κοινωνία.  

And how will those in the city itself share the things that each produces? It was 
for the sake of this (ἔνεκα) that we made their partnership and founded their city. 
(371b) 
 

ἔνεκα is rendered ‘for the purpose or sake of’. τέλος denotes the end or purpose for 

which a thing exists. So the use of ἔνεκα in 371b justifies our ascribing to the polis the 

τέλος of sharing the things that each individual produces with everyone in accordance 

with their needs. Thus, although the impetus leading to the creation of the primitive polis 

                                            
48 For further discussion of the concept of community in Plato, see Schofield, 2006, 212-215 and 

Haliwall, 1993, 7. 
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is each individual’s pursuing his own benefit, in the κοινωνία each pursues the benefit of 

all. In a self-interested reciprocal economy each individual’s thought would be: ‘I pursue 

my own needs and partnering with the others helps to realize my end.’ By contrast, in the 

κοινωνία, each individual’s thought is, ‘We pursue our needs. I will do my part to realize 

our end’.49 

To summarize the considerations thus far, in the κοινωνία i) each individual is a 

partner of all the others, where this partnership aims at meeting the needs of all. This 

implies ii) that the end of the primitive polis is meeting the needs of all individuals.  

Recall that one of our aims in the construction of the primitive polis is to 

determine whether Taylor is correct that the end of the ideal polis is to make the 

individuals happy. What precisely is the evidence for this view? It will obviously consist 

in the relationship between meeting individual needs, which is the clearly stated aim of 

the primitive polis, and individual happiness. Taylor’s thesis is true if individuals are 

happy when their individual needs are satisfied. In considering whether his thesis is true 

it needs to be kept in mind that there will be a difference between happiness in the 

primitive polis and happiness in the ideal polis as a whole. In the ideal polis as a whole, 

happiness is discussed by Plato in terms of the tri-partite psychology. To introduce the 

three parts of the soul here: appetite is the element responsible for, and by which the soul 

pursues, the sundry desires of the body, such as food, sex, and drink (437d). Spirit is the 

aggressive element, aspiring to defend itself when provoked, and is responsible for such 

emotions as anger (439e). Reason is the part responsible for the rational capacities of the 

soul (439c). Happiness will turn out to involve a relation between these three parts of the 
                                            

49 Taylor seems to mistakenly take the partnership of the polis to be a self-interested reciprocal 
economy. “The primitive polis”, he says, “is, then, an organization set up by individuals to secure for 
themselves a share of eudaimonia” (1986, 39).  
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soul that Plato details in Book IV, after the construction of the primitive polis is 

completed. By contrast, in the primitive polis Socrates deals with only one element of 

human nature, the appetitive part, which is the part giving rise to the reciprocal economy. 

When individuals are conceived of in terms of their appetitive part merely, when their 

appetitive part is abstracted from the other parts, their happiness consists in the 

satisfaction of desires. In that case, the satisfaction of needs is a necessary and sufficient 

condition of individual happiness. However, while meeting individual needs is clearly a 

necessary condition in the ideal polis as a whole, it is not a sufficient condition, for 

individual happiness involves all three parts of the soul. 

That said, after Socrates has completed the construction of the primitive polis, he 

certainly hints that the individuals will be happy in the primitive polis because their needs 

are met. 

First, then, let’s see what sort of life our citizens will lead when they’ve been 
provided for in the way we have been describing. They’ll produce bread, wine, 
clothes, and shoes, won’t they? They’ll build houses . . . For food, they’ll knead 
and cook the flour and meal they’ve made from wheat and barley. They’ll put 
their honest cakes and loaves on reeds or clean leaves, and reclining on beds 
strewn with yew and myrtle, they’ll feast with their children, drink their wine, 
and, crowned with wreaths, hymn the gods. . . . We’ll give them desserts, too, of 
course, consisting of figs, chickpeas, and beans, and they’ll roast myrtle and 
acorns before the fire, drinking moderately. And so they’ll live in peace and good 
health, and when they die at a ripe old age, they’ll bequeath a similar life to their 
children. (372a-d) 
 

Socrates does not here say that individuals are happy (εὐδαιμονία) upon completion of 

the primitive polis. However, there is a strong suggestion that the happiness of 

individuals in the primitive polis consists in the satisfaction of their needs. Upon 

completion of the primitive polis, individuals will “live in peace (εἰρήνῃ) and good 

health (μετὰ ὑγιείας)” (372d1-2). This obviously resembles Socrates’ later 
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pronouncement that virtue, a necessary condition of happiness, is the health and good 

condition of the soul (ἀρετὴ ἄρα ὐγίειά τέ τις εὐεξία ψυχῆς, 444d13-e1). This is good 

evidence that individual happiness is the satisfaction of needs in the primitive polis. Since 

the satisfaction of needs is the end of the primitive polis, Taylor seems right that the end 

of the primitive polis is the realization of the happiness of all individuals.  

D. The Primitive Polis’ Good 

We now consider what the good of the primitive polis consists of in order to 

determine how it is related to individual happiness, which we have agreed is the end of 

the primitive polis. From the start there is prima facie reason for taking the good of the 

primitive polis to be its unity. This reason consists in Plato’s fuller treatment of the polis’ 

good, which we discussed in the previous chapter. This gives reason to expect that in the 

case of the primitive polis we may expect the same, since the constitutive criteria are the 

evaluative criteria of the polis. What I propose to do in this section is to explicate how the 

good of the polis qua unity can be seen at work in the primitive polis. After offering this 

explanation I shall consider where the relation between the good and the end of the 

primitive polis stands in Plato’s thinking.  

To begin, how does Socrates seek to accomplish the end of making individuals 

happy by meeting their individual needs, for this was the reason why the polis originated? 

That aim leads Socrates to consider a way in which to solve the problem of coordination 

(as I shall call it). The problem is to arrange labor so that each individual is not going it 

alone without coordinating with others. Instead, labor should be arranged so that each is 

working together in coordination with the others toward a common end. Socrates alludes 

to something like this problem of coordination when he says: 
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Come, then, let’s create a city in theory from its beginnings. And it is our needs, it 
seems, that will create it. . . . How, then, will a city be able to provide all this? 
(369c-d; emphasis added) 
 

This problem of coordination can be explained through an illustration. Suppose that a 

handful of people decide that together they will accomplish the goal of building a house. 

Once the group decides on that goal, the individuals cannot go on and decide what their 

task is going to be without consulting and meshing their plans with one another. If one 

decides that she will go buy the paint without consulting the others, another individual 

may also decide to buy the paint. So a precondition on achieving the goal is to coordinate 

their sub-plans with one another. Until they do so, they will make no progress toward 

achieving the goal. 

In the primitive community the problem of coordination arises in relation to the 

end of meeting the needs of all. These needs are partially enumerated by Socrates:  

Surely our first and greatest need is to provide food to sustain life. . . . Our second 
is for shelter, and our third for clothes and such. (369d) 
  

Meeting these needs was the reason for the polis’ existence, and a partnership was 

developed by the individuals not to pursue their own needs, but to pursue the shared goal 

of meeting the needs of all. How will the shared goal be accomplished? Socrates begins 

an answer in the following text. 

How, then, will a city be able to provide all this? Won’t one person have to be a 
farmer, another a builder, and another a weaver? And shouldn’t we add a cobbler 
and someone else to provide medical care? (369d) 
 

Here Socrates suggests that the plurality of tasks associated with achieving the shared 

goal will have to be unevenly distributed among the individuals. Some would have to be 

farmers, some builders, others cobblers, and so forth. To be a partner in the polis, then, 

requires that each is to assume some social role, which amounts to a part of the whole 
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organizational means of meeting the needs of all. This point can be illustrated by means 

of an analogy. Take a modern corporation, say, a restaurant chain. Such a corporate body 

has the primary end of making capital through sales of food products. This primary end 

requires a variety of subsidiary tasks, which members of the corporate body will need to 

be assigned if the body as a whole is to achieve its ends. For instance, CEOs provide 

leadership and authority, restaurants require cashiers and cooks, managers and 

accountants are needed to tally receipts, and so forth. Each individual qua corporate 

member will have to do his part in realizing the goals of the whole body by assuming 

some particular role. In the same way, the end of the polis requires that each individual 

assume some role in order to achieve the shared goal of meeting the needs of all. 

How will these tasks be distributed among the individuals so as to solve the 

problem of coordination? In response Socrates offers Adeimantus two possible solutions.  

And what about this? Will a farmer provide food for everyone, spending 
quadruple the time and labor to provide food to be shared by them all? Or will he 
not bother about that, producing one quarter the food in one quarter the time, and 
spending the other three quarters, one in building a house, one in the production 
of clothes, and one in making shoes, not troubling to associate with the others, but 
minding his own business. (369e-370a) 
 

In the second solution, Socrates proposes that each individual divide her own time 

between the various tasks that need to be carried out in order to achieve the end of the 

primitive polis. This is a faux option because it would imply that there is no association 

between individuals. In that case, each individual would be dividing up her labor among 

the various tasks required to meet her own needs. Given Socrates’ assumptions, this 

would not even be possible, since it would imply that individuals are self-sufficient, 

which they are not. If individuals were self-sufficient, no association would arise between 

them. It is little wonder, then, why Adeimantus does not opt for this solution. 
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Socrates’ first solution is to coordinate roles through the principle of the division 

of labor. This involves the idea that each person will be assigned only one task as regards 

the end of the community. The rationale for this is that specializing in one task, rather 

than many, would result in better craftsmanship. 

[D]oes one person do a better job if he practices many crafts or—since he’s one 
person himself—if he practices one? . . . [I]f one misses the right moment in 
anything, the work is spoiled. . . . that’s because the thing to be done won’t wait 
on the leisure of the doer, but the doer must of necessity pay close attention to his 
work rather than treating it as a secondary occupation. (370b-371c) 
 

Which task each individual is to be assigned is determined by the principle of natural 

inequality. 

[W]e aren’t all born alike, but each of us differs somewhat in nature from the 
others, one being suited to one task, another to another. (370a-b) 
 

Tasks are divvied up, then, by matching them to the natural endowments and talents of 

individuals that are most suited to the task.  

We are now in a position to consider how the polis’ good qua unity is a principle 

used in the construction of the primitive polis. From this point of view, the principle of 

the division of labor not only solves the problem of coordination. It also serves to unify 

the social body. It is here that we get a sense of the primitive polis’ good. As we have 

seen, the labor of the primitive polis is integrated into a corporate body through the 

principle of the division of labor, but this is none other than to unify the primitive polis, 

which, as we argued last chapter, was the polis’ greatest good. Thus, there is a close 

connection between the principle of the division of labor and the primitive polis’ 

goodness.  

This point deserves further elaboration. It was mentioned that we had some reason 

to believe that the polis’ good qua unity is used in the construction of the primitive polis 
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because in Plato’s thinking the conditions that need to be satisfied in order for a polis to 

be good are also the conditions that need to be satisfied if there is to be a polis at all. I 

will now go on to provide more direct and fairly strong evidence that the good of the 

polis is used in the construction of the primitive polis. This evidence is based on the fact 

that Socrates says that the principle of the division of labor was used to bring about unity 

from the very start of the construction. 

Socrates suggests that the principle of the division of labor brings about unity in 

the primitive polis through the view that justice plays a special role in bringing about 

unity in the primitive polis and the view that justice is a form of the principle of the 

division of labor, which is applied in the primitive polis.   

Take the view that justice brings about unity in the primitive polis. Plato has 

Socrates expressly say that justice plays a special role in bringing about unity in the polis 

(423d; 443d-e). 

One who is just does not allow any part of himself to do the work of another part 
or allow the various classes within him to meddle with each other. . . . He puts 
himself in order, is his own friend, and harmonizes the three parts of himself like 
three limiting notes in a musical scale—high, low, and middle. He binds together 
those parts and any others there may be in between, and from having been many 
things he becomes entirely one, moderate and harmonious. (443c-e; italics added) 
 

Socrates here says that individual justice unifies the individual soul. One would also 

expect justice to unify the polis, given the analogy of justice in the soul and the polis 

(368c-369a). We get confirmation of this expectation in the following passage.  

This was meant to make clear that each of the other citizens is to be directed to 
what he is naturally suited for, so that, doing the one work that is his own, he will 
become not many but one, and the whole city will itself be naturally one not many. 
(423d; italics added) 
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Here Socrates is claiming that the principle of the division of labor is responsible for 

creating unity in the construction of the polis up to that point. There is hence good reason 

to suppose that this also applies to justice and that justice brings about unity in the polis, 

for justice is nothing but a special form of the principle of division of labor.50 

That justice is a special form of the principle of the division of labor is seen when 

Socrates searches for justice in the polis after having accounted for the other three 

virtues. He notices that justice was there from the start of the construction of the polis. 

Because what we are looking for seems to have been rolling around our feet from 
the very beginning, and we didn’t see it, which was ridiculous of us. Just as 
people sometimes search for the very thing they are holding in their hands, so we 
didn’t look in the right direction but gazed off into the distance, and that’s 
probably why we didn’t notice it. . . . Justice, I, think, is exactly what we said 
must be established throughout the city when we were founding it—either that or 
some form of it. We stated, and often repeated, if you remember, that everyone 
must practice one of the occupations in the city for which he is naturally best 
suited. . . .—Then it turns out that this doing one’s own work—provided that it 
comes to be in a certain way—is justice. (432d-433b) 
 

In this passage we see that justice, as Socrates comes to define it in Book IV, was at work 

in the primitive polis from the start in the form of the principle of the division of labor. 

Justice ends up being a special, interclass application of the principle of the division of 

labor to the guardian and working classes.  

If a carpenter attempts to do the work of a cobbler, or a cobbler that of a carpenter 
. . . do you think that does any great harm to the city? . . . But when someone, who 
is by nature a craftsman . . . is puffed up by wealth . . . and attempts to enter the 
class of soldiers . . . then I think you’ll agree that these exchanges and this sort of 
meddling bring the city to ruin. . . . Meddling and exchange between the three 
classes, then, is the greatest harm that can happen to the city and would rightly be 
called the worst thing someone could do to it. . . . And wouldn’t you say that the 
worst thing that someone could do to his city is injustice. . . . Then, that exchange 
and meddling is injustice. Or to put it the other way: For the money-making, 
auxiliary, and guardian classes each to do its own work in the city, is the opposite. 
That’s justice, isn’t it, and makes the city just. (434a-e) 
 

                                            
50 See also 435a-b and 443c. 
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The idea is that justice obtains when each of the classes does not meddle with the work of 

the other classes. So justice obtains when the working class is not meddling with the 

work of the guardians or the guardians with the work of the working class. It is in this 

sense that justice is a form of the principle of the division of labor, which, in its less 

specified form, also applies within each of the classes.51  

II. The Relation Between the Primitive Polis’ End and Good 

A. Assessment of Taylor’s Individualistic Argument 

We established in the case study that the end of the primitive polis is the 

realization of individual happiness. By contrast, the primitive polis’ good is unity. In 

Taylor’s view, the good of the polis is derivative of the end of individual happiness. The 

unified polis presupposes, he claims, the prior conception of the good as embodied in the 

end of the primitive polis, which is the realization of individual happiness. So the 

function of the polis’ good is the realization of individual happiness. 

The conception of the harmonious state outlined above presupposes the prior 
conception of the good to be realized. And what is that good? Nothing other than 
the maximization of individual eudaminonia. Hence the two conceptions of the 
eudaimôn polis are not in conflict, since the function of the harmonious state is 
precisely to realize the happy community. (Taylor, 1986, 42) 
 

Taylor takes this line of reasoning to establish a view of the relationship between the 

polis’ good and the good of individual happiness, which he characterizes in the following 

terms:  

The good condition of the state is thus defined as the state of maximum well-
being for the citizens; as in b) both individual good and the good of the state are 
of intrinsic value, but here the good of the individual is ultimately valuable, that 
of the state derivatively. (1986, 34) 

                                            
51 Justice is certainly a necessary condition of the ideal polis’ goodness. Is the principle of the 

division of labor applied within the lower class also a necessary condition for the ideal polis’ goodness? 
Plato does not seem to think so, for he says repeatedly that its violation within that class would not destroy 
the polis (421a; 434a; 545c).  
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In his view, then, the polis’ good is derivative of the good of individual happiness. 

It is unclear in what sense Taylor thinks the polis’ unity is both intrinsically good 

and derivative of individual good, which is “ultimately” valuable. Two alternatives 

present themselves. Either the polis’ unity is intrinsically good and hence no mere means, 

or the good of the polis’ unity is a mere means and hence no intrinsic good, since it is 

derived from the intrinsic good of individuals. Either way, Taylor’s individualistic thesis 

is false. If the polis’ unity is intrinsically good and hence no mere means, the good of the 

polis’ unity is not reducible to the more basic good of individuals. In that case, the good 

of the polis’ unity is not merely derived from the good of individuals, and Taylor’s 

individualistic thesis is false. 

If the good of the polis’ unity is a mere means and hence no intrinsic good, since 

it is derived from the intrinsic good of individuals, then it cannot be both intrinsically 

good and a means, for if it is both, then it is no mere means and has intrinsic value. Two 

facts suggest that Plato’s view is that the polis’ unity is intrinsically good and possibly a 

means. First, Plato’s value theory has conceptual space for the possibility that a good can 

be both intrinsically and derivatively good. In his classification of goods in Book II, a 

good of the third kind is one that is desired both for its own sake and for the sake of the 

benefits it affords. Second, Plato praises the polis’ unity as an intrinsic good above and 

beyond the benefits it affords the polis’ individuals (461e). According to Plato, therefore, 

the polis’ unity has intrinsic value and is possibly a means. So the good of the polis’ unity 

is not a mere means and derivative of individual good. In that case, Taylor’s 

individualistic thesis is false, for the good of the polis’ unity is not derivative of 

individual good. In either case, Taylor’s individualistic thesis is false. 
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B. The Polis’ Good and Individual Happiness as Coordinate 

The fact that individualism is not a correct view does not imply, of course, that 

Plato sees no connection between the good of the polis’ unity and the realization of 

individual happiness in the polis. What it does imply is that the good of the polis’ unity is 

not merely derivative of its function toward achieving individual happiness. Since 

individualism is not the correct account of the relationship between the polis’ good and 

individual happiness, two possibilities remain: either political organicism or a view 

according to which they are non-reductive and coordinate. I have offered reasons against 

political organicism in the first two chapters, which leaves the remaining view that the 

polis’ good and individual happiness are non-reductive and coordinate. The good of the 

primitive polis is its unity and its end is individual happiness. Plato conceives of the two 

as irreducible, co-instantiable desiderata of the polis. The polis is good not because its 

end is achieved but because it is unified or socially integrated. This is an important 

feature of the polis, at which the laws are aimed directly (420b; 519e). Individual 

happiness is also important and is seen by Plato as realized in the unified polis. On this 

view, neither is the good of individual happiness derived from the good of the polis (as 

political organicism implies), nor is the good of the polis derived from the good of 

individual happiness (as individualism implies).  

C. Why Plato Regards the Polis’ Good and Individual Happiness as Co-Instantiated in the 
Primitive Polis 

 
Plato considers the realization of individual happiness in the polis to be important, 

and he thinks individual happiness is realized in a unified polis. Why he thinks so is 

obscure, however. Some reasons may be cited on the basis of the case study of the 

primitive polis above. 
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In the primitive polis the mechanism for unifying the social body is the principle 

of the division of labor. Plato sees the implementation of that principle as maximizing the 

polis’ production of goods necessary for individual happiness. Recall that Socrates 

presented Adeimantus with two ways of organizing labor. One was the faux option of 

having everyone do multiple tasks and specialize in none. The other was to divide labor 

according to the principle of the division of labor. Socrates then goes on to say that 

having every individual specialize in one task suited to his own nature results in the 

production of goods in greater quantity and higher quality (370c).  

The result, then, is that more plentiful and better-quality goods are more easily 
produced if each person does one thing for which he is naturally suited, does it at 
the right time, and is released from having to do any of the others. (370c; italics 
added) 
 

The polis could be arranged without the principle of the division of labor, but 

Adeimantus says the production of goods is “easier” if workers specialize rather than 

perform multiple tasks (370a). Non-specialization would lead to a decrease in the 

quantity and quality of goods produced by the polis. By contrast, the polis’ arrangement 

by the principle of the division of labor would “result” in “more plentiful and better-

quality goods” (370c). So one reason why Plato thinks the polis’ good and individual 

happiness are co-instantiated in the primitive polis is because it is arranged according to 

the principle of division of labor, which facilitates the realization of individual happiness 

within the primitive polis. 

It might be thought that these facts support the following individualistic theses. i. 

The good of the primitive polis is to meet the needs of individuals. ii. The polis’ end is 

the maximization of individual satisfaction. I will show how one might argue for these 

claims and provide arguments against them. 
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i. The thesis that the good of the primitive polis is to meet the needs of individuals 

might be argued from the facts explaining how the polis’ good and individual happiness 

are co-instantiated in the following way. Socrates justifies implementation of the division 

of labor by the fact that it maximizes the production of materials. But the good of 

maximal production is not the basic reason justifying the division of labor. Maximal 

production is good because it facilitates meeting the needs of individuals. So the division 

of labor is good because it is a means to the good of meeting individual needs. The case 

study shows that the division of labor is the primitive polis’ unity and good. But neither 

the division of labor nor unity is said to be intrinsically good in the primitive polis 

independently of the function of meeting individual needs. So the primitive polis is good 

because individual needs are being met.  

 This consideration has come around to the individualistic thesis that the polis’ 

good is derivative of the good of meeting individual needs. The consideration falls short 

of establishing that thesis. The individualist needs to show that the reason why the 

division of labor is good is because it is a means toward maximal production, which is 

good because of the more basic good of meeting the needs of individuals. Plato surely 

observes that maximal production facilitates the meeting of individual need. Hence he 

demonstrates awareness of the utility of dividing labor. But he also praises unity for its 

own sake, which is not reducible, in his mind, to individual happiness. On this score, 

Plato can have it both ways. There is room in his value theory for valuing the polis’ 

division of labor and unity for its own sake and for the sake of the benefits it affords. 

Plato’s view, therefore, seems to be that dividing labor and unifying the polis is a good 
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because it is useful toward meeting individual needs, but this is not the sole reason why it 

is good.  

ii. The facts explaining why the polis’ good and the realization of individual 

happiness in the primitive polis are co-instantiated might be thought to show that the 

polis’ end is the maximization of individual satisfactions. For maximal production of 

goods seems the natural correlate of the maximization of individual satisfactions. So in 

assaying the good of the polis in terms of individual happiness, the best polis is the one 

producing the greatest balance of individual satisfactions. 

Now in order to move to the conclusion that the best polis is the one netting the 

greatest balance of individual satisfactions, two additional premises are required. First, 

the additional hedonistic premise that individual satisfaction, as such, is good is required. 

This would imply that a greater balance of satisfactions is good for each person.  Second, 

a utilitarian premise prescribing that the good to be aimed at is the good of all persons. 

This would imply that the best outcome is the one in which the most persons have the 

greatest balance of satisfactions. So in assaying the good of the polis in terms of 

individual happiness, the best polis is the one producing the greatest balance of individual 

satisfactions for the most persons. 

This does not seem to be the way that Plato construes the assessment of the polis 

in terms of the good of individual happiness. On the hedonistic premises, all satisfactions 

matter and ought to be figured into the overall calculus of individual satisfactions. But 

Socrates’ does not see the matter in these terms, as evidenced by his distinction between 

necessary and unnecessary desires. Wherears necessary desires cannot be extinguished 

and their satisfaction is beneficial, unnecessary desires can be gotten rid of through 
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habituation and their satisfaction is not beneficial (558d-559d). As Socrates says in his 

transition to discussion of the luxurious city: 

The things I mentioned earlier and the way of life I described won’t satisfy some 
people, it seems, but couches, tables, and other furniture will have to be added, 
and, of course, all sorts of delicacies, perfumed oils, incense, prostitutes, and 
pastries. We mustn’t provide them only with the necessities we mentioned first. 
(373a)52 
 

This distinction significantly restricts the kinds of satisfactions that do matter in assaying 

the good of the primitive polis with respect to individual happiness. Only satisfactions of 

necessary desires are to be counted as worthy of increasing individual goodness in the 

primitive polis. Satisfactions of unnecessary desires do not add to individual goodness. In 

fact, they take away from individual goodness, since they turn out to be the origin of the 

polis’ need to go to war (373e). Hence it is not the case that the greatest balance of 

individual satisfactions adds to the goodness of the primitive polis in terms of individual 

happiness. 

Socrates’ considerations go further and are contradictory to the hedonistic 

premise. In his view, the satisfaction of necessary desires is not a good as such. If 

satisfaction of necessary desires were a good, as such, the more necessary satisfactions 

the polis was able to produce the better it would be. Rather, satisfaction of necessary 

desires is a means toward individual well-being and health, not a good worth having for 

its own sake. The quantity of satisfactions of necessary desires an individual ought to 

have is proportional to the amount that is necessary for the preservation of health and 

well-being. What matters is the quality of life to which the satisfaction of necessary 

desires leads. Greater quantity of satisfactions is not important or good as such. These 

considerations suggest that the primitive polis should aim not for the greatest net amount 
                                            

52 Cf. also 372a-b and 373b 
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of individual satisfactions. The aim rather should be the amount necessary for the 

sustenance of the well-being of its inhabitants. 

Conclusion 

The proposition that the primitive polis is good because it is unified, not because 

individuals are happy, might seem paradoxical. Given the primitive polis’ end, whether 

the primitive polis’ good is realized should turn on whether its end is met.53 Adeimantus 

expresses a reaction of this kind when he offers Socrates the objection:  

How would you defend yourself, Socrates, . . . if someone told you that you aren’t 
making these men very happy and that it’s their own fault? The city really belongs 
to them, yet they derive no good from it. (419a) 
 

Socrates’ response shows that Plato conceives of the polis’ goodness independently of 

whether individuals are happy. The construction of the polis, Socrates retorts, aims not at 

the happiness of individuals, but of the polis as a whole. 

[W]e aren’t aiming to make any one group outstandingly happy but to make the 
whole city so, as far as possible. . . . We take ourselves, then, to be fashioning the 
happy city, not picking out a few happy people and putting them in it, but making 
the whole city happy. (420b-c) 
 

We established in the last chapter that the happiness of the polis in this passage is its 

good qua unity. By extension, then, the construction of the primitive polis aims not at the 

end of meeting the needs of individuals, but at its social integration or unity. 

 Be that as it may, in his response Socrates says “it wouldn’t be surprising if these 

people were happiest just as they are” (419b). In other words, Socrates would not be 

surprised that individuals are happy within the polis, even though he did not aim directly 

at that end in his construction. In the case of the guardians he does go on to claim that 

                                            
53 Cf. the discussion of this issue in White, 1979, 15. 
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they are happy in the polis in a passage comparing the honors they will receive to the 

honors received by Olympian victors. The guardians will 

live a life more blessedly happy (μακαριστοῦ) than that of the victors in the 
Olympian games. . . . The Olympian victors are considered happy on account of 
only a small part of what is available to our guardians, for the guardian’s victory 
is even greater, and their upkeep from public funds more complete. . . . Do you 
remember that, earlier in our discussion, someone—I forget who—shocked us by 
saying that we hadn’t made our guardians happy (εὐδαίμονας), that it was 
possible for them to have everything that belongs to the citizens, yet they had 
nothing. We said, I think, that if this happened to come up at some point, we’d 
look into it then, but that our concern at the time was to make our guardians true 
guardians and the city the happiest (εὐδαιμονεστάτην) we could, rather than 
looking to any one group within it and moulding it for happiness (εὔδαιμον). . . . 
Well, then, if the life of our auxiliaries is apparently much finer and better than 
that of Olympian victors, is there any need to compare it to the lives of cobblers, 
farmers, or other craftsmen? (465d-466b) 
 

In the passage Socrates claims the guardians are happy, but this falls short of showing 

that all or most are happy in the ideal polis, since the guardians comprise just one class. 

In the final two chapters of this study I will consider whether the individuals comprising 

the class of workers are happy. 
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Chapter 4 

Individual Happiness in the Republic 

Introduction 

 The final two chapters of the study take up the issues of what individual happiness 

consists in, and whether individuals are happy in the polis. The three previous chapters 

broached the subject of individual happiness but remained non-committal on any 

particular view. Within the framework of weak organicism, it is not necessarily the case 

that individual happiness is reducible to a person’s functions toward making the polis 

good. The first chapter broached the case of philosopher-rulers, who have ideal desires 

going beyond their functions within the polis. Their case shows that Plato expressly 

accepts that their happiness is irreducible to the polis’ good. We also saw in the 

discussion of the polis’ happiness that Plato expressly says the guardians’54 maximal 

happiness coincides with the polis’ goodness (420b4-5; 465e-466b). By contrast, Plato 

never expressly says the workers are happy. For this reason the question of whether the 

guardians are happy shall be bracketed and focus shall be on whether workers are happy.  

There is another reason for focus on the workers’ happiness: the literature tends to 

focus on whether guardians could possibly be happy given the shape of the philosophers’ 

happiness and has little to say by comparison with whether workers can be happy.55 The 

reason for this is that Plato has much more to say in the case of guardians than in the case 

of workers. There is, then, more of a gap in the literature’s discussion about the workers’ 

happiness than the guardians’ happiness. This study aims to fill in this relative lacuna.  

                                            
54 Guardian here is being opposed to the rulers, or complete guardians (414b). 
55 For a discussion of the guardians’ happiness and possible reason’s for their acceptance of the 

social order of the ideal polis, see Kamtekar, 2004. 
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Now Plato needs the laws of the polis to ensure the happiness of all individuals in 

the polis. For in addition to unifying and ensuring the good condition of the polis through 

the laws (461e), he says that the laws aim at giving each individual a measure of 

happiness appropriate to his nature.  

In this way, with the whole city developing and being governed well, we must 
leave it to nature to provide each group with its share of happiness. (421c).56 
 

Plato clearly thinks the two are co-instantiated in the polis and betrays an abiding 

conviction from his middle to later periods that they may be harmonized.57 

Be that as it may, the law’s aim of provisioning the happiness of workers may be 

satisfied on a reductive conception of happiness. If it is satisfied in this way, the workers’ 

happiness consists in their contribution to the polis’ goodness.58 Averting this reductive 

ethical thesis is one of the primary aims for which the view of the polis within the 

framework of weak organicism was developed in chapter two. 

Is the happiness of workers reductive or are they capable of a non-reductive 

happiness as the philosophers are? What is the happiness of philosophers? Unfortunately, 

Plato is not as clear as one should like with respect to the way in which any of the 

individuals are happy in the polis, and the issue of whether the workers have a reductive 

happiness cannot be settled by appealing to the aim of the laws alone, since those aims 

are consistent with either reductive or non-reductive readings. What is required to settle 

these questions is a consideration of Plato’s moral psychology and how his views in that 

area determine his conception of happiness. To these issues we now turn. 

                                            
56 Cf. also both 519e and the end of the polis in the construction of the primitive polis discussed in 

chapter 3 above.   
57 Cf. Laws 624-632d and Stalley, 1983, 35-40. 
58 Cf. Brown, 1998, 24, who argues against political organicism but observes that the happiness of 

the lower class seems reductive nonetheless. 
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I. What is Individual Happiness? 

We are presently concerned with the question of which individuals are happy in 

the polis. Given the close connection between happiness and virtue, I shall focus 

exclusively on which individuals are virtuous. The move from virtue to happiness 

requires some justification, however. The connection between the two is a large topic in 

itself, which I will not be able to deal with in full here. I will merely clarify the terms in 

which an individual may be said to be happy, locate the place of virtue within that overall 

scheme, and offer some justification of why it is sufficient for the purposes of my 

argument to focus exclusively on virtue. 

A good place to begin is the Symposium. Socrates there uses Diotima as a 

mouthpiece to give a speech on love. The speech offers a conception of happiness. 

Diotima: “That’s what makes happy people happy, isn’t it—possessing good 
things. There’s no need to ask further, ‘What’s the point of wanting happiness?’ 
The answer you gave seems to be final.” 
Socrates: “True,” I said. 
D: “Now this desire for happiness, this kind of love—do you think it is common 
to all human beings and that everyone wants to have good things forever and 
ever? What would you say?” 
S: “Just that,” I said. “It is common to all.”  
(205a, tr. by Nehamas and Woodruff) 
 

From what can be gathered in the passage, having good things is what makes people 

happy, and the final end of having good things is happiness. Happiness is explained here 

as a basic desire of human nature, as such, which is not to be explained by something 

more basic. This shall be called psychological eudaimonism, the view that individuals 

aim at their happiness through taking possession of good things.  

In the Republic this conception comes into play in Book I. Thrasymachus assumes 

psychological eudaimonism and develops a criterion by which to determine whether an 
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individual is to be deemed happy. Thrasymachus first brings up the criterion when he 

tells Socrates: 

You are so far from understanding about justice and about what’s just, about 
injustice and what’s unjust, that you don’t realize that justice is really the good of 
another, the advantage of the stronger and the ruler, and harmful to the one who 
obeys and serves. Injustice is the opposite, it rules the truly simple and just, and 
those it rules do what is to the advantage of the other and stronger, and they make 
the one they serve happy, but themselves not at all. (343c) 
 

Thrasymachus had defined justice as the interest of strong persons, who lay down laws 

and customs, which serve to increase their largesse. In the just person’s performance of 

just actions, which are defined by the stronger person’s decrees, he is making the stronger 

person happy and himself not at all. In this discussion, Thrasymachus assumes that the 

basis on which to judge whether justice or injustice makes its possessor happy is on the 

basis of the criterion of what goods they get from it. He judges that the unjust person is 

happier because the completely unjust person outdoes the just person in respect of every 

relevant good. 

Socrates recognizes the criterion and shape of Thrasymachus’ argument. “Did you 

hear all the good things Thrasymachus listed a moment ago for the unjust life” (347e)? 

Socrates qualifies Thrasymachus’ criterion by applying it to a whole life. 

S: Or do you think it a small matter to determine which whole way of life would 
make living most worthwhile for each of us?  
T: Is that what I seem to you to think? Thrasymachus said.  
S: Either that, or else you care nothing for us and aren’t worried about whether 
we’ll live better or worse lives because of our ignorance of what you say you 
know. (344e)59 
 

Socrates’ view that the question whether justice benefits its possessor should be applied 

to a whole life, coupled with Thrasymachus’ criterion, shall be called the eudaimonistic 

                                            
59 Cf. also 347e and 352d. 
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criterion. On this view, individuals are happy proportionately to the good things they 

have over the course of their whole lives. 

Though Socrates recognizes the eudaimonistic criterion, he opts instead to inquire 

whether justice makes its possessor happy on the basis of his characteristic Socratic 

elenchos, which seeks agreement between the participants and uses their common beliefs 

as the basis of inquiry. 

S: What Thrasymachus is now saying—that the life of an unjust person is better 
than that of a just one—seems to be of far greater importance. Which life would 
you choose, Glaucon? And which of our views do you consider truer? 
G: I certainly think that the life of a just person is more profitable. 
S: Did you hear all of the good things Thrasymachus listed a moment ago for the 
unjust life? 
G: I heard, but I wasn’t persuaded. 
S: Then, do you want us to persuade him, if we’re able to find a way, that what he 
says isn’t true? 
G: Of course I do. 
S: If we oppose him with a parallel speech about the blessings of the just life, and 
then he replies, and then we do, we’d have to count and measure the good things 
mentioned on each side, and we’d need a jury to decide the case. But if, on the 
other hand, we investigate the question, as we’ve been doing, by seeking 
agreement with each other, we ourselves can be both jury and advocates at once. 
G: Certainly. 
S: Which approach do you prefer? I asked. 
G: The second. (347e-348b) 
 

On the basis of the Socratic elenchos, then, rather than on the basis of the eudaimonistic 

criterion, Socrates goes on to examine whether just people have better and happier lives 

than unjust ones. In proceeding in this fashion, Socrates wants to explore the relationship 

between virtue and justice on the basis of conventional beliefs and to argue, through these 

beliefs, that justice makes its possessor happy, but Thrasymachus initially disagrees that 

justice is a virtue (348c-e). Thus, Socrates has to go through a slew of arguments before 

finally getting Thrasymachus to agree that justice is a virtue. Through the function 

argument Socrates argues to the conclusion, finally, that justice makes its possessor 
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happy. The just person is the happier because with justice he performs the functions of 

the soul well, namely, “taking care of things, ruling, deliberating, and the like” (353d).  

In his arguments in Book I, Socrates strikingly leaves out the question of what 

goods can be derived from the optimal performance of one’s functions, i.e., he does not 

apply the eudaimonistic criterion in relationship to the functional argument. It might be 

thought that Plato, in keeping with Socrates, ends up rejecting the eudaimonistic criterion 

as well, but by the end of this section it will be seen that Plato’s overall argument is in 

fact an amalgamation of Socrates’ functional argument and the eudaimonistic criterion.  

In Book II, Glaucon restates Thrasymachus’ challenge to justice. He begins with a 

three-fold classification of goods (357a-d). The first is a kind of good welcomed for its 

own sake. The second is a kind of good welcomed for its own sake and for what comes 

from it. The third is a kind of good welcomed not for its own sake but for what comes 

from it. Glaucon’s three-fold classification is founded on one distinction between a kind 

of good welcomed for its own sake and a kind of good welcomed for what comes from it.  

There is considerable controversy surrounding the interpretation of this 

distinction. Interpreters may be classed under two general headings. One class takes the 

distinction to be the modern one of items that are good in themselves and not their 

consequences and items that are good for their consequences and not in themselves. 

Another class takes the distinction to be between items that cause two different kinds of 

consequences.60  Without touching on the underlying issues here (some of which will 

emerge later) this study shall follow the second class of interpreters.61 

                                            
60 This class of interpreters includes Sachs, 1971 and White, 1984.  
61 For a full treatment of these issues see White, 1984. White formulates an understanding of the 

causal relation between an item and its consequences in terms of machinery found within Plato’s thought, 
which is similar to the Kantian notion of an a priori synthetic relation, not the post-Humean conception 
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This class of interpreters defines the two kinds of consequences roughly as 

follows. A good welcomed for its own sake causes consequences on its own in the soul. 

For example, harmless pleasures, such as seeing and hearing, cause joy in the soul on 

their own. A good welcomed for what comes from it causes consequences in participation 

with additional circumstances. For example, knowing and just actions bring us benefits 

from consequences caused through themselves in participation with additional 

circumstances. Knowing, when combined with additional resources, allows us to develop 

technology and infrastructure. Just actions, when they are combined with the additional 

circumstance of reputation and honor, afford benefits such as friends, help from others 

who endear justice, and an ability to marry into a good family. 

This distinction is the basis of Glaucon’s three-fold classification of goods. The 

first kind is a good welcomed for its own sake because on its own it causes nothing but 

good consequences in the soul. For example, watching a newborn smile is a good 

welcomed for its own sake. It causes nothing apart from the joy resulting from the sight. 

The second kind is a good welcomed both for its own sake and for what comes from it in 

terms of the additional good consequences caused by the item in participation with 

additional circumstances. For example, an architect’s knowledge of his design for an 

aesthetically pleasing edifice is a good welcomed for its own sake and for what comes 

from it. On its own it produces joy within his soul, but there are other benefits that it can 

cause in participation with other circumstances, namely, the edifice that may be built 

from the design if he has the fortune of resources and labor power. The third kind of good 

is an item that on its own causes bad consequences in the soul but is welcomed because 

                                                                                                                                  
according to which a causal relation involves a cause and effect which are logically distinct, conjoined, and 
whose connecting relation must be discovered through empirical investigation. 
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of the good consequences caused by additional circumstances that outweigh the bad 

consequences. For example, certain kinds of medication are unpleasant in themselves but 

cause benefits in the way of health, which outweigh the unpleasant consequences. 

When Glaucon asks Socrates what kind of good he thinks justice to be, Socrates 

answers that it is 

among the finest goods, as something to be valued by anyone who is going to be 
blessed with happiness, both because of itself and because of what comes from it. 
(358a) 
 

Justice is welcomed, then, as a good of the second kind. It is welcomed for its own sake 

because, on its own, it causes nothing but good consequences in the soul. It is also 

welcomed for what comes from it because of the additional good consequences it causes 

in participation with other circumstances. Goods of the second kind, Socrates says, are 

“among the finest goods.”  

Glaucon then challenges Socrates to defend justice in the following terms. He 

wants to know what justice is and what power it has when it is in the soul by itself 

(358b). Glaucon indicates that he is principally interested in hearing justice praised as a 

good welcomed for what it causes in the soul on its own apart from what it causes in 

participation with other circumstances, and he believes this to be the most important 

aspect of the discussion. But he is also interested in hearing it defended on the basis of 

what comes from it, for he would not have acknowledged the second kind of good had he 

only taken the first as genuine. Further evidence that Glaucon is interested in this kind of 

defense may be gleaned from the fact that his renewal of Thrasymachus’ argument is 

comprehensive enough to include not only the project of defending justice as a good 

welcomed for its own sake, but also Socrates’ belief that justice is among the finest of 
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goods, to be welcomed both for itself and for what comes from it in participation with 

circumstances.62 Glaucon effectively challenges Socrates to defend justice in terms of 

what comes from it in participation with additional circumstances in the third wave of his 

renewal of Thrasymachus’ argument.63 In this wave he argues that one can get a sense of 

whether people take the just life or the unjust life to be the better by comparing the life of 

the most just individual to that of the most unjust individual. On the basis of what comes 

from either their justice or injustice, people will conclude, Glaucon’s argument goes, that 

the life of the most unjust individual is better than the life of the most just individual—for 

whereas the most just individual will receive whippings, be chained and burned with fire 

on a rack, and in general suffer every kind of evil; the most unjust individual will marry 

himself and his children into any family, make contracts and partnerships with anyone, 

unscrupulously gain profits, and in general become wealthy and outdo everyone else 

(361e-362c). 

These considerations show that Glaucon challenges Socrates to defend justice not 

only in terms of what he thinks is most important, the consequences justice causes on its 

own, but in terms of Socrates’ initial belief that justice is “among the finest goods,” 

                                            
62 It therefore seems too strong to say that Glaucon wants Socrates to prove only that justice is a 

good in itself, apart from its consequences. Cf. Irwin, 1977, 188, who seems to make such a claim. Glaucon 
does want this but he also desires more. This is not to say that the terms of Glaucon’s challenge are not 
puzzling, given that he seems to say that he wants to hear justice praised for itself, apart from what comes 
from it. Consider also that Glaucon later says it seems “ridiculous” to continue on with the inquiry of 
whether justice is to be valued for what comes from it after Socrates has already shown that it is welcomed 
for itself (445a-b). 

63 Glaucon’s version of Thrasymachus’ argument comes in three waves. In the first wave, he gives 
an account of the kind of thing people consider justice to be. Thrasymachus had an implicit conception of 
justice as a convention created by men, which underlies his definition of justice as laws that are to the 
advantage of the stronger. Glaucon operates upon Thrasymachus’ conventionalist conception but puts a 
variation on his definition. He says it is a convention consisting in an agreement between individuals not to 
harm one another. The second wave explains why people take justice to be a good of the third kind, 
something not welcomed for its own sake but for what comes from it. This second wave also shows that 
Glaucon is interested in hearing about what is caused by justice in participation with additional 
circumstances. 
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something welcomed both for its own sake and for what comes from it (358a). The 

project of the Republic, in sum, is to show why justice is welcomed for the consequences 

it causes in the soul on its own and why it is welcomed for the consequences it causes in 

participation with additional circumstances. What this implies is that a full treatment of 

whether individuals are happy would include i) whether individuals can be just, ii) what 

goods justice causes in the soul on its own, and iii) what goods justice causes in 

participation with additional circumstances.  

The structure of Plato’s argument establishing these desiderata is another matter 

of considerable controversy.64 My argument requires that I locate the place of justice and 

virtue within that overall account. It is certain that Book IV is the definition of justice and 

virtue, but it is a matter of dispute whether Book IV completes Plato’s argument that 

justice is a good welcomed for the consequences it causes on its own. Either the argument 

that justice is welcomed for itself is completed by Book IV or it is completed in Books 

VIII-IX. Ultimately, I may remain non-committal on this issue, for in either case 

establishing that an individual is just and virtuous anticipates their possession of whatever 

goods are said to be caused by justice and virtue, both on its own and in participation 

with additional circumstances. So if it can be shown that an individual is just and 

virtuous, it should be expected that they are beneficiaries of Plato’s later pronouncements 

on the benefits of justice and virtue. Nevertheless, in what follows a brief discussion of 

the conclusion of the argument in Book IV, along with some reasons for rejecting the first 

alternative that justice is shown to be a good welcomed for its own sake by Book IV, will 

be offered. 
                                            

64 See White, 1984, again, for these issues. A common view is that justice is shown to be a good 
welcomed for itself at the end of Book IV, but White argues that justice is not shown to be a good 
welcomed for itself until Book IX. 
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Book IV characterizes injustice as a form of strife and lack of harmony in the 

soul.  

Surely, it must be a kind of civil war between the three parts, a meddling and 
doing of another’s work, a rebellion by some part against the whole soul in order 
to rule it inappropriately. The rebellious part is by nature suited to be a slave, 
while the other part is not a slave but belongs to the ruling class. We’ll say 
something like that, I suppose, and that the turmoil and straying of these parts are 
injustice, licentiousness, cowardice, ignorance, and, in a word, the whole of vice. 
(444b) 
 

By contrast, justice is defined as a condition of the soul where each part is doing its own 

and not meddling with the other parts.  

One who is just does not allow any part of himself to do the work of another part 
or allow the various classes within him to meddle with each other. . . . He binds 
together those parts and any others there may be in between, and from having 
been many things he becomes entirely one, moderate, and harmonious. (443d) 
  

In a just condition, the soul averts the strife and imbalance that arises when a part 

attempts to go beyond its natural function, which is what occurs when injustice takes hold 

in the soul. When the soul has justice, it is harmonious. On the basis of this condition 

Socrates goes on to say that virtue in general is the health of the soul.  

S: To produce health is to establish the components of the body in a natural 
relation of control and being controlled, one by another, while to produce disease 
is to establish a relation of ruling and being ruled contrary to nature. 
G: That’s right. 
S: Then, isn’t to produce justice to establish the parts of the soul in a natural 
relation of control, one by another, while to produce injustice is to establish a 
relation of ruling and being ruled contrary to nature?  
G: Precisely. 
S: Virtue seems, then, to be a kind of health, fine condition, and well-being of the 
soul, while vice is a disease, shameful condition, and weakness. (444d-e1) 
 

It might be thought that Plato here finally establishes the view that justice is a good 

welcomed for its own sake. In keeping with the three-fold classification of goods, this 

would translate into the conclusion that justice on its own causes the health of the soul. 
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This view seems wrong, however, for Plato does not say that justice causes the health of 

the soul. Rather, he says that justice is the health of the soul. It does not seem, therefore, 

that the argument is completed at this point. 

Recall that either the argument that justice is welcomed for its own sake is 

completed by Book IV or it is completed in Books VIII-IX. I have offered some reason 

for rejecting the first alternative. So Plato’s final argument that justice is a good 

welcomed for its own sake is completed in Books VIII-IX. Socrates is seen to turn to this 

after establishing that virtue is the health of the soul when he says:  

So it now remains, it seems, to enquire whether it is more profitable to act justly, 
live in a fine way, and be just. (444e-445a) 
 

Here Socrates takes the argument in the direction of determining what justice—which has 

just been defined and which has been seen to be the health of the soul—causes in the soul 

on its own, and whether it should be welcomed on that basis by its possessor. 

“Nevertheless, now that we’ve come far enough to be able to see most clearly that this is 

so, we mustn’t give up” (445b). 

The final pronouncement comes in Book IX,65 where he explains why it is that 

justice and virtue make one’s life better by proving that justice causes each of the soul’s 

parts to have their appropriate balance of pleasures consistent with their harmonious 

interrelation with the other parts, whereas the strife and meddling characteristic of 

injustice causes the soul to have less pleasures. 

S: Then can’t we confidently assert that those desires of even the money-loving 
and honor-loving parts that follow knowledge and argument and pursue with their 
help those pleasures that reason approves will attain the truest pleasures possible 

                                            
65 The final argument comes later due to the fact Glaucon and Adeimantus demand that other 

issues be addressed first, namely, the communism of wives and children in Book V and other intervening 
issues.  
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for them, because they follow truth, and the ones that are most their own, if 
indeed what is best for each thing is most its own?  
G: And indeed it is best. 
S: Therefore, when the entire soul follows the philosophic part, and there is no 
civil war in it, each part of it does its own work exclusively and is just, and in 
particular enjoys its own pleasures, the best and truest pleasures possible for it. 
G: Absolutely. 
S: But when one of the other parts gains control, it won’t be able to secure its own 
pleasure and will compel the other parts to pursue an alien and untrue pleasure. 
(586d-587a) 
 

On these grounds, then, the just person is the happiest. The just person is ensured the 

greatest amount of goods in the form of pleasures the soul is capable of receiving, 

consistently with its well-functioning, and Plato argues that the poor-functioning of the 

soul will lead to a decrease in its pleasures. In this portion of the argument Plato can be 

seen to apply the eudaimonistic criterion. The whole of a just person’s life is better than 

the unjust person’s because over his whole life the former will derive more goods than 

that of the unjust person, and it is the well-functioning of the soul that ensures this to be 

the case (hence the assimilation of Socrates’ functional argument). 

 To conclude this section, a full treatment of happiness involves consideration of 

all of the following items: i) whether individuals can be virtuous, ii) whether virtue 

causes good on its own in the soul, and iii) whether virtue causes other goods in 

participation with additional circumstances. I have offered reasons for the view that Plato 

takes Book IV to be the treatment of what virtue is, whereas the argument showing we 

get good from virtue on its own (i.e., issue ii) comes later in Book IX. In this study I am 

justified in treating the issue of happiness on the basis of issue i), for if individuals can be 

shown to be virtuous, this anticipates their receipt of the benefits of virtue established 

later in Plato’s argument. At any rate, I shall take it as sufficient for my purposes if I can 

show that persons are capable of virtue. For being virtuous is a necessary condition of 
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being happy, and if persons are capable of virtue, they are capable of satisfying this 

condition. I now turn to the issue of whether individuals in Plato’s polis are virtuous. 

II. Individual Virtue 

In the previous section I offered a view of what individual happiness amounts to, 

thereby establishing its connection with virtue. I then argued that I am justified in 

bracketing what individuals get from virtue and may deal solely with whether they are 

virtuous. If they are virtuous, they satisfy a necessary condition for individual happiness. 

Determining whether individuals are virtuous requires a consideration of what the 

internal condition of virtue consists in, and this, in turn, requires a brief introduction of 

Plato’s tri-partite psychology. 

A. Plato’s Tri-Partite Psychology 

The tri-partite psychology is a well-known and basic item in the Platonic 

repertoire. Plato defines virtue in terms of that psychology. According to the tri-partite 

psychology, the capacities of persons reside in one of three parts or aspects of their 

souls.66 Appetite (τὸ ἐπιθυμητικός) is the element responsible for the sundry desires of 

the body for food, sex, and drink (437d). Plato introduces the philosophical and spirited 

parts at 375a. Spirit (τὸ θυμοειδής) is the aggressive element, aspiring to defend itself 

when provoked and responsible for such emotions as anger (439e). Reason (τὸ 

λογιστικόν) is the part responsible for the rational capacities of the soul (439c) and 

                                            
66 In Appendix A, I argue for a three-aspects view of Plato’s psychology, as contrasted with a 

three-persons view. Nothing in the following argument will hinge on commitment to one or the other. For 
the purposes of continuity and clarity, then, the argument has been removed from the main body and 
appended to the study. 
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which operates upon a principle of attraction67 to that which it recognizes and feels 

kinship with.68 

B. Individual Virtue in Book IV 

Plato explicates individual virtue in Book IV (442b-d) through an application of 

the tri-partite psychology. Virtue is the internal condition of a person in which he is wise 

(σοφός) because his own rational part rules over himself with the knowledge (ἐπιστήμη) 

he has of what is advantageous for each part and for the whole community of parts 

(442c5-8). He is moderate (σωφροσύνη) when all the parts are functioning in harmony 

under the direction of reason. He is courageous (ἀνδρεία) when spirit is preserving, as is 

dictated by reason, what is and is not to be feared. Finally, he is just (δικαιοσύνη) when 

each part is doing its own characteristic work without meddling in the work of the other 

parts, that is, the rational part is ruling the soul with wisdom, spirit is aiding reason in its 

rule, and appetite is presenting the soul with necessary desires for the sake of nourishing 

the body. 

To get a full picture of what is involved in the virtues, it needs to be borne in 

mind that they are dispositions. The dispositional nature of the virtues can be gleaned in a 

later reference to the virtues of Book IV, which Plato says are implanted in the soul 

through practice (ἄσκησις) and habit (ἔθος). 

Now, it looks as though the other so-called virtues of the soul are akin to those of 
the body, for they really aren’t there beforehand but are added later by habit 
(ἔθεσι) and practice (ἀσκήσεσιν). (518d-e) 
 

                                            
67 The point about attraction is owed to Nettleship, 1962, 73-76 and is based on 375a-376c. 
68 The machinery afforded by the tri-partite psychology here is supplemented and amplified by 

Plato via his view of the three individual natures in Book IX, which will be discussed below. There is also 
discussion and application of this additional machinery in Appendix A. 
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ἔθος is rendered ‘habit’ or ‘custom’. It is a habitual manner of doing something that is 

developed through ἄσκησις, or practice and training. The practices that Plato has in 

mind are, of course, those associated with education in music and poetry. In young 

persons these practices create habits and “opinions they absorb at that age [that] are hard 

to erase and apt to become unalterable” (378d). This brings out two important points. 

First, once these habits are instilled, they are fixed and there is virtually no mechanism 

for undoing them (though as we will come to see, the higher education of philosophers is 

such a mechanism). Second, habit does not quite capture what Plato has in mind by ἔθος 

to the extent that they are not to be thought of as unthinking reflexes triggered in 

particular situations or by particular kinds of stimuli. Deliberation and beliefs—

“opinions,” as 378d says—are an essential part of them. This cognitive component comes 

out clearly in the following passage. 

But that, if you remember, [music and poetry] is just the counterpart of physical 
training. It educated the guardians through habits. Its harmonies gave them a 
certain harmoniousness, not knowledge; its rhythms gave them a certain 
rhythmical quality; and its stories whether fictional or nearer the truth, cultivated 
other habits akin to these. (522a-c) 
 

The opinions and beliefs acquired through “stories” in education become a part of the 

pattern of judgment in dispositions. Dispositions, a better translation of ἔθος, are thus to 

be taken as acquired and settled patterns of judgment guiding choice within certain types 

of situations.69 

One can gather the dispositional flavor of Plato’s account of virtue in his 

description of the kind of character the just person is like. After identifying justice within 

individuals, he shows the relationship of the virtue to actions ordinarily taken to be just. 

                                            
69 I have here closely followed the account of a disposition given by Williams, 1985, 8-11 and 35-

36. See also Annas, 1993, who gives a helpful discussion of the concept.  
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S: If there are still any doubts in our soul about this, we could dispel them  
altogether by appealing to ordinary cases. 
G: Which ones? 
S: For example, if we had come to agreement about whether someone similar in 
nature and training to our city had embezzled a deposit of gold or silver that he 
had accepted, who do you think would consider him to have done it rather than 
someone who isn’t like him? 
G: No one. 
S: And would he have anything to do with temple robberies, thefts, betrayals of 
friends in private life or of cities in public life? 
G: No, nothing. 
S: And he’d be in no way untrustworthy in keeping an oath or other agreements. 
G: How could he be? 
S: And adultery, disrespect for parents, and neglect of the gods would be more in 
keeping with every other kind of character than his. 
G: With every one. 
S: And isn’t the cause of all this that every part within him does its own work, 
whether it’s ruling or being ruled?  
G: Yes, that and nothing else. (442d-443a) 
 

Having the disposition of justice, then, the just individual refrains from doing unjust acts, 

which are “more in keeping with every other kind of character than his” (443a). He will 

choose actions that are ordinarily taken to be just and refrain from unjust acts. As we may 

gather from the examples of restraint, the considerations which justice presides over are 

wide, ranging over situations involving stealing and not stealing, fidelity to friends, 

honesty, adultery, piety, etc. In all these types of situations, the just agent is disposed to 

choose actions that fall under the description of justice and reject those under the 

description of injustice. We might draw an analogy here between the disposition of 

Plato’s just agent to the disposition embodied in a Christian, who is disposed to choose 

actions over a wide domain of moral situations with a view to conform with the will of 

God. The just person, who regards as authoritative “the knowledge overseeing such [just] 

actions” (443e), is as the Christian, who regards the will of God as authoritative in a wide 

domain of situations.  
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Embedded within Plato’s account of virtue in Book IV is what we would call a 

moral justification for the performance of just actions. In his thinking the just individual 

acts always with a view to preserve and contribute to the inner harmony that is 

characteristic of justice, and he should do just actions because they cause inner justice. 

And in truth justice . . . isn’t concerned with someone’s doing his own externally, 
but with what is inside of him. . . . One who is just does not allow any part of 
himself to do the work of another part. . . . Only then does he act. And when he 
does anything . . . in all of these, he believes that the action is just and fine that 
preserves this inner harmony and helps achieve it, and calls it so, and regards as 
wisdom (σοφίαν) the knowledge overseeing such actions. And he believes that the 
action that destroys this harmony is unjust, and calls it so, and regards the belief 
that oversees it as ignorance. (443d-e) 
 

The close connection between the moral justification of just actions and the definition of 

what it is for a soul to be just, has important consequences for the character of wisdom in 

Book IV. Wisdom there is not the Aristotelian conception of sound judgment properly 

guiding one’s virtues toward correct action in particular situations.70 Rather, wisdom is 

associated with Plato’s justificatory project. The just person believes that actions are just 

because they cause inner justice, and he takes wisdom to be the knowledge of which 

actions cause inner justice. What these considerations suggest is that, when it comes to 

wisdom in the context of Book IV, Plato seems more interested in justifying types of just 

behavior that are commonly believed to be just than in postulating a faculty guiding 

choice in particular circumstances. 

It is important to clarify what this claim implies. It does not imply that Plato 

believes that judgments of particulars are not at all involved in a disposition of virtue. 

They are, for a person judges in particular situations. Nor is it to say that Plato is not at all 

interested in explaining wisdom as a faculty guiding a virtue in particular circumstances. 

                                            
70 See Nichomachean Ethics VII.7-11. 
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Rather, the claim is that in his explication of wisdom in Book IV, Plato emphasizes 

knowing or believing the rationale for the performance of just actions. In the context of 

Book IV, Plato is interested in providing deeper reasons for being just, namely, that it 

will result in inner harmony, than what the bare conception of σοφία and φρόνησι,71 

‘good judgment’, are able to provide. These deeper reasons have implications for what it 

is to be wise, or to judge soundly, in particular situations. Wisdom, for example, is not to 

be clever and wily in material aggrandizement, which is compatible with a bare 

conception of good judgment, for this would stifle one’s inner harmony. 

The close connection between wisdom and the justificatory project has 

implications for the structure of the just individual’s practical reasoning, which can be 

explicated as follows. Suppose a just individual is in a just-type situation, one where 

considerations of fidelity arise. Being just, he has the attitudinal belief that in fidelity-

type situations he should not commit adultery because doing so is unjust. This is a first-

order belief about the kind of action he should choose. In addition to this belief, the agent 

has second-order beliefs about this belief, a justificatory scheme in relation to the first-

order belief. The second-order scheme includes that the belief’s description of justice 

attaches to the action because it causes inner harmony, that he should do this action 

because it does have that causal relation, and that knowledge of the causal relations 

overseeing such actions is wisdom. It is clear that Plato’s conception of virtue implies 

that the first-order belief is an attitudinal disposition. Do the second-order beliefs also 

form part of the patterns of judgment of the disposition? 

                                            
71 Plato uses both σοφία and φρόνησι interchangeably in Book IV for wisdom. Cf. 433b-c and 

Adam, 1963, n. 428b8. 
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Plato says that when the just person performs just actions, he has the second-order 

beliefs (443e), but this does not necessarily mean that it is an attitudinal disposition 

operating at the initial stages of practical deliberation leading up to choice. For instance, 

suppose a barista having the disposition of honesty is goaded by a friend for a free cup of 

coffee. The barista deliberates and quickly determines that it would be stealing to do so 

and chooses not to. When the barista makes the choice further considerations arise in his 

mind, which reinforce his choice ex post facto: that he may get fired, that it is good to be 

honest, etc. The person certainly has these second-order beliefs even though they are not 

part of the initial deliberation leading to his choice. 

With this said, it is certainly the case that reflection can influence one’s attitudinal 

dispositions, which can become more sophisticated as a result. So an honest person had 

his disposition fostered initially through rewards and punishments, was reinforced 

through constant education at Sunday school, and is finally striving to make all his 

choices with devotion to God in mind. Throughout his life the shape of the honest 

person’s dispositional deliberations has incrementally changed, becoming more mature 

and sophisticated. The shape of such changes would occur on a continuum, with one 

extreme representing less reflective dispositional choices, the other more reflective ones. 

It would certainly seem possible to realize a high degree of sophistication in one’s 

dispositional choices, which is to say that sophisticated second-order beliefs may become 

attitudinal dispositions. 

There is no material in the Republic formulating the specific shape of a just 

person’s practical deliberations which would allow us to determine what Plato would 

think about the issues just discussed. (These issues are treated in more detail by Aristotle 
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in the Nichomachean Ethics.) It is certainly the case, however, that the virtuous person 

must have first-order beliefs, that virtuous actions are to be chosen and non-virtuous 

actions rejected, as attitudinal dispositions. He must also have the second-order beliefs 

concerning why virtuous actions ought to be chosen, but in what way may be left 

unsettled. In the following considerations I shall assume that Plato’s condition that the 

just person chooses just actions because they cause inner justice, etc.,—in other words, 

the condition that the just person has the right second-order beliefs—may be satisfied 

either by having these beliefs as attitudinal dispositions or reflectively in reinforcement of 

the disposition. 

The present section shall conclude by way of a brief note on the education needed 

to actualize the virtues, for these issues will come up later. The necessity of education to 

actualize the virtues is well-known and will merit our attention only in part. For now it 

will be noted that Plato’s description of the education as the guardians’ may mislead, for 

the account of education is punctuated with hints of a differential education 

encompassing the other classes. Which kind of education is required to actualize the 

virtues in a soul is also complicated by the special needs of each kind of nature. For 

instance, spirited natures need the “whispers” of music, its harmonies and rhythms, to 

calm their strong spirited parts.72 Philosophical natures need an education in gymnastic in 

order to firm up their rational part, which is vulnerable to becoming too gentle. They 

need less training on average in moderation, since they have a natural mechanism against 

the love of appetites: it is the pleasures of their rational parts which they seek above all, 

                                            
72 Plato speaks, in his usual manner, of the spirited part’s being relaxed through stories, which 

might be taken as grist for the three-persons view. This could be explained, however, in terms of spirit’s 
being modified by, or coordinating with, reason, which is argued for in Appendix A. Aristotle’s treatment 
of the non-rational part’s of the soul as being “responsive to reason” also comes to mind in this connection. 
See Nichomachean Ethics I.13. 
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which has the effect of weakening the desires of the other parts (485d). Appetitive 

natures need above all training in moderation, since they naturally become attached to the 

pleasures of the appetitive part. Further, their rational parts are not suited to the 

attainment of wisdom on their own, having neither a strong desire for learning nor the 

necessary intellectual traits. All of this suggests that the polis will have differential 

education in virtue. An instance in which Plato hints at a differential education is the case 

of education in moderation. After saying the most important parts of moderation concern 

self-rule over appetites, Plato says these are the “the most important aspects of 

moderation for the majority of people” (389d). For the rest of the citizenry, on the other 

hand, the most important aspects of moderation may differ. In the case of philosophers, 

as we have seen, it is certainly not the most important aspect, since they have a natural 

mechanism against the love of appetites. 

III. Against Inferring the Virtue of Individuals From 435e 

The overarching question is whether individuals are happy in the ideal polis to the 

extent that they are virtuous. This section argues against one interpretive strategy 

showing they are. That strategy is to argue that individuals must be virtuous in the ideal 

polis given the polis’ condition. Plato, the argument goes, needs to hold that if the polis is 

just, then all or most of its individuals are just.73 Plato seems committed to this on the 

basis of 435e. 

Well, then, we are surely compelled to agree that each of us has within himself 
the same parts and characteristics as the city? Where else would they come from? 
It would be ridiculous for anyone to think that spiritedness didn’t come to be in 
cities from such individuals as the Thracians, Scythians, and others who live to 
the north of us who are held to possess spirit, or that the same isn’t true of the 
love of learning, which is mostly associated with our part of the world, or of the 

                                            
73 Vlastos argues for this view (1971, 79). 
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love of money, which one might say is conspicuously displayed by the 
Phoenicians and Egyptians. (435e) 
 

Plato here appears to say that any characteristic attributed to the polis is had by the polis 

only because all or most of its individuals have that characteristic.74 Plato, however, has 

no need to accept such a strong interpretation of the passage,75 for he expressly indicates 

he has a much weaker point in mind and cites clear cases of virtues predicated of the 

polis which imply that all or most individuals do not have them. For instance, the polis’ 

courage is not had by all or even most of its individuals. The polis is courageous, Plato 

says, because 

of the part of it that fights and does battle on its behalf. . . . At any rate, I don’t 
think that the courage or cowardice of its other citizens would cause the city itself 
to be called either courageous or cowardly. (429b) 
 

This suffices, I think, to show that 435e can only take us so far in inferring the 

psychological conditions of the polis’ individuals from the condition of the polis itself. 

Furthermore, Plato seems to entertain the possibility that for any characteristic of the 

polis, it is possible that none of its individuals have that characteristic. At 420c-d he 

likens the relation between the polis’ happiness and the happiness of individuals to the 

beauty of a statue and the beauty of its parts. The beauty of the statue requires less beauty 

in the parts. Whereas purple eyes would be more beauty in the parts but less beauty in the 

whole, black eyes would be less beauty in the parts but more in the whole. This implies 

                                            
74  The literature is usually focused on the special case of justice. The issue in this narrower 

context is what the polis’ justice implies, if anything, about the justice of its individuals. A strong thesis 
asserts that the polis’ justice implies that individuals are not just. Cf. the first paradox in Demos, 1957, 
which is premised on the absurd account of the internal conditions of the individuals of the polis given by 
Foster, 1968. In this paradox, which Demos explicates for the sake of its resolution, each class of 
individuals is given only one element of the soul, which implies that no one can have virtue, since virtue 
requires all three parts of the soul. By contrast, recent interpreters operate upon the sensible assumption that 
persons have all three parts of the soul, which makes their being virtuous a prima facie possibility. Vlastos 
argues that the polis’ justice does imply that its individuals are just. For an articulation of a thesis claiming 
that the polis’ justice does not imply that individuals are just, see Cooper, 1999 [b], 141. 

75 For a critique of Vlastos’ strong reading of 435e, see Cooper, 1999 [b], 141, n. 7. 
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that there is no need for the parts as such to be beautiful in the context of the beautiful 

whole. Any characteristic of the polis, therefore, may possibly be due to an interrelation 

of the polis’ parts which themselves do not have that characteristic.76 

What internal conditions individuals have, therefore, and whether these would 

suffice for virtue is underdetermined by Plato’s account of the polis’ virtues in 

conjunction with 435e. Appealing to these items, therefore, as part of a strategy to argue 

that all individuals are just in the ideal polis will not work. Whether workers can be 

virtuous needs to be shown through an independent argument. 

IV. Orienting the Question and Statement of Theses 

I shall call the conception of virtue, expounded above in 4.II.B, genuine virtue. 

Genuine virtue is the dispositional account of the individual virtues of Book IV. Genuine 

virtue implies that in order to be virtuous, individuals must be able both to satisfy the 

conditions of each virtue and to have them as dispositions. In the beginning of this 

chapter, it was mentioned that focus would be on whether workers are happy. I aim to 

show in this study that workers can satisfy the necessary condition of happiness that they 

are virtuous because they can have genuine virtue. I shall argue that in the ideal polis they 

would be able to have genuine virtue in a qualified form, which Plato refers to as demotic 

virtue (δημοτικὴ ἀρετή, 500d). To get to this conclusion will take a complex argument, 

composed of many steps on account of the many issues involved. This argument will be 

given in the next chapter. Before turning to that argument, however, the remainder of this 

chapter will take up virtue in the philosophers. I shall discuss the distinction between true 

belief and knowledge and show how philosophers have genuine virtue qualified by 

                                            
76 See the discussion on the statue metaphor in chapter 2.III.C above. For further discussion of 

passages 435e and 420c-d, see Williams, 2006.  
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having wisdom as knowledge. I shall call this philosophic virtue. It will also be observed 

that the dispositional aspect of genuine virtue provides an interesting angle from which to 

consider issues in the literature about the relationship between philosophic and ordinary 

virtue.  

V. Philosophic Virtue 

The amalgamation of genuine virtue with the metaphysics and epistemology of 

Books V-VII results in a qualification of genuine virtue resulting in philosophic virtue. I 

shall first discuss the differences between knowledge and true belief and then consider 

the ways in which the account of knowledge qualifies genuine virtue. 

A. Knowledge (ἐπιστήμη) Versus True Belief (ὀρθὴ δόξα) 

(i) Knowledge Versus True Belief in the Meno 

 Plato first makes the distinction between knowledge and true belief in the Meno. 

In this dialogue Plato discusses differences between knowledge and true belief in the 

context of the highly practical aim of finding one’s way to Larissa. He considers 

implications for the ability to get to this destination with knowledge as opposed to true 

belief. 

 The first determination is that both are equally practicable. Persons can achieve 

the aim of finding one’s way to Larissa with either true belief or knowledge. One can 

correctly lead another to Larissa with either knowledge or true belief (97a-b). Plato 

generalizes this and says that both are equally useful when it comes to directing actions. 

So correct “opinion is neither inferior to knowledge nor less useful in directing actions” 

(98c). 
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The second determination is that the value of knowledge over true belief consists 

in the greater stability of knowledge. True beliefs have a tendency to “escape from a 

man’s mind, so they are not worth much until one ties them down by an account of ” why 

they are true (98a). The reliability of knowledge, then, consists in its being held with firm 

conviction and absolute confidence: it is indubitable, unshakeable, and one who has it 

cannot be persuaded out of it. By contrast, one can be persuaded out of true belief, so it is 

less secure in the person’s mind. So knowledge affords the individual a firmer foundation 

for action than true belief.77 

The final determination concerns an explanation of the stability feature. In the 

highly practical discussion of the Meno, it is acquaintance that affords the stability.78 A 

person acquainted with the way to Larissa would not be vulnerable to persuasion to the 

contrary of his belief by a third party trying to misguide him. By contrast, a person with 

true belief without acquaintance of the way to Larissa, because, say, he has been 

accurately informed by another person, would be vulnerable to the attempted deceptions 

of the misguiding party.  

(ii) Republic’s Qualifications of True Belief Versus Knowledge 

 The distinction between knowledge and true belief in the Republic is qualified in 

terms of the objects they are about (474c-480). These views are elaborated in the 

speculative metaphysics of Books V-VII. True belief is correct opinion about sensible 

objects. For instance, there are many beautiful things, such as the Mona Lisa, the 

Parthenon, and the Pyramids of Egypt. Over these many beautiful sensibles stands Beauty 

                                            
77 See Republic 506a-d for a possible application of, and reference to, the stability feature in the 

Meno passage. Cf. also Bluck, 1961, 405. 
78 Cf. Bluck, 1961, 32-33. 
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itself, which is the one form. Knowledge is set over forms, whereas opinion is set over 

sensibles. 

In the Republic, the aim of the higher education of philosophers is for them to 

know the forms. That education is a large issue, which may be dealt with here in part. 

These higher studies include an education in mathematics, geometry, solid geometry, 

astronomy, and, finally, dialectic. Through these studies they are “led to the goal and 

compelled to lift up the radiant light of their souls to what itself provides light for 

everything” (540a). Plato’s discussion of dialectic in this context is discussed in parallel 

with Socrates’ method of securing knowledge on the basis of agreement through question 

and answer, what is standardly called the elenchos. The geometer’s cannot get to what is 

on account of their hypothetical method. “What mechanism could possibly turn any 

agreement into knowledge when it begins with something unknown [i.e., a hypothesis]” 

(533c). Here there is a reference to an essential item of elenctic argument: the securing of 

agreement between the participants in argument. The skills required to participate 

skillfully in these arguments will be fostered. The rulers will  

legislate that they are to give most attention to the education [in dialectic] that will 
enable them to ask and answer questions most knowledgably. (534d) 
 

The final discernment of the Good seems to be a product in part of such an elenctic 

inquiry.  

Unless someone can distinguish in an account the form of the good from 
everything else, can survive all refutation, as if in a battle, striving to judge things 
not in accordance with opinion but in accordance with being, and can come 
through all this with his account still intact, you’ll say that he doesn’t know the 
good itself or any other good. But if he somehow gets hold of some image of it, 
you’ll say that it’s through opinion, not knowledge. (534b-c) 
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B. Knowledge and Virtue 

 How does this conception of knowledge qualify genuine virtue, and what does it 

add in the way of practical benefits? 

Let us first recall what the just person of Book IV is like. He has an attitudinal 

disposition to choose just actions and reject unjust ones. He chooses just actions because 

they cause inner harmony and regards as wisdom the knowledge overseeing such actions. 

The attitudinal disposition to choose just acts guides his choices when he finds himself in 

just-type situations, and he consequently chooses actions falling under the description of 

justice and refrains from actions falling under the description of injustice.  

The philosopher is, of course, educated early on in just and fine acts. 

Consequently he develops a just character and has the relevant dispositions. This 

condition certainly becomes firm and stable in him, since “the opinions they form at that 

[young] age are hard to erase and apt to become unalterable” (378d). But the higher 

education culminates in what Plato takes to be a transformative experience, and Plato 

seems to think it is possible to rattle this conditioning and unhinge the dispositions a 

philosopher acquires in early education. Plato offers a dramatic illustration of this process 

in the analogy of the cave. 

Consider, then, what being released from their bonds and cured of their ignorance 
would naturally be like if something like this came to pass. When one of them 
was freed and suddenly compelled to stand up, turn his head, walk, and look up 
toward the light, he’d be pained and dazzled and unable to see the things whose 
shadows he’d seen before. . . . And before his eyes had recovered—and the 
adjustment would not be quick—while his vision was still dim, if he had to 
compete again with the perpetual prisoners in recognizing the shadows, wouldn’t 
he invite ridicule? Wouldn’t it be said of him that he’d returned from his upward 
journey with his eyesight ruined and that it isn’t worthwhile even to try to travel 
upward? (515c-517a) 
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In this passage, Plato emphasizes the implications of this process on the intellectual 

vision of philosophers and falls short of saying their characters are completely altered. 

But there is no doubt this process is sufficient to unhinge the settled dispositions of 

character. Plato brings this point out expressly in his discussion of the dangers of 

dialectical argument, which, recall, is part of the higher education of philosophers. 

S: We hold from childhood certain convictions about just and fine things; we’re 
brought up with them as with our parents, we obey and honor them. 
G: Indeed, we do. 
S: There are other ways of living, however, opposite to these and full of pleasures, 
that flatter the soul and attract it to themselves but which don’t persuade sensible 
people, who continue to honor and obey the convictions of their fathers. 
G: That’s right. 
S: And then a questioner comes along and asks someone of this sort, “What is the 
fine?” And, when he answers what he has heard from the traditional lawgiver, the 
argument refutes him, and by refuting him often and in many places shakes him 
from his convictions, and makes him believe that the fine is no more fine than 
shameful, and the same with the just, the good, and the things he honored the 
most. What do you think his attitude will be then to honoring and obeying his 
earlier convictions? 
G: Of necessity he won’t honor or obey them in the same way. 
S: Then, when he no longer honors and obeys those convictions and can’t 
discover the true ones, will he be likely to adopt any other way of life than that 
which flatters him? 
G: No, he won’t. 
S: And so, I suppose, from being law-abiding he becomes lawless.  
(538c-539a) 
 

Plato certainly thinks that the educational process described is powerful enough to 

unhinge the dispositions of philosophers, since he thinks that dialectical argument may 

have this effect. That is why he only allows those with philosophical natures to partake in 

such argument under the auspices of a structured educational program. Those “allowed to 

take part in arguments should be orderly and steady by nature” (539d). 
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Given the radical transformations of character involved in the philosophers’ 

education, how does the knowledge they acquire in their higher studies qualify their 

attitudinal dispositions for justice acquired in early education?  

Regarding the intellectual content of their attitudinal dispositions for justice, its 

shape cannot be inferred from the Republic because the forms of neither Justice nor the 

Good are specified. However, it is clear that the philosopher will choose on the basis of 

considerations distinct from ordinary individuals, and that the mental disposition 

described in Book IV is only a partial account. In Book IV inner justice is chosen for 

itself because it is the health of the psyche without which a life would be worthless, and 

just actions are chosen for the sake of inner justice. This is bottom ground for genuine 

virtue. But the descriptions of justice in Book IV are one stage in the ascent to the form 

of Justice and, ultimately, to the Good. When they access the forms, Plato intends that the 

philosophers should ultimately transcend considerations connected with their own 

particular lives and to gaze the cosmos from a divine point of view, or perhaps rather 

from no point of view at all. Accessing the forms is a transformative and quasi-mystical 

experience that would mold their characters into a shape that cannot be determined 

because the forms are unspecified. Therefore, the final shape of their dispositions, the 

kinds of considerations they would find important in just-type situations, is ultimately 

unknown.79 

There can be no conclusive proof in the Republic that the attitudinal content from 

the perspective of Justice will choose inner justice for its own sake and just acts for the 

                                            
79 I think this non-specificity is the unstated fulcrum in Sachs’ insurmountable critique that Plato 

does not prove that Platonic justice implies a restraint from unjust acts. If the intellectual content of the 
final dispositions of philosophers is an unknown variable, then it is not possible to prove that they will have 
dispositions to refrain from unjust actions.  
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sake of inner justice, which is a necessary condition of genuine virtue. However, this 

indeterminacy does not preclude the possibility that inner justice may remain a good 

chosen for its own sake once the philosophers’ attitudes are illumined by the form of 

Justice. In that case, the philosophers’ acquisition of knowledge would deepen their 

considerations of why inner justice is choiceworthy, but these deeper considerations 

would support and remain compatible with a conception of inner justice as a good in 

itself. On the other hand, so long as knowledge is undefined, the possibility remains open 

that inner justice either is a good chosen merely as means or is not choiceworthy 

altogether. Nevertheless, there are reasons for thinking this latter outcome unlikely. 

Though there is no conclusive proof that the attitudinal content of the Just person 

will choose just actions for the sake of inner justice, in Plato’s view it is certainly the case 

that the philosophical character is naturally disposed to refrain from unjust acts because 

of a natural disposition for just actions. His intellect inclines toward harmony by nature. 

Anyone “who can achieve a unified vision is [naturally] dialectical” (537c) and is 

“orderly and steady by nature” (539d). Given the causal connection between just acts and 

inner justice, which is the harmony of the soul, he inclines to just actions through a 

natural impulsion. Furthermore, he also has a natural mechanism purging appetitive 

pleasures, which are the basis of pleonexia, the motive-force for unjust actions. This 

mechanism is the weakening of appetitive desires because of his wholehearted 

attachment to the pleasures of learning (485b6-e1). 

[W]hen someone’s desires incline strongly for one thing, they are thereby 
weakened for others, just like a stream that has been partly diverted into another 
channel. . . . Then, when someone’s desires flow towards learning and everything 
of that sort, he’d be concerned, I suppose, with the pleasures of the soul itself by 
itself, and he’d abandon those pleasures that come through the body. (485d) 
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Since it is precisely the non-rational desires of appetite which are the main cause of 

instability in the soul,80 the philosopher is the least susceptible of their deleterious 

influence. Given the combination of these factors that arise naturally in his soul—the 

natural intellectual inclination for harmony and the emasculation of the appetitive part—

Plato believes there is no “way that an orderly person, who isn’t money-loving, slavish, a 

boaster, or a coward, could become unreliable or unjust” (486b). 

C. Further Benefits of Knowledge81 

 It was seen that the virtues of Book IV are added through “habit and practice,” 

(518d; 522a) but the wisdom of the philosopher will not come about in this way. Rather, 

through the intellectual power and traits of his rational part, the philosopher will acquire 

it for himself through his own resources.82 Plato’s discussion of education following the 

analogy of the cave makes this clear. Education is not concerned with “putting 

knowledge into souls that lack it, like putting sight into blind eyes” (518c). Rather, the 

power to learn is already there and need not be put into the soul. So unlike the Book IV 

virtues, which are placed into the soul through habit and practice, wisdom qua knowledge 

comes to be in the soul of the philosopher through the natural mechanism of his 

enormous intellectual power. The “virtue of reason seems to belong above all to 

                                            
80 See 371e2-373a8; 571c; 590c2-6; 591a10-b8. 
81 In the Republic Plato makes a point about the practical implications of knowledge as opposed to 

true belief. He says that unless we know the form of the Good we can derive no benefit from any good 
thing. “And you also know that, if we don’t know it [i.e., the Good], even the fullest possible knowledge of 
other things is of no benefit to us, any more than if we acquire any possession without the good of it” 
(505a-b3). The sense in which we can derive no benefit from things unless we know the Good is among the 
most arcane points in the Republic. It is too large a topic to deal with in this study, which will therefore 
have to forego its treatment. 

82 The intellectual power required to make it through the curricula of higher studies is abundantly 
clear. Plato also enumerates further intellectual traits in Book VI, where he says that the philosophical life 
is “a way of life no one can adequately follow unless he’s by nature good at remembering, quick to learn, 
high-minded, graceful, and a friend and relative of truth, justice, courage, and moderation” (487a). 
Philosophers then have the sorts of characters that would thrive in these higher studies (412b; 485a; 535a; 
536c). 
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something more divine, which never loses its power” (518e). Plato, of course, does not 

mean to imply that only philosophers are endowed with a natural capacity for reason. 

Rather, it is the degree to which this power is present that is the distinguishing factor. 

Clearly only philosophers have this power to a high enough degree to be able to see for 

themselves wisdom as illuminated by the forms.  

What this implies in the way of practical benefits is a stability in the philosophers’ 

attitudinal dispositions that is not afforded by mere true belief. The conception of stability 

here is the same as in the Meno. It was seen there that a person who knows personally the 

way to Larissa cannot be dissuaded of that belief, whereas the person who only has true 

belief can. Applied to virtue, since philosophers know what is to their benefit, they are 

not subject to the same kind of deceptive mechanisms that those with mere true belief are. 

The most important of these mechanisms is being deceived by pleasure on a particular 

occasion, which may temporarily dislodge one’s true beliefs about what is beneficial to 

the person. Plato is to be taken here to suggest that a philosopher with wisdom may not 

be deceived in this way. 

Conclusion: Summary of Philosophic Virtue 

 To summarize philosophic virtue, it is virtue qualifying genuine virtue in the 

following ways. It exemplifies wisdom with knowledge. Knowledge is an unknown 

variable, however, which implies that the content of the attitudinal dispositions of 

philosophers is ultimately unknown. Nevertheless, there are reasons for thinking that 

philosophers will ultimately choose just actions for the sake of inner justice, which is 

sufficient to satisfy the conditions of genuine virtue. Given that it is exemplified with 

knowledge, philosophic virtue has more stability than afforded by true belief. Thus, it 
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provides individuals with more stability in the attitudinal contents of their dispositions 

than is afforded by mere true belief. 
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Chapter 5 

The Virtue of Workers 

Introduction 

 In the previous chapter it was shown that a necessary condition of individual 

happiness is individual virtue. We then explicated individual virtue in Book IV in terms 

of the concept of a disposition. This was called genuine virtue. Thereafter we gave an 

account of philosophic virtue, which is genuine virtue qualified by knowledge. In this 

chapter I consider whether workers in Plato’s ideal polis can satisfy the conditions of 

genuine virtue. First in order is the question of whether wisdom may be had with true 

belief. I shall argue that it can. Then I will explicate and resolve two problems standing in 

the way of satisfaction of the conditions of genuine virtue in the case of workers. The 

first problem springs from Plato’s view that there are three different individual natures, 

appetitive, spirited, and philosophical. The standard interpretation of Plato’s view implies 

that workers, who are appetitive persons, cannot be virtuous, since the disposition to 

maximize appetitive satisfactions, which characterizes them, is incompatible with virtue. 

I shall solve this problem by offering an alternative interpretation of Plato’s view and by 

establishing that Plato’s tri-partite psychology affords the psychological machinery 

whereby workers may be ruled by wisdom, and not mere appetite, in their souls. Second, 

there is a problem for the thesis that workers may be virtuous arising from Plato’s 

apparent pronouncement at 590c that workers can be ruled by wisdom only externally by 

the reason of philosophers. If they are ruled externally by the reason of philosophers, they 

are being ruled by wisdom, but they are not virtuous, because a necessary condition of 

genuine virtue is that an individual be ruled by his own reason. To resolve this problem I 
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shall clarify and finesse the concept of a slave (δοῦλος) in 590c, from which the problem 

springs. 

I. Wisdom as True Belief 

A. Knowledge, True Belief, and Wisdom in the Book IV Account of Virtue 

A major issue in the present context concerns how strong the conditions of 

individual wisdom are in the Book IV account of virtue. These conditions are strong if 

wisdom is infused with the conception of knowledge outlined in Books V-VII, which we 

discussed in the previous chapter. By the end of Book VII, Plato establishes that 

philosophers, and philosophers alone, are able to have knowledge of forms. If knowledge 

of forms is a necessary condition of the Book IV account of wisdom, then only 

philosophers are virtuous, since only they can have wisdom in this sense. Making this 

extremely rare and exclusive cognitive state a necessary condition of virtue would make 

it a difficult prize that only the very few who are part of the class of philosophers could 

achieve. In the next two sections I shall argue that knowledge is not a necessary condition 

of the Book IV account of wisdom. The present sub-section argues that the definiens of 

none of the virtues expounded in Book IV include the strict, technical sense of 

knowledge in Books V-VII. This opens up conceptual space for the view that true belief 

is sufficient for genuine virtue. Then I shall explain in the next sub-section how genuine 

virtue can be had with true belief.   

Now whether knowledge is a necessary condition of wisdom determines whether 

it is a categorical or continuous condition, that is to say, whether it is one condition or 

whether it is a plurality of conditions placed a continuum. If knowledge is a necessary 

condition, then wisdom may be realized only with knowledge. This would result in the 
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conclusion that the only genuine virtue is philosophic virtue, which is the Book IV 

conception of virtue qualified by knowledge. On the other hand, if knowledge is not 

necessary, then wisdom may be had on a continuum. This would result in the conclusion 

that the Book IV conception of virtue is had on a continuum and in degrees, and that the 

Book IV conception of virtue may be genuinely qualified in more ways than that of the 

philosophic mode. In that case, wisdom had with knowledge, falling on the high end of 

the continuum, is involved in the highest degree of virtue. But wisdom may also be had 

with true belief, which falls on the lower end of the continuum and is had in a lower 

degree. Philosophic virtue, in this case, would be the highest degree of virtue due mainly 

to the fact that the condition of wisdom is satisfied with knowledge.83  

The deciding factor is whether the Book IV account of wisdom is infused with the 

conception of knowledge in the strict, technical sense of the later books. If it is, then 

wisdom is a categorical concept. Plato seems to suggest this in his definition of individual 

wisdom. A person is 

wise (σοφός) because of that small part of himself that rules in him . . . and has 
within it the knowledge (ἐπιστήμην) of what is advantageous for each part and 
for the whole soul. (442c) 
 

It might be thought that Plato here means by ἐπιστήμη knowledge of the forms, for this 

is what he means by it in the strict, technical sense of Books V-VII. Cooper and 

Bobonich have argued that demotic virtue cannot be genuine virtue for this reason.84 The 

                                            
83 It is mainly, but not wholly, due to knowledge that philosophic virtue would be the highest 

degree of virtue. There are other aspects of virtue, which would also fall on a continuum. For example, the 
strength of one’s appetitive part would certainly qualify the way in which virtue may be satisfied. The 
weaker that one’s appetitive part is, the better for virtue, since reason would thereby rule in the soul with 
more facility. These issues will come up later. 

84 See Cooper, 1999 [b], 140. Bobonich argues that virtue requires cognition of non-sensible 
properties, knowledge in the theoretical sense, which non-philosophers are absolutely incapable of 
cognizing. For this reason non-philosophers cannot have virtue and Plato could not have meant that 
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issue, however, is not as cut-and-dried as would appear.85 For there is no doubt that Plato 

sometimes uses ἐπιστήμη in a non-technical sense in Book IV, which can be seen in the 

context of his account of the polis’ wisdom. Plato says in that context that a carpenter has 

ἐπιστήμη by which he arranges wooden implements,86 but that it is not ἐπιστήμη by 

virtue of which the polis is wise. The ἐπιστήμη that makes the polis wise is knowledge 

of what is good for each part and the whole of the polis, but Plato does not characterize 

this ἐπιστήμη in terms of knowledge of the forms. In Book IV what Plato reveals about 

ἐπιστήμη is what can be gathered from observations of various instances that are 

casually agreed by Socrates and his interlocutors to fall under the concept of ἐπιστήμη, 

and we cannot gather what the form of the Good itself is from his discussion of these 

instances (nor anywhere else in the Republic for Plato never defines or specifies the Good 

for us).87 So knowledge in a strict sense in Book IV is referenced neither in the definiens 

of the polis’ wisdom nor any other virtue.88 There is reason to doubt, then, that 

knowledge is necessary for wisdom in Book IV. 

Furthermore, there is positive evidence that Plato believes that true belief is 

sufficient for wisdom and virtue, but this applies only to true beliefs that are acquired 

through education. Plato thinks there is a difference between true beliefs acquired 

                                                                                                                                  
demotic virtue (δηµοτικὴ ἀρετή), which non-philosophers are said to have, is analogous to genuine virtue 
(2002, 42-45). 

85 Cf. Cooper 1999 [b], 141, n. 7, who seems to take it as such, and who says, regarding Vlastos’ 
view that the many are just: “A moment’s reflection shows this to be an extraordinary view for anyone to 
hold, and especially so for Plato who, as we have seen, very clearly requires wisdom and knowledge of 
anyone who is just.”  

86 Apology 22d also comes to mind, where Socrates says that craftsmen do have wisdom with 
respect to their crafts. 

87 I am indebted to Nick White for this observation. Cf. also Adams, 1963, n. 428b8 and n. 
428d22.  

88 Cf. Adam, 1963, n. 430c, who for this reason considers the whole of Book IV to be spelled out 
in terms of true belief (ὀρθὴ δόξα), which obviously would imply that the virtues may be had with true 
belief. 
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through education and those arrived at arbitrarily. Only the former are sufficient guides to 

action. This is another indication that educated true belief is a sufficient guide to virtuous 

behavior. This point comes in the context of his definition of the polis’ courage. Plato 

asserts that true belief implanted in the guardians in their early education is sufficient to 

ground the polis’ courage. 

The city is courageous, then, because of a part itself that has the power to preserve 
through everything its belief about what things are to be feared, namely, that they 
are the things and kinds of things that the lawgiver declared to be such in the 
course of educating it. . . . This power to preserve through everything the correct 
(ὀρθῆς) and law-inculcated belief (δόξης) about what is to be feared and what 
isn’t is what I call courage. (429b-430b) 
 

The passage asserts that the polis’ courage is nothing but the political courage residing in 

the class of guardians. This political courage consists in the power to preserve true beliefs 

about what ought and ought not be feared, not the preservation of knowledge. This power 

to preserve true belief, however, is sufficient for the polis’ courage.  

Plato thereafter distinguishes the educated true beliefs grounding the political 

courage of the guardians from those arrived at arbitrarily. 

I assume that you don’t consider the correct belief (ὀρθὴν δόξαν) about these 
same things, which you find in animals and slaves, and which is not the result of 
education, [which education is] to be inculcated by law, and that you don’t call 
that courage but something else. (430b) 
 

The distinction here is between an educated true belief added to education by 

philosopher-rulers, and which is based on knowledge in their exclusive possession, and a 

true belief that may be had arbitrarily and not based on knowledge.89 Plato does not 

explain why they are different from a practical standpoint here, i.e., he does not say why 

one would be more useful than the other, but the matter is clear enough. Though on any 

                                            
89 Cf. Adam, 1963, n. 430b12. 
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occasion a true belief of either kind would be equally useful to guide action—for 

example, directions to the way to Larissa would be just as useful as a correct guess—an 

educated true belief has the additional quality of being grounded in knowledge and is 

hence known to be a trustworthy guide to future actions, whereas true beliefs arrived at 

arbitrarily are not. 

B. How Virtue May Be Had With True Belief 

These observations about the relationship between true belief and virtue in Book 

IV cohere with the fact that Plato’s description of justice seems capable of satisfaction 

with either true belief or knowledge. Elaborating on this point allows us to explain how 

justice and virtue may be had with true belief. A person who is just 

believes (ἡγούμενον) that the action is just and fine that preserves harmony and 
helps achieve it, and calls it so, and regards (ἡγούμενον) as wisdom the 
knowledge that oversees such actions (443e). 
 

ἡγούμενον, participle form of ἡγέομαι, means either to lead, to be a leader, or to 

believe or deem fit. The third sense is obviously at play in the passage, but the first two 

senses color the concept with the idea of allowing one’s beliefs and conduct to be lead by 

what is appropriate or true. So the just person will allow his beliefs and conduct to be 

steered by justice, since this is what is appropriate. Such a description is compatible with 

either knowing that justice is true or believing it to be appropriate. In this description of 

justice, then, true belief seems sufficient for justice. 

Plato’s description of what the just person is like also coheres with these views. 

Recall what the just person is like in Book IV. Suppose a just person is in a just-type 

situation, one where considerations of fidelity arise. Being just, he has the attitudinal 

belief that in fidelity-type situations he should not adulterate. These are first-order beliefs 
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had as attitudinal dispositions. In addition to these beliefs, the just person has second-

order beliefs about these attitudinal beliefs. These are that the descriptions of justice 

involved in the first-order beliefs attach to actions because they cause inner harmony, that 

they should be chosen because they do, and that knowledge of the causal relations 

overseeing such actions is wisdom. In neither the first- nor the second-order beliefs does 

the just person need to have knowledge in order to meet Plato’s definition of justice. The 

disposition at the first-order level may be had with true belief, and knowledge at the 

second-order level does not seem necessary to reinforce the first-order disposition. The 

first-order belief can be supported by second-order beliefs through either true belief or 

knowledge. If through the former the agent has true beliefs about the body of knowledge 

that concerns causal relations between just actions and inner justice. He believes that the 

body of knowledge as determined by philosophers is wisdom and allows it to guide and 

reinforce his choices: he allows it to lead him in just-type situations. 

In the foregoing I have offered reasons why the Book IV conditions of virtue 

might be thought to be non-committal on whether knowledge is a necessary condition of 

wisdom. I also offered positive reasons for the view that Plato did believe that the 

condition of wisdom can be satisfied with educated true belief. I then showed that Plato’s 

definition of individual justice has conceptual space for the view that the virtue of justice 

may be satisfied with true belief about knowledge of which actions cause justice. This 

opens the way for a conception of demotic virtue which can be satisfied if workers 

receive an education in just and fine acts. I will argue later that they do receive such an 

education. That argument comes in the context of larger issues to which I will now turn. 
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II. The Tension Between Appetitive Rule and Virtue 

The previous considerations argued that knowledge is not necessary for wisdom. I 

have been careful not to suggest that true belief is sufficient for wisdom because it is not. 

These true beliefs must be part of a characteristic pattern of reasoning and choice. Having 

the beliefs in this way is partly constitutive of a disposition. When these facts are 

combined with Plato’s doctrine of the three kinds of persons in Book VIII (580d-583a), 

problems arise in terms of accounting for how and whether each of the three persons are 

virtuous. Plato’s view on the three different individual natures will first be discussed. 

A. The Three Different Individual Natures 

Plato uses the tri-partite psychology to develop a classification of individuals with 

differing natures. He explains differences in character in terms of graduated differences 

in the extent to which an individual’s parts of the soul are developed or are the strongest. 

It is worth emphasizing that this way of conceiving of individual differences is much 

weaker than a typology, which would explain variations in individual personalities in 

terms of discrete and discontinuous differences. On a typological account an individual 

does or does not have one of the capacities attributed to the soul in Plato’s tri-partite 

psychology. The shape of a person’s character and traits is constituted by the presence or 

absence of one or more of the parts of the soul. An example of a very strong typology is 

seen in the work of Foster, 1968, who argues that each individual type corresponding to 

the three classes in Plato’s ideal polis has only one element of the soul. So workers have 

only appetite and no reason or spirit, and so forth for the others.90 Extreme typological 

accounts such as Foster’s are not consciously or expressly endorsed by more recent 

                                            
90 For a discussion and critique of Foster see Demos, 1957, who develops a view that is 

continuous. 
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interpreters of Plato, but the specter of a typological account is present whenever 

philosophers are made to have a supra-human nature with qualities that are wholly absent 

in non-philosophers.91 

By contrast, on a continuous psychological account, individuals have the 

capacities of all three parts of the soul to greater or lesser degrees, and their characters 

and traits are constituted by the degree to which their parts are naturally strong or 

amenable to development. The difference between a typological and continuous 

psychology has enormous implications on the issues of concern here, but they are not 

clearly distinguished by Plato’s interpreters. Plato himself, being the founder of 

psychology, does not clearly distinguish these two things in his own mind and comes 

very close to what looks like a typology. Plato could not have given a typology, however, 

for all three of the parts he uses to distinguish individuals—all of the soul’s capacities 

and conative forces— are necessary for persons to be complete, that is, the souls of 

persons must have all three parts developed and operable to greater or lesser degrees if 

they are to count as persons.92 

Plato distinguishes between three different individual natures: appetitive, spirited, 

and philosophical persons. He applies his tri-partite psychology to explicate the 

differences. To the philosophical nature, he ascribes enormous intellectual power, 

whereby it has the exclusive ability to know the form of the Good. Plato details further 

                                            
91 For a weaker psychological typology see Bobonich, 2001. 
92 Nettleship, 1962, expresses awareness of the difference between the two types of account and 

points out that all three parts are in fact present in each person: “From the manner in which these last two 
elements [of spirit and reason] are brought in, Plato might be thought to be describing some special form of 
human nature exhibited only in exceptional persons; but we find as we go on that he is really describing 
what he takes to be normal human nature, and that every man must have in him something of each of the 
three elements, the element of appetite, the element of spirit, and the philosophical element” (75). 
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intellectual traits of the philosophical nature in Book VI (485a-486e), where he says that 

the philosopher learns easily, has good memory, and is a friend of truth. Appetitive and 

spirited natures have, by comparison, a lower grade of intellectual capacity in their 

rational parts and are left to wallow in the realm of opinion and may at best have true 

beliefs (474c-480).   

Each nature also has a different type of rule in their souls, which is discussed by 

Plato in Book IX (580d-583a). The passage will be cited in full. 

S: This: it seems to me that there are three pleasures corresponding to the three 
parts of the soul, one peculiar to each part, and similarly with desires and kinds of 
rule? 
G: What do you mean? 
S: The first, we say, is the part with which a person learns, and the second the part 
with which he gets angry. As for the third, we had no one special name for it, 
since it’s multiform, so we named it after the biggest and strongest thing in it. 
Hence we called it the appetitive part, because of the intensity of its appetites for 
food, drink, sex, and all the things associated with them, but we also called it the 
money-loving part, because such appetites are most easily satisfied by means of 
money. 
G: And rightly so. 
S: Then, if we said that its pleasure and love are for profit, wouldn’t that best 
determine its central feature for the purposes of our argument and insure that we 
are clear about what we mean when we speak of this part of the soul, and 
wouldn’t we be right to call it money-loving and profit-loving? 
S: That’s how it seems to me, at least. 
G: What about the spirited part? Don’t we say that it is wholly dedicated to the 
pursuit of control, victory, and high repute?  
S: Certainly. 
G: Then wouldn’t it be appropriate for us to call it victory-loving and honor-
loving? 
S: It would be most appropriate.  
G: Now, it is clear to everyone that the part with which we learn is always wholly 
straining to know where the truth lies and that, of the three parts, it cares least for 
money and reputation. 
S: By far the least.  
G: Then wouldn’t it be appropriate for us to call it learning-loving and 
philosophical? 
S: Of course. 
G: And doesn’t this part rule in some people’s souls, while one of the other 
parts—whichever it happens to be—rules in other people’s? 
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S: That’s right. 
G: And isn’t that the reason why we say that there are three primary kinds of 
people: philosophic, victory-loving, and profit-loving? 
S: And also three forms of pleasure, one assigned to each of them? 
G: Certainly. 
S: And do you realize that, if you chose to ask three such people in turn to tell you 
which of their own lives is most pleasant, each would give the highest praise to 
his own? Won’t a money-maker say that the pleasure of being honored and that of 
learning are worthless compared to that of making a profit, if he gets no money 
from them. 
G: He will. 
S: What about an honor-lover? Doesn’t he think that the pleasure of making 
money is vulgar and that the pleasure of learning—except insofar as it brings him 
honor—is smoke and nonsense? 
G: He does. 
S: And as for a philosopher, what do you suppose he thinks the other pleasures are 
worth compared to that of knowing where the truth lies and always being in some 
such pleasant condition while learning? Won’t he think that they are far behind? 
And won’t he call them really necessary, since he’d have no need for them if they 
weren’t necessary for life? 
S: He will: we can be sure of that. (580d-581e) 
 

Each nature, then, is characterized in terms of what part of the soul rules. The type of rule 

is based on which type of pleasure the individual is wholly dedicated to pursuing. Each 

part of the soul has its own pleasures. The pleasures of appetite are correlated with the 

satisfaction of desires for food, drink, and sex. The spirited part takes pleasure in having 

honor and reputation. The rational part takes pleasure in knowing and learning. Plato says 

that individuals will be ruled by a given part insofar as the love (φιλία, 581a3) and care 

(µέλει, 581b7) of their souls will be for the pleasures residing in that part. An appetitive 

person is one who is ruled by the pleasures of food, drink, and sex. This kind of person is 

also called money- or profit-loving, since the more basic appetites are most easily 

satisfied with money. A spirited or honor-loving person is one who is ruled by the 

pleasures of honor. A philosophical person is one ruled by the pleasures of knowing and 

learning. On this view, the rule of a part is equivalent to a life wholly dedicated to the 
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maximization of the pleasures of that part, that is to say, the criterion of choice for each 

nature is what will, on balance, bring about the most pleasure for the part that is ruling. 

This passage is standardly taken to suggest that each kind of character has its own 

distinctive ends dependent on which part of the soul rules. This implies that each kind of 

character has distinctive end-based dispositions. From this point of view, the question 

arises: does each kind of character choose as a just person would choose? 

Recall the structure of the just person’s dispositions and reasoning. Dispositional 

beliefs govern choice within particular types of situations. The just person is disposed to 

choose just acts in just-type situations. This disposition covers a wide range of situations. 

So a just person is disposed to refrain from adultery in situations requiring fidelity, and so 

forth. The just person must also have the correct second-order beliefs, including that just 

actions should be chosen because they cause inner justice, the harmony and health of the 

soul.  

This profile of the just person suggests two necessary conditions on being just. 

One is an external, the other an internal, condition. The external condition shall be called 

the overlap requirement. The dispositional choices of each kind of character must overlap 

with actions falling under the description of justice. Having the first-order dispositional 

beliefs of the just person—that one should choose just acts and reject unjust acts—

straightforwardly satisfies the overlap requirement. The internal condition shall be called 

the justificatory requirement, which involves the considerations arising at the level of 

second-order belief. To satisfy this condition a just person must have the correct beliefs 

about the rationale for choosing just actions: he should choose them because they cause 

inner justice, etc. 
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It might be thought that not even the philosophical nature is able to satisfy the 

overlap and justificatory requirements. It was mentioned that there is no conclusive proof 

that the attitudinal dispositions of philosophers illumined by the form of Justice will 

overlap with choices for just actions. If there is no overlap, then the external condition is 

not satisfied. We offered reasons, however, to close this gap. 

It might be thought that the philosopher does not satisfy the justificatory 

requirement. On the standard account of Plato’s doctrine of the three different individual 

natures, the end of the philosophical character is to increase his own pleasures of 

learning. Accordingly, he would choose inner justice as a necessary means toward these 

activities. He chooses these actions on the basis of his distinctive end-based disposition to 

choose actions for the sake of learning, but if he chooses actions for the sake of learning 

then he does not choose just acts for the sake of inner justice. Inner justice ultimately is 

not chosen for itself, but learning is. However, this is only an apparent problem for the 

reason that Plato’s value theory allows goods to be chosen both for themselves and as 

means. There is no problem, then, in choosing inner justice as a means so long as it is 

also chosen for itself. 

On the other hand, the appetitive character seems to satisfy neither requirement. 

On the standard account of Plato’s doctrine, the appetitive character fails the justificatory 

requirement because he does not choose just actions because they cause inner justice. 

Rather, were he to choose just actions he would choose them because they promote his 

distinctive end of maximizing appetitive pleasures. 

The appetitive character fails the overlap requirement as well, since he will not 

have dispositions to choose just actions. For choosing actions for the sake of maximizing 
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appetitive pleasures destroys the dispositions to do just acts, since choices for just 

actions, were they chosen, would come only after a process of egoistic reasoning that 

would destroy the characteristic pattern of deliberation the just person goes through when 

he is in a just-type situation. For example, suppose a generous person is disposed to buy 

food for the homeless as he encounters them. This person chooses to donate on the basis 

of a consideration such as ‘this person has a basic need which I can provide’. The 

consideration ‘this person has a basic need which I can provide’ is dispositional. It 

becomes active when he encounters a homeless person. There is no further initial 

calculation when the consideration is activated. This is an essential feature of his 

generous disposition. But a person who chooses to maximize his own pleasures could not 

develop this generous attitudinal disposition because the consideration ‘this person has a 

basic need which I can provide’ could not become dispositional. A profit-lover’s choice 

of a generous action would first pass through egoistic considerations. He would choose 

from among two alternatives, to help or not help, which are indifferent in his mind until it 

becomes apparent which is the more advantageous to himself. To be moved either way 

requires a reason in which he would gain in some way. For example, he might reason that 

helping a homeless person looks good to Mary, who he is attempting to win over. The 

fact that his choice passed through this calculation would itself constitute evidence that 

he did not possess the disposition to be generous. 

B. Resolving the Tension Through the Hedonistic Rule of Appetite 

(i) The Strategy of Hedonistic Rule 

I shall now consider one strategy for resolving the tension between part rule and 

virtue in the case of the appetitive person. It is a resolution through the hedonistic rule of 
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appetite. The strategy goes as far back as the late 19th century in the work of Archer-

Hind,93 who says that demotic virtue 

is not an ethical code which the multitude frame for themselves; it is one which 
the philosopher frames for them; nor does he construct it on any utilitarian basis, 
but out of his knowledge of ideal truth. Yet as held by them it is still utilitarian, 
for they accept it on utilitarian grounds: they receive it, not because they know 
why it is good, for they are without knowledge of the good, but because the 
philosopher convinces them that it is for their advantage to do so; that by 
submitting to its restriction they avoid greater evils. As they hold it, therefore, it is 
utilitarian; as he [the philosopher] conceives it, not so. (152) 
 

The idea behind the strategy is that the appetitive person accepts an ethical code based on 

justice because he is persuaded by philosophers that being just leads to a greater balance 

of pleasures for himself. Archer-Hind uses the term ‘utilitarian’ here, which might be 

thought to mean the universalist utilitarianism of Bentham and Mill, according to which 

an action is right if it produces the greatest balance of pleasure for the most people. The 

sense of ‘utiltarian’ in Archer-Hind, however, references utility merely, or pleasure as 

such, not utility in the aggregate. Archer-Hind’s view is more in line, then, with what we 

would call hedonistic egoism, according to which an action is right only if it is 

advantageous for the agent.94 I shall therefore refer to Archer-Hind’s strategy as the 

hedonistic rule of appetite. 

This strategy finds support in Plato. In the Phaedo Plato says that non-

philosophers’ 

experience of this unsophisticated moderation turns out to be similar: they fear to 
be deprived of other pleasures which they desire, so they keep away from some 
pleasures because they are overcome by others. (68e) 
 

                                            
93 See 1973 edition. Modern interpreters, such as Reeve, 1988 use variants of this strategy to 

account for the overlap of virtuous action and the appetitive person’s distinctive end.  
94 I owe this observation to Nick White, who points out that in the context of discussions of Plato, 

utilitarian justifications of justice involve appealing to consequences for one’s self. See the 1928 inaugural 
lecture of Prichard (in 2002) and Mabbott, 1971 for discussion and application of these issues.  
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In Book VIII of the Republic, the oligarchic individual is said to have practical 

considerations similar to non-philosophers’ in the Phaedo.  

S: Doesn’t he resemble it, in the first place, by attaching the greatest importance 
to money? 
A: Of course. 
S: And, further, by being a thrifty worker, who satisfies only his necessary 
appetites, makes no other expenditures, and enslaves his other desires as vain. 
(554a) 
 

The strategy consists in explicating the hedonistic rule of appetite in a way that makes it 

consistent with virtue. The appetitive person may develop a characteristic disposition 

based on the consideration that it is best to do virtuous actions and refrain from vicious 

actions because habitual performance of virtuous actions leads to a greater balance of 

appetitive pleasures. The strategy explains how the appetitive character is disposed to 

choose actions that are consistent with virtue. 

This account applies unproblematically to oligarchic individuals in the Republic. 

However, its legitimate application to workers is less clear, for Plato is notoriously sparse 

on what the practical reason of the workers in his ideal polis is specifically. Nevertheless, 

the account fits well with the kinds of characters that workers are said to have. They are 

lovers of appetites and “believe that pleasure is the good, while the more sophisticated 

believe that it is knowledge” (505b). Hence Plato arguably suggests that they act on the 

principle that the pleasant is the good. Thus, appetitive characters arguably comply with 

virtuous acts, and refrain from vicious acts, through an attitudinal disposition which takes 

virtuous actions to lead to a greater balance of appetitive pleasures over pains. 

An objection to the attempt to resolve the tension between appetitive rule and 

virtue through the strategy of hedonistic rule is that an appetitive character who acts in 

accord with virtue because it would lead to greater overall appetitive pleasure does not 
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appear to have the harmony of soul that is characteristic of virtue. This is illustrated in the 

case of the oligarchic individual, who does act consistently with virtue but whom Plato 

regards as lacking harmony within his soul. Like the oligarchic city which “isn’t one city 

but two—one of the poor and one of the rich” (551d), the oligarchic individual 

wouldn’t be entirely free from internal civil war and wouldn’t be one but in some 
way two, though generally his better desires are in control of his worse. 
A: That’s right. 
S: For that reason he’d be more respectable than many, but the true virtue of a 
single-minded and harmonious soul far escapes him. (554d-e) 
 

A way of overcoming this objection is by arguing that appetitive persons qua workers in 

the ideal city are not equivalent to oligarchic individuals. It was already mentioned that 

hedonistic rule applies more clearly to oligarchic individuals than workers, but nothing 

was said about what that difference might be. Archer-Hind draws a distinction between 

the defective, demotic virtue of the Pheado and demotic virtue in the Republic, but he 

does not mark the difference otherwise than by saying, unilluminatingly, that the latter is 

something that will be instilled by philosophers whereas the former is not.  

In what follows, differences between the oligarchic individual and workers will be 

delineated. These differences are sketched with two purposes in mind. First, I will argue 

that appealing to these differences will not suffice to salvage the strategy of hedonistic 

rule. This will imply that if workers are to be conceived as virtuous, they will need to 

have motivations and ends distinct from those associated with appetitive rule. Second, 

even though the strategy will not work, delineating the differences helps to profile what a 

worker in Plato’s polis would look like, which gives us a framework for further filling out 

the specific shape of the demotic virtue of workers. 
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(ii) The Oligarchic Individual 

We begin with an explication of the oligarchic individual. In his delineation of the 

oligarchic individual Plato makes essential use of the distinction between necessary and 

unnecessary desires.  

S: But, so as not to discuss this in the dark, do you want us first to define which 
desires are necessary and which aren’t? 
A: I do. 
S: Aren’t those we can’t desist from and those whose satisfaction benefits us 
rightly called necessary, for we are by nature compelled to satisfy them both? 
Isn’t that so? 
A: Of course. 
S: So we’d be right to apply the term “necessary” to them? 
A: We would. 
S: What about those that someone could get rid of if he practiced from youth on, 
those whose presence leads to no good or even the opposite? If we said that all of 
them were unnecessary, would we be right? 
A: We would. 
S: Let’s pick an example of each, so that we can grasp the patterns they exhibit. 
A: We should do that. 
S: Aren’t the following desires necessary: the desire to eat to the point of health 
and well-being and the desire for bread and delicacies? 
A: I suppose so. 
S: The desire for bread is necessary on both counts; it’s beneficial, and unless it’s 
satisfied, we die. 
A: Yes 
S: The desire for delicacies is also necessary to the extent that it’s beneficial to 
well-being. 
A: Absolutely. 
S: What about the desire that goes beyond these and seeks other sorts of foods, 
that most people can get rid of, if it’s restrained and educated while they’re 
young, and that’s harmful both to the body and to the reason and moderation of 
the soul? Would it rightly be called unnecessary? 
A: It would indeed. 
S: Then wouldn’t we also say that such desires are spendthrift, while the earlier 
ones are money-making, because they profit our various projects? 
A: Certainly. (558d-559c) 
 

Plato here uses two criteria to distinguish necessary from unnecessary desires: natural 

compulsion and benefit. When it comes to natural desires individuals are compelled to 

satisfy them in order to be healthy and survive. The satisfaction of these desires is also 
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beneficial and good because, in addition to conducing to health, they “profit our various 

projects” (559c3-4). When it comes to unnecessary desires, on the other hand, individuals 

are not compelled by nature to satisfy them. They can be gotten rid of if a proper 

education is given to an individual early on in his youth. Further, their satisfaction leads 

either to no benefit or to, what is the usual case, detriment. These criteria, Plato says, are 

part of the pattern that examples of necessary and unnecessary desires exhibit. So the 

desire for bread is necessary both because if not satisfied we die and because it is 

beneficial. By contrast, the desire for sex is not compelled by nature and is not beneficial. 

The oligarchic individual at first follows the footsteps of his father, who is a 

timocratic individual. His father is then put to death and usurped of all his goods, which 

throws the son into impoverished circumstances (553a9-c7). This leads the son to fear 

poverty above all else, which in turn leads to a fixation of his reason on wealth and the 

enslavement of the other parts of the soul by the appetitive part (553d1-7). The son comes 

to place “his appetitive and money-making part [of the soul] on the throne, setting it up as 

a great king within himself” (553c). The desires that rule within his soul are the necessary 

ones. He is a “thrifty worker, who satisfies only his necessary appetites . . . and enslaves 

his other desires as vain” (554a). But the unnecessary desires continue to exist within him 

and are active because he does not receive a good education (554b-c). To prevent these 

unnecessary desires from taking rein, he rules them by force within his soul, and he is 

motivated to this rule by fear of losing the means to satisfy the necessary desires. In other 

words, there is a hedonistic calculus operating in the oligarchic individual. He preserves 

the means of satisfying the necessary desires, which are important to him, by not 

spending money and indulging the unnecessary desires, which are not important. Yet 
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lurking in his soul is the longing to satisfy the unnecessary desires. Hence he rules them 

as a continent man, denying these longings for the sake of preserving the means of 

satisfying the necessary desires. Because the unnecessary desires exist within him and 

have to be ruled by force and fear, he is at war with himself and is a divided soul. He 

wouldn’t be entirely free from internal civil war and wouldn’t be one but in some 
way two, though generally his better desires are in control of his worse. . . . [and 
hence] the true virtue of a single-minded and harmonious soul far escapes him. 
(554d-e) 
 

From Plato’s delineation of the oligarchic individual, it is seen that the oligarchic 

individual is disharmonious because of his active unnecessary desires, which he has as a 

result of not being educated. Were he to receive an education, these unnecessary desires 

would be quieted, for Plato thinks this is possible even in appetitive persons. He says that 

the soul of “most people can get rid of [unnecessary desires], if it’s restrained and 

educated while they’re young” (559b). So the way to calm unnecessary desires is through 

education. This is possible in most people, which encompasses the majority of persons, 

who are appetitive. Therefore, if the workers in Plato’s ideal city are slated to receive an 

education designed to quiet unnecessary desires, then the appetitive part of workers 

would be moderated, being either completely extinguished or only moderately active, as 

contrasted with the highly active unnecessary appetites of the oligarchic individual. In 

that case, the appetitive person might be able to act consistently with virtuous action 

without the psychic disharmony afflicting the oligarchic individual. 

The claim that the workers receive an education designed to quiet unnecessary 

desires is controversial and would need to be argued for. For this reason I next give some 

space to the issue of what kind of education the workers in Plato’s ideal city would 

receive. Thereafter I will discuss, first, any differences between the oligarchic individual 
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and workers arising from these considerations, and, secondly, whether a moderated 

hedonistic rule of appetite is sufficient for virtue. 

(iii) The Education of the Workers 

Does Plato provision an education for workers? If so, what kind of education do 

they receive? If they are to be virtuous, they need to receive an education in virtue in 

addition to their craft education. Some of Plato’s interpreters have maintained that Plato 

makes no provision for the education of the workers save the craft education they would 

receive allowing them to actualize their potential for the one task to which they are 

naturally suited.95 If this is true, they receive no moral education and it follows that they 

are not virtuous, since they lack true beliefs and an education quieting their unnecessary 

desires. It is true that Plato does not sufficiently expound the kind of education the lower 

classes should receive. Why he did not is clear: it is the unity of the guardian class that is 

of primary importance to the polis, since any division there would lead to its demise 

(545c-d). His focus therefore is on the education of the guardian class, and little is said 

about the education of the lower class. The little that is said, however, provides good, 

though not conclusive, evidence that workers do receive an education going beyond 

training in their crafts. To this evidence I now turn. 

 Plato’s ideal arrangements require the rulers to instill virtue in all the citizens, 

including workers. After philosophers see the forms, or “the things that are,” they will 

inevitably want to imitate these things within their own souls and bring them into a 

virtuous condition. 

No one whose thoughts are truly directed towards the things that are, Adeimantus, 
has the leisure to look down at human affairs or to be filled with envy and hatred 

                                            
95 See Hourani, 1949 and and Nussbaum, 1980, 409-410 and n. 38. Both are of the view that Plato 

at most provides the workers with an education in their crafts.  
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by competing with people. Instead, as he looks at and studies things that are 
organized and always the same, that neither do injustice to one another nor suffer 
it, being all in a rational order, he imitates them and tries to become as like them 
as he can. Or do you think that someone can consort with things he admires 
without imitating them? 
(500b-c) 
 

Further, if philosophers can be compelled to rule, their duties will include the inculcation 

of virtue in the multitude. 

And if he should come to be compelled to put what he sees there into people’s 
characters, whether into a single person or into a populace, instead of shaping 
only his own, do you think that he will be a poor craftsman of moderation, justice, 
and the whole of popular virtue (δημοτικῆς ἀρετῆς)? (500d) 
 

Plato famously does compel philosophers to rule (519c-520e). So Plato suggests that 

popular or demotic virtue is to be fostered in all the citizens by philosophers as part of 

their duties as rulers.96 In this passage, Plato expressly refers to demotic virtue as an inner 

state of soul. Philosophers will shape the “characters” of all individuals in the ideal city 

by ordering their souls on the model of the forms so as to instantiate psychic harmony 

within them. Plato here attacks the root of vicious actions, not through control in the form 

of punishment or external rule, but by fostering in the workers the states of character out 

of which virtuous actions will follow (442d-443b2).97 

If virtue is to be fostered in all the citizens, then all the citizens must be educated 

so as to implant true beliefs and quiet unnecessary desires. Plato does provision an 

education suited to these requirements, for he expressly says that at least some aspects of 

the guardians’ education in virtue will also be given to the workers. This aspect of 
                                            

96 There are other places in the text suggesting the same. Cf. Book VII: “And once they’ve seen 
the good itself, they must each in turn put the city, its citizens, and themselves in order, using it as their 
model” (540a). 

97 The point here does not imply that punishment or external rule are never used, which they will 
(as we will see below). The point is rather that Plato thinks that workers have a capacity for virtue and that 
it should be fostered in them to the appropriate extent through education. This is consistent with the view 
that virtue in the workers is not full-proof and that applications of punishment in cases of vicious action are 
warranted. 
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education workers receive clearly goes beyond their craft education. Plato includes the 

majority, hence the workers, in the part of the guardians’ education which concerns 

stories that are conducive to the virtue of moderation, which virtue is necessary for the 

guardians but which will also need to be fostered in the majority by philosophers as a 

component of demotic virtue. 

S: What about moderation? Won’t our young people also need that? 
 A: Of course. 

S: And aren’t these the most important aspects of moderation for the majority of 
people, namely, to obey the rulers and to rule the pleasures of drink, sex, and food 
for themselves (389d-e)?98 
 

So the workers will receive an education that includes some poetry to foster moderation. 

Such an education clearly goes beyond the bounds of craft training. This, of course, does 

not imply workers will receive the same education as auxiliaries in all respects. They 

certainly receive differential education with respect to their crafts, which depends on their 

functions in the city. Further, it was noted earlier that moral education is to be differential 

and dependent on the special needs of each kind of nature. Each class is inclusive of one 

kind of nature and so education in virtue should be expected to be differential across the 

classes. 

Further evidence that the education of the guardians has some overlap with that of 

the workers is seen in the fact that all the citizens are to be taught the Myth of Metals, 

which is designed both to legitimize Plato’s arrangements and to foster a sense of 

solidarity between all the classes. The Myth teaches that all the citizens are brothers and 

parts of the same polis. Thus, if attacked they must come together and fight to defend 

their land and their brothers. But the city also requires different roles for different types 

                                            
98 Cf. Adam, 1963, 138, n. 389d27, who assumes that the “multitude” is to be included in this 

aspect of the guardians’ education.  
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of characters, for nature has endowed individual souls with different mixtures of metals: 

rulers are endowed with golden souls; guardians with silver; and workers with iron and 

bronze. Socrates says that he will “first try to persuade the rulers and the soldiers and 

then the rest of the city” (414d) to believe the myth. In other words, he proposes to 

include this in the education of all the citizens. But if all are to be educated in this 

manner, then the education of workers goes beyond their mere craft training. 

(iv) Differences Between the Oligarchic Individual and Workers 

We are now in position to explicate some differences between the oligarchic 

individual and workers. As an individual who is ruled by appetite the oligarchic 

individual shares a predilection for appetitive satisfactions along with the workers in 

Plato’s ideal polis. For this reason some have taken the oligarchic individual to represent 

the kind of psychology workers would have in the ideal polis.99 But given that workers 

will receive some education, as I have argued, and that this education will tend to quiet 

unnecessary desires, workers are not equivalent to oligarchic individuals. Whereas the 

unnecessary desires of workers are calm, the oligarchic individual has highly active 

unnecessary desires. 

In addition to having calm unnecessary desires, workers in the ideal polis do not 

live under the same conditions that lead to the oligarchic individual’s fetishism of money. 

The oligarchic individual becomes fixated on money as a result of fear of poverty, which 

arises in reaction to his father’s being put to death and usurped of all his goods. This 

condition is removed in the ideal polis by the fact that the satisfaction of everyone’s 

desires will be met (369b-d), and there is hence no reason to fear falling into poverty. 

 
                                            

99 For brief discussion and references on this score, see Vlastos, 1971, 94, fn. 77. 
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(v) Can the Strategy of Hedonistic Rule be Salvaged? 

It has now been established that there are differences between the oligarchic 

individual and workers and that the latter are moderated through their education. We are 

now in position to consider the question whether the strategy of hedonistic rule may be 

salvaged. Can appetitive persons who are ruled by the pleasures of a moderated appetitive 

part be virtuous? If they are to be virtuous, they must satisfy the necessary conditions laid 

out above, namely, the overlap and justificatory requirements. 

On a view like Archer-Hind’s, the moderated appetitive person wants to 

maximize his own necessary appetitive pleasures. This is compatible with at least two 

ways in which the appetitive person holds his hedonistic considerations. On one account, 

the appetitive person is guided in each situation by the hedonistic criterion to choose the 

action that maximizes his own pleasure.100 In that case, the appetitive person does not 

have a disposition to choose virtuous actions, but would choose them rather after 

reasoning through various courses of action leading to various proportions of pleasures 

and pains and choosing the course that is best, that is, the course leading to the greater 

balance of pleasure. Consequently, he is not virtuous, since he does not have dispositions 

to choose virtuous actions. This is because, as we saw above, choosing a virtuous action 

after running through a hedonistic calculus, rather than as part of a characteristic pattern 

of deliberation, is evidence that the disposition is not present. The hedonistic calculus can 

only operate upon indifference between virtuous and non-virtuous actions. By contrast, a 

characteristic pattern of deliberation that is part of a disposition is not neutral between the 

two. The characteristic pattern of deliberation instead aims to determine whether a given 

course of action in a particular situation is, all things considered, virtuous.   
                                            

100 This, of course, is act utilitarianism applied egoistically rather than universally. 
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On a second account, the moderated appetitive person may develop and sustain 

dispositions to choose just acts. Through education he comes to believe that following 

just dispositions leads to a greater balance of pleasures for himself, since they allow him 

to avoid the pains associated with unjust actions in the way of punishment, etc. On this 

account, actions that tend to maximize pleasure for himself are best, but the appetitive 

person’s practical reasoning need not include such considerations when acting.101 The 

dispositions to choose just acts would be operative in just-type situations, but the second-

order justificatory apparatus would be inoperative at the time of choice. Second-order 

beliefs would occur in reflection. So long as his actions are in accord with the second-

order justificatory considerations, his actions are right. The moderated appetitive person 

who chooses in this way is disposed to choose just actions. So his actions are consistent 

with just action, and the overlap requirement is satisfied. 

Though the overlap requirement is satisfied in the second account, the 

justificatory requirement is not. Satisfaction of the justificatory requirement consists in 

the just person’s choosing justice on the basis of correct second-order beliefs, namely, 

because they cause inner justice, etc. He must have these second-order beliefs as either 

attitudinal dispositions or reflectively in reinforcement of dispositions. It is clear that a 

moderated hedonistic rule of appetite would not entertain the correct second-order beliefs 

about why just actions should be chosen, namely, because they cause inner justice, etc. 

The second-order belief entertained is that the action should be chosen because it tends to 

maximize one’s own pleasures. Therefore, the justificatory requirement is not satisfied.  

                                            
101 This corresponds to rule utilitarianism, the view that actions in accordance with rules tending to 

greater overall pleasure are right. In this case, it is dispositions leading to greater overall pleasure that ought 
to guide the agent’s choices in particular situations. 
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This brings us to the question of whether the justificatory requirement, which is at 

bottom just an internal condition of virtue, can be satisfied in appetitive persons. If so, 

how? It has just been shown that the strategy of hedonistic rule is able to meet the overlap 

requirement without satisfaction of the justificatory requirement, which is a necessary 

condition of virtue. Apart from the inability to meet this condition, other interesting 

problems arise from the second account above regarding the practical possibility of 

having non-hedonistic beliefs that are necessary at the level of action simultaneously with 

hedonistic beliefs at the level of reflection. Such a possibility seems suspect from a 

practical standpoint. This skeptical worry is based on the intuition that dispositions have 

the tendency to be had alongside consonant second-order justificatory beliefs.102 

Having dispositions dissonant with second-order justificatory beliefs creates an 

unstable and unsustainable frame of mind. A person’s dispositions of character place 

constraints on the range of possible second-order beliefs to which they will respond. 

What it is for a disposition to be consonant with second-order justificatory beliefs shall 

have to remain vague, for the relation is not merely one of logical consistency (though 

that seems to be partly involved). The relation is found within the context of a whole 

moral outlook. We mentioned earlier that attitudinal dispositions can be modified, and 

they can become more mature through intermediate education involving relatively 

sophisticated second-order justificatory beliefs. But there are limits on the range of 

second-order beliefs that can modify dispositions. Within a moral outlook, dispositions 

will tend to make the individual responsive to second-order justificatory beliefs that are 

not incompatible with the attitudes, emotions, and reactions underpinning the 
                                            

102 I base the skeptical worry on my own intuition here, but the skeptical worry itself is presented 
by Williams, 1995 and 1984, ch. 6, “Theory and Practice.” Williams discusses this within the context of 
utilitarianism as the happiness of the most. 
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dispositions. For example, the generous person acts with a characteristic consideration 

such as ‘this person has a need I am able to meet’. Attempting to modify this disposition 

with a consideration such as ‘acting generously tends to increase my pleasures’ is 

inconsonant with the disposition, for the generous individual reacts with praise to 

generous acts partly because of the recognition of altruistic motivations, both within 

himself and in others. Performing generous acts on the basis of egoistic motivations is not 

consistent with such a reaction. Furthermore, an attempt to modify the generous 

disposition with an egoistic rationale would destroy the disposition (as was discussed 

above). 

There do not appear to be any general considerations covering all dispositions that 

would explain how they are inconsonant with second-order justificatory beliefs. The 

relation of inconsonance, therefore, needs to remain vaguely stated. Dispositions are 

responsive to, and will tend to be had alongside, consonant second-order beliefs. The 

ways in which a particular disposition, or sets of dispositions, may be inconsonant is to 

be explained piecemeal as was done above in the case of generosity. 

With this said, the following caveat is to be observed. There are some scenarios 

that seem conceivable exceptions to this. First, it seems conceivable for inchoate 

dispositions to be had without having any second-order justificatory beliefs. This 

presumably would occur at an early level of a child’s education. Second, it seems 

conceivable that persons could have virtuous dispositions alongside the wrong (i.e., non-

virtuous) second-order beliefs. Such a scenario would involve very stupid, 

underdeveloped persons. This seems assumed by those who espouse the strategy of 

hedonistic rule (hence the possibility above of meeting the overlap requirement with the 
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wrong second-order beliefs). Such a state of character hardly seems worthy of the name 

virtue. 

Based on these considerations, I will impose a condition of adequacy on an 

account of workers’ virtue that virtuous dispositions must be consonant with second-

order justificatory beliefs, that is, non-virtuous second-order justificatory beliefs cannot 

be had alongside virtuous dispositions. Showing that workers have second-order 

justificatory beliefs consonant with virtuous dispositions is to show that the justificatory 

requirement is satisfied. 

C. The Rule of Wisdom in Workers 

The standard interpretation of 580d-581e is that each part has its own distinctive 

end-based dispositions. By contrast, I shall take the passage to suggest that were each 

kind of nature allowed to develop without an education, they would become the kind of 

characters ruled by their distinctive end-based dispositions. But if they receive an 

appropriate education, their ends may be modified.103 This interpretation involves an 

implicit assumption that workers are educable. Were there no machinery within the souls 

of workers responsive to education, which exploits the natural machinery afforded by the 

soul, they would be inherently ineducable. This suggests that the interpretation that 

workers would develop into persons ruled by appetite without an education needs to be 

supported by a view of the structure of their souls richer than what it is usually taken to 

be. Plato’s moral psychology affords this machinery, for worker’s souls have all three 

parts. The machinery in the other two parts can temper and modify the drives of the 

appetitive part, which would take rein in their souls without education. I have argued that 

                                            
103 I owe the point that without education the soul of workers would naturally become ruled by 

appetite to Kraut, 1973, 216-222. 
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Plato did not give a typological account of individuals such that appetitive types have no 

reason but only appetite. Instead, Plato gives a continuous account of differences in 

individual personalities, defining those differences in terms of the degree to which the 

parts of souls are developed. On this view individuals have all three parts active in the 

soul to greater or lesser degrees. The reason of appetitive persons, therefore, is 

distinguished from philosophical persons only as a matter of degree. This implies not 

only that appetitive persons have intellectual capacities, but that they are also capable of 

being moved by desires of reason to some extent, albeit not as strongly as in the case of 

philosophers. There is fairly strong evidence for these views in the Republic. This serves 

to widen the range of motivations of appetitive natures beyond mere pursuit of appetitive 

desires, which has the implication that they are amenable to education.104 

That workers can be moved by the same rational impulses as philosophers may be 

gathered from the fact that Plato attributes to the majority a desire for knowledge, even if 

it is weak and incapable of being satisfied given their lower grade of intellectual capacity. 

In Book VI, Plato says that every “soul pursues the good and does whatever it does for its 

sake” (505e). Furthermore, his discussion of the three different individual natures in 

Book IX also leaves open the possibility that appetitive individuals may have a desire to 

know, even if he restricts the satisfaction of these potential desires to philosophical 

individuals.  

A philosopher has of necessity tasted the other pleasures [of appetite] since 
childhood, but it isn’t necessary for a profit-lover to taste or experience the 
pleasure of learning the nature of the things that are and how sweet it is. Indeed, 
even if he were eager to taste it, he couldn’t do so. (582b) 
 

                                            
104 It is worth noting that Plato also thinks that the spirited part of workers can be exploited to 

modify the soul as a whole (501e). They will be shamed into agreeing that philosophers are the types who 
ought to rule, but shame is an emotion associated for Plato with the spirited part. 
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Plato seems to assume these views in his repeated attempts to convince the 

majority, including workers, that philosophers should be rulers. One of these attempts is 

via an argument that is meant to appeal to the majority’s kinship with wisdom. After 

Adeimantus asserts that the majority is not convinced that they or the polis could ever be 

happy until philosophers become rulers, Socrates retorts with an extremely optimistic 

response. He says that under the right conditions, the majority of people can be persuaded 

by philosophy.   

S: [I]t’s no wonder that the majority of people aren’t convinced by our arguments, 
for they’ve never seen a man that fits our plan. . . . That is to say, they’ve never 
seen a man or a number of men who themselves rhymed with virtue, were 
assimilated to it as far as possible, and ruled in a city of the same type. Or do you 
think they have? 
A: I don’t think so at all. 
S: Nor have they listened sufficiently to fine and free arguments that search out 
the truth in every way for the sake of knowledge but that keep away from the 
sophistications and eristic quibbles that, both in public trials and in private 
gatherings, aim at nothing except reputation and disputation. 
A: No they haven’t. . . . 
S: Then, if in the limitless past, those who were foremost in philosophy were 
forced to take charge of a city or if this is happening now in some foreign place 
far beyond our ken or if it will happen in the future, we are prepared to maintain 
our argument that, at whatever time the muse of philosophy controls a city, the 
constitution we’ve described will also exist at that time, whether it is past, present, 
or future. Since it is not impossible for this to happen, we are not speaking of 
impossibilities. That it is difficult for it to happen, however, we agree ourselves. 
A: That’s my opinion, anyway. 
S: But the majority don’t share your opinion—is that what you are going to say? 
A: They probably don’t. 
S: You should not make wholesale charges against the majority, for they’ll no 
doubt come to a different opinion, if instead of indulging your love of victory at 
their expense, you soothe them and try to remove their slanderous prejudice 
against the love of learning, by pointing out what you mean by a philosopher and 
by defining the philosophic nature and way of life, as we did just now, so that 
they’ll realize that you don’t mean the same people as they do. And if they once 
see it your way, even you will say that they’ll have a different opinion from the 
one you just attributed to them and will answer differently. Or do you think that 
anyone who is gentle and without malice is harsh with someone who is neither 
irritable nor malicious? I’ll anticipate your answer and say that a few people may 
have such a harsh character, but not the majority. (498d-500a) 
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Plato has Socrates conclude this discussion by asserting that the majority will be 

convinced, if they are moderate (501c), which they are, as has been argued above. More 

apropos to present purposes is the fact that Plato here appeals to the philosophical part of 

the workers. He calls on the majority to unite under the cause of truth and wisdom and 

can do so only if he believes they could be moved by a feeling of kinship with truth and 

wisdom. Further, he appeals to certain characteristics that are associated with the 

philosophical part. The majority of people are “gentle” and would be receptive to a truly 

philosophical character. In this he is appealing to their philosophical part, for in 

recognizing the superiority of learning and wisdom, they would recognize their kinship 

and attraction to learning and wisdom.105 

In the present passage Plato is attempting to convince the majority that they 

would be best off in the ideal polis. In what does Plato’s appeal consist? If appetite were 

ruling, one would expect an appeal to hedonistic considerations. That is not what we find 

in the text, however. It is not the majority’s desire for pleasure and the prospect of 

maximizing the pleasures of appetite to which Socrates appeals. Rather, Socrates seeks to 

persuade the workers of the superiority and goodness of the love of learning and the 

search for truth for its own sake. They are being persuaded of the superiority of the 

philosophical way of life and that they can trust these types of characters to rule over the 

city in an incorruptible manner. That trust is based on their recognition that these are the 

types of characters who love the truth and who can be trusted to rule the polis with 

                                            
105 It was observed above that the rational part (τὸ λογιστικόν) is responsible for, among other 

things, the rational attraction toward that to which it feels kinship with (439c). The observation of this 
attractive component of reason is owed to Nettleship, 1962, 73-76 and is based on 375a-376c. Plato 
explains this in terms of a natural sympathy with what the part knows, which is also responsible for its 
gentle attitude toward others. At its highest level it is the forms that are recognized but it is also at a very 
low level in animals. Hence Plato calls dogs, who are able to recognize their owners, philosophical animals. 
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wisdom (for their characters are turned toward that which is). Now in order for the 

majority to recognize this character, it is necessary for them to have some appreciation of 

the values of the philosophical nature, and to feel a sense of kinship with them because of 

those values. If they were able to recognize only appetitive motivations and have 

appreciation only for the ends of the appetitive part, the majority would not be amenable 

to Plato’s attempts to persuade them. Clearly Plato does not believe he is speaking in 

vain. 

The considerations in this section have shown that the souls of workers are rich 

and complex enough to account for the view that they have a desire for knowledge and 

wisdom. Their reason is too weak, however, for the acquisition of knowledge and must 

remain within the realm of true belief. Being attracted to knowledge and wisdom, they 

would be responsive to the true second-order justificatory beliefs they would receive in 

education. Therefore, they are educable. Were workers to receive an education in virtue, 

their dispositions would be modified to accord with virtuous action and away from 

maximizing appetitive pleasures (which would be their overriding consideration without 

education). The virtuous dispositions acquired through education would in turn tend to 

make their souls receptive to true second-order beliefs because of their kindred nature 

and consonance. Hence workers can have virtuous dispositions alongside consonant 

second-order justificatory beliefs that are virtuous. This account of the virtue of workers 

satisfies both the condition of adequacy and the justificatory requirement. 

D. Summary of Demotic Virtue 

We are now in position to summarize the shape of demotic virtue (δημοτικὴ 

ἀρετή). Demotic virtue qualifies genuine virtue by exemplifying wisdom with true belief, 
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which I have shown is sufficient. Wisdom rules over the souls of workers in the form of 

true second-order justificatory beliefs involving causal relations between virtuous actions 

and inner virtue. These second-order justificatory beliefs are implanted in workers 

through education, which they are slated to receive and which they are amenable to 

because of their rational part’s attraction to wisdom. With this education in virtue they 

can have virtuous dispositions by which to choose virtuous actions and would choose 

them for the right reasons. 

III. Workers as “Slaves” (δοῦλος) and Friends (φιλία) of Rulers 

A. The Problem 

 In 5.I I showed that true belief is sufficient for virtue and wisdom. In 5.II.C I have 

shown that workers can be ruled by wisdom in the form of true second-order justificatory 

beliefs and are not mere slaves of appetites as they are on most interpretations. There is a 

final textual hurdle standing in the way of satisfaction of the conditions of genuine virtue. 

Plato seems to suggest that workers are ruled not by their own reason, but that of another. 

This is a problem because if workers do not rule over themselves through their own 

reason, they are not genuinely virtuous. Plato makes the suggestion in the following 

passage. 

S: Why do you think that the condition of a manual worker is despised? Or is it 
for any other reason than that, when the best part is naturally weak in someone, it 
can’t rule the beasts within him but can only serve them and learn to flatter them? 
G: Probably so. 
S: Therefore, to insure that someone like that is ruled by something similar to 
what rules the best person, we say that he ought to be the slave (δοῦλον) of that 
best person who has a divine ruler within himself. It isn’t to harm the slave that 
we say he must be ruled, which is what Thrasymachus thought to be true of all 
subjects, but because it is better for everyone to be ruled by divine reason, 
preferably within himself and his own, otherwise imposed from without, so that as 
far as possible all will be alike and friends, governed by the same thing.  
(590c1-d6) 
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The passage seems to suggest that workers do not rule over themselves but are ruled 

externally by the reason of philosophers. Now it is certainly a necessary condition of 

genuine virtue that they rule over themselves by their own reason. For the definition of 

individual virtue in Book IV expressly specifies that a person is “wise because of that 

small part of himself that rules in him” (442c). Being ruled from the outside by another’s 

reason does not satisfy this description. If, then, Plato is taken to suggest at 590c that 

workers are ruled by the reason of another, they are not virtuous. 

Further evidence of the necessity of self-rule for genuine virtue is seen in Plato’s 

view that persons who cannot rule over themselves but are “forced to make use of a 

justice imposed by others” are shameful. 

Yet could you find a greater sign of bad and shameful education in a city than that 
the need for skilled doctors and lawyers is felt not only by inferior people and 
craftsmen but by those who claim to have been brought up in the manner of free 
men? Don’t you think it’s shameful and a great sign of vulgarity to be forced to 
make use of a justice imposed by others, as masters and judges, because you are 
unable to deal with the situation yourself? (405a-b) 
 

The purpose of education, as the passage indicates, is to equip the individual with the 

means of being able to rule over himself through his own reason, and persons who cannot 

rule over themselves have shameful lives. Having shameful lives certainly seems at odds 

with their being virtuous.  

In the following sections I aim to account for this passage in a way that is 

consistent with the account of demotic virtue above. The issue that will be most pressing 

in this context is the special vulnerabilities in souls with demotic virtue due to a moderate 

(but not completely extinguished) appetitive part coupled with a weaker rational part only 

capable of true belief. This will lead to a nuanced view of the relationship between ruler 
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and slave (δοῦλος) broached by the passage. I will thereafter also deal with the sense in 

which workers are both slaves and friends (φιλία) of their rulers. Given that they will be 

slaves it is rather audacious of Plato to assert that they will also be friends, for it does not 

seem likely that slaves and masters could be friends. 

B. Workers as “Slaves”: An Interpretation 

The claims in 590c1-d6 reflect one side of a deep ambivalence in Plato’s thinking 

about the condition of workers. His conflicted attitude is felicitously expressed by 

Bernard Williams. 

There have been those who thought that the working classes were naturally of 
powerful and disorderly desires, and had to be kept in their place. There have 
been those who thought that they were good-hearted and loyal fellows of no great 
gifts who could recognize their natural superiors and, unless stirred up, keep 
themselves in their place. There can have been few who have thought both; Plato 
in the Republic comes close to being such a one, even though we can recognize 
that his heart, and his fears, lie with the first story. His analogy helps him to 
combine both stories, in particular by encouraging us to believe in an outcome 
appropriate to the second story from arrangements motivated by the first.  
(2006, 115) 
 

Plato’s ambivalent attitude to workers is the source of the ambiguous evidence in the 

Republic of the condition and treatment of workers in the polis. I have argued above that 

the workers can be virtuous and do receive a suitable moral education. That evidence 

reflects Plato’s attempt to redress the weaknesses of the majority’s condition through the 

appropriate political arrangements, which is based on a cautious optimism Plato has in 

spite of himself. (Witness his repeated attempts to persuade the majority of a view that 

would secure some necessary condition of their happiness.) On the other hand, there is 

indirect evidence that workers do not receive an education and that, consequently, they 

cannot have virtue. For instance, he suggests that only a few will have their appetites 
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adequately emasculated, thus implying that workers will not (571b7-c1).106 If workers do 

not have adequately emasculated appetites, they do not receive an education, for 

education adequately emasculates appetitive desires. This evidence reflects Plato’s fear of 

the majority. The passage at 590c is part of the repertoire of evidence for the view that 

workers are not virtuous and is, perhaps, its most effective imprimatur.  

Among the most extreme interpretations of the passage is the view that workers 

are to be treated as household slaves. For example, Nussbaum, 1980 argues that the 

majority of people in Plato’s ideal city are slaves in a literal sense: workers are δοῦλος 

of philosopher-rulers on analogy with that of a master’s rule over a household slave.107 In 

the ideal city, she claims, there is no education provisioned for workers apart from their 

craft training.108 Indeed, it would be pointless on her view to provide an education to 

workers given that education would be an insufficient mechanism for the adequate 

emasculation of the appetitive part of the soul in persons whose reason is naturally weak. 

Appetite, insatiable, will still overwhelm the weak “human” [i.e., rational] part, 
shaming the man inside. Nor will education be sufficient. Appetites are, as we 
have seen, inherently ineducable; they need constant watching and suppression 
and can never become subservient to the will of a naturally weak reason. 
(Nussbaum, 1980, 408) 
 

On the basis of her assumption that workers are absolutely incapable of ruling over their 

own appetites save through the external rule of the philosopher, Nussbaum puts a 

nefarious spin on Plato’s language.109 The worker is a “kind of living possession,” she 

says, quoting Aristotle (Politics 1253b32). His life must be managed through the 
                                            

106 See also 415d8-e3 and 431b3-431d2.  
107 In the Laws it is arguably the case that the workers are slaves in this sense, but the points I will 

establish here show that the Republic differs in this respect (assuming that this interpretation of the Laws is 
correct). 

108 See 408 and 432, n. 38, where she expresses agreement with Hourani, 1949, who argues for 
that thesis.  

109 The most nefarious spin is Popper, 1966, 86 who thinks that Plato regards the working class as 
mere chattel. 



 146 

externally imposed direction of the philosopher. He has reason but it is dim and capable 

of being used only to the limited extent of determining the means to execute the master’s 

ends. What the slave cannot do “is decide the plan and the values according to which the 

house will be run, the work performed” (409). The slave can never use his reason to 

determine ends. 

As Platonic exegesis, Nussbaum’s view is vitiated by her total neglect of an 

extremely important item that is part and parcel of the passage. The passage says not only 

that workers are δοῦλος, but they are φιλία of philosophers as well. The sort of 

friendship befitting a household slave would certainly be out of character with the 

passage as a whole and with the solidarity Plato attempts to foster between all the classes 

in the Myth of Metals (414c-415c). Nussbaum makes no attempt to explain the sense in 

which workers and rulers are friends. The neglect of Plato’s important claim on such a 

delicate passage counts against her interpretation and constitutes a major lacuna. 

Nussbaum’s view is also vitiated by her lack of observance of Plato’s distinction 

between workers and slaves in the polis. In contrast to workers in the polis, Plato 

observes that there are slaves, 

other servants . . . whose minds alone wouldn’t qualify them for membership in 
our society but whose bodies are strong enough for labor. These sell the use of 
their strength for a price called a wage and hence are themselves called wage-
earners. (371d-e) 
 

In Plato’s view, slaves are necessary for the ideal polis, but they are not a part. Workers 

by contrast are both necessary for, and are a part of, the ideal polis. In other words, 

whereas workers are citizens of the ideal polis, slaves are not. 

What mental qualities qualify workers for citizenship and disqualify slaves? I 

suggest the difference here is, once again, a matter of degree. Slaves are a “kind of living 
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possession,” as Aristotle says (Politics 1253b32). Their lives must be managed through 

the externally imposed direction of a master, for their reasons are so dim that they can be 

used only to the limited extent of determining minor means to execute the master’s ends, 

and they cannot postulate long-term goals. Nussbaum’s account of the slave is correct 

and seems applicable to wage-earners in Plato’s ideal city. She seems wrong, however, to 

conceive of workers as slaves, for workers are able to determine ends and postulate long-

term goals. Workers have the craft of wage-earning (346b-d), hence they are able to 

calculate ways of making money (553d). Plato seems to mean by this that workers have a 

capacity to be rational participants in the economic sphere. This capacity for economic 

rationality suggests that they are able to calculate ways of satisfying their necessary 

appetitive desires, which suggests that they have the ability to make long term plans on 

the basis of means-end reasoning. 

Another account of 590c1-d6 is found in Vlastos, 1977. Vlastos discusses the 

audacity of calling workers both slaves and friends and tries to account for how this may 

be the case. But how workers might see themselves as friends with their “masters” is 

given short shrift by Vlastos, who gives the lion’s share of the discussion to how 

philosophers can avert the corruption that would likely follow from absolute power over 

the workers. With respect to how workers can be φιλία with the ruler while being his 

δοῦλος, Vlastos perfunctorily and quixotically claims that the workers will see the rulers 

as saviors and will obsequiously accept their external rule since they cannot manage their 
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appetites on their own. “For such a man hope of salvation lies only in living under 

another’s tutelage” (31).110 

In the following pages I develop an interpretation of this passage which is 

consistent with the view, developed above, that workers do receive a suitable moral 

education and have the potential for demotic virtue. 

Now the conception of slavery in Nussbaum’s account above is based on the 

master (δεσπότης)—slave (δοῦλος) relation as expounded in Aristotle (Politics 

1253b20-3). It is literally a master’s rule over a household slave. On Aristotle’s view, the 

slave is not his own but wholly the master’s. The slave is an instrument, a living 

possession, and just as the non-living instruments, the slave’s function is for labor and 

action in the production of the basic materials necessary for the master to realize the good 

within his own life (Politics I.4). Slaves are like the lower animals insofar as “both with 

their bodies minister to the needs of life,” (Politics 1254b25), and that not of their own 

necessities but the master’s, who will prudently provide for the necessities of the slave 

just for the sake of preserving his instrument. The slave does not participate in the 

master’s good save as a means for providing the master’s necessities. He is a mere means 

toward the master’s ends. Further, being weak in reason the slave is born for servile labor 

and it would be unnatural for the master to attempt to implant a rule that is meant to 

control the appetites of the slave from within, for that is constitutional rule of the slave 

over himself. The only rule befitting that of a slave is a despotical rule applied externally. 

So the master’s rule over the slave is like the soul’s rule over the body, which is despotic, 

as Aristotle describes:  
                                            

110 Notice that his view here is incompatible with the earlier view in Vlastos, 1971. In the earlier 
work he argues that education will be given to the majority and is sufficient for psychic harmony, which 
seems sufficient for self-rule over their appetites. 
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At all events we may firstly observe in living creatures both a despotical and 
constitutional rule; for the soul rules the body with a despotical rule, whereas the 
intellect rules the appetites with a constitutional and royal rule.  
(Politics 1254b2-6) 
 

Given the slave lives merely for menial tasks in the production of basic necessities, the 

rule of the master aims solely to control the slave for this aim. So were the master to 

endeavor to control the passions of the slave, such control is merely for the sake of 

bridling the slave and not for the sake of imprinting the good into the soul of the slave.  

I suggest that the sense of slavery in 590c need not and should not be taken in this 

sense. Applying the δεσπότης—δοῦλος relation to the passage does not cohere with the 

idea that workers and rulers are friends and defies Plato’s expressly stated requirement 

that the rulers are to inscribe the Good into the characters of workers, which would be 

unnatural if rulers were masters over workers.  

Be that as it may, Plato clearly says that workers are slaves of rulers in some 

sense. In what sense might this be taken to be the case? What conception of slavery and 

what type of ruler (ἄρχων)—ruled (ἀρχόμενος) relation could the passage be operating 

upon? I suggest that slavery (δοῦλος) be contrasted with the popular conception of 

freedom (ἐλευθερία). According to both Plato and Aristotle, freedom in its popular 

sense means ‘to do what one wants and live as one pleases’ (Republic 557a2-b6; Politics 

1310a25-34). Slavery was contrasted with this sense of freedom and signified ‘being 

forced to live against one’s wishes’.111 In the passage Plato is operating within the 

context of a ruler/ruled relation specific to his account of the polis and uses slavery as 

contrasted with the popular conception of freedom. Rulers have knowledge of the Good, 

which is necessary for the polis’ stability. Therefore, they are given absolute authority in 

                                            
111 See Keyt and Miller, 2004, 303-304 for a brief explication of this concept. 
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the polis. This authority encompasses all the affairs of the polis, including what we would 

consider private matters, such as how individuals choose to live and what they do in their 

spare time. For one’s conduct in private matters affects the moral tenor of the community 

and, by extension, its stability. So all of the individuals in the polis are affected by what 

individuals choose to do in their private and public lives, according to Plato.112 This 

confers onto rulers the authority to force the ruled, including the workers, to live 

according to the Good, even against their wishes. So workers do not have freedom to do 

as they want and live as they please, and they are therefore slaves of rulers in the sense 

that the latter may constrain their freedom if they stray from the Good. On this 

conception, in 590c1-d6 Plato is operating upon his conception of political rule in the 

ideal polis and drawing implications from it that are straightforwardly paternalist.113 

Hence slavery in the passage references the legal roles of workers and rulers: rulers have 

the right to apply punishment; workers have no right to resist punishment and must 

submit. 

These legal roles, of course, are connected with what appear to be inherent flaws 

in the internal condition workers, and it is not clear that those conditions are consistent 

with self-rule. The internal condition of a manual worker seems such that he is unable to 

rule or control his own appetites (590c2-6). Is this account of the worker’s psychology, 

with its attendant weaknesses, consistent with self-rule? 

                                            
112 This argument is also used by modern illiberal communitarians. See Dworkin, 1992. 
113 Athenian democrats, whose political passions ran high, would surely have viewed paternalism 

as a form of slavery, and the political views expressed in the passage would have provoked their most 
intense fulminations. Pace Nussbaum, 1980, Aristotle’s political views would have fared no better in their 
eyes and would probably have been deemed worse than Plato’s. For Aristotle seems to disqualify workers 
from citizenship (Politics 1276b16-35), but workers constituted the greater part of the citizenry in the 
democracy of Athens. In Aristotle’s view, workers are necessary for but not a part of the city. By contrast, 
for Plato in the Republic workers are both necessary for and a part of the city.  
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Rather than claiming that workers are inherently incapable of ruling over their 

own appetites, I suggest the idea behind Plato’s remarks to be as follows. Manual 

workers, as they are and not how they could be, are ruled by appetite. As they are in 

actual cities, their reasons and appetites are uneducated. Given that they are uneducated, 

they do not have true beliefs about virtue and order there lives purely around the love of 

money. They also have highly active unnecessary desires, which are quieted and made 

tractable only through education. Unlike philosophers who have the kind of nature that 

allows them to rule their appetites on their own without an education (unless they are 

corrupted by some external element in their environment), manual workers have 

appetitive natures, which, without an education, would develop into the condition that 

Plato finds worthy of despise in this passage. Without an education they “can’t rule the 

beasts within . . . but can only serve them and learn to flatter them” (590c). 

The condition of workers in the ideal polis, workers as they could be, would not 

be as badly off as the condition of workers as they are. Plato is committed to the view 

that the condition of workers can be redressed by education, for he expressly accepts the 

view that unnecessary desires can be quieted and made tractable in most people (559b9-

c1). Had Plato not also believed that workers were in some sense educable and could to 

some extent control their appetites on their own through an education that conduces to 

moderation, neither would he have provided them with that education nor would he have 

kept the workers as part of the citizenry. But he does both. Workers are slated to receive 

an education in moderation in the polis, and if they are moderate then they may control 

their own appetites, which is necessary for self-rule (389d). For this reason, they are 

citizens in the ideal polis. In this connection it is worth recalling Plato’s mention of wage-
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earners or slaves who are not part of the citizenry of the ideal polis and who are 

incapable, Plato seems to think, of benefiting from an education because they do not have 

the appropriate mental qualities (371e1-5). By contrast, workers in the ideal polis will 

have virtue and will be trained and educated in habits that effectively emasculate 

unnecessary desires. 

This of course does not imply that the condition of workers is on a par with that of 

philosophers. Where the unnecessary desires of philosophers are totally quelled, the 

unnecessary desires of non-philosophers are not.  

Some of our unnecessary pleasures and desires seem to me to be lawless. They 
are probably present in everyone, but they are held in check by the laws and by 
the better desires in alliance with reason. In a few people, they have been 
eliminated entirely or only a few ones remain, while in others they are stronger 
and more numerous. (571b-c) 
 

Since workers’ unnecessary desires are not totally extinguished, they are liable to have 

episodes in which unnecessary desires become active. Given their congenital inclination 

for appetitive satisfactions, workers are liable to succumb on such occasions. Given that 

they have these vulnerabilities, while holding true beliefs about virtue, were they to 

succumb to unnecessary appetitive desires and act in a way that conduces to vice, it is 

rational for them to welcome punishment (591a-b) and to be forced into virtuous action 

(i.e., to have their freedom in the popular sense taken away, or to become slaves). This 

view sits well with the paternalistic arrangements justifying external coercion, the control 

of appetite from “outside,” of workers during episodes where they lapse into vice. Plato, 

in fact, says that submitting to this rule is a sign of moderation. 

And aren’t these the most important aspects of moderation for the majority of 
people, namely, to obey the rulers and to rule the pleasures of drink, sex, and food 
for themselves? (389d) 
 



 153 

The conjunct is telling. Moderation involves both obeying the rulers, as the paternalistic 

arrangements require, and ruling over one’s own appetites. Therefore, the paternalistic 

arrangements are consistent, according to Plato, with workers’ ruling over themselves, 

which they can do if they receive an education.  

C. Summary of Results 

 We began section III by articulating the problem for my view of the inconsistency 

between slavery, in the form of being ruled by another, and virtue, which requires self-

rule. This seems to imply that workers cannot rule over their own appetites absolutely, 

i.e., it is impossible under all circumstances by virtue of the very nature of the shape of 

the workers’ reason and appetite to rule over their own appetites. Therefore, they must be 

ruled by the reason of a philosopher. Plato seems to suggest such a picture at 590c. The 

analysis above has offered a nuanced interpretation of δοῦλος in accordance with the 

popular conception of freedom. Plato’s point is that on those occasions where a worker 

steers from the path of the Good, the philosopher has the right to take away the freedom 

(ἐλευθερία) of the worker, hence making him a δοῦλος. This view is compatible with 

workers being able for the most part to rule over their own appetites, which should be 

expected given that they are slated to receive an education in the ideal polis. They should 

be expected to be capable of having a virtuous character even if not as strong a condition 

as that of philosophers. Plato’s point at 590c, then, is not that workers cannot rule over 

their own appetites, but that given the special vulnerabilities of their characters, the 

philosopher is within his right to apply external rule and punishment on the occasions 

where they give in to appetite. Put differently, the point is not that workers cannot be 
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virtuous. The point is that their virtue has certain vulnerabilities, and that, consequently, 

the ideal polis must be safeguarded through paternalistic institutions. 

D. The Friendship of Workers and Rulers 

We now turn to the issue of the sense in which workers and rulers are friends 

(φιλία) in the ideal city. Before endeavoring an answer to this question, we would do well 

to note that Plato is extremely casual about the kinds of relations there would be in the 

ideal city between the citizens. Finely grained analyses of various relations such as we 

find in Aristotle—of friendship, of the household, of citizens—are not to be found in 

Plato. Plato’s interpreters should therefore be cautious when determining these relations 

and wary of applying Aristotle’s sharply defined categories (as Nussbaum does in the 

case of the master/slave relation). 

To get a sense of how fluid and indeterminate relations of φιλία can be in Plato, 

consider the following. Plato tends to refer to all of the citizens as being one large family. 

Those of iron and bronze characters are to regard silver and gold characters as brothers, 

and vice versa (414c-415c). Filial relations seem, then, to obtain between the whole of 

the citizenry. On the other hand, in the exposition of the communal arrangements, Plato 

says that filial relations are specific to the guardians and serve to quell the sources of civil 

war within that class in particular (461e5-466d4). The guardians will conceive of 

themselves as one large family of fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, and the laws will 

require them not “simply to use these kinship names . . . [but to also] do all the things that 

go along with the names” (463c-d). Given these two accounts, is the whole of the 

citizenry, or just the guardian class, part of one large family? If the relationship between 

the guardians and the workers is to be different from the relations within the guardian 
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class, what is that difference? Would not something akin to Aristotle’s friendships of 

benefit or more distant kinship ties such as uncle, aunt, grandmother, grandfather, cousin, 

etc. serve Plato’s purposes just as well? 

With this said, workers and rulers clearly have φιλία in relation to one another 

that is based on the Good in the ideal polis, even though the workers do not adequately 

have the conception of the Good within their grasp. Workers depend on rulers to inscribe 

and preserve the Good, both within the polis and within themselves. A trust of rulers 

would be fostered in workers, who would regard them as saviors (σωτῆράς, 463b).114 

Rulers in turn would have a sufficiently incorruptible virtue to carry out these duties 

faithfully and without exploitation.115 The rulers are to ensure the Good is realized within 

the souls of workers through both education and punishment. Education aims at 

equipping the workers with psychic harmony and thus to be ruled by reason “from within 

himself and his own.” This is the “preferable” condition (590d), and Plato certainly 

intimates that they are to receive an education suited to this aim, even if he does not 

elaborate on the details. But it is also true that the relation between worker and ruler 

would be a paternalistic one, and consequently the rulers would have the authority to 

impose the Good through external means and discipline a worker who would step out of 

the bounds of the Good and engage in action conducive to vice. Such punishment aims at 

bringing the soul of the worker into conformity with virtue and to prevent his descent into 

a vicious state (591a10-c3). It is worth reiterating here that punishment in the 

master/slave relation could only be for the sake of controlling the slave and not for the 

sake of instilling virtue in his soul (as it is with workers in Plato’s ideal polis). A master 

                                            
114 Cf. also 414c-415c and 547b-c. 
115 Cf. Vlastos, 1977, 30-34. 
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would punish his slave solely for the sake of navigating him toward action productive of 

the basis necessities of life. This limited aim of manipulating the slave into effective 

action is a far cry from the aim that Plato has for workers through education and 

punishment. Every citizen in the ideal polis 

will be ruled by divine reason, preferably within himself and his own, otherwise 
imposed from without, so that as far as possible all will be alike and friends, 
governed by the same thing. (590d)  
 

Conclusion 

 The chapter began by considering whether knowledge is necessary for wisdom in 

genuine virtue. We argued that it is not and that true belief is sufficient for virtue. We 

showed in 5.I.B the way in which virtue may be had by true belief. It is sufficient for the 

Book IV description of justice for workers to have true beliefs. These beliefs concern the 

second-order justificatory apparatus of justice and involves such beliefs as just acts cause 

inner justice, just acts should be chosen because they cause inner justice, etc. These 

beliefs may be had as attitudinal dispositions or reflectively, and they must be acquired 

through education.  

We showed workers would receive this education, but we observed that there is a 

problem with having true, virtuous second-order beliefs in their case. As appetitive 

persons Plato seems to say at 580d that they will have dispositions to maximize appetitive 

pleasures, which is inconsistent with virtue. We showed that resolving this problem 

through the strategy of hedonistic rule will not work, since it can at best (and only 

dubiously) show that the overlap requirement is satisfied without satisfaction of the 

justificatory requirement, i.e., the strategy can at best show that workers can have the 

right dispositions based on the wrong second-order justificatory beliefs. As an alternative 
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to this approach, I offered a different interpretation of 580d, according to which 

appetitive individuals would be ruled by their characteristic end-based dispositions to 

maximize appetitive pleasures were they to lack an education. This interpretation 

required showing that workers are educable, which I did by showing that they are 

amenable to true, virtuous second-order beliefs because they may be moved by reason 

and wisdom through the psychological machinery afforded by Plato’s moral psychology 

(5.II.C). This additional machinery coupled with an education allowed us to establish the 

point that wisdom qua true belief can rule in workers, i.e., true second-order justificatory 

beliefs can be had either attitudinally as part of virtuous dispositions or reflectively 

alongside and in reinforcement thereof. At this point we were able to characterize 

demotic virtue, which workers can have, as genuine virtue qualified by true belief. 

Section 5.III turned to a discussion of another problem springing from 590c1-d6, 

where Plato says workers are slaves (δοῦλος). We began the section by articulating the 

problem for my view of the inconsistency between slavery, in the form of being ruled by 

another, and virtue, which requires self-rule. This seems to imply that workers cannot 

rule over their own appetites absolutely, i.e., it is impossible by virtue of the very nature 

of the shape of workers’ reason and appetite to rule over their own appetites. Therefore, 

they must be ruled by the reason of a philosopher. Plato seems to suggest such a picture 

at 590c.  

In my analysis I offered a nuanced interpretation of δοῦλος as contrasted with the 

popular conception of freedom. Plato’s point is that on those occasions where a worker 

steers from the path of the Good, the philosopher has the right to take away the freedom 

(ἐλευθερία) of the worker, hence making him a δοῦλος. This view is compatible with 
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workers being able for the most part to rule over their own appetites, which should be 

expected given that they are slated to receive an education in the ideal polis. They should 

be expected to have a virtuous character even if not as strong a condition as that of 

philosophers. Plato’s point at 590c, then, is not that workers cannot rule over their own 

appetites but that given the weakness of their characters, the philosopher is within his 

right to apply external rule and punishment on the occasions where they give in to 

appetite. Put differently, the point is not that workers cannot be virtuous. The point is that 

their virtue has certain vulnerabilities, and that, consequently, the ideal polis must be 

safeguarded through paternalistic institutions. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this study I have argued that political organicism and individualism are not 

satisfactory interpretations of Plato. Both interpretations do not satisfy the following 

condition of adequacy. Any interpretive scheme of Plato’s political thought must be 

compatible with the ethical thesis that individual happiness is irreducible to the polis’ 

good and the political thesis that the polis’ good is irreducible to individual happiness. 

The metaphysics of political organicism implies that individuals are organically 

dependent on the polis, which is incompatible with the ethical thesis, since organic 

dependence implies that individual happiness is reducible to the polis’ good. Therefore, 

the political thesis is accounted for incompatibly with the ethical thesis within the 

interpretive scheme of political organicism. Individualism holds that the polis is reducible 

to individuals and that the polis’ good reduces to some function of an irreducible 

conception of individual happiness. Within the interpretive scheme of individualism, 

therefore, the ethical thesis is accounted for incompatibly with the political thesis.  

In this study I have developed an interpretation of the metaphysics and good of 

the polis I call weak organicism, which is an alternative to both political organicism and 

individualism. Weak organicism includes the following views. The polis is an organic 

whole composed of classes of functionally integrated individuals. The polis’ good is its 

organic unity. Weak organicism also includes a Platonic view of the mereological 

relations of the polis implying that individuals, as such, are not structurally dependent on 

the polis. So individuals as such can be conceived independently of the polis as human 

beings and not mere citizens. Weak organicism establishes the political thesis that the 

polis’ good is irreducible to individual happiness without implying a reduction of 
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individual happiness to the polis’ good. It is hence compatible with the ethical thesis and 

makes conceptual space for the possibility that individual happiness is irreducible to the 

polis’ good. Weak organicism, therefore, satisfies the condition of adequacy. 

Both reductive and non-reductive readings of individual happiness were observed 

to be compatible with weak organicism. Thus, I have shown through independent 

arguments that individual happiness is non-reductive and that all individuals in Plato’s 

ideal polis are happy. Given the connection between individual happiness and virtue, this 

involved showing that individuals are virtuous. On this score, I have argued that genuine 

virtue, or the dispositional account of the Book IV conception of virtue, is capable of 

being had by all individuals in qualified forms. Philosophers qualify genuine virtue by 

having wisdom in the form of knowledge. This is philosophic virtue. Workers are also 

able to have genuine virtue qualified by having wisdom with true belief. This is demotic 

virtue. 

The findings of this study are that it is possible to have an organic interpretation 

of Plato’s metaphysics and good of the polis, which is closer to the actual text than either 

political organicism or individualism, without foisting onto him the unpalatable and 

implausible ethical thesis that individual happiness reduces to the polis’ good. Weak 

organicism does precisely this. Through my intermediate view, conceptual space is 

opened for the possibility that individual happiness is irreducible the polis’ good and that 

individuals are happy in Plato’s ideal polis. Opening up this conceptual space then 

allowed for establishment of the theses regarding individual happiness through 

independent arguments. 
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Appendix A: Toward A Three-Aspects Interpretation of Plato’s 
Tri-Partite Psychology 

 
Two competing views of Plato’s division of the soul are the “three-persons” view 

and the “three-aspects” view. The three-persons view holds that each of the three parts of 

the soul are agents, subjects, or primitive psyches in their own rights, with various 

gradations of cognitive and conative capacities. Reason, spirit, and appetite are each able 

to reason, have beliefs, and have appetites. Interpreters who hold some variation of the 

three-persons view are Irwin, 1995, Reeve, 1988 and Bobonich, 2002. By contrast, the 

three-aspects view holds that the soul is one agent, subject or psyche divided into three 

aspects. Interpreters falling on this side are Cooper, 1999, [a] and [b] and Woods, 1987. 

In this appendix I shall offer a reading of Plato’s argument for the distinction between 

appetite and reason toward a three-aspects view of his tri-partite psychology. 

In Book IV of the Republic, Plato develops his famous tri-partite psychology. 

According to this view, the soul consists of three parts or aspects. The psychology 

reflects Plato’s view of the soul’s differing capacities and sources of motivation that go 

into determining individual action, which is explained by a more basic level where the 

three parts interact with one another. Plato gives the argument for the division of the soul 

in Book IV, but has further things to say about the parts in different places in the 

Republic. For example, before the argument in Book IV, Plato makes claims about the 

spirited and rational parts in Books II-III; and after the argument, he makes claims, some 

metaphorical some literal, suggesting that all the parts have cognitive capacities and 

desires in Books VIII and XI. Whether these further claims and applications beyond the 

Book IV argument add anything to the psychology in Book IV is moot. I shall have 

something to say about this in the conclusion of my analysis. 
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We begin with the Book IV argument. Plato there argues to the conclusion that 

there are three parts of the soul. His stated purpose in establishing his conclusion is to 

establish structural similarity between the parts of the polis and the individual, which 

would lay the ground for attributing the same virtues to the individual as the polis.116 

Establishing that they are structurally similar would allow Plato to apply the name 

“justice” to the polis and the individual because of the same structural relations, which 

would be an instance of the principle of univocity. 

S: Well, then, are things called by the same name, whether they are bigger or 
smaller than one another, like or unlike with respect to that to which that name 
applies? 
G: Alike. 
S: Then a just man won’t differ at all from a just city in respect to the form of 
justice; rather he’ll be like the city. 
G: He will.  
S: But a city was thought to be just when each of the three natural classes (τριττὰ 
γένη φύσεων) within it did its own work, and it was thought to be moderate, 
courageous, and wise because of certain other conditions (πάθη) and states 
(ἔξεις) of theirs. 
G: That’s true. 
S: Then, if an individual has these same three parts (εἴδη) in his soul, we will 
expect him to be correctly called by the same names as the city if he has the same 
conditions (πάθη) in them. (435a-c) 
 

Plato’s stated purpose of the argument for the division of the soul in Book IV, then, is to 

establish the conditional: ‘an individual has these same three εἴδη in his soul’. If the 

conditional is true, then it should be expected that the virtues will be applied to the 

individual because of the same conditions in their εἴδη as would be found in the polis.117 

                                            
116 Commentators also commonly cite the plausible background aim of accounting for the 

possibility of conflict within the soul, hence rejecting Socratic intellectualism (cf. 438a1-5). 
117 From a certain point of view, Plato thinks that this conditional is obvious. “Well, then, we are 

surely compelled to agree that each of us has within himself the same parts and characteristics (εἴδη τε καὶ 
ἤθη) as the city? Where else would they come from” (435d-e)? He then references the three parts and 
characteristics of the polis, its spiritedness, its love of learning, and its love of money, corresponding 
respectively to the classes of auxiliaries, rulers, and workers in the polis. Without going into Plato’s reasons 
here, even if this is obvious, he believes he must establish the fact from a consideration of the soul itself.  
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Socrates begins the argument by asking whether individuals learn, get angry, and 

desire the pleasures of food, drink, and sex with one εἴδος or with three εἴδη.  

Do we do these things with the same part of ourselves, or do we do them with 
three different parts? Do we learn with one part, get angry with another, and with 
some third part desire the pleasures of food, drink, and sex, and the others that are 
closely akin to them? Or when we set out after something, do we act with the 
whole soul, in each case? (436a-b) 
 

Grube reads “parts” into these sentences but I shall interpret it neutrally. The Greek in the 

second sentence reads:  

Τόδε δὲ χαλεπόν, εἰ τῷ αὐτῷ τούτῳ ἕκαστα πράττομεν ἢ τρισὶν οὖσιν 
ἄλλο ἄλλῳ (436a).  
 

A more literal rendering is:  

But this is hard, if we do each one of these with this same thing or each of these 
with another thing, these things being three. (436a; my own translation) 
 

Plato then does not have Socrates here ask whether we do these with a part (µέρη) or 

more of the soul. τῷ αὐτῷ τούτῳ clearly references εἴδη in the original conditional he 

is trying to establish. πράττειν here translates ‘doing so as to achieve, bring about, or to 

effect something’. So we can assume that Plato is asking whether any of the activities or 

occurrences he has referenced are effected by one εἴδος or with three εἴδη. The question 

is whether these conditioned effects need to be explained by more than kind of cause or 

condition.118 Plato’s procedure in the argument is to identify the kinds of psychological 

machinery required to explain a given activity or occurrence with an εἴδος, a form, sort, 

kind, or class in the soul. Different kinds of machinery, which are tantamount to different 

causes or conditions, are identified by Plato with different εἴδη. These different εἴδη can 

be considered as aspects or capacities of the soul. For the sake of terminological 

                                            
118 See Joseph, 1971, 49-51. 
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consistency, I will call an εἴδος of the soul a part on the caveat that what is being 

referenced is a capacity of the soul. If the activities or occurrences are done with more 

than one part of the soul, one would expect the virtues of the individual to obtain by 

virtue of the same condition of the parts as found in the polis. Hence Socrates sets out to 

argue that individuals do effect these things with three parts. 

To settle the question whether it is one or three parts by which the soul effects 

these activities and occurrences, Plato enlists the principle of non-opposition.  

Δῆλον ὅτι ταὐτὸν τἀναντία ποιεῖν ἢ πάσχειν κατὰ ταὐτόν γε καὶ πρὸς 
ταὐτὸν οὐκ ἐθελήσει ἅμα. (436b) 
 
It is clear that the same thing will not at the same time do or receive119 opposites 
in relation to the same thing (κατὰ ταὐτόν) and with reference to the same thing 
(πρὸς ταὐτὸν). (436b; translation my own) 
 

The meanings of κατὰ and πρὸς in the thin context of this formula may overlap. κατὰ 

can mean “in relation to” or “concerning.” πρὸς can mean “in reference to,” “in respect 

of,” and “touching.” For example, x cannot y in relation to z may be equivalent to x 

cannot y with reference to z, if z is outside of x. So if κατὰ references something outside 

of the subject of the sentence, i.e., the same thing which will not do or receive opposites, 

then it may mean the same thing as πρὸς, which does seem to have a sense that 

                                            
119 Grube translates πάσχειν as ‘undergoes’. The OED gives two primary senses of ‘undergoes’. 

On the one hand to undergo is to operate against another person deceptively and insidiously. On the other 
hand, it also means to bear, endure suffering, or receive. The OED’s senses, then, encompass the relation of 
undergoing, where one relata is active and the other is passive. The active component operates insidiously 
on the passive component, which is the recipient of insidious operations. However, the passive sense of 
undergoing does not necessarily reference suffering in the sense of pain or ill received. It is wider than that, 
which is seen in the denotation of suffering itself, which may mean nothing but an object’s receipt of 
operations outside of itself. πάσχειν corresponds to the passive sense of undergoing. Liddell and Scott list 
the receipt of suffering in the sense of pain received as one sense, but also include the more general sense 
of receiving something from outside, being affected by something, or entertaining feelings. πάσχειν may 
thus mean ‘affection’ more generally, rather than just a suffering of pain, one instance of an affection. 
Liddel and Scott also cite Plato as one who usually uses the word in this more general sense. In the present 
context the sense at play is clearly passive (hence Plato distinguishes it from ποιεῖν). To capture the wide 
passive sense, but to keep it neutral between suffering and the more general sense of being an affection, I 
will substitute Grube’s translation of πάσχειν with undergoes for receiving. 
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references something outside of the subject. So the meaning of the principle itself cannot 

be determined without further context and illustration. Plato recognizes this and begins 

supplying the present meaning of the locution, κατὰ, in the next sentence. 

Ἑστάναι καὶ κινεῖσθαι τὸ αὐτὸ ἅμα κατὰ τὸ αὐτὸ ἆρα δυνατόν; (436c) 

Is it possible for the same thing to stand and move at the same time in relation to 
the same thing? (436c; translation my own) 
 

The verbs ἑστάναι and κινεῖσθαι qualify the subject itself (τὸ αὐτὸ, i.e., the same 

thing). So the meaning here is that the subject will not move and stand still at the same 

time in relation to the subject itself and not in relation to something outside the subject. 

We can take this to mean that if there are opposites at the same time in the subject then 

they cannot be done or received with the same thing in the subject. If there are opposites 

within a subject, there must be two different things within the subject that do or receive 

the opposites: one thing in the subject does or receives one opposite, while another thing 

in the subject does or receives the other opposite. 

Plato corroborates this analysis through further illustrations of the principle. 

“Let’s make our agreement more precise in order to avoid disputes later on” (436c).120 

The first illustration is that of a person who is standing still but moving his head and 

hands. One might say that the person is both moving and standing still. But rather than 

saying that the person is moving and standing still, Plato thinks it should be said that one 

thing in the subject is moving and another thing is standing still. So the illustration 

confirms the prior analysis: one thing (the torso) in the subject is doing one opposite 

                                            
120 The illustrations seem also to be potential counter-examples. “Nevertheless, in order to avoid 

going through all these objections one by one. . . .” (437a). Plato also seems to take them as occasions for 
appropriately analyzing the concurrence of opposites in single subjects. 
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(standing still) while another thing (the head or hands) is doing another opposite 

(moving). 

In the second illustration, the pegs of spinning tops are fixed in the same place 

and revolve. It might be said that the spinning tops stand still and move at the same time. 

This would be a mistaken analysis, according to Plato. The proper analysis is to say that 

the spinning top has an axis and circumference and that in relation to its axis it is standing 

still (κατὰ μὲν τὸ εὐθὺ ἑστάναι) and in relation to its hemisphere it is moving (κατὰ δὲ 

τὸ περιφερὲς κύκλῳ κινεῖσθαι). Here again, then, the idea is that the subject does one 

opposite in relation to one thing in the subject and the other opposite in relation to 

another thing in the subject. 121 

After postulating and illustrating the principle of non-opposition, Plato begins the 

argument dividing the appetitive part (τὸ ἐπιθυμητικόν) of the soul from the rational 

part (τὸ λογιστικὸν). In the very next sentence following the enunciation of the 

principle, Plato had referenced the soul in the singular. 

So, if we ever find this happening in the soul, we’ll know that we aren’t dealing 
with one thing but many. (436b) 
 

Per the previous analysis of the principle of non-opposition, we can take this to mean that 

if the principle is violated in the soul, then the opposites cannot be done or received in 

relation to a single thing in the soul, but must be done or received in differing things. 

Since Plato is trying to determine how many differing capacities or parts (εἴδη) are in the 

soul, we can take this to mean that if there are concurrent opposites in the soul, then one 

part does or receives one opposite while a different parts does or receives the other. 

                                            
121 The same is true of the example of the archer (439b) and the case of the person who is thirsty 

but has no wish to not drink (439c). The question is always whether the thing or person is doing or 
receiving opposites with one thing or many. 
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He sets the ground by enumerating the relevant oppositions which concern the 

soul, to which the principle of non-opposition will be applied. 

Then wouldn’t you consider all the following, whether they are doings or 
undergoings (εἴτε ποιημάτων εἴτε παθημάτων),122 as pairs of opposites: Assent 
and dissent, wanting to have something and rejecting it, taking something and 
pushing it away? (437b) 
 

Thee pairs of opposites are given. On one side of these pairs of opposites are assent, 

wanting to have something, and taking something. The first terms of these pairs shall be 

said to fall on the a-side and will be called a-terms for brevity’s sake. The correlating 

group of second terms are dissent, rejecting something, and pushing something away. 

They fall on the b-side and shall be called b-terms. 

After enunciating the relevant oppositions that may occur in the soul, Plato goes 

on to ask whether the soul’s appetites are to be associated with a- or b-terms. 

Wouldn’t you include thirst, hunger, the appetites as a whole, and wishing and 
willing somewhere in the class we mentioned? (437b-c) 
 

Plato here references the appetites in general, and the question is whether they fall on 

either the a-side or b-side of the class of pairs of oppositions. Socrates thereafter gives a 

brief analysis of the appetites in general implying that they fall on the a-side of each of 

the pairs of opposites, which Glaucon agrees with. When someone has an appetite, 

Socrates says, he is exemplifying all three of the a-terms.  

                                            
122 Notice that Plato here switches from the verbs, ποιεῖν ἢ πάσχειν, used in the original 

enunciation of the principle of non-opposition, to the present nouns, εἴτε ποιημάτων εἴτε παθημάτων. 
παθημάτων, dative plural of τὸ παθημά, has three senses listed in Liddell and Scott: i) a suffering, 
calamity, or misfortune; ii) a passive emotion or condition; iii) incidents or occurrences. The first sense 
corresponds to one sense of ‘undergoes’, a suffering in the sense of receiving pain, which is captured by 
πάσχειν. We also noted, however, that πάσχειν can also mean more generally ‘to be affected by’. This more 
general sense of πάσχειν is captured by both the first and second senses of παθηµάτων in Liddell and Scott, 
who cite Plato as one who characteristically uses the second sense. They also cite Plato as one who 
characteristically uses πάσχειν in the general sense ‘being affected by’ (see fn. 100). When we consider 
these facts, then, Plato seems to use πάσχειν and παθηµάτων to mean a passive state or condition of the 
mind, which is received as a result of processes occurring outside of it.  
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Wouldn’t you say that the soul of someone who has an appetite for a thing wants 
what he has an appetite for and takes to himself what it is his will to have, and that 
insofar as he wishes something to be given to him, his soul, since it desires this to 
come about, nods assent to it as if in answer to a question? (437c; emphasis 
added) 
 

In general, then, when the soul has an appetite it has the drives associated with the a-

terms in each of the pairs of opposites in relation to some desired object. That is to say, if 

the soul has an appetite for x, then the soul assents to having x, wants to have x, and takes 

x for itself. This general analysis of the appetites applies to any appetite the soul may 

have and is neutral with respect to where in the soul they occur and how. To avoid 

confusion, I shall use ‘desire’ to reference this generic category of appetites, to which the 

general analysis applies, and ‘appetite’, which is a subset of the larger category of 

desires, to reference hunger and thirst. 

Plato begins his special analysis of the appetites of hunger and thirst with the 

claim that they are for their natural objects, namely, food and drink themselves. They are 

not for any particular items to which further predicates may be applied. For instance, the 

appetite for a particular item of drink may be for a hot drink or a good drink. The 

appetites for particular items depend on further additions. 

Each appetite itself is for its natural object, while the appetite for something of a 
certain sort depends on additions. (437e) 
 

Plato’s aim in this is clear. He wants to postulate a source of motivation in the soul that is 

altogether independent of reason. By doing this he can avert the Socratic thesis that all 

appetites are for good things.123 

Therefore, let no one catch us unprepared or disturb us by claiming that no one 
has an appetite for drink but rather good drink, not food but good food, on the 
grounds that everyone after all has an appetite for good things. (438a) 

                                            
123 Plato has Socrates argue for the for the view that reason is the dominant, if not the sole, source 

of the soul’s motive-force in the Protagoras as part of his thesis that virtue is knowledge. See 352d-358c. 
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If all appetites are for good things, then it is through reason alone that one has appetites 

for things, for this would mean that any possible appetite in the soul would have to run 

through and result from reason. This in turn would establish that the soul has only one 

part arranged around and ruled by reason, which would prevent Plato from explaining the 

virtues of the individual in terms of the same parts as the polis.  

Is Plato right that appetites are motivations altogether independent of reason? This 

is clearly what he wants to establish with his argument that the natural objects of the 

appetites in themselves are for their natural objects. But are not all appetites for particular 

things, which would make it dependent to some extent on reason? The answer to this 

seems to be no, for Plato could have cited cases of newborns who strive blindly without 

reason toward food and drink. Plato thus seems right to postulate such a source, even if 

he is not as careful and descriptive as he needs to be to establish it. 

By arguing that no appetite in itself is for a particular, Plato can establish that 

none is conditioned by rational calculation or memory, which is necessary for 

habituation, and that appetite “drives it [i.e., the soul] like a beast to drink” (439b). By 

abstracting the cognitive capacities from appetite and by its comparison to a beast, Plato 

is clearly aiming to characterize the appetites of the soul in terms of pure bodily 

conditions, which he does near the end of his argument. He says that what “drives and 

drags them to drink is a result of feelings and diseases (διὰ παθημάτων τε καὶ 

νοσημάτων)” (439d). On the basis of this characterization it might be thought that the 

kinds of cases Plato uses to establish the concurrence of opposites in the soul, to be of 
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persons who are literally sick.124 Plato describes the kind of case he is interested in: 

“Now, would we assert that sometimes there are thirsty people who don’t wish to drink” 

(439c)? The case is thinly described, and it would be unfortunate if Plato were arguing 

for the existence of a distinct appetitive part on the basis of cases involving sickly 

conditions. For in establishing a division of the soul, Plato needs to overcome the 

Socratic thesis that all appetite is for good things. If Plato were to base his argument on 

cases in which people are sick, Socrates could retort that these are atypical cases which 

are not enough to refute his thesis in cases where persons are constitutionally sound. In 

normal human cases, Socrates could say, appetites are for good things and there is only 

one part of the soul.  

If we do not take the case as being of a sick person, how should we account for 

the conditions resulting in appetites for hunger and thirst, given that Plato says they result 

from παθημάτων τε καὶ νοσημάτων? I shall now argue that there is no need to take the 

case as that of a person who is thirsty because they are sick. Plato’s argument does not 

require that the thirsty person be sick, and there are ways of accounting for the thirst in 

the case as resulting from παθημάτων τε καὶ νοσημάτων while conceiving of them as 

results of normal bodily processes. 

Take πάθημα first. Which sense is at play here should be determined by πάσχειν 

used earlier in Plato’s argument, as I argued in my analysis of the terms.125 So hunger and 

thirst are appetites in the soul received from something outside of itself. What Plato has 

in mind here, I argue, is to found in Book IX. The things the soul is receiving are a result 

of processes of the body described in 584c-586c. In that analysis Plato says that hunger 

                                            
124 Cf. Woods, 1987, 41. 
125 See fn. 119 and 122 above. 
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and thirst are empty states (κενώσεις ἔξεως) of the body (585b1), and that eating and 

drinking are the filling of these states concerned with the care of the body (περὶ τὴν τοῦ 

σώματος θεραπείαν, 585d).126 From this point of view, hunger and thirst are disorders 

in the sense that they are a result of a lack of order or balance in the body.127 

Now take νοσημάτων. It may translate as either: i) a sickness in the literal sense, 

ii) a sickness in the metaphorical sense, or iii) a disordered state. The view that Plato 

appeals to a case in which the thirsty person is thirsty as a result literally of sickness 

relies, obviously, on the first sense of νόσημα. This would make the case atypical 

because of a sickly condition. Instead of taking νόσηµα in this first sense, I suggest taking 

it in the third sense, according to which it is a disorder. From this point of view, Plato’s 

use of νόσηµα should be placed within the context of the normal processes of the body by 

which it nourishes, or rids, itself of disorder, by means of positing appetites which, when 

satisfied, would nourish it by restoring its order and balance. Whereas in Book IV Plato 

speaks of hunger and thirst in the soul as being a result of νόσηµα, in Book IX he speaks 

of them as parts of processes in the body. Bringing the two passages together allows us to 

interpret how hunger and thirst result from πάθηµα and νόσηµα in the following way. 

The reception of hunger or thirst in the soul is the result of a lack or disorder (νόσηµα) 

occurring as part of a process in the body and outside of the soul, hence πάθηµα.128 

                                            
126 Plato discusses a similar process in the Gorgias (493a-d and 496c-e).  
127 Cf. the Hippocratic view of sickness, according to which it is a disorder resulting from a lack of 

balance or proportion of the four humors of the body. 
128 In the Republic, Plato does not attempt to explain the interplay between body and soul but 

assumes their interaction (or communion, κοινωνὶα, 611b10-c1). Plato’s pythagoreanism would also 
allow us to explain why he might also be taken to say that appetites like hunger and thirst arise from 
νόσηµαι cum sickness in a non-physical or metaphorical sense. For in his view the body inherently maims 
the rational part of the soul, which is the most real and divine aspect of human beings (518e, 589d, 590d).  
“But to see the soul as it is in truth, we must not study it is as it is while it is maimed by its association with 
the body” (611b-c).  
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The cases, therefore, of thirsty people who do not wish to drink can be taken to 

describe normal cases of being driven to drink. For example, a person has an appetite for 

a soft-drink and does not wish to drink the soft-drink. He has such an appetite because his 

body strives to balance out a disorder through drink. In this case, the person has no wish 

to drink the soft-drink, even though he is thirsty. This brings us to a consideration of what 

it is that accounts for the wish not to drink the soft-drink in this case. 

We can get a sense of what Plato is assuming in the person’s wish not to drink by 

hearkening back to his brief discussion of the relevant oppositions to appetites in the soul, 

which oppositions, recall, he associates with the b-side of the pairs of opposition. When 

the soul is not willing, not wishing, and not having an appetite it has the b-terms in each 

of the pairs of opposites. 

What about not willing, not wishing, and not having an appetite? Aren’t these 
among the very appetites—cases in which the soul pushes and drives things 
away? (437c) 
 

Plato here says that the soul’s having the b-terms of each pair amount to the soul’s 

“pushing or driving away” some object of appetite, x. This pushing away of x is 

equivalent to not having an appetite for x. What accounts for the motive-force of the 

soul’s pushing away of x? 

One might try to account for the motive-force of the soul’s pushing away of x 

without appeal to a further appetite by saying that this phenomena of the soul’s pushing x 

away is like one’s pushing something away to which they have a natural aversion. For 

example, a woman may push away a violent perpetrator trying to rape her or a child may 

avoid the horrendous stench of feces. These cases of natural aversions do not require 

grounding in an appetite for a different object. They are grounded rather in the body’s 
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reflexive avoidance of what is unpleasant to it. The body in such cases has no appetite for 

x and so pushes x away, not on account of some other appetite, but because it simply does 

not want x because it is unpleasant. So in the case of the woman’s pushing the perpetrator 

away, she has no opposing appetite in the soul to indulge the perpetrator: there is no 

appetite for x in her soul concurrently with the aversion for x. 

This strategy is successful in accounting for some cases where the soul pushes 

things away, but it will not account for the current case, which Plato uses to establish the 

relevant opposition in the soul. In Plato’s cases, there is motive-force going in one 

direction away from x and motive-force going to x. This is seen in the case of the archer, 

which shows that there is motive-force going in two opposing directions.  

In the same way, I suppose, it’s wrong to say of the archer that his hands at the 
same time push the bow away and draw it towards him. We ought to say that one 
hand pushes it away and the other draws it towards him. (439b) 
 

In this example, the archer draws the bow toward himself and pushes the bow away. The 

archer requires force going in two opposing directions. 

To return to cases of “thirsty people who don’t wish to drink” (439c), a thirsty 

man has an appetite for soft-drink, but he also does not wish to drink the soft-drink. There 

is motive-force toward the soft-drink and motive-force pushing him away. The kind of 

analysis given by a group of interpreters seems correct.129 The man pushes the soft-drink 

away or keeps himself from drinking because of the appetite for health, which supplies 

the motive-force of the person’s not wishing to drink. The analysis of these cases seems 

to be then as follows: One has an appetite for x concurrently with no appetite for x, where 

the motive-force for pushing x away is supplied by some counter-appetite for y. 

In this case, the person has an appetite for a soft-drink as a result of bodily 
                                            
129 See Woods, 1987, 37; Joseph,1971, 57-63; and Annas, 1981, 133-136. 
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conditions, or παθηµάτων and νοσηµάτων as Plato puts it.  

S: Isn’t it that there is something in their soul, bidding them to drink, and 
something different, forbidding them to do so, that overrules the thing that bids? 
G.: I think so. 
S: Doesn’t that which forbids in such cases come into play—if it comes into play 
at all—as a result of rational calculation, while what drives and drags them to 
drink is a result of feelings and diseases (διὰ παθημάτων τε καὶ νοσημάτων). 
(439c-d) 
 

Per the previous analysis of the origins of appetites, the appetite for the soft-drink results 

from the body’s processes by which it restores balance. The person has an appetite for the 

soft-drink concurrently with the wish not to drink the soft-drink. By an application of the 

principle of non-opposition, this would imply that the soul’s appetite for the soft-drink 

must be had by one part of the soul while the concurrent wish not to drink the soft-drink 

(by an appetite for health) must be had by a different part of the soul.  

Hence it isn’t unreasonable for us to claim that they are two, and different from 
one another. We’ll call the part of the soul with which it calculates the rational 
part (τὸ μὲν ᾧ λογίζεται λογιστικὸν προσαγορεύοντες τῆς ψυχῆς) and the 
part with which it lusts, hungers, thirsts . . . the irrational appetitive part (τὸ 
ἀλόγιστικον τε καὶ ἐπιθυμητικόν). (439d) 
 

The appetite for the soft-drink is located by Plato in the arational, appetitive part of the 

soul. The appetite for health, supplying the motive-force not to drink, is said by Plato to 

be a result of rational calculation.  

This analysis has strong implications for both appetite and reason. Take appetite 

first. τὸ ἀλόγιστικον has strong connotations in this context. The alpha-privative 

implies that the appetitive part has no capacity for what is attributed exclusively to the 

rational part, namely, rational calculation.130 Plato’s claim that the appetitive part may 

have appetites for money might be taken to conflict with this account. He says that the 

                                            
130 From this perspective, variants of the “three-subjects” view of Plato’s tri-partite psychology 

appear extravagant insofar as they attribute sophisticated rational capacities to the appetitive part. 
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appetitive part “is the largest part in each person’s soul and is by nature most insatiable 

for money” (442a). In Book IX he makes the same point. 

As for the third [appetitive] part, we had no one special name for it, since it’s 
multiform, so we named it after the biggest and strongest thing in it. Hence we 
called it the appetitive part, because of the intensity of its appetites for food, 
drink, sex, and all the things associated with them, but we also called it the 
money-loving part, because such appetites are most easily satisfied by means of 
money. . . . its pleasure and love are for profit . . . and wouldn’t we be right to call 
it money-loving and profit-loving? (580e-581a) 
 

Knowing that money is the means for easily getting food and drink to satisfy one’s 

appetites might be thought to suggest that the appetitive part is able to rationally 

calculate, for Plato, after all, attributes the appetite for money to the appetitive part, not to 

the rational part. However, attributing this capacity to appetite is unnecessary because 

there is conceptual space in Plato’s psychology for interaction and interplay between the 

rational and appetitive parts which would allow for the modification of appetite’s 

arational and bodily urges toward food and drink. Plato references these modifications 

when he says that “the appetite for something of a certain sort depends on additions” 

(437e). These additions come from the channeling of appetite’s blind impulses toward 

particular kinds of food by early education. Habits and dispositions for particular things 

are obviously developed thereby. This, of course, would depend on a capacity for 

remembering. Plato has little to say about memory, but we would be ill-advised to 

attribute memory to appetite given Plato’s thin characterization of appetite in Book IV. 

Memory should rather be taken as something added to appetite in the interplay between 

parts. The appetite for money can also be seen as resulting from an interplay between 

reason and appetite, a complicated channeling of appetitive impulses toward particular 

items giving it pleasure through the primary means of money, a process of interplay 
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between both calculation and the urges of the bare appetites. These modified appetites for 

particulars, and more complicated intermediaries such as money, are ultimately 

dependent on the bare impulses of appetites. These bare impulses are the motive-force 

coming from the appetitive part which drives a person to use the talents of other parts in 

the service of its needs and satisfactions. Because these modified appetites are dependent 

on the impulses of the appetitive part, Plato attributes them to the part, even if the part 

alone cannot fully account for their origins.131 

Turning to reason, the analysis assumes that reason has motive-force, which 

supplies the impetus to push away the objects of appetites. Admittedly, Plato’s argument 

underdetermines the analysis implying that reason has motive-force. It would be 

worthwhile to consider why. In the argument, Plato does not expressly say that there is a 

further appetite, y, pushing one away from the appetite for x. He says something less: that 

not wishing to drink the soft-drink is the result of calculation.  

Doesn’t that which forbids in such cases come into play—if it comes into play at 
all—as a result of rational calculation (ἐκ λογισμοῦ)? (439c-d) 
 

Literally, then, the non-appetite for x “comes from” or “out of” (ἐκ) a counting, a 

reckoning, or a calculation (ὂ λογισμός). This sense of λογισμός tracks precisely the 

sense of the deponent verb in the next sentence, λογίζομαι (to count, to reckon, or to 

calculate). In the sentence Socrates calls the part by which we calculate the rational part 

of the soul (τὸ μὲν ᾧ λογίζεται λογιστικὸν προσαγορεύοντες τῆς ψυχῆς, 439d), 

hence expressly attributing to the rational part the power to reason. The rational part, 

then, is flatly asserted to be the source of the soul’s capacity to reason, but if that is all 

that is asserted in this case, then the claim that reason is a source of motive-force is only 

                                            
131 Cooper, 1999 [a] gives a similar account of the appetitive part’s modified appetites. 
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assumed and not argued for. 

Why does Plato assume that the rational part has motive-force? Does he need to 

argue for this? From the vantage point of modern philosophers this would need to be 

argued for. Moderns are inclined to operate upon both the Humean assumption that 

calculation, as such, has no motive-force and a reason-desire model according to which 

reason has the sole, inert function of calculating the means to satisfy desires, which are 

the exclusive motive-force within souls. If this model is taken as the starting point, then 

the burden of proof is on those who would argue that reason does has motive-force.  

Plato clearly does not assume this.132 Rather, he begins from the Socratic 

assumption that reason has motive-force, and, indeed, that the Socratic thesis that reason 

is the sole motive-force in the soul is plausible. Plato thus places the burden of proof on 

himself to show that the soul has a source of purely arational appetites that are 

unconditioned by, and able to conflict with, the appetites and determinations of reason. If 

he can show that hunger and thirst are of a purely arational source in the soul, then by 

appeal to the principle of non-opposition, he can attribute these appetites to one part of 

the soul and the soul’s not wishing to drink, its “pushing” away of the drink, to the 

rational part of the soul, which pushing away is due to its own motive force. 

Plato has more to say about the motive-force of the rational part in Book IX.  

[I]t seems to me that there are three pleasures corresponding to the three parts of 
the soul, one peculiar to each part, and similarly with desires (ἐπιθυμίαι). . . . 

                                            
132 I am not in a position to know what was the conventional view of the Greeks on this issue. In 

terms of the philosophically sophisticated, beginning with Socrates, it does seem that the view that reason 
has motive-force was taken for granted. Plato and Aristotle certainly did. Notice also that, after mentioning 
they should not be unprepared or disturbed by the Socratic thesis at 438a that reason is the sole motive-
force in the soul, Glaucon says that even though Plato seems right in arguing that reason is not the sole 
motive-force and that appetite has motive-force independent of reason, all “the same, the person who says 
that [reason is the sole motive-force of the soul] has a point.” Glaucon hence expresses a strong bias toward 
Socrates’ view that reason has motive-force, nay, that it is the only motive-force in the soul. 
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Now it is clear to everyone that the part with which we learn is always wholly 
straining to know where the truth lies. (580d-581b) 
 

The express attribution of motive-force to the rational part of the soul here complements 

the implicit assumption in Plato’s argument in Book IV. Reason has desires for 

knowledge and of the activities associated with learning. It takes pleasure in taking 

possession of these things for which it has desires. Plato gives a dramatic illustration of 

this motive-force and drive in Book VI. 

[I]t is the nature of the real lover of learning to struggle toward what is, not to 
remain with any of the many things that are believed to be, that, as he moves on, 
he neither loses nor lessens his erotic love until he grasps the being of each nature 
itself with the part of his soul that is fitted to grasp it, because of its kinship with 
it, and that, once getting near what really is and having intercourse with it and 
having begotten understanding and truth, he knows, truly lives, is nourished, 
and—at that point, but not before—is relieved from the pains of giving birth. 
(490a-b) 
 

In this passage, Plato conveys what he takes to be the natural objects of the rational part’s 

desires: the forms. In the Republic, the Pheado, and the Symposium, Plato makes the 

same point that the soul has desires for forms and takes pleasure in their acquisition. 

The framework of this account of the conative structure of the rational part can be 

applied to the parts in general and may be outlined as follows. For any given part of the 

soul, that part has desires for certain natural objects. When a part of the soul gets what it 

has desires for, it takes pleasure in it. The pleasure is the motive-force driving the soul to 

get that for which it has desires. With respect to the appetitive part, Plato’s Book IV 

argument gave us only part of the story, which this general account can be taken to 

complement. In his analysis of the appetites for hunger and thirst, each appetite is for 

some natural object: hunger is for food and thirst is for drink. The pleasure component of 

Book IX may be added here. When the appetitive part has appetites for food and drink 
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and gets food and drink, it experiences pleasures. It is the pleasure the appetitive part 

experiences, when getting the objects of appetites, that supplies its motive-force.133 

This appendix has given an account of reason and appetite that tends toward a 

unitary account of the soul in the sense that the two parts do not represent two mini-

personalities, having capacities for reason, belief, and desire (which is characteristic of 

the three-persons view mentioned above). Instead, the account takes the parts to have 

specialized and exclusive functions, which are components of one personality. In other 

words, the account takes the soul’s parts to compose one subject (which is the three-

aspects view mentioned above). On this account, the appetitive part of the soul is a source 

of blind impulses due to bodily conditions. It has no memory and no capacity for rational 

calculation. It is a condition of the soul that gives rise to impulses like those of a 

newborn, who has impulses for food and drink but is unable to satisfy them on his own, 

for he has no cognitive capacities to remember or reason and is completely reliant on a 

parent to provide particular kinds of food and drink. The soul’s reasoning capacity is 

located specially and exclusively within the rational part, which may operate upon and 

modify the material of appetite’s impulses. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
133 At the end of the argument in Book IV, Plato references the pleasures the appetitive part 

experiences when getting an object of appetite (442a). 
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Appendix B: The Relation Between Platonic and Ordinary Virtue 

The wisdom of workers concerns true beliefs about the relationship between inner 

virtue and virtuous action, whose relationship this appendix sketches. I refer to inner 

virtue as Platonic virtue (or p-virtue) and the latter as ordinary virtue (or o-virtue). The 

connection between the two is part of Plato’s conservative defense of the common 

morality and the project of quelling the inner cause of vicious actions, which is 

πλεονεξία, a condition characterized by the possession of insatiable desires and 

willingness to violate the boundaries between what is one’s own and what is another’s. 

As Glaucon says, the “reason for this [i.e., vicious actions] is the desire to outdo others 

and get more and more” (369c). 

O-virtue consists in actions ordinarily considered virtuous, such as not stealing, 

not committing adultery, being loyal to friends, and so forth.  

S: For example, if we had come to an agreement about whether someone similar 
in nature and training to our city had embezzled a deposit of gold or silver that he 
had accepted, who do you think would consider him to have done it rather than 
someone who isn’t like him? 
G: No one. 
S: And would he have anything to do with temple robberies, thefts, betrayals of 
friends in private life or of cities in public life? 
G: No, nothing. 
S: And he’d be in no way untrustworthy in keeping an oath or other agreements. 
G: How could he be? 
S: And adultery, disrespect for parents, and neglect of the gods would be more in 
keeping with every other kind of character than his.  
G: With every one. 
S: And isn’t the cause of all this that every part within him does its own work, 
whether it’s ruling or being ruled? (442d4-443b2) 
 

These actions were commissioned by Greek popular morality by the general maxim: 

‘give to each his due’. Giving each his due entails refraining from injuring others and not 

taking what is someone else’s. 
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Plato makes the distinction in Book IV between the category of inner states and 

the category of external actions, which he uses to define o-virtue. 

And when he does anything, whether acquiring wealth, taking care of his body, 
engaging in politics, or in private contracts—in all of these, he believes that the 
action is just and fine that preserves this inner harmony and helps achieve it, and 
calls it so, and regards as the knowledge that oversees such actions. And he 
believes that the action that destroys this harmony is unjust, and calls it so, and 
regards the belief that oversees it as ignorance. (443e-444a) 
 

External actions that cause p-virtue are called just and fine, i.e., they are o-virtuous. 

External actions causing the dissolution of p-virtue are called unjust. 

In Plato’s mind p- and o-virtue tend to be reciprocally productive of one another. 

Discussions in the literature tend to focus on one side of the relation: p-virtue’s being a 

cause of o-virtue. This is because, as is well documented, Plato needs to show that p-

virtue leads to o-virtue, lest his argument in defense of justice not counter Thrasymachus’ 

attacks, which is an attack on the idea that actions ordinarily considered virtous are worth 

performing.134 For that reason before going into a description of justice and p-virtue in 

the individual, Plato asserts that an individual who is p-virtuous will not engage in 

actions that are not o-virtuous, as we see quoted above.135  

To take the other direction of the relation, which actions does Plato take to cause 

p-virtue? The passage at 442d4-443b2, which makes the point about p-virtue causing o-

virtue, does not specify, but Plato does clarify in a later context. In Book IX Plato clearly 

identifies o-virtue as a cause of p-virtue. O-virtue is singled out by Socrates in the 

following passage, which leads up to the assertion of the causal relation.  

                                            
134 See Sachs, 1963; Demos, 1963; Kraut, 1973. Further references and discussion are found in 

White, 1979, 131-132, n. B on 442d-443b.  
135 When Plato asserts that p-virtue does not lead to non-o-virtuous action, he does not make it 

clear why that is the case. For a possible rationale of the connection see White, 1979, 131-133, n. C on 
442d-443b.  
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S: I think someone said at some point that injustice profits a completely unjust 
person who is believed to be just. Isn’t that so?  
A: It certainly is. (588b) 
 

The person Socrates identifies in this passage is Glaucon, in his capacity as reluctant 

disparager of justice,136 who in Book II delineates the most extremely just and unjust 

lives, and then summarizes the common opinions about them by saying that people tend 

to believe “that gods and humans provide a better life for unjust people than for just 

ones” (362c). In Book II Glaucon means by injustice o-virtue. His claim, therefore, is that 

the common opinion is that unjust actions are profitable to a person who can deceive 

others into believing he is just. Glaucon’s ordinary use of injustice carries over into the 

present context of Socrates’ use in Book IX. Socrates there does not use injustice in the 

Platonic sense as a lack of p-virtue; rather, injustice is used to denote unjust actions, and 

justice denotes o-virtue. Socrates counters the thesis that unjust actions may be profitable 

by arguing that they cause disharmony in the soul and just actions are profitable because 

they cause harmony in the soul. In other words, Plato suggests that o-virtue causes p-

virtue.137 He argues for this view after delineating his powerful metaphor of the soul in 

which he likens appetite to a multi-formed beast, spirit to a lion, and reason to a human 

being. 

Should we say that this is the original basis for the conventions about what is fine 
and what is shameful? Fine things are those that subordinate the beastlike parts of 
our nature to the human—or better, perhaps, to the divine; shameful ones are 
those that enslave the gentle to the savage? (589c-d) 
 

                                            
136 Thrasymachus would agree, of course, and makes a similar claim at 343b-344c. 
137 It should be emphasized that o-virtue is not sufficient for philosophic virtue. Nevertheless, 

Plato does seem to think that o-virtue in general causes psychic harmony. Plato no doubt took philosophic 
to be the highest grade of virtue, and believes (on his hypothesis of an afterlife) that it is the only variety 
that is sufficient to cleanse the soul and to make one worthy of entering the heavens. See 614c, 619c-d and 
White, 1979, 133, n. C on 442d-443b. 
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Subordinating the beastlike part to the human part—subordinating appetite to reason in 

the soul—brings about inner virtue. Performing “fine things” have the effect of bringing 

about this subordination. In other words, o-virtue causes p-virtue. 
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