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Preface

I have greatly enjoyed writing A History of Political Thought, especially because so many
of the issues raised and for which [ have tried to provide some explanations, are the
result of discussions with generations of remarkable undergraduate and postgraduate
students at the London School of Economics and Political Science. Coming from a wide
variety of departments in the School, and individually from a range of international
backgrounds, they have approached the thinkers of a long-distant past with energetic
idealism and critical astuteness. This is all the more remarkable since the new managerialism
and vocational functionalism dominating today’s universities would lead us to believe
that what an ancient Greek or a medieval Christian had to say about living a successful
human life in a structured community in which they played active roles in contributing
to collective governance, would have no interest for today’s students. But in addition to
the small number of Government Department students for whom an introduction to the
history of Western political theorizing is a requirement of their degree, at the LSE the
course is also taken as an open option by hundreds of students specializing in a variety of
other social science subjects. And both more advanced undergraduates and our post-
graduate political theorists choose to follow up the introductory course by focusing in
depth on some of the thinkers discussed in these volumes. If we are meant to treat
students as consumers who vote with their feet then I am delighted to inform the more
sceptical among us that the history of political thought is alive and well, and this because
students quickly see that the ideas to be studied here mattered and continue to matter.

At times | have had the impression that students are frankly relieved to be given the
opportunity to look at world views that emerged from within historical, intellectual and
social settings that are different from their own. And it has given some of them a space in
which to reflect on their own, previously unexamined, but cherished views on what
politics is for. It has also astonished them to see how much their own cultures are more
or less reliant on certain strands of these earlier epistemologies, moral philosophies and
theories of the ‘state’. They have been both delighted and appalled. And everyone dis-
covers a favourite thinker and (at least) one they most love to hate.

Because my students are asked to read set texts themselves and then to read as much
historical background to get a sense of the ‘theatrical backdrop’ to these differing philo-
sophical and political perspectives, as well as a selection of secondary analytical com-
mentaries on these works, I am aware that [ overload them in what is already an overloaded
university curriculum. My aim in A4 History of Political Thought has been to provide as
much of a historical and cultural setting as would make the texts they are asked to read
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look full of plausible and important arguments, given the dilemmas and circumstances
their authors sought to address. Students cannot help asking themselves whether there
are ideas here which just might be applicable to the present, and there is much shouting
about whether or not past whole theories can be brought into a different and modern
world. They are helped to make up their minds by seeing what specialist commentaries
can tell them.

But academic disciplines have become increasingly specialized over the years and it is
now virtually impossible to cover the results of international research undertaken by
classicists who specialize in philosophy or history, to say nothing of the enormous amount
of fascinating research on the early years of Christianity, the early Middle Ages, the
political history, philosophy and theology of the high Middle Ages and the explosion of
texts, written and printed, during the Renaissance. While I have tried to reflect a variety
of current academic preoccupations in all these different fields of expertise — and here [
have benefited tremendously from having edited the journal History of Political Thought
from the beginning, when Iain Hampsher-Monk and I founded it in 1980 — I have also
provided, as a consequence of my own years of research, some original and possibly
controversial perspectives on some of these thinkers.

Had I been asked to write a textbook on these thinkers, say, twenty years ago, it
would have looked more like a reasoned synthesis of other specialists” views and the
footnotes would probably have been longer than the already over-long text. But at this
stage in the game, [ fear [ know too much about how current perspectives penetrate the
reading and interpretation of past texts that are none the less held to have something to
say to us. All these years down the road [ have come to realize, as | had not when a
student, how there have been interpretative trends, often dominated by contemporary
ideological preoccupations, which have closed off alternative readings. If nothing else, [
have realized that certain utterances by past political theorists get differentially high-
lighted in different generations. I have tried to indicate where I think certain current
orthodoxies distort what an old text could have been taken to be saying by a past audi-
ence for whom it was originally written. In believing this to be the least I could do, I
have undoubtedly put my own imprint on a variety of texts despite the enormously
generous guidance given me by Dr Paul Cartledge of Clare College, Cambridge for the
Greeks; Dr Andrew Lintott of Worcester College, Oxford for the Romans; Professor
Robert Markus, formerly of Nottingham University, for St Augustine; and Professor
Nicolai Rubinstein of the Warburg Institute for Machiavelli and R enaissance Florence.
[ also owe a considerable debt to Professor Antony Black of the University of Dundee
and Professor Brian Tiemey of Comnell University, who offered their judicious com-
ments especially on volume two concerning medieval and R enaissance political thought.
I can only hope that where they do not agree with my interpretations or emphases, they
will at least allow me to acknowledge with heartfelt thanks that I could not have come
even to these views without their help. It is also to the numerous writings and friendship
of two distinguished medievalists, Professor Dr Jirgen Miethke of Heidelberg Univer-
sity and Professeur Jean-Philippe Genet of the University of Paris, that [ owe a continu-
ing debt of gratitude because they have kept me actively in touch, through off-prints
and their invitations to conferences, with research done in Germany, France and other
European centres, where approaches to the texts studied here adopt perspectives that
often differ from those current in British and American universities.

It is not clear to me that t.\here is any longer the institutional will to train students, as I
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was trained, in the languages, histories and philosophies that enable one to approach the
texts of classical, medieval and Renaissance intellectual history. Today, a student who is
drawn to a study of pre-modern ideas and historical settings will be asked why on earth
such an irrelevant subject matter should attract any interest or indeed, funding. The
student will probably require independent means and if persuasive, might be able to
become enrolled in several university departments at once and for at least five years at
postgraduate level in each. In Politics and Government Departments there has been a
tendency to keep alive small pockets of normative theorists who have neither interest in
nor knowledge of the history of their own discipline or of the languages they use with
such confidence. This is to say nothing of what appears to be the sad fact that one
department’s agenda and methodology is now increasingly seen as incommensurable
with that of another, so that specialists no longer seem to have either time or inclination
to read each other’s work. But the history of political thought is above all an interdisci-
plinary endeavour and that is by far one of its chief fascinations for staff and students
alike. Of all the courses a student is likely to take at university, this is the one students tell
me prepares them for being a serious tourist, and I have a stash of postcards going back
over twenty-odd years sent from Athens, Rome, Paris, Avignon, Munich, Florence,
Padua, Cordoba with statements like: ‘it’s seeing this landscape daily and the possibility
of working in these buildings, and the quality of this strange light everywhere that made
me realize why Aristotle or Marsilius or Machiavelli could say what he said the way he
said it’, Furthermore, there is a sheer pleasure, physical and intellectual, which comes
from a serious confrontation with the plausibility of alternative views on the living of a
successful life. It is also a privilege to be able to read the musings of great thinkers, even
if one is also aware that it is no longer quite possible to grasp wholly what they meant
and why it so mattered to them — especially if one thinks them wrong. To try to listen to
plausible, coherent and ‘other’ perspectives on human nature and its socio-political or-
ganization develops patience and tolerance, but more than that, a kind of reverence for
the extraordinary creatures humans have shown themselves to be over the centunes. In
defending their truths with such eloquence and energy they give us the courage to
challenge that mentality which always seems to have been in our midst and which has
sought to manage the creativity of individual and collective agency, not least by labelling
people with critical ideas ‘the chattering classes” and by pretending that a successful life
lived in common is reducible to the ‘social inclusion’ that is supposedly achieved through
market economics.

Several years ago [ was astonished to read in Blackwell Publishers’ current list of new
publications that my long-awaited History of Political Thought was to appear imminently.
I am thoroughly embarrassed at how long I have kept them waiting and I am grateful for
their long-standing (and discreet) encouragement. [t was meant to appear as the precur-
sor to lain Hampsher-Monk’s excellent A History of Modern Political Thought (1992).
Through the efforts of Jill Landeryou at Blackwell Publishers my ‘long awaited’ history
of political thought now appears in two volumes: volume 1 From Ancient Greece to Early
Christianity and volume 2 From the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. | am immensely grate-
ful for her enthusiasm, advocacy and patience. But textbooks, no matter how original,
are not highly regarded in intellectually ambitious centres like the London School of
Economics, not least because national Research Assessment Exercises have financial con-
sequences for departments and universities that seek to retain their high-flyer research-
orientated status. Hence, during the years | had hoped to complete this history of political
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thought I was otherwise engaged in writing and publishing the work that was meant to
matter. | have, however, been able to draw on this research material in these books and
I hope that more advanced students and colleagues will find it useful, stimulating and
contentious. In so far as the scholarly research has shaped the contents of what is meant
to be a more introductory text, I can only hope that what 1 have done here gives
students a view of how at least one academic sees the ancient, medieval and Renaissance
worlds of political discourse as having sustained certain continuities and fictitiously con-
structed others. The primary hope is that it will get students to go back to the original
texts and argue about them, thereby countering the tabloid scepticism about politics
which has come to sound so loudly in all our ears.

Janet Coleman




Introduction

The two volumes of A History of Political Thought treat those political theorists who are
most frequently discussed in university courses dealing with the history of Western
political thought from the ancient Greeks to the sixteenth-century Renaissance. They
aim to give students — beginners and the more advanced — a historical and a philosophi-
cal way of reading the set texts that are normally prescribed: Plato’s Apology and Republic,
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Politics, Cicero’s On Duties and the De re publica, Au-
gustine’s City of God, selections from Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae and other writings
where he deals specifically with ethics and politics, and Machiavelli’s The Prince and
Discourses on Livy. Because there is usually a leap from the medieval Thomas Aquinas to
the Renaissance Machiavelli, I have also included a range of political theorists (John of
Paris, Marsilius of Padua and William of Ockham) who wrote during the fourteenth
century and whose writings have been translated into English, and I have said something
about fourteenth- and fifteenth-century conciliarism in order to give students some idea
of the legacy of the Middle Ages to the Renaissance.

Canonical Difficulties

The writers listed above are traditionally considered to have contributed most influen-
tially to political debate on the principles and practices of good government across the
centuries, and therefore are taken to be the key figures in the history of European
political thought.

This may look like an uncontentious statement, but it is not. Just how we evaluate
who contributed most and how we determine which authors and which of their works
ought to be included on the list of ‘great political theorists and theories’ are hotly de-
bated questions, not least by those who teach courses called ‘the history of political
thought’ in European and North American universities. This debate over the ‘canon’
consists in asking: how has the tradition become what we have taken it to be, and why
have certain thinkers been traditionally included while others have not? Why, for in-
stance, have there been no women?' Why, until very recently, are most of the ‘great

1 See the various responses to this question in, for instance, M. L. Shanley and C. Patermnan, eds, Feminist Interpre-
tations and Political Theory (Oxford, 1991); C. Pateman, The Sexual Contract (Cambridge, 1988); D. Coole, Women in
Political Theory: from ancient mysogyny to contemporary feminism (Hemel Hempstead, 1988); E. Kennedy and S. Mendus,
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2 INTRODUCTION

names’ in this constructed tradition of an intellectual elite mainly dead, ‘white’ and
male?

There has been considerable irritation expressed over the fact that even in recently
published histories of Western political thought, the history of feminism has been rel-
egated to footnotes. But a good deal of writing on the political tradition of dead, white
males has precisely made the point that whatever else the history of much of Western
political theorizing 1s, it is, and was meant to be, a male and white enterprise. Women’s
voices, black voices, colonial and immigrant voices, non-Christian voices other than
those of the pagan ancient Greeks and Romans are, for the most part, absent. We should
not thereby assume that dead, white males were the only distinguished theorists who
existed in the past. But it was the seminal male-authored political theories that led first to
a focus on sexual difference, to the extent that the early ‘state’ became an exclusive
preserve of men, and more recently, to the contemporary modern liberal state with its
persistent denial of difference and implicitly, its favouring of men as universal models of
citizen rationality and behaviour. A history of ‘our’ political thought, that 1s, the varie-
ties of political theorizing that have dominated and structured the West’s ‘state’, 1s a
history of narratives that either have edited out alternative discourses or have subsumed
other voices within the dominant (male, white and Christian) discourses. No matter
how eloquent the women or any other marginalized group of the past, they were not
taken explicitly to have helped to construct the modern state and it is precisely for this
reason that contemporary feminisms have challenged dominant male-stream political
theories of all kinds. The reconstruction of a history, say, of feminisms in order to
liberate women’s voices from the past is, therefore, a different enterprise from the one
that seeks to uncover and reconstruct what has been called the European, patriarchal
state and its political theories. [ shall try to explain, below, why I believe this to be the
case.

Nor is the canon of ‘great political theorists’ as stable as some may think. It does not
always include the same thinkers, nor give the same thinkers similar weight. This be-
comes clear when we go beyond the Anglo-American university and consider what
different Continental European traditions take to be the ‘great thinkers’ on the princi-
ples and practices of good government. But in general, it remains true that when we
select those names that appear on all lists, we confront what have only quite recently
been shown to have been cultural prejudices concerning race, gender and religion. And
it is these prejudices which have, through complex processes of exclusion and selection,
determined which voices were, in fact, taken seriously in the past. There is no doubt
that for specialists in any period, certain authors who are relatively or virtually unknown
today appear at the time to have been much read and influential. Specialist historians
wonder why their names and texts gradually disappeared in the references of subsequent
generations and they try to provide some answers. Especially when we study the poliu-
cal theory produced from the period of the ancient Greeks to the sixteenth-century
Renaissance, we can see this exclusion and selection process operating in the testimonies

eds, Women in Western Political Philosophy (Brighton, 1987); A. Saxonhouse, Women in the History of Political Thought:
Ancient Greece to Machiavelli (New York, 1985); J. B. Elshtain, Public Man Private Woman: women in social and political
thought (Princeton, NJ, 1981); G. Lloyd, The Man of Reason: ‘male’ and ‘female in westem philosophy. 2nd edn (Lon-
don, 1993); S. M. Okin, Women in Westem Political Thought (Princeton, NJ, 1978); S. Rowbotham, Women, Resist-
ance and Revolution (Harmondsworth, 1972).
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of those who wished to make explicit to contemporary and future readers of their works
which authors they believed to have influenced them. As a consequence, and retrospec-
tively, the traditional canon of thinkers is surprisingly small and relatively stable and it
goes back a long way.

Most of us would, however, agree where the history of Western political theorizing
begins for us: in ancient Greece followed by ancient Rome. Today, however, we need
to explain why this is so, because students come to read translations of Greek and Latin
political and philosophical texts without any background in the culture or language of
classical antiquity. This is a relatively new phenomenon. As recently as the first quarter
of the twentieth century it was thought that a training in Greek and Latin was the
prerequisite for being considered an educated person, even if we are under no illusions
about the degree of fluency in either ‘dead’ language that was acquired by a nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century elite of students. Furthermore, today’s students often learn
about the history of political thought in university departments which focus more di-
rectly on modern political and social sciences, where the historical and cultural contexts
in which these theories were first generated are not necessarily discussed or even thought
to be relevant to an understanding of these texts. Today, as never before, we need to ask
and answer the question: why should we think the ancient Greeks followed by the
ancient Romans, and thereafter, Christian medieval and Renaissance thinkers who se-
lectively absorbed ‘Greek’ and ‘Roman’ lessons and adapted these to a Judaeo-Christian
biblical world view, to be worthy of study, either in their own right or as relevant to our
current concerns?

It seems to me that there are at least three interrelated reasons for beginning a study of
the history of political thought with the ancient Greeks. The first two are so generally
accepted as to be thought (wrongly, [ believe) to require little further discussion. They
concern (1) what we take ‘the language of politics’ itself to be and the range of its
application (‘language’ is used here in its generic sense to include the many distinct
discourses that developed over time). Related to this is (2) the belief that philosophy has
a history within which political theorizing has played a determining role. Most people
who are somewhat familiar with what is often referred to as ‘the classical heritage’ would
agree that in some sense we owe to the Greeks our very willingness to accept that there
is a distinctive ‘language of politics” as well as the belief that what we think of as the
discipline of philosophy began with them. But I would suggest that the reason we accept
that there is a language of politics and a history of philosophy owes rather a lot to the
third reason we begin with the ancient Greeks, and this is not often discussed by histo-
rians of political thought. I want to argue here that we begin with the Greeks because of
the way in which a European (Euro-American, in fact) identity has come to be con-
structed over the centuries.? It is this constructed identity which has determined the
significance to us of (1) the language of politics and (2) the history of philosophy in the
first place. And it is also this process of constructing an identity which has ensured the
exclusion of other voices from the traditional canon. Let us begin, then, with the third
reason for starting with the ancient Greeks.

2 See, forinstance, C. J. Richard, The Founders and the Classics: Greece, Rome and the American Enlightenment (Cam-
bridge, MA, 1994); W. Haase and M. Reinhold, eds, The Classical Tradition and the Americas (Berlin and New York,
1994).
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4 INTRODUCTION

The Construction of a European Identity

European cultural identity came to be intimately tied to its purported foundations in
ancient Greek culture and values not only during the Middle Ages but even more so
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. During this period the ancient world
was intensely re-investigated as the inspirational source of a number of key contempo-
rary issues. Perhaps the most prominent of these concerned how emergent national
states understood the possible range of legitimate constitutions and their respective rela-
tions to citizens and subjects. Scholars declared Greece to have initiated something pe-
culiarly European: a tradition of ‘legitimate’ government. Consequently, they separated
ancient Greece from its actual cultural ties to its geographical neighbours in the semitic
Middle East and Asia Minor. But they were not the first to insist that Greece stood out
as different from those supposed ‘non-European’ traditions of autocratic, indeed often
tyrannous government, despite their awareness that there had been Greek tyrants too.?
Learned men during the medieval and Renaissance periods of Western European his-
tory also acknowledged the Greeks, and their heirs, the Romans, as superior to other
civilizations. They lamented the loss of the traditions of Greco-Roman culture in their
own times and nostalgically sought to revive and pass on the traditions of their illustrious
forebears, however inadequately.

Important recent but controversial studies have emphasized, however, that ancient
Greek cities displayed more affinities with the contractual trading republics of the orien-
tal societies of the Levant and Mesopotamia and with the cities of the medieval and
modern oriental (Arab) world which are their heirs than with anything that developed
in Western Europe.* It is beyond doubt that European political institutions were, in fact,
derived far less from ancient Greek practices than from Roman law and Canon (Church)
law supplemented by an extensive knowledge of the Old and New Testaments, and
from an indigenously developed feudalism and a common law that was based on
immunities from monarchical powers during the European Middle Ages. Ancient Greece
contributed little to these practices. Indeed, certain ancient Greek practices, like direct
democracy, for which they are honoured today, were subject to severe criticism (by the
Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle), if not to ‘editing’ early on (for instance, by the
historian Polybius in the second century Bc, by the Roman Cicero in the first century BC
and by Plutarch in the first and second centuries AD), as the legacy of ancient Greece was
reconstructed by later self-proclaimed heirs who wished to favour a society based on
differential rank rather than one based on the ancient Athenian acknowledgement of the
equal potential of all free men to take turns in ruling and being ruled. During the Middle
Ages, northern European nation-states did not see themselves as the legitimate heirs of
the historical ancient Greek polis/city-state of which they knew little, but of that ancient
polis reinterpreted by moral and political philosophers like Plato and Aristotle and there-
after, the Roman Cicero and other Roman historians, by the fifth-century Ap Christian

3 J. E. McGlew, Tyranny and Political Culture in Ancient Greece (Ithaca, NY, 1993); G. Giorgim, La Citta e il
Tiranno, il concetto di tirannide nella grecia del vii—iv secolo a.c. (Milan, 1993).

4 M. Bernal, Black Athena, the Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization, vol. 1 (London, 1987); P. Springborg, Royal
Persons, Patriarchal Monarchy and the Feminine Principle (London, 1990) and P. Springborg, ‘The Contractual State:
reflections on orientalism and despotism’, History of Political Thought 8 (1987) pp. 395-434.
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theologian St Augustine and the thirteenth-century medieval scholastic theologian St
Thomas Aquinas. Furthermore, even if some of the most distinctive features of Plato’s
and Aristotle’s preferences for monarchical or aristocratic constitutions can be shown to
reveal ‘eastern’ influences,’ the eastern sources, none the less, came to be ignored early
on, indeed much earlier than during the early-modern period and for important reasons.
The point is that although some have argued for examples of democracy prior to the
Greeks (for instance, the tribal democracies of early Mesopotamia), their impact as well
as the impact of actual Athenian direct democracy on later European society was to be
virtually null.® If ancient Athenian democracy was itself to play virtually no role in the
forging of Roman, medieval, R enaissance and early-modern political institutions, a his-
tory of political thought must try to explain why this was so. What was the reason for
the most distinctive of ancient Athenian practices, a practice of direct democracy or rule
by the demos or mass, not surviving into later periods while ancient political theories did
survive?

There is no doubt that the ‘idea of ancient Greece’ was exploited — in what today
we may regard as historically inaccurate ways — to serve medieval, Renaissance and
early-modern Europeans’ prejudices about themselves and others. None the less, an-
cient Greek culture was at the heart of a constructed European identity and this iden-
tity was in the process of being formulated well before the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. Through the descriptions, often critical, of the workings of its political insti-
tutions, and even more so through the doctrines of its various schools of philosophy,
through its sciences including medicine, its drama, architecture and sculpture, and its
tradition of historical writing concerned with narrating events in Greek history and
explaining why they happened as they did, ancient Greece played a foundational role
in the development of the Roman and Christian civilizations which chronologically
succeeded it. Even when the writings of the Greeks were later misread, awkwardly
translated into other languages or deliberately misconstrued in order to serve preju-
dices and beliefs the Greeks could not or would not have shared (and they had
plenty of their own, as we shall see), educated men took them to have set the agenda
for the ongoing debates in almost all fields of intellectual endeavour, not least concern-
ing the principles and practices of good government and government’s service to men
of principled behaviour. Ancient Greece educated ancient Rome in a selective way, or
rather, the Romans took the lessons they ‘chose’ and with the development of Chris-
tianity, both theologically and institutionally, the Greek legacy as it came to be con-
strued by various Church Fathers with the Bible dominating their thoughts, was not
torgotten.

Instead of calling the ancient Greeks the first Europeans we could say that educated
Europeans have thought of themselves as having inherited a range of values and a variety
of institutions from ancient Greece. But it is even more accurate to say that educated
Europeans have thought of themselves as having inherited ways of thinking about and
discussing values and institutions from that extraordinary culture that flourished in several
centres in the Aegean, on the western shores of modern-day Turkey and in southern
Italy, most notably during the sixth to fourth centuries 8c. The Romans and then vari-
ous ‘schools’ of Christian thinkers interpreted Greek values and institutions in a variety

5 Springborg, Royal Persons, p. 405.
6 M. Finley, Democracy, Ancient and Modern (London, 1973).
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of ways and then applied these interpretations to their own historical experiences during
subsequent centuries.”

Furthermore, Plato and Aristotle, who more than any other ancient Greeks set the
norms for the subsequent tradition of political philosophy, often tell their audience that
they mean to criticize and provide a hostile commentary on some of the most revered
values and practices of the city in which they lived — Athens. But when we read these
philosophers and recognize that at times they are hostile witnesses, we cannot be certain
that they are telling us how institutions actually operated nor what ordinary people thought
of the values and systems of rules by which they lived their daily lives. Indeed, the
history of political thought comprises the voices of a selection of men who, in their own
times, were anything but ordinary themselves, nor (more importantly) were they con-
sidered such by future readers of their works. They were taken to be ‘simply’ the best of
their age. Therefore, we can examine to what extent Plato and Aristotle appear to have
shared or rejected their contemporaries’ values by reading what they tell us are the
opposing positions to their own. From these accounts we try to build up a picture of
what it must have been like to be an ancient Greek and participate in their discussions.
But we must be careful not to assume that we arrive at certainty in these matters, for the
following reasons. The voices from the page are today presumed to give accounts that,
on the one hand, are taken to be normative for their societies and, on the other, stand out
as atypical in being perhaps more reflective, synthetic or critical than would be those of
many of their ordinary contemporaries, were the latters’ views preserved for us to exam-
ine. Only through a comparative examination of all surviving voices could we come to
some view on the degree to which Plato or Aristotle, for instance, were representative
of ancient Greek attitudes on a range of issues. But in the construction of a European
intellectual tradition, representativeness of the ‘ordinary’ lived life of the culture from
which these philosophers came was not seen to be an issue because 1t was assumed that
their voices were exemplary of the best of their tradition and therefore, the ones worthy
of being heard.

It is also important for us to realize that what we can uncover to have been ancient
Greek attitudes in general — to slaves, to women, to non-Greeks, to honour, birth, lei-
sure, to politics and society, even to democracy, freedom and equality (whether they
were attitudes that were rejected or modified by contemporary political philosophers or
were apparently accepted by them and even justified philosophically and logically) —
were attitudes with which we now may have no sympathy. Furthermore, the meaning of
Athenian values in their ancient contexts did not survive unchanged in later periods of
history and in different cultures that, none the less, can trace their intellectual roots to
ancient Greece. For instance, in translating from Greek to Latin, Romans often referred
to what they took to be the same virtues in Greek society as in their own, but it can be
established that they often meant rather different things by ‘the virtues’ than the Greeks
appear to have meant. Nor did the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, massively influ-
ential though they were on later European culture, survive unscathed in subsequent
interpretations. Later thinkers believed themselves to be followers of Plato or Aristotle
but, in the process of writing commentaries on these works and making these philoso-

7 See Andrew Sherratt’s review of Alain Schnapp, La Conguéte du passé, aux origines de I'archéologie (Paris, 1994),
Tirmes Literary Supplement, 21 October 1994, p- 6.
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phers’ theories their own, they changed them. It has been noted to be the fate of great
persons who have put their mark on the ages that commentary very soon comes be-
tween their work and posterity. The commentary qualitatively goes beyond the works
upon which it is commentary. ‘More seriously yet: it becomes autonomous and gener-
ates a superimposed tradition which, driven by its own logic, obliterates the work from
which it has issued, masks it, distorts it, and makes it disappear.” A study of the history
of political thought can show us that the historical contexts in which certain ideas became
dominant, the dominant ideas themselves changing through commentaries and
reinterpretations undertaken in different contexts, can answer some of the questions that
philosophy cannot.

In general, then, we shall need to come to some decision concerning the degree to
which the Greek legacy — ways of thinking about and discussing values and institutions — is
affected by specific historical and cultural milieux: ours, theirs, and those cultures inter-
vening between them and us.

Furthermore, we must try to assess whether we can apply any of the values argued for
in earlier political theory to our own situations, or to the world as we think it is. This can
be decided only after we have come to some decision about whether we believe that
there is a possibility of our understanding what earlier political theorists meant at all,
given that they lived in conditions that are not those of Western post-industrial modern
society and we, of course, do not live in societies that are like theirs. To what extent do
we have, as it were, other things on our minds of which the Greeks, indeed any earlier
political theorists, had not the slightest conception? And to what extent did they simi-
larly have things on their minds with which we may have no sympathy and, worse, no
comprehension at all? To say that Europeans have constructed their histories and their
identities, taking the Greeks as their beginnings, does not at first help us to understand
how we can be certain that when we read their texts, we grasp what they meant. Is there
a method by which we can read the political theory of past authors without imposing
our current agenda on them, without confusing our interests with theirs?

Interpretative Difficulties

To raise this as a problem of understanding is to raise an issue that was not one during
earlier centuries in which Europeans were in the process of forging their identity with
the Greeks at the beginning. For centuries it had been thought that one could read the
writings of, say, Greeks and Romans, and see there portrayed behaviour that was thought
to be admirable in any age. The past was read about for no other reason than that it was
thought to be exemplary and capable of being imitated.” It was reckoned to be a useful
past. Hence, a fourteenth-century thinker like Petrarch, the Italian poet who was enam-
oured of what he took to be the personality and values of the first-century BC pagan
Roman, Cicero, could imagine having an unproblematic conversation with Cicero n
Latin. Petrarchan ‘speaking’ with someone from the ancient Roman world did not
involve considering that the ancient might not understand him for the reason that each

8 J.-F. Durvernoy, La Pensée de Machiavel (Panis,1974), p. 3.
9 See J.Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories: studies in the reconstruction of the past (Cambridge, 1992).
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came from such different worlds of experience and value that their words might refer to
different things, Cicero’s words conveying resonances that had been lost over the centu-
res to a Christian, late medieval, Italian user of Latin. Petrarch and other medieval and
Renaissance users of Latin were aware that language use had changed over the centuries,
indeed they increasingly damned the deviation of medieval church Latin from ancient
R.oman styles and tried to revive the latter. But while they acknowledged that Latin had
changed over the centuries, indeed, according to them had declined as a means of elo-
quent expression, they did not believe that values had changed or that different social
experiences might have led good men in different cultural milieux not only to exalt
different virtues but build political systems that reflected these different values. There-
fore, it was relatively unproblematic for earlier Europeans to converse with those whom
they admired in the past and thus, to build up a picture of their chosen ancestors as being
very much like themselves. For them there was an undoubted continuity between good
and virtuous men throughout history. It was the construction of this continuity, the
construction of a continuous European cultural identity with the Greeks at the begin-
ning, that enabled medieval and Renaissance thinkers to raise to prominence the farst
two reasons | proposed for our beginning the history of political thought with the Greeks:
the language of politics and the history of philosophy, that is, the language of ‘our’
politics and the history of ‘our’ philosophy.

The Language of Politics

If we turn to the language of politics as a reason for beginning the history of political
thought with the ancient Greeks, we see that it is not only that certain contemporary
words for specific types of constitution like democracy and monarchy derive from the
Greek; indeed, our current political vocabulary (even the word politics itself) derives
from the Greek. It is also that the Greeks came to speak about ‘the political’ in a system-
atic way within a detailed and unified world view and this is what makes them the
beginning of a tradition of political discourse where ‘the political’ is somehow privileged
and in which we share. By believing it possible to give a human account of the social
world and then asking what role, if any, the gods, or good and bad luck might play in
this account, the ancient Greeks fashioned a range of explanations which are still recog-
nizable ways of speaking, for instance, about the motivation behind men’s actions within
social structures, and whether or not these structures should be viewed as having devel-
oped naturally or by convention. By enquiring into the nature of social reality they
discussed the roles played in that reality by human consciousness and agency. Through
observation, description and commentary on their own activities of reaching decisions
in public and then obeying collective judgement, they came to formulate political theo-
ries that argued for the principles on which well-run societies must be based. In this way,
they defined reasonable principles to guide human behaviour, on the one hand, and to
justify a variety of social and political structures according to which they operated, on
the other. Today, when we speak about a systematic and rational understanding of
nature, of human psychology, of principles of human conduct and the relation, for
example, between self-interest and morality, that is, one’s own good and its relation to
the good of others with whom one lives in community, we may not all come to the
same conclusions on these matters any more than did the Greeks, but we are giving an
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account of ‘the political’ in a language that was developed to a high degree in ancient
Greece.

In privileging ‘the political’ as an exclusive realm in which certain values such as
freedom, equality and justice can be realized through rational debate followed by con-
sistent behaviour (even if what we mean by these values in liberal democratic societies is
not quite what the Greeks meant when they spoke of freedom, equality and justice),
Greek discourse ensured that later generations would associate notions of participation,
rights and freedoms with a distinct sphere of ‘civilized’ human living, the political realm
that was, in the Greek world, confined to male soldier-citizens of the polis. Rationalizing
activity carried on within a distinct and exclusive sphere of collective life has thereafter
been taken, for good or ill, to be characteristic of a peculiarly Western understanding of
the purpose of social institutions and their relation to free individuals who make choices
about the ways they live their lives."”

The privileging of ‘the political’ was related to and perhaps dependent on another
characteristic of Greek thought. It has often been noted, not least by the Greeks them-
selves, that there emerged a tendency in the Greek world to develop different methods
for investigating distinct but interconnected subjects of study. The natural world, moral-
ity and ethics, logic and language, human psychology and theories of knowledge, hu-
man history and explanations of why things had happened in the ways they had, although
related to one another, were also distinguished as discrete areas in which expertise and
understanding could be acquired. In this way, those Greeks who specialized in one or
more of these varied subjects of enquiry with distinct methods of proceeding, helped to
set the agenda for what would become the education curriculum in the West, most
notably the liberal arts as they were taught in medieval European universities and which
survived well into the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and in some cases beyond.
The specification of what subjects constituted the arts and sciences in the early-modern
period and debates concerning what methods of investigation were appropriate to each
go back to the Greek division, and especially to Aristotle’s systematic version of the
division of subjects, each with its own methodology and vocabulary.

The History of Philosophy: From the Pre-Socratic Naturalists to
Moral Philosophy

This division of subject matter to be investigated follows the development of Greek
speculation itself. The history of philosophy is thought to begin with what are known as
the pre-Socratic naturalists (seventh to fifth century BC) who were concerned with en-
quiring into the nature and origins of the universe (kosmos).!" It gradually shifts to those
engaged in a more critical philosophy (fifth to fourth century BC), concemed with the
foundations of morality and knowledge. Because we still take these kinds of concems to
be central to many contemporary major philosophical concepts, the beginnings of Greek

10 See the feminist debates on the gendered political realm alluded to in n. 1 above.

11 See M. Gagarin and P. Woodruff, eds, Early Greck Political Thought from Homer to the Sophists (Cambridge,
1995), pp. ix—xxxi and texts in translation; G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers (Cambnidge, 1957)
and revised editions with M. Schofield; A. P. D. Mourelatos, ed., The Pre-Socratics (New York, 1974).
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philosophical discussions are considered to be inextricably involved in the historical
origins of philosophy as it is still practised. Most notably, the vocabulary of reflective and
critical thought in ancient Greek has contributed key terms to our own philosophical
vocabulary (physis — nature; aletheia — truth; logos — discourse, account, reason). How,
when and from what origins Greek philosophy arose are questions which have been
controversially answered from the time of Aristotle onwards. In general, however, Greek
philosophy is said to have begun from a view of the world or kosmos as a well-ordered
totality of concrete and relatively discrete things governed by uniform periodicity, a
balance of cosmic opposites that are proportionately and symmetrically structured. The
cosmic structure was taken to conform to an intelligible formula and this is the tradition
from which the philosophical rationalism of Plato and Aristotle would emerge.' Indeed,
Aristotle took the naturalists to be the first philosophers, concerned as they were with
law and regularity, change and stability in the universe. Not only was nature viewed by
some of them as an all-inclusive system, ordered by immanent law. The natural world
was somehow the result of reason which, for some thinkers, was not itself part of nature
but sovereign over it. A normative, necessary, rationalistic explanation of all that is, and
which assumes a well-ordered universe, sometimes conflicted with an assumption that
men can argue from reason and appearance to justified conclusions about objective real-
ity. But in all cases, the pre-Socratic naturalists did not defend their arguments by ap-
pealing to the evidence of observation alone.'® Rather, they relied on principles which
were not derived from observation. They framed their scientific theories so that the use
of observation relied on and indeed, confirmed, the theoretical principles of the sort
they discovered. Hence, prior to observation for them was the assumption that natural
processes conform to general laws and such laws are not known from authority or tradi-
tion but by logos, that is, by reason, by giving an account or an argument.

The shift from the focus on how the ‘world’ came into existence and to be as it is, to
the question ‘what do I have to know and then do in order to live a worthwhile human
life which is what I desire above all else?’ is the shift in focus that marks off the beginning
of our subject, moral and political philosophy, from other philosophies in the ancient
world. So the history of political thought in one sense, as a part of a history of philoso-
phy, is thought to have begun in ancient Greece with the kind of distinct philosophical
investigation which, as systematic reasoning, was consciously brought into the commu-
nal life. There it asked ordinary men to consider questions of virtue and vice, good and
evil, justice and injustice, and the respective roles played by nature and convention in the
constitution of a good society and the understanding of man’s role within it and its
institutions. Once this occurred, we confront discussions of human awareness and activ-
ity in a universe whose reality is governed by laws which somehow circumscribe human
freedom, enabling men to distinguish between their capacities to cause ‘events’ and
actions or to be caused or determined by them. As we shall see, aspects of these discus-
sions have a peculiar, even discordant ring to contemporary liberal democratic ears.

12 D. Furley, The Greek Cosmologists (Cambridge, 1987); D. Furley and R. E. Allen, eds, Studies in Presocratic
Philosophy, 2 vols (London, 1970-5); Mourelatos, The Presocratics; W. K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy,
vol.1: The Earlier Presocratics and the Pythagoreans (Cambridge, 1962); vol. 2: The Presocratic Tradition from Parmenides
to Democritus (Cambridge, 1965).

13 G. E. R. Lloyd, Magic, Reason and Experience: studies in the origins and development of Greek science (Cambridge,
1979).
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To ask questions about the limits of human autonomy, about the extent to which
humans can be the architects of their lives, individually and collectively, given their
place in the natural and customary schemes of things, however one understands these to
be arranged, is to ask not only about humans in general, but about the nature of the
reality in which they are situated and within which and because of which they behave in
what are taken to be peculiarly human ways. To ask these kinds of questions and also to
try to find some answers is to engage in a kind of thinking that is meant to transcend
time and one’s own culture. It is meant to ‘raise’ the discussion to levels of abstraction
that would allow people from a variety of different cultures to move beyond opinions
prominent in their own society in order to discover the truth about such issues. On this
view, the logic of certain kinds of arguments should be able to transcend people’s opin-
ions that tie their views to the historical times and conditions in which the argument
may have first been made.

Certain Greeks thought it possible to enquire comprehensively, systematically and
according to general laws and principles in order to disclose what they took to be evi-
dent or apparent regularities in the natural environment and in human cultures as re-
sponses to it. And instead of appealing only to traditional authorities, whether gods or
ancestors, they insisted that a logos, a reason, argument, an account could be sought and
found to enable them better to understand their collective social myths as well as those
assumptions they already accepted when they said they understood common-sense real-
ity. The discovery and account of what the basic laws of human nature are should
explain not only how each and every society came into being but why they have the
histories they have.

For some Greek thinkers, the logos discovers an objective and evident order in appear-
ances. For others, the logos discovers a hidden order that is inaccessible to common
sense, so that reality is to be sharply distinguished from appearance. Still others argued
that human nature does not follow objective and independent laws at all, but rather,
results from arbitrary human customs and conventions and therefore, our definition of
human nature depends on culture and the processes of acculturation. On this view,
there is no reason to prefer one moral outlook or one account of reality to another.
Instead of there being a knowable and fixed truth about reality, how things are is a
measure of convention; how things are is how they appear to any perceiver or thinker in
a certain milieu in which he experiences what he experiences. These kinds of discus-
sions and the debates concerning how humans evaluate reality and discover not only
their moral convictions but the standards they use in judging or criticizing conventional
norms, laws, structures of organized power, in their own society and in that of others,
were central to Greek political philosophy, that is, to their systematic accounts of the
social world. Variations on all these views still exist in our own world.

Here, however, we must pause. There is no Greek philosophy or social discourse
which presupposes or aspires to the idea that man is self~-made, an autonomous thinking
‘I' whose cognition is culture-free. No Greek claimed what Descartes in the seven-
teenth century was later to claim: that there was only one clear and distinct idea to
which man is inwardly compelled: cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore, I am), the existence
of the thinking, conscious self, an idea which is established autonomously, privately,
without any extraneous aid, and which transcends culture and its prejudices.” Culture

14 E. Gellner, Reason and Culture: the historical role of rationality and rationalism (Oxford, 1992).
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for the Greeks was either natural (for instance, divinely established or simply the result of
natural impulse), or conventionally established, but man was not usually conceived of as
being capable of thinking without it. How humans classify and handle the things to be
known was discussed by the Greeks in terms of an order that inheres in the culturally
instilled manner of holding shared conceptualizations, and these came about through
society. Greeks were prepared to admit that shared conceptualizations varied from one
society to another and that the content of concepts was socially guided. But the bounda-
ries of shared conceptualizations were understood to be acquired only by being part of a
community, be that community a naturally or a conventionally established one and it 1s
this which defined man for them, as distinguished from beasts. A hypothetical man who
lived outside the social was, by definition, not a man at all but either a beast or a god.
Man, for the Greeks, was rational in the large sense, meaning that generically, men think
in circumscribed, shared concepts that arise in them by means of controlled and collec-
tive social habituation, be that acculturation process a consequence of nature or of con-
vention (physis or nomos). Society, however it came about, through force, or through
fear, or through a kind of pragmatic utilitarianism, or as the consequence of divine
intervention, and however it was arranged, was sacred to them because it was the con-
text in which ‘man’ could be defined. ‘Man’ could not be defined without it. This
context was comprised of a shared history, rituals, myths, religions, customs and norms.
In considering man’s ability to reason, they situated him within a context where reason
either lived side by side with Greek religion and myth or had to confirm religion and
myth. Although some, namely the leading philosophers, came to depersonalize their
conceptions of nature and they increasingly accounted for cosmic history without con-
tinual references to gods with human-like motives, they none the less did not separate
nature from religion. They may have considered sense experience and human knowl-
edge to be limited but they were not sceptical about the general orderly structure of the
world or about the separate existence of gods and their general relation to humans.”
Reasoned explanations were, for them, the means of rephrasing rather than replacing
myth. This is a rationalism that is not the rationalism of modern analytic philosophy
which begins, more or less, with Descartes, although elements of it can be found in
Hobbes.'

What is often taken to be the modern notion of reason'’ assumes the existence of a
generic faculty that is identically present in each human mind, capable of categorizing
and calculating, and it assumes a general criterion of truth applied to all cases, impartially
and universally, without being tied to local circumstances. When the emphasis is placed
on the general criterion of truth applied to all cases, this modemn reason’s method of
discovering it is said to be detached, procedural, a rule-following logic that is meant to
liberate from a specific culture each self-sufficient and autonomous mind that operates

15 E. Hussey, ‘The Beginnings of Epistemology: from Homer to Philolaus’ in S. Everson, ed., Companions to
Ancient Thought, 1: Epistemology (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 11-38.

16  J. Cottingham, A Descartes Dictionary (Oxford, 1993), p. 5 on the slippery concept of modernity and Descartes
as the ‘father of modern philosophy’.

17 See the co-authored introductory essay in R. Rorty, J. Schneewind and Q. Skinner, eds, Philosophy in History
(Cambridge, 1984); K. Popper, The Poverty of Historicism (London, 1957); K. Popper, Objective Knowledge: an evolu-

tionary approach, revd edn (Oxford, 1979); E. Gellner, Reason and Culture; J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Oxford,
1972).
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on its own. Indeed, this kind of reason is meant to transcend the natural in the sense that
it requires that explanations be subject to tests which are not under the control either of
a prevailing system of ideas, an orthodoxy, or a culturally induced vision of the world.
No world vision is allowed to dictate the rules of evidence. The truth this modern
reason is said to establish is unified and systematic, external to and independent of any
society’s social requirements. Furthermore, and of great importance, a modern account
of the truth is not meant to be stable; it is open to change and is ever revised. No stage
in its progress is ever regarded as final, so that the past and its truth is always viewed as
provisional. Modern truth is therefore cognitively unstable. But the means to its achieve-
ment is methodologically orderly and fixed. Through its logic of proceeding it is said to
owe nothing to community, or to one society or another, when it gives all and sundry
the valid view of reality, a reality that is thought to be immune from the dominance of
any collective ‘illusion’.

This modern reason is not ancient Greek (Roman or medieval and Renaissance)
reason in certain fundamental ways. For Plato, notably, the truth is not open to change
and revision. It is not progressive. For Plato, the truth is cognitively stable and access to
it is methodologically orderly. This is because of his assumptions about cosmic orderli-
ness and his belief that human reason may obtain access to it in the here and now.
Aristotle, too, provides a version of this cognitive and methodological stability. There is
similarly a range of prior assumptions which need to be uncovered before we can assess

the cogency of the arguments of many other political theorists in the tradition of West-
emn political theorizing.

How Should We Study the History of Political Thought?

The preceding paragraphs may appear rather abstract. But it is important that we con-
sider the difference between ‘ancient’ and this type of ‘modern’ reason before we look at
the writings of earlier political theorists. The purpose of trying to draw a distinction
between ancient and modern reason is to elucidate some of the consequences of study-
ing the history of political thought in one way as opposed to another. Modern philoso-
phers and political theorists have increasingly displayed an interest in ancient philosophy
and have applied modern logical analysis to ancient Greek texts, thereby seeking to
attract contemporary students back to the classics.'"® They tell us that they are not en-
gaged in reconstructing the past ideas of political history and therefore are not interested
‘simply’ in what the ancient Greeks believed and why.!” They confirm instead that their
interest in the history of thought requires a selection of past beliefs and arguments which
are of philosophical interest to them. Such a selection of interesting philosophical ideas is
not largely concerned with those ideas which in fact influenced social organization and
behaviour in the past. Rather, modern philosophy is interested in the beliefs expressed
in ancient philosophy for which a certain kind of rational argument has been provided
and such rational arguments can then be assessed or evaluated now according to what
we take to be the logical criteria of coherence and the cogency of inferences drawn,

18 S. Everson, ‘Introduction’ in S. Everson, ed., Companions to Ancient Thought, 1: Epistemology, pp. 1-10.
19 See the introductory essay in Rorty, Schneewind and Skinner, Philosophy in History.
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assumning that the logical criteria of coherence are themselves timeless and the only criteria
to be invoked in judging an argument. This philosophical approach has produced some
stunning analyses which will be drawn on to help explain distinctive features of certain
political theories of the past.

But let us consider the possibility that an ancient, medieval, Renaissance or early-
modern philosopher held the views he did because of non-philosophical or indemonstrable
beliefs that were sustained in his religion, society and culture, that is, let us consider that
his philosophical discourse and its logic actually begin in unexamined premises that are
held not to be open to logical proof or philosophical scrutiny. These views sustained by
indemonstrable premises can be open to a kind of historical scrutiny of a tradition of
enquiry and discourse, and this leads to another kind of investigation alongside the
philosophical. This would not be, as some historians of philosophy seem to think, an
investigation which ‘merely’ and uncritically reproduces arguments and conclusions as
found in the original sources.” A ‘mere’ reproduction of original arguments is virtually
impossible for us to achieve because a ‘faultless reproduction’ could only come about by
doing no more than citing the text itself in its original language. And it would also
require a ‘perfect reader’ who would have to be more ‘perfectly receptive’ than simply a
contemporary of the author with whom the author intended to communicate, assuming
the author knew how to achieve this.

Furthermore, students of the history of political thought today read ancient Greek
and Latin texts in translation, and every translation is an interpretation. Indeed, every
reading of a text is an interpretation. Once one re-presents an ancient, medieval or
Renaissance argument cogently in our language, we require that an explanation be given
concerning not only what we take to be the ‘logic’ of its argument, but why this kind of
argument might have appeared plausible and sustainable to its original audience even if,
and perhaps especially if, not to us. In other words, we would want to know what
question these arguments were meant to answer in order to judge an argument both
logically coherent and plausible in given circumstances. Only if we insist on the modemn
rationalist criteria by which we assess all past philosophical arguments for validity and
universal truth claims achieved by a very specific (and narrow) understanding of reason-
ing can we dismiss certain past philosophical arguments as ‘obviously fallacious’,* and
therefore take no further interest in them. In doing this we certainly extend our modern
philosophical brief, but we lose in the process our historical sense and see the Greeks or
anyone else as interesting only in so far as we can make them at home in our world,
always assuming that our world is ‘the world’, explained according to culture-free crite-
ria of truth.

Hence, a history of political thought ought not to limit itself to setting past political
theories in a philosophical context of other contemporary theories (e.g. Plato surrounded
by Sophists who were his opponents) and thereafter ‘simply” assess them in terms of a
universal, logical coherence and cogency appropriate to an autonomous mind operating
on its own and divorced from local circumstances. The aim should be to examine the
theories proffered against cultural norms and explicitly expressed, often theological or

20 This is asserted in the introduction to Rorty, Schneewind and Skinner, Philosophy in History and similarly by
the ‘Introduction’ in Everson, Epistemology, p. 2.

21  Everson argues, in contrast, that ‘Some of the arguments proferred by even great philosophers are too obvi-
ously fallacious to warrant our attention’: Epistemology, p. 2.

INTRODUCTION 15

metaphysical premises which have not necessarily survived as our premises. In doing
this, the Greeks no less than the Romans and the medievals can be shown to have
argued logically and coherently where they did so, given that we have grasped the
questions they thought it important to answer. They can also be shown in important
ways that were essential to their identity, not to have been like us and necessarily so. A
balance between trying to understand the cogency of ancient arguments on the one
hand, and an elucidation of why Greeks, Romans, medieval and Renaissance thinkers,
respectively, thought the ways they did (and why we often think differently) on the
other, is central to a history of political theorizing. It is, in other words, a history of
sameness and difference.”” In providing what I take to be the necessary socio-historical
context from within which different political theories were generated, as well as often
lengthy philosophical analyses of theorists” positions, I have attempted to satisfy some of
the demands of modern philosophy without ignoring the claims of historians.

I hold to the view that we cannot always assume that the problems of political phi-
losophy are eternal or subject to true solutions. To say this is not, however, to adopt the
relativist position of the sort where anyone who happened to express a view can be
defended across time. Nor is it the kind of historicism which thinks that human thoughts
and beliefs are ‘caged’ by the context in which they were thought, so that they perish
with the leaving behind of the historical time in which they came to light. It is simply to
observe that the political theorists we study in the history of political thought were not
all answering the same universal questions. Their activities are, for us, arranged in a
continuum of changing problems in which the very questions that were asked changed
over the course of time and culture. Therefore, we should not think that Hobbes’s
‘state’ was his answer to Plato’s question about the Greek political ideal, the polis.>* From
our point of view as readers of past texts who are interested in the evolution of political
theorizing as an activity, ethical and political questions and their answers are transitory
and historical rather than permanent. But some of the questions and answers still appear
to be alive for us because they have entered our thought in an evolved state, a recon-
structed state, having already been taken up, re-thought and reinterpreted by earlier
thinkers who thought it important to keep their interpretation of the thought of ‘their
fathers” alive. The old questions and answers are part of our tradition of re-thinking, of
making intelligible, in different intellectual and social contexts, these wide-ranging mat-
ters. In this way, the past necessarily penetrates our present lives. But ideas from the past
are not universal or transhistorical; they have a history but not on their own. Their
history is due to their having been re-thought, reconsidered and rendered intelligible by
historically situated thinkers and we are the latest in the queue.

Today, what seems to hold this tradition of evolving thought together for us is our
assumption that there is a universal logic of thinking as an activity. This is not a new idea
by any means; Aristotle, in particular, works with this assumption. A thinking mind is
assumed to have a nature that is expressed in the ways it functions as mind in general,
and also as a particular mind with its dispositions and faculties which it exercises in

22 The artefacts of the ancient world stumble upon different meanings in new locations.” James Davidson, “To
the Crows!’, review of Bernard Knox, The Oldest Dead White European Males and other reflections on the classics
(London, 1993), London Review of Books, 27 January 1994, p. 20.

23  Compare R. G.Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford, 1946), p. 229; G. W. F. Hegel, Lectures on the
Philosophy of World History, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge, 1975), first draft, p. 21.
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contingent, historical circumstances to express its individual thoughts. But this does not
mean that mind’s activities lead, in specific past and future moments, to the same, unal-
terable, universally applicable conclusions, so that how humans will think and act in the
future may be fixed forever by laws that are determined on the basis of how minds have
thought and men have acted in the past. Some of the thinkers we study in the history of
political thought did, however, believe this to be the case. I have already noted that it
was quite common for past European thinkers to assume that men of antiquity were just
like them and that is why they believed they could imitate past actions by uncovering
universal laws of human behaviour that operated in all circumstances.”* Today, we as-
sume something a bit different.

Today, psychologists and neuroscientists seem to assume that humans do share a gen-
eral procedure in thinking, that mind is recognizably structured and it happens to func-
tion in ways determined by its structure. But what individual minds happen to think is
not simply dependent on their functional capacities, but rather on function related to the
determinate situations they are in. Such determinate, contingent situations are not re-
peatable over long tracts of time. Types of human behaviour may seem to recur when
thinking humans are taken to be in the same kinds of situations, but when, with hind-
sight, we observe that the social structures and certain of men’s values have changed,
then the types of behaviour also change and men think and act in ways that respond to
the collective and individual, historically transient circumstances they are in. We recog-
nize this when we say not only that ancient Athenian and Spartan societies were differ-
ent from the societies of fourteenth-century Italian city-states and, in turn, all of these
were different from our own society, but also that each society left evidence of substantively
different behaviour and activity. This seems to be a relatively modern observation and
one that matters to us today. But it is a perspective on the past that was not shared by
medieval and Renaissance thinkers when they recorded their reflections on what they
took to be the essential similarity between ancient Greek and Roman societies and their
own.” For them, the basic situation between persons where virtue and vice were ex-
posed remained always the same with every deed arising from this basis. The recurring
occasions which gave rise to appropriate alternatives in human behaviour — courage or
cowardice, truth or mendacity, moderation or excess — were considered the primordial
conditions which were never superseded, so that moral behaviour could be viewed as
typical, and hence, it conformed to precedent. But for us, what might be considered acts
of courage and cowardice, moderation or excess, even rational or irrational behaviour,
are not taken to be essentially the same in all cultures, nor across time.

Therefore, the continuity between, say, Plato’s thinking and ours has to be established
by our thinking in a new context, ours, what he tells us in his texts he took to be, for
instance, the components of the unchanging ideal of political life. But our understanding
of it is as a Greek ideal and not as one of ours. The common ground we share with Plato
is not, of course, context. Nor is it enough to say that we all share an ability to understand
the logic of coherent expression so that we grasp Plato’s meaning by doing no more than

24 This is further discussed at length in J. Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories.

25 J. Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories, and J. Coleman, ‘The Uses of the Past (14th—16th Centuries): the
invention of a collective history and its implications for cultural participation’. in A. Rigney and D. Fokkema, eds,
Cultural Participation: trends since the Middle Ages, Utrecht Publications in General and Comparative Literature 31
(Amsterdam, 1993), pp. 21-37.
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read his texts (in translation). To take Plato or any other past political theorist seriously we
need, in addition, to situate Plato and attempt to recognize the range of his meanings, a
range that 1s in part determined by his ancient Greek context and his ancient Greek
language, so that we are aware, at least to some degree, of how this context places a limit
on what he could not have said or meant.? This does not leave us without access to the
logic of his communication. But the logic is insutficient to convey his meaning or the way
in which his views were received when he communicated to his contemporaries.

We cannot, of course, crawl into Plato’s psychology, but we can and do respond to
the ahistorical logic of his various positions which speak beyond the text and beyond his
age, and we also try to reconstruct his cultural premises in order to place this logic within
a context of the underlying presuppositions and accepted principles he never argued for.
In this way, we modify our own ways of thinking and the thought of the author we read
without ever eliminating our modern overview. We achieve an awareness that past
thinking and activity are both similar to and also different from present thinking and
activity. We are unable to conceive of past political thinking as wholly alien and differ-
ent from the present because if we did so conceive of it, we would have no means of
making any sense of it. Some ways of thinking may no longer be current but they cannot
be completely lost to us or we would have no access to them. But this does not mean
that texts from the past do no more than present us with mirror images of ourselves. The
history of political theorizing is a history of changing but related ideals of personal con-
duct as well as of ideals of social organization. And we make sense of these changing
ideals by attempting to grasp something about what people of a certain time and culture
believed about the nature of their world even if, or perhaps especially if, it is not what
we believe about the nature of our world.

We can never re-present the past or past thinking in a pure form. These are always
mediated through our present perspectives and orientations.” This was no less true of
Romans reflecting on Greece, or of medieval churchmen reflecting on Rome. And this
is precisely why in our reconstruction of past arguments we need to engage both a philo-
sophical and a historical sense. Doing this we can assess a philosophical proposition 1n
terms of what we take to be its logical cogency, which is, in practice, how we first read any
text. But we must then go back and look at the argument as a historical phenomenon, as
a local utterance, and try to place it in terms of the circumstances in which it emerged
and to reconstruct plausible reasons for which it was enunciated in a particular language.
We must examine a text within the context of an author’s contemporary world of
meaning and distinguish, where we can, its differentness from ours, in order to show, at
least minimally, what an author might have meant as well as what he could not possibly
have meant. This language, as a social product, rather than as the author’s private code,
cannot but have been used by the author to argue his position with his contemporaries.®
But social codes or discourses, ways of speaking and using words, indeed, the concepts

26 See P.King, ed., The History of Ideas: an introduction to method (London, 1983), especially King’s contribution, pp.
3-65; Q. Skinner, Parts Il and IV in J. Tully, ed., Meaning and Context: Quentin Skinner and his critics (Oxford, 1988).
27 See H.-G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd revd edn, trans. ]. Weinsheimer and D. G. Marshall (London,
1989), part II, i.1: ‘Elements of a theory of hermeneutic experience’.

28 See R. Ashcraft, Revolutionary Politics and Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (Princeton, NJ, 1986), especially
the introduction; J. G. A. Pocock, ‘The Concept of Language and the Métier d’historien: some considerations on

" practice’, in A. Pagden, ed., The Languages of Political Theory in Early-Modem Europe (Cambridge, 1987), pp. 19—40;

D. Boucher, Texts in Context: revisionist methods for studying the history of political thought (Dordrecht, 1985).
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expressed by the words spoken, all have histories that are developed by the social groups
that use these languages and who, inadvertently or consciously, change the previously
accepted meanings of terms.?? There are linguistic histories that are then situated in non-
linguistic, socio-economic and political contexts which also have histories. Ideas, lan-
guages and customary non-linguistic behaviour all have histories, they all change, but
not necessarily at the same rate.

We all need a ‘crib’ when we read Shakespeare today because we no longer speak that
historically ‘local’ kind of English that was current in the sixteenth century. But with a
bit of help with sixteenth-century definitions and information on how the constraints of
sixteenth-century literary genres operated, along with information on the social and
political life of his times and how this was discussed by the author and his contemporar-
ies, we grasp a meaning that is coherent although it still will not be precisely a sixteenth-
century meaning. We may not agree with the views expressed or we may even find
some of them implausible. Some positions may appear very strange to us and we may
not be able to sustain them in our own world with its current discourses. And yet some
positions appear to have been sustained in languages other than the author’s own. It is
here, in the reconstructed uses made of earlier political theories by later generations and
societies in different historical contexts, that we can observe how and why political
theories are open to a kind of survival as intelligible, where practices as enshrined in
particular institutions often are not.

With this in mind, we can point to a distinctive feature of the social context in which
Greek political philosophy’s discourse developed. Their systematic accounts of the so-
cial world became a kind of critical reflection on moral and political questions that was
not confined to speculatively trained small groups of men. It was engaged in more
widely, especially in fifth- and fourth-century Bc Athens, where questions and argu-
ments concerning whether ethical values exist by nature or by convention were raised
both for and against the prevailing democratic order. Indeed, the very conditions of
Athenian democracy appear to have created a unique and fruitful, unresolved tension
between social elites and the mass of people, a tension which seems to have been the
very source of much of the Greek literature that Europeans take to have been foundational
for their own intellectual identity. The democratic order allowed traditional elites and
the ambitiously competitive within the society the scope for criticism and a valid place
to express their values and their dissent from democracy. It has plausibly been argued”
that the educated elites were cast in the role of critics by Athenian democratic practice
itself, which not only allowed forms of dissent but often actively provoked it from all
quarters. Precisely because the critical reflection on moral and political questions was
not limited to debates between philosophers, the history of political thought in general
and its beginnings in ancient Greek culture in particular, pays attention to more than the
writings of political philosophers in order to grasp the discursive context in which such

29  See the explanatory method of Begriffsgeschichte in R. Koselleck, Futures Past: on the semantics of historical time,
trans. K. Tribe (Cambridge, MA, 1985); M. Richter, The History of Political and Social Concepts: a critical introduction
(Oxford, 1995); and the various contributions to H. Lehmann and M. Richter, eds, The Meaning of Historical Terms
and Concepts: new studies on Begriffsgeschichte, German Historical Institute occasional paper, 15 (W ashington, DC,
1996); see J. G. Gunnell, ‘Time and Interpretation: understanding concepts and conceptual change’, History of
Political Thought 19 (1998) pp. 641-58.

30 J. Ober, Mass and Elite in Democratic Athens: thetoric, ideology and the power of the people (Princeton, NJ, 1989).
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philosophers said what they said. It takes into account other kinds of evidence such as
contemporary drama, historical writings, or political speeches and legislation in order to
assess what the surviving sources reveal about the business of conducting political affairs,
especially in Athens.

The historian Herodotus (c. 484425 8c), for instance, not only provides a compara-
tive description of Greek and non-Greek political systems, but he also appeals (as did the
pre-Socratic naturalists) to general laws which allow him to evaluate how people with
certain customs and in distinctive environments may be expected to act in given cir~
cumstances. He explains the collective actions of Athenians and Spartans and attributes
their respective success to their collectively held moral and political outlooks. For him,
types of societies and specific social and political institutions produce expected effects on
men’s actions. Hence, history is, for Herodotus, a kind of enquiry, a methodological
investigation of the relation between men and their environments which must be car-
ried out before one composes one’s narrative account of what happened, when, where
and why. In explaining Athenian success he refers not only to the actions and decisions
of aristocratic individuals but also to the collective behaviour of the people, the démos, in
the growing democracy, which resulted in a greater sense of individual responsibility for
the polis and its well being. Democratic Athens was not, for Herodotus, some happy
accident; it was caused and the historian could assert the consequent effects. Herodotus
did not collect his empirical evidence uncritically. But his is an additional ‘voice’ to that
of the philosophers Plato and Aristotle on the principles and practices of Athenian de-
mocracy.

So too, the ‘voice’ of the historian Thucydides (c. 460—400 BC) must be added to that
of the philosophers. His account of the Peloponnesian War (431-404 BC) was meant to
illustrate how the basic laws of human nature in collectivities, once known, can explain
social and historical processes and predict men’s behaviour, especially in times of war
and revolution. In the seventeenth century, Hobbes would provide the first English
translation from the Greek and develop Thucydides’ argument that a study of human
nature in the conditions of peace and war leads to the conclusions that men are moti-
vated to observe justice out of a more basic concem for their own power and from a fear
of loss of security.” Those who believe that men are motivated by moral considerations
over and above a concern for power and fear are, according to Thucydides, deceiving
others if not themselves as well. His views on the evolution of the democracy under
Perikles, in mid-fifth-century Athens, provide a critical evaluation of the subsequent
democratic populism (to 411 Bc) when politics was no longer in the hands of his hero,
Perikles, Athens’ first citizen. Of course, Thucydides’ laws of human nature are influ-
enced by his political views and these colour his analysis of the events he narrates. But
like Herodotus, he provides us with his version of the cultural ideal so that we can also
add his ‘voice’ to that of the philosophers on the principles and practices of Athenian
democracy.

Some of the thinkers who are most well known to historians of political thought,
like Plato and Aristotle, and whose orientation was more or less anti-democratic in

31 Thucydides, History of the Pelopponesian War, 4 vols, trans. C. F. Smith (Loeb Classical Library) (London, 1965),
II1.82. 1-2, 84.2. See also E. Hussey, “Thucydidean History and Democritean Theory’, in P. Cartledge and F. D.
Harvey, eds, Crux: essays presented to G. E. M de Ste. Croix on his 75th birthday; also in History of Political Thought 6
(1985), pp. 118-38.
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democratic Athens, persisted in their concentration on moral philosophy even to the
extent of creating, as in Plato’s case, a theoretical city that was in crucial ways the opposite
of the classical, Athenian polis. Committed democrats, on the other hand, often re-
sponded to their attack simply by going about the business of conducting political affairs
according to their own notions and established traditions without writing theoretical
treatises. If this means for us that we lack contemporary writing of the kind we might call
‘political science’, we do, none the less, know something of the range of political ideals
and behaviour ‘on the ground’. In so far as accounts of the ancient Greek practice of
politics survived, along with the justifications for the developments of customs, laws and
constitutions, in the writings of dramatists or in the works of historians like Herodotus
and even more so, Thucydides, or in the accounts of those who made political speeches
in the Athenian Assembly (e.g. Demosthenes), along with the more strictly political
analysis provided by the ‘Aristotelian’ Athenian Constitution (c. 320 BC),” the form of
political organization that evolved in Athens over the course of the sixth to fourth
centuries BC has come to be better known. Indeed, from these additional sources a
model of democratic political behaviour and institutional practice became available to
later, especially post-Renaissance generations, to supplement if not to balance the ac-
counts offered by Plato and Aristotle in their philosophical works. That later political
theorists still remained more impressed by the ancient political theory of the philoso-
phers than by ancient political practice tells us something about the later historical cul-
ture and its perceived requirements. But from our point of view, which is concerned to
situate Plato’s and Aristotle’s theories in the context that helped to generate them, we
need to examine these other sources. If we can construct a picture of what Athenian
democracy was like it will help to provide a background against which Plato’s philo-
sophical dialogues and Aristotle’s ethical and political philosophy can be set. It was, after
all, to their contemporaries that these philosophers addressed their works in the first
instance, Plato establishing a school known as the Academy where Aristotle himself
studied before he later came to set up his Lyceum.

32 See P. J. Rhodes trans. and ed. the Aristotelian Constitution of the Athenians (Harmondswortb, 1984) and
Rhodes, A Commentary on the Aristotelian Athenaion Politeia with Addenda (Oxford, 1993).

1
Ancient Athenian Democracy

Two Hundred Years of Greek Democracy

The Greeks were not Greek. They called themselves Hellenes by the seventh century BC
and before that, Achaeans or Argives or Danai. In the fifth century BC the historian
Herodotus, himself probably not of purely Hellenic origins and a subject of the Persian
Empire, tried to define what it meant to be self-consciously Greek (to Hellénikon) in
terms of common blood, language, religion and customs.' Herodotus also tells his read-
ers that an early form of démokratia can be traced back to the early fifth century BC in a
variety of Greek cities in which popular rule was adopted to replace tyrannies. If demokratia
was not an Athenian invention it was said to be of Greek origin, although we have noted
that some have argued for even earlier tribal democracies. Democracy was even more
self-consciously elaborated and introduced into Athens by Kleisthenes in 508/7 c? and
developed through numerous reforms to culminate in the period of Demosthenes’
speeches in 355-322 nc and Aristotle’s description of democracy in general and Athe-
nian democracy in particular ¢. 330 BcC.

Etymologically demokratia means power or rule (kratos) by the people (demos). Some
scholars have made much of the fact that the evolution of democratic institutions and
ideals most notably occurred during a period of nearly two hundred years in which
Athens engaged in warfare: resistance to two Persian invasions of Greece (490, 480)
with Athens (and allies) victorious; the Peloponnesian war against a coalition headed by
Sparta (431-404) with Athens defeated and her empire dissolved; wars against Philip of
Macedon ending with the Battle of Khaeronea (338).* The democratic polis has been
seen as one successful arrangement for collective action against regular, outside threats.
In the ancient world, then, democracy was an evolving political system as well as a set of

1 See P. Cartledge. The Greeks (Oxford, 1993), p. 11 who argues that although the Greeks were not unique in
dividing humanity into ideological polarizations, Us and Them, Greeks and non-Greeks/barbarians, they showed
a more developed ideological habit of polarization that Cartledge thinks was a hallmark characteristic of their
mentality.

2 Herodotus, The Histories, trans. A. de Sélincourt, revd A. R. Burn (Hammondsworth, 1972), 5.66, 69, 78; 6.131.
3 See A. Lintott, Violence, Civil Strife and Revolution in the Classical City (London, 1982); D. Cohen, Law, Violence
and Community in Classical Athens (Cambridge, 1995) discusses the courts as competitive arenas where conflicts

_ continued to be played out in what was a feuding society; C. Meier, Die Rolle des Krieges im klassischen Athen

(Munich, 1991) — without war, no democracy — tollowing the insights of Max Weber, Economy and Society | Wintschaft
und Gesellschaft], 2 vols, ed. and trans. G. Roth and C. Wittich (Berkeley, 1978).
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ideals, both of which were effectively destroyed at Athens after Philip of Macedon’s
heir, Alexander the Great, had died. This means it lasted for about two hundred years. It
also means that ancient democracy was brought to an end not through internal failure
but by external intervention.*

Between ¢. 300 BC and ¢. AD 1800 democracies were only momentary realities: some
have suggested twelfth to thirteenth-century Iceland, some Swiss cantons from the thir-
teenth century, possibly Florence during brief periods in the mid-thirteenth and later
fourteenth centuries. A ‘radical republic’ is the more accurate term for the Florentine
constitution.’ Until the later eighteenth century the Western world preferred to listen to
those political philosophers who normally favoured ‘mixed constitutions’, republics with
a princely element or constitutionally limited monarchies, because these corresponded
more closely to their ideals of contemporary European regimes based on rank than did
ancient democracy. Before the nineteenth century a direct democracy of the sort that
flourished in Athens in the fifth to fourth centuries BC was regarded with disdain, if not
fear. Eighteenth-century commentators frequently pointed to the failings of Athenian
democracy, by which was meant its apparent lack of any mechanism for ‘harmonizing
the various ranks of men’ of which it was believed any nation must consist.® Greek
democracy in particular was said to have been in constant turmoil because of the idle
‘poorer many’ who considered themselves free from serving the propertied few, not only
because it was thought that in ancient society slaves did all the work but also because the
poor, free citizens received state payment for performing their public duties. It was be-
lieved that this was a society without the economic mutual dependence between ranks
which alone, for eighteenth-century thinkers, could lead to a ‘common national inter-
est’. When, in the nineteenth century, direct democracy was taken to be no more than a
historical concept, the word democracy came to be used in a more favourable way, but
now to mean the government of the whole people by a majonity, themselves represented.
Hence, there is not an unbroken tradition of democracy from ancient to modern times.’

Ancient Athenian Democracy in General During the Fifth and
Fourth Centuries ec

Because Athenian democracy inscribed its state documents on stone (most regularly
from ¢. 460 onwards) and Athenians (and non-Athenians who lived in Athens) produced
a great deal of literature in the fifth and fourth centuries, we have more information

4 On the extinction of democracy see G. E. M. de Ste Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient World (London,
1981), Appendix IV, and chapter 5, this volume. J. M. Bryant, Moral Codes and Social Structure in Ancient Greece: a
sociology of Greek ethics from Homer to the Epicureans and Stoics (Albany, NY, 1996), ch. 5 (‘Fourth-century Greece and
the Decline of the Polis’) argues for the combined external Macedonian pressure with internal conflicts between
rich and poor in a fragmenting civic order. For an overview based on his previous prolific and distinguished studies
see M. H. Hansen, Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes: structure, principles and ideology (Oxford, 1991).

5 See A History of Political Thought, volume 2, ch. 6.

6 E.M. Wood, Peasant~Citizen and Slave: the foundations of Athenian democracy (London, 1988), pp. 14-15.

7 See, for instance, M. H. Hansen, The Athenian Assembly in the Age of Demosthenes (Oxford, 1987), pp. 5-6; J. T.
Roberts, Athens on Trial: the antidemocratic tradition in westem thought (Princeton, 1994). The classic is M. L. Finley,
Democracy Ancient and Modern (London, 1973); see also M. H. Hansen, “Was Athens a Democracy? Popular rule, liberty
and equality in ancient and modern political thought’, Historisk-filosofiske Meddelelser 59 (Copenhagen, 1989), pp. 3—47.
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about Athens than about any other classical Greek polis.* These documents show that as
a political system and as a set of ideals ancient Athenian democracy was not representa-
tive. Unlike indirect democracies which centre on elections of representatives, Athenian
democracy as a political system was direct rule by the citizens in Assembly (Ekklésia) and
Courts (Dikasteria). In the Assembly, the decisions concerning major communal issues
were taken in public by a simple majority, usually by a show of hands, after open debate
between all citizens who wished to participate. Nor was there any state bureaucracy to
speak of beyond a few public slaves who acted as officials to keep copies of treaties, laws
and lists of taxpayers.

But classical Athenian society was segregated by sex and status, determined by the
opposition between free and enslaved. A citizen was defined as male, aged eighteen and
over, and of free birth, itself eventually defined (451 Bc) as having both parents as citi-
zens without regard to wealth or rank. Citizenship therefore excluded all women: they
were responsible for maintaining the household (otkos), that is, they were not only cru-
cial to bearing and raising children but they supervised the household economy and the
work of slaves. And there is ample evidence that many women worked in the fields, sold
produce in the market, were nurses and midwives.” Their work was the sine qua non
which provided their men access to the wider life of the polis. Citizenship also excluded
many other inhabitants, notably slaves (see below, p. 25) and metics — those non-Athe-
nian Greeks and other free aliens who were legally required to have a citizen protector
or patron (prostates) and were liable to taxation and military service.!” Athens could
confer citizenship on such men as a mark of favour but they had no right to it as resi-
dents. It has been estimated that during the fifth and fourth centuries the numbers of
citizens fluctuated between 20,000—40,000 amid the 200,000 or more inhabitants of
Attica.!!

If the vast majority of Greeks were not entitled to participate in political life, that is,
they were excluded from what went on in the law courts, the Council (Boule), the
Assembly (Ekklesia), theatre, agora (civic centre and market-place) and battlefield, an-
cient Greek sources of all kinds nevertheless insisted that politics and the political life of
citizens were privileged above the private and personal life. Citizens were regarded as
equals in the sense that each could claim the right of private free speech (parthesia) in
general, and equality of public speech (isegoria) in the Assembly, without regard to aris-
tocratic lineage or wealth. The polis, then, was a society of citizens (not inhabitants)
concerned with communal matters.

Committees and annual offices were filled by lot and this meant that a considerable
proportion of Athenian citizens had direct experience in government, even if many of
their duties were of a limited and routine character.'? Their political education was on
the job. Rotation of offices and limited tenure encouraged the involvement of large
numbers of citizens in politicaljudicial activities. Selection of most office holders by lot

8 See Hansen, Athenian Democracy, ch. 2, pp. 4-26 on the ancient evidence, what has survived and the gaps in our
knowledge.

9 In general on attitudes to women see S. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves (New York, 1975).

10 Hansen, Athenian Assembly, pp. 34ff. and n. 232, pp. 149-50.

11 In general see Cartledge, The Greeks, and R. K Sinclair, Democracy and Participation in Athens (Cambridge,

" 1988), p. 114.

12 Aristotle, Athenaion Politeia [AP] 51 gives examples.
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was meant to limit the possibilities of the emergence of one powerful individual or
faction. Before taking up office each citizen underwent a preliminary scrutiny (dokimasia)
before a jury court to determine his citizen ancestry, deme membership (see below, p.
26), whether he treated his parents well, paid his taxes, served on military expeditions,
and fulfilled his religious responsibilities: ‘they ask whether he has an ancestral Apollo
and a household Zeus and where their sanctuaries are’.'” After his year in office the
official publicly had to account for his conduct (euthynai), submitting financial accounts
to auditors and advocates who were appointed by lot from the whole citizenry. ‘There
is nothing in the city that is exempt from accounting, investigation and examination.”"
Serious offences in office or a failure to render proper accounts resulted in prosecutions,
private and public suits”® and impeachment (eisangelia).

Certain military officials who commanded the army and navy, most notably the ten
stratégoi or generals were, however, elected by the Assembly rather than put in office by
lot and these men could be re-elected and build up experience and influence. In a
society geared to warfare this was seen as a necessity.’® But the making of policy and
administrative decisions in the Assembly, which all citizens were entitled to attend and
for which they were paid from the 390s, characterized the exercise of democracy.

Athens had been given a first code of laws by Drako (621) and a second by Solon
(594/3). Until the end of the fifth century further laws were enacted and the Assembly
made decrees which were ‘published’, that is, inscribed on stone pillars and erected on
the Acropolis and in the Agora for all to see. At the end of the fifth century the laws
were republished and a revised code was completed.'” This means that the Assembly
acted under the rule of law. Where changes to the law were proposed, the Assembly
could initiate the change only after due consideration.' The fundamental laws and insti-
tutions (nomoi) of the polis were not easily disregarded by, for instance, votes to alter
them by a decree in a single Assembly." Indeed, every year in the Assembily, after ¢. 400,
there was a vote of confidence in the laws. Justice according to the laws was dispensed
by citizen juries, members of which were chosen by lot and paid for daily attendance.
These laws (rnomoi) were not simply Athens’ ‘legal system’. The nomoi did not differen-
tiate legal from moral concepts and therefore they encompassed customs and ‘a way of
life’ as well as actionable misdeeds which were, at the same time, moral misdeeds. In-
cluded here was religious non-conformity.*

In this agrarian society (Attica) with an urban centre (Athens), the incorporation of
the peasant farmer and the urban craftsman as full members of the political community
appears to have been an ideal peculiar to classical antiquity (and rarely repeated). The
problem for modern scholarship has been to assess the degree to which this ideal was
realized in practice.

13 Arstotle, AP 55.3.

14 Aeschines, Against Ktesiphon, 3.20-2.

15 Aristotle, AP 54.2.

16  Pseudo-Xenophon, On the Constitution of Athens, 1.2-3.

17 Decree and Law (403) quoted by Andocides, On the Mysteries, 83—4, 87 in P. ). Rhodes, The Greek City-States:
a source book (London, 1986), p. 124.

18 Sinclair, Democracy and Participation, p. 221.

19 M. H. Hansen, The Sovereignty of the People’s Court in the Fourth Century 8. and the Public Action Against Consti-
tutional Proposals (Odense, 1974); and M. H. Hansen, Eisangelia (Odense, 1975), pp. 161-206.

20 See Bryant, Moral Codes and Social Structure, especially ch. 4.

ANCIENT ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY 25

The Attic countryside in classical times comprised numerous small properties owned
and worked by peasants and their families. Some would be able to afford a slave or two
whose main work was in the house but who would also help in the fields, especially at
harvest time. These slaves, mostly non-Greeks, were acquired as chattel, by capture or
purchase. The relatively few large estates owned by wealthy citizens were supervised
either directly by the landowner or by estate managers who oversaw their stock of farm
labourers comprising slaves and casual hired labour. The latter consisted of propertyless
citizens or small farmers whose own properties were insufficient to support their fami-
lies. Apart from the large numbers of slaves who worked in the silver mines at Laureion
(whose silver deposits enabled the expansion of the Athenian navy but temporarily went
out of production in the final years of the Peloponnesian war), the bulk of Athenian
slaves worked as domestic labourers or in the lower echelons of the civil service as
policemen, recorders of laws and treaties, in ‘white collar’ services as business agents,
clerks or scribes, bank employees, magistrates’ assistants and craftsmen.?' Slaves were
undoubtedly essential to Athenian life.

But it is now thought to be too much of an oversimplification to describe the Athe-
nian economy as ‘simply’ based on ‘the slave mode of production’.?? Rather, it should
be seen as centring on the Athenian citizen who was both the ‘productive base’ and the
focus of the political system.> The independence of citizens as free men, whether la-
bourers in agriculture, in crafts, in business ventures or as small owners, an independ-
ence from bonds to the wealthier, typified polis life with its distinctive form of property
relations and labour organization® and its recognition of these men as entitled to politi-
cal participation. There 1s little doubt, however, that the availability of slave labour
allowed even moderately poor citizens the leisure sufficient to participate in the ‘affairs
of state’. Eighteenth-century European commentators were distressed by the possibility
of such men being admitted to deliberations on ‘matters of state’. As we shall see, Plato
and Aristotle also argued against the engagement in political deliberation by these sorts
of unleisured amateur; for the political philosophers, statesmanship was a skill that could
only be perfected either by a small group of naturally talented and highly trained men
(Plato) or by those with sufficient leisure to enable them to have experiences beyond
those of private economic survival so that they could then develop the kind of habitual
behaviour that was considered suitable to men engaged in political deliberation on the
common good (Aristotle).

21 Wood, Peasant—Citizen and Slave, p. 45; Sinclair, Democracy and Participation, pp. 197-8; Bryant, Moral Codes
and Social Structure, ch. 4 on the inappropriate modern analogy, already signalled in Marx and Weber, between this
society based on landed property, agriculture and growing seaborne trade interdependence, and later capitalism
with its polarization of town and country. The political economy of polis society was not orientated towards
maximal utilization of productive forces but towards the civic existence of the citizen.

22 Modifying the positions of G. E. M. de Ste Croix, The Class Struggle and P. Anderson, Passages from Antiquity
to Feudalism (London, 1974).

23 Hansen, Athenian Assembly, pp. 32ff. and Wood, Peasant—Citizen and Slave, passim. Max Weber, Economy and
Society, ch. 16 argued for the peasant—citizen as the bearer of ancient democracy. In contrast, Bryant, Moral Codes
and Social Structure, pp. 137—8 argues that the peasant’s political ascent from bondage fostered the emergence of a
slave mode of production, the polis ideal of free and independent self-governing citizens being intimately linked to
chattel slavery.

24 Wood, Peasant—Citizen and Slave, pp. 88-9; M. Austin and P. Vidal-Naquet, Economic and Social History of
Ancient Greece (London, 1977), p. 15.
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Citizens: The Historical Emergence of the Athenian Democratic Constitution

The Athenian citizen came about as the consequence of a number of now famous at-
tempts first to solve conflicts between rich landowning aristocrats and poor peasant
farmers and then to unify separate human groups divided by social, familial, territorial
and religious customs. From the early sixth-century populist reforms of the poet—legis-
lator Solon (650-561), when debts and debt bondage (loans on the security of the debt-
or’s person) were cancelled (594/3), obligations in the form of produce, rent or tribute
owed by a dependent peasant to a landlord disappeared.” Solon seems to have ended the
status of peasant dependence as well as to have cancelled their debts. From then on-
wards, Athenian agriculture was free from relations of juridical dependence and the
‘cause of the common people’ was furthered, as the Aristotelian Constitution of Athens
puts it.” Solon also created a new Council (Boulé) of 400 to perform ‘advance delibera-
tions’ on topics before the meeting of the Assembly of citizens. And he extended to any
person the right to take legal action on behalf of an injured party, thereby allowing any
citizen to contribute to the enforcement of the laws. Plutarch” recounts that when
Solon was asked which is the best-run city, he answered that it is the one in which
wrongdoers are prosecuted and punished no less by those who have not been wronged
than by those who have. The determination of what actions violated the laws and were,
therefore, detrimental to the well-being of the polis was no longer the preserve of the
upper classes. The people (démos) became the court of last resort and from this the later
popular sovereignty of Athens was to develop.®

Between the times of Solon and Kleisthenes, an urban demos appeared and a city-
dwelling group of wealthy business families with it. An urban—rural continuum was
established when Kleisthenes, in part seeking to acquire power for himself and his own
family and friends against the dominant dynastic faction in the late sixth century, de-
vised a system to neutralize aristocratic, dynastic rivalries and to ensure that the power
of the people could at least counterbalance that of the upper classes in the making of
political decisions (508/7).%° As part of a new political order he reorganized the citizens
into ten new tribes. He also introduced new regional units, demes, largely based on
existing villages, as the smallest political entities by which citizens were to be identified.
Demes not only enjoyed local self-government but also acted as constituencies and
contributed a quota to those ‘elected” in the Council (Boule), now a body of 500,
which set the agenda for the Assembly. Through his deme a man became a citizen and
his deme identity followed him despite changes of abode. Deme identity became more
important than the name of one’s father or ancestor (patronymic), so that political
identity was linked to a group that had resulted from an artificial mixing of geographical
and social origins. Anyone who was registered in a deme acquired the name of the deme,
however humble his origins. The ten new tribes, and the allotment of parts of demes to

25 Lintott, Violence, pp. 43-8; M. Ostwald, From Popular Sovereignty to the Sovereignty of Law: law, society and politics
in fifth-century Athens (Berkeley, 1986); Bryant, Moral Codes and Social Structure, pp. 68—73 on Solon’s reallocation of
civic rights on the basis of wealth rather than birth.

26 APo9.1.

27 Solon, 18. vii.

28 Ostwald, Popular Sovereignty, p. 15.

29  Lintott, Violence, pp. 545, 125-6; Herodotus, V. 62.2-63.1; Aristotle, AP 19.3—4.
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each, meant that each tribe had a share in all the regions.” These demes were created to
break up a range of traditional allegiances including important religious cults that had
previously been dominated by aristocratic dynasties.” Kleisthenes also created ten gen-
erals (strategoi), one from each tribe, to command Athens’ armed forces. At the height of
Athens’ military power in the fifth century, these generals became the political leaders
of Athens as well.”

Then, in 462/1 Ephialtes transferred to more representative bodies those politically
important powers that had been exercised by the council of the Areopagus, whose
members had been appointed on the basis of their good birth and wealth. From this time
onwards, Athens was self-consciously democratic.

Until the death of Perikles in 429 Bc, there remained property qualifications for
eligibility to high office so that birth and wealth were still preconditions for political
leadership in Athens.” But in most cases the people as a whole, in Assembly, elected
these men to offices. Indeed, the leadership of the armed forces was determined by
popular vote although those originally ‘permitted’ to fight voluntarily under a general’s
leadership were hoplites, that is, members of the top three property classes. This signals
that although major decisions or legislation could not be made or implemented with-
out the approval of the Assembly of all citizens,” and the common people had the
right to elect their magistrates, a full voice and participation in polis activities were
initially only secured by those of hoplite status. By the mid 450s, however, and during
the leadership of Perikles, himself the grand-nephew of Kleisthenes, the democracy
was further opened out to ordinary citizens, not least by his institution of pay for jury
service. Normally, it was up to individual citizens to prosecute someone even on
‘public’ charges. Some saw this as a major Athenian vice. Aristophanes’ comedies (e.g.
Acharnians, Knights) blame Perikles for turning Athenians into wage-earners (an obser-
vation paralleled in Plato’s Gorgias,515e, 5—7), resulting in a breed of sycophants who
flattered the démos and took care of their stomachs by getting the rich brought to court,
thereby securing the confiscation of their money which then went into the ‘state’
coffers to pay the wages of jurors! But justice was now to be dispensed by paid amateur
magistrates or, in more important cases, by large juries made up of citizens over thirty
years old. These magistrates and juries were concerned as much with the merits of the
litigants making their case before them and with what they took to be the ‘best inter-
ests’ of the polis, as with the strict application of the laws. Litigants were required to
plead their own cases within an allotted amount of time, although they could hire
someone to help them in writing their speech. By instituting pay for jury service and
by increasing his focus on the Athenian people in Assembly who required convincing
of the soundness of his proposals, Perikles further opened out the democracy to wider
public participation.

30 Amstotle, AP 21, ii, iii, iv, vi; the citizens were mixed together, overriding kinship and regional distinctions in
favour of collective self-governance.

31 J.-P. Vernant, Mythe et pensée chez les Grecs, études de psychologie historigue, vol. 1 (Paris, 1981), p. 211 speaks of
Kleisthenes as the founder of a new religion—politics.

32 See O. Murray, Early Greece (London, 1980), ch. 15; D. Whitehead, The Demes of Attica (Princeton, 1986).
33 Ostwald, Popular Sovereignty, pp. 15-23.

34 Ibid., p. 26.
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Equality: Of What and of Whom?

Isegoria, equality of public speech, was intimately tied to democracy as a unique kind of
civic life, especially in contrast to tyrannies. Isegoria, as Herodotus speaks of it, was that
unique characteristic of democracy that allowed each citizen to express his equal member-
ship of the community and in this way he achieved ‘his very self’ through and in commu-
nity.*® This iségoria, introduced by Kleisthenes in 508/7 Bc, was closely linked with the
notion of equality of opportunity to participate in the public sphere of collective decision-
making. It has often been asked whether ordinary citizens availed themselves of such
opportunities. Did they engage in debate prior to collective decisions being taken?** We
are so used to an apathetic citizenry that Athenian ideals appear to be no more than that.

It seems clear that no one expected that everyone of those citizens who attended a
meeting of the Assembly could or would address his fellow citizens. There were numer-
ous ‘quiet Athenians’,” not least because to address the Assembly one needed some skill
and experience in public speaking and some familiarity with the debated issues. Further-
more, to draw up a proposal in writing was a specialist skill. But as an ideal, public
speaking was also a possibility, there for anyone who cared to put his views before the
Assembly and so demonstrate his own excellence on the basis of which he would be
publicly acknowledged and rewarded. As a regular procedure, a herald issued an invita-
tion to all at the Assembly by asking ‘who wishes to speak?’

This conception of equal consideration for each citizen where each had the opportu-
nity to realize equality by being entitled to public speech, seems to have formed the basis
of the uncoerced and informed allegiance to the democratic constitution where all citi-
zens were made to feel they had a stake in the polis, obeying the laws and co-operating.
It did not, however, mean that all men were considered the same in their capacities to
convert whatever personal and private resources they had into worthwhile or satisfying
public activity. Athenians were aware that different individual contexts served to alter,
to some degree, an individual’s personal ideals of what he wanted for himself and his kin
as well as his means to achieving them. But collectively, the ideal of public participation
and the admiration for those who chose, in suitable contexts, to serve the community,
were upheld. As we shall see, Aristotle was intensely interested in those aspects of life
which prevented some men from realizing their collective and individual ideals.

For the later fifth century Bc, these ideals were famously put into the mouth of Perikles
by the historian Thucydides (2.37) when he said that in Athens, ‘rule is not by the few but
by the majority. In private disputes all are equal before the law, whereas in public affairs
appointments are according to merit and personal reputation. What matters is not rotation
[of office] but ability. Poverty does not debar a man from recognition if only he can be of
value to the polis’. He added that in their private lives Athenians were free and tolerant and
in public affairs they kept to the law because it commanded their deep respect.™

35 Herodotus, 5.78.

36 B. Campbell, ‘Paradigms Lost: classical Athenian politics in modern myth’, History of Political Thought X (1989),
pp. 189-213; R. Osborne, Démos: the Discovery of Classical Attica (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 64F.

37 See L. B. Carter, The Quiet Athenian (Oxford, 1986).

38  See M. L. Finley, ‘Leaders and Followers’ in his Democracy Ancient and Modem, ch. 1; but see also N. Loraux,
The Invention of Athens: the funeral oration in the classical city (Cambridge, MA, 1986).
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In the fourth century, the ideal of public participation was expressed by Aeschines,®
who noted that

in oligarchies [where the rich rule] it is not he who wishes but he who is in authority that
addresses the people [in Assembly]; whereas in democracies he speaks who chooses and
whenever it seems to him good. And the fact that a man speaks only at intervals marks him
as a man who takes part in politics because of the call of the hour and for the common
good; whereas to leave no day without its speech is the mark of a man who is making a
trade of it and talking for pay.

The types of people with a variety of personal talents and from a variety of back-
grounds who sought power and influence in the Assembly changed during the two
centuries of expanding democracy. If in the sixth century Athenian public life was domi-
nated by aristocrats, greater account was taken of the ordinary citizens of the démos
during the fifth century, some of whom increasingly participated in debates and voted in
the Assembly. The constitutional reforms of Ephialtes, beginning in 462/1 Bc, brought
into being what some were to regard as the full democracy, so that Perikles could there-
after argue that democratic principles relied on the fact that the conduct of Athenian
affairs was entrusted to many.* For the more ambitious, instruction was offered by
Sophists (see below, pp. 45-9) in the art of getting on in life through persuasive public
speaking. Those who could afford their fees or could pay for the services of a profes-
sional speech-writer to help them speak on their own behalf in court, prospered in their
public ambitions. At the end of the fifth century some of these ambitious men may have
lacked traditional aristocratic birth but they had acquired sufficient wealth, often in
manufacturing enterprises. Such men became increasingly influential with the démos so
that by the fourth century hardly any political leader was of aristocratic descent. This
meant that the ordinary citizens, collectively, enjoyed the last word in major decisions,
whereas an ordinary man on his own and as an amateur could not realistically hope to
compete with those whose acquired rhetorical skills and expertise, owing much to their
fortunate economic circumstances, brought them to prominence. Therefore, in the Athe-
nian polis in which political initiative was stimulated by ambition (philofimia) and com-
petition (hamilla), the equality that was seen to matter was that of opportunity among
peers.

Isonomia on the other hand, or equality through the law, or, as Thucydides says (2.37.1)
equality before the law, ensured that men of differing wealth, power, social status, clev-
erness and eloquence were to be treated equally by the laws and by judges or state-paid
jurors in the courtroom who were responsible for the administration of justice. Aristotle
would refer to this kind of justice as corrective or rectificatory. He said:

It makes no difference whether a gosd man has defrauded a bad one or vice versa, nor
whether a good man or a bad man has committed adultery; all that the law considers is the
difference caused by the injury; and it treats the parties as equals, only asking whether one
has committed and the other suffered an injustice, or whether one has inflicted and the
other suffered a hurt.*!

39 Against Ktesiphon, 3.22.
40 Thucydides, 2.37.1.
41 N. Ethics, V, iv, 1132a2-7; see ch. 4, this volume.
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What seems not to have been argued in democratic Athens was that all men were
equal by nature in the sense that all men were the same. Satisfied with political arrange-
ments that secured legal equality, and ever-concerned with political stability, Athenians
for the most part accepted economic inequality. No one deserved to be poor but some
had the ill luck to be so. They also accepted an inequality of talents and temperament,*?
as is clear from Perikles’ reference to merit. The latter was often fostered by what was
clearly a differential in the kind of wealth that could sustain more than average leisure for
political engagement on the part of the ambitious who sought leadership and promi-
nence through debate in the Assembly. Observing retrospectively the behaviour of those
who chose to exercise their freedom to speak in Assembly, democrats were willing to
reward those who deployed their leisure in such a way as obviously to give more valu-
able advice than others. To speak in the Assembly was acknowledged to require more
than mere leisure; it required either natural talent or training and the will to put these to
public use. As Demosthenes insisted in the fourth century,* Athenian democratic free-
dom was preserved by the competition of virtuous men for public honours. It was only
anti-democrats who stressed that democracy meant a belief in the equality of nature in
the sense of an equality of talent, intellect and ambition,* giving the impression that
democrats had no interest in recognizing that some men had proven themselves to be
more worthy of public recognition than others.

Sparta

Those who had little admiration for Athenian democratic ‘freedoms’ looked to the
other large and powerful city-state of the time, Sparta, for inspiration. Indeed, the Athe-
nian oligarch Kritias, the leader of the Thirty Tyrants imposed on Athens by Sparta in
404/3, and an associate of Socrates and relative of Plato, argued against the Thucydidean
Perikles. He claimed that the most free of free Greeks were not Athenians but Spartans.
We have very few contemporary documents from Sparta, but during the fifth century
BC this city-state came to be seen by anti-democrats as an ideal oligarchy of a very
distinctive kind.*® Both Herodotus and Thucydides describe Spartan history and or-
ganization, although they are not always in agreement. Other information comes from
the Spartan admirer Xenophon,* from Plato,* from Aristotle, who is often critical,*
and from the later Plutarch* among others.

Full citizen Spartiates (also called Lacedaemonians) were members of an Assembly

42 J. K. Davies, Wealth and Power of Wealth in Classical Athens (New York, 1981), pp. 15-37; P. Millett, ‘Patron-
age and its Avoidance in Classical Athens’, in A. Wallace-Hadrill, ed., Patronage in Ancient Society (London, 1989),
pp. 15-47; P. Cartledge, ‘Comparatively Equal’ in J. Ober and C. Hedrick, eds, Demokratia: a conversation on
democractes, ancient and modern (Princeton, NJ, 1996), pp. 175-85.

43 Against the Law of Leptines.

44 For instance, Isocrates, Areopagiticus, discussed in Millett, ‘Patronage’, pp. 28ff.

45 E. N. Tigerstedt, The Legend of Sparta in Classical Aniiguity 3 vols (Stockholm and Uppsala, 1965-78); P.
Cartledge, Agesilaus and the Crisis of Sparta (London, 1987).

46 Sparntan Constitution, Hellenika.

47 Republic, VHI, 548; Laws.

48  Politics Il and V.

49  Lives of Lykourgos and Agesilaus.
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where they had some power of decision-making in running their city-state, but not as
much as citizens in the Athenian Assembly. Spartan citizens were a small minority of the
overall population that included helots, a subjugated, often volatile, indigenous people
who were bound to the land and left with a degree of freedom, including the capacity to
own goods so long as they produced enough to support the dominant Spartiates. Helots
could be liberated by the state as a reward for fighting well for Sparta in war. But they
could also be killed with impunity and there was an annual state declaration of war
against them! The population of Lakonia also included perioikoi (dwellers around), free
men who lived in cities other than Sparta, ran their own communities, engaged in
commerce and crafts, and served as military auxiliaries, but they were not full citizens
and in greater matters were subject to Spartiates. Spartiates cultivated austerity in a way
that set them apart from all other Greeks. They devoted themselves to a near full-time
military life in order to maintain their conquests and were forbidden by law to own
silver and gold or to engage in commerce and crafts.

The Spartan constitution (the nomoi which included rules, customs and practices),
established probably early in the seventh century Bc, was held to have been granted by a
legendary lawgiver, Lykourgos. His institutions lasted, with modifications, until the third
century BC.* According to Plutarch, Lykourgos had originally persuaded all Spartiates to
pool their lands and redistribute them afresh, equally, so that each citizen had an allot-
ment that secured his livelihood, worked for him by helots, and permitted him to devote
his time to being a full-time Spartan. Thereafter, Spartiates ‘sought primacy through
virtue in the belief that there was no difference or inequality between one man and
another, except that defined by reproach for shameful actions and praise for good’.”'
Spartan virtue was equated with a disdain for personal luxury and wealth and a love of
military valour in the service of the city-state’s military demands.

Lykourgos was also said to have provided for two hereditary kings, originally said to
have descended from Herakles (Hercules), who served both as religious heads of state
and as commanders of the army. They were answerable to the citizens when they re-
turned from campaigns. The two kings sat with twenty-eight men over sixty years of
age, elected for life and by popular acclaim from a privileged circle of aristocratic fami-
lies, to constitute the Gerousia. This council of elders acted as a lawcourt to try important
cases and not only discussed initial proposals for foreign policy and legislation before
these were presented to the Assembly (Ekklesia) of Spartiate citizens, but could reject
‘crooked decisions’ made by the Assembly. Aristotle says they were not required to
render an account of their office holding and hence, were subject to bribery.* Lastly,
there was a group of five Ephors (overseers) who were the civilian heads of state, respon-
sible for day to day affairs, elected for one year from the whole body of male adult
Spartiates. Xenophon said the Ephors could, like tyrants, prevent a man from completing
his term of office if they detected him to be in breach of the law and they could punish
him on the spot. Ephors received the reports of outgoing officials, decided lawsuits con-
cerning contracts and generally supervised the system of Spartiate military life.

To Lykourgos was also attributed the distinctive Spartan system of military training by

50 See D. M. MacDowell, Spartan Law (Edinburgh, 1986).
51 Plutarch, Lykourgos 8, i—viii.
52 Politics 11 1270b 35-1271a 6, 1271a 9-12.
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age-classes. Spartan fathers did not have the right to decide to rear their offspring. Their
infant was inspected by elders and if the child was ‘ill born or deformed’ it was sent to ‘a
place with pits by Mount Taygetus’ and exposed to die.” If ‘well-built and robust’,
however, the child was reared at home. But from the age of seven boys were taken from
their families and placed in ‘herds’ with boy leaders, while older men watched them play
and provoked them to fight and quarrel so that ‘they learned about character and strug-
gles’. Although they ‘learned letters’, this was taught only so far as literacy was necessary
to the rest of their training in responsiveness to command, endurance in hardship and
victory in battle. Then their hair was cropped, they went about barefoot and played
naked. At twelve they lived without tunics and were given only one cloak for the year.
They slept in barracks on rush pallets which they made with their own hands. The older
men believed they were fathers, tutors and commanders of all the boys and they encour-
aged them to take leaders from among the most valiant of the older boys. At twenty, a
young Spartiate took command in battle while the younger boys served him at dinner
and elsewhere. Dinners were provided for in messes and each member contributed
monthly contributions of produce to be shared collectively. Only at thirty did they
return home to their families, but they continued to dine in the military mess, as no
Spartiate was allowed to dine at home.

While Spartan women did not go into barracks they received an education, based on
physical exercise, that was similar to the men. They were not expected to weave or spin,
were not allowed jewellery, had to keep their hair cut short, and they mixed freely and
exercised with the men. Their role in Spartan society was to produce soldier-sons. In
fact, married women could, with their husband’s permission, bear children by men
other than their husbands in order to ensure a supply of young Spartans for military
service.* When we read Plato’s Republic we will need to recall this.

The Spartan constitution showed anti-democrats how a strong polis could be main-
tained without stasis (civil strife) or tyranny. Almost all the debates which attracted the
attention of non-Spartan sources dealt with foreign policy and here, although decisions
were taken by shouting approval in the Assembly, the proposals and speeches were
almost invariably made by kings, elders and Ephors. Many matters that, in Athens, were
decided by the Assembly, in Sparta were left to Ephors and the Gerousia. Plato observed
that the power of the Ephors was tyrannical® but, as we shall see, other aspects of their
constitution would be paralleled in the provisions Plato made for the education of his
guardian class in the Republic.

Where Perikles had praised the individuality and diversity of Athenian life with its
many foci of loyalty to family, friends and private enterprise in economic affairs, Sparta
seemed to stand for opposing values that allowed an individual to succeed only through
service to the whole community, that is, through military service, patriotism, courage
and devotion to the polis over individual pleasure and profit. The Spartan ‘state’ inter-
fered far more than did the Athenian ‘state’ in what Athenian citizens considered to be
matters pertaining more properly to the autonomy of the family. But Spartan values

53 Plutarch, Lykourgos 16, i-ii; the exposure of unwanted infants was a common practice throughout Greece but
ousside Sparta it was normally done only on the parents’ initiative.

54 P. Cartledge, ‘Spartan Wives: liberation or licence?’, Classical Quarterly 31 (1981), pp. 84-105; MacDowell,
Spartan Law, p. 85.

55 Laws 712d.

ANCIENT ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY 33 [

were the ones that left the rest of Greece in their debt when, at Thermopylae, and
despite being massively outnumbered, the Spartans led the Greek resistance to the in-
vading Persians at the beginning of the fifth century Bc. And Sparta was able to defeat
Athens at the end of the fifth century sc. Into the fourth century s Sparta would
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continue to try to replace democracies with compliant oligarchies.

Athenians Reject Oligarchy

The argument between democrats and oligarchs worked itself through the events of the
late fifth century Bc. Those who during the twenty-seven years of the Peloponnesian war
with Sparta (431-404) insisted that the operations of a full democracy caused the lack of
Athenian success, not least in prosecuting war, were able briefly to engineer an oligarchic
revolution in 411. But with the violent excesses committed by these oligarchs and, in
particular, the violence committed by the so-called Thirty Tyrants who were imposed
on Athens by the Spartan victors in 404/3 in order to abolish its democratic constitution,
Athenians thereafter successfully resisted and rejected oligarchy as a practical alternative
to democracy. The democratic resistance to the oligarchy, led from outside Athens by a
band of exiles, many of whom were artisans and shopkeepers,” had entered the polis
under arms and defeated the combined forces of the Spartans and the Thirty in the port
of Piracus. Among those who died were Plato’s relatives and associates.” The democracy
was restored in 403/2 in somewhat less radical form than previously. A call for national
reconciliation and an amnesty for those who had sided with the Thirty (except for their
closest associates) was accompanied by an intensification of anti-aristocratic feeling.*” But
if good birth was now not seen as necessary to political ambition, a measure of wealth,
inherited or acquired, appears to have been a prerequisite for most of those who aspired
to leadership in order to sustain more than average political ambitions.

Ordinary Athenians appear to have believed that all Athenian citizens, and probably
all Greeks, naturally had a measure of justice and good sense.*’ The further skills neces-
sary for participating in the polis could be taught and developed through just legal and
political arrangements. But only in a very minimal sense did democrats insist on an
equality of ‘nature’ among male citizens, and this belief in a minimal natural equality
encouraged them to trust in selection by lot, indicating that they considered all citizens
to be capable of leaming to rule and be ruled in turn. In itself, this may appear to us to be
an extraordinary attitude which displays a remarkable trust in the capacities of one’s
neighbours, whether or not any of them ever realizes his acknowledged potentials. Over
and above this minimal equality of nature, however, the competition for civic honours
was a major characteristic of politeia (citizenship), a competition that was undoubtedly
framed by differentials in wealth.*" But more fundamental than wealth were the rules

56 Xenophon's Hellenika gives information on the continuous inter-polis warfare throughout mainland and east-
ern Greece into the fourth century Bc.

57 Xenophon. II. 425, II. 4.40-2.

58 See Republic L.

59  Sinclair, Democracy and Participation, pp. 42--3.

60  Plato, Protagoras 319a—324d.

61 J. K. Davies, Democracy and Classical Greece, 2nd edn (London, 1993), p. 126.
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and conventions, that is, the laws, which safeguarded the political activity of free agents
within a community that practised a distinct form of political rule: rule by all. Therefore,
fundamental to this democracy was the notion of freedom, in Greek eleutheria, a word
whose resonances are only in part grasped by the modern English word ‘liberty’.

Freedom

In general, Greek freedom (eleutheria) meant (1) not to be enslaved, not to serve another
man.® It describes the autonomy of the self-sufficient peasant-farmer citizen. But it has
been noted that the emergence of this concept of an autonomous individual, free from
servitude, allows for and perhaps depends on its clearly defined opposite: the legal slave
who, as an individual, was deprived of all rights to autonomy.**

The ancient world in general was comprised of slave-owning cultures and here the
Greeks were no exception, embarrassing as this fact may have been to some modern
scholars who could hardly believe that so extraordinary a culture, concerned as it was
with justice, equality and freedom, could adhere to so evident an abuse.* But classical
Greece would have been very different in many ways if it had not had slavery. Unfree
peoples were part of its history (e.g. the helots in Sparta) and hence seen as somehow
natural, even though at crucial moments slaves were offered freedom (although not
citizenship)® if they participated in battle. From the time of the defeat of the Persians
(480/79) the Greeks became increasingly disdainful of non-Greeks in general, whom
they called barbarians from their evaluation of the sounds foreigners made (‘bar-bar’)
when they spoke their own language, to say nothing of their inferiorly developed politi-
cal systems. Slaves were overwhelmingly, though not exclusively ‘barbarian’ non-Greeks,
for the most part war captives, and often associated with Thrace and Thracians to the
north.*® As we have seen, it is not simply that slaves were expedient for the classical
Greek economy; they seem to have been necessary as an intellectual category by which
a Greek could determine his own identity as ‘free’ and as autonomous within the limits,
of course, of natural dependencies which, none the less, must never completely take him
over. A Greek man defeated in battle was ideally never to allow himself to be captured
and enslaved by the victors; he would prefer to die even at his own hands because life
was not worth living at all costs, or at least, this is the way the ideal was represented by
Anstotle in Book I of the Politics.”” In contrast, those who allowed themselves to be
enslaved after battle, like women and children, displayed a slavish mentality. But even
here the issue was not so simple and Aristotle tells us that in his own day there was much

62 See M. L. Finley, The Ancient Economy (London, 1973), p. 28; also see R. G. Mulgan, ‘Liberty in Ancient
Greece’, in Z. Pelczynski and J. Gray, eds, Conceptions of Liberty in Political Philosophy (Oxford, 1984), pp. 7-26,
contrasted with M. H. Hansen, “Was Athens a Democracy?’, especially pp. 8-17.

63 See the discussions in ].-P. Vernant, Myth and Society in Ancient Greece, trans. J. Lloyd (London, 1980), pp. 81—
2; Cartledge, The Greeks, ch. 6; Bryant, Moral Codes, pp. 136-7.

64 On the anachronistic intrusion of modern moralistic bias into this debate see M. 1. Finley, Ancient Slavery and
Modern Ideology (New York, 1980).

65 Butsee Rhodes, The Greek City-States, p. 107: near the end of the Peloponnesian war, at the battle of Arginusae
(406 B¢), Athenians offered freedom and citizenship to slaves willing to row in an emergency fleet.
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67 See chapter 4.

ANCIENT ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY 35

discussion about whether enslavement could ever be justified on any grounds other than
force and expediency.

In Athens, it may not have been possible to distinguish a slave from a citizen by his
dress or bearing, and citizens and slaves worked alongside one another in a range of
activities.®® But a slave-owning citizen was able to treat slaves as items of property and
were a slave to be mistreated, he had no recourse to legal action himself. The slave was
entirely dependent on his master’s good will and if the slave committed a wrong, he was
punished bodily, whereas a citizen who broke the law had his goods confiscated, paid
fines and appeared in court.” Demosthenes in the fourth century BC saw this as the real
difference between a slave and a free man.”

Greek freedom also meant (2) that the community was not to be dominated by an-
other, a freedom of the polis, whatever its constitution (be it democracy or oligarchy), to
be autonomous in its self-rule and therefore to make its own laws and administer justice
as it saw fit. The preservation of one’s own state’s autonomy was not seen as inconsist-
ent, however, with depriving another state of its.

Added to this, however, was (3) a distinctive democratic understanding of freedom
which, as a constitutional concept, was associated not only with freedom from
factionalism but also with freedom of political participation in the public sphere where
the laws, rather than an individual or factional group, were sovereign. This freedom
was realized, in part, as a consequence of public pay for jurors, instituted by Perikles to
counteract poorer citizens’ dependency on the magnanimity of virtuous, landowning
aristocratic patrons.”’ The polis also came to provide other forms of public pay, for
holding public office, attending the Assembly, and rowing in the ﬂeeF. Indeed, for
poorer citizens there were state stipends and maintenance grants for the dlsabled. Even-
tually, there was even a fund to enable poor citizens to attend major festivals. Linked to
the democratic understanding of freedom was an expectation of personal freedom in
the private spheres of life. This kind of democratic, constitutional freedom was npt
valued by oligarchies or monarchies, nor by political philosophers whose sympathies
often attached them to these regimes. Disparagingly, they called this democratic free-
dom an anarchic, lawless, liberty ‘to do what one likes’, subsidized through public
funds.

The notion of an Athenian citizen’s freedom was both a privilege and a claim, rein-
forced by the myth that Athenians were autochthonous, that is, born of the soil a.n.d SO
unlike the descendants of ancestors who came from other lands. The Athenian citizen
was also free from a regular direct tax and had a right to own land. But his right to attend
the Assembly was not conditioned by his ownership of land. In the sph.ere of law, he
enjoyed ‘unrestricted capacity’: at eighteen he was enrolled in the deme register, at twenty
he could attend all meetings of the Assembly and participate in discussions and voting,
from twenty to twenty-nine he gained military experience and at thirty he was entitled
to offer himself for selection to the Council of 500 (Boulé) or to other offices of state and

68 Xenophon, Athenian Constitution, i.10 deplored the fact that Athenians could not be distinguished from slaves
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70 22.55, 24.167.
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serve on juries. Athenian freedom was therefore, both a negative and a positive concept,
a freedom from certain impositions or limitations and a freedom to engage in certain activi-
ties.”

Behind all three notions of freedom was the idea of self~determination both at the
individual and collective levels. But what was not emphasized in any of these ideas of
freedom is the modern liberal democratic notion that the individual lives of citizens,
determined by uniquely personal preferences, however acquired, were to be protected
or enhanced by setting limits to collective, community control. The citizen’s individual
‘rights’ were not spoken of as protected ‘private possessions’ nor was the preservation of
these individual ‘rights” understood as the reason for the subsequent foundation of po-
litical communities.” For Greeks, the political man lived not only for himself but, in the
first instance, for his family and friends. The polis was not usually seen to be merely a
utilitarian construction for the individual, autonomous self. Humans were thought to
be, from the beginning, social.”* Politics, thereafter, emerged from ‘the social’ as a con-
sequence of both necessary and voluntary allegiances to others. Some Greeks appear to
have floated the hypothesis that the state and its laws (as opposed to earlier forms of
natural human associations, or natural societies) came into being as a contract between
individuals for the mutual self-preservation of the contractees,” so that the political
realm of the city-state was nothing more than a product of convention. Indeed, Plato
has one of his main characters in the Republic, Glaucon, argue that this conventionalism
is the common opinion on the nature and origin of justice in the polis.”® But tradition-
ally, Athenians seemed to prefer the notion that the polis with its laws and institutions,
no less than society as its necessary precursor with its natural division of tasks, was natural
to humankind. Politics was the natural outcome of human nature and its activity. Was
Plato implying that this traditional view was no longer widely held or was Glaucon
meant to reflect a minority view which not only misunderstood public sentiment but
was, according to Plato himself, untrue?”’

In another dialogue, set in the proud times before the outbreak of the Peloponnesian
war, Plato has the Sophist Protagoras provide what looks like the traditional view when
he has him tell the ‘creation’ story of how mortal creatures were created by the gods
from a mixture of earth and fire. The gods Prometheus and Epimetheus were then
charged with ensuring that no species should be destroyed. Epimetheus, however, fool-
ishly distributed all the survival powers to the brute beasts, leaving none for the human
race who remained naked, unshod and unarmed. Therefore, Prometheus stole from the
gods Hephaestus and Athena the two gifts of skill in the arts and fire, and gave them to

72 This contrasts with Isaiah Berlin’s discussion of ancient Greek liberty in his ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’ in L.
Berhin, Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford, 1969), pp. 118-72.
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humankind so that the species could survive.” With these skills men then discovered
speech and constructed houses, made clothes and got food from the earth. Thus pro-
vided for, they lived at first in scattered groups (societies). But to save themselves from the
ravages of stronger, wild beasts, they then came together to found fortified cities. Not
being as yet endowed with political wisdom they fought with one another until Zeus
got Hermes to impart to all men alike a share in the qualities of respect for others and a sense
of justice. In this way order was brought into cities and a bond of friendship and union
was created. Thereafter, humankind as a species with a final, determined nature which
now includes a moral sense, naturally lives in law-governed poleis.” A ‘person’ who does
not share in these moral, social excellences is not human and ‘should not be among
human beings at all’.

In this setting then, freedom did not mean independence in the sense of not having to
depend on others. It was not simply that the Greeks observed that some of the best
pleasures may come from dependencies. It was also that they thought dependencies
were natural to men and not forced upon them by a state which had to be kept within
a limited sphere of its own activities. Athenian social relations were founded on a system
of reciprocal obligations between relations, neighbours and friends (philoi). The
maximization of overall social objectives was not considered to be the job of the state,
seen as an instrumental construction, but rather, it was the job of free, naturally depend-
ent men who were the state.

Private and Public Life

This is the reason that their collective regulations protected individual citizens from
violations of their person, property and home, from torture, from execution without
trial, that is, from harm that could be inflicted by individual officials who might misuse
their office and the collective power of the institutions of the polis and, thereby, violate
the laws. It has already been mentioned that at the expiration of their term of office,
magistrates were called to account and any citizen could bring a private suit against an
official of the polis which would be heard by public arbitrators in the first instance, and in
the case of an appeal, by a popular court. Athenians were known to be litigious. They
emphasized that citizens were equally protected by the law (isonomia) and this seems to
have meant something quite specific: in cases where the law was violated, they blamed
magistrates and political individuals. They did not blame the démos or the polis. Individu-
als rather than collective institutions bore responsibility for violating law. Athenians do
not appear to have pitted the individual agent against ‘the state’. Instead, the laws bound
those in office and protected citizens against their abuse by polis officials.

Athenians lived private lives and exercised private freedoms in the social and eco-
nomic spheres without necessarily emphasizing those individual aspects of private life
that distinguished one person from another. In the private sphere of life, one educated
one’s children (most Athenians learned to read and write in primary schools, although
attendance was not compulsory), regulated family life and its economic survival in trade

78  Proto-humans, as Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, calls them (p. 90); also see pp. 100-2. Nussbaum argues
(p. 103) that Protagoras’ speech provides a non-Humean picture of social virtue.
79  Protagoras, 320d-323a.
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or agriculture, lived and worked side by side with women and children, slaves and
foreigners and work colleagues — some free citizens, others free and Greek but not
Athenian and therefore, non-citizens. The public, political sphere of the polis regulated
those social activities that were judged to be connected with the city-state: its laws (on
marriage, legitimacy, property), its policies of war and peace, its religious rituals and
beliefs. Politics was not primarily about the reallocation of private economic resources,
despite the considerable state transfers of money to poor citizens to enable them to
engage in jury service and Assembly attendance. Politics was about the activities in
which citizens participated when they were engaged in ruling and being ruled. Beyond
this, the negotiation of economic well-being was a private, familial concern. The polis
then, was an exclusive society of citizens whose own political activities were marked off
from their activities in other spheres of life in the community and family. Once again,
the polis of Athens was the Athenian citizens and not its territory or inhabitants in gen-
eral. Here, the well-ordered city-state was believed to be realized through the publicly
scrutinized behaviour of ambitious men whose ideal was meant to be the overriding of
factional interests of rich and poor in the society. They were meant to serve the good life
of the whole community in its interests as these were determined by collective public
debate and decision.*

The polis was conceived as standing outside all class or factional interests despite their
evident presence in society. Indeed, it was a criminal offence to be paid for political
activity and there were no parties in the modern sense to which a citizen could be
affiliated. The democracy’s political goals were meant to transcend faction (stasis) and
objectives were meant to express collectively held moral norms as well as to be prag-
matic.

One of the most distinctive of the collectively held moral norms in Athens was the
expectation of civic courage, for a free man to die on behalf of his polis whereupon his
children would be publicly supported by the city until they came of age. This 1s empha-
sized in Thucydides’ representation of ‘the quintessential Athenian civic discourse’, the
funeral oration of Perikles, delivered in 430 BC at a state function to honour Athens’ war
dead, one year into the Peloponnesian war. Here Perikles expressed the ideals for which
they had died. He also pointed to those collectively held moral ideals for which Atheni-
ans were meant to live:™

We find it possible for the same people to attend to private affairs and public affairs as well,
and notwithstanding our varied occupations to be adequately informed about public affairs.
For we are unique in regarding the man who does not participate in these affairs at all not
as a man who minds his own business but as useless.

Therefore, the Assembly, that mass meeting on the hillside called the Pnyx, southwest
of the Agora, where, in the fifth century Bc, a maximum of 6,000 citizens could be seated
at any one time, was the heart of the system. At each meeting the composition was

80 See M. Berent, *Stasis, or the Greek Invention of Politics’, History of Political Thought 19 (1998), pp. 331-62,
who argues that the Greek polis was what anthropologists call a stateless community, characterized by the absence of
public coercive apparatuses. Hence, the Greek concept of politics was very different from the modern concept.
Similarly, Max Weber, Economy and Society, p. 1,364.
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different so that policy-makers, concerned to win votes to secure a favoured decision on
the day, needed to perfect their oratorical skills to sway the thousands in this outdoor
audience. None could be certain that decrees (psephismata) made in a previous Assembly
and relating to temporary or specific circumstances would not be reversed by the next.

Some people have found it difficult to imagine ordinary men having been actively
engaged in politics and debate to the degree implied by Athenian ideals. There has simi-
larly been much debate over who actually attended the Assembly, perhaps to sit there
contributing only to the often raucous crowd response to the powerful thetoric deployed
in the string of speeches heard. In larger democracies like Athens, Aristotle noted that the
multitude ‘without resources’ had sufficient, even too much leisure and were in receipt
of state pay which enabled them to participate in the Assembly, perhaps even more
regularly than did the rich who either had to pay attention to their private affairs*? or, like
Plato, chose to devote their time to philosophy.** But for the fourth century at least, there
is evidence to show that those who were liable to the property tax that paid for wars did
attend the Assembly in large numbers. And the payment which induced the poorer citi-
zens to attend the forty or more meetings of the Assembly each year seems to indicate
that in this democracy, leisure and its provisions either through private wealth or public
subsidy were seen as crucial in involving a cross-section of Athenians in the communal
affairs of the polis. Indeed, one of the marks of a developed democracy, according to
Aristotle’s Politics (1293a 2—7, 1294a 40-1, 1298b, 18), was precisely the provision of
public pay to its citizens to sit in the Assembly. As he saw it, since democracies tended to
have large populations of the poor, then if the state had no (imperial) revenues to hand
out, it would not be feasible to hold many Assembly meetings. Hence, he says that the
truly democratic statesman without access to continuous state funds for payments must
consider how the poor may be saved from excessive poverty. Otherwise corruption will
not be avoided. He suggests (Pol. 1320a 17-b4} that a central fund be set up by the richer
(virtuous) citizens from which funds may be given to those in need so that they can buy
a small plot or set up in trade. If Aristotle supposes a scenario where state funds are simply
not available, or if we read him as criticizing democratic Athens and implying that a
society’s real virtue can only be exercised by private, voluntary charity to the poor, others
would argue even more vigorously that the state, no matter how wealthy, ought not to
provide public pay. Indeed, oligarchs repeatedly tried to abolish pay for public officials
and to limit political activity to smaller numbers (e.g. in 411 Bc). But if it is argued that
this must have been an extremely costly system to operate, we need reminding that
whenever Athens was on the verge of bankruptcy, this was not because of the democratic
public expenditure but because of the high costs of its wars.

Leadership

Whatever the extent of ordinary political engagement, however, it was accepted that
the polis needed to be led and Greek writers distinguished between good and bad
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character types who displayed certain essential qualities of leadership. Foremost was the
distinction between a citizen who gives leadership with nothing else in mind but the
good of the polis and whose skill in oratory leads to that end, and the man who puts
himself forward out of self-interest and therefore panders to the worst instincts of the
mob. The latter were attacked in the mid fifth century by ‘the best people’, who at-
tached to the neutral term used for a leader of the demos, demagogus, a pejorative conno-
tation. Demagogues were, from then onwards, those who were said to have divided the
community into factions. Instead of answering the crucial question: in whose interest
does a leader lead? with reference to the good life of the whole, the demagogue was now
said to answer it usually in terms of the poor faction in order to secure his own power
base. At the same time the word démos, usually referring to all the citizens, came also to
refer, pejoratively, to the common or lower people, the mob. And their right of free
speech (parrhesia) whether or not they spoke in the Assembly, came to mean for the
crypto-oligarch Isocrates in the fourth century Bc, nothing more than slanderous behav-
iour.®

Anistotle noted that the character type of Athenian leaders underwent a great change
after Perikles died (429 BC) and the Peloponnesian war ended with the Spartan victory
(404/3). Unul Perikles, Aristotle said that political leaders had largely been drawn from
aristocratic families and it was many of these men, as we have seen, who were the
architects of the reforms which completed the democracy itself. But after Perikles, lead-
ers came from a different ancestry with different outlooks. Likewise, Thucydides (2.65),
perhaps exaggerating, described an immense gulf between Perikles — as an astute, aristo-
cratic leader, indeed, as a stratégos, or general, ruling over a nominal democracy but
where power was in his hands as its first citizen — and Perikles’ successors, who instead of
leading the people were led by them. A new breed of politicians whose wealth came
from business and manufacture rather than agriculture was said to appeal directly to the
poorer elements in the démos, thereby demonstrating the importance of iségoria in achieving
full control by the Assembly over state affairs® to the dismay of Socrates and Plato. Did
these new leaders not only display non-traditional character traits but also hold to differ-
ent values?

Heroic Politics versus an Amateur Citizenry: Character Formation

It appears that moral conduct, especially of those in authority, and morally correct leg-
islation continued to be thought to be the determinants of a successful polis. As we have
seen, Perikles argued that the democratic constitution was organized for the many but
he also noted how political leadership fell to those worthy of it in that they were indi-
viduals with arete, that is, the best, noblest and ablest. What kind of language is this?
Scholars who have studied the heroic literature of ancient Greece have observed the
evolution of an ideal character type from the eighth to fifth centuries B, and they tell
the following story as Greek society underwent alterations from being at first ruled by
kings to later democratic rule.

In the eighth century Bc when Homer is thought to have composed his epic poems

84  Millett, ‘Patronage’, p. 28.
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the lliad and the Odyssey, the aristocratic military ideal man of excellence (arete) was
considered to have inherited certain qualities that were not wholly within his control .*
He was portrayed as competitive among equals in a disorderly, unstable world. He was
aggressive and courageous as a warrior and leader of fighting men, a hero whose honour
depended in large part upon the good opinion of others so that he acted to avoid being
shamed and dishonoured. His notion of justice was indifferent to any intent behind an
action; it was the act that mattered and the more spectacular the better. This hero is
presented as chafing at the restrictiveness of mortality itself, which he attempts to over-
ride by performing a monumental, immortal deed to win him undying renown.*” His
heroic ambition did not, however, bring him happiness. Rather, it brought him and his
kin fame. Heroic pride and self-esteem often made this type of character prepared to run
risks only on his own behalf and he was therefore an unreliable protector of those who
were socially his inferiors.*® His behaviour rarely fostered co-operative relations. He was
irresponsible from a political perspective. So too the gods, while not acting at random,
are portrayed as prone to fickleness, also pursuing their own honour and success but,
unlike the hero, without suffering sorrow. Yet Zeus, in particular, is presented as con-
cerned for justice in human society where the hero, in contrast, expresses little. Zeus is
said to have put one superior, one king, in command of the people so that with his army,
the king is Zeus’s punishment of unjust men (Homer). Kings are seen as divine instru-
ments. But kingly political authority is also shown to defer to one of his companions’
heroic ambition for honour (as in the case of Achilles).

The literature of the subsequent Archaic age (seventh to sixth centuries Bc), however,
reveals a deepened awareness of human insecurity and helplessness combined with the
notion that the gods are hostile and actively resent a man’s success and happiness. It is a
view found in the works of Hesiod and it represents the attitudes of peasant culture
rather than those of an anistocratic elite. An ordinary man is said to be responsible neither
for his ruin nor his success. Hubris {(an almost untranslatable Greek concept, meaning
something like the proud and deliberate attack on the honour of another to inflict shame
and public humiliation, and hence, destroying the social fabric) becomes the worst sin.
To be happy is considered dangerous in an age dominated by economic crises and
warfare." Zeus now becomes an active agent, avenging the poor against their oppres-
sors, punishing the guilty and their heirs in this life or in the next. Justice is said to be
Zeus’s daughter and she tells him of the unjust minds of men until the people pay for the
folly of their kings who do wrong with mischievous intent by giving ‘crooked judge-
ments’. Gradually, a man’s behaviour comes to be seen as subject to his own personal
responsibility. While on the one hand, his individual fortune attaches to him from birth
and in part determines his individual destiny, on the other, he must purge and purify his
blood guilt through ritual purification. This is because it is now said that he who brings
evil on another does evil to himself. And so it comes to be thought that the insecurity of

86 In general, see T. Irwin, A History of Western Philosophy, 1: Classical Thought (Oxford, 1989), chs 1-2; E. R.
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a man’s life can only be reversed to some extent by lawful institutions. But it is also
recognized that a respect for law and justice will not be upheld in a world where there
still exist admirers of the Homeric heroic ideals. Therefore, the heroic, aristocratic areté
must be institutionally and legally restrained and then refocused. This is what the re-
forms of Solon and Kleisthenes are thought to have achieved.

Solon: I gave the demos power enough, neither subtracting nor adding too much honour.
And those who had influence and were respected for their wealth I declared were not to be
disadvantaged. I stood with my strong shield defending both sides and 1 did not allow to
either an unjust victory. . . . {To the Athenians]: Eunomia shows everything well ordered
and sound and often holds the unjust in bonds. She . .. checks extravagance, dims arro-
gance, . . . straightens crooked judgements and tames proud deeds. She ends civil strife and
ends the anger of bitter dissension.”

If earlier the king was said to be the divine Zeus’s punishment of unjust men, with
Solon we see justice ‘naturalized’. Solon’s poetry and his laws, although surviving today
only in fragments, seem to indicate that he believed that political destiny is, at least in
part, to be regarded as a legitimate sphere of human agency. Furthermore, he reminds his
audience that he declined the opportunity to become a tyrant (frag. 32-7) and for this
reason he will be remembered for having believed that the good for the Athenian polity
was the responsibility of the disinterested ruling statesman, the man of excellence.”"

This schematic summary of the evolution of the heroic character is meant to illustrate
that the areté pertaining to the governing elite and the nature of political life itself were
revised to restrict the previously unchecked power that had been in the hands of war-
ring, dynastic, aristocratic groups. The hero was from now on to adapt himself to the
civic setting. With the recognition that injustice and bad laws led to civil strife, the old
heroic virtues which insisted on the advancement of the hero’s interests and that of his
supporters through aggressive and competitive behaviour at the expense of the commu-
nity had to be constrained and neutralized. This gradually appears to have been achieved
with Kleisthenes and subsequent reformers who co-opted the people and created demo-
cratic local government. Thereafter, the civic version of the epic hero became a domi-
nant force in the consolidated polis; now he could see it as his task to construct a central
polity as a monument to his own excellence.

Furthermore, the heroic view in which justice meant helping one’s friends and harm-
ing one’s enemies was known to lead to unending cycles of retribution down the gen-
erations. An appeal to the common interest had to override the allegiance to faction if a
stable, collective life was to be established. By 458 Bc this is the view that is expressed in
the dramas of the playwright Aeschylus.”” But here, the overriding of faction and the

establishment of the collective good required the decisive intervention of the goddess
Athena.

90  Solon in M. L. West, ed., lambi et elegi graeci, 2 vols (Oxford, 1971-2), 5: also quoted in Aristotle, AP 12,
1-2.

91 G. Vlastos, *Solonian Justice’, Classical Philology 41 (1946), pp. 65-83.

92 Aeschylus, The Oresteian Tragedy, trans. P. Vellacott (Harmondsworth, 1956): The Eumenides: Athena’s appeal,

1. 895-915. See H. Lloyd-Jones, The Justice of Zeus, 2nd edn (Berkeley, 1983), chs 4-6; O. Taplin, Greek Tragedy in
Action (Berkeley, 1978).
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Athene: Summon the city, herald, and proclaim the cause; / ... And while the council-
chamber fills, let citizens / And jurors all in silence recognize this court / Which I ordain
today in perpetuity, / That now and always justice may be well discerned.(568-74)

Guard well and reverence that form of government / Which will eschew alike licence and
slavery; / And from your polity do not wholly banish fear. / For what man living, freed
from fear, will still be just? / Hold fast such upright fear of that law’s sanctity, / And you
will have a bulwark of your city’s strength, / A rampart round your soil, such as no other
race / Possesses between Scythia and the Peloponnese. / T here establish you a court invio-
lable, / Holy, and quick to anger, keeping faithful watch / That men may sleep in peace.
(696-706)

Athene: Why should immortal rage / Infect the fields of mortal men with pestilence? / You
call on Justice: I rely on Zeus. What need to reason further? . . . let persuasion check / The
fruit of foolish threats before it falls to spread / Plague and disaster. (823-30)

But if / Holy Persuasion bids your heart respect my words / And welcome soothing
eloquence, then stay with us.

(Here, Athena addresses the Furies, goddesses of old traditions, who wish to punish
Orestes for having killed his mother and who must make amends for this blood guilt.
Athena pleads for his acquittal and the end of blood revenge. All the jurors cast their
votes. The votes are equal, both for and against Orestes and Athena casts the final vote.
Orestes is acquitted of blood guilt and the Furies are persuaded to remain in Athens
where the principle of retribution will be modified by an appeal to the common inter-
est).

Chorus: Let civil war, insatiate of ill / Never in Athens rage; / Let burning wrath, that
murder must assuage, / Never take arms to spill, / In this my heritage, / The blood of man
till dust has drunk its fill. / Let all together find / Joy in each other; / And each both love
and hate with the same mind / As his blood-brother; / For this heals many hurts of human-
kind. (977-87)

Athene: Let your State / Hold justice as her chiefest prize; And land and city shall be great
/ And glorious in every part. {(993-6)

In general, Greek tragedy’s critical consideration of public values, most notably through
its dramatic attempt to moralize the heroic ethic,” was supplemented in the later fifth to
fourth centuries Bc by political philosophy doing much the same, but with a significant
difference: where Aeschylus had insisted both on human responsibility and divine causa-
tion, now greater confidence was to be placed in men’s reasoned debate and rational
persuasion than in divine intervention and holy persuasion, if the common good was to
be served in Athens.

Indeed, two of the pre-Socratic metaphysical innovators, Heraclitus and Parmenides,
had helped to redraw the rigid boundaries between the human and divine. Before Soc-
rates, these innovators were concerned with the question of how humans may attain
knowledge and truth, and Parmenides in particular attacked an unthinking reliance
on sense perception as a guide to reality. Knowing, on the one hand, and having an

93 See P. Euben, ed., Greek Tragedy and Political Theory (Berkeley, 1986); Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness,
part I



44 ANCIENT ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY

opinion, on the other, were said to come from different sources which enabled thinkers
in the fifth century to contrast our ordinary sense perception of particular things in the
external world with reasoned reflection of a more general kind. By emphasizing rea-
soned reflection they proposed that an intelligent human is already god-like. Knowledge
that is revealed by reason is a kind of ‘divine knowledge’ and there is nothing better of
the kind.*

And so it came to be said:

[The early Athenians] conducted the city’s affairs in the spirit of free men, by law honour-
ing the good and punishing the wicked, for they thought it the action of wild animals to
prevail over one another by violence. Human beings should make law the touchstone of
what is right, and reasoned speech the means of persuasion, then subject themselves in
action to these two powers — law their king and reason their teacher.”

During the fifth century when Socrates lived out his life in the democracy that had
developed under the leadership of Perikles and his successors, aristocratic notions of an
exclusive excellence continued to exist side by side with developing notions of citizen
excellences. The excellences of citizens were seen to be a matter not of birth but of
education and experience, enshrined in laws as universal expectations of the average man
with subsidized leisure, who engaged not as a civic hero but as an amateur in politics.
But the civically modified Homeric values still held sway for those with status and wealth.
For them, the reconciliation of personal aims with the aims of the social order was
circumscribed by an ideal of political leadership which was characterized by what was
taken to be a good man’s virtuous self-actualization, his areté, within the political arena.
‘We can observe this in the fifth century when the rich were required to undertake
certain ‘public works’ (liturgies), for instance, paying for and arranging a group of per-
formers in a festival or paying for a ship in the navy. Liturgies were seen as opportunities
for men of wealth and good birth to compete in public spiritedness and there is evidence
that some men performed liturgies in more extravagant ways than were expected.*
Furthermore, it was said that one could recognize this character type, the man of arete,
from afar by his indifference to ordinary self-interest in his pursuit of some grand public
cause. And in his indifference to his own economic well-being and that of his house-
hold, he displayed a magnanimity to the less fortunate in wealth as in knowledge.

Cimon, the Athenian aristocrat who dominated the political scene at the end of the
second quarter of the fifth century Bc, was described by Theopompus, the fourth-cen-
tury historian (frag. 89), in the following way, a topos of magnanimity and aristocratic
virtue:

Cimon the Athenian stationed no guard over the produce in his fields or gardens so that
any citizen who wished might go in and harvest and help himself if he needed anything on
the estate. Furthermore, he threw his house open to all so that he regularly supplied an
inexpensive meal to many men and the poor Athenians approached him and dined. And he

94 E. Hussey, ‘The Beginnings of Epistemology: from Homer to Philolaus’, in S. Everson, ed., Companions to
Ancient Thought, 1: Epistemology (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 11-38.

95  Lysias, 2.18-1. See Nussbaum, Fragility of Goodness, pp. 945 on Techné as the deliberate application of human
intelligence to some part of the world, yielding some control over Tuche (chance, contingency, fortune).

96  Lysias, 21, on a charge of taking bribes; 5 , speaking of one of his clients.
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tended to those who day by day asked something of him. And they say that he always took
around with him two or three youths who had some small change and ordered them to
make a contribution whenever someone approached and asked him. And they say that he
helped out with burial expenses. Many times also he did this: whenever he saw one of the
citizens ill-clothed he would order one of the youths who accompanied him to change
clothes with him. From all these things he won his reputation and was first of the citizens.””

In 461, however, Cimon was ostracized by democrats who wished to limit the power of
aristocratic patronage.

Thereafter, it came to be discussed whether or not a man was born with this kind of
character which then could be perfected by an appropriate range of relatively exclusive
experiences. This character type was then contrasted with another, that of a rich and
leisured young man who used his wealth to try to buy arete from those who professed to
teach anyone success in political life. These professors were said to make money out of
their clients’ discussions of their shifting opinions concerning what was right and wrong.

The Sophists

Imagine Athens at this time as the major intellectual and artistic centre for Greece. The
economic transformation of the city-state during the fifth century in fact amounted to a
revolution, as the economy of the polis became an economy of empire after the destruc-
tion of the Persians and the development of trade agreements and a protection alliance,
the so-called Delian League of poleis, with Athens in charge. As private affluence in-
creased and public building programmes made Athens a city of great elegance (the Par-
thenon was particularly notable), individual teachers, known in general as Sophists (from
Sophistes, meaning ‘expert’), arrived from all over the Greek world to offer their career-
orientated services to the rich (if not always well-born), especially during the ‘age of
Perikles’. Indeed, Perikles was one of their main patrons and if the later Plutarch is to be
believed, the Sophists Anaxagoras and Protagoras were his closest associates.” The Sophists
were not merely precursors to the classical political theory to be developed by Plato and
Aristotle. They were, instead, the culmination of a long tradition of political theorizing
which had advanced to provide, not least, the foundations for the development of de-
mocracies and an understanding of procedural justice in communities.” Plato’s dia-
logues, too, are filled with men who were in real life either patrons or clients of Sophists,
or Sophists themselves; they are Plato’s main philosophical antagonists. [t is largely their
views which must be overcome.

In the actual life of the city Sophists do seem to have set the agenda of Athenian
debate in almost all areas of intellectual enquiry. From a political perspective it was
precisely the variety of Sophist positions that required assessment and, in Plato’s view,
counteraction. In this, Plato appears to have shared some of the views of many of
his contemporaries but for reasons that were not necessarily theirs. Indeed, Sophist

97 Cited from Millett, ‘Patronage’, pp. 23—4, who uses this as an example of private patronage.

98  G. B. Kerferd, The Sophistic Movement (Cambndge, 1981), p. 18.

99 For texts in translation sec M. Gagarin and P. Woodruff, eds, Early Greek Political Thought from Homer to the
Sophists (Cambridge. 1995).
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teachings were not often well-received in the cities they visited; at best they were mocked
in comedies, and at worst, as during the second half of the fifth century in Athens itself,
they were prosecuted — some believe — in astonishing numbers, sent into exile and,
possibly, their books burnt. The full democracy of Athens, this rich and affluent city
whose citizens were equally entitled to exercise the freedom of public speech and to
engage in debate and the taking of collective decisions, found certain views intolerable,
despite Perikles” claim that in private they were tolerant. The charge brought against
various Sophists was usually that of impiety (asebeia): not believing in the city’s divinities
and/or teaching astronomy as a kind of scientific rationalism to ‘explain’ traditional
superstitions. The charge of impiety would also be brought against Socrates.

But some scholars think the real objection to Sophists was that they were willing to
teach anyone at all about ‘matters of state’ in order that he might then become a success-
ful politician.'™ To some Sophists, this might have meant that the character type re-
quired to lead the démos could be acquired by their private instruction, not least in the
techniques of persuasive public speaking. But what, if anything, was implied or actually
taught concerning such a man’s moral principles and values prior to his entry into public
debate over policy issues of the day? And if it was held that arete or the kind of excellence
that merits public office can be taught, then was there any natural gift required by the
pupil in order that he might benefit from the teaching? Or was money sufficient for
anyone possessing it to come along to learn how to ‘merit’ high office and attain it?
Were there personal qualities that a man, seeking to lead the polis, might be expected to
possess or acquire? The appearance of certain Sophists in Athens raised questions not
only about what a politician needed to know but also about what kind of man he needed
to be.

From Plato’s presentation of some of the Sophist positions in his dialogues, it appears
they offered various answers to these questions, not all of which, by any means, implied
a preference for democratic principles and equality of opportunity. If we look at some of
the issues they treated we can see that whatever their final conclusions, Sophists were
examining the beliefs and values of a previous generation and subjecting tradition to
scrutiny, if not to outright attack. Plato presents some of their views as capable of be-
coming those of the majority if they had not already done so. And we are reliant on
Plato’s generally hostile analysis of a variety of Sophist positions because Sophists’ works
have survived only in fragments.'”

It appears that the Sophist agenda overlapped with that of the pre-Socratic natural-
ists,'” especially where some of them discussed not only the important problems con-
cerning human knowledge and its relation to human perception, but also the nature of
truth and reality and their relation to appearances. Some of them were concerned with
whether moral values are relative to experience and social circumstance or are fixed
despite these contingencies. Some of them wondered whether a knowledge of the gods
was possible for humans or whether the human conception of the gods was necessarily
based on and limited by the human conception of heroic humans. Some proposed the

100 Kerferd, The Sophistic Movement, p. 26.

101 Texts in H. Diels and W. Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, 6th edn (Berlin, 1952); M. Untersteiner,
Sofisti, Testimonianze e frammenti (Florence, 1949—67); R. K. Sprague, The Older Sophists: a complete translation (Co-
lumbia, SC, 1972). Also see W. K. C. Guthrie, The Sophists (Cambridge, 1971).

102  See introduction.
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origin of politics as deniving from the social, but pre-political, expectation that all men
are or ought to be considered equal in their relevant sensitivities to mutual social respect
and to a concern for justice which can then be refined by education and good laws.
Some queried society’s attitude to punishment. If some people act against basic princi-
ples of mutual social respect and display little concern for justice, should they be subject
to vindictive punishment and seen as social enemies who must be harmed, or should
their punishment consist in rehabilitation and re-education so as to try to ensure that at
some time in the future they can re-enter society as responsible citizens? Some asked
whether the polis needs professional moral educators or whether it is the culture and
institutions and laws of the polis, through its schools, family, military service, political
participation, which educate young citizens so that professional teachers teach not moral
education but a range of other skills. What then makes a good teacher and what makes
a good pupil? And if a man seeks a political career, does he need some further education
beyond the moral, which one might presume he has acquired from family and the social
institutions, and beyond what he has learnt in studying language and literature, math-
ematics and athletics in school?'® What should those aspiring to be statesmen be taught?
And what kind of characters should they display?

Two of the most well-known Sophists were Protagoras (¢.485-415 BC), the close
associate of Perikles, and Gorgias (from Sicily), who came to Athens in 427 BC and was
much admired for his rhetoric. It appears that there was a difference between the more
generalist teachers called Sophists who spoke on all subjects, and rhetoricians.'** Both
men gave epideictic speeches, praising and blaming, and taught Athenian pupils pri-
vately for large sums of money. Along with Socrates, these were the major figures in that
phase of Greek philosophy which most interests historians of political thought.

If the whole previous philosophical tradition, both cosmological and metaphysical,
had assumed that rational argument and enquiry can arrive at the fruth of how things are,
Gorgias in particular appears to have argued that nothing can be proved one way or the
other. Argument does not produce truth but, rather, persuasion and a man skilled in
oratory is able to make an equally satisfying case for every position. Intellectual activity is
therefore not concerned with the truth but with the persuasive, and similarly, the pre-
Socratic naturalists’ arguments about the kosmos must be thought of as neither right nor
wrong but as more or less plausible, depending on the persuasive skill of the arguer.

A similar testing of some of the pre-Socratic arguments about the relation between
reality and appearance, for instance, that how things are is different from how they
appear, was taken up by Protagoras. For him, it was not possible to distinguish clearly
between how things are and how they seem, so that all one can say is that what seems to
be so to you, is so. Protagoras’ most famous dictum was ‘of all things, man is the measure
— of what is, that it is and of what is not, that it is not’ (frag. 1). Appearances are all that
there are for us.'” But unlike Gorgias, Protagoras did not present a sceptical position

103 This list of topics is adapted from Kerferd, The Sophistic Movement, introduction.
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which eliminates the truth; instead, he argued that the truth is what each of us takes it to
be. If we are a member of a minority group in society which thinks it night to break the
laws of the wider society, then our belief is true just as is the belief of the majority. There
is no way in which we can be told with certainty which of the different true beliefs we
should accept. For Protagoras, there is no way of determining whether one moral out-
look is truly preferable to another, for each is true. But he believes that a statesman who
is a skilled orator can substitute opinions that are better (not truer) than others and, for
example, can persuade minorities to act in ways acceptable to the majority. Hence, he
argues that those practices which seem right and praiseworthy to any particular state,
that is, to any community which decides and judges its own laws and customs, are so for
that state so long as it holds by them. Only where the practices or conventions are, in any
particular case, unsound for them, does the wise man try to substitute others that are better
and which appear to be sounder.'™ It is evident that the wise man must be able to
convince others by his rhetorical skill in argument. Each person is, of course, situated in
a culture with conventions, and so, human convention, which is dependent on culture,
is the measure of how things are. And ‘how things are’ is itself a measure of convention.
Hence, for Protagoras, as Plato presents him in his dialogue of that name, arete, a man’s
virtue, excellence or efficiency, can be taught and it is taught by experience; it is ‘picked
up’ as a pattern of behaviour, the way a child ‘picks up’ language. And all men, more or
less, have a capacity to ‘pick up’ arete as it is transmitted by social conventions. Protagoras
was an optimist and viewed human nature as capable of civilized progression: virtue
could be taught, not by an intellectual discipline but by ‘social control’.

However, what Protagoras takes areté to be 1s not what Socrates understands 1t to be.
According to Socrates, a man’s excellence or virtue is an intellectual discipline, a consistent
attitude of mind that emerges from an unchanging intellectual insight into the true state of
reality. For Socrates, aref is not simply habit or the ordinary man’s intuitions and attach-
ments but a branch of scientific knowledge, proceeding from within to guide external
behaviour and perhaps, in some fundamental sense, it cannot be taught at all. We must
note that he held this rational view while also taking both dreams and oracles very
seriously.

As we shall see, there is an important contrast between the Socratic position and that
of either of the two Sophists, Protagoras and Gorgias. For both Sophists, how things
‘really’ are is not discoverable by enquiry and argument. For them, philosophical activity
simply does not get at the truth; for Gorgias it gets at no truth at all but at more or less
good arguments and for Protagoras it gets at as many truths as there are men, culturally
situated, who experience the world of appearances.

There were practical political consequences of these positions. If, according to some
Sophists, all that men can attain is ‘more or less good arguments’ rather than the truth,
then an examination of democratic principles might well raise questions about their
justification. Better arguments might be put forward in favour of power to the ‘better
born’. In Athens, the Sophist Antiphon, in favour of the oligarchic revolution of 411 Bc,
criticized democratic conventional justice along just these lines and argued that demo-
cratic laws violated nature (physis). Arguments in favour of democratic justice, with their
appeal to the interest of others, the weaker, the collectivity, were no more than bad

106  Alternative readings in D. Bostock, Plate’s Theaetetus (Oxford, 1988); T. Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory (Oxford,
1977) and F. M. Cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge (London, 1935).
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attempts at deceiving and preventing the ‘naturally’ stronger, more able men from pur-
suing their ‘heroic’, selfish, anti-social aims and their own more exclusive power. These
arguments would surface in Plato’s characterizations of Thrasymachus in the Republic
and Callicles in the Gorgias. One of the major questions to be resolved was: were a
society’s laws (nomoi) necessarily in conflict with nature (physis)?!”

During Socrates’ adult life and in the early years of his student, Plato, the attack on
Athenian conventional morality (nomor) reached a revolutionary pitch, in part dictated
by Athens’ defeat by Sparta. Socrates, insisting that he was no Sophist, took up a number
of the issues raised by a range of Sophists and their clients. With the reinstatement of
democratic rule (403/2 BC) he was brought to trial, condemned and put to death in 399
BC. What did he teach and why did Athenian democracy kill him?

107  See Dodds on the difficulties of interpreting the many meanings of this antithesis: The Greeks and the Imational,

pp. 182-3; and A. W. H. Adkins, Moral Values and Political Behaviour in Ancient Greece (New York, 1972) on
Antiphon.



Socrates

Conversation [with Socrates] did not turn on the nature of things as a whole, as was the
case with most of the others. . . . With him, conversation was always about human affairs.
Xenophon, Memorabilia, 1, 1, 11

Socrates, a native Athenian, was charged and then tried by a jury of his fellow citizens
when he was seventy years old. In the recently restored democracy of 399 BcC three
private individuals, Meletus, Anytus and Lycon, presented their case against him before
a jury consisting of 501 citizens. The indictment and affidavit of Meletus read: ‘Socrates
is guilty of not duly acknowledging the gods in which the city believes and of introduc-
ing other, new divinities. He is also guilty of corrupting the young. The penalty pro-
posed is death.’

Socrates was said to have spent a lifetime injuring Athens not only by his unorthodox
views on a range of subjects, but in his insistence on propagating them. Because the
proceedings in ancient Greek trials were oral and not recorded, all that remains to us are
the indictment and verdict. Who the historical Socrates was, and what he taught in his
lifetime, are almost irretrievably lost to the past. He wrote nothing. What we know of
him comes from the traditions that grew up both around him (in the works of Plato,
Xenophon, Aristotle and anti-Socratics like Polykrates) and over subsequent centuries,
and not least from his students’ and supporters’ written defences (apologia means de-
fence). The most famous of these is Plato’s Apology.!

1 There are numerous translations of Plato’s Apology. That used here is from The Last Days of Socrates, trans. H.
Tredennick (Harmondsworth, 1981), pp. 45-76 and numerous reprints; for a brief introduction to Socrates see J.
Coleman, Against the State: studies in sedition and rebellion (Harmondsworth, 1995}, ch. 2; on the changing traditions
of Platonic scholarship see E. N. Tigerstedt, Interpreting Plato (Stockholm, 1977); T. Penner, ‘Socrates and the Early
Dialogues’, in R. Kraut, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Plato (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 121-69, a volume which
also has an extensive bibliography; see the various studies in H. H. Benson, ed., Essays on the Philosophy of Socrates
(Oxford, 1992) with extensive bibliography; G. Vlastos, ed., Plato: a collection of critical essays, 2 vols (New York,
1971); T. Brickhouse and N. Smith, Socrates on Trial (Oxford, 1989); C. D. C. Reeve, Socrates in the Apology: an essay
on Plato’s Apology of Socrates (Indianapolis, 1996); G. Vlastos, Socrates: ironist and moral philosopher (Cambridge, 1991);
still the fullest introduction in English to Greek philosophy is W. K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol.
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This work gives a partial account of Socrates’ activities and beliefs up to 399, set out
as the three speeches Socrates was supposed to have delivered at his one-day trial: his
defence, his counter-proposal for the penalty, and a final address to the jury. After the
first speech the jury voted 281 to 220 to find him guilty as charged; the vote was a close
one. After the second speech they voted again, 361 in favour of capital punishment, 140
against. One month later, in prison, Socrates drank the hemlock administered by the
authorities and died.

Plato’s Apology has been read in two interrelated ways: as representing Plato’s (largely
accurate) view of the gist of Socrates’ philosophical message and ‘teaching’ method, and
as representing what Socrates should have said (but possibly did not say) in his defence.
Unlike Plato’s other works which feature Socrates as the main character in conversation
with friends, the Apology is not written in dialogue form. Plato inserts himself into the
Apology (34a, 38b) as present at the trial and it is generally thought that he provides at
least a faithful record in substance of what had gone on.? If, however, Plato’s artistic
portrait of Socrates is unfaithful to the historical Socrates, we are in no position to
correct it. Even if we could correct it, it is with the Socrates of Plato’s dialogues that we
must deal because it is this Socrates who has been so influential in the history of political
thought. In a sense, then, the history of political thought begins with an artistic myth
designed by Plato. As we shall see in the next chapter, Plato’s Socratic philosophy of the
early dialogues shades into a Platonism that is more his own. There are, however, schol-
ars who remain sceptical about the possibility of reconstructing a distinctively Socratic
doctrine. My aim, here, is to attempt to make the distinction.’

It was once thought that the religious charges of impiety laid against Socrates should
not be taken seriousty and that the real charge against him was corruption of Athenian
youth. This meant that his condemnation should be seen largely as an act of political
vengeance. Not only were Charmides and Kritias relatives of Plato and associates of
Socrates (Kritias was one of the Thirty Tyrants and Charmides one of the Ten sent by
the Thirty to rule the port of Piraeus — both fell with the restoration of democracy), but
Socrates was known to be critical of the values of Athenian democrats and often in the
company of wealthy young Athenians who were pro-Spartan. Some of the earliest ref-
erences we have to Socrates come from Aristophanes’ comedies, and in The Birds (414
BC) we are told that ‘everyone used to be Spartan-mad, long-haired, fasting, filthy,
Socratising and carrying little batons’.

3 The Fifth-century Enlightenment (Cambridge, 1969), vol. 4: Plato: the man and his dialogues, earlier period (Cam-
bridge, 1975) and vol. 5: The Later Plato and the Academy (Cambridge, 1978). For a range of different approaches to
Socrates in context see various articles in the journal History of Political Thought, notably: F. G. Whelan, ‘Socrates and
the “Meddlesomeness” of the Athenians’, History of Political Thought 4 (1983), pp. 1-30; M. Mion, ‘Athenian
Democracy: politicization and constitutional restraints’, History of Political Thought 7 (1986), pp. 219-38; J. R.
Wallach, ‘Socratic Citizenship’, History of Political Thought 9 (1988), pp. 393—414. The journal Polis (1977-) (origi-
nally the newsletter of the Society for Greek Political Thought) provides good bibliographies and brief articles on
themes relevant to Greek political thought.

2 Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vols 3 and 4, pp. 68-80, but see C. Kahn, ‘Did Plato Write Socratic
Dialogues?’ in Benson, Essays on the Philosophy of Socrates, pp. 35--52; there are, of course, Xenophon’s Apology and
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3 I am grateful to Dr Richard Stalley of the Department of Philosophy, University of Glasgow, for reading and
commenting on this and the following chapter on Plato, especially because he is more sceptical than I am about the
possibility of reconstructing distinctively Socratic doctrine.
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But in Aristophanes’ comedy The Clouds (423 BC), Socrates is represented as a Sophist,
concerned not only with teaching dubious rhetorical tricks of argument for money in
order to help rich men with weak legal cases win lawsuits (making the weaker argument
appear the stronger). Aristophanes depicts Socrates and his influence through the dis-
torting mirror of the pronouncements of the peasant Strepsiades. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, he is also portrayed as not believing in the gods. Instead, he studies the natural
phenomena of the heavens and earth in order to show that rain comes not from Zeus
but from clouds filled with water. In the Apology Socrates tells the jury that he has no
interest in such matters at all and knows nothing about the kind of ‘natural science’
attributed to him by Aristophanes. But he is being tarred with the same brush that
previously had been applied to the kind of pre-Socratic rationalism that was thought to
destroy collective, traditional beliefs in the powers of gods to influence men’s lives. At
his trial Socrates denied these ‘stock charges against philosophers’ but said he would, in
his own case, have difficulty ridding the jurors’ minds of the false impressions that were
the work of many vyears.

I have incurred a great deal of bitter hostility and this is what will bring about my destruc-
tion, if anything does; not Meletus nor Anytus, but the slander and jealousy of a very large
section of the people. They have been fatal to a great many other innocent men and |
suppose will continue to be so. (Apology 28b)

Indeed, in the times of crisis witnessed by Socrates and Plato, the fifth-century ‘rational-
ist enlightenment’ discussed in the previous chapter took on the appearance of rational-
ism for the few and religion or magic for the many: charges of irreligion were often
selected as the surest ways of suppressing unwelcome views. Works may have been
burnt, and Sophists were sent into exile and, some think, even killed. Professional divin-
ers proposed decrees against the advance of rationalism and at moments of crisis espe-
cially, they were taken seriously.* Hence, Aristophanes presented Socrates as the
archetypical intellectual of the time, the Sophist, who disturbed and was ridiculed by
average Athenian men. And the charge seemed to stick in the minds of ordinary Athe-
nians. There appears to be a very specific reference to Socrates’ special powers in Meletus’
charge of impiety.

After the restoration of democracy, atheism was highlighted as a chargeable offence.
Anytus, the only accuser of Socrates whom we know to have been a prominent political
figure, was involved not only in the declaration of the general amnesty for pro-Spartan
sympathizers, but also in the complete revision and codification of Athens’ laws. If Soc-
rates was to be charged, it would have to be with respect to an alleged violation of the
newly codified laws, one of which was a law of impiety. Athenian law did not prescribe
the recognition of a clearly specified set of gods but it did forbid atheism, and included
here was the teaching of a belief in ‘new deities’ or ‘personal deities’ which, in the end,
was taken to be a belief in no gods at all. Indeed, this is Meletus’ charge as he is made to

4 The famous victims of successful prosecutions from c. 432 8¢ included Anaxagoras, Diagoras, probably Protagoras
and possibly the playwright Euripides; see E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley, 1951), p. 180 on the
breach between intellectuals and people, and ibid.. p. 189 on prosecutions. During the fifth and fourth centuries 8¢
foreign religious cults were brought to Athens (Plato’s Republic 1 speaks of the cult of Bendis) and people continued
to show they were afraid of magical aggression; also see K. Dover, ‘Freedom of the Intellectual in Greek Society’
(1975) reprinted in K. Dover, The Grecks and Their Legacy: collected papers (Oxford, 1988).
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clarify it by Socrates. Therefore, the longstanding prejudice against Socrates as a Sophist,
natural philosopher, and now, atheist is relevant. The formal charges against him, that
‘he does not recognize the gods the state recognizes’ are to be taken seriously so that the
religious charge of impiety and its propagation among the youth of Athens constituted
the nature of his corrupting influence as they saw it.> As we shall see, however, what
Socrates really stood for, as Plato presents him at his trial, was something quite new even
in the religious sphere. But he would be accused 1n old terms and categories.

We must note that these categories did not present him as a crypto-oligarch or as
someone with an explicitly anti-democratic political theory. Strictly speaking, he is por-
trayed as having no political theory at all.® There are, however, huge political consequences
of his ethical theory and we shall see that he has political sentiments and loyalties which
he insists are pro-Athenian if not necessarily in favour of a democratic constitution. But
he proposes no alternative constitution. Constitutions, as such, do not interest him.
Constitutions are merely the consequence of prior questions that need to be asked: what
are the qualities of good statesmanship? and what kind of life ought a good man to lead?
Instead of propounding a theory of politics, Socrates studies the art of statesmanship and
his vision is an ethical one: to open up the philosophic life, which he sees as the true art
of statesmanship, to as many men who desire it, indeed to all men, although he is not
optimistic that all will follow. Why? Because in Athens, especially, men are distracted
by wealth, personal status and success. Plato will have him say in the Gorgias (5211D—
522A f):

[ believe that I am one of the few Athenians — perhaps indeed there is no other who studies
the genuine art of statesmanship, and that I am the only man now living who puts it into
practice . . . and if it 1s alleged against me either that I am the ruin of the younger people by
reducing them to a state of helpless doubt or that I insult their elders by bitter criticism in
public or in private, no defence will avail me, whether true or not, the truth being simply
that in all that I say I am guided by whar fs right and that my actions are in the interests of
those who are sitting in judgement on me.

Since the democratic determination of ‘what is right’ was collective and consensual,
how did Socrates discover what is right? And how was he alone set on this path of
discovery when his fellow-citizens seemed preoccupied with other concerns?

How Socrates Discovered What is Right: The Elenchos - Seeking Definitions

According to Plato, Socrates did not write anything because he believed that the value
of philosophizing lay in the interaction between a ‘teacher’ and ‘pupil’, with the ‘teacher’
guiding the pupil by asking questions, not giving answers. The pupil would then be-
come aware of his own beliefs and their relation to one another. Since books are not
alive they can serve only as reminders of what the real philosophical experience is like
and real philosophizing is, for Socrates, each person’s commitment to a search along
a certain path for self-understanding in the comnpany of a teacher who asks the right

5 See the discussion in Brickhouse and Smith, Socrates on Trial.

6 See Coleman, Against the State, ch. 2 and R. Kraut, Socrates and the State (Princeton, NJ, 1984).
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questions to enable this understanding to emerge.” This method of asking questions, at
first in order to expose an interlocutor’s confusions, is called the elenchos. It is a method
of philosophical investigation the aim of which is to show someone not only that some
of his beliefs can be disproved but also that they are inconsistent with others he also
holds. Socrates’ elenctic method tests a moral rule that is widely accepted in Athenian
society against his interlocutors’ beliefs about examples of the rule and also against gen-
eral assumptions about virtues. For instance, he would ask a man who thought he had
‘exact’ knowledge for a definition of ‘piety’. The definition would have to indicate the
quality or qualities that all pious acts have in common. Socrates would refuse to accept a
definition that simply gave one example of a pious act (Euthyphro). He then suggested a
class of things of which piety is a part, that class being ‘justice’ or ‘right behaviour’.

Now, to many modern minds, Socrates’ investigation cannot even begin without the
taking for granted of a number of undemonstrated or indemonstrable assumptions which,
some today would argue, are themselves culturally rooted. Socrates’ method of investi-
gating presupposes that his interlocutors have ordinary, unreflective beliefs. It also some-
times assumes that there are other theories of morality than Socrates’ theory and that
these are worth investigating in order to show them to be insufficient. The Socratic
elenchos is supposed to adjust his interlocutors’ conceptions of the virtues to fit in with an
overall view of what is generally taken, by all involved in the discussion, to be worth-
while in a man’s life. Therefore, the elenchos is not simply a destructive method of inves-
tigating people’s inconsistent opinions. The real aim of the elenchos is to discover stable
definitions and thereby defend true moral doctrine. He does not himself offer his own
moral definitions. But he starts from the assumption that there is a moral truth to be
revealed and furthermore, that it is already in his interlocutors as true beliefs of which
they are initially unaware. Moral enquiry is, therefore, for everyone. Furthermore, it is
a rational discipline. All that is needed is a teacher who asks the right questions so that
the truth can emerge. By the elenctic investigation, Socrates sought to affirm that the
truth that was uncovered was not only true for him but true for every human being —
citizen or stranger — who bothered to think about it clearly.®

Socrates uses an inherited vocabulary for discussing moral questions, a vocabulary
with which we have already become somewhat familiar in the previous chapter. It
assumes that all his interlocutors are in the ethical world, that no one opts out of ethical
discourse. No one is a pure sceptic. It assumes that his interlocutors are concerned with
questions of areté, that is, human virtue or excellence. And it seems (at least in the way
Plato represents Socrates’ discussions in the early dialogues) that his interlocutors not
only understood the questions he asked but, most importantly, that they also took for
granted the existence of virtues, things like piety, courage and justice. The question was
not whether these things existed — everyone seemed to agree that they did ~ but what
was their nature, how should we define what they essentially are? The next question,
after agreeing on their definition or nature, would be, how does any man (Athenian or
Spartan, citizen or stranger) acquire them? The Sophists’ agenda was significant here and

7  For someone who believes this, philosophical books are to philosophy as tennis manuals are to tennis, as Martha
Nussbaum aptly puts it in The Fragility of Goodness, Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambridge,
1986), p. 125.

8  On the huge demands such a method makes on Socrates’ interlocutors see G. Klosko, ‘Rational Persuasion in
Plato’s Political Theory’, History of Political Thought 7 (1986), pp. 15-31.
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Plato does not present them as undermining the importance of traditional morality. In
later dialogues he will show some Sophists to acknowledge the popular acceptance of
the virtues but that this acknowledgement that other people play by the rules should be
seen as instrumental to the acquisition of power by the few who have no need of exer-
cising common virtues themselves. In other words, most people recognize that they
exist in an ethical world but some wish to prosper by trying to deceive others about their
commitment to common values. The Socrates of the early dialogues usually does not
take on the ethical sceptic. Plato, however, will later feature ethical sceptics and show
Socrates attempting, through rational argument, to demonstrate their position to be
irrational and mistaken and, therefore, not sceptical at all.

Therefore, when Socrates asked his interlocutors, some of whom were Sophists, to
define what they believed piety or justice to be, we ought not to be surprised that they
thought they could give appropriate definitions of what they took for granted existed.
Most of them, however, tended to give examples of what they took to be socially ac-
cepted ways of behaving virtuously. But by seeking definitions, Socrates wanted to afirm
two things: first, that teaching men the skills of powertul, rhetorical persuasion or other
political techniques, as the Sophists claimed they were able to do, did not solve funda-
mental questions about moral beliefs. Rather, the power of reason was what gave the
ethical its force. If you engaged in rational argument with anyone, Socrates thought you
could intellectually justify the ethical life. Through appropriate questioning, rational
agents will discover for themselves that they are committed to the ethical life for their
own good. And second, that instead of each person having his own private and different
view on the nature or definition of these existents — justice, courage or piety — they were,
in reality, all referring essentially to the same, stable thing: the virtues were unified. As we
shall see, Socrates searched for universal definitions of the moral virtues that he and his
community believed existed and he then affirmed that all the virtues were one. A person
who has one virtue will, he said, necessarily have them all. Did the elenchos as a method
of investigation have consequences for the practice of Athenian democracy?

Socrates did not reject the democratic entitlement of every citizen to join in discus-
sion. Nor did he suggest that they should only be allowed to vote on final outcomes. It
was rather that he believed that the truth was not to be determined by vote at all. In his
democratically organized society, important decisions were made by majority vote, and
political leaders, depending on majority support, courted popular appeal to secure their
power bases. They used a kind of oratory in the courts and in the Assembly which
Socrates refers to in the Apology as artificial, flowery language to sway the emotions.
Socrates sharply distinguishes himself from these skilful speakers. This is because he
believed that one could rationally explain away the power of the emotions in determin-
ing human behaviour. While most ordinary Greeks seemed to think that rational knowl-
edge was not a dominant force in ruling a man and reasoning was, rather, a ‘slave’ to
man’s passions, Socrates thought that the emotions which most men thought motivated
them to act could be explained and corrected in intellectual terms. Therefore, he says:
‘Disregard the manner of my speech . . . and concentrate on whether my claims are fair
or not’.

Socrates insisted that before one voted one had to spend a long time doing something
else: one had to develop a serious, intellectual grasp of the ethical issues at stake and
clarify one’s own considered views on the matters of right and wrong, on the nature
of justice, piety and courage. If you could not first define justice you would be in no
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position to determine, in specific circumstances, if a man had acted justly or not. Because
Socrates believed that you had to have an ethics before you became politically active, he
spent his life showing prominent public figures that their views on the nature of justice,
piety and courage were unconsidered and unreflective. And he embarrassed them in
public confrontations. He said that he was not paid for initiating these confrontations nor
did he teach in the sense of instilling into his interlocutors a substantive doctrine to replace
their own shaky opinions. This does not mean that he had no convictions of his own but
they were, in crucial ways, different from those of Sophists like Protagoras and Gorgias.
Everyone, even these Sophists, seemed to have accepted that the virtues existed but what
they were and how they were acquired were disputed. Hence, Socrates went about
trying to confirm his convictions by engaging anyone who would search with him for
clarifications of that other person’s strongly held views. He did this because he first of all
insisted that, if 2 man had not reflected on his own values and on the more fundamental
questions concerning what a good life is for a man, then he was poorly qualified to discuss
the political ways and means to achieve any of his more political objectives. Socrates
wanted to show that there are moral norms for all good men, whether or not they
happened to be rich, well-born and powerful, and that moral norms are not guaranteed
to advance the status, power or wealth of one man over another. But then, status, power
and wealth were not of primary importance. He tells the court that in his own case, his
necessary and beneficent mission to question the citizens of Athens has reduced him to
extreme poverty and has led him to neglect his family affairs. This appears to be a varia-
tion on the well-worn theme of the man of true arete, indifferent to ordinary self-interest
in pursuit of some grand public cause. As Vlastos has noted, Socrates sticks to what in his
Greek world (and that of Odysseus) would have been the rare deed of high moral resolve,
but makes it into a rule of everyday conduct for everyone.’

At his trial he said the only thing worth considering in the performance of any action
is whether a man is acting rightly or wrongly, whether he is acting like a good man or a
bad one. That there is a right and wrong way of behaving, that there is a truth in such
matters is not doubted and he furthermore believed that his fellow citizens accepted that
there was a truth in these matters, a distinction to be drawn between a good and bad
man, between pious and impious acts, between acting with justice and acting unjustly.
Hence, he spent his life ‘button-holing’ fellow citizens in the agora and questioning them
on a one-to-one basis about their views on certain moral concepts, on moral beliefs they
said they held strongly. He then would show them, much to their annoyance, that they
were not able to defend their views as they previously thought they could. And they
certainly could not simply assume that their culture (any culture) had taught them,
through instilling unreflective habits of behaviour, how to be virtuous and live well.

It was not that he offered them a new and original doctrine in the form of specific
answers to the questions he asked. Indeed, he insisted that he was unaware of having
knowledge in any absolute sense because he believed that real wisdom of an absolute
kind 1s the property of god, not man. (Apology, 21b and d). Rather, he acknowledges
that he was thought to have a kind of human wisdom, a practical knowledge (which
people then believed he simply was not imparting when he questioned others but of-
fered no answers) and that he was successful in disproving another person’s claim to

9 Vlastos, Socrates, p. 212.
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wisdom in a given subject by refuting him from the person’s own beliefs. But Socrates
insists that he has come to realize that his kind of wisdom, a human kind, is the recogni-
tion that human wisdom is limited. He insists he teaches nothing. But through his
questioning of politically ambitious men he shows them to reveal the truth to them-
selves and others. This truth is ‘that they are being convicted of pretending to knowl-
edge when they are entirely ignorant’. He says that it is his plain speaking on this matter
that has caused his long-term unpopularity. And a one-day trial would be too short a
time to rid men’s minds of their misconceptions about his kind of wisdom and method
of interrogating others.

Socratic Ignorance and Moral Convictions

We cannot leave Socratic ignorance here, because it is a paradoxical kind of ignorance
that disclaims special knowledge and yet gets people to contribute what he takes to be
true answers to problems under discussion. His trial speeches show that Plato’s Socrates
did have moral convictions and we shall discuss the range of these convictions below.
Vlastos'® has taken his profession of ignorance to be a kind of irony which allows him to
disclaim one sort of knowledge (absolute, divine) and distinguish it from another sort,
the kind that begins with a recognition of human limitations. He held to his conviction
that moral truth is what he did reach by means of the elenchos. Indeed, his method of
questioning is meant to be a way of persuading others of the truth of his convictions.
Ore of these convictions is that human knowledge comes from asking the right ques-
tions, because Socrates believed that people have within them true (as opposed to merely
habitual) opinions of which they are unaware until they are asked the right questions.
While he never seems to treat the question ‘what is knowledge?’, he does accept that
knowledge is possible. He believes there is a truth of reality, and right questions can
reveal to each individual the same, right answers from within their belief systems. There-
fore, for Socrates, human knowledge is a rational discipline. In the communal life of the
polis this is of great importance. Athenians were prepared to recognize doctors, archi-
tects, commanders of the army and navy as having special qualifications which they
acquired through specific training in order to practise their skills effectively. But what
kind of training did they require of politically ambitious men? Courses in successful
public speaking, at most. Socrates believed that perhaps more than any other ‘profession’
a political leader required a kind of moral training and this could come about only after
many years spent considering and clarifying what justice and human excellences (arete)
consist in. This intellectual consideration was not equivalent to having lots of individual
experiences in the world of men and things. Moral training was an engagement in a
rational discipline, an intellectual enquiry into one’s own opinions concerning the dis-
tinction between what is good and what is bad. Only thereafter could a man sit in
judgement of others in juries or make collective civic decisions in the Assembly. But it
is not simply that one needed this intellectual enquiry for political leadership or in order
to carry out civic functions. One needed this enquiry if one were to be happy as a man.
Hence, he makes the astounding statement in the Apology that a life that is not spent in
this kind of ethical self-examination is simply not worth living.

10 Ibid., p. 13.
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Sophists of all kinds were engaged in similar questionings of ethical standards and how
we come to have them. As we saw, some argued that although virtues existed, people
simply held the views on right and wrong that they did because of social conventions
and these were learnt as habits through the experience of being acculturated: at home
and in school, where you read the poets (Homer) who recounted the exploits of the
gods and man’s relation to the divine; or in public, where you participated in civic
administration and adhered to the laws and customs (nomoi) of your society; or, if you
could afford it, you hired a teacher of rhetoric who taught persuasive techniques to
enable you to sway a crowd to your own view. Socrates thought that none of these
‘educational experiences’ taught you to ‘know yourself’ and thereafter, to come to see
that social justice, truly understood, was not mere arbitrary convention but natural and
a universal value that was essentially the same everywhere. Stable definitions of the
human excellences or virtues (areté), for Socrates, could be naturally elicited by the
elenctic investigation and this was so important an engagement that the philosophical
life must take precedence over a life of political activity. This was especially the case in
a society that accepted there was specialized knowledge to be acquired by doctors and
military leaders but thought of politics as a sphere for non-specialist amateurs. Therefore
he said: ‘The true champion of justice, if he intends to survive even for a short time,
must necessarily confine himself to private life and leave politics alone’ (Apology 32a).
The intellectualism of his approach to ethical standards is what is so astonishing. For
Socrates, the virtues are cognitive achievements.

But this does not mean that one does not do one’s public duties: Socrates did take up
his office when he was selected for the Council (Boule), and he did perform his military
service. He shows himself to have been a model citizen. But if asked to commit a moral
wrong, as he believed he was asked by the Assembly when he was a member of the
Council, to try en bloc the commanders who had failed to rescue men lost in an other-
wise successful naval engagement at Arginousae, he would not act unconstitutionally
and unjustly. And later, when summoned by the Thirty Tyrants to fetch the wealthy
metic, Leon of Salamis, so that he could be executed, Socrates again refused and went
home. All that mattered to him was that he should do nothing wrong and uphold the cause of
right, no matter what the consequences. He says that he would never submit wrongly to
any authority through fear of death or through fear of being banished or deprived of
civic rights. To be frightened of death was to pretend to know about what could not be
known to a man. These are moral rather than political acts. And he clearly sees himself
following in a long-established ethical tradition: the heroic consideration not to act so as
to incur dishonour (he refers to Trojan heroes — Apology, c. 27b—28c) is seen by Socrates
as akin to his own concemn to act rightly and as a good man. For Socrates, to be both a
good man and a statesman, a leader of the polis, requires a certain character type and a
special training. These only come about through engaging in philosophy, living the
examined life, revealing to yourself that you are a certain sort of man who lives the only
life that is worth living.

Socrates Alone on His Path of Discovery

Socrates’ first speech at his trial (Apology, 24b—28a), his attempt to answer Meletus’
charge of impiety, indeed atheism, is an example of his use of the elenchos. He questions
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Meletus, who answers under compulsion of the court, and Socrates believes that he has
sufficiently cleared himself so that the jurors may judge with respect to the truth about
the way in which the law of impiety applies in his case, that 1s, not at all. Was Socrates
deluding himself over his potential victory? His real fear, he says, is of the older purvey-
ors of false rumours, his invisible, unaccountable opponents, who have accused him
over the years before the entire citizenry, from the time they were impressionable chil-
dren. But both the older and the more recent accusers seem to be of one piece regarding
‘impiety’ and Socrates’ elenctic method will prove to be of no avail, possibly for the
tfollowing reason.

Socrates realized that his behaviour was considered abnormal. He shows in the Apol-
ogy that even to those who best knew and loved him, he was not only unique but also
strange. He made a self-confessed ‘extravagant claim’ about himself and called as his
witness the god at Delphi. Socrates’ friend Chaerephon, a good democrat, had gone to
the shrine at Delphi to ask the god whether there was anyone wiser than Socrates. The
priestess replied there was no one. When Socrates heard this, he asked himself what the god
could possibly mean in asserting that he was the wisest man in the world, given that Soc-
rates considered he had no claim to wisdom. In attempting to answer the question for himself,
he tried to test the claim by interrogating men with reputations for wisdom and found
them wanting. Although Socrates may have perfected his elenctic method by examining
self-proclaimed wise men, Socrates’ uniqueness apparently did not begin with the oracle
of Delphi, but much earlier. He says that he pursued his investigation ‘at the god’s
command’. He tries to ‘help the cause of god’ by proving that men, citizens or strangers,
who consider themselves wise, are not so. Philosophizing is for him an active search in
obedience to the ‘divine command’. But the oracle questioned at Delphi had commanded
nothing. Nor had the priestess at Delphi acted the part of teacher or questioner. If truth
emerges in a search for self-understanding in the company of a teacher who asks the
seeker the right questions, then who asked Socrates his questions? Who was his teacher?
The priestess at Delphi did not ask a question but answered one. Socrates had long
previously been asking his own questions of himself: what manner of life ought a good
man to live?

He reveals that he had a prior experience in early childhood: he was subject to a
divine or supernatural experience, a daimonion, a divine sign, a sort of voice that came to
him alone to dissuade him from doing wrong. It did not tell him what to do but pro-
vided him with an intuition of what not to do. He says it somehow stopped him from
doing wrong. And he then interpreted this as urging him on to pursue philosophy as
self—examination. He notes that it is this personal deity that Meletus ‘saw fit to travesty in
his indictment’. It is not that Socrates has demonstrated that he does not believe in the
supernatural or in the state’s divinities.'! He demonstrated to Meletus and the court that
he believed in both — in his way. This way personally transformed Athenian custom and
religion. He did not address the question of whether or not he had radically different
views of the gods from those commonly accepted. Instead, he explicitly affirmed an
allegiance to something beyond tradition, a personal, interior contact with his own
divine sign and he says that this daimonion, this sign, as interpreted by him, debars him

11 Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 4, n. 1, p. 83: “The argument that one cannot believe in things
daimonia without believing in daimones and that daimones are the children of gods, is so wholly Greek as to be scarcely
reproducible in English.”
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from entering public life. But Perikles, we recall, had said Athenians who were not
concerned with the political were considered useless.

The centre of Socrates’ defence is, then, the story of the oracle which leads to Socra-
tes’ revelation that he has his own private, divine sign which his own fallible human resources
must interpret.'® His divine sign combined with the oracle’s pronouncement meant to
him that he was divinely appointed, as a man and with a man’s ability to reason about
things human, to Athens ‘as though it were a large, lazy, thoroughbred horse in need of
stimulation from a stinging fly’. Was it possible for ancient Athenian society to tolerate
not only this private, idiosyncratic contact with the divine, but also Socrates’ intellectual
interpretation of its meaning and his propagation of the views that were consequent on
his private religious experience? This is what leads him to say that although he is a
grateful and devoted servant of Athens, ‘I owe a greater obedience to god than to you’,
and this duty is to lead the philosophic life, examining himself and others. He asserts that
philosophical enquiry (and not political activity) happens to be the greatest good for
men.

I shall never stop practising philosophy and exhorting you and elucidating the truth for
everyone that I meet. I shall go on saying [whether acquitted, or not}, in my usual way: my
very good friend, you are an Athenian and belong to a city which is the greatest and most
famous in the world for its wisdom and strength. Are you not ashamed that you give your
attention to acquiring as much money as possible, and similarly with reputation and hon-
our, and give no attention or thought to truth and understanding and the perfection of
your soul? . . . This, I do assure you, is what my god commands and it is my belief that no
greater good has ever befallen you in this city than my service to the god; for I spend all my
time going about trying to persuade you, young and old, to make your first and chief
concern not for your bodies nor for your possessions, but for the highest welfare of your
souls, proclaiming as I go, ‘wealth does not bring goodness, but goodness brings wealth and
every other blessing, both to the individual and to the state’. (Apology 29d)

Brickhouse and Smith have argued that his unorthodox belief alone constituted cul-
pable guilt under the Athenian law of impiety. Others see the real difficulty as lying not
in his idiosyncratic beliefs but in his active dissemination of his views with the purpose
of making others like himself. Hence, to some, his aggressive public mission turned his
moral enquiry into political activity and this was what Athens decided was intolerably
dangerous. Dodds argued that part of the explanation for his trial and death was supersti-
tious terror based on the perception that Socrates jeopardized the solidarity of the city-
state. The other part of the explanation was that the new rationalism carried dangers for
social order in that many people used it as an excuse to discard collective religious
restraints that had previously held human egotism on the leash.” Still others™ have
argued that Athenian democrats found it intolerable to be questioned and asked to de-
fend their beliefs and this was sufficient motivation to have Socrates removed if he
would not agree to be silenced. At his trial he insisted that it was impossible for someone

12 Brckhouse and Smith argue in Socrates on Trial that the sign can override any decision reached on rational
grounds. I agree with Vlastos, Socrates, p. 285 who argues there is no possibility for Socrates to allow his sign to

trump a decision reached on rational grounds. Socrates believed that the sign and his reason were in accord.
13 Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 191.

14 Kraut, Socrates and the State and in Coleman, Against the State, ch. 2 .
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committed to moral truth to leave Athens or any other society alone. Although Athens
prided itself on its greater tolerance than that of other city-states, some have thought that
Socrates took Athenian isegoria, equality of public speech, and parrhesia, too far.

Socrates’ fate raises unresolved questions about the threat his kind of rationalism (and
moral absolutism) posed to his (or any other) state. Part of the irresolution for us, today,
is surely the consequence of modern, secular societies finding the charge of impiety
incomprehensible or ‘irrational’.’® Socrates’ fate also raises the issue of the degree to
which a philosopher with an explicitly ethical rather than political theory is responsible
for the thoughts and actions of his disciples and students. In Socrates’ case, he would
rapidly be taken up by a wide range of ancient schools of philosophy who claimed him
as their founder despite being at variance with one another (Cynics, Hedonists, Stoics,
Sceptics). Plato, Aristotle and their philosophical and religious followers took Socrates,
however they understood him or misinterpreted him, to be the true turning point in
ancient Greek philosophy, religion and ethics. Furthermore, Socrates’ uncompromising
idealism appealed down the ages to men who none the less held to convictions that do
not appear to have been his. As Dodds pointed out, the new rationalism and its frequent
favouring of what some considered natural in man over the constraints of mere conven-
tion, a rationalism of which Socrates was taken by some contemporaries to have been a
part, ‘did not enable men to behave like beasts — men have always been able to do that’.
Rather, it gave them tools to justify their brutality to themselves and others.'®

In time, Plato’s Socrates would be presented by early, philosophically minded Chris-
tians as a precursor to Christ and his Apology would be read as an ancient Greek version
of the Sermon on the Mount. Furthermore, Plato’s Socrates, as his character was to be
developed in later dialogues, would be shown to espouse a political as well as an ethical
doctrine so that Socrates would later be ‘remembered’ as having been explicitly critical
of democracy as a constitution. As we shall see, Plato’s Republic provides Socrates with a
detailed training programme that would equip only an elite of political leaders, philoso-
phers, to make the correct moral choices for the ideal polis.

But the Socrates of the Apology is presented as having no coherent programme to raise
the level of democratic political discussion. Nor does he propose that Athens be ruled by
the few. Rather, his moral theory is focused on true understanding prior to political
power, a true understanding of moral well-being and human happiness. He is prepared
to disregard the unreflective views of the many who have not engaged in philosophy
and developed their moral expertise. Although he never seems to have offered a defini-
tion of what the good life for man is, he believed that the question ‘how should a good
man live?” was an intellectual problem. It was the question that must engage the human
mind. And he seemed to be arguing as a consequence that no state, whatever its consti-
tution, over and above moral individuals, can be a final authority to decide on moral

15  Much has been made of this in the case of the author Salman Rushdie and his book The Satanic Verses; and yet
blasphemy is a crime in Britain — a state with a national Church.

16 Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 191: ‘[Athenians’] fears [of the directions rationalism could take] were
not groundless; but as people do when they are frightened, they struck with the wrong weapon and they struck the
wrong man.’ But see the portrayal of Socrates as a protagonist of ‘landed reaction’ in A. Winspear, The Genesis of
Plato’s Thought (New York, 1940) and the more nuanced discussion in Ellen and Neal Wood, Class Ideology and
Andient Political Theory (Oxford, 1978), ch. 3; there is a necessarily inconclusive discussion of rival readings in J. M.
Bryant, Moral Codes and Social Structures in Ancient Greece: a sociology of Greek ethics from Homer to the Epicureans and
Stoics (Albany, NY, 1996}, pp. 193-200.
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principles. He wanted to show that reflective men apply standards in judging whether a
particular convention is just or not and this standard opened a society’s conventions to
rational criticism.!” To recognize virtuous or vicious actions an individual first must
know the definition of good and bad as a whole. Therefore, no public authority should be
wrongly and unreflectively obeyed, as he said at his trial. Although Socrates presumed
that the political community was a necessity and that one owed the polis respect and
gratitude for its benefits, similar to those a child receives from its parents, a good man is
obliged to try to explain or persuade the polis when he judges it appropriate to disobey
those of its commands that he believes would force him to do wrong. This is not a result
of subjective feelings. He does this on the basis of having come to know, through
philosophical self-examination, what the definitions of right and wrong are. Socrates, as
such a man, could not obey a court decision that required that he stop philosophizing
because this would be a command to live the unexamined life which, he said, was not
worth living. It would amount to doing wrong and self-harm. Examining one’s inten-
tions is undertaken so that one never knowingly harms or does wrong (at least) and one
knowingly does right. As a citizen, however, he would accept the court’s decision that
he die while arguing that they were committing an injustice, doing wrong and harming,
so that others, in the future, would take him for a martyr. Nor would he escape from
prison when his friends said they would provide the means (Crito). In accepting death
but refusing to stop philosophizing he would neither wrong the state nor his god be-
cause he believed that, for a good man, it is better to suffer wrong than to commit it. He
was practising what he preached. Furthermore, he believed that a good man could not
be harmed by a worse. Philosophizing made one realize this. If you did not engage in
philosophical self-examination you were unwittingly living a trivial life, filled with self-
harm, that was not worth living.

Socrates interpreted the Delphic inscription ‘*know thyself’ as a divine injunction —
first on himself and, through his questioning, on each individual to establish the limits of
human thinking. One discovers one’s own limits by discovering what one believes and
then testing it to see how one belief connects with others. Humans cannot know either
what the gods know or what the gods desire. They can only examine their own souls
and ask: what can humans know about the life they most desire to live? Here we come
up against yet another major, unargued, Socratic presumption: the Athenian Socrates
assumnes that every person’s desires are focused on his own happiness and the best means
of achieving it. This leads some to interpret Socrates’ position as an egoist assumption
about reasons and motives. ‘Be concemed for your psyche’ means ‘be aware how your
own real welfare is the ultimate aim of all your actions’." Presumably, no Spartan could
ever see it this way because, for them, self-interest was not only subordinate to the
collective interest but was defined by the collectivity over and above the individual. And
perhaps Socrates knew this, for he was unwilling to leave Athens, insisting that in other
city-states he would probably receive even worse treatment as an irritating alien. But his
rationalism seems to require that even Spartans could, perhaps with greater difficulty
than Athenians, overcome their cultural prejudices and come to engage in rational self-

17  Plato’s Republic would, later. close off this questioning of his ideal society’s conventions; see chapter 3, this
volume.

18 T. Irwin, A History of Westem Philosophy, 1. Classical Thought (Oxford, 1989), p. 80.
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examination. His more parochial loyalty to the Athens which had educated him and
given him citizen identity was combined with a religious dedication to philosophical
enquiry which aspired to be less culturally bound. His overriding conviction was that
self-examination was an intellectual enquiry into the most desirable life for the good
man and that the enquiry was a universal concern for individuals’ true happiness. This is
what tending your soul first, meant. Once you understood what was truly in your own
interest as a man, what you truly desired as a human, you would never willingly choose
what was not for your own good. You would never willingly do wrong.

Therefore, out of this purportedly universally shared concern for one’s own true
happiness emerges a range of other Socratic moral convictions, notably, that whoever
harms or wrongs another, always damages his own happiness more than his victims."”
According to Socrates, we must assume that all men (tyrants, victims, good and bad men)
desire the same thing: their own happiness. What distinguishes them is their relative
ignorance of what actually is worthy of desire so that it will lead to a man’s happiness.
Some, perhaps most men, commit deeds of moral misconduct but Socrates wants to
show that this is none other than a failure of rational insight into what really is desirable
and which will bring them happiness. No one voluntarily chooses his worst option. No
one chooses to harm himself. ‘Is there anyone who prefers to be harmed rather than
benefited by his associates?” he asks Meletus.

‘Of course not.” “You have discovered that bad people always have a bad effect and good
people a good effect upon their nearest neighbours; am I so hopelessly ignorant as not even
to realize that by spoiling the character of one of my companions I shall run the risk of
getting some harm from him? ... The correct procedure in cases of such involuntary
misdemeanours is not to summon the culprit before this court, but to take him aside
privately for instruction and reproof, because obviously if my eyes are opened, I shall stop
doing what I do not intend to do’.

When someone does choose wrongly, his judgement is faulty and he requires enlighten-
ment.

Socrates’ astonishing position, applied to himself and then generalized, is that no one
willingly does wrong, that cases of wrong-doing are due to ignorance of the conse-
quences for oneself, and that knowing what is right is so intimately tied to right or virtu-
ous behaviour that a failure to act virtuously or rightly is an indication of one’s moral
ignorance. Virtue is knowledge and viciousness is ignorance. And he says his accusers
have never shown any interest either in the young or in examining right and wrong,
knowledge and ignorance.

Socrates was convinced that ignorance could be demonstrated and men willing to
make the effort to demonstrate this with him would, then, be guided to the right path.
From this Socratic conviction (a moral rather than an epistemic certainty, which Plato
will later reverse) he encouraged some of Athens’ most talented young men to steer clear
of politics because they would unwittingly harm others and themselves if they had not
first spent years in self-examination to discover their own moral convictions which, he
undoubtedly believed, would conform to his own unified view.

19 Gorgias, 473fL.
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Socrates’ Ethical ‘Egoism’

A first reading of Plato’s Apology often leads to a discussion of whether a society — and
especially ancient Athenian democracy — was justified or not in eliminating Socrates
from its midst. Some students have found him to be an attractive idealist, while others
have taken him for a self-righteous bore. Few today see him as socially dangerous and
find it hard to see why such drastic steps were taken to silence him. Ignore him or offer
him a soap box in some large park where people can listen to him if they wish. But the
tradition of philosophizing from Socrates’ own day to ours has focused less on what
Athens took him for and more on analysing the man’s beliefs, an adherence to which
would effectively change the political world. For his aim was nothing less than a moral
reformation of his fellows by means of individuals attaining a moral autonomy which, he
believed, could come about only through intellectual enlightenment. Political force
would not be required. Rationality itself would reveal to a man the kind of person he
would find it most fruitful to be. Our political arrangements would, thereafter, look
very different indeed. In what way?

Let us try to collect together some of the Socratic axioms or convictions in order to
constitute his normative ethical theory in order to see what it implies.

A human being has a self that may be identified more fundamentally with the person’s
psyche or soul than with the person’s body. Truly to know one’s self or one’s soul
requires an investigation of a specific kind. We shall have to discover a method to
investigate our souls or selves. One begins the self~investigation aware that one already
possesses opinions concerning moral values. But the aim of the investigation is somehow
to clarify how the various opinions one happens to have fit together and reinforce one
another (or not, as the case may be) so that we may arrive at the truth. The self or psyche
clearly responds to the acculturation of the society in which it finds itself, but it is not
simply the creature of one particular culture or another. We must assume that there is a
kind of human knowledge, a knowledge of the self, which is a mode of psychic func-
tiomng that transcends the specific responses a self might have to individual and local
experiences in Athens or Sparta. We therefore start by assuming there must be a kind of
human knowledge that is stable, independent of chance or contingent circumstances.
Hence, there must be only one right definition of what all humans seem to agree really
exists, e.g. a human virtue, in terms of its unchanging essence or nature. The elenchos can
help us to get the right definition.

Given that our self or soul is what identifies us to ourselves as humans, we then ask if
the self somehow is innately directed towards living in one way as opposed to another.
What does the soul, our selves, most want for itself? It seems from a familiarity with
what people tend to say when they discuss themselves with others, that all selves desire
their own good, that is, all selves desire their own happiness. If this is the case, then what
one really desires, one’s good, cannot, by definition, be bad for oneself. Humans never
desire actually bad things, since no one acts against what he would wish to do if he knew
what really was his good. If no one willingly wishes to harm himself then knowing what
is our good will defend us against self-harm. This means that no one voluntarily ever does
wrong. To do wrong is to commit an act in ignorance (of the harm it will do to the self).
Hence, no one is voluntarily or intentionally unjust, for to commit unjust acts is always
more harmful to the agent, one’s self, than to the victim. This then, is the reason that it
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is wrong to harm another, be he considered enemy or friend. Never retaliate. It is better
to suffer wrong oneself than to commit it. No real harm can come to a good man and a
good man is one who knows what is his self’s own good, his happiness.

Socrates believed that through appropriate questionings of one’s moral beliefs, an
examination of one’s soul, a person would come to adhere to the above ethical convic-
tions. His enlightenment would equate virtue with knowledge. But this enlightenment
had to be achieved by oneself and for oneself by means of moral enquiry with others.
Socrates fundamentally insists on the individual attaining his own moral enlightenment
but where the truths affirmed and then realized in a person’s lived life are the same and
true for everyone. There must be a sense in which virtue relates, not to the rules of one
particular society and its view of success, but to a universally human way of living and to
a person’s success as a moral being. Each individual needs to rediscover for himself an
existing truth that is true for all. (Plato will later elaborate on this rediscovery being a
kind of recollection rather than a new teaching in the Meno). Socrates’ focus is, then, on
our psyche or soul as our very self. Socrates is, therefore, seen as the beginning of a
tradition that sees philosophy as making a special, indeed unique claim to self-reflective-
ness. What should we, as humans, reflect on? Ourselves.

Socrates says that human selves want above all an ultimate end (telos) — their own
happiness. There is then, what is called a teleological implication in Socrates” moral
convictions. This teleological moral conviction assumes that there is a final, supreme,
object of man’s desire that is desired for its own sake and to which all other desires are
ordered. The supreme and final object of desire is our happiness. It is attained by know-
ing what acts can deliver happiness, such acts are good by definition, this 1s what is
meant by human excellences or virtues, and hence, moral wisdom, that is, knowing our
good, is sovereign. Knowing our good is what leading the examined life is about. On
this view we have, as humans, innate needs, and philosophical reasoning enables us to
conceive of these needs as they truly are. Once we accept this, then we realize that we
never desire the bad things we do when we mistake the bad for the good. An unjust man
is operating under the mistaken belief that the bad things he does are what is good for
him and in his interest. According to Socrates, he ‘simply’ has a mistaken object of his
true desire as everyone truly desires his own good.

From here, Socrates can then go on to show that such a man needs correction, reha-
bilitating punishment rather than retaliation — by means of which he would be harmed
rather than enlightened. Unjust men do desire to do evil, they perform vicious rather
than virtuous acts, but they are under the mistaken belief that this is what is their good.
Therefore, the punishment a man who has acted badly receives is for his sake, that is, for
the sake of the man who has misperceived his own good and acted wrongly. Such a man
is not an enemy, but one of us. We must, in our own interests, respectively, do justice to all
and not follow the old ‘heroic’ way of doing justice to our friends but harming our
enemies. Our formal systems of justice must not be vindictive. ‘Enemies’ are nothing
more than men ignorant of their own true good or they are men pursuing their human
good wrongly.

We have seen that the traditional discourse of the ancient Greeks accepted that there

20 Butsee B. Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (London, 1985), ch. 1 on how this is no longer true only
of philosophy in our self-conscious world.
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was a general desire to be considered virtuous, to be a man of arete. Moral conduct, they
thought, offered the best prospects for happiness. But most seemed to think that the
reason a man wanted to be moral had something to do with the outside social world, that
is, because others would praise you as responsible, law-abiding, conforming to standards
and this would give you pleasure in the form of wealth, status and recognition. Socrates,
unusually, said the reason a man desires to be moral is an internal one, his own knowl-
edge of his own character’s consistent behaviour as a good man. Health, wealth and
status are goods but only if we use them rightly, as a good man would. ‘Wealth does not
bring goodness but goodness brings wealth and every other blessing both to the indi-
vidual and to the state.’

We have also seen that the Athenian social system was built less on explicit power
relations than on the mutual exchange of benefices which one acquired in order to give
some away so that one established status among kin, friends and fellow citizens.?! It was
thought that exchanges through virtuous behaviour bound society through reciprocity.
Socrates’ investigation into the question ‘what manner of life ought a good man to live?’
was predicated on the mutual exchange of moral benefits among men. This means there
is no modern ‘bare’ self here of the sort we begin to see with Hobbes. To maximize
moral benefits one needed to investigate patterns of desire and motivation in men as a
species that lived in ethical collectivities, poleis, and Socrates believed that through the
power of right judgement each individual could determine what it was in a man’s life
that was unqualifiedly in his interest, his good, so that a man’s soul could not be mis-
guided. Therefore, he begins his ethical considerations with the individual in self-ex-
amination (his first subject was himself), but he then relates this initial egoism to the
demands, claims and desires of others. This is what is meant when Socrates 1s called an
ethical egoist.

Beginning with the self, he then generalizes to all others so that the practice of the
various virtues, some of which appear to us as distinctly ancient Greek — like manly
courage, temperance and piety along with justice and wisdom — are acts that proceed
from inwards to the outside and beyond the individual. He seems to speak as though his
ethical constituency were a universal constituency of the human species. Once one
discovers through self-examination how one has most reason to live, one cannot, he
thinks, fail to live in this way in relation to others. The question ‘how should I live my
life?” becomes, upon reflection, a general question: how shall we, as humans in commu-
nities, live our lives? But Socrates believes that the question can only be asked by the
individual himself and answered by a someone who has, upon reflection, come to see that
to be just, as the quintessential virtue, is rational for him as a man with the sort of
character type, the sort of self, that belongs to a man of true arete.”

We have noted that there are numerous presuppositions from which Socrates begins
his quest for self-knowledge and many of these were apparently shared by the ancient
Greceks with whom he spoke. Is his rationalism founded on a peculiarly ancient Greek
way of investigating and speaking about human excellences, character, and a kind of
wisdom called ‘moral’? To what extent is his view unique to him or shared by others? It
15 one thing to say that philosophical enquiry is the greatest good for men, and another

21 SeeP. Veyne, Bread and Circuses: historical sociology and political pluralism, trans. B. Pearce (London, 1990), ch. 2.
22 See Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy.
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to assert the conclusions of this particular enquiry: that no one ever willingly does wrong;
that one ought never harm another because it is self-harm; that the soul is the self; thata
certain kind of human interpretation and enquiry is justified in seeking to establish the
meaning of an oracle’s cryptic response to a question.

We have seen that Socrates’ moral confidence derived from a unique source (his
daimonion, his sign) and this was distinct from the elenctic process. But his subsequent
discovery of the elenchos shows him that it is rational to live a certain kind of life, the self-
examined one and hence, it is rational to be a certain kind of person. No other life is
worth living and no other kind of person is worth being. At his trial he says that he
realizes how few people actually seem to hold to this view. But he optimistically believes
that through the elenchos they could be made to see reason if enough time were given. A
one-day trial was insufficient.

It is not that Socrates thought he alone expressed good opinions; he says in Crito 47a
that he and his friends have always accepted in their past discussions that they should
esteem the opinions of some men and not others. ‘We ought to esteem the good opin-
jons and not the bad . . . and the good ones are those of the wise and the bad ones those
of the foolish.” There are experts with good opinions, for instance, in medicine or in
architecture and their views do and ought to count. But this expert wise man in matters
of statesmanship is not to be found, on Socrates’ view, and in the Gorgias (521d-522a)
Socrates is made to argue that perhaps he is alone of all Athenians who both studies the art
of statesmanship and practises it.

What is most striking in his linking of moral reformation with intellectual enlighten-
ment is Socrates’ further assumption that once we know what is our own good we shall
find ourselves bound to desire it and pursue it. Reason cannot be overpowered by
anything. He has no room for the person who might know what 1s good and yet con-
tinue to do wrong. The Greeks called this incontinence (akrasia) and for Socrates it was
a psychological impossibility, once a man recognized that acting virtuously was a cogni-
tive, intellectual achievement. Aristotle will have more to say about this issue.*® For
Socrates, one will have happiness, what is most desired by each, if one is virtuous. Since
Socrates believes that a man’s proper concern is with the welfare of his own soul, that
part of him that is most important, his psyche, must never be injured by acting unjustly.
Morally bad acts harm the real self. To act unjustly is to harm others, doing wrong to
others, by which you risk harming yourself. In doing wrong you have mistaken the bad
for your good, since no one intentionally desires to harm himself. And so he says he will
never stop saying:

Make your chief concern not your bodies nor possessions but the highest welfare of your
souls and let no day pass without discussing goodness and examining yourself. This is really
the best thing a man can do. The real difficulty is not to escape death but to escape from
doing wrong. (Apology 38a—39b)

This is what Socrates meant when he equated virtue with knowledge.

23 See chapter 4, this volume.



An ethical theory is a more systematic version of the interpretative schemes that ordinary
people use to make sense of their own motivations to act within their social surround-
ings. As Socrates would have it, an ethical theory, investigated and confirmed through
reason, is not an optional discipline for human beings. You simply must ‘know yourself .
Without understanding your own motivations, your life would be anarchic and, unwit-
tingly, you would come to grief, buffeted about by all manner of chance occurrences
and wild responses to them. You would have one preference, one desire, after another.

An ethical theory would then give rise to a political theory because the self does not
live alone. The political theory would be an articulate, systematic and explicit version of
the often unarticulated, implicit or habitual interpretations through which ordinary people
understand their experiences of the actions of others. The political theory, founded on
the ethical theory, would more clearly enable people to respond to experiences through
their own critically assessed and self-conscious actions.

Plato, Socrates” most famous student, saw this perhaps more explicitly than did his
master: political theory was, for Plato, the major consequence of that central human
activity — the contemplation of the foundations of the ethical life — to be carried out by
the philosopher.! The philosopher was not simply some commentator on ordinary dis-
course and behaviour; he was no mere observer of pre-philosophical, common-sense
beliefs, because, like Socrates, he would deny that ordinary men were pre-philosophical
innocents. Innocence is ignorance and leads in each individual, ordinary life to a lack of
virtue, to one’s own unintended downfall, to personal unhappiness and it also brings
down the society in which one is necessarily enmeshed. Therefore, it must be shown
more directly than Socrates was able to achieve, that ordinary human agents are able to
act in relation to others only because they first have a set of theoretical or philosophical
commitments to living successful moral lives together, no matter how vague or uncon-
scious these commitments may appear to them.?

Remember that philosophy is rooted, for Socrates, in a conception of the soul as one’s
true self for which one wants the best. Politics, the systematic pursuit of the collective
and mutual well-being of individual souls or selves, is thereafter erected on what is most

1 See the doctrine of Formns, below, pp. 759, pp. 102ff.

2 For further general reflections along these lines see A. Maclntyre, “The Indispensability of Political Theory’, in
D. Miller and L. Siedentop, eds, The Nature of Political Theory (Oxford, 1983)
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dear to each person, his soul or self, and its well-being. Socrates believed that one’s
human happiness was only discoverable through self-examination by means of a rational
deliberation with others on the best way for a self to live a human life, taking as given
that he and his interlocutors accepted the existence of such things as the virtues of justice,
courage, piety. His interlocutors also accepted that their contemporaries tended to speak
about the individual as tis, somebody or other, a person who might be referred to as a
standard of average agreement or dissent about any subject.* And this unidentified tis,
this standard individual, was a member of society, an Athenian who was not subsumed
under the city’s name but whose name, Athenian, named the city. This tis, both when
young and when mature, was agreed to be held in the grip of a morally bound collective
more powerful than his unique, subjective oneness.* Therefore, there is no modern
individualism here. In this milieu, humans as humans could not choose to be alone and
remain human, but Socratic rational choice could help them to choose what kind of
togetherness would best suit a collectivity of ethical selves. This was Plato’s project in
the Republic (Politeia). But Plato saw that he had to make a few crucial changes to aspects
of the original Socratic method of argument, the elenchos, and to Socrates’ universal
optimism that rational persuasion alone could reorientate men’s characters and effect a
moral revolution in everyone.’

Plato was born in 427/8 Bc and died in 347 Bc. His family was an old and distinguished
one, and he was linked through birth and social connections to the most prominent men
in Athenian public life, including Perikles, at the time of the Peloponnesian war and its
aftermath. The two major influences on him were Socrates, his teacher, whom Athens
put to death, and his disillusion with contemporary Athenian (democratic and radical
oligarchic) politics. In the past, there has been much discussion over whether Plato should
be read as Socrates’ philosophical heir or as a political ideologue. Did his disillusion with
Athenian politics come from his disinterested Socratic philosophical preoccupations and
his own conclusions about how to know the truth and who can know it? Or was his
philosophy a result of his politics, a justification and an excuse for what was of major
importance to him — anti-democratic politics and its replacement with government by an
intellectual elite?® There is an old argument that Plato really wished to be a practical
statesman but was forced back into ‘mere’ theorizing and philosophy,” and hence, he
should be seen as a statesman manqué. If he did not wish to be an active politician, then
why, it has been asked, did he intervene, later in his life, in Syracusan politics (with
disastrous results) when he abstained from political activity in democratic Athens?

Plato provides something of a defence of his life choices in his Seventh Letter.® He

3 tis, like anthropos (human being), are masculine adjective and noun, respectively, in Greek.

4 H. D. Rankin, Plato and the Individual (London, 1964).

5 See G. Klosko, The Development of Plato’s Political Theory (New York, 1986), especially ch. 4, and on the failure
of the elenchos in other Platonic works in G. Klosko, ‘Rational Persuasion in Plato’s Political Theory’, History of
Political Thought 7 (1986), pp. 15-31, 22-8; G. Vlastos, Socrates: ironist and moral philosopher (Cambridge, 1991) argues
that the elenchos was abandoned rather than modified by Plato.

6 See E. and N. Wood, Class Ideology and Andent Political Theory (Oxford, 1978) versus F. M. Comnford, Plato’s
Commonwealth (Cambridge, 1935) (reprinted as The Unwritten Philosophy, 1950).

7 U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Platon, 2 vols (Berlin, 1920).

8 E. N. Tigerstedt, Interpreting Plato (Stockholm, 1977) accepts it as genuine; also see G. Morrow, Plato’s Epistles:
a translation with critical essays and notes (Indianapolis, 1962) and P. Brunt, Studies in Greek History and Thought
(Oxford, 1993), pp. 320-5, 341-2.
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says that when he was young, like many others, he had ambitions to enter public life
when he came of age. At that time Athens had lost the Peloponnesian war and the
democracy had fallen. Athens was ruled by the Thirty Tyrants, some of whom were his
relatives and they invited him to join them. He was tempted because he thought they
were going to lead the city out of the unjust life she had been living (324d). But he soon
observed a far worse state of affairs, and the Thirty tried to make Socrates their accom-
plice in crimes. ‘I drew back from these evil men’ (325a). After the restoration of de-
mocracy, Plato said he thought again about public life but then the democracy tried and
executed Socrates. He came to the conclusion that public life was corrupt, although he
did not cease to reflect how an improvement could be brought about. Yet he refrained
from action, awaiting the proper time (326a).

At last I came to the conclusion that all existing states are badly governed and the condition
of their laws practically incurable, without some miraculous remedy and the assistance of
fortune; and I was forced to say, in praise of true philosophy, that from her heights alone it
was possible to discern what justice is, either in the state or in the individual, and that the
ills of the human race would never end until either those who are sincerely and truly lovers
of wisdom come into political power, or the rulers of our cities, by the grace of god, learn
true philosophy (326a-b).

Plato then includes a lengthy philosophical excursus (342a—344a) showing his over-
whelming interest in philosophy and systematic thinking as the necessary precursor to
‘political” theorizing about society as a systematic whole. Only once one could show
that philosophy was the foundation of a human way of being in the world could one
then show that there was no distinction to be made between the statesman and the
philosopher. He believed that both were engaged, in the same way, in ethical and politi-
cal theorizing as the foundation of correct behaviour, although in the corrupt world of
men, where the philosopher must live, political activity will always be a necessary sacri-
fice for the lover of wisdom. Philosophy as a full-time occupation is true politics for
Plato, it is a skill (techne) of which most men are ignorant, it is the governance of selves,
and the only sort of ‘politics’ worthy of the name. In contrast, foolishness is spending
time on material, practical problems when one is confused about the state of one’s own
soul, one’s character, and the true principles of right and wrong by which one acts.
Philosophy must pose the most persuasive and radical challenge to the way corrupt
power politics motivates men in their search for the good life for themselves.

After Socrates’ death, Plato travelled and deepened his studies in Egypt, Italy and Sicily.
We shall see that some of the philosophies he encountered on his voyages, notably that of
the Pythagoreans, affected the ways he would come to modify his Socratic inheritance.
Then he returned to found his Academy as a school for philosopher—statesmen.

One of the major questions we must keep in mind as readers of any philosophical
theory that is generated from within a society that is not like ours, is to what extent may
one say that this kind of ethical and political theorizing, as the foundation of what is
taken to be correct behaviour, can be universalized to suit human beings living in other
cultures, with other conceptions of the human self? If, in saying not simply that there is a
truth about the human self but that this one theory offers the best account of that truth, are
we not already speaking from within a culturally induced vision? Can a specific concep-
tion of the self ever be divorced from the implicit and explicit values of the culture
within which it emerges? s there an essential, fixed definition of the human self which
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only appears to vary as it expresses itself in different cultural milieux? When we read what
Plato’s Socrates has to say, are we reading what only an ancient Greek, with his set of
cultural norms, could have said? Can one ever ‘think’ without a context and if not, are
there certain contexts that, despite being historically and culturally discrete, none the less
share specific features that give rise to shared or similar ways of thinking, for instance,
about the human self, but which certain other cultures might not share? Is the Socratic—
Platonic view of the essential human self plausible for us only because we have inherited
a constructed history of our philosophy, a tradition of discourse, with the Greeks, and in
particular Socrates and Plato, at the beginning? And yet we must be aware that this
Platonic human self is no modern, subjective, unique individual but, by definition, a
morally bound, objective reasoner, a communally dependent evaluator of the human
good for a collectivity of ethical selves.

Contemporary historians of past political theories are troubled by these kinds of ques-
tions, and not all would agree with Guthrie when he noted that ‘Plato can only be
understood in his own setting’.” To understand Plato it is, of course, important to know
that in the Republic he was still haunted by the ‘primitive’ logic of Parmenides, who was
the first to distinguish the two modes of cognition, doxa (opinion/belief} and episteme
(knowledge or intellect)." But to chart the origin of some of his ideas is not the same as
affirming that what he says is ‘true” about the human condition. We shall attempt to
rephrase some of Plato’s ‘local utterances’ in more normative terms in order to see if
some of his insights can transcend their historical emergence, as Plato himself wished
them to do. But we will still be left with a range of presuppositions, the truth of which
he never even attempted to demonstrate, and some of these may still look odd to us
today. None the less, people can and do consider themselves Platonists today and this
should encourage us to consider what it is about certain theories that allows them to be
absorbed by people whose experiences and values owe nothing explicitly to ancient Greece.
We should also be encouraged to reflect on whether or not philosophical theories that
are generated from within our own societies likewise begin in a range of presupposi-
tions, the truth of which remains similarly undemonstrated."

Plato's Early and Later Socrates

It is often said that in the dialogues of Plato there are two Socrateses, both of which were
‘invented’ by Plato, the earlier being taken for the more historically accurate rendering
of the man’s thoughts. We have come to know one Socrates from the early Platonic
work called the Apology. But through an examination of stylistic criteria of Plato’s later
works scholars have tried to order and date the dialogues on the basis of their changing
philosophical content. Most notably, Socrates’ elenctic investigation ceases as a method
in what are called the transitional dialogues. According to Vlastos,'> we can arrange
Plato’s works in the following way:

9 W. K. C. Guthre, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 4 (Cambridge, 1975), p. 492.

10 Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 4, p. 496.

11 See the Introduction to this volume.

12 Vlastos, Socrates, p. 46, with whom everyone does not agree in detail, e.g. T. lrwin, A History of Westem
Philosophy, 1: Classical Thought (Oxford, 1989) and his Plato’s Moral Theory: the early and middle dialogues (Oxford,
1977) and C. Kahn in H. H. Benson, ed., Essays on the Philosophy of Socrates (Oxford, 1992), pp.35-52.
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Early (alphabetical listing)
Apology, Charmides, Crito, Euthyphro, Gorgias, Hippias Minor, lon, Laches, Protagoras, Re-
public (Book I).

Transitional (alphabetical listing)
Euthydemus, Hippias Major, Lysis, Menexenus, Meno.

Middle (probable chronological listing)
Cratylus, Phaedo, Symposium, Republic (Books I1-X), Phaedrus, Parmenides, Theaetetus.

Later (probable chronological listing)
Timaeus, Critias, Sophist, Politicus (Statesman), Philebus, Laws.

Despite the arguments over which works are to be ordered as truly early and which
should be seen as transitional and early-middle, it is evident, in general, that a change did
take place. In the early works we have a Socrates who is exclusively a moral philosopher
with something of a populist conception of philosophy, a personal religion that is real-
ized in ethical action (rather than in contemplation), no interest in the natural sciences
or mathematics, and who investigates elenctically his interlocutors’ propositions in the
moral domain. He secks knowledge elenctically, insisting that he has none. Although he
thinks the soul is the most important aspect of man, he has no elaborated model of what
it looks like nor how it functions, other than to insist that it can be persuaded by a
rational investigation of held beliefs not to harm itself and therefore, to live well. He also
has no explicit political theory. In seeking demonstrative knowledge he is confident
only that there are a right and wrong, a good and bad, a virtuous and vicious, and that
definitions can be sought by every person from within himself to enable particular in-
stances of all virtuous acts to be shown to be unified.

But when we observe the Socrates of the middle dialogues, we see a man who is a
moral philosopher and a metaphysician, by which is meant that he has a theory of cosmic
order, of the first principles of nature and of thought. He also has an elaborated episte-
mology (a theory of how humans come to know and learn) and therefore a philosophy
of education, a philosophy of science, a philosophy of language, a philosophy of religion
and a philosophy of art. This means that when we confront Plato’s Republic, we are
dealing with a Socrates who has a metaphysical theory about the existence of Forms or
Ideas or principles as separate from the material world." We are shown two ‘worlds’
which, none the less, are related, a ‘world of appearances’ and a ‘world of reality’. The
world of appearances comprises the sensually perceived and the world of reality com-
prises the intelligible and conceptual. We meet a Socrates who has a belief in the immor-
tality of the soul (psuche) which, as separable from the body, comes to know about
principles, Forms, Ideas, by recollecting pieces of knowledge originally acquired pre-
natally, that is, prior to the soul’s birth into a body. Furthermore, the Socrates of the
Republic has an elaborate exposition of the soul as divided into three ‘parts’, each ‘part’ of
which has a specific function. We see a Socrates who values the discipline of mathemat-
ics as crucial in the process of leading the soul from the world of particular and transient
things to an understanding of the unchanging principles by which such particulars are
what they are. The Socrates of the Republic has exchanged his populist conception of

13 See below, pp. 102ff.
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philosophy for everyone to a more elitist conception of philosophy for the few but with
consequences for everyone. We see a new interpretation of what rational argument can
achieve: now it cannot reorientate men’s characters simply by providing the reason for
living a good human life, because most people’s characters are dominated by desires, and
hence, it is their emotions, rather than their reason alone, that must be addressed. No
longer is there the Socratic insistence that once any man comes to see, by rational per-
suasion, what is truly in his best interest, he will be bound to do it: moral weakness is no
longer a psychological impossibility but a real and enduring problem. This is because it
is now seen that there are other motivating factors in a person’s psychology which can
and do conflict with reason; it is too simple to say that knowledge (and ignorance)
govern human behaviour. We need a theory of desire. Reason will therefore be shown
to have a new function, to take the emotions seriously and to keep desire in its proper
place, in order to ensure, both in the individual and in the polis, psychological and
therefore, political order. Reason and those capable of it now must have the kind of
political power that truly governs a collectivity of selves in the interest of each and all.
And from this re-evaluation of reason’s function we have an elaborated political theory
which analyses a ranked hierarchy of different kinds of constitution, each of which
reflects the kinds of souls of their respective citizen constituents. Democracy, for exam-
ple, is shown to be the worst of constitutional forms except for tyranny. In sum, Plato
has reworked Socratic ethical egoism and constructed a new moral psychology from
which an ideal politics could emerge. With the Republic we confront Plato’s Platonism,
and it is this wide-ranging philosophical doctrine that would be taken up, reinterpreted
and used by subsequent theorists of the political in the Roman and Christian worlds. It
was once famously said,'* and with some justification, that the history of philosophy
consists of footnotes to Plato.

In order to interpret the Republic, we need to examine briefly some of the philosophi-
cal developments already found in the Meno but taken further in the Phaedo, because we
shall see some of their doctrines re-emerge in the Republic. We shall focus on the Phaedo
in particular because it contains discussions which are crucial to an understanding of the
Republic’s political philosophy and because it is also central to Aristotle’s later representa-
tion and criticism of Plato’s views on psychology. The twin pillars of Platonism, its
theory of Forms and its belief in the immortality of the soul, emerge in these two
dialogues as doctrines that are united as the core of Plato’s system. They develop from
Socratic philosophy having demonstrated to Plato how to live as a man and to die as a

philosopher.

The Phaedo

The Phaedo purports to tell the story of Socrates’ last day in prison before his death, as
recounted by an eye-witness, Phaedo of Elis. Plato says he was not present on this last
day. The dialogue focuses on Socrates’ attempt to encourage a belief in the immortality
and reincarnation of the soul (psuché). It speaks from within what we would call a rehi-
gious or spiritual world of its time in its concern to understand life and death, the human
soul (pstiché) as separable from the body and its centrality to human choices made when

14 By A. N. Whitehead.
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embodied. Plato is original here, adapting and altering a number of Orphic and Py-
thagorean intuitions about whether or not the soul both exists before birth and persists
after bodily death. Plato describes the soul in an innovative way, as no longer passive and
subject to the play of emotions. Instead, the soul has choices and objects of its own. Nor
is the soul simply a breath of life, a mere phantom or ghost of a dead person which, for
ancient Greek contemporaries, could appear to the living only in their dreams. The
nature of the Platonic soul is best grasped by considering the activity Plato attributes to
it. Its pattern of conduct expresses the ideal, immaterial human essence in a life lived
naturally and correctly.”

In the Phaedo, what may appear to us to be a far-fetched subject for discussion — the
soul’s immortality and reincarnation — is considered in order to try to understand why
humans can conceive of general, absolute ideas like Equality or Goodness and then
recognize instances of equality or goodness in particular entities or acts they see in the
material world. These absolute ideas must exist somewhere and somehow come before
any instances which are then called equal or good when they are perceived by the
senses. Only if we propose that the soul is immortal, that is, survives the body, and
therefore has acquired knowledge prior to its experiences in the world after birth can
we make sense, says Socrates, of the general acknowledgement that Beauty, Goodness,
the virtues, exist. What are these existents as standards or absolute categories of evalu-
ation and how do we come to know them? Could we give an account of why two
things are considered equal if we did not first have a conceptual category of Equality
itself?

The Socrates of the Phaedo is still the rationalist of the earlier dialogues, without a
theory of motivation that takes the emotions seriously into account. The tripartite soul
of the Republic has not yet been devised. Instead, we are offered a dualist theory of soul
or mind versus the body. Here we see Socrates describe how the emotions must be
ignored in the search for knowledge of standards and absolute categories of evaluation,
that is, of the real and the true. This dialogue would have an enormous influence on
medieval Christian accounts of the divided human self, a fallen self that must be trained
to ignore bodily temptations in order to exercise that remnant, divine and rational spark
of intellect if it is to achieve salvation. The Phaedo along with the Meno would be the
only Platonic dialogues available in Latin translation until the fifteenth century.

The dialogue reflects the influence of Pythagoreanism which Plato is thought to have
learnt on his voyages to Sicily, and one of Socrates’ interlocutors, Simmias, refers to
himself and Cebes, another participant, as ‘we Pythagoreans’. Here Socrates makes plain
that, despite the views of ordinary people, those who apply themselves in the right way
to philosophy are voluntarily preparing themselves for dying and death (64a; 68a—b). He
also makes it clear that the philosopher is an ascetic, paying as little attention as possible

15 The text may easily be found in The Last Days of Socrates, ed. and trans. H. Tredennick (Harmondsworth, 1981
and reprints), pp. 97-183. See S. Lovibond, ‘Plato’s Theory of Mind’, in S. Everson, ed., Companions to Ancient
Thought, 2: Psychology (Cambridge, 1991), pp. 35-55; J. Bumet, ‘The Socratic Doctrine of the Soul’, Proceedings of
the British Academy 7 (1915-16), pp. 235-59 and Bumet’s commentary on the Greek text, Plato’s Phaedo (Oxford,
1967); D. Bostock, Plato’s Phaedo (Oxford, 1986); J.-P.Vernant, ‘Aspects mythiques de la mémoire et du temps,’ in
Mythe et pensée chez les grecs, études de psychologie historique, vol. 1 (Pans, 1981), pp.80—107 and Vernant, Mortality and

Immortaliry (London, 1991); W. K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 3 (Cambridge, 1969), pp.467-70
and vol. 4, p. 555.
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to bodily pleasures {or pains), so that the soul is to be conceived as the opposite of the
body. Indeed, the body is a hindrance to the acquisition of knowledge because there is
no certainty in seeing and hearing, while the soul, when concentrating on its own
objects of thought, free from sensual distractions, searches for (and finds) Reality (65b—
¢). Wisdom, knowledge of Reality, is only found in its purity in the next world (68b). It
is wisdom, the knowledge of Reality, that makes possible the virtues of courage and self-
control, that is, true goodness, in the first place, and the presence or absence of pleasures
and fears and other feelings make no difference at all.

Socrates states that a system of morality which is based on relative emotional values
(physical pleasure or pain) is a mere illusion, a thoroughly vulgar conception which has
nothing sound in it and nothing true. The true moral ideal, whether it be self-control or
integrity or courage, is really a kind of purgation from all these emotions and wisdom itself is
a sort of purification (69¢c—d).

If you have ever considered how you have come to know the discrete natures of
things in the world, that is, if you have asked what it means for someone to be a human
being as opposed to an animal, or for something to be a cup as distinct from a bed, and
you thought that your knowledge came about simply through experiencing lots of indi-
vidual, material things — different men, different cups —and then you somehow grouped
them together through what looked to you like apparent similarities and you called
them by one name (men, cups), you would be wrong! Socrates thinks you would be
relying too heavily on an assumption that you, personally, had sensed the world of
things as they really are in themselves. But we have all had the experience of making
mistakes about what we thought we saw at a distance and then corrected our judgement
when we came up close to the object we had (mis)perceived. Not only can our vision of
particular things be faulty. According to Socrates, the apprehension of the real natures of
what things are is not had through the senses at all, but, so far as possible, with the
unaided intellect. The soul (psyche) is concerned with ‘the real nature of any given thing
— what it actually is, and not what it appears to be at a certain moment . . . and the aim
is to understand that object in itself” (65c—d). The object of the intellect is the truth, that
is, the true nature of something. The true nature of Socrates as a man is not whether he
has a snub nose or is bald. To understand Socrates as a man is to understand the nature of
his humanness. And you have to have an idea of humanness before you can judge
whether or not Socrates is a human being. According to Socrates, pure knowledge of
this kind is not possible in the company of the body (66¢). Your ideas are not the
consequence of sensual experience. For Socrates, it is the other way round. Rather, how
you come to know about the material world which you see or hear, the reason you are
able to recognize that there are discrete men, cups and beds is because you have a prior
idea of humankind, ‘cupness’ and ‘bedness’. The senses do not rule our understanding of
what there is to be known; they simply confirm understanding by presenting instances
of what is there to be known and is already conceived of, by the soul, as a nature, as a kind
of thing. To hold to the view that our knowledge is sensually guided has, for Socrates,
disastrous consequences in the world itself. Socrates insists that wars and revolutions and
battles are due simply and solely to the body and its desires; all wars are undertaken for
the acquisition of wealth and the reason we have to acquire wealth is because we have
not permitted our souls to rule and instead our souls have become slaves in service to the

body (66e€). Hence, there are social and political consequences of defining man as soul-
led rather than body-led.
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Once the asceticism of the philosophical soul is accepted, the problem emerges of the
soul’s immortality and its separation from the body after death (69¢).'® Socrates describes
a cyclical law of nature in which life comes from death and death from life (72b). We are
told that the body is a temporary home, a tomb, of the soul which existed before it and
will survive after it. Not only is the soul somehow eternal but the status of its reality is
superior to that of the body and all the sense-perceived physical objects with which the
body has come into contact throughout its mortal life. The soul is released upon the
body’s death and if it is pure, that is, uncontaminated by the body because it has never
willingly associated with it in life, then the soul, having pursued philosophy and prac-
tised how to face the body’s death, arrives in a place where it will be happy and released
from human evils, change and uncertainties. The pure soul sees reality directly. It has
been prepared by philosophy which has tried, by gentle persuasion, to set the soul free
from the realm of change and material particulars. Philosophy has persuaded the philo-
sophical soul that sense observation by the eyes and ears is entirely deceptive. The soul
must concentrate itself by itself, trusting only its own independent judgement and when
it investigates by itself it passes into the realm of the pure, everlasting, immortal and
changeless. The soul refrains from attributing truth to anything which it views indi-
rectly, that is, sensually, as being subject to change and variation. Its object is the invis-
ible and the invariable, the unchanging truth in the realm of the absolute, the constant
and invariable. It has contact with the unchanging beings in this realm, what Socrates
calls the Forms, by being itself of a similar nature (78e—84a).

This is a theory that is couched in the terms of religious metaphor which, to us, may
sound strange. It is derived from other theories, most notably a theory of what learning
is, which has previously been set forth in the Meno and is repeated and elaborated upon
in the Phaedo. In the Phaedo Socrates says that what we call learning is really recollection
(72b—). We can show that when people are asked questions they can give correct
answers which they could do only if they already had a proper grasp of the subject. A
questioner tries to get a person to remind himself of something he first knew at some
time or other. Take for instance ‘Equality’. Socrates says: ‘“We admit, [ suppose, that
there is such a thing as Equality — not the equality of stick to stick and stone to stone, but
something beyond all that and distinct from it — absolute Equality [the idea of Equality]’
(74a—d). Although we see equal sticks or stones or other equal objects we must already
have a notion of absolute Equality which individual equal sticks or stones fall short of.
And this means we must have had some previous knowledge of Equality before the time
we first saw equal things which strive after Equality but fall short of it (74e).

So before we began to see and hear and use our other senses [as babies] we must some-
where have acquired the knowledge that there is such a thing as absolute Equality; other-
wise we could never have realized, by using as a standard for comparison, that all equal
objects of sense are desirous of being like it, but are only imperfect copies (75a—e).

This knowledge of absolute standards, in this case, the idea of absolute Equality, must
have been acquired before our birth (76a).

16 The possibility of a blessed immortality was familiar, not only from the more esoteric Orphic doctrines, but

from the eleusinian mysteries which were an Athenian national cult. See Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol.
4, p. 554.
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And if it is true that we acquired our knowledge before our birth and lost it at the moment
of birth, but afterwards, by the exercise of our sense upon sensible objects, we recover the
knowledge which we had once before, I suppose that what we call learning will be the

recovery of our own knowledge, and surely we should be right in calling this recollection
(76a).

Hence, what we call learning is really a process of recollecting knowledge we somehow
(today we would say, unconsciously) already possess.

Socrates says that he and his interlocutors are faced with a choice: either we are born
with knowledge of absolute standards, ideas of Equality, Beauty, Goodness, and retain a
knowledge of these all our lives, or a knowledge of these absolute standards is somehow
Jorgotten and people learn them, become aware of them, by a process of recollecting.
Socrates says that we can decide if we consider that in order to demonstrate knowledge
a person must be able to explain what he knows. He must be able to give an account.
We note that the only way he believes someone can demonstrate knowledge to others is
through the use of logical argument, giving an account, in words. He is speaking with
people who seem to agree with this, that the deployment of language is the means by
which knowledge is revealed. But it is a very specific kind of language, and its function
must be to reflect a pre-linguistic logic, a logic of thinking, a logic of the soul which
itself reflects the logic of the way things are. It cannot be a language that appeals only to
plausibility. This is what Sophists do without regard for the truth of what they are
saying. But we must assume there is a way of speaking that does more than express what
only appears to be the case at a particular moment. Socrates is always aware how mis-
statements are not merely jarring in their immediate context; he also believes that mis-
statements have a bad effect upon the soul (115d-116a). So there must be a proper way
of speaking which demonstrates a knowledge of the truth.

Now Simmias is of the opinion that everyone cannot demonstrate that he has such
knowledge; he does not believe (presumably from empirical observation) that everyone
can give an account, and therefore a knowledge of absolute standards must not be re-
tained throughout life. Within each person lies innate absolute standards but in order to
gain access to them, to know they are there and to give an account of what one knows,
something else must happen. In consequence, Simmias must agree with Socrates that
people have to go through a process of recollecting what they once learned before birth,
and that knowledge acquired pre-natally is not retained as knowledge but must be sought
after by being asked the right questions to aid recollection (76b). The knowledge ac-
quired pre-natally is non-perspectival and non-temporal; it is not a personal memory of
doing or experiencing but, rather, it is a memory of truth, not acquired at any time but
always possessed.!” Hence,

If all these absolute realities such as Beauty and Goodness, which we are always talking
about, really exist; if we refer all our sensations to these and compare our sensations with
these as we re-discover our own former knowledge of them; is it not a necessary inference
that our souls must exist too even before our birth, whereas if these abstractions, these
absolute realities do not exist, our discussion would seem to be a waste of time? Is this the
position, that it is logically just as certain that our souls exist before our birth as it is that
these realities exist, and that if the one is impossible, so is the other? (76d—e)

17  See Meno 86a-b.
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We are told that the same logical necessity applies to both and that our soul’s existence
before our birth stands or falls with the existence of Socrates’ absolute realities. And these
absolute realities, Equality, Beauty, Goodness, remain constant. The concrete instances
of beautiful things like horses, men, clothes or equal things like sticks, vary. You can see
or touch concrete instances but you can apprehend the constant, invisible entities, the
ideas of Beauty or Equality, only by thinking. The soul, operating on its own, is thinking
without the aid of the sensually perceived world, and is in ‘contact’” with its own objects
of thought, the absolute realities, the ideas of Beauty or Equality. The thinking mind is
said to be of a similar nature to what it thinks about, these absolute standards, principles,
ideas, Forms, and these are objects of thought that exist beyond the soul.

That the soul is united to the body in life confirms that nature expects it to rule the
body, and that the body serves the soul (80a). What then is the relation between soul’s
thoughts and the body’s senses? Do the two worlds of Appearance and Reality not inter-
connect? Socrates provides an ‘autobiographical’ interlude in order to show how he
came to view the relationship between the soul’s thinking, the senses observing the physical
objects of the material world, and his theorizing or giving accounts. He begins by saying
that humans hold to certain premises: they must suppose that there is an argument which
is true and valid and capable of being discovered. Even if they have heard arguments that
are sometimes true and sometimes false, they must not think that all arguments are of this
kind and they must not attach responsibility to these changing arguments themselves but
to the arguer and his technical ability or lack of ability (90d). Hence, we must consider
that there is a techné, a skill, that an arguer is capable of demonstrating which enables him
to give an account that is true and valid. We must not let it enter our minds that there
may be no validity in argument (90¢). Humans may be intellectual invalids but each must
do his best to become healthy. Humans must assume that there is a truth and that one
can, with effort, give an account of it. The first person who must be convinced with his
account is himself and he does this by constructing a theory out of his own beliefs and
opinions which then produces in him his strongest conviction (91a). Constructing theo-
ries is living the examined life. Socrates relates how he did this for himself.

His defence in the Apology, that he was never interested in the physical world and had
no sympathy with the investigations of pre-Socratic naturalists like Anaxagoras, is here,
surprisingly, reversed. Now we are told that in his youth he did have an extraordinary
passion for natural science and wanted to discover the causes of things coming to be and
ceasing (97¢). But eventually he found himself to be unfitted for this form of enquiry
(97¢—d). Then he heard someone reading from a book by Anaxagoras that Mind pro-
duces order and is the cause of everything. ‘In Anaxagoras I thought I found an author-
ity on causation’(98a). But he was disappointed because Anaxagoras seemed to think
that what caused order in the world was air, water, the ether and that what caused humans
to act in the ways they did was their bodies, their bones and sinews. ‘If it were said that
without such bones and sinews I should not be able to do what I think is right, it would
be true,” Socrates says,  but to say that it is because of them that I do what I am doing, and
not through choice of what is best — although my actions are controlled by mind — would be a very
lax and inaccurate form of expression’ (99¢). Understanding motivates, not muscles. Your
body is the instrumental means by which you perform acts which have previously been
thought of. Socrates assumes all human acts are intentional acts. Hence, when the soul/
mind functions, the proper objects of its thinking activity are ideas and not material
things in the world. And because Socrates did not want to ‘blind his soul’ by observing
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physical objects which are not the proper objects of mind, he had recourse to theories to
discover the truth about things (99d). The theory will have to concern soul/mind and its
invisible objects of thought, given that it 1s agreed that absolute realities like Beauty and
Equality are taken to exist but cannot be sensed and can only be thought. A theory of
causation, that is, of human moral motivation to act in one way or another, will be
worked out by minds starting from the premise that absolute standards such as Beauty
and Goodness exist. Then, in giving an account, the theory will relate the ideas we have
to the material things we perceive.

In general, he says his method is as follows: he starts by laying down the theory
which he judges to be soundest and then, whatever seems to agree with it he assumes to
be true and whatever does not agree with the theory, he assumes to be false (99d).
Hence, he assumes the existence of absolute Beauty and Goodness (which everyone
else seems to acknowledge) and then, if you grant him the assumption that they exist,
and therefore that it is by these existents, Beauty, Goodness, etc., that beautiful and
good things are beautiful or good, then he can prove the soul to be immortal (99d-
101a). Here is how thought relates to concrete things. He assumes that whatever else is
beautiful apart from absolute Beauty is beautiful because it ‘partakes’ of that absolute
Beauty (100c¢). How do individual concrete things in the world ‘partake’ of their stand-
ard, their idea? What makes the object beautiful is ‘the presence in it or the association
with it (in whatever way the relation comes about) of absolute Beauty’ (100d). Socrates
says he does not insist on any one account of the precise details of this participation. But
he does insist that his theory requires that the only way a given object can come into
being is through participation in the Reality that is peculiar to its appropriate universal.
You cannot distinguish a human from a horse unless you first have a general idea (an
appropriate universal) of humanness and horseness. And he insists that you have to
discuss the universal, the general, abstract idea, such as Beauty or Humanness, before
you can discuss its consequences, before you can speak of individual, material things in
the world being beautiful or human. First, then, we must agree both that the Forms,
these absolute realities or Ideas, exist (and everyone does), and that they are the reason
why other things are called after the Forms. The reason we call something beautiful is
because it ‘participates’ in the Form of Beauty (102a). Furthermore, the name of a
Form, like Beauty, is eternally applicable not only to the Form itself, but also to some-
thing else which is not the Form but invariably possesses its distinguishing characteristic
(103d). This distinguishing characteristic is the essence or nature which enables the
thing to be understood as what it is, be it 2 man or horse, beautiful or not. Thereafter,
the logos, or account, expresses through words the world of appearances in terms of
their essential intelligibility.

A Normative Account

Let us try to express this theory, couched as it is in the somewhat strange (to us) local
utterances of fourth-century Bc Greeks, in a more normative way: humans suppose that
they have true beliefs about the material world that is independent of their minds and
they therefore suppose that they have some knowledge of the world in which they find
themselves. After all, they make judgements of all sorts about the world they see and
experience. We cannot have specific thoughts or beliefs without having more general
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ideas or concepts. And without some relation between the world ‘out there’” and our
minds, between receiving sense data from the outside world and our concept-exercising
activity of understanding, there would be no reason to suppose that our intellectual
constructions, no matter how internally coherent, had any bearing on independent real-
ity at all, let alone conveyed any knowledge of it. We would simply be living in our
heads. What, then, is the relation between what we sense and what we know? For Plato,
sensible experiences must be not only a confirmation of our prior conceptualizations of
what is there to be experienced, but the things to be experienced by the senses must also
be what they are because they somehow are already intelligible: they have to possess
characteristic natures or essences (distinguishing characteristics) which a reflecting mind
recognizes by conceptually ‘separating’ them from their concrete manifestations in order
to think about them. In themselves, concrete sensible things are understood to be what
they are because essentially they share, or ‘participate’ in, their intelligible idea. The
intelligibility of the world 1s what gives us rational grounds for forming judgements
about the world. Things are bound together by intelligibility.

But the reason why things are intelligible is because they, like us, are part of what we
must assume to be a general, metaphysical orderliness. For Socrates, humans are situated
between two extremes, the apparent, material world on the one hand, and on the other,
a world of formal, absolute, unchanging Realities (107¢ ff.). Within this larger, meta-
physical framework, mind thinks of the Beautiful, the Equal, the Human because there
are separable existents, formal standards like absolute Beauty and Equality. This
supersensible Reality is beyond souls, it is a formal, universal, cosmic order, but it is,
through thinking, within soul’s reach as intelligible. This is Socrates’ theory and he
believes it renders an account of why men are able to judge things beautiful or equal,
and more importantly, why they may make choices to act consistently on an under-
standing of motivating moral standards, that is, of what is best. Out of this comes his
intellectualist, theoretical discourse on human motivation. It distinguishes between the
cause of a thing, a man’s actions, and the condition without which it could not be a cause
(99¢). The condition is the formal, intelligible nature of the Real. It is presumed that in
order for human knowledge to be possible, men always do assume that there is a natural,
essential order in all that is, and that humans are within that formal order. A thinking
soul/mind has the capacity , through its activities, to grasp unchanging truths and have
universal ideas of existents like Equality and Goodness.

In ‘proving’ the immortality of the soul Socrates insists that as a consequence of this
immortality the soul demands our care, not only for that part of time which we call life
but for all time. The soul can have no escape or security from evil except by becoming
as good and wise as it possibly can, for it takes nothing with it to the next world except
its education and training (that is, its degree of recollection of what it knew before birth
and its ability to give accounts of its knowledge), and we are told that these are of
supreme importance in helping or harming the newly dead at the very beginning of
their journey there.

If the soul and the Forms complement one another, the argument for the previous
existence of the soul seems to be based on the (prior) reality of the Forms or ideal
standards. Reality is presumed to be independent of humans achieving a conscious ac-
cess to it. And yet we can know the Forms, but only through recollection of what the
pre-existent soul ‘perceived’. Therefore, the Meno and its sequel the Phaedo provide us
with a theory of the soul’s education, of learning, which is a process of recollecting
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already existing and (unconsciously) known truths which are then ‘tied down’ by rea-
soned explanation. Learning is not the putting into one’s mind of a systematic arrange-
ment of information imparted by another, a teacher, but rather it is a technique of
drawing out knowledge, through appropriate questioning, and this enables someone to
recollect and then give a systematic account of what he now knows but had temporarily
forgotten. That the human soul has access to a realm of unchanging and eternal realities
and that philosophy is the means to reacquiring, or raising to conscious awareness as a
systematic understanding, the innate standards by which it lives its life, is the central
doctrine of the Phaedo.

The philosopher must be concerned with the release of the soul from its association
with the body and in so doing he has access to an individualist ethics, the now conscious
awareness of an innate moral sense that is to be guided by unchanging ideals of Good-
ness, Beauty, etc. in order to ensure a person’s spiritual welfare. The soul, every soul,
rises above the subjective and personal level by being orientated by objective, univer-
sally valid realities. Socrates emphasizes that when he speaks of soul he means absolute
soul, since one soul is not more or less of a soul than another (94d). He is speaking of
soul in general, that which all men have. In the Phaedo, he emphasizes that the nature of
soul 1s such that it opposes the body in countless ways. The soul directs all the elements of
which the body is said to consist and it does this by opposing them in almost everything
through life. It tyrannizes (despozousa) over the body, sometimes inflicting harsh and
painful punishments (through gymnastics and medicine) and sometimes it threatens or
admonishes. But we recall that the body, for Socrates, is the instrumental means by
which men act to express their psychological intentions. Men are motivated from within.
If on the one hand, the body can be ‘controlled’ tyrannically, on the other, the emotions
which motivate bodily acts must be spoken to and persuaded. Socrates says that although
the soul is a unity and is non-composite, in that it is not actually made up of different
elements or parts, none the less, the soul speaks to the desires and passions and fears as if
it were distinct from them and they from it (94d). In the Republic, Plato will found his
ideal city on this conception of the soul and its universally valid realities to which phi-
losopher—rulers look in order to maintain the city in right order. In getting ready for its
political task, however, Plato for the first time will provide the soul with a specified
structure. And its desires and passions will have to be addressed by the kinds of persua-
sive arguments to which they can best respond. We shall see that these modes of persua-
sion include myth, analogy and metaphor.

The Republic

Plato named this work Politeia (constitution), by which was meant not simply the allot-
ted roles of functionaries within the institutional structure of his ideal and just polis but,
more significantly and globally, that which constitutes the political association founded
on the self~understanding of its constituent members. It is less a work about institutions
than about knowledge and education. That we call it the Republic tells us how much our
Greece has been seen through later Roman eyes. A republic, in Latin res publica, empha-
sizes as Plato did not, a strict distinction between public things (res publica) and private

- things. What the Platonic political association looks like, writ large, as it were, in its

institutions, necessarily reflects for Plato the prior degree of self-consciousness that the
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collectivity of selves manifests. But to distinguish sharply between public and private
things, as we shall see the Romans to have done, is to posit the public sphere of the state
as against the personal in the sense that the ‘state’ comes about as an agreement to protect
a private sphere of possessions by establishing laws of legal entitlement to what is one’s
own. Taking this Roman understanding and reading it back into Plato has led to inter-
pretations of his Republic as sacrificing individual, ‘private’ human freedoms to the ‘higher
good’ of the state. By (incorrectly) reading back into Plato this private/public split,
twentieth-century liberals like Karl Popper™ were able to justify their fundamental hor-
ror at what they took to be Plato’s purportedly totalitarian instincts that denied indi-
vidual freedom to all but a select and elite philosophical few who ruled the closed, ideal
society absolutely and, effectively, by force backed by a uniform Reason. This miscon-
ceives the Platonic enterprise.!” But it will become clear to us that indeed there is no
plurality of values in Plato’s Republic. He does not believe that political conflict is some-
thing to be resolved through compromise. Other, compromising alternatives are mere
(and dangerous) sophistry to him. For Plato, there must be only one right way to govern
and it is not open to dispute.

As we read the Republic, it will become clear that one of the fundamental questions to
be answered and which Plato does not ignore, is why all members of his ideal polis would
accept his view of indisputable politics and therefore accept the rule of his philosophers. A
good part of his argument deals not only with the means by which all members were to
be persuaded (rather than physically coerced) to take this view of their own individual and
collective best interest, but why such persuasion would be successful. At the very heart of
Plato’s Republic is an account of the distinction that is to be made between those corrupt
political societies that do rule the minds of citizens by (threats of) physical coercion and
fear, and the one that persuades each and every individual self that it is in his own best
interest to desire and help to implement a collective governance of selves ruled over by
those who have philosophical insight into human psychology and its true good. We must
distinguish between, on the one hand, what Plato sought to convince men of — by
education — and, on the other, whether or not his sketch of human psychology and the
conditions under which it best flourishes is sufficient to achieve his ends.

The Republic is an attempt to define justice. As the story unfolds, we are shown Soc-
rates looking first for justice in the polis because he believes that it is easier to discern just
relations between different, functioning parts of an organized collectivity than it is to
‘see’ what justice in the individual human soul looks like. But his ‘constitution’ is based
on a model of moral psychology, a model of the soul’s structure, and hence, as we have
already come to expect, he is trying to explain something internal to men, what moti-
vates them to act in ways that can be observed, externally, as just behaviour. The virtues
that are found present in the politeia are the manifestations of virtues of the individuals
who comprise the city-state. Justice will be shown to be a techne, a skill, like medicine,
mathematics, music and ship-building. But more than these, it is the sovereign techne,
the true possession of which consists in the knowledge of good and bad, and the expert

18  The Open Society and its Enemies, vol. 1: The Spell of Plato (London, 1945); Popper’s original intention was to
call this work False Prophets: Plato—Hegel-Marx. See K. Popper, Unended Quest: an intellectual autobiography (London,
1976), p. 113.

19 For a refutation of Popper and a wider discussion see C. C. W. Taylor, ‘Plato’s Totalitarianism’, Polis 5 (1986),
pp. 4-29.
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knower is a physician of the soul whose authority, for individual men and ‘states’; is
unchallengeable.

We must be alert to the use of the word ‘state’ as referring to a historically variable
concept. The modern, post-nineteenth-century ‘state’ 1s not in Plato. The state, as we use
the term today, is a construction that is historically specific; it is associated with correlative
concepts of ‘sovereignty’, ‘positive law’ , ‘rights and obligations’, the private versus the
public, and in being associated with the public realm it has come to be seen as a point
outside men by which to judge the particular sets of rights and duties which define their
various roles within it. Modern political theorists do not always make clear the way our
modern concept of the state rests implicitly on an individualist model of the human con-
stituents of society, a model that emerged in historically specific circumstances. But Plato
is not speaking of this kind of state because he does not see the ideal politeia as a realized
bureaucracy with.a ‘public rationality’ by which men thereafter functionally define their
identities.*” Rather, his ideal politeia emerges as a conscious, rational affirmation of what
individual humans naturally bring to the collectivity, an afhirmation of what they already are
when living collectively. They already have the capacities to function in a collectivity of
the sort he describes, they are not arbitrarily or conventionally allotted these roles, and this
means his ‘state’ comes about because of what he takes to be the natures of its constituent
members and is not something distinct or over and above them. The Platonic ‘state’ does
not serve as an external point of reference for personal identity.

But if, as a consequence, we then say that his Republic should be understood as a
society without a state we are doing no more than looking for ourselves in his ancient
Greek construction and not finding ourselves there. Instead, we must see what kind of
state he intends as a constitution that encompasses everything of which the political
association is comprised. And if this is not what we mean by ‘the state’ we must ask
ourselves why. After all, the ethical and political world has not been, and even today is
not, uniformly liberal. Liberals presuppose that there are many different ends or personal
visions of the good. They have a different conception of the self. But there is no room in
Plato’s Republic for the liberal notion that ethical and political disagreement is intermina-
ble. For Plato, there is only one vision of human happiness, collectively and individu-
ally, and this vision depends on true political knowledge which is a knowledge of what
he takes to be the human self and its good. The focus on this notion of the self and its
good is not a focus merely on how to stay alive, but on a way of being that is more than
this, on how to be a human self. It focuses, first, on the character that it is appropriate for a
man to have and then it tackles what manner of life such a man lives in a collectivity. It
is the qualities of psychological character that help to determine, in the right contexts, what
a man will do and how he will do it.>' Plato posed his question about what kind of self
a human self needed to be from within an ancient Greek civic context, but he meant the
question and its answer to be timeless. We must always keep in mind, when we read his
texts, whether his question can receive equally timeless answers in cultures that operate

20 See M. Berent, ‘Stasis or the Greck Invention of Politics’, History of Political Thought 19 (1998), pp. 331-62.
21 Some argue, sociologically, that this focus on ruling elites betrays his aristocratic world view. In chapter 4
below we will see Aristotle taking this concern for character even further, arguing that in making the virtues forms
of knowledge, Socratic intellectualism did away with both passion and moral character, while Plato correctly di-
vided the soul into the rational and irrational ‘parts’ (Nicomachean Ethics and Magna Moralia). For Aristotle, the moral
virtues are not knowledge but habits, dispositions of character.
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with different conceptions of the human self that confirm its identity within the social
and political structures in which that self lives its life.

The Republic, Book 1

The introductory first book of the Republic has sometimes been considered to have been
composed earlier than the following nine books, and therefore it is thought to reflect an
early Socrates engaged in his usual elenctic preoccupations with definitions, here of
justice. The work is set, like many of the other Platonic dialogues, in the late fifth
century BC when the traditional values of Athenian society were under siege. Whenever
Plato composed the opening of his political magnum opus, it is clear that it focuses on
common notions of justice which various interlocutors have difficulty sustaining with
coherence. And it is this lack of reflective coherence that leads Socrates to construct his
ideal ‘state’ of the subsequent books, in which justice, both writ large in the institutional
functioning of its parts, and writ small in the psychological characters of its constituents,
will be explained as the unified virtue which ensures the well-being both of individuals
and the whole. How, we ask, do the various commonly held beliefs on justice relate to
Platonic justice?

Book 1 achieves three main tasks: first, it outlines the problem that Plato is attempting
to solve; second, it presents the common-view positions he is intending to counter; and
third, it legitimates the method of the remaining nine books. It is the final debate be-
tween Thrasymachus and Socrates which most decisively establishes Plato’s revised method
and objectives.

First, we must recognize the speakers, and Plato meant to sound a note of sadness and
impending doom of which the characters cannot be aware. They are men of substance
and include prosperous metics, the brothers Polemarchus and Lysias (the famous orator),
and their father Cephalus with a successful shield-making business. All of these men,
during the rule of the Thirty, were either to lose their lives, their property or be sent
into exile. Present also is Thrasymachus of Chalcedon, a Sophist, and the brothers (Pla-
to’s own) Adeimantus and Glaucon, among others.

We are first offered the views on justice of the old and wealthy Cephalus at a time of
life when age has blunted his enjoyment of physical pleasures, and he tells Socrates that
he now has a desire for intelligent conversation, enjoying it correspondingly more. This
is 2 non-Athenian who has chosen to live his life making money in a city where he has
no autonomous civic identity. But this does not mean he has no moral views and he
certainly has a view on doing the right thing. He says that at this stage in his life he has
time for reflection. Not only is he free of passions and his desires have lost their youthful
intensity, but he insists, in his opening presentation of his philosophy of life, that it is not
simply old age that solves the problem of becoming enslaved to one’s passions, but
character. You will be prepared for old age and much else if you have a ‘sensible and
good-tempered’ character (329). He is not over-fond of money as Socrates says are those
men who have made their money themselves and whose standards are, in consequence,
only cash value. Instead, Cephalus believes wealth is valuable but only as instrumental to
men already possessed of ‘good and sensible’ character. The fifth-century question, what
kind of character ought a successful man to have and how may human excellence (arete)
be acquired, is answered by this first presentation of the conxmon view of justice. Cephalus
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seems to be in possession of a kind of self over which he has no control: he believes that
one either has this kind of character or one does not, and if one does have it, one has,
throughout life, acted rightly. Wealth contributes only instrumentally to this kind of
character’s avoidance of unintentional cheating or lying and aids in the fulfilment of its
various, traditionally established duties. Socrates leaps at this: ‘are we really to say that
doing right consists simply and solely in truthfulness and returning anything we have
borrowed?’” (331). Surely there are times when it is wrong to return something bor-
rowed, say, a weapon from a friend who has subsequently gone mad. To return a weapon
to this kind of man would be running the risk of harming him because he may harm
himself and others. Therefore, telling the truth and returning what we have borrowed is
not the definition of doing right.

It is not simply that Cephalus is morally complacent, following social rules without
previously investigating what right and wrong are. His entire life has been led by
unreflective rule-following; he is, after all, a foreigner who simply learns the rules of the
society in which he hopes to make his money, but he also believes he is aided by the
luck of possessing what he takes to be his own ‘sensible’ character and its sensible but
unreflective deployment of equally fortunate wealth. Socrates is requiring a definition of
right or just behaviour and alludes to his conviction that harm to others may never be
included in doing what is right, no matter how unintentional the harm may be. We
recall that for Socrates, unintentional harm is ignorance of how, in harming another,
one harms oneself. Cephalus leaves, finding a traditional religious sacrifice to occupy
him instead of self-investigation of character.

The next common view of justice follows on from that of Cephalus. It is presented by
his son, Polemarchus, who, in a somewhat more sophisticated manner than his father,
also draws on the maxims of traditional authority, now the poet Simonides, to establish
a more general rule for doing right. Simonides says that it is right to give every man his
due. Polemarchus understands this as doing good to friends to whom benefits are owed
and harming enemies to whom harm is owed. This rule is most appropriate in times of
war. But, Socrates asks, if one is not at war, does the rule of this kind of justice still hold?
In general, in peace time, what do we get out of justice? (333). Polemarchus is unhappily
made to follow through his views and he argues that, in the end, justice does seem to be
rather useless in the real transactions of the world and one would rather be engaged with
various experts like bricklayers or musicians or soldiers if one wanted to build a house,
enjoy a concert or mount a military campaign. These skills aim at some end or good. But
it looks as though the just man has no specific expertise of his own as do doctors,
shipbuilders, bricklayers, musicians and soldiers. Although Polemarchus is made to con-
cede ‘I don’t really know what I did mean’, he still thinks that justice has some use and
its end or aim is to be equated with helping one’s friends and harming one’s enemies.
We note that Polemarchus adheres to a form of behaviour which entails obligations to
some. He has nothing to say about why he is motivated to feel obligated to friends but
he knows the social rule. As Socrates goes on to show, the determination of a man’s true
friends cannot be on the basis of who, for whatever apparent reason, seems to be good
and honest; rather, a true friend must really be so whether one rightly recognizes him as
such or not. For we all make mistakes and can think a man honest when he is not so and
vice versa (334). And if one can make a mistake in recognition one can, in the end, harm
a friend, thinking him to be an enemy, and this surely is not right. The correct definition
of a friend must be one who both seems and is honest. And if justice is the standard of
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human excellence (which Polemarchus agrees that it is), even if we do not as yet know
precisely what it is, then the just man will never use his skills to harm another and
thereby make him a worse man, even if the man is a bad man and is thought to be an
enemy. So the general rule of justice cannot be to help friends and harm enemies; it must
be never to harm anyone at all (335). Again, Socrates has turned the argument back to
character and its own insights into its own moral motivations. The common-sense views
of justice, while recognizing that justice is some kind of human standard of excellence,
do not investigate the nature of the kind of character one needs to have in order to
know that just behaviour means never harming others and therefore, oneself.

The last and much more powerful articulation of another common view of justice
erupts from the impatient Sophist Thrasymachus, who wants none of this elenctic ques-
tion and answer. Thrasymachus’ position will turn out to be Socrates’ most formidable
challenge.2 He wants Socrates” own definition of what he thinks justice is. He thinks
that Socrates does have a definition of his own but is shamming ignorance. And ‘don’t
tell me that it’s duty, or expedience or advantage or profit or interest’ (336). Thrasymachus
offers his own definition and he selects from the previously prohibited list: justice or right
is what is in the interest/to the advantage of the stronger party. But what, asks Socrates, does he
mean by interest/advantage?

Thrasymachus gives a sociological explanation based on the observation that power,
in different kinds of ‘states’, is in the hands of their respective ruling classes, a tyrant in a
tyranny, aristocrats in aristocracies and the people in a democracy. In each of these
constitutions, whoever is the ruling class makes laws in its own interest, a democracy
democratic laws, a tyranny tyrannical laws. This looks like the conventionalist argument
that the laws of any state are simply the consequence of arbitrary definition established
on the basis of what looks to those doing the defining as useful and efficient for the
maintenance of peace and their power. The definition of ‘right’ for their subjects is what
is in the interests of those who are not subjects but the ruling class. The latter is the
stronger and what they define as right for the weaker, subject, others is in the interests of
the rulers. Is this definition of ‘right’ true? asks Socrates. He does not ask whether the
definition is plausible in given, apparent and contingent circumstances.

Socrates agrees that what is right is an interest/advantage but the nature of the stronger
party is not yet clear. Nor is it clear that those who rule always know what is in their
interest, for they can be mistaken. But Thrasymachus has no intention of agreeing that
rulers as such make mistakes. He, like Socrates, defines a practitioner of some skill, be he
mathematician or doctor, as someone with a certain expertise and if he does make a
mistake he is not practising his defined skill but failing to practise it. “To be really pre-
cise,” says Thrasymachus, ‘one must say that the ruler, in so far as he is a ruler, [by
definition,] makes no mistake and so infallibly enacts what is best for himself, which his
subjects must perform’ (341). From a Socratic point of view what is inadequate in this
generally acceptable statement is that ‘interest’ is being assigned to only one player, the
ruler, and he wants to show Thrasymachus that in every group there are not only leader

22 See various interpretations: G. B. Kerferd, ‘The Doctrine of Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic, Durham Univer-
sity Journal 40 (1947), pp.19-27; G. Hourani, ‘Thrasymachus’ Definition of Justice in Plato’s Republic’, Phronesis 7
(1962), pp. 110-20; P. Nicholson, ‘Unravelling Thrasymachus’ Arguments in the Republic’, Phronesis 19 (1974), pp.
210-32; J. Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic (Oxford, 1981), pp. 34-57; T. Siemsen, ‘Thrasymachus’ Chal-
lenge’, History of Political Thought 8 (1987), pp.1-19; Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, chs 111, 2.2-3; V11, 1-3.
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but also led, and each group has its own particular interest (341). Thrasymachus has been
insufficiently inclusive in his presentation of interest. Socrates wants Thrasymachus to
see that no field of expertise focuses on the controlling party; rather, an expertise is
focused on, is effectively defined by, its subject matter (what Thrasymachus, too nar-
rowly, calls ‘the weaker’). Instead of society being composed of human interests, indi-
vidually manifested as selves seeking their own good, Thrasymachus appears to have a
dual model of human psychology, the psychology of the led and the psychology of the
leader, and his view is that their interests do not coincide. For Socrates, no ruler as such
exercises his authority with his own (apparently unique and different) interest in view
but rather his authority is exercised with regard to the interest of the subject of his skill
which for Socrates can only be human interest (342). ’

Thrasymachus then presents a second, more inclusive, rephrasing of his definition of
Jjustice, treating it, as it were, as seen from below. Now he says justice or right is what is
good for someone else, namely the interest of the stronger party or ruler and this is exacted at the
expense of the subject who obeys him (343). What he seems to mean by ‘expense’ is not only
that the material well-being of the ‘principled’ man will be forfeited but that, by obey-
ing, the ‘principled’ man has inflicted self-injury. Injustice, the opposite of justice, is
what the stronger do when they dictate to the simple and ‘just’ subjects. The reason the
subjects serve the interests of the stronger is simply that he is stronger. The source of his
strength is not discussed (it is taken for granted), but its exercise is equated not with
knowledge but with the power of physical coercion. This is the ‘morality’ of the bully in
the schoolyard as seen from the perspective of his victims. And once again it seems that
Thrasymachus sees a fundamental duality of character types in any given society, the
natural leaders and the naturally led. Thrasymachan Justice, therefore, is to the advantage
of the stronger (other) and injustice is advantageous to oneself, if one has the nerve to
pursue one’s interests in this way, knowing that weaker others will not have a similar
nerve.

It has sometimes been thought that, here, Thrasymachus has shifted position from his
first stance as an amoralist, for whom justice is simply what different conventional social
systems happen to define as the rules of acceptable behaviour and then implement.
Justice merely reflects existing power distributions.? This amoralism, a form of extreme
relativism, would assume that humans do not posit the existence of things like justice, or
courage, or goodness and then disagree over what these are and how they may be
acquired. Instead, a comparative observation of societies shows the amoralist that there
always turns out to be, through nothing more than cultural imposition, a set of arbitrary
rules that have been established for public utility and efficiency. Thrasymachus is some-
times thought to replace this amoralism with an immoralist position in which justice
really is an ideal standard, some kind of existent, but in the world of ‘corrupt’ men, as a
‘realist’ would see it, it is an ideal standard of behaviour which happens not to be to the
advantage of its practitioner. This would mean that Thrasymachus accepts that just stand-
ards exist, there is such a thing as Justice in everyone’s intellectual toolkit (like Socrates’
idea of Equality and Beauty in the Phaedo), but in the world of ‘corrupt’ men ~ and one
only needs a few such — it has been found, at least by these wily creatures, that pursuing
these just principles never pays.

23 See Annas, An Introdsiction to Plato’s Republic.
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Once again, we see him operating with two character types, but here their difference
s not a soul difference but a difference that comes through a subsequent recognition, by
a small group of men, of a disjunction between the soul’s theory about the existence of
ideal standards and the possibility of putting these standards into practice in the real
world. Such men realize that while the mind may be ‘ruled by ideas’, the world is ruled
by force. For such men, life is about harming but not getting harmed. This sounds like
a perverse way of putting what Socrates himself had said in the Phaedo, that body is to be
coerced but soul is to be persuaded. But where Socrates insisted that physical coercion
and psychic persuasion aimed at the same outcome, the self’s good, because soul moti-
vates behaviour, Thrasymachus seems to believe in a disjunction between mind and
action, theory and practice, so that character is a reflection of doing, not being, of acts
not thought. For him, the world motivates man’s behaviour, not mind and its moral
principles. For him, once one experiences the world, one realizes that justice is a thing
but of such a kind as always to be against one’s own self-interest. It is what is to the
advantage of another. The first formulation of justice as the advantage of the stronger
(ruler) was a particular instance of this second, more inclusive definition. The final for-
mulation applies to all people, from any perspective: justice between any two persons
makes the person who performs justly vulnerable to exploitation and is, therefore, to the
other’s advantage. This is yet another variation on the theme espoused by Polemarchus
but with a difference. In Polemarchus’ world there are friends and enemies. In
Thrasymachus’ world there are only enemies and no friends. Therefore, it is in your
interest to harm others. My gain is your loss.

Therefore, Thrasymachus has supplemented his original account by viewing the situ-
ation from the vantage point of the subject, having previously defined justice from the
position of the stronger ruler as seen by subject ‘victims’. In fact, we now have sketched
for us what it looks like from fwo vantage points within the subject citizen body: one
simple and just character type, that of the ‘principled’ weaker man, who pays his taxes,
while the unjust character type will pay less on the same income. He proposes what, in
the social world, are taken to be equal business partners and equal taxpayers but, as
characters determined by their respective practices they are not equals: one lives his prin-
ciples and the other does not. The argument has developed to show that even within the
citizen body, that 1s, in all social relations, there are two types of character, each of which
is recognized through his actions, and it is the unjust man who always comes off better.
The just man’s honesty will prevent him from appropriating public funds, his friends and
relations will detest him because his principles will not allow him to push their interests
to the exclusion of others, and if he takes on public office the just man will suffer from
neglecting his private affairs. The conclusion is that there is much more private profit in
wrong than in right and, what’s more, everybody knows this. The just is really the good of
another, the advantage of the stronger who rules but the self-inflicted injury of the subject who
obeys. Justice always serves another’s interest and not one’s own. ™

If we then transfer the unjust character type from the citizen body to that of the
position of ruler, we shall find him to be the very definition of ruler as tyrant. “Tyranny
is not a matter of minor theft and violence but of wholesale plunder, sacred or profane,
private or public (344). If you are caught committing crimes in detail you are punished

24 See below, chapter 4, on the ways in which Aristotle deals with these arguments in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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and disgraced and we give names such as sacrilege, kidnapping, burglary, fraud and theft
to such petty forms of wrongdoing. However, when a man succeeds in robbing the
whole citizenry, reducing them to slavery, no one speaks of these ugly names and in-
stead all call him happy and fortunate.” It is not fear that prevents men from calling his
large-scale tyranny criminal behaviour. Rather, he has achieved his own good, which is
what everyone else seeks to achieve for himself. He is happy and lucky. Does his good
luck consist merely in his having acquired the material benefits of power? Or is it once
again (as with Cephalus and Polemarchus) that his luck consists in his possession of a
kind of character type which he simply finds himself to have and over which he has no
control? It’s a gift. In short, according to Thrasymachus, what we are taught to call
unjust behaviour is really a form of behaviour that weak men are afraid of suffering from but
they are not lucky enough to find themselves possessed of the kind of character that
enables them to implement large-scale injustice themselves. This reduces to a position
that all men, when embedded in a social system with others, want their autonomy, not
least from principles or standards of behaviour which they know to exist, but find irk-
some, particularly in the matching of these principles with lived practice. If they do
convert theory into practice instead of preserving the disjunction, they can be assured of
their own downfall. The strong man, however, knows that it is precisely in the disjunc-
tion between theory and practice that his freedom, autonomy and power lie. It will
always be thus, justice for everyone else and injustice for him.

Socrates recognizes this character type but he is not persuaded that his fraud and
violence pay better than justice (345). He tries to get Thrasymachus to categorize justice
as either a vice or a virtue, as a good or bad human quality, but Thrasymachus is reluc-
tant to see it as a soul characteristic at all (348). Rather, he calls justice ‘supreme simplicity’
and injustice is ‘common sense good policy’. Furthermore, injustice is not, for him, a
moral obligation,* but rather a logical practice of the instrumentally intelligent, socially
embedded, self-interested actor. Thrasymachus argues that the unjust man is happier
than the just man, not that the unjust man’s acts are just. He maintains the moral abso-
lutes of society in its definition of virtues (human excellences) but does not think they

lead the just man to greater happiness than the unjust man. Socrates sees this as a ‘tough
proposition’ that is not easily countered:

For if you were maintaining that injustice pays but were prepared to admit that it is a bad
and vicious quality, we could base our argument on generally accepted grounds. As it is,
having boldly ranked injustice with intelligence and other good qualities, you will obvi-
ously attribute to it all the strength of character that we normally attribute to justice. (349)

Again, it is not that Thrasymachus does not understand what getting ‘fair shares” means;
he acknowledges the principle, but the unjust man acts in the way he does because he
wants more than his fair share.

The end of Book 1 consists in four problematic Socratic arguments against Thrasy-
machus and all involve the question of whether justice is more advantageous to the
individual than injustice.

25 Augustine uses a similar argument in his City of God; see below, chapter 6.
26  Contra Kerferd, “The Doctrine of Thrasymachus’.
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1 Socrates argues that rulers do not believe that ruling is sufficiently advantageous to
do without payment, and therefore if ruling were done solely with the rulers’ inter-
est in mind, they would not require payment.

2 Socrates argues that the unjust man behaves as ignorant bad men do while the just
man behaves like those who are wise.

3 Socrates argues that the unjust are incapable of organized action to their own advan-
tage, always behaving as untrustworthy, mutual enemies.

4 Socrates claims that to be a good man one must be just, arguing that each thing has
a function: ‘that for which it is the indispensable or best instrument’ (353); each
thing also has a corresponding virtue without which it could not fulfil its function;
the soul’s function is life, and a good soul performs its function by wisely ruling and
advising. Justice s, therefore, the virtue or excellence of a good soul, without which
a man lives badly and so suffers rather than profits.

Throughout these final arguments with Socrates, Thrasymachus gets progressively
more passive. He will not accept the Socratic belief that to know is also to behave in
accordance with what one knows. For Socrates, a theory must be in harmony with
practice: this is required by his metaphysics, and the metaphysics must be confirmed by
a conception of the self such that it is the self’s nature to be just. Here justice is not
constraining but liberating. But for Thrasymachus, there is a fundamental disjunction
between theory and practice; while it may be men’s nature to be just, it is not to their
advantage. Justice may be an intellectual constraint but it is not constraining on action.

In the end, not only have we been shown two modes of argument: Thrasymachus’
more expansive, sophistic speeches, and Socrates’ elenchos. We are also shown Socrates
having achieved a not very convincing victory with his elenctic question and answer. It
is apparent that neither Thrasymachus nor Glaucon and Adeimantus, with whom Soc-
rates will continue speaking in Book 2, are persuaded that justice is in one’s own inter-
est. As Thrasymachus had said when he burst into the debate, ‘it is much easier to ask
questions than to answer them’. Socrates must revise his strategy and the elenchos must be
rejected in the rest of the Republic in favour of what becomes a virtual monologue. “Why
do people appear to feel the need to be just?’ will have to be more persuasively an-
swered. The way one may best persuade, especially someone like Thrasymachus, re-
quires a more thorough investigation of how different genres of persuasion suit the
complex human psyche. Where Thrasymachus asked why he should constrain his self-
interest to act according to the soul’s abstract notion of justice, Socrates will have to
show him not only that this is the wrong question to ask, because it is based on the belief
that theory does not coincide with action, but also that he misunderstands what his self-
interest is or can be. This is because he mistakes the nature of successful human charac-
ter, which is not to be read off from behaviour but from motivating intention.

Plato needs to show that it is rational for people to be just no matter who they are or
what their circumstances may be. Justice is in everyone’s interest. It is in everyone’s
interest self-consciously to be a certain kind of person. Furthermore, what Plato has to
show is that common views of justice which everyone seems to describe behaviourally,
as ‘act virtues’, are actually, really, rationally and necessarily agent virtues, inward quali-
ties of character, even though most people are not self-consciously aware of this. Plato
must show that actions are always determined as vicious or virtuous in so far as they help
to maintain the harmonious psychic disposition of a man’s character. He does not want
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a mismatch between common and Platonic justice?” and in the ideal state that he must
now construct, the rational, philosophic man will act in such a way as not to embezzle
money, commit sacrilege or theft, betray friends or country, break his promises, commit
adultery, dishonour parents or be irreligious any more than will the commonly just man
(442e—443a). It must be shown that there are reasons for abstaining from what are held
to be common injustices. The just man would also heed society’s prohibitions, but for
rational reasons and not out of mere habitual rule-following. He will be both commonly
just and, in his own best interest, more than commonly just to others. Plato will show
that social rules can conform to man’s nature and are not artificial, coercive impositions
on that nature. But we cannot know which acts are virtuous or vicious, and which,
therefore, conform to the laws that reflect man’s true, ordered nature until we know
which types of behaviour conform to a human self’s inner harmony, its justice.
Socrates ends by saying that he considers his conclusion — that the just man is happy —
to be somewhat premature. He has not yet examined the nature of justice itself and this
is what he must do. Book 2 reaches a new stage where Glaucon and Adeimantus ask that
he show that justice makes a just man happier than injustice makes the unjust man; that
right is in all circumstances better than wrong (357). Glaucon wants to know what
Jjustice and injustice are in themselves, and what are their effects on the minds of their
respective possessors, apart from the social consequences or rewards for appearing to act
Jjustly (358). ‘I've never heard justice recommended on its own merits apart from its
consequences’, that is, good reputation and the rewards this reputation brings.

Book 2: Social Contracts

Glaucon presents the view ‘which hundreds of others have dinned in my ears’ that
humans have a natural instinct to harm others and to avoid being harmed. So they
calculate, affer experiencing both harming and being harmed, that it is best to establish a
compact, a social contract, to avoid both. The origin and nature of justice, then, is a
conventional agreement, a compromise which naturally self-interested men establish,
against their true natures or wills, between what is most desirable (to harm, do wrong)
and most undesirable (to suffer harm, wrong, without redress). Justice is thought to be a
relative value, established by those without the power to harm with impunity. The con-
tract and its laws constrain men’s natural motivations; it is only through punitive laws
that men are forced to respect the claims of others. On this view, which is that of the
moral sceptic, the social rules are utilitarian constructs and always suppress man’s nature.

And if we posit two character types, a just man and an unjust man, we can, further-
more, show that if a man discovered that he could act unjustly, but unobserved (as in the
example of Gyges’ ring), even the just man would never stick to what is right. He would
steal from shops without fearing detection, he would take other men’s property, he
would murder. Whatever a man’s character, be it just or unjust, were he in a situation
where his behaviour went unobserved, as though he had supernatural powers to render
himself invisible, he would not act justly, except under compulsion. The skill of the truly

27 Contra Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic; and J. Annas, ‘Plato and Common Morality’, The Classical

Quarterly 28 (1978), pp. 437-51; see N. J. H. Dent, ‘Conmunon, Civic and Platonic Justice in the Republic’, Polis 5
(1983), pp. 1-33.
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unjust man is to avoid detection in his wrongdoing. He must be perfect in his wicked-
ness. If he makes a mistake, he must be able to cover it over and convince others that he
has acted rightly. And furthermore, he must make the just man seem a simpleton, strip
him of everything except his justice, punish him so that he would not, in the end, want
to be, but only appear to be just. The point is that apparent reputation is all, and the best
way of being is to be unjust but to contrive a reputation for justice. Appearance counts
for more than reality *®

But if this is the way the social and political worlds appear to operate, then what do
their requirements do to a person’s psychology, his self, if he is to accommodate that self
to the way of the world? Socrates wants to show that the selfin this kind of world suffers
from continuous internal conflicts, is continuously at war with its own nature and ‘in-
side’ lives the most painful of existences. Instead of looking to its own greater good, its
own real interest, it is tragically servile to its environment, lacks autonomy and unknow-
ingly harms itself by pursuing momentary subjective preferences. These are based on
what other people take you for, rather than what you truly are in yourself. Your ‘suc-
cess” depends on ceaselessly and restlessly maintaining a mask, a facade.” And where did
Glaucon’s model of the self as a natural harmer come from? Why is it assumed that there
is a human instinct to harm others as well as not to be harmed? On what is it based if
nothing other than a reading back from the corrupt world of behaviour in which men
do, in fact, harm others? But is that human nature? Or is it what their characters become
by having been moulded and disorientated by a corrupt outside? All societies acculturate.
Plato believes that most acculturate us against our true natures; corrupt societies educate
us against our true selves. This means that an ideal society would educate us for ourselves.
The remainder of the Republic is an attempt to address the claims of the moral sceptic and
it does this, in part, by proposing a revolutionary educational system to produce a soci-
ety that truly is a collection of true selves.

The First Principles of Social Organization

We begin by looking for justice as a characteristic of a community where, as it were, it
is writ large (369). We can see the just agent properly only in the ideal conditions of a
just community. And the origins of community are in our nature. This means that in the
debate over whether the political community is a consequence of nomos (convention) or
physis (nature) Plato comes down on the side of physis in order to argue that the apparent
opposition between a society’s laws, customs and rules, on the one hand, and man’s
nature, on the other, can be reconciled. There are two aspects of that nature which, for
Plato, are assumptions from which one must start: (1) the individual is not self-sufficient,
having many needs he cannot supply for himself. He does not wish to be harmed. He
needs helpers and partners. He does not naturally need opponents who are in competi-
tion with him. Out of natural needs develops the natural association of the needy. Plato
sees it as uncontroversial that humans are essentially social and find their most basic
fulfilment in a survival association of co-operators. Collectively, men need food, shelter,

28 See the reprise of aspects of this argument in Machiavelli, in chapter 6, volume 2 of A History of Political
Thought.

29 See Book 8, 562ff. where Plato discusses tyranny and the despotic character.
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clothing and to satisty these needs a farmer, builder and weaver will be required to
constitute a natural community. Why does the individual not do all these tasks for
himself, build his own house, grow his own food, make his own clothes? Why should
he trouble to share with others and help to provide for common needs? Plato believes
the answer 1s not simply a utilitarian one in that a farmer, for instance, can produce more
if he sticks to farming, benefiting from an economy of scale and from the perfection of
his own skill. There are other, more natural reasons for a division of labour in the most
primitive of survival communities. This becomes clear when it is asked how it is decided
who is to be a farmer, who a builder and a weaver: on the basis, again natural, that (2) no
two persons are born exactly alike. Each has a different aptitude which fits him for a different job
(370).

It is this second principle that will lead to an inegalitarian ‘state’ because, on Plato’s
view, people are born with their own, respective, natural talents which, in community,
are deployed for the good of the natural association and for the individual who consti-
tutes a contributing part. This appears, at first, to be a kind of natural determinism. That
people may have natural talents exclusive to them and prior to an acculturation which
may develop or even teach people talents, is itself a contentious statement for us. How
could we possibly know whether observed talents are innate or acquired? Plato will
argue that those who demonstrate a capacity to love what is really — as opposed to only
apparently —loveable and therefore benefit best from the education system he will put in
place in his ideal society, are those who reveal the best natural characters. For Plato,
reason is a form of love, philo sophia, so that the real conflict is not between reason, as
such, and desire, as such, but between the different kinds of psychological desires which
motivate men’s natural characters to live in one way or another. For him, education puts
nothing in; it helps to mould character, eliciting an inner truth of the kind that Socrates
had tried to help reveal through the elenchos. This inner truth, however, will be for Plato
differentially manifested in terms of his categories of natural aptitude. That people should
then only practise their one natural talent and therefore have one job and no other, is a
leap Plato makes and only later justifies by his understanding of the true self. The self is
capable of being only itself and, therefore, it is never to represent another self. Should a
man do the latter he would be representing a character that is not his own (see 395).
Human nature is, for Plato, such that it is impossible for an individual to play many roles,
in real life or in representations on the stage (396). Each person must be only who he is
and know only himself; indeed, this is the purpose for which he seeks knowledge, but in
so knowing, the good man alone knows himself as an ideal type of character, his true self
is that of a good man, and therefore, he alone can represent himself in narrative (396). To
be master of oneself is, for Plato, to be subject to your true self so that you are both
master and subject, ‘for there is only one person in question throughout’ (431).%

Does this not mean that in a world of differing natural talents only some men, and
indeed a fairly exclusive number of them, have as their true selves the ideal character type
of the good man and only they can know themselves as truly human? The consequence
would be, and is, that in knowing the ideal standard of humanness, themselves first, only
these men of talent should rule over other, less (and ‘otherly’) talented humans in com-
munity. For Plato, some talents are, clearly, sovereign over others. Plato’s pessimism

30 We will see in chapter 5 how the Stoics and in particular Cicero keep this argument alive.
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takes over from Socratic optimism and it is here that many have seen him attempting to
justify what he takes to be a natural aristocracy of educated talent along de facto class
lines.”* The problem with this view is that Plato not only blames bad societies for orien-
tating selves away from their natural talents but that he also wishes to reject what looked
like an initial determinism in order to show that people are responsible for having chosen
the natural characters they in fact have. In the end, the natural aristocracy of educated
talent is an aristocracy that has, through its own choices (in some distant past), put itself
in its position. Man’s varying fortunes are not the province of the gods but of men
responsible for the kinds of selves they are (380fL. and the Myth of Er in Book 10).
There is no doubt that Plato is both arrogant and disdainful of those who, from within
themselves, cannot be persuaded by reason to reorientate their characters. For the good
of the whole, as well as for their own good, they will have to be reorientated from
outside, within the context of the given limitations of their natural characters. Socrates’
carlier, rational, personal ethics has been transformed into politics because Plato thinks
there is evidence that certain kinds of psychologies do not respond to reasoned persua-
sion. These sorts of character will have to be addressed through their desires and Plato
will have to find a means of persuading desires. Such characters will then be given a
place in society which suits what they have chosen to be. To say, as Guthrie has said, that
‘Plato certainly believed in the hereditary transmission of character and intelligence™
does not tell what appears to have been, for Plato, the whole story, the reason why
people are to be regarded as responsible for having chosen the natural characters they in
fact have.

If we begin with the proposition that we are born with characters that display natural
talents or aptitudes which distinguish us one from another, then this does not mean what
Cephalus, Polemarchus and Thrasymachus took it to mean — that we have no control
over our characters and we face the world, lucky or not. It is here that Plato supplements
what at first looks like the argument for nature over nurture. He will insist that although
there are natural character types with natural aptitudes, any community, through educa-
tional acculturation, has the power, not essentially to change but to reorientate that
particular nature, either for the good of the person concerned or against his interest.
Plato is looking for a political community that places people in the jobs that suit their
natures. And he thinks that ‘in the beginning’ natural associations were of this type. In
the most basic community of agriculturalists, wage labourers, craftsmen, traders and
merchants there would have been a natural kind of justice between the parts which
consisted in their mutual relations with one another, each doing what he was naturally
most fitted to do. Plato sketches an ironic natural utopia, a golden age in which families
feasted in summer on wine, cheese, olive oil and wholemeal, home-baked bread, and sat
on couches of myrtle and bryony. Their simple needs were satisfied, constrained only by
a fear of poverty and natural disasters. The first community was a society without politics
and in its healthy, unchanging lifestyle it reproduced a natural harmony between func-
tioning parts. There is no mention of any injustice here. Plato calls it the true norm.
Glaucon, however, calls it a community of pigs. ‘Give them chairs and tables and normal
civilized food — the ordinary comforts’ (373).

31 See E. Wood and N. Wood, Class Ideology and Ancient Political Theory (Oxford, 1978).
32 Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 4, p. 466.
33 For another view, see G. Klosko, ‘Racism in Plato’s Republic', History of Political Thought 12 (1991), pp. 1-13.
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Civilized Society and its Justice ‘Writ Large’

The necessary society shifts to an overheated civilized society of luxuries. Socrates must try
to discover how justice and injustice are bred in this kind of community. No longer
confining themselves to necessities, the population embarks on the pursuit of unlimited
material possessions, fights wars to obtain more land, and hence needs in addition to its
‘producer’ class (which effectively constituted the whole of the original, natural but
primitive society) a Guardian class of soldiers with the natural aptitude to develop the
skills of collective defence, being gentle to fellow citizens but dangerous to enemies. A
final differentiation of the Guardian class into Auxiliaries with military, executive and
policing functions, and philosopher Rulers who exercise the supreme authority in the
‘state’, establishes the completed politeia. It is based on a natural division of labour that
corresponds to the collective needs of this whole, sophisticated society. Being in charge
of instituting an education system that orientates citizens, training their respective char-
acters in order to produce harmony in the functioning whole, the Rulers are distin-
guished by their philosophic capacity to benefit from the same, but increasingly abstract,
education system which, at last, trains them in the kind of logical thinking that enables
them to grasp the Form of the Good and hence, understand what justice is.

Educating Guardians and Producers: Myths and ‘Lies’

Books 2 and 3 of the Republic are devoted to educating opinion. They focus largely on
the Guardians as a military class and the aim is to train their bodies as well as their
characters. But their character is the most important, and here Plato argues for the mould-
ing of impressionable children’s minds in ways that have struck liberals as nothing more
than sinister mind-bending through censorship. But as Plato insists, all societies tell their
children stories. Psychic moulding is the kind of ‘persuasion’ (usually, through fear) that
all cultures are engaged in.** But where bad social ideologies refocus a person’s moral
sense and produce adults with divided selves, knowing what is right but doing what is
wrong because they think it pays in the ‘real’ world, his society’s stories will not misrep-
resent the gods and heroes. ‘If we are to persuade the Guardians that no citizen has ever
quarrelled with another because it is wrong, then our old men and women must tell
children stories with this end in view.” The works of Homer, Hesiod and all the other
poets who have told past generations of children about the gods and heroes must be
expurgated whenever they speak of violence and harm. The founders of an ideal state
must know what kind of stories teach the truth; they do not need to write them them-
selves. And what the stories must represent is that nothing good is harmful or can do
harm; what is good is of service and is the cause of well-being. Indeed, the gods will only
be represented as performing good and just actions and where they punish it must be
shown that the sufferers benefited by being punished. The gods cannot cause harm or
evil to any man.

34 Sce Klosko, ibid., and with reference to other Platonic works, Klosko, ‘Rational Persuasion’, pp.15-31; for
another interpretation, D). Rice, ‘Plato on Force: the conflict between his psychology and political temperance in
the Republic’, History of Political Thought 10 (1989), pp. 56576, on Plato’s sociology and his definition of forceful
substantive reason suppressing and restraining desire.
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Because Plato believes that children cannot distinguish allegory from literal fact,
allegory must be capable of being read literally. Furthermore, it must be clear that the
good is not the cause of everything. It is not the cause of evil — men are responsible for
that. The gods who are equated with the good are responsible only for a small part of
human life and if it is observed that we happen to have a far smaller share of good than
of evil in us, we must account for the evil as not from god but in some other way: it is
from the bad cultural orientation of desire. Man’s varying fortunes cannot be in god’s
hands; we are responsible for our fates and hence the founders of an ideal state cannot
allow the poets to make the mistake about the gods, saying that they are the ones who
vary our fortunes. The gods can only be the source of good and this goodness is
unchanging and perfect (380—1). And the gods and men have something in common.
They both detest falsehood. Plato says that in things which touch most nearly the most
important part of him, no man really wants to be deceived but is, rather, terrified of it.
No one wants to be deceived in his own mind about things and not to know the
truth.’ But when he is deceived, we can call this ignorance of the truth ‘true false-
hood’ and when a man utters a truely false statement he is merely using language,
giving an account, to represent his ignorant state of mind (382). That state of mind is
culturally induced.

But, it is asked, are not certain spoken falsehoods sometimes useful? There are, in-
deed, certain kinds of noble lies (pseudos) that rulers of the city alone can use to deceive
citizen or enemy for the good of the ‘state’ (389). But they are not the kind of falschood
that Plato calls ‘true falsehood’ which represents an ignorant state of mind. They are,
rather, myths and stories that are essentially true but not as understood literally. A certain
kind of spoken falsehood is not, for Plato, necessarily a rational untruth. Rather, it is a
linguistic obscurity, a lie that is non-harmful. Whereas harmful lies are those which
breed vicious habits in the young, a harmless lie encourages virtuous habits because it
does not deceive about an essential truth. A harmful lie operates by force, and force 1s
defined by Plato as the changing of our beliefs under the influence of pain and suffering.
Evil propaganda entices people into changing their opinion by the promises of physical
pleasure or they are terrified into it by physical threats (413).

The Myth of the Metals

But there is a kind of propaganda, a convenient story, a noble lie, that persuades rather
than forces people, including the Guardians, to adopt a conviction that is essentially
equivalent to the one they would hold had they been educated by the society through its
expurgated stories. Plato suggests the following convenient story of which the Rulers
and soldiers are to be persuaded first, and then, the remainder of society.”” Everyone is to
be told that their education was a dream and in reality they were fashioned and reared in

35 Compare Socrates in the Phaedo on men always beginming with a premise that there is a truth.

36  For an alternative interpretation, see E. Andrew, ‘Equality of Opportunity as the Noble Lie’, History of Political
Thought 10 (1989), pp. 577-95.

37  As with the Cave (below), as Guthrie noted: Plato did not usually invent the pictorial elements in his myths
and allegories, but drew freely on the mystery religions and the Orphic writings, Pythagoreans, etc.; see Guthne, A
History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 4, pp. 517-18.
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the depths of the earth.*® All fellow citizens are brothers and born of the same earth. But
they are distinguished by possessing one of three elements in their souls: gold, silver and
bronze/iron, and correspondingly, rulers are those with gold, auxiliaries, those with
silver, and the producers, those with bronze/iron (415). It is the role of the Guardian
Rulers to watch the mixture of metals in the character of all the society’s children and it
is their responsibility to ensure downward mobility for those children with a metal that
is lower’ than that of their parents and upward mobility for those children with a metal
that is ‘higher’ than that of their parents. The myth of the metals is a myth about society
naturally constituting three classes which are the consequence of natural talent. We are
told that this noble lie will probably not be believed by the first generation to whom it
is told but if maintained, later generations of public opinion may come to accept it.

Plato distinguishes between reasoned explanation on the one hand, and fiction or
myth on the other, in terms of genre and, more importantly, in terms of how each is
understood. A rational narrative is, for him, an object of cognition, while a mythic
narrative is an object of belief. Both can mean the same thing essentially. Myth is grasped
as an object by certain parts of the soul that are not persuaded by reasoned discourse. It
is only when he later provides us with the three-fold structure of the soul that we can
determine which soul part is best addressed by myth. But it must be emphasized that
mythical thinking has always been a feature of political life. Myths have occurred in all
societies that have been sophisticated enough to boast a political culture which reaches
back into the past and establishes links with the present. The rational discourse of politics
is another genre of representation of the same thing that mythic discourse is about. Both
are concerned with reality and its modes of representation. Where a mythic conscious-
ness does not distinguish the symbol from what is symbolized, and so does not distin-
guish between the image and the thing imaged, reason makes the distinction. But no
society has members who think entirely in terms either of myth or ‘science’, so that the
noble lie is not meant to be absorbed by those elements in society who are relegated to
‘pre-scientific’ selves. No one is excluded from Plato’s convenient story. It is propa-
ganda, an ideology, which not only suits a community’s convictions but also is meant to
be true of human communities in general. Plato says that humans do not know the truth
about the past (383) and this is the reason we can invent a plausible fiction about it, but
it must express essential truths about ourselves which we can know: we are born natural
co-operators (rather than natural enemies), and no two individuals are born exactly
alike; each has a different aptitude which fits him for a different job.

Plato provides an elaborate physical training for his Guardian soldier athletes which 1s
aimed at character training. The character that is formed is of a recognizably Greek,
aristocratic type, with perhaps more elements of the Spartan than the Athenian demo-
crat in it. He is to become a man who is least dependent on others, who does not
complain, can bear loss of property, loss of family members and general catastrophe
better and more calmly than others. He does not laugh violently, will be truthful and
self-contained, and has mastered his desires for sensual pleasures (389). It is here that
Plato expresses his undoubted disdain for the kind of character democratic Athens had
cultivated. The indiscipline in the community with its opening of the law courts to all
offends him.

38  Athenians already believed themselves alone to be autochthonous; see chapter 1.
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And when not only lower classes and workers but also those with pretensions to education
need skilled doctors and lawyers, that is conclusive proof that the education in this state is
thoroughly bad. For is it not a scandalous sign of a bad education if one’s sense of right and
wrong is so deficient that one has to seek justice at the hands of others as one’s master and
judge? And it is worse when a man not only spends most of his life in court as a plaintiff or
defendant but is even ignorant enough to be proud of it; when he is convinced that he is an
expert lawbreaker, up to every kind of twist, and that he knows all the tricks to wriggle out
of a conviction. And all this for mean and unworthy ends without any idea how far better
it is to arrange one’s life so that one has no need of a judge dozing on the bench! (405)

Something like the Spartan model reappears in the depiction of the lifestyle of the
Guardian class (Rulers and Auxiliaries) as a whole.” They have no private property
beyond the bare essentials, receive no pay, their food is provided by the producing class
of citizens in payment for their duties, and they live together in barracks, eating in
messes as suits their military training and discipline. They have no private families and
children are raised in state nurseries, not knowing their own parents, instead treating all
as family members. He will later describe a eugenics programme where mating ceremo-
nies ensure the production of the best Guardians, and children that are ill-formed, as in
Sparta, are removed and exposed to die. Nor can Guardians touch gold or silver. Plato
believes that, given their training, their character formation, they would be happy with
this style of life but, for the purpose of the ‘state’, whose end is to promote the happiness
and well-being not of a single class but of the whole community, it is necessary that the
Guardians live in this way. It is in this community, with its sound educational system,
that we are, at last, most likely to find justice. In having trained citizens of good and
sound character there will be virtually no need of legislation and regulation. Good men
need no orders, for education instils the spirit of good laws so that nature and nurture
may combine (430). Such a state, founded on natural principles, will be wise as a whole
in virtue of the knowledge inherent in its smallest constituent ruling class which exer-
cises authority over the rest. It will be brave in virtue of the Auxiliary soldier class which
works in harmony with the Rulers, executing tasks on the basis of their fixed convic-
tions concerning the values of the whole. And it will be disciplined throughout. There
is, says Plato, a better and worse element in the character of each individual, but when
the naturally better element controls the worst, the man is rightly said to be a master of
himself. When, as a result of bad upbringing or bad company, one’s better element is
overpowered by worse impulses, then one is criticized for lacking self-control. Hence,
in the ‘state’, the better part is to rule the worse.

Here is the pessimism or, indeed, the intellectual snobbery that is driven by Plato’s
rational asceticism: even in this ideal state whose education system was meant to orien-
tate citizens’ characters correctly, there still seems to be a ‘less reputable majority’ with
the greatest variety of desires and pleasures and pains. Their desires will be controlled by
the desires and wisdom of the superior minority, a minority which Plato describes as
having the advantages of natural gifts and good education (431).

Justice in this state, then, consists in one man doing his own, one job, the one he is
naturally most suited to doing. When each of the three classes does its own job and
minds its own business we have justice (433—4).

39  There are many parallels with Spartan practice but Plato expressly distinguishes the Spartan constitution from
that of his ideal and he later ranks the Spartan politeia as the first of the inferior types: Book 8, 545a.
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Individual Justice

Can the same definition of justice apply to the individual? Has the individual psyche the
same three constituents in his character? Although Plato says we will never find an exact
answer by the method of his present argument, he believes it sufficient to argue that the
qualities that characterize the state must also exist in the individuals that compose it. And
he argues that there are, in effect, three elements of psyche — appetite, spirit and reason
— in each soul.

Justice in the individual, then, consists in the following: in the case of each one of us,
whosoever is such that each of the three psychic elements in him does its own, he is a
just man. Reason rules us with foresight, spirit supports and obeys reason and concord is
effected by intellectual and physical training. These two, reason and spirit, are put in
charge of appetite. Justice is therefore an internal harmony of psychic constituents of
character of such a kind that intellect (and the objects of its desire) rules over the appe-
titive passions (and their objects of desire) (443f.).

Political rule, for Plato, is not about changing the nature of the human being in whom
there is the potential for both good and bad. Nor is it about changing the natures of the
characters of the citizens. It is about moulding and refocusing the characters people
already have and which, thereafter, can be modified by any society and its values. The
sovereign fechné of justly ruling a just and harmonious society begins, therefore, in the
middle of things, as it were, by accepting that there already are three basic character
types for each of which there is, respectively, a natural job because of the choices
made to be the kinds of people that people show themselves to be. Plato only tries to
explain how people make these character choices in the first place when he relates the
Myth of Er which closes the Republic. Only at the end does this final myth speak about
soul choices after bodily death in preparation for a new round of embodied life. The
Politeia, however, must accept these choices as they have been made, and then, con-
centrate on character orientation. Therefore, for Plato, the sovereign techné is the intel-
lectual skill of mastering the socio-political environment by first mastering, through an
education programme, the respective psychological motivations of the three constitu-
ent classes.

For Plato, political techne, the skill of the true statesman—philosopher, is predicated on
the statesman’s own self-mastery through reason and the training of his passions. Be-
cause reason looks to the individual’s greater good, calculating (logizetai) what is better
or worse for the whole human soul, as such, there is a necessary invasion of the cognitive
into all appetitive choices. This is not, however, obvious to everyone. Plato has come to
accept the role of the irrational in most peoples’ choice-making, and hence he accepts
moral weakness in most people. He sees it not as an intellectual error, as did Socrates,
but as a given problem of temperament or character which, thereafter, has been badly
orientated by harmful environments. The latter have habituated desires against each
character-self’s true, long-term interests.

Appetitively dominated characters deploy their capacities to reason instrumentally for
short-term, physiological gratification.”" They will harm themselves and others in the
long term if they are not refocused. Although they can be refocused in terms of how

40 See G. K]ogko, The Development of Plato’s Political Theory, part 11, chs 5 and 7.
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they pursue the jobs to which they are naturally suited, they cannot rule others because
Plato now accepts they cannot rationally rule themselves. His education programme
alone, Plato believes, can alter people’s beliefs and refocus and discipline the characters
they already have, so that each will make just choices within the spheres of life which
suit their natures. But such people will only make these choices as a consequence of
doxa, true belief, of which they have been persuaded by education, rather than through
knowledge of the principles behind coherent moral choices. Civic virtue for most men,
then, consists not in the philosopher’s immediate knowledge, but rather in correct belief
towards which the philosopher—ruler orientates them by means of a correct education.
Even his strict education programme cannot change the dominant element in one’s
character — it can only reorientate it. For this reason the producer class, which, accord-
ing to Plato, 1s such because it is comprised of people with largely appetitive characters,
will find itself somewhat disciplined and its desires modified (in their own interests and
that of the whole) by the Guardian rulers, but their styles of life will look rather like
what most people’s lives already looked like: private property, families, making things
and growing things for themselves and the rest of society and being generally admired
and materially rewarded — but not to excess — for practising their skills with excellence.
However, they will now have no political power to rule over others, nor will they desire
it, because they will not fear the injustice of those whose natural skill is to rule. They will
believe they are ruled by those more consistently just than they are themselves and will
reap the rewards of a just society in their own lives. The implication, not only for the
producer class but even for the philosopher—rulers, is that men only seek involvement in
the kind of politics in which democratic Athens excelled because they fear being ruled
over and therefore harmed by those worse than themselves.

Plato’s diagnosis of the source of communal unhappiness links social divisiveness with
instability which, he believes, arises when those who are unfitted to rule are in power. In
these cases, personal insecurity and the instability of general circumstances which are not
bound by unchanging moral standards and, instead, are open to chance, lead to the
disruption of the bonds of mutual benefit. Through education of the sort he describes
the three character types will each be just in his own way — each doing his own — and
each will desire that the Guardians rule, the Auxiliaries defend and the Producer—artisans
provide for the economic well-being of the whole. If material and economic ambition
were allowed to predominate in an unregulated, undisciplined manner, then, he be-
lieves, social life will hardly be social at all and instead the dominating acquisitiveness
would become a predatory exploitation of competitive individuals where, just as
Thrasymachus had said, my gain is your loss. Plato replaces this with a picture of Pro-
ducers seeking economic rewards while their other ambitions to social power are mod-
erated; with Auxiliaries seeking military honour and reputation through manly prowess
while their competitive aggression is moderated by their heroism being placed in the
executive service of the philosophic legislators/educators. According to Plato, a society
ruled by the ethos either of economic man or heroic man does no good either for these
character types themselves or for those who share (and suffer) a life in society with them.
This is the philosophical justification for his rejection of both the democratic and radical
oligarchic politics of Athens in his lifetime.
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Women as Guardians

We have been spending our time discussing the three parts of the soul and the corre-
sponding three classes of society to which the tripartite souls — that are respectively
dominated by one element or another — give rise. The focus has been on men’s charac-
ters and natural aptitudes. But in Book 5 Plato introduces what Athenians certainly
would have found preposterous — the education of women among the Guardians. As a
consequence, he has been taken by some recent scholars to have been the first feminist.+!
But if we were to read no other Platonic dialogue (e.g. Timaeus) where Plato made
absolutely plain his disdain for women as females, we would still be able to read through
the Republic and find passages where women are characterized as over-emotional, irra-
tional, hysterical and, if given power, dangerous. Indeed, in Book 8 (563b) he says that
the freedom and equality for women (as females) are a mark of the excessive licence of
the democratic state. What, then, could Plato possibly be up to in proposing not only
that women Guardians exercise naked with the men (452), as in Sparta, but that they are
to be similarly educated for a leading role in the ideal polis?

The discussion opens with Socrates’ suggestion that for Guardians all things are to be
in common as between friends, and this applies to women and children (449). Ought
females to perform the same duties as males, or are they to stay at home on the grounds
of bearing and rearing children, and therefore not take on the functions of war, nor be
educated to executive and ruling tasks? Socrates agrees that there are great natural differ-
ences between men and women (453) and it has previously been agreed that different
natures need different kinds of occupation. But what Socrates means by natures being
different (as opposed to natural differences) has nothing to do with biological character-
istics (the female bears and the male begets (454)) any more than it has to do with
superficial differences in appearance between members of the same sex, e.g. bald men
and long-haired men (454). For Socrates, a person’s nature, the inward character that is
determined by psyche, determines social function, and there is no social function that is
peculiar to a woman (or a man) as such (455). Plato’s psyche may be thought to be based
on a male model of the tripartite soul, but he presents it as genderless. Natural abilities
(the respective dominance of reason or spirit) of the sort required for leading, functional
roles in the state are, for Plato, similarly distributed in each sex, ‘although in all, women
will be the weaker partners’, and at this point in the text this usually means in physical
strength or stamina regarding military activities. A woman’s psyche may be philosophic
or high-spirited and should she demonstrate these qualities she will be fitted to be a
Guardian. Certain men and women have the same natural capacity for Guardianship
which, here, includes warfare, policing and other executive tasks, except that woman is
the weaker of the two. Hence, those with similar characters will be similarly educated to
be the best people for the best state. In fact, the best women seem mainly to be required
to breed with the best men in order to provide the best children for the state (461), and
this too is reminiscent of Spartan practices.*? All live and feed together in common, have
no private property and use the words ‘mine’ and ‘not mine’ in the same sense of the

41  See, for instance, N. H. Bluestone, Women and the Ideal Society: Plato’s Republic and modem myths of gender
(Oxford, 1987), who also cites other literature.
42 See chapter 1.
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same things so that an individual’s gain or loss is regarded as the gain or loss of the
community (462).

Although Plato speaks of Philosopher—Kings and never of Philosopher—Queens, if a
small number of women were capable of such intellectual development, it would not be
as ‘women’ but as rationally dominated psyches. So too for the ‘men’. Such people with
the necessary qualifications will be philosopher-rulers (540b). Philosophical statesman-
ship has nothing to do with gender, for Plato, because for him, it seems that sexual
difference is only a characteristic of body rather than psyche.** Hence, it is only in the
ideal state that women, not as females but as rational souls, will ever be given the oppor-
tunity to realize what Plato takes to be their rational, human selves.

Plato’s discussion in Book 5 refers to the Guardians as protectors and defenders of the
common people. The discussion is a parody of Spartan institutions* without any refer-
ence, as yet, to the equivalent of the ideal state’s Spartan Gerousia. No one is described,
yet, as devoting their full energies to philosophy as a way of living their lives. Indeed, as
Socrates makes plain (473—end) the society he has been describing will never become a
reality until philosophers become kings or kings and rulers become philosophers and
political power and philosophy come into the same hands. Hence, he needs to tell us
now what defines the philosopher and how there is a Real world of Forms, as ‘essential’
realities’, which exists independently of the philosopher’s own mind (473). These Forms
serve as the objects of his knowledge, the pattern from which he will take into himself
the unchanging and absolute standards of reference by which particular things in the
visible world are judged to be the kinds of things they are. Only after we are told of the
philosopher’s passionate love of unchanging, formal truth can we recognize that when-
ever knowledge of the truth is, thereafter, realized in practice, as in the construction of
an ideal ‘state’, practice will always fall short of the precision of theory, but it is not
disjoined from it as Thrasymachus believed it was. We are told that it is the nature of
practice to be further removed (not disjoined) from truth or reality (aletheia) than theory
is (473a). Since the visible world already ‘participates’ in the Forms, the philosopher’s
rational soul is the more motivated to try to reproduce the character of the Forms more
fully in the ethical world of human beings.

Specially Gifted People and their Education

Plato has Socrates describe a rare character type whose mind can ‘see’ the essential
nature of Beauty and who does not confuse a particular beautiful thing with the uni-
versal character of Beauty. We are familiar with this kind of account from the Phaedo.
Such a man knows the fully existent (477); the object of knowledge is ‘what exists’ and
the function of that reasoning part or faculty of the soul is to know the reality of
existents. To have an opinion or belief about something is different from knowing it.
Believing is intermediate between ignorance and knowledge, between non-existence
and existence. Those who are able to see visible beauty or justice, etc. in their many
manifestations in the physical world of multiplicity and change, but are incapable, even
with another’s help, of reaching absolute Beauty, may be said to believe but cannot be

43 See M. Nicbols, Socrates and the Political Community: an ancient debate (Albany, NY, 1987). p. 122.
44 See chapter 1.
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said to know what they believe (479¢). But those whose hearts are fixed on Reality
itself deserve the title of Philosophers (480). They can grasp eternal and immutable
truth and they have, as a consequence, clear standards in their minds to refer to. Such
philosophical Guardians have characters that demonstrate more than a familiarity with
worldly experience; they have, in addition, characters that are motivated by a love of
the whole of Reality, they love the truth and have shown this desire for the whole
truth from their earliest years. Philosophers are ‘coherentists’ and they speak of knowl-
edge as holistic.*®

So when the current of a man’s desires flows towards knowledge and the like, his pleasure
will be entirely in things of the mind, and physical pleasures will pass him by, that is, if he
is a genuine philosopher and not a sham. (485¢)

Plato describes a process of affective unintelligibility. Such a person, at last, finds
unintelligible his earlier *archaic’ desires, so that he can no longer see what it is about the
earlier objects of desire that makes anyone, not just himself, but anyone with a similar
psychology, that is, anyone who has experienced previous desires but then gone on to
other, more intellectual experiences, desire what was previously desired.*

Such a man will be self-controlled, not grasping about money, will show no pettiness
or meanness but rather, generosity, will not think of death as anything to be feared and
therefore will be courageous, will have a good memory (486ff.), will demonstrate a
sense of proportion and be ready to learmn. Education and maturity then round off this
character, and it is only to such people, once they are philosophically educated, that the
state can be entrusted (487).

Without the right education and environment such gifted characters will become
particularly bad (491¢). At present, however, and with an implied reference to Athens,
Socrates says that it is the public themselves who train young and old, when they crowd
mnto the Assembly or lawcourts or theatre. For this reason it is sheer folly to attempt,
through private education of character as offered by Sophists, to produce a different type
of character from the one praised or blamed by the crowd.*” It has never been and will
never be possible to educate someone to standards different from those of public opinion
(493), so the aim must be to reorientate public opinion first, in order to provide the
optimum environment in which the philosophic nature can best flourish. The common
people of the present society will never believe the distinction between abstract beauty
and particular beauty and so philosophy is impossible among them and they conse-
quently disapprove of philosophers (494). But we are told that the common run of men
can be reorientated. They can change their opinions and beliefs if, instead of bullying
them, they are treated gently and their prejudices against philosophic learning are re-
moved. They can be shown that philosophers are not what they have become accus-
tomed to seeing in their own society but are, rather, defined by rationally dominated
characters and habits and are men of moral rectitude, justice, reason and order, so that no

45  G. Fine, ‘Knowledge and Belief in Republic v—vii’, in S. Everson, ed., Companions to Ancient Thought, 1:
Epistemology (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 85-115.

46 See R. Wolltheim, The Thread of Life (Cambridge, 1984) for a discussion of the role of affective unintelligibility
in Freudian psychology.

47 See C. J. Rowe, ‘Plato on the Sophists as Teachers of Virtue’, History of Political Thought 4 (1983), pp. 409-27
on Plato’s treatment of Protagoras the Sophist specifically and Sophists’ claims generally.
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one can ever be harmed by them. The majority of men, says Socrates, are naturally
amiable and good tempered and can be so persuaded (500). But the persuasion will have
to begin very early.

Even in corrupt societies, the man with a philosophic nature will be recognized by all
as especially gifted, physically and mentally, and he must try to remain true to his nature
despite his friends and fellow citizens wishing to make use of his gifts for their own ends.
But the very constituents of the philosophic nature, with its natural bent for reason, will
be precisely what causes his companions to wish to secure his support for their ways of
living and they will actively prevent him from being a philosopher. His gifts, in a bad
environment, will destroy his very nature. ‘It is men so gifted who inflict the deepest
injuries on communities and individuals and, indeed, if indined that way, do them the
greatest good’ (495).

Those with the natural philosophical gifts must be fostered by a suitable society that
‘inclines’ them to use their gifts for the greatest good. When this is not the case, then
chance intervenes: there will emerge men with philosophical natures, even if all is left to
chance.

[But] there will emerge only a very small remnant that survives of all those worthy to have
any dealings with philosophy — perhaps some honest man saved by exile from the influ-
ences that would corrupt his natural loyalty for her, or some great mind born in a petty
state and so despising politics; or long ill-health that makes it impossible to engage in
politics; and there may be a gifted few who turn to philosophy from other occupations
which they rightly despise. ... This small company, then, when they have tasted the
happiness of philosophy and seen the frenzy of the masses, understand that political life has
virtually nothing sound about it and that they will find no ally to save them in the fight for
justice; and if they are not prepared to join in the general wickedness and yet are unable to
fight it single-handed, they are likely to perish like a man thrown among wild beasts,
without profit to themselves or others, before they can do any good to their friends or
society.

To this extent, Socrates agrees with Thrasymachus, the immoralist, that in a corrupt
society the good man is likely to suffer and even perish. But Socrates’ aim is to show
that justice still makes the just person, even in these conditions, happier than the unjust
person; his aim is not to show that the just person is always happy. And so, when just
men ‘reckon all this up, they live quietly and keep to themselves, like a man who
stands under the shelter of a wall during a driving storm of dust and hail’ (496d—e). As
such, he is self-sufficient. By adapting his desires to those that can be fulfilled in the
environment in which he finds himself, the wise and just man secures his happiness,
whatever the external conditions may be, more than does the unjust man who engages
in the insecure conditions of a corrupt world. But there are, clearly, theoretically
conceived optimum conditions in which this kind of wise and just character would
flourish the better.
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The Possibility of the Philosopher-ruler and the Ideal Constitution: Theory
and Practice®

If there is, at present, no existing form of society which is good enough for the philo-
sophic nature, then an ideal society must be found or constructed along the theoretical
lines already laid down. Only then will it become evident as it has not been in the past,
that the philosopher—ruler is a possibility and not some unrealizable fantasy. According
to Plato, people seem ready to accept the existence of the philosophic nature but in
corrupt societies they see him either as useless or they attempt to harness his talents to
their own non-philosophic and corrupt ends. How can the common people be
reorientated so that the philosopher finds his rightful place? Once one has the theory
which gives an account of the kind of society in which the philosophic nature best
flourishes for his own and others’ good, then how does one start the process of con-
structing, in actuality, the perfect ‘state’> Once again, this may come about if chance
intervenes: either when chance compells that minority of uncorrupted philosophic na-
tures to enter politics and they are able to compel society to listen to them, or when
providence inspires some present rulers with a genuine love of philosophy. We are told
that there is no reason to suppose that either of these chance occurrences is impossible.

But is this good enough? Is society and the philosophic nature to wait on chance? And
which of these chance occurrences does Plato think to be the more likely? Ideally,
chance must be superseded by the initiative of the founders of the ideal politeia who
require a clean canvas {(501a); the best and quickest way to establish the ideal society and
constitution (541a) is to build a society from the beginnings, starting with children aged
ten and under, and relegating their already-habituated elders to the suburbs (540d—e,
541a). It is the children, already showing the expected three-fold differentiation in na-
tures, who are to be persuaded through being educated. The education will differen-
tially appeal to the kinds of psychic dominance their respective characters or natures
demonstrate, and for the majority, myths and stories will provide them with the true
belief that accords with the kinds of cognitive operation of which their souls have dem-
onstrated a capability. The education will prepare them to do the job that each is natu-
rally suited to doing, For the exclusive minority with philosophic natures, Socrates specifies
that philosophic training should be limited for children and, as they grow older, their
chief attention should be devoted to the training of their bodies. As they mature, their
mental training intensifies and, when their physical strength begins to fail and they are
no longer fit for political and military service, they will, at last, devote all their main
energies to philosophy.

The great majority of the Guardians, let alone the Producers, will never recognize
Forms in the full Platonic sense. That is to be the goal of the highly select minority.
Arithmetic and geometry and the other studies leading to dialectic, having been intro-
duced in childhood as forms of play, followed by physical training, lead to a further
selection for the best aptitude for dialectic when they are in their twenties and again, in

48  Tlere is a large literature which asserts Plato was not serious about the realization of the political ideal and
philosopher—kings. For a discussion and rejection of these views see G. Klosko, “The “Straussian” Interpretation of
Plato’s Republic’, History of Political Thought 7, (1986), pp. 275-93; also G. Klosko, ‘Provisionality in Plato’s Ideal
State’, History of Political Thought 5 (1984), pp.171-93.
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their thirties. An aptitude for dialectic is described at this stage as an ability to take the
comprehensive view, seeing how all their disconnected subjects of study, thus far, fit
together (537¢). At thirty, those selected are gradually introduced to philosophical dis-
cussions, but they are then sent into the world of political and military office for practical
experience, which lasts for fifteen years. Only after they have reached fifty years of age
will they be ‘made to lift their mind’s eye to look at the source of all light and see the
Good itself (540a) through dialectic.*” Thereafter, they will be able to rule as philoso-
phers, taking their tumn in the weary business of politics, doing their duty as Rulers
(540a-b).

No one is born a ruler. Statesmanship is a skill that must be learned, by which Plato
means a certain kind of natural temperament can be trained to function at its rational
best. The children who eventually become the rare philosopher—rulers are relentlessly
tested in their resistance to pleasure and pain or other misfortunes. They are tested
with regard to readiness to learn and remember, to determine their enterprise and
breadth of vision as well as their steadiness, trustworthiness, reliability and their ability
to be unmoved by fear in war. Their characters or natures are rare oCCurrences (503).
Then they will work as hard at intellectual training as at physical training. Eventually,
through an increasingly abstract education in various kinds of mathematical studies
(arithmetic, plane geometry, solid geometry, astronomy and harmonics (524e—531¢)),
they will come to understand that the highest form of knowledge is knowledge of the
essential nature of goodness, the Form of the Good, from which things that are just
and beautiful, etc. derive their usefulness and value. The usefulness and value 1s to the
human self.

The aim is to show that whatever a man desires so ardently that he will put it before
everything else, is for him, the good. If you believe, as Plato’s Socrates believes, that
there is an Absolute Good, knowledge of which is a man’s chief end or interest, then no
other knowledge can be so important as the knowledge of what this is. Each human
must concern himself with the final end of human interest first, his own good. Plato here
tackles what the earlier Socrates left unanswered: an intellectual grasp of what must be
present to every action and every possession commonly called good to ensure that it will
be unfailingly useful and advantageous to the human self or psyche. This is the Good as
superior to Being and as the sustaining cause of all the other Forms as virtues. Goodness
justifies its own existence but it is the reason that we can recognize the good of other
things as the final explanation of their existence, what they are good for, as useful and
advantageous.

We are told that Goodness is higher than justice and other qualities or virtues (505).
Goodness is what is to be understood as that existent which serves as the source of all
other things called virtues and qualities. But what the Good s in itself is not something of
which Socrates can here give an account (506d—e). He tells his companions that the
truth of the matter is known only to god (517 c—d). At best, the Good can be spoken of
analogously with light by which objects are visible to the eye. Just as the sun is the
‘cause’ of sight in the visible world, the Good s the ‘cause’ of intelligence and intelligi-
bility in the Intelligible world (508b). The mind’s eye, when it rests on objects illumi-

49  Compare below, chapter 4, where Aristotle prescribes religious—philosophical endeavours for those men who
have passed through the military and political stages of their lives, indeed where theoretical activity 1s a necessarily
post-political activity. Plato, in contrast, brings these men back into the polis to rule.
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nated by truth and reality, understands them and the mind functions intelligently. What
gives the objects of the mind’s knowledge their truth and the mind the power of know-
ing is the Form of the Good, which is the cause of knowledge and truth. Knowledge
and truth are like the Good but the Good is itself ‘higher’. It is beyond reality but the
cause of reality’s existence and intelligibility (509).

What we need, and as yet do not have, is a description of the kind of discursive,
synoptic knowledge that permits us to see how the Form of the Good explains the
nature of the other Forms and gives an account of the nature of the sensible world
which 1s as it is because it ‘participates’ in the metaphysical order of existence. Thereaf-
ter, reflection on the physical world that is perceived by the senses allows one to see
what is good and rational in the physical world.*” But at this point we are given Socra-
tes’ opinion, his theory or hypothesis: the final thing to be perceived by intellect is the
absolute Form of Good (517d). Later it will be shown that the route to a grasp of the
Form of the Good is through dialectic, the final stage of education. Dialectic alone
enables the philosophic mind to give a logically coherent account to explain how the
Good is the explanation of the structure of everything intelligible and sensible. Epistéme
(knowledge) recognizes the interrelations of the Forms themselves and their ultimate
dependence on the Good as a self-authenticating principle and cause of all. The goal of
the dialectic method enables the philosophic mind to see that the Good explains the
intelligible world as an ordered whole. Socrates himself did not reach this goal because
the refutational method of investigation — the elenchos — did not achieve what the Pla-
tonic dialectic could: a synoptic understanding of reality, attainable through a discursive
knowledge about it. To understand this, we must begin with Socrates’ opinion, that the
final thing to be perceived by intellect 1s the absolute Form of the Good, an opinion

that depends on there being two interrelated orders of things, the visible and the intel-
ligible.

The Divided Line and the Cave

The continuity and relation between the visible and intelligible may be explained by
using the static image of a line divided into two unequal parts. The Divided Line is an
epistemology which shows the relation between the states of mind called opinion/belief
and knowledge on the one hand, and on the other, between the physical and intelligible
‘worlds’. The objects of doxa (true belief/opinion) are to those of episteme (knowledge)
as a likeness of something to that which it resembles (509d, 510a). Resemblance is the
clue. Plato is not arguing that the world we sense and about which we have beliefs and
opinions has no reality at all, but rather that it is not total reality. The visible world is a
world of change and is characterized by becoming, whereas the intelligible world is
stable and changeless, characterized by being. The visible world resembles, is like, is in
the process of becoming, what the intelligible world is. His image of the Divided Line is
underwritten by his doctrine of Forms which ‘saves the phenomena’ of the sensible
world and does not relegate the sensible world to a non-entity. All things depend on the
Forms for such being as they have. The Divided Line depicts states of mind with their

50  See G. Vlastos, Plato’s Universe (Oxford, 1995), ch. 3.
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respective ‘objects’, seen in different ways and with regard to different degrees of under-
standing.”!

How the human mind is enlightened is thereafter depicted by a dynamic simile, that
of the Cave, which is meant to be connected with the Line analogy. The Cave simile
shows how the unstable objects of doxa contain the semblance of stable realities. The
difference between belief and knowledge is one of degree rather than kind, and educa-
tional reorientation — the journey out of the cave — makes this plain.

Men are shackled prisoners in the cave since they were children. They look straight
ahead at the cave wall and behind them a fire burns. Between their backs and the fire
various figures are moved about, but all that the prisoners see are shadows cast on the
cave wall before them. They assume the shadows they see are the real things. If one
prisoner (who is not described as any more rational, or naturally talented, than the
others) is released from his bonds and compelled to turn round and forced to look at the
fire, and then dragged out of the cave and into the sunlight, the experience would be
painful, but after he had become accustomed to the light he would see things in the
world outside the cave. We note that physical force is applied to the body but his mind
is not forced to ‘see’. Socrates later says that a free man ought not to learn anything
under duress. Compulsory physical education does no harm to the body, but compul-
sory learning never sticks in the mind (536e—537a). The prisoner in the cave, however,
is not a free man. Once he is released from his bonds and compelled to turn round, he
becomes free. Once outside the cave he would first find it easier to look at the shadows,
then at their reflections in water, and, finally, at the objects themselves. The last thing
would be to look overtly at the sun and he would conclude that the sun was, in a sense,
responsible for everything that he and his fellow prisoners used to see. He would now
feel sorry for those in the cave and what they mistakenly took to be reality.

The ascent from the cave to the upper world and the sight of its objects is meant to be
analogous to the Divided Line’s depiction of the mind’s progress from the visible to the
intelligible realms. Once the absolute Form of the Good is ‘perceived’ by the mind,
humans can only infer (we must reason: syllogistea) that it, like the sun, is responsible for
everything right and good, indeed, of all other Forms, and that it is the controlling
source of reality and intelligence. Anyone who is to act rationally either in public or
private must perceive it. And this means that a knowledge of the Forms and therefore a
knowledge of the principles which motivate men to moral action, is not acquired by
means of the senses. The Forms exist separately from the sensibles, are unaffected by the
visible world of change, and their source is the Form of the Good. They would exist
even if sensibles did not, and even if we did not exist to ‘perceive’ them.

Once this is accepted, the view that education is a process of implanting into the mind
knowledge that was not there before must be rejected. In each man’s mind there is an
innate capacity to turn away from the physical world of change and look at unchanging

51 As Guthrie noted in A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 4, p. 496, Plato tried to disentangle himself from the
consequences of Parmenidean logic where what is, is, and cannot not be; what is not, is not and cannot be. This
leads to the Parmenidean view that nothing can change or come into being, for what is, does not become since it 1s
already, and nothing could come to be out of what is not. See contrasting views on Plato’s position in G. Vlastos,
‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’, in R. Bambrough, ed., New Essays on Plato and Aristotle (London, 1965), pp. 1-20. As
Guthrie says, some of us may not believe (as Vlastos did not) in a gradational ontology but Plato did, and so did
Descartes. For Plato, the world we can sense in ordinary experience has a quasi-existence only because things in that
world share in the natures of the Forms.
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reality which is what, Socrates says, he calls the Good. In the later Phaedrus (249b) Plato
again says that only those souls which have seen the Forms can be born as men. Every
man has had the vision of them and to recollect them is, in theory, possible for all. But
clearly, to be consistent, Plato must still insist on differential ability. The great majority,
in the Republic, are beset by the demands and temptations of life in the body, ‘seeing
many beautiful things or just actions but they do not see Beauty or Justice itself’ (479a).
That innate capacity in all men must somehow be overcome in most of us, so that
natural talent is itself an indicator of whether or not a given person’s character can
actually benefit from the kind of higher, abstract education that orientates and focuses
the reasoning element of soul on its proper objects. Most men, as the Phaedo had made
clear (82e), are imprisoned by their bodies and the lower psychological desires motivate
them to collude in their own ignorant imprisonment (Republic 519a-b). Some men,
however, have the rare capacity for an intellectual grasp of the Good in order to be able
to be turned round by education, which is described as no more than a tuming of the
mind towards, a training in a distinctive sort of reasoning about, the mind’s proper
objects. Somehow, such rare characters must not be easily (if at all), side-tracked by the
other psychological elements in their souls which, if allowed to assume a controlling
position, would amount to such characters being motivated by the irrational in the
human psyche, so that they would remain imprisoned in the cave. Indeed, all the other
qualities of mind, we are now told, are not innate so much as acquired by training and
practice. But the power of knowing is innate, it belongs to some diviner faculty in man
and it never loses its power. Its effects, however, are either good or bad according to the
direction in which the mind is turned. And we are told that this is what distinguishes bad
but clever men from good men. All men have the power to generalize from particulars,
but unless they are informed by a knowledge of the Forms, their notions of justice will
remain shadows or images of true justice. They will not be able to imitate in their own
thoughts and actions the Form of justice because to imitate well one needs to have a
comprehensive understanding of what one is imitating. Hence, the job of the lawgivers
in the ideal ‘state’ will be to compel the best minds to attain the highest form of knowl-
edge, the grasp of the Form of the Good, and then return to the cave.” The education
system is compulsory but once they are in the system, what people learn is by means of
genres of persuasion that differentially suit them.

The object of our legislation is not the welfare of any particular class but of the whole
community. It uses persuasion [of minds] or force [of bodies] to unite all citizens and make
them share together the benefits which each individually can confer on the community,
and its purpose in fostering this attitude is not to enable everyone to please himself but to
make each man a link in the unity of the whole. (520)

To know what is good for anything, one must first know its nature; the good for
humans requires a knowledge of ourselves as human natures, that is, a knowledge of the
psyche. Only once a person knows what is, his self, can he feel obliged by an ought, and
hence the philosopher, in particular, is obliged by what he knows to take his turn in
political rule and show men how they ought to live.

The philosopher’s justice, contrary to Thrasymachus’ suggestion, is both good for

52 See Fine, ‘Knowledge and Belief in Republic v-vii’.
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others and good for himself. And having benefited from an education that turned the
philosophic nature towards the human mind’s true objects, the philosopher will realize
that he owes it to society that has so trained his natural talents that he now can combine
philosophy and politics in its service. Such a man will not refuse this just demand on his
educated talents (520). It is, however, a demand and therefore a constraint. But it is one
that is as much in the interests of the philosopher as in those whom he rules. The trained
philosophic nature would prefer the pleasure of living a life of contemplation. But his
self-interest lies elsewhere — in ruling. Philosophers alone, in love with philosophy rather
than power, will be the only ones who least wish to possess the political power and its
rewards that are pressed upon them (521). Their moral obligation to rule does not
involve a sacrifice of self-interest when self-interest is properly construed.

Dialectic

Dialectic is the final stage in mathematical studies. It is for mature minds, otherwise
training in this kind of logical argument will degenerate into the indiscipline of contra-
dicting people just for fun (539a). It is a training in a distinctive sort of reasoning about
the Form of the Good. It discovers the common features and the mutual relations be-
tween the various branches of mathematics in order to reveal the underlying harmony
and order of the cosmos, and hence, for Plato, the order of values. [t is a sort of reasoning
that goes beyond the elenchos, beyond the hypothesis of opinion and refutation, and
reaches the certainty of the self-authenticating first principle, the Good (535b~¢), as the
source of the existence of all Forms and their mutual interrelationships. Dialectic is the
ability to give an account of the essential nature or Form of each particular thing and
hence to demonstrate understanding. Furthermore, Socrates says that if a man cannot
define the Form of the Good, distinguishing it from everything else, defending it not
merely as a matter of opinion but in strict logic, then he does not know what the
Absolute Good is or any other good (534d). Dialectic is the only rational activity whose
method is to challenge its own assumptions so that it may rest firmly on first principles
(533b—c) and, thereby, enable a person to ‘take the comprehensive view’ (537b—c). But
we are never told what the Form of the Good is in itself. It is simply from where one
begins. It is beyond words, but its effects are everywhere for the self and society.

Five Types of Constitution

The ideal constitution, ruled by philosopher—kings, is a constitution that is ruled by the
best and hence is an aristocracy, which means ‘rule of the best’. If only one philosopher
can be found to be king, then it will be a monarchy. Other constitutions degenerate
from this ideal into timocracy, oligarchy, democracy and finally, tyranny.

Plato here refers to the Spartan type of constitution as a timocracy (545a) and its
failings are exemplified in the timocratic man, who is self-focused but through bad
company yields to the spirited part of his soul and becomes arrogant and ambitious. A
timocracy will degenerate into an oligarchy, the next-worse type, which is characterized
by the dominance of property qualifications and wealth which determine social prestige.
This, in turn, degenerates into democracy, which is characterized by free speech, liberty,
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each person doing as he likes according to his individual preferences. It is a ‘supermarket
of constitutions’* where no one is compelled either to govern or to obey those who do
where there are no fixed principles of behaviour and the ‘rulers’ rule because they cali
themselves ‘the people’s friends’, offering equality to equals and unequals alike. The
democratic personality s, for Plato, undisciplined, a chaos of wilful desires, ‘governed’
by caprice and making no distinction between more and less worthy pleasures. Indeed,
the democrat is suspicious of all forms of control, be it from the law or from traditional
moral principles. What Plato has described as the correct, harmonious order of the
human psyche, its justice, is disrupted precisely by what we today would see as demo-
cratic virtues: tolerance of individual difference and the individual’s insistence on deter-
mining his own preferences, based on his own subjective pleasure ‘principle’. His ‘state’
takes no view on the moral good of the whole but, rather, allows this to emerge, piece-
meal, and with no stability, as the consequence of individual choices. Plato acknowl-
edges that the versatility of the democratic man and his society is what many men and
women envy; it has so many possibilities (561¢). Each part of the democrat’s psyche,
now the appetitive, seeking material, physiological pleasure; now the spirited, seeking
recognition and honours; and even now the rational, suddenly recognizing long-term
human interests, has its fling without any systematic precedence being established in
motivation to behave in one way or another. The democratic man is many men in
succession, a versatile personality. Why should he get rid of desires he cultivated when
young but which, a more reasoned temperament might explain, were not good for him
as he aged? (559¢). He wants to make his own mistakes and successively ‘be’ different
personae. This is his liberty, after all. And if he were not able to indulge his appetites
when young — say, he had been brought up in a ‘narrow economical way’ — but he then
gets into wild company and tastes a variety of pleasures, his father, not knowing how to
bring him up properly, is replaced by his new associates. The young man’s vacant mind
is filled by an invasion of pretentious fallacies and back he goes to live with the Lotus-
eaters (560d—e). Nothing is shameful, self-control is taken to be cowardice, and economy
and moderation are abused as provincial parsimony (560¢). Plato describes such a char-
acter as having an identity crisis.

This democratic character will need a great deal of luck not to be carried to extremes
so that, as he ages, he will be able to establish a kind of equality of pleasures, where each
pleasure of the moment, each preference, is exercised until satisfied and he then moves
on to the next. If he is lucky, he will say that all pleasures are equal and should have equal
Flghts. ‘One day it is wine, women and song, and the next, bread and water’ — a boul-
imia of the soul. But if he is unlucky, his psychological and physical dissolution will
probably destroy him. In either case, his character will not be within his control. Indeed,
his self’s character will be divided against itself (560a). He will be a democratic ‘state’
Writ small, a constitution that enshrines a conflict of factions. Plato admits that this looks
like an agreeable, anarchic form of society with plenty of variety. Its modern version is
Nozick’s supermarket of protection societies® which one can join or leave as it suits the
moment and one’s preferences, with a minimum overriding ‘state’ that operates by
procedure rather than fixed moral principles, a pluralism run mad. In this society, the
Just man is still happier than the unjust man but he keeps his head down and goes

" 53 To use the apt phrase of Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 4, p. 531.

54 R. Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (New York, 1974).
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private. Indeed, it is virtually a ‘stateless’ society of private, shifting factions. And the real
problem of this kind of society and self, for Plato, is precisely its instability. It can only
degenerate into demagoguery and tyranny, the worst situation in which democratic
men will find ‘they have jumped out of the frying pan of subjection to free men into the
fire of subjection to slaves, having exchanged their excessive and unlimited freedom for
the harshest and bitterest servitude, where the slave to his own secret, bestial desires —
the tyrant — is master’. Plato’s real fear appears to have been that Athenian, democratic
indiscipline would lead it straight into the arms of a ‘saviour’, the despotic personality.
The despotic character inevitably becomes mad, is alone, fearful, friendless and cruel,
‘ruling’ by force without restraint or law. He is the perfect specimen of injustice (576b).
He has the least capacity for self-knowledge and, therefore, the least capacity to pursue
self-interest, his good. His appetitive character, dominated by the motive of gain (and
his gain is everyone else’s loss), never achieves the end for which all men strive, their
human good. That Plato thought this to be the future trajectory of democratic Athens
seems clear. Would Thrasymachus have disagreed?

It is noteworthy that Plato’s account of the democratic character and the politeia the
democrat constitutes with like-minded others, is not hateful but fearful. Socrates is made
to reject a democratic constitution because, for Plato, it exemplified a woeful ignorance
of its own instability in which individuals would not be as he wished them to be, disci-
plined and autonomous selves in a collectivity of selves, knowing their best interest and
achieving it. For him, the democratic character has no stable self to be known, and what
is worse, this would lead to him being harmed, inwardly, not only by his own lurchings
from one preference to another, but by eventually being totally taken over by the dema-
gogue whom the democrat at first believed to be his saviour.

Plato, unlike some early Christian writers, never believed that the human soul could
be perfected in defiance of environment. Therefore, if men were to choose their des-
tiny, and Plato insisted that this was their choice alone, then they would only be ‘saved’
by a politics based on impartial episteme, a knowledge of the good for men as they truly
are, and where the power in society must be exercised for their good. If contlict, change,
revolution and factions, the dizzy cycle of constitutional forms, were, for him, the stuff
of Athenian history, a story of instability, unhappiness, worry about survival, then, as
Plato saw it, the only way to ameliorate this irrational chaos and disorder was to realize
that the world of political factionalism violated the dictates of cosmic order; it violated
the Forms. We would not be alone, however, in wondering whether the anstocratic
and disillusioned Plato read Athens’ history and current situation aright.”® None the less,
for him, politics, as Athenians knew it, had to change from being a struggle between
special advantages, factions, ‘classes’, to a symmetrical and static harmony of functioning
parts, established and maintained not by amateurs, but by rare character types, strictly
educated to exercise their rational intellects and grasp the Form of the Good. This
would enable them to explain, logically, how human selves could live in harmony. It
required that the community rid itself of politics, seen as a precarious equilibrium of
opposing forces and momentary conciliations. For Plato, political order was produced
by the true statesman—philosopher’s skill (techne) of matching praxis to an informing
theoretical vision. This came not from the contingent experience of men, corrupted by

55 See chapter 1, this volume.
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social games, set in motion by bad and ignorant habit, but by an intelligible, eternal
pattern, outside men, shaping the community to a pre-existent Good. From this came
points of political and historical fixity: the size and population of the ideal polis would be
stable and small; the structure of its vocations, fixed; education, moral and religious
doctrines, controlled. If you regulated these, Plato believed, you could regularize hu-
man behaviour by regulating what you could regulate: psychological motivation. But
then, of course, you would have to agree not only that the potentially conflicting psy-
chological desires could be brought under the sway of rational desire, but that what was
essentially human about the self was its reason.

The crucial difference between a democratic leader and the Platonic leader centres on
the respective constituencies to which each is responsive. Plato’s philosopher—ruler is
not a politician as we understand the term, but a philosopher with political power,
whose loyalty is not to a faction or interest group but to an orderly, synoptic, overriding
truth — the Good for all. In the world of men, this Good is consistently valuable and
useful and, therefore, in their interests. Some critics have argued, however, that the lack
of participation in political decision-making in Plato’s ideal state, but where citizens
none the less benefit from the order that is imposed rationally, would create a severe
kind of anomie. It would eliminate that sense of belonging to community which is, after
all, what modern, liberal-democratic politics is supposed to be about. The argument is
that a political community is not held together by truth (whatever that is) but by con-
sensus, arrived at through participatory action and compromise. Surely, this has not
always been the case, and subsequent chapters in this book will reveal how participatory
action and compromise, even when considered, would be offered only to an exclusive
elite.

Plato’s answer to this kind of criticism took the form of a scepticism about the capac-
ity for meaningful participation in collective governance by the many, and it seems to
have resulted, in part, from his own observation and evaluation of what he took to be
the failure of this kind of politeia in fifth- and fourth-century Bc Athens. Tyranny was
always on the agenda. But perhaps more fundamentally, the Socratic influence on him,
which made the question of knowing the self — its good, and how it could ensure against
harm — the centre of focus, led him further to analyse the psychology of men in order to
determine the springs of motivational desire. This, in conjunction with the develop-
ment of a doctrine of Forms that enabled the knower to give a coherent account, a
holistic explanation, of men in nature, led to the destruction of human politics and its
replacement by educational reorientation by reason.

Despite the inconsistencies and question-begging nature of many of his arguments,
and which have been pointed out down the centuries,* his aim was to argue that the just
person alone was psychologically stable, morally healthy and capable of a social integra-
tion that would serve his own interests and those of his fellow citizens in ways that no
other character type was able to do. His arguments tried to explain to different types of

56  Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic is particularly good on this; also see ]. M. Bryant, ‘Enlightenment
Psychology and Political Reaction in Plato’s Social Philosophy: an ideological contradiction?’, History of Political
Thought 11 (1990), pp. 377-95: ‘Pato’s aristocratic animus against the masses overrides the logical social implications
of his panhuman doctrine of the immortal, quasi-divine psyche’ — a consequence, for Bryant, of philosophical
discourse being embedded in wider contemporary, cultural norms and values which are not ours; Bryant observes
a similar, aristocratic bias in his interpretation of Aristotle; see J. M. Bryant, Moral Codes and Social Structure in Ancient
Greece: a sociology of Greck ethics from Homer to the Epicureans and Stoics (Albany, NY, 1996), pp. 356—4.
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psychologies why certain ‘facts” about the human situation have a rational claim on us,
even if we have not previously been aware of this or cannot, without help, live accord-
ing to such rational claims. As the Good explains what is intelligible about the ordered
and harmonious ‘world’, so too, justice is the consequence of knowing a principle over
and above it, the Good. It is from the Form of the Good that justice derives its usefulness
and value for man. Justice, as a harmonious relationship in the psyche and in commu-
nity, also explains how, each and severally, our interests are best served either by being
a certain kind of self — the good man, or by being ruled by such a self in a certain kind of
society — the ideal. This is the theoretical pattern that states and individuals must always
keep in mind. For Plato, the ‘civilized but “overheated” society’ could only be saved
and made secure by rational selves imperfectly imitating, through logical imposition, the
formal order initiated by the first principle, the Good. His metaphysical epistemology
prevented him from seeing any other options.

But this does not deny that the Republic is a political work, even if it is not exclusively
political. It was certainly regarded in antiquity as political. The political principle, em-
bedded in the Republic, and with which we may no longer have any sympathy, is that of
consensus without compromise on the issue of who should govern and who should be
governed. For most citizens this was to depend not on reason but on what Skemp has
called ‘an enlightened and disciplined desire for the common good of which all citizens
are capable’ %’

57 J. B. Skemp, ‘How Political is the Republic?’, History of Political Thought 1 (1980), pp. 1-7.

4
Aristotle

It has often been said that intellectually the world is divided into Platonists and Aristotelians.
With hindsight, we can say that there has been an enduring argument between Platonists
and Aristotelians down the centuries. The bottom line is a distinction that may be drawn
between their respective approaches to understanding reality. Each thinker proposed dif-
ferent sources of knowledge and, consequently, each provided a different theory of how we
come to know, and then define, what is essentially human about humans. This leads to
two different accounts of human needs and capacities, and their respective visions of the
‘state’ differ accordingly.

Historically, the development of Aristotle’s thinking could not have even begun and
it certainly would not have progressed without Plato, his teacher. Many, if not most, of
Plato’s problems and the standards for evaluating successful answers to them comprised
much of Aristotle’s agenda. What we see when we read Plato’s Socrates, Plato’s Platonism
and then Aristotle’s responses, not only to both thinkers but also to the previous pre-
Socratic and Sophistic developments, is the progression of the ancient Greek philo-
sophical tradition through a reformulation of problems and ways of tackling them.

In discussing Aristotle’s ethical and political theory my aim is to attempt a retrospective
reconstruction, not only of the progressive development of his thought but also of its
subsequent understanding and use. Political theories that have been judged important in
the Western tradition of political theorizing, like Aristotle’s, ‘survived’ in subsequent gen-
erations through later reinterpretations and commentaries. Especially in Aristotle’s case we
are often dependent on those commentaries to help us elucidate what he was taken to be
saying in periods that were closer to his own times and culture than we are. There has long
been a scholarly debate over the intellectual evolution of Aristotle’s thinking.' In this chap-
ter, I plan to emphasize many of his differences from, rather than his similarities to Plato.
One of the reasons for this is that large parts of the two principal Aristotelian texts we deal
with in courses in the history of political thought, namely, the Nicomachean Ethics and the

1 The genetic approach of W. Jacger, Aristoteles: Grundlegung einer Geschichte seiner Entwicklung (Berlin, 1923)
translated as Aristotle: fundamentals of the history of his development, 2nd edn, trans. R.. Robinson (Oxford, 1948) versus
L. Diiring, Aristotle in the Ancient Biographical Tradition (GSteborg, 1957) and 1. Diiring, Aristoteles (Heidelberg, 1966).
2 Easily available translations are: Aristotle, Ethics (Nicomachean Ethics), trans. ]. A. K. Thompson, revd H. Tredennick
with introduction and bibliography by J. Barnes (Harmondsworth, 1976) and reprints; Aristotle, The Politics, revd
edn, trans. T. A. Sinclair, revised and represented by T. J. Saunders (Harmondsworth, 1981) and reprints; also see
Aristotle, Politics, Books I and II, trans. with commentary T. J. Saunders (Oxford, 1995). Ancient commentators also
grouped the Ethics together with the Politics and in that order as practical philosophical discourse.
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Politics, come from the later stages of his life when Plato was long dead.? We shall see that
many of Aristotle’s views were the consequence of a critical reflection on Plato’s teachings
and that he often defended Plato’s views against others. But we shall also see that Aristotle’s
approach led to another way of seeing and understanding the same world that Plato inhab-
ited. He would come to reject some of Plato’s explanations of that agreed world, by finding
other causes that were more numerous, obvious and demonstrable than a single, separate,
transcendent and unifying Form of the Good to elucidate the way things are.

This ‘difference’ between the two philosophers is often thought to be epitomized for
any visitor to the Vatican in Rome who is able to admire Raphael’s famous R enaissance
painting The School of Athens. Here, Plato and Aristotle are depicted in discussion. Plato
points to the heavens while Aristotle, holding a copy of his Ethics in his left hand,
extends his right hand in front of him and appears, by this gesture, both to be restraining
Plato’s transcendental enthusiasm and to be encompassing the material world before
him. It is most unlikely, however, that their difference was being underlined by a Ren-
aissance painter, because we shall see that the more usual Renaissance position was that,
in essentials, these philosophers did not differ.’

Now, some have argued (both in antiquity and today) that the differences to be found
between Plato and Aristotle are the consequence of Aristotle, the student, fundamen-
tally misunderstanding Plato, his teacher, and that his approach is a consequence of this
misunderstanding. Some have attributed his other way of seeing and understanding to a
temperamental difference combined with a different set of personal experiences.* What-
ever view we come to hold we must approach Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Politics
as works which do not, in the first instance, attempt to answer our ethical and political
problems but, rather, ‘bear witness to an effort to solve problems raised by human life on
Greek soil in the fourth century BC’.

Aristotle’s Experiences

In 384 BC Arstotle was born in Stageira, the son of a doctor who was the personal
physician to King Amyntas of Macedonia in northern Greece. King Amyntas was the
father of Philip of Macedon and the grandfather of Alexander the Great. Hence, Aristo-
tle was to know life under two monarchies, that of Philip and Alexander. The ancient
biographical tradition which provides the sources for what we know of Aristotle’s life
(Diogenes Laertius, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, various Neoplatonic, Byzantine, Syriac
and later Arabic traditions)® tells us that Aristotle was left orphaned and that his educa-
tion was completed under the supervision of a guardian, Proxenus. In 367 BC, at the age
of seventeen, Aristotle went to the democratic polis Athens to complete his education
and he joined Plato’s Academy, where he remained for the next twenty years until
Plato’s death in 347 BC. Aristotle was not, therefore, an Athenian citizen in origin and he
remained a metic. For a man who would become famous for having insisted that the
activities of a citizen, taking turns in ruling and being ruled, was the optimum life for the

3 See volume 2, chapter 6 of A History of Political Thought.

4 W. K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol. 6. Aristotle: an encounter (Cambridge, 1981).

5 R. Bodéiis, The Political Dimensions of Aristotle’s Ethics, trans. . E. Garrett (Albany, NY, 1993), p. 47.
6 See Diiring, Aristotle in the Ancient Biolgraphical Tradition.
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fulfilled man who, by nature, was a polis-living animal, his metic status in the Athens
where he taught and lived was, at least, a notable irony.

When, by 347 sc, Demosthenes had already secured acknowledgement as a democratic
political leader in Athens, and he challenged the increasing Macedonian peril, Athens
became an uncomfortable place for a friend of Macedon and Aristotle left, with Xenocrates
of the Academy, for Asia Minor. There he met his future wife Pythias, the niece and
adoptive daughter of Hermias, a philosophically supportive ‘tyrant-king’, and with like-
minded friends and collaborators he carried out scientific research, examining and writing
about the flora, fauna and biology of that part of the world. In 343 BC he was called to the
Macedonian court to serve as tutor to Philip’s son, Alexander, who was then thirteen. He
continued for three years until Alexander was made regent while his father campaigned
against Byzantium.” With Philip’s assassination in 336 sc, Alexander succeeded to the
throne and thereafter left on his world-famous military campaigns in Asia, appointing
Antipater as regent in Greece. Antipater, a friend of Aristotle, was to be named in Aristo-
tle’s will as his executor. From 347-335, then, Aristotle had been away from Athens, but
he returned to teach independently in a precinct of Athens where not only Sophists and
rhetors also gathered pupils around them, but where Socrates had spent much of his time.
Each teacher had his own gymnasium, sometimes several adjacent buildings, and a favour-
ite covered walk. Aristotle’s school was known as the Lyceum, where it was said he
collected an extraordinary library which later became the model for the famous library in
Alexandria. His second and final Athenian period lasted twelve years.”

Aulus Gellius (a second century Ab Roman) described how Aristotle taught. In the
evenings he opened his lectures to any young men who were interested and he spoke,
apparently more informally, on rhetoric, the cultivation of quick wit and civic educa-
tion. But in the mornings his lectures were restricted to those whom he judged to have
sufficient education, were keen to learn and to work hard, and they listened to his more
exacting investigations of nature and dialectical discussion. It was at this time that he
clarified his views on ethics and politics. He gathered round him a group of assistants to
collect materials on all manner of subjects like botany, animal biology, medicine, the
history of the exact sciences, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and descriptions of 158
known political systems. In addition to his work on the natural sciences (zoology, biol-
ogy, botany, physics), his erudition covered the fields of logic, language, human psy-
chology, cthics, politics and law, constitutional history, epistemology and metaphysics.
A.S Jonathan Barnes has put it: ‘Choose a field of research and Aristotle laboured in it;
pick an area of human endeavour and Aristotle discoursed upon it’.” Not only was the
man a polymath but he was also a systematizer, categorizing bodies of knowledge in
terms of the distinct intellectual dispositions or ways of thinking that were appropriate to
thglr study. Many of his classifications of the disciplines remained in force in European
untversity curricula until the modern era.

7 For a summary of scholarly findings on Aristotle’s Macedonian political activities see . M. Bryant, Moral Codes
and Social Structure in Ancient Greece: a sociology of Greek ethics from Homer to the Epicureans and Stoics (Albany, NY,

1996), ch. 5: vi and J. Miller, ‘Aristotle’s Paradox of Monarchy and the Biographical Tradition’, History of Political
Thought 19 (1998), pp. 501-16.

) 8 F. Grayeff, Aristotle and his School (London, 1974). For interesting but contested views see H.-H. Chroust,

Aristotle: new light on his life and on some of his lost works, 2 vols (London, 1973).
9 ]. Barnes, Aristotle (Oxford, 1982), p.3.
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The problem for us, however, is that his works can be grouped into two main divi-
sions: those personal lecture notes which served as the basis for his morning oral presen-
tations to critical collaborators in his School and not meant for publication, and those
literary compositions for the wider public. Most of Aristotle’s writings that have come
down to us are the school papers, material for his various oral teachings, rather than the
published works.'” His various works on ethics and politics, in particular, appear to have
been meant for the talented and prepared among his advanced students at his morning
lectures. And the compilations of laws and political constitutions to which he refers in
these works are now lost except for the Constitution of Athens which was (re)discovered
in the nineteenth century.'" What has survived, then, and what we read when we read
the Ethics and Politics is ‘the difficult stuff’. The style of composition of these lecture
notes has little of the literary polish of Plato’s works. Furthermore, we know from
ancient references that many of his now lost published works, dating from his earlier
years, included dialogues with titles similar to the titles of Plato’s works and this means
we cannot, with precision, trace his journey from Platonist to Aristotelian. Some of
these lost works have, to some extent, been reconstructed from surviving fragments. But
for the most part, we are left with about one fifth of his writings and most of these are
advanced works from Aristotle’s final Athenian period, the last twelve years of his life.
They were written at a time when Aristotle’s friends were the ruling powers in Greece
and when Greek cities were chafing at the imposition of Macedonian garrisons.

In 323 Bc, Alexander the Great died (at the age of 32) and Athens decided on war
with Antipater. Aristotle was charged with impiety (asebeia) and he abandoned Athens
for Chalcis, where his mother’s family had some property. He went there with a freed
woman, Herpyllis, with whom he had lived after the death of his wife,'? and he died the
following year in 322 Bc. He was 62 or 63.

There is an astonishing story of the loss and subsequent recovery of Aristotle’s lecture
manuscripts and other notes, told by the Roman-period Greeks Strabo (63 Bc—aD 19)
and Plutarch.’® Guthrie noted that the survival of all the Aristotelian works we possess
once hung on the slenderest of threads'* and the survival of the works is intrinsically
bound up with the Roman conquest of Greece. Aristotle had left his library to the
philosopher Theophrastus, who then left it to another who took it to Skepsis and whose
descendants, not being philosophers, kept the texts in their cellar. It appears that barely
more than one generation after his death, the original manuscripts of Anistotle’s lectures
and his scientific notes were to lie unknown, locked up and in disorder, damaged by
damp and moths, in an underground cellar. Many years later, members of this family
sold the texts to a bibliophile who tried to restore the damaged parts. Numerous errors
are thought to have been introduced. The Roman conqueror of Athens, Sulla, annexed
the bibliophile’s library and brought it to Rome in the first century BC. There, Andronicus
of Rhodes (between 40 and 20 BC) was supplied by the scholar (¢grammatikos) Tyrannio

10 W. Jaeger, Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte der Metaphysik des Avristoteles (Berlin, 1912), pp. 131-63; also Jaeger,
Aristotle. On the lost works see 1. Diiring and G. E. L. Owen, eds, Aristotle and Plato in Mid-Fourth Century (Goteborg,
1960).

11 P.]J. Rhodes, A Commentary on the Aristotelian Athenaion Politeia (Oxford, 1981; with addenda 1993); Aristotle,
The Athenian Constitution, trans. P. ]. Rhodes (Harmondsworth, 1984).

12 Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol.6, p. 45.

13 Sulla, 26.

14  Guthrie, A History of Greck Philosophy, vol. 6, p. 55, n. 1.
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with copies into which had been introduced further errors, and Andronicus edited and
published these. He also compiled a catalogue.'® Hence, we owe to Andronicus of R hodes
the form of the Aristotelian corpus as we know it. This includes its division into whole
treatises, made up of parts that Andronicus or his predecessors judged belonged together
but which, originally, may have been separate lectures.' Recently it has been sug-
gested'” that considerably more than this was known of Aristotle’s works through the
writings of his followers. But most scholars have maintained that Aristotle’s more ad-
vanced works remained unknown for some two hundred years until the time of the
Roman, Cicero. As we shall see, Cicero himself seems to have been ignorant of
Andronicus’ edition and when he cites from or imitates Aristotle, he does so either from
Aristotle’s more public works on rhetoric or from the set speeches of the now lost, more
‘Platonic’ earlier dialogues, ignoring Aristotle’s ‘School works’ which only later became
so important to students of ethical and political theory. Andronicus’ edition is one of the
reasons why, when we read both the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics, the books and
chapters sometimes appear in the wrong order and repetitions or cross-references to
other works or other passages are confusing. Modern editions and translations of these
works do not, uniformly, order the books and chapters in an agreed way.'

The foundation of all modern, scholarly work on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is the
text prepared by Bekker in 1831, who established his text on the basis of six manuscripts
the earliest and most reliable of which comes from the tenth century Ap." The oldes;
surviving manuscript of the Politics is a literal, somewhat barbarous translation into Latin
from the thirteenth century Ap, while the five best surviving Greek copies come from
the fifteenth century ap. This tells us something important about the date from which
Aristotle’s ethical and political writings began to have what would eventually become an
overwhelming influence on Western thinking. During late antiquity and the first Chris-
tian centuries, Aristotle’s more difficult works were only studied by a handful of profes-
§i0nal scholars. Even by the fourth and fifth centuries Ap, when his logical works were
increasingly used and translated into Latin, both his scientific and his ethico-political
works remained largely unexplored in the Latin-reading West of the Roman Empire.
Plato and various Platonisms played a much larger role in the early development of
Chﬁstian philosophy and it would be institutional Christianity which would replace the
institutions of the declining Roman Empire from the early fifth century on in Western
Europe. But thereafter, the Arab world preserved Arabic and Hebrew translations of
many of Aristotle’s works and Christian contacts with Muslim Spain would provide one
of the means by which some of his writings would eventually reach the Latin West
during the eleventh and twelfth centuries.” When Aristotle’s ethical and political works

15 It is thought that Andronicus was influenced by earlier lists of Aristotle’s writings, preserved by Diogenes
Laertius (V, 22-7) and the anonymous author of Vita Menagiana.

16 Diiring, Aristotle, pp. 41-51, 67. See P. Moraux, Les Listes anciennes des ouvrages d’Aristote (Louvain, 1951); H.
B. Gottschalk, ‘Continuity and Change in Aristotelianism’, in R.. Sorabji, ed., Aristotle and After (London, 1997), pp.
109-15, esp. pp.110-11.

17 ]. Barnes in J. Barnes and M. Griffin, eds, Philosophia Togata 11 (Oxford, 1997).

18  See, for instance, W. L. Newman, The Politics of Aristotle (New York, 1973 [1887-1902]) in comparison with

) Aristotle, The Politics, trans. T. A. Sinclair, revd T. J. Saunders (Harmondsworth, 1981).

19  Laurentianus lxxxi, ii.
20 There was, however, no Arabic version of Aristotle’s Politics.
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became available he would be referred to as The Philosopher by Muslims and, thereaf-
ter, Christians. Some in the Latin West would take him to be the major, indeed danger-
ous, challenge to Christian Platonism.”!

'‘Goodbye to the Forms’

Where Plato had given the abstract Form of the Good a leading role in his explanation
of reality, and so was led to regard the intellect rather than sense perception as the key to
a knowledge of the real, Aristotle, in contrast, placed sensible particulars at the centre of
his enquiry. Aristotle firmly believed in the reality of the physical world and in its study
as an indispensable instrument of knowledge. He believed that we need appearances
(phainomena) for us to know anything, Although we will have to be more precise about
what he means by appearances and phenomena, for Aristotle, the source of our knowl-
edge is perception, which is the consequence of particular sensations. Sensation is an
indispensable precondition of knowledge, although sensation on its own does not yield
knowledge. Experience, for Aristotle, is a kind of knowledge of individual somethings;
but the principles or foundations of this knowledge are reached or revealed by induction
from sensation. Induction is the process of reasoning from particular cases to general
conclusions. Knowledge relies on induction and observation, on things given or appear-
ances, and not on the direct perception of some substance behind the given. Induction
and observation give rise to commonly accepted views (endoxon) which can be subject
to error, but it is only from these ‘opinions’ that the truth can be teased out. Knowledge,
therefore, comes from the soul’s (psyche’s) capacity to generalize, based on its percep-
tion of particulars, and these generalizations are then subject to a kind of logical or
rational testing.”> Knowledge, then, depends on the correct interpretation of that direct
acquaintance with individuals that is provided by the bodily senses. For Aristotle, actual
things do exist and are, in some way, the cause of our being able to make true or false
statements that refer to them.? Humans are ‘immattered psyches’, or ‘ensouled bodies’ —
souls ‘in” bodies, and when a person perceives and then thinks it is the whole ‘compos-
ite’ person that is involved. The problem that Aristotle thought needed solving was
why, if everything real is grasped by the senses, can there be knowledge only from
reason? What is the relation between the soul’s perception and thinking, our speaking
about our perceptions and thoughts, and our senses’ sensing?

Between Plato and Aristotle’s subsequent development of Platonic insights, a radical
discontinuity has, therefore, been observed. Where Plato’s is seen as the deductive,
disembodied, formal and intellectualist account, Aristotle’s is seen as the inductive, em-~
bodied, ‘empirical’ account. But we must be aware that his ‘empiricism’ is always situ-
ated within a discussion of how observations appear to humans, as they express this in
language.* Both thinkers provide holistic theories but achieve universal explanations in
different ways. Some scholars have argued, from late antiquity to the present, that their

21 See volume 2, chapter 1 of A History of Political Thought.
22 See below, pp. 128-35, on logic and dialectic.

23 Categories 12, 14b9fL.

24 On his kind of ‘empiricism’ see below. pp. 126-7.
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respective doctrines may, in the end, be synthesized so that there is more agreement
than disagreement between teacher and student. And there is no doubt that some of
Plato’s later works (after the middle-period Phaedo and Republic), most notably the Laws

provide parallels with some of Aristotle’s preferences in his Politics.® But we are moré
concerned with what his ethical and political theory offers in contrast to the Plato we
know from the middle dialogues.?

What Aristotle Means by ‘Science’

For Aristotle, like Plato, ‘science’ is a cognitive quality of persons engaged in thinking.
Science is knowing. But Aristotle goes further than Plato by dividing science or know-
ing into different modes or intellectual dispositions. This is because, although like Plato
Aristotle was interested in the permanence and invariability of truth, he also attended t(;
chfmge and its causes. He distinguished between the situation where things come into
existence or cease to exist, and when they simply change. Change and plurality are in
ev.erythmg we experience. And he believed that the causes and principles of different
things are different. We know this because we have experiences and reflect on these
experiences. This means, for Aristotle, that there are different kinds of human knowl-
edge, that is, different modes of thought or different intellectual dispositions. These
different ‘sciences’ are distinguished by the activities performed by each mode of thought.
He categorizes them as the productive, the practical and the theoretical kinds. For this reason
the discussion in this chapter will follow these distinct modes of thinking: the produc—,
tive, the practical and the theoretical.

Each kind of knowledge, or mode of thought, or science, leads to the development of
independent, systematic disciplines or ‘sciences’ which study different kinds of things in
ways that are peculiar to their respective subject matters as these are determined by the
mgde of thinking about them.?” A science refers to the human disposition or intellectual
orientation towards something, be it the production of something, the determination of
some (practical) action, or the contemplation of something.?

But this is not to say that human knowledge is a mere disconnected plurality of
systematic disciplines. If one speaks very generally, universally and by analogy, one can
say that human knowledge is unified rather than divided into productive, practical and

25 See R. F. Stalley, An Introduction to Plato’s Laws (Oxford, 1983) and R. Bodéiis, The Political Dimensions, p. 48.
26 ‘ The literature on Aristotle is enormous. I have included suggestions for further reading below (p. 1856, 226)
which display the very varied traditions of interpretation of many themes, to which my own account is indebted
but also from which it often differs. ,
27 A science (epistémé), in Aristotle’s sense here, is a single or unified, consistent way of thinking about the
elements of one single domain; each science has its own first principles or premises. One science is different from
an'other if their principles do not belong to the same genus or if the principles of the one are not derived from the
Principles of the other. Posterior Analytics 1, 28, 87a38-87b3.

28  For a more analytical, philosophical reading see C. C. W. Taylor, ‘Aristotle’s Epistemology’, in S. Everson,
ed, .Companions to Ancient Thought, 1: Epistemology (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 116—42: Aristotle assumes knowledge is
POS.SIble and ‘he seeks to understand how it is realized in different fields of mental activity and how the states in
which it is realized relate to other cognitive states of the agent’ (ibid., p. 116). My reading of what demonstrative

kfIOWledge is and requires and the relation between what is true for the most part and what is probable, below,
differs from Taylor’s account.
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theoretical kinds. But the way people think about the discipline or field of ethics, and
the language they use to reveal their thoughts, differs from the way they think and speak
about, say, the physiology of invertebrates. A concrete ‘science’ like physiology deals
with human experiences in general of particular natures of individuals and what appears
to be the case about them for the most part. From here we arrive at generally accepted
opinions (doxa) about, say, the physiology of invertebrates. In ethical enquiry we also
start from what is familiar to us and come up with generally accepted opinions. But here,
the appearances or phenomena that are relevant are not simply observations of the natu-
ral world but, also, the common beliefs, charged with evaluations, that are widely shared
by the many and the wise. What counts as an ethical phenomenon, familiar to us, and
who is meant to be included in ‘us™

Aristotle's Audience

Aristotle investigates and addresses people who are experienced and talk about their
experiences in ways that pertain to a community like his own, in Athens. He refers to
them as ‘listeners’ (Nicomachean Ethics [NE] I, 1, 1095a2). From what he saysat NE1, 1,
1095a2—4 they are not young men but men already experienced in the actions of life,
although not yet experts (technités). He says that he gathers his phenomena from com-
munities that are relevantly like ‘ours’, i.e. his own. The members of that group share
with each other not only their membership in the human species, but also, more par-
ticularly, they share certain general features of a way of living communally in a Greek-
speaking polis. And they share in a further interest in more formal discussion and debate
of the kind that united them in their attendance at his lectures in the Lyceum. Aristotle
not only begins the Nicomachean Ethics with a methodological statement on how each
discourse or lecture must be appropriate to its subject matter — he says that ethics 1s not
precise — but he also gives his listeners an indication as to how to receive what he says
(1094b11fF). Hence, his ‘us’ is not simply ‘any man in the street’ but those mature and
experienced men who came to hear him as students in the Lyceum, having been ac-
cepted to attend his morning talks. He assumes a general agreement about what is famil-
iar to ‘us’ (ancient Greeks), and, more specifically, those attending his lectures, men
coming from poleis, perhaps with different institutions, but with similar values and ways
of speaking and debating about people’s characters and actions.”

According to Aristotle, when ‘we’ treat ethical issues, what is familiar to us is not
simply our observations of people’s behaviour and our inferences about their characters
and the intentions that motivated them to act as they did, but it also includes what is
usually said, especially by the experienced and wise, about human conduct in our com-
munity of shared experiences and evaluations. Aristotle contrasts this with physiological
‘science’ where we start ‘simply’ from visible occurrences as they appear to us, and the
physiological account normally limits itself to the language of organs, sinews and bones,
speaking of a biological necessity as the cause of fixed behaviour, without referring to an
animal’s intentions or external goals. Physiology usually concerns itself with the charac-

29  See M. Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, luck and ethics in Greek tragedy and philosophy (Cambridge, 1986), p.
245, and further, Bodéiis, The Political Dimensions, who argues that the audience is the lawgiver(s)/educator(s) (pp-
45, 84fF. and 94-5) and thinks this extends beyond the students in the Lyceun.
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ter of a particular species that is determined by its external appearances.” Aristotle’s own
practice of physiological science modified the more traditional materialist physiology of
the sinew-and-bones variety of some of his forerunners, but he would still maintain that
physiological science reveals reality in an incomplete way because concrete sciences, in
general, are concerned with what can also be otherwise, rather than with what is neces-
sarily true. Therefore, what we today call the empirical sciences, are for him, inexact
sciences. Ethics, too, is an inexact science. We must keep in mind his distinction between
what is necessarily true and what is true for the most part but can be otherwise, that is

what is contingent, in order to understand what he takes to be the domain of ethics anci
politics as practical science. A practical science is a mode of thought embedded in the
moral action of someone with a disposition to act in some particular way in the contin-
gent circumstances he is in.

Although he compares and contrasts the methods of physiological ‘science’ with those
of ethical and political ‘science’, Aristotle’s real target is Platonic political techné as episteme,
which was defended in the Republic. R ecall that for Plato, there is no knowledge (episteme)
of the world of change, no knowledge of things that can be otherwise. Knowledge is
only of unchanging universals, the Forms. But for Aristotle, the moral and social virtues
simply cannot be studied with the kind of precision which alone deserves the name of
that kind of true ‘scientific’ knowledge, epistemé, which is a deductive system that is
concerned with universals. Deduction is the process of drawing a particular conclusion
from a universal or general premise — the reverse of induction. Like Plato, Aristotle does
call epistémé a state of mind or a mode of knowledge whose aim is to demonstrate neces-
sary, unchanging truths, first principles and universals. But he says that the thinking that
is engaged in when we study ethics and politics is not of this kind. Rather, it is of a
practical kind, prudence (phronesis)* and it deals with individual cases. It aims at deeds
Father than the necessary and demonstrable truth. The ethical life is about doing well and
is concerned, not with necessary and invariable things as is episteme, but with matters of
conduct that admit of change and variation, that is, actions in relation to particular things
that are good and bad for human beings (NE VI, v, 1140a24—1140b8). Instead of dealing
with what is always and necessarily the case, it deals with what is probable, or true for the
most part, in changing, contingent circumstances in which human beings live and de-
Yelop the characters they each and severally display. For Aristotle, unlike Plato, there are
inexact ‘sciences’ and one such, political science generally, is a philosophy of human
affairs,

In effect, Aristotle insisted that the social sciences were not to be studied using the
methods of deductive science as their models. The methods of the concrete sciences like
physiology — observation and induction — were closer. But although ethics shares with
physiological science an interest in building up a systematic account of particular phe-
nomena, what count as ethical phenomena for ‘us’ are the already — socially — interpreted
and evaluated ‘facts’. He clearly believed that the concrete sciences also were ‘invaded’
by a human perspective (doxa) that was peculiar to the human species in general when it
observed the natural world. Hence, an account of invertebrates in Lesbos would be
much the same as an account of invertebrates in Athens. And this is the reason it could
be taught didactically. But ethics is further circumscribed by a human perspective that is

30 See J. M. Le Blond, Logique et méthode chez Anistote (Paris, 1939), p. 245.

31 See below, pp. 140-2, 157-71.
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always and necessarily situated in one distinct, cultural milieu or other. And one as op-
posed to another civic culture can and does, for him, help to determine whether or not
the human being as citizen is provided with an optimum setting to pursue his nature as
a human being. Humans do not simply live in nature; they live in poleis with different
criteria for determining who is and who 1s not a citizen. Ethics, therefore, tries to ac-
count for human motivations to action in a particular cultural milieu, and there are
many cultural milieux, even in the ‘civilized’ sphere of Greek poleis under review. But
Aristotle also sought to go beyond a discussion of motivation to action in distinct mi-
lieux: he wanted to distinguish the ‘historical’ question of who is and who is not a
citizen in different Greek poleis, from who ought to be, in the sense of who truly is a
citizen, according to an unchanging standard definition by which one might judge. He
believed one could determine who truly is a citizen only by first considering human
nature, its needs and capacities, as revealed through its practices in communities like his
own. Ethics investigates how practical reasoning and habitual states of mind lead to
certain observed and consistent ways of behaving, not only in distinct conditions or
cultural milieux but, also more universally, as identifiable human ways of behaving hu-
manly. The conditions in which people come to have more fixed states of mind which
influence their social behaviour, contribute to (but do not wholly determine) those
chosen ways of living a life that enable a person to flourish (or not) as a fulfilled human
being. And he believed that the conditions in which a man lives are more easily changed
than are his more lasting states of mind or character (Categories 8, 8b26fL.).

Ethics studies human character (éthos, ethesin = character traits) in and through its prac-
tices in a community where people share a common way of talking about and judging
practices. A person’s character displays itself to others in a social environment which has
its standards but where moral decision-making and action are complicated if not down-
right messy. There are so many contingent circumstances, SO many variables, over which
a good man either has no control or among which he needs to choose. Ethics, as an
inexact ‘science’, aims to discover the extent to which humans are not simply passive
entities, merely responding to natural forces or biological instincts, and it tries to dis-
cover the boundaries of the sphere of responsible agency where humans are able to act
on and in their world. Hence, on the one hand it provides a more complex account of
human behaviour than the ‘science’ of physiology can provide, and on the other, itis a
less universal, precise and stable account than that offered by a truly deductive ‘science’,
episteme, of the sort Plato provided.

Furthermore, he argued that a morally virtuous man’s commitments could not be
attached to objects like Plato’s eternal, separated, unchanging Forms, which remained
inviolable no matter how humans behaved or spoke about their behaviour. Aristotle
believed that there was a stability of the ethical life but it was of a kind that was revealed
in the stability of human thought and language about a presumed, stable world of appear-
ances, rather than on something independent and ‘higher’. He said that in ethical en-
quiry our aim should be to try to show, where we can, the truth of people’s common
beliefs about their experiences. We start from the things people say about what appears
to be the case (phainomena). We start from what is more familiar to ‘us’. These phenom-
ena or appearances are already selected perceptions concerning what a given people take
to be relevant to a situation or experience. They are not neutral ‘pure’ facts. This, we
note, reverses Plato’s argument that reality and true standards are not to be found in the
world of human belief and perception. And this is why Aristotle says (Posterior Analytics
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83a32-4): ‘we must say goodbye to the Platonic Forms; they are meaningless noises and
if they exist, they are quite irrelevant’! Or, as Nussbaum puts it: the Platonist is ‘just
crooning away in a corner’.*

In the Nicomachean Ethics (1096b35-9) Aristotle says: ‘even if the goodness predicated
of various things in common really is a unity or something existing separately and abso-
lutely [as Plato claimed] it clearly will not be practicable or attainable by man and we are
seeking [in ethics] a good within human reach.’ If, then, Plato’s Form of the Good had
to be rejected as the explanation, rejected as the self-subsistent paradigm prior to, sepa-
rate from, and more real than the ‘empirical’ world of appearances which, for Plato, is
only a reflection or imitation of Forms, then its consequences, not only in ethics and
politics, also had to be rejected. Instead, as we will see when he discusses the existence
and development of living beings, Aristotle speaks not of a separable Form but of an
immanent principle, an essence. The essence characterizes each distinct species and which,
as a specific form (eidos), defines what it is to be this thing. Hence, each species has its
own good and its own perfect state of realization. And there is not a single kind of knowl-
edge, not even that most finished form of knowledge called wisdom (sophia) that deals
with the good of all living things (NE VI, vii, 1141a30—4). More generally (contra Plato),
there is no one science which investigates everything.”

We will see that this leads him to find Plato’s theoretical model of the politeia to be too
unified; the optimum ‘state’ cannot be studied as a unified, single organism. Power
should not, therefore, be concentrated in an elite, philosophical class because ideally, all
citizens should share in ruling and being ruled precisely because part of the specific good
of a state’s citizens, as Aristotle saw it, is their engagement in political activity. Aristotle
restores politics to the polis. For Aristotle, all men, by nature, seek knowledge and all have
a potentiality of knowledge. The function (ergon) of man is to engage in moral and
rational activity, seeking, not attaining, possession of their Good. And the aim of the
‘science’ of politics as a branch of philosophy is action, not knowledge of the truth in
itself (NE 1095a6—7). Politics is not metaphysics.

Aristotle says that men like Perikles are judged to be the prudent political experts par
excellence (NE V1, v, 1140b8). We shall have to examine this kind of man’s character and
discover how he comes by it. But we shall have to do more than this because Aristotle
also notes (as did Plato in the Meno) that successful politicians have shown themselves to
be incapable of teaching what they are presumed to know because they never get be-
yond the level of experience and action in order to study politics and then write or speak
about it (NE X, 9, 1180b30-1181a9). A part of the reason is that active politicians do
not have sufficient leisure to study politics and then write about it. Even Perikles had no
pretensions to be a specialist and therefore was unable to teach his sons. Practical politi-
cians do not know the general precepts, they do not possess the general knowledge in
such a way as to transmit it to others. The successful among them seem to work on
instinct. Aristotle insists that the rules of statesmanship, the science of legislation, can be
transmitted only by one who studies and knows them, not by practical politicians who
rely on empirical skill alone and who act on the basis of social custom which takes the
place of a practical science. For Aristotle there is a practical science of politics and men of

32 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, p. 256.
33 Sophistical Refutations 9, 170a20-3; Metaphysics 1004a2-9.
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the correct moral disposition and with experience can benefit from his teaching. The
true statesman, the true lawgiver, will be shown to be not a philosopher but a practical,
rational man who is not necessarily good at technical, theoretical argument and explana-
tion (epistémé, a mode of knowing which aims to demonstrate necessary and unchanging
truths and which is achieved through deductive, demonstrative reasoning).* What he is
good at is thinking not only about his own good but, in general, about what is good for
humankind as a species. This is a mode of practical knowing whose last stage 1s theoria,
reached by induction from perception of sense particulars to the universal and which is
capable of being perfected by men of practical experience.” In terms of their natural
abilities, all men are capable of thinking in this general way and do so, if they have
already developed virtuous habits from childhood and are old enough to have had expe-
riences which they have judged critically. These sorts of men can benefit from Aristo-
tle’s discourse on political science of which ethics is a part. To some extent this sounds
like a return to the more inclusive Socratic optimism, but with a difference.

Aristotle and the Natural World

Aristotle’s interest in the study of nature as a whole led him to examine the works of the
first philosophers, the so-called pre-Socratic naturalists, whose methods he criticized and
distinguished from those of Socrates and Plato. He is often interpreted as having con-
trasted the naturalist with the dialectical approaches to an understanding of nature in
order to reconcile and refine them. But if he criticized the naturalists he also understood
dialectic to be something different (and humbler) than Plato’s dialectic.

Aristotle argued that the only way we can decide on a hypothesis or theory about
anything in nature is to start from observation and experience. No argument in abstrac-
tion from observation can come up with a comprehensive view of the ‘“facts’ as they
appear to us. In his De generatione et corruptione 31626 he says: ‘those who have spent
more time among physical phenomena are better able to posit the kind of principles
which can hold together over a wide area, whereas those who through much abstract
discussion have lost sight of the facts are more likely to dogmatize on the basis of a few
observations’. And so he says we must study the phenomena, the appearances, before we
theorize and then test our theory by confirming it, or not, against further observations.

The ‘empirical’ and classificatory ‘sciences’ of natural history and biology chiefly in-
terested him but, as we have noted, this is an ‘empiricism’ of a special kind. Not only
does it reverse Socrates’ method as we saw it in the Phaedo, by starting with our observa-
tions of nature in order to get at the logos, explanation, or theory. It also insists that
science or human knowledge can deal only with dasses of things and not with individu-
als in themselves. We sense individual things but we know only universals or kinds. What
does he mean?

A report of someone’s observations gives us an account of how it appears to those
who are experienced in observing and talking about their experiences of appearances.
People talk about kinds or categories of things. And they know about kinds of things by

34 See below, p. 138, on demonstrative syllogism.
35 See below, p. 137, on induction.
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trusting the evidence of their senses rather than theories, and they accept theories only if
their conclusions agree with appearances (De generatione animalium 760b28). For in-
stance, the observations of the heavens that are provided by those experienced in such
observation give us the principles of astronomy. We then believe these observers’ per-
ceptions and arguments about them, the facts discovered by their research, which agree
with the phenomena (appearances). Now, this does not give us a ‘god’s eye view’ of the
Truth. But it does give us some insight into how nature is for itself. It does this by giving
us an inclusive hypothesis about phainomena, that is, about our beliefs and interpretations
as these are often revealed in our linguistic usage about the kinds of things there are for
us.’® There is something very commonsensical about this. And it is of some importance
to note that natural and political scientists’ theories must be examined and tested against
experiences, not by another specialist, but by everyman.

Aristotle speaks about scientific method from the point of view of an anthropocentrist
because it is only from our point of view that we know anything at all. What other point
of view can we possibly have access to? When we are engaged in a disinterested obser-
vation of nature, the appearances to us as a species — with our senses and minds to
interpret our sensations, and language to communicate our thoughts about our experi-
ences — are always filtered through our way of knowing what is there beyond us. There
are actual things to be known and we happen to be capable of perceiving what actually
exists. But perceiving is something we do in our, cognitive, way. Perception is a psychic
state.” And what we perceive and then think about — perception and thinking being
activities in which the human species engages — can be known more generally only by
means of our capacity to communicate our perceptions and thoughts about them in
language to others. The distinct disciplines or fields of enquiry are the consequences of
different ways of thinking and then speaking about these domains. For this reason, even
before we start to systematize the different ‘scientific’ disciplines and their respective
subject matter, we need to study mind’s own workings as these are expressed in consistent
argument. This is logic. It deals with how we draw inferences and come up with conclu-
sions deduced from premises.

36 See the different interpretations in G. E. L. Owen, ‘Tithenai ta Phainomena’, in J. Barnes, M. Schofield and R.
Sorabyji, eds, Articles on Aristotle, 1: Science (London, 1975), pp. 113-26 versus Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, ch. 8.
37 1 disagree with those (e.g. R. Sorabji, ‘Intentionality and Physiological Processes: Aristotle’s theory of sense-
perception’, in M. Nussbaum and A. O. Rorty, eds, Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima (Oxford, 1992), pp. 195226 and
R. Sorabji, ‘Body and Soul in Aristotle’, Philosophy 49 (1974), pp. 63—89) who argue that in perception, the taking
on of form without matter is a physiological process. It can be thus described. But in the De Anima, perception is a
cognitive process of awareness described as physiological where the action of object and its perception are both in the
perceiver. It is not that there is no physiological change that is needed for the eye, for instance, to become aware of
its appropriate objects; it is that Aristotle is discussing here not physiological alteration in sense organs but, rather,
what it is for the soul/psyche to be sensibly aware in its way of the outside world. The De Anima is not a treatise De
corpora. See further, T. Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles (Oxford, 1988), p. 310, who rightly says De Anima is largely
a dialectical account of the soul. Also see Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, ch.10, pp. 290fF. Nor is ethics a
psycho-biological science. In the De Anima perception is an activity that is a shared function of “souls in bodies’.
Soul is immattered form (logos enhulos); it is not merely housed in body. Likewise, emotions are forms of cognitive
awareness, a type of perception. The soul is a functional structure in and of matter, it is the what-it-is-to-be for a
body of a certain kind (De Anima I1, 1, 412b4-25). See A. O. Rorty, ‘De Anima: its agenda and its recent interpret-
ers’, in Nussbaum and Rorty, Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima, pp. 7-14; Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, pp. 131, 304—

5 on why, for Aristotle, psychological states correspond to but do not collapse into physiological states as they do for
materialists.
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Logic: The Productive Mode of Thinking

Productive knowledge: skills with general applications®®

Logic, like rhetoric, is for Aristotle a rational quality of mind that, when developed as a
technical skill or art, reasons truly about things that admit of vanation (NE V1, 1140a21).
1t is a productive mode of thinking in that its aim 1s to bring something into existence,
here, a set of rules, the purpose of which is to enable one to reason truly about vanable
things. Language speakers all have developed, to some degree, this rational quality of
mind. Through speaking they display logical ways of thinking. But logic can be studied
with greater precision by those who analyse what makes for consistent argument, and in
Aristotle’s intellectual world, Sophists and others were extremely interested in the prop-
erties of consistent argumentation, especially in order to prove an opponent wrong,
often without regard for the truth of their own assertions. Anistotle, however, is more
interested in proving opponents wrong when they are so, and he takes into account the
character and intentions of the speaker.™ But there are situations when the truth has yet
to be determined and no one knows what the answer to certain problems should aim at.
Aristotle says (Topics V11, 3, 159a25fF.) that no one before him has handed down what
general method should be used to examine actual or possible theses, nor has it been
made clear what an arguer should grant if he is to defend his position well or badly.
‘Since we have nothing handed down to us from our predecessors we must try to say
something ourselves.’

In doing precisely this, Aristotle is not only the founder of logic as an art or techne,
prior to any discussion of the other kinds of knowing (practical and theoretical). He also
insisted that without a reflection on the rules which govem the expression of our thought,
we would not be able to say anything conclusive about our knowledge of reality. In
other words, nothing would hang together for us if we did not examine the priority of
logic. Logic enables us to analyse thought processes as expressed in language in order to
expose inaccuracies and help us to reason correctly about anything at all. Because, fol-
lowing sensation, we perceive things one by one, but knowledge is of the universal
(Posterior Analytics 87b38), according to Aristotle we do not know the individual things
we sense. Experience is insufficient for knowledge. Only species, classes or higher
universals can be the objects of discursive thought processes in so far as they can be put
into words, and discursive thought is the subject of logic.* Without logic, the analysis of
discursive thought, we would drown in the sheer bombardment of meaningless sensa-
tions. Our psyches have to ‘process’ sensations for them to be thought of and known and
from which we draw conclusions. Logic, then, is preliminary and ancillary to all other
kinds of scientific and philosophical investigation. It does not discover ‘facts’ about the
world but provides a system to articulate what we think we know.

Logical rules can help us to guard against faulty arguments. But they cannot guarantee

38  Some argue — for instance, D. Keyt and F. D. Miller, eds, A Companion to Aristotle’s Politics (Oxford, 1991), p.
7 — that since logic is applied to any subject matter it is not itself a science but an instrument of science, and therefore
should not be included in the productive sciences which only include the mimetic and the useful arts. I do not think
this is Aristotle’s position.

39  See below, pp. 151£f,, 170, on character formation prior to knowledge.

40 See Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy. vol. 6, p. 146,
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that we start from the correct premises! Where do correct premises come from? From
the observations and experience of earlier and current wise men. You must start from
the most accepted premises available in the historically given discourse of experienced
men. This is because Aristotle insists that ‘all teaching and all intellectual learning come
from pre-existing knowledge (Posterior Analytics 1, 1, 71a14t), that is, ‘facts’ already rec-
ognized and purveyed by other men held universally to be wise. Aristotle distinguishes
(true) opinion (doxa) from the vague opinions of the vulgar, and says that the authorita-
tive opinion of those universally acknowledged to be wise is acceptable precisely be-
cause it is thought to encapsulate the common experience of humankind (NE X, 2,
1172b36ft.). There is nothing absolute in this; it is simply where one must begin.

Although Plato’s metaphysics is an example of reflective thinking that is capable of
logical analysis, Plato himself did not reflect on the logical structure of his thought. But
without it, Aristotle believed you would not be able to distinguish the different kinds of
thinking of which humans were capable and, as a consequence, you would not be able
to see that there were different kinds of thinking, and consequently different ways of
arguing, and hence different scientific disciplines which reflected the divisions of knowl-
edge. 1f a human acquaintance with the world comes first through sensation of particu-
lars, then it was only through the psyche’s own workings, as expressed in language and
investigated through logical analysis, that humans can be shown to be able to ‘abstract’
the common features which exist in things. These enable us to speak about our kinds of
experiences, arguing ‘if this is the case then the conclusion follows’.

Logic is the general term used for that set of general rules that emerges from an
analysis of different kinds of argument. It presumes psychology but it is not about psy-
chology. Aristotle’s logical writings were grouped together in the sixth century ap un-
der the name Organon (tool of analysis) and they provided the ‘tools’ or techniques by
which one can see whether someone has reasoned and argued correctly or has made
mistakes in his exposition on any topic of discussion whatsoever. It does not deal with a
specific and substantive domain but is universally applicable to all forms of discursive
reasoning as expressed in words. The Organon compnses the following works which
would eventually come to serve as the preliminary subjects of study in medieval univer-
sities prior to taking courses in ‘higher’ philosophy: Categories, De Interpretatione, Topics,
Sophistici Elenchi (Sophistical Refutations), Prior and Posterior Analytics. Aristotle’s logical
system was to serve the Western world until the nineteenth century.

It begins by asserting that our thought is expressed in words and we cannot make our
thought objects of study without language. We cannot use a linguistic term correctly
unless we can relate it to the reality which we wish to express by it.*' Aristotle’s philo-
sophical realism is confirmed when he says that it is the truth about reality, about actual
things, that leads to the truth of our indicative statements about reality. Hence, Aristotle
takes it for granted that the logic of thinking and speaking rests on an unconscious
metaphysics. This means that our conventional codes of signification, language, are as-
§umed to fit the nature of things, names signifying or referring to actual things that exist
In their own right (and not simply in our minds or as the products of logic). The world
is filled with actual somethings and they have to be experienced by us more than one

41 See D. Charles, *Aristotle on Names and their Signification’, in S. Everson, ed., Companions to Ancient Thought,
3: Language (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 37-73, contra M. Nussbaum, ‘Saving Aristotle’s Appearances’, in M. Schofield
and M. Nussbaum, eds, Language and Logos (Cambridge, 1982), pp. 267-93.
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for us to ‘process’ them and thereby come to know their natures. When we use
s or terms like ‘man’ or ‘animal’ we are already classifying the reality to which the
refer, but the terms themselves stand for our classificatory concepts about the things
ime or refer to. Language reflects the way we think of individual things and we think
gh naming things in common. This means that unique occurrences are unknown
and we can know and name only ‘occurrences’ or particulars which form a class,
s, which we are intuitively aware of having sensed more than once and then have
tively grasped as a common ‘form’. Behind logic is the psychology of perception of
sle individuals combined with an intellectual disposition (Nous) which acts as a kind
uition, giving us a sense of recognition that there is a common form which unites
nt particulars, enabling us to pick out the universal in the particular.
t us take a moment to see how Aristotle discusses the way we speak about ‘man’, the
in being, because this will prepare us for his ethical and political discussion of
an needs and capacities.
istotle believed that we can examine why things are named or referred to as they
nd, thereby, investigate the ways we think when we reason either formally and
atifically” about necessary, stable truths, or when we reason in more ordinary dis-
on where we deal with ‘plausible’ or true-for-the-most-part statements. It is the
-, plausible or true-for-the-most-part statements that are appropriate to ethical and
ical discussion. Aristotle asks: what are we referring to that is common to Socrates
Plato when we refer to each as a ‘man’? We can say things of or about a subject but
- “‘things’ are not in the subject; for example, ‘man’ is said of a subject, the individual
 but it is not in any subject as a part that can exist separately from individual men.
- that we begin by assuming that the knowable is prior to knowledge. For, he says,
rule, it is of actual things already existing that we acquire knowledge. Hence, the
eptible is prior to perception. And the existence of things does not depend on our
ning or denying their existence. Our statements about the world are precisely that,
nations or denials about prior existing, actual things (Categories 12, 14b9ff.). What,
, is involved when we affirm, or state something as a property or attribute of a
>ct?
ristotle says:

is clear that if something is said of a subject both its name and its definition are necessarily

redicated (affirmed as a property or attribute) of the subject. For example, ‘man’ is said of
subject, the individual man, and the name is, of course, predicated (since you will be
redicating ‘man’ of the individual man) and also the definition of man will be predicated
f the individual man (since the individual man is also ‘a man’). Thus both the name and
e definition will be predicated of the subject. (Categories 2a194L.).

n we state something about a subject, then, we do two things: we name it and we
1€ 1t.

he subjects of all predication are sensible individuals. Whenever you observe a par-
ar man, say Socrates, and you use the word ‘man’, you are making his substantial
g known to you as a something, a category of thing, and you call it ‘man’ (if you are
nglish speaker), which refers to the common ‘thing’ he shares with others of his kind,
is, all other members of his species, ‘man’. We cannot know an individual as a unique
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plaining are the individuals we perceive, but we cannot have knowledge of them as
individuals. We can know them only as representative members of their classes or spe-
cies. Language reveals to us that there has been a psychic process by which reality has
become knowable to us, whereby we have examined a set of particulars, Socrates and
Plato, for instance, and extracted their common ‘form’, here, ‘man’, what is called the
infimae species, the ‘lowest’ or earliest universal or class by which sensible individuals can
be known.** And for a particular something to be a something, it must have the universal
nature of all somethings named by the noun, here, man. Hence, what you predicate of a
subject (the sensible individual) is the species or genus to which the subject belongs. This
is because there is something in virtue of which a named individual, e.g. Socrates, is a
man, in the sense of human being. In order to provide the definition of Socrates as a man
we need to state the genus to which ‘man’ belongs, which is ‘animal’, and distinguish
how Socrates as a man differs from the larger category of animal to which, say, dogs also
belong. The definition of man comprises the genus (animal) and the differentiae (what
distinguish homo sapiens as a species from other animals). The most specific differentia is
that which indicates the essence of ‘man’. Now the definition states the essence of its
subject, the what-it-is-to-be-that-thing and not something else. The definition of man,
for instance, must point to what is exclusively human about the animal, man, as a distinct
species. The essence or nature of man is a functional expression, in words, signifying
what being a man is, and it does this by referring to the goal and intended function of this
named something, man. The definition of man expresses the realized or actualized form
which, somehow, nature intended a something, man, to embody and it represents the
best of its kind. How do we come up with definitions in the first place?

Definitions are not in the natural world and cannot be empirically observed as already
constituted elements of nature. According to Aristotle, they arise in us as a consequence
of a human way of coming to think about, know and express, in language, what humans
have perceived. The ‘appearances’ or phenomena that are relevant to every community
of language users are then expressed in the commonly accepted beliefs, the assumptions
widely shared by the many and the wise. The definition of man arises from observed and
discussed tendencies and practices which enable observers to grasp the nature of man by
observing human behaviour and representing, in the definition, the best, the most fully
actualized example of its kind. Aristotle thinks that we can only understand a something
if we regard it as though produced under the guidance of some purposive end. Once we
have the definition, the functional expression that reveals the purpose of the named
something, it remains fixed as a kind of ideal. The logos or set of words which indicates
the essence of a subject, here, man, does not change over time or culture because the
elements of the definition are prior, more universal and intelligible absolutely than any
particular subject whose essence is thereby expressed.* Essences or natures are then

42 NE VI, ii, 1143b1-5 explains that Nous (intuitive perception) which all humans have, apprehends the infima
Species in practical inferences. Hence, we must have perception of particulars and this immediate perception is Nous.
Theoria is the activity of Nous.

43 At the other end, Nous also apprehends definitions which cannot themselves be proved by demonstration. In
demonstration, Nous apprehends the immutable and primary definitions which are themselves not reached by
(logicaly reasoning and then demonstration begins, taking definitions as givens (NE VI, ii, 1143b1-5). Again, Theoria
is the activity of Nous. Contemplation (mental observation) is Theoria which is more perfect than demonstrative,
deductive enictims 1< a2 mode of thatuoht and Theoria mental observation. is engaged in by all humans and not only
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search for definitions. By asking people ‘what is justice, piety, etc.” and in getting people
to give instances of that class of thing, the idea or form common to all such instances was
revealed as the definition. Similarly, Aristotle says that when one has described by genus
and differentia the infima species to which an individual belongs, one can go no further
towards defining the individual. One cannot have a definition of an individual, sensible
substance. We know a specimen when we understand its character as a member of a
defined infima species and this is the unit that is expressed in words (which are predicates
of a subject) and which the logician, using dialectic, studies. Socrates’ search for defini-
tion is similar to Aristotle’s dialectic. But while it is possible to go a long way in justifi-
cation of Socrates’ method, Aristotle thought he could not go all the way.

Socrates was correct in practising induction and reasoning. But Aristotle believed he
was incorrect in thinking that the definition would arise, through proper questioning, as
a universal that could be recalled from innate, pre-natal knowing, independent of our
sensation, perception, memory and experience. For Socrates, definitions and universals
simply are the real whether or not humans can be made aware of them through recollec-
tion. Aristotle, however, says that definitions grow out of a general body of authoritative
ideas that are already in currency. And the reason they are in currency, the reason they
have been accepted, is because people have tested them by first experiencing particulars
and have intellectually extracted their common natures or forms and then named these
in language. Definition is not, as Socrates believed, the basis of Socrates’ reasoning. The
basis of his reasoning is sensation of particulars and induction — the subsequent cognitive
responses to these (getting from particulars to universals: Topics 105a13~14). For Aristo-
tle, definitions are dependent on human thought and its mirror, in human language.
And they are best provided by the experienced and wise down the ages, for these are the
most accepted premises so far available because they are confirmed by experience. If
there are several different definitions provided, then each can be tested against experi-
ence in order to find the best, for there is a best definition. Ultimately, the world deter-
mines what thoughts we have about it and in optimum conditions the thoughts are the
same for all.*

In the Posterior Analytics (99b15-100b17), Aristotle says:

made individual in a someone. But we become aware of essences or natures (as expressed
by our definitions) by observing, here, particular or individual men and cognitively
grasping that category to which humans and only humans belong.

Aristotle’s Teleology

To grasp a category implies an ability to reject certain specimens as members of one
category and place them in another. A tree is not a man, either in nature or in our
thought about nature. Because there are many named somethings, there are many defi-
nitions or functional expressions of goal-orientated somethings. And the multiplicity of
somethings or categories can be, and is, arranged by us constructively as a hierarchy
which cognitively represents the hierarchy of goal-directed actual things in nature. Ar-
istotle made this plain in all of his enquiries.** It is what is known as his teleological
approach to nature. He was stimulated by what he took to be goal-directed activities —
of trees, of men. This is because he started with the hypothesis that nature has a purpose
(telos), whether conscious or unconscious, and is constructive, and its purpose is observ-
able and it helps to explain reality as intelligibly structured. Aristotle did not argue (as did
Plato) from design, but rather, from the point of view that regards purposive things as
having the same result as if so designed. He conceived of nature as in process towards a
series of end-states or goals and in so far as man is in nature, he moves from potentially
to actually realizing himself as a something: man, not simply being, but being a man.
Definitions express the actualized purpose of things, representing the most fulfilled mani-
festation, the best of a kind of something. The hypothesis, confirmed by observations,
that man as a species is goal-directed in a way that uniquely suits his nature and no other,
lies at the heart of Aristotle’s discussion of what a good human life entails in the Nicomachean
Ethics and Politics.

Definition and the Dialectician

Now, one of the productive modes of thinking in which humans may be trained to
engage is the critical and constructive study of common beliefs, including proposed
definitions, and its aim is to prove, as plausible and true-for-the-most-part, as many
accepted beliefs as possible. This is the kind of logical technique known as dialectic.
Aristotelian dialectic, as explained in his Topics, provides a detailed illustration of various
methods according to which we start from what is intelligible to someone and then we
move to ways in which we can avoid difficulties where there is an apparent conflict of
views, say, over two proposed definitions of man, without losing insights which both
parties in a dispute may accept. We move from the intelligible to someone to the gen-
erally or absolutely intelligible: the definition accepted as most suitable by the many and
the wise. Aristotelian dialectic treats definitions, but that is not all it treats.

In order for reality to become knowable, humans examine a set of particulars in order
to extract their common form. Socrates, we recall, suggested something similar in his

44 On design and final causes see T. Irwin, ‘Aristotle’s Philosophy of Mind’, in S. Everson, ed., Companions to

Ancient Thought, 2: Psychology (Cambridge, 1991), pp. 56-83. 45

All animals have an innate faculty of discernment, that is, perception. In some animals
perceptions persist. There is no knowledge, outside the moment of perception, for animals
in which perceptions do not persist . . . but in some animals when they have perceived
there is a power of retention. And from many such acts of retention there arises in some
animals the framing of a conception. Thus from perception arises memory and from re-
peated memory of the same thing, experience. And from experience, that is, when the
whole universal — (the one distinct from the many and identical in all its instances) — has
come to rest in the soul, there comes the beginning of art and science, of art if the concern
is with becoming, of science, if with what is. Thus the states of knowledge are neither
innate in a determinate form [contra Socrates} nor developed from more cognitive states of
mind [contra Plato}], but from perception. . . . The soul is so constituted as to be capable of
this. To be more precise, when an infima species has made a stand, the earliest universal is
present in the soul; for while what we perceive 1s an individual, the faculty of perception is
of the universal ~ of man, not of, for instance, the man Callias. Again a stand is made among
these rudimentary universals till we reach the unanalysable concepts, the true universals;

De Interpretatione 16a6—8.
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we pass from ‘such and such a kind of animal’ to ‘animal’ and from ‘animal’ to something
higher [that is, the summa genera which are the ultimate categones of substance, quality,
relation, etc. and these are the fixed and necessary principles of all that exists qua existence].
Clearly then, it is by induction that we come to know the first principles; for that is how
perception, also, implants the universal in us.

Aristotle, therefore, believes that other creatures live largely by sense impression,
perception and impulses of the moment. Some are capable of retaining their percep-
tions in their memories. But while humans also retain their perceptions in memory,
humans, uniquely, seek to comprehend and grasp the world under some general prin-
ciples that reveal a fixed order in multiplicity. They simply show themselves to behave
in this way. They do this because they have a capacity to retain in their minds repre-
sentations of particular experiences and they generalize these as concepts. “The soul is
5o constituted as to be capable of this.’* Here, he is not speaking only of the most
experienced and wise but of all humans as such. How does he know this about hu-
mans? By testing the opinions handed down of the experienced and wise against ob-
servation and experience. It appears true, at least for the most part, that the infima
species ‘makes its stand’ in the mind and from this rudimentary universal the mind
generalizes further to theoretical concepts. This process is called induction. Every hu-
man engages in it. But he notes that the natural tendency to theorize can lead humans
to oversimplify and this is only prevented by our having recourse to experience to test
the theory. We must always beware of becoming estranged from the beliefs about our
experiences that ground our daily lives, where we are constantly reminded that we are
not pure intellects but creatures of flesh and blood, body and mind, desirous and
cognitive within a physiological state as well as members of cultural communities.*
We are human animals. Hence, it is

by the practical experience of life and conduct that the truth is really tested since it is there
that the final decision lies. We must examine the conclusions advanced by bringing them
to the test of the “facts of life’ and if they are in harmony with the ‘facts’ we may accept
them; if found to disagree we must judge them mere theory. (NE X, 8, 1179a17-20)

Elsewhere, Aristotle explains that a definition is a set of words (logos) which indicates
the essence of a subject. And a thing has an essence only if the expression which describes
its nature is a definition (Metaphysics 1030a6—7). Essences do not float around out there
or above us. They are the immanent principles in actual things, which arise in us when
we, through perception, memory, experience and conceptualization of these internal
psychic states, come up with the nature or essence of the something first perceived, and
we provide a set of words, a definition, to indicate, through linguistic mirroring, our
concept of this essence. Unlike Socrates and Plato, Aristotle argues that one must begin
with an unargued premise that the nature of definition is a mirror, in language, of the
nature of an essence. The definition is that set of words which shows the essence of a
thing. It should be able to answer the question ‘what is it?” and the predicates which

46 See J. Barnes, Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics (Oxford, 1975). Also see Posterior Analytics 1, 18, 81b2—6. For further
discussion see Taylor, ‘Aristotle’s Epistemology’, pp. 126ff.
47  Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, p. 260.
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make up the logos, or set of words, are of two types: genus and differentia. When we are
presented with any item, whatever its category, to give the name either of the subject or
of its genus 1s to indicate its nature (Topics 103b35-7). Definitions, as opposed to other
ways of describing the nature of a thing, proceed in terms of the universal under which
the subject falls. At the most fundamental level, the function of definitions is to provide
all of us with unitary subjects of discourse. Definitions represent things in words. And
because it is in terms of the infimae species that the world is presented to our understand-
ing, dialectic approaches things through the forms of words, including definitions, in
which they are portrayed.

Now, a dialectician is engaged in testing a particular, proposed definition, e.g. is a
two-footed animal the definition of a man, yes or no? and in testing a proposed defini-
tion, he then provides reasons for choosing one definition as opposed to another. Dia-
lectic is a method of testing plausible views that people already hold in any sphere of
endeavour and it debates these without adhering to one doctrine of reality or another.
The dialectician starts by assuming a given premise, not taking it to be definitely true or
false. Where Plato had held dialectic to be identical with true philosophy, episteme,
Aristotle says it is not involved with ontology, with being, but rather, more humbly,
with ways of speaking about general attributes, without regard to that of which they are
essentially attributes. Dialectic deals with definitions in general. And definitions, by which
we grasp universals (e.g. humanity), arise in us as a consequence of perception and
retention. Definitions and principles of all kinds cannot be proved or found by demon-
strative logic. They are simply where logic starts from. And logic is not philosophy.
Philosophy bases itself on demonstration from premises already known to be true. Dialec-
tic, however, is a procedure which enables us to reason about any received opinion,
simply assuming a given premise as plausible and taking no stand as to whether it is true
or false.

Therefore, Aristotelian dialectic is a method of analysing the consistency of plausible
arguments in general and is not limited in scope to any particular department of reality,
having no special subject matter of its own. It precedes more specialized sciences, those
called practical and theoretical, providing a means of investigating their foundations.
Dialectic can never demonstrate the true or real nature of anything; it can start only from
the premises that are in conformity with currently held and expressed opinions on some
subject and it discovers a procedure whereby one can reason about any problem, from
received opinions, and in turn stand up to the arguments of others without self-contra-
diction. It teaches a person to be able to argue consistently on both sides of any question,
starting with currently held, reputable opinions and testing them for non-contradic-
tions. Contradictions cannot be hunted out by oneself. This means that the convictions
one holds as the result of an enquiry are not things a human being acquires alone and by
himself. As we shall later see, someone who is alone and by himself is not, strictly
speaking, human at all for Aristotle. One would define him as a beast or a god. What
humans know is always based on pre-existing knowledge, which provides the premises,
expressed in language, from which one starts, in order to discuss and test them against
observation and experience.**

48 In general see Weil, ‘The Place of Logic in Aristotle’s Thought’, in Barnes, Schofield and Sorabji, Articles on
Aristotle, 1, pp. 88-112, and J. D. G Evans, Aristotle’s Concept of Dialectic (Cambridge, 1977).
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The Relation between Dialectic and Ethical Enquiry

The reason we have described the function of dialectic and how it tests proposed defini-
tions as well as other, commonly accepted views, is that Aristotle says it is this kind of
analytic method which can be used in testing arguments that occur in the domains of
ethics, the natural sciences, and politics (Rhetoric 1358a12), which are inexact ‘sciences’.
Even though dialectic begins with commonly accepted, reputable views, and attempts
to preserve them where possible, it is a technical discipline and not an amateur practice.
The average citizen did not engage in this technical methodology. But students in Aris-
totle’s Lyceum did. However, dialectic was seen as a technical refinement of what went
on in the disputes of the average citizen in the lawcourts and Assembly where the aim
was to beat one’s opponent in debate. And it appears that dialecticians, including Soph-
ists, put on debating shows before a public that was acquainted with the conventions of
the argumentative game and enjoyed watching the experts attempt to defeat one an-
other.”

When ethical and political arguments were examined dialectically the discussants were
aware that dialectic, as a technique, never could tell them (or us) the true, unchanging
and necessary nature of anything. The domains of ethics and politics are littered with
particulars, changing circumstances and choices and the causes of all these variable things
are themselves variable and therefore not necessary. A consideration of these domains
begins with ‘a laying on the table’ of the premises that conform to the currently held and
often varied opinions, whether lay or expert. In ethical debate one is seeking only to
preserve these as plausible or probable, in so far as this is possible. Dialectic simply
enables a discussant to reason more clearly and without contradiction in arguments with
others in his community. It is a skill which is taught and learnt, and its only outward
difference from rhetoric is that rhetorical speaking is public speaking to a crowd, whereas
dialectical skill in speaking is between two, often competitive, ‘opponents’.”'

Dialectic, as a tool of analysis, does not contribute positively to the store of stable,
philosophical knowledge. The only stability in the ethical domain is with regard to the
way humans think and then speak about their experiences and appearances as these are
presented in their commonly accepted views. Dialectic, which is a skill appropriate to
the domains of ethics and politics, simply enables you to clarify the difficulties on both
sides of a debate within any community in which people already share common ways of
talking about and judging human character and behaviour. If we understand this it will
help us to recognize what Aristotle is doing when he discusses slavery in the way he does
and which strikes us as appalling and indefensible. It will also help to explain why Aris-
totle has no hope or enthusiasm for any particular society in which there is maintained a
pluralism of differing values and a pluralism of ways of judging behaviour and character.
One may start with a pluralism but it must be resolved in each and every community.

49  Weil, ‘The Place of Logic’, pp. 102-3.

50 Indeed, Andronicus of Rhodes grouped the two Ethics (Eudemian and Nicomachean ) and Politics alongside the
Poetics and Rhetoric to convey that they shared the same kind of philosophical preoccupation within the larger,
rationally or systematically organized corpus of writings: Diiring, Aristotle, pp. 224-5. Andronicus appears to have
recommended beginning the study of Aristotle’s works with logic, which he says is not a part of philosophy but its
mstrument.
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Our contemporary liberal pluralism which works on the assumption that people can live
peaceably and to mutual benefit in the same society with incommensurable value sys-
tems and where the ‘state’ makes no claim to favour one over another, would be either
incomprehensible or anathema to a successful community as Aristotle and the com-
monly accepted views he presents understood this.

If we now have some understanding of Aristotle’s dialectic as no more (but also no
less) than a tool to help analyse commonly accepted views that emerge from premises
within a given community, we may ask: 1s there a difference between a Sophist’s meth-
ods and his lack of concern for the truth, and dialectic? They may seem identical: the
honest argument of the well-intentioned dialectician and the knavery of the Sophist are
expressed by the same means and in the same verbal forms.” They both deploy dialec-
tical skills in argument. But Aristotle notes that the difference between them is regarding
the premises from which each begins. Aristotle says the correct method of proceeding is
to ask: is the thesis generally accepted by the many and wise? And we must also take into
account the intentions behind engaging in dialectical analysis of views: we must ask whether
it is our intention to further the search for truth by means of our common task — our
research and our examination of a proposition — or whether it is our intention merely to
exhibit our competitive skill in argument, whose aim is only victory, possibly by verbal
tricks? Although the method is competitive, the aim of the true dialectician is to offer
what ‘we’ believe to be true (Topics VII, 3, 159a251t.).

We have seen that Aristotle believes that people start from particular experiences and
through inductive reasoning they arrive at a universal and a theory. Induction and ob-
servation give rise to commonly accepted views which can be subject to error but only
from these opinions can the truth be teased out. But people also draw conclusions by
deduction from generally accepted, believable premises. When they do this, ordinarily,
they simply assume one or another position to be plausible and try to refute someone
who holds the contrary. He says that even the unskilled, ordinary language speakers in
the polis use dialectic in some way (Topics 172a30fL), since everyone, at some time, tries
to engage in refuting the views of others. They do this by using syllogisms in their
everyday conversations without realizing it. Syllogistic is the theory of discourse in which,
given certain suppositions, something other than those suppositions follows necessarily
because of them. When people draw conclusions deductively, Aristotle says they can be
shown to be reasoning syllogistically in a very elementary way. He describes the case
where there are three terms which are so related that the first two premises taken to-
gether imply the third as a conclusion: if A is predicated of all B and B of all C, then A
is necessarily predicated of all C (Prior Analytics 25b32-26b3). It is an ‘if . . . then’ form
of reasoning. ‘If all animals are mortal, and all men are animals, then all men are mortal.’
Every syllogism must be valid for every case and its validity must be self-evident, that is,
following from the premises and leading to the necessary conclusion. But note that the
premises, which is where one begins, are the commonly accepted views of the community,
shared by ordinary men and the wise, the ‘us’ to whom he refers in Greek poleis and in
the Lyceum.® He says, ‘if we are merely seeking to gain credence, and are therefore,

51 Weil, “The Place of Logic’, p. 101.
52 A dialectical premise assumes either of the pair of positive or negative propositions, predicating a single predi-
cate of a single subject, indifferently. Posterior Analytics 1, 2, 7169-72b4.



138 ARISTOTLE

reasoning dialectically, we have only to consider whether the inference is drawn from
the most plausible premises’ (Posterior Analytics 1, 19, 81b10ff.). When people are en-
gaged in debate, they have already found plausible certain available theses which they
have, presumably, tested by matching them with their experiences. Now they hold
certain points of view, and debate these, including what people in the past have said and
which have served as actual or possible theses or premises, and these are reflected in their
general discourse. The Topics explains how they can defend these theses — which can be
about all sorts of subjects — and argue successfully.

Therefore, Aristotle believed that we come to know or learn about things by induc-
tion and by syllogistic deduction. Experience (empeiria) is insufficient on its own. He
opens the Posterior Analytics (7121-10) with the statement that

all teaching and learning that involves the use of reasoning proceeds from pre-existing
knowledge. This becomes evident from a survey of all the branches of learning. . . . The
two forms of dialectical reasoning, syllogistic reasoning and inductive reasoning, also proceed
in this way for each makes use of old knowledge, ‘“facts’ already recognized, to impart new;
the syllogism assuming an audience that accepts its premises, induction exhibiting the uni-
versal as implicit in the self-evident nature of the particular. And the conviction produced
by rhetorical arguments is, in principle, the same, since they use either example (a kind of
induction) or the enthymeme (a form of syllogism).

The two forms of dialectical reasoning, syllogistic and induction, are what are presented
to us in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Politics, beginning with the commonly ac-
cepted, reputable views in ancient Greek poleis, and proceeding on to Aristotle’s testing
them to preserve them, where possible.

But if we are aiming not at the credible, but at truth, we must start from those ‘facts’
which cannot be otherwise. And there is another kind of syllogism, called the demonstra-
tive, which is employed. When people go on to give reasons for something being a
necessarily true and universal conclusion that cannot be otherwise, they reason in a dis-
tinctive way. They are engaged in what Aristotle calls demonstration, where one logi-
cally demonstrates or proves the necessity of something being the case and that cannot
be otherwise. Demonstration is from universals; induction is from particulars. But he
insists that it is impossible to grasp universals except through induction and it is impos-
sible to be led on inductively to the universals if one has no perception. For it is percep-
tion that grasps individual ‘facts’ and we cannot obtain scientific knowledge of them
from universals without previous induction, nor learn them by induction without per-
ception (Posterior Analytics 1, 18, 81a38-b9). Demonstrative knowledge starts from a
premise that is held by everyone (everywhere) to be true, primary and itself unprovable,
which causes the conclusion that something is necessarily the case and cannot be other-
wise. For Aristotle, observation plays a fundamental role in our grasping the
undemonstrated universal premises of demonstrative explanation. Demonstrative knowl-
edge is what we can explain; undemonstrative knowledge is the principle from which
explanations are derived. The demonstrative syllogism, like dialectic, is a skill that can be
taught and one can learn. The demonstrative syllogism is a kind of scientific reasoning
(episteme) that Aristotle contrasts with the dialectical syllogism, discussed above, and we
need to remember that it is the dialectical, and not the scientific, demonstrative syllo-
gism that is applicable to questions in ordinary ethico-political discussion.
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Demonstrable knowledge is episteme. Here, the proper object of unqualified scientific
knowledge (episteme) is something which cannot be otherwise than it is. And Aristotle
says that ‘we think we know something without qualification when we think we know
its cause to be its cause and that what we know could not be otherwise’ (Posterior Analytics
71b91L.). There is a kind of knowledge by way of proof or demonstration and this is by
way of scientific syllogism which proceeds from premises that are themselves true, pri-
mary and indemonstrable, immediate, better known than, prior to and the causes of, the
conclusion. The premises here are prior and better known by nature without qualifica-
tion, rather than prior and better known simply relative to us. The premises of demon-
strative syllogisms are, therefore, true and invariable and not simply possible or accepted
because generally assumed because plausible. Especially in mathematics, geometry and
astronomy, we need to validate our claims by providing systematic logical demonstra-
tions of what is necessarily the case, and which indicate that the first principles from
which we start our deductions are a priori truths that are universally grasped through a
kind of intuition (Nous) by all humans. These a priori truths cannot be questioned or
explained. They simply have fundamental status for us and we confirm this insight into
their status through experience.” Experience provides principles, of which we are intui-
tively aware, with their content. There simply are features of the world that strike a
human being as such no matter into which culture and community he may be born.

Now, there is a role for such demonstrative reasoning in the ethical and political
domains too, as Aristotle makes clear in the Nicomachean Ethics INE 1143b11-14), where
he says: ‘we must pay attention to the unproved assertions and opinions of experienced
and older men, or of those men of practical wisdom, as well as to those assertions and
opinions which they support by demonstration/proof, for through the eye of experience they
see correctly.’ But, in general, demonstrative reasoning does not play a very explicit role
in discussions of ethical and political issues for the following reasons. We do not seem to
need logical demonstration when we start from assumed and plausible premises about
the ways we behave in particular circumstances or when we discuss people’s characters.
We are already acculturated and habituated in our community and have our experiences
there. When we are born into a community we are born into a tradition of discourse
and practices. No one starts from the beginning and alone. In common discussion,
people display their convictions and largely rely on induction and on the plausible opin-
ions of the experienced and older, from which they then construct their own syllogisms
or inferences. They operate in this way not only because they find demonstrative rea-
soning too technical but because no one, in normal discussion, goes back to the neces-
sary first principles as causes which underpin why one, as a human being, is able to affirm
what one affirms. They simply accept these necessary first principles as a background to
their discussions. People then proceed by relying on assumed but not necessarily true,
accepted opinions, because in the domains of ethics and politics the causes of things —
such as their behaviour, their characters, their situations — are variable rather than fixed
and necessary.

This is not merely a sociological observation on Aristotle’s part. It is a statement
which distinguishes kinds of knowing and the conditions which enable one kind as
opposed to another kind of knowing to guide our approach to the relevant phenomena

53 Eudaimonia, the species-specific unconditional end of man, living and faring well, is an a prion truth, a first
principle of ethics, according to C. D. C. Reeve, Practices of Reason: Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (Oxford, 1992).
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as we take them to be. Aristotle is distinguishing between knowledge of what is necessar-
ily the case, on the one hand, and true opinion of what can be otherwise, on the other.
And he does think that, with the aid of dialectical analysis of various accepted and
plausible premises, we can arrive at true opinion. True opinion is thereafter the starting
point for the deliberations about action of the practically knowledgeable and experi-
enced prudent man who is the subject of the discussion in the Nicomachean Ethics.

As we shall see, Aristotle will distinguish between moral virtues or character traits on
the one hand, and intellectual virtues or dispositions on the other. Moral virtue is not
the same as intellectual virtue. For the most part, intellectual virtue owes its birth and
growth to teaching (NE II, 1, 110315-17), e.g. one can learn how to analyse proposi-
tions dialectically, engaging in syllogistic and inductive reasoning. But moral virtue,
initially dependent on certain natural factors like being born with a human rather than
an animal nature, and therefore with a capacity for temperance, courage, etc., none the
less proceeds from habitual practices. True moral virtue must be acquired; no one has it
from birth. And it is from the practice of moral virtue that we learn to choose the right
object, that we acquire a knowledge of the principles of good and bad which determine
the rightness of the ends towards which we then make deliberate choices in order to act
towards that end.** Reason is taught by argument (logof) but character is taught by habits
(habituation of the appetites: ethismos). We shall see that the prudent person must already
possess a general conception of living well, an idea of the end which his actions should
pursue. He owes this conception to the true opinion and the principles that have emerged
in the acquisition of virtuous habits. True opinion, as such, is not a conclusion of scien-
tific, demonstrable knowledge (epistemé). True opinion is not a conclusion of an intel-
lectual or theoretical study undertaken independently. Rather, it is an orientation that is
grasped intuitively by an already morally virtuous agent in whom, through correct prac-
tices, the correct principles of conduct have come to be known to him.> Because people
form their opinions about eudaimonia, living and faring well, from the kinds of life they
lead, and not all lives lead to true opinions, Aristotle will place great emphasis on the
correct kind of education in habit-formation which alone can lead to true opinions
about living a successful human life. Aristotle will have a great deal to say about how
people come to possess morally virtuous and vicious characters and the society — its
tradition and norms — in which they are ‘embedded’ from childhood will be seen to play
a dominant role. In the process, he will modify Socrates’ claim that knowledge (episteme,
in which Socrates included prudence (phronesis)) is the condition of virtue, that is, that all
the virtues are forms of knowledge. Instead, Aristotle will argue that moral virtue is the
condition of knowledge of the human good, that moral virtues co-operate with (practical)
knowledge or prudence and imply prudence (NE VI, 13, 1144b294t.; VII, 9, 1151a17-
20).5 ‘Neither in moral nor in mathematical science is the knowledge of first principles
reached by logical means; it is virtue, whether natural or acquired by habituation that
enables us to think rightly about the first [right] principles.’ :

54 See Taylor, ‘Aristotle’s Epistemology’ and the literature cited therein on what he thinks are problems in
Aristotle’s account(s) of how the possessor of practical wisdom acquires a reliable grasp of principles (p. 131). Reeve,
Practices of Reason, provides one approach to the answer, distinguishing ontological from epistemic first principles.
55 See below, p. 151, on correct principles being grasped not only by habituation but also by induction and
perception.

56 See further, Bodéiis, The Political Dimensions, p. 51.
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We have observed that Anistotle distinguishes between knowledge of what is neces-
sarily the case and true opinion of what can be otherwise. In the domain of ethics and
politics, what is fixed and necessary is the ideal or essential definition of man. Definitions
are non-contingent propositions and demonstrative reasoning starts with definitions; it
does not prove them. Definition portrays, in words, our knowledge of man in his essential
nature. We can also have an opinion of man, but this is not of his essential nature. Our
opinion can be, say, of someone’s character. Although the object of knowledge and
opinion is the same, man, the mode of knowing in which man is regarded when opin-
jons are expressed is different from the mode of knowing when we provide a definition
of man. Opinion is that state of mind that is concerned with what is true or false but
contingent. A man’s character is contingent rather than necessary. But man’s nature is not
contingent. Opinion, according to Aristotle, is the judging of a non-necessary proposi-
tion. [t agrees with the observed phenomena and the observed phenomena in ethical
and political life are contingent and so too are opinions. ‘A man thinks he has opinions,
not when he thinks the “fact” is necessary, for then he thinks he knows, but rather,
when he thinks that it might be otherwise’ (Posterior Analytics 1, 33, 88b30-89b9). Were
a man’s character determined and necessary, as is the nature of man as expressed in the
definition of man, then we could have fixed and necessary knowledge of'it. But a man’s
character is the consequence of habituation and choices, and it is formed from his delib-
eration on what may or may not be morally done by him. Hence, there is a fixed and
necessary definition of man, but ethical discussion is concerned with judging a particular
person, observing him engaging in discrete practices, making choices among possible
actions, responding to occasions, and we then draw (probable) inferences as to his char-
acter. In such contingent situations which depend on the particular man and his particu-
lar conditions, we can come up with only probable conclusions and these result from
our having begun with probable premises (Posterior Analytics 11, 12). Probable premises
are where we begin when we try to give a true account of how to live well.

Let us sum up. In ordinary discussions that are concerned with how to live a success-
ful life we start from within a tradition of practices and habituated responses. Our discus-
sions start from generally accepted, plausible points of view as our premises, and in our
community these are held to provide the relevant sum of knowledge acquired by men
that enables us, thereafter, to draw our conclusions and confirm our convictions where
we can. The dialectician enters to examine this common discourse, aiming to discover
whether the expressions we use are correct. Our experiences, thereafter, supply the
means by which we can judge between one proffered view or another. The dialectician
does no more than examine how the given points of view (topics) in our community
provide us with the matter from which we construct our ordinary inferences or syllo-
gisms. His aim is to bring to light the weakness of any assertion that is not, for ordinary
people as well as the wise, an immediately evident principle or a datum of experience.
Aristotle is the dialectician at work in his Nicomachean Ethics.

But he is also more than this: we must realize that in writing a work on ethics, the
author, Aristotle, is engaging in a moral discourse that is appropriate to a social science
by using a tool that is at his disposal: the logical tool of critical analysis of common views,
dialectic. As a moral philosopher theorizing about human things, he needs to state what
the aim or goal or criterion is to which the prudent political agent looks in thinking
out what he should do as a good man regarding the situation he finds himself in, and
then Aristotle must explain why this is, for the most part, the case. Aristotle admits that
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studying and knowing general principles concerning the human good which is political
science is not the loftiest kind of knowledge, and he says that it is extraordinary that
anyone should so regard it, because man is not the highest being in the world (NE VI,
vii, 1141a21-2). However, further distinctions must be drawn between (1) the loftiest
kind of knowledge, (2) ethical/political science and (3) the living of a virtuous life,
Living an ethical life, which is his subject matter, is not the same as writing as a moral
philosopher and analysing the views of the many and the wise concerning the activities
and character of the ethical man. Where the prudent man who is morally virtuous and
has practical knowledge can see what is best, he is not able to explain the general princi-
ple, applicable to humankind, and therefore, teach it to others. The moral philosopher
can. Aristotle is doing something other than Perikles, the archetypically prudent, politi-
cal man, who is generally considered ‘the expert in domestic economy or political sci-
ence’ (NE VI, v, 1140b8).

Virtue, Aristotle reminds us, is not merely a state or disposition in conformity with
right principle, but is a disposition that implies right principle which, in moral conduct,
is prudence. The moral virtues are not principles themselves; indeed many prudent
political men practise moral virtue, seeming to act from experience and from the kind of
knowledge based on careful observation of individual cases rather than by the exercise of
reason (NE X, ix, 1181aff.). While prudence is classified as an intellectual virtue (NE I,
1103a4-8) it is not merely a rational state, because there are two parts of the soul that are
susceptible to reason,” and prudence is the virtue of that part of the soul that forms
opinions about doing well (NE VI, v, 1140b). Prudence is linked with moral goodness
because the first principles of prudence are given by moral virtue, but a lack of reflection
on these principles seems to be typical of most active political men. They are focused on
an experienced familiarity with a succession of particular (and local) political problems.
They tend to make correct judgements, forming opinions about what is to be done in
this or that variable circumstance, and from there extend to general situations of like
kind in which men may find themselves. The best of them is the phronimos, the practical,
prudent man who knows the local conditions. Aristotle concludes that politics as a science
is different from the other sciences like medicine in that the men with the practical
political skills, the practitioners, do not study politics or give an account of its principles,
but simply act on experience. They appear not to advance general principles or to ac-
quaint themselves with the proper method of a science that deals with the universal (NE
X, ix, 1180b15-23). The phronimos is not, then, a social scientist with general theories.
But while those who aspire to a scientific knowledge of politics need practical experience
as well, they also need a systematic analysis of what is involved in moulding characters of
citizens and it appears that even Perikles could not offer this. Assuming that it is possible
to make men good by the discipline of laws, Aristotle believes that men of practical
experience should endeavour to acquire the science of legislation and be able to explain
why this is, for the most part, a requirement of all men living in communities. It is for
this reason that Aristotle has prepared his Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle seems to believe
that politicians, alone among the skilled practitioners in any society, need the insights
and explanations of those trained in ethical and political ‘science’, whose moral critique
and constructive suggestions about possible alternatives to local nomoi and behaviour will
help statesmen to secure the best and most stable environments possible in which their

57 See below, p. 157.
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citizens may develop morally virtuous characters and thereby live as fully human lives as
conditions allow.?®

In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle shows his students how the dialectical form of
reasoning (and its type of syllogism ~ nof the scientific form of reasoning and its syllo-
gism) which begins with accepted, plausible premises about contingent matters and from
which people draw inferences, is to be added to the results of inductive reasoning. For
most men, Aristotle says, induction is found to be more persuasive than deduction.
‘Induction (epagoge) is more persuasive, clear, and more easily grasped by sense percep-
tion and is shared by the majority of people (including practising politicians), but reason-
ing (sullogismos) is more cogent and more efficacious against argumentative opponents’
(Topics 1, 12, 105a16 ff)). In daily life, when men’s characters and actions are discussed,
we start from what is most familiar to us: we engage in inductive reasoning, that is,
collecting the particular, relevant phenomena which give rise to the general, common
beliefs about the human good and morality. Only thereafter, if we are so trained, can we
engage in dialectic, the critical and constructive study of what we think follows from
these common beliefs about values and behaviour.

But it must be realized that none of the common beliefs on ethical and political
matters, shared by the many and the wise, no matter how central to their discourse on
ethics and politics, is as deeply grounded in reality for us as are those logical laws which
reveal the a priori first principles that strike all polis-living human beings as fundamental
about the world, beyond their specific communities and the experiences of their group.
Although these fixed, a prioni first principles serve as the background to all human dis-
course, ethical discourse does not normally deal with fixed and fundamental principles.
It deals with the practical and the particular. The domain of an ethically lived life is a
domain of contingencies. This is because there are no facts without qualification, that is,
there are no ‘facts’ that cannot be otherwise in the ethical domain. Ethics is a non-exact
science. But ethics, in dealing with the variable, attempts to elucidate what, for a human
being, are the best and most choice-worthy and, therefore, most praiseworthy ways to
be a flourishing human being in community where there are so many contingencies —
ranging from good or bad health, inherited wealth or poverty, sensible or unnecessarily
restrictive laws, an education system that either instils good moral habits or thwarts
natural impulses to act in ways that conduce to personal and collective well-being. Hence,
it is Aristotle’s task in his Nicomachean Ethics to preserve, where he can, the common
beliefs on such topics of discussion after difficulties have been resolved.

When Aristotle comes to discuss what it means to live a human life, and he seeks to
offer a definition of the good for man, he provides ‘us’ with ‘our’ starting point, the best,
most inclusive definition of ‘man’ that the common opinion of the many and the wise
has accepted. This definition emerges from his dialectical examination of the various
reputable opinions that were already provided as plausible and seemingly true-for-the-
most-part among the Greek-speaking inhabitants of poleis and tested against experience.
He does not follow up his definition of ‘man’ with demonstrable proofs of the first
principles from which such a ‘man’ tends to draw his daily inferences. This is because
people do not draw daily inferences on how to negotiate the particularities of a well-

58 SeeS. G. Salkever, ‘Aristotle’s Social Science’, in C. Lord and D. K. O’Connor, eds, Essays on the Foundations
of Aristotelian Political Science (Berkeley, 1991), pp. 11-48.
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lived life from first principles which they none the less know. The principles have simply
come to be known through human living (through habituation, induction and percep-
tion). Instead, he will disclose the nature of practical wisdom (as opposed to scientific
demonstrative wisdom), thereby discussing the kind of thinking that is required for a
prudent man to calculate successfully about what is to be done with a view to some
serious end. Nobody, he says, deliberates about things that are invariable or about things
that he cannot do for himself. Whereas scientific knowledge implies the ability to dem-
onstrate, there can be no demonstration of things whose causes are variable because such things may
be otherwise. Hence, it is impossible to deliberate about things that are necessarily so. And
because this is the case, in the fields of ethics and politics, where things like one’s char-
acter, circumstances and choices can be otherwise, neither ethics nor politics as such
deals with necessary and invariable truths. What is involved in practical reasoning, as
opposed to epistemé or scientific, demonstrable reasoning, is the calculation of what, in
the domain of particulars, is good for oneself and for humans in general. Practical rea-
soning does not consider the Good without qualification. Practical reasoning, prudence
(phronésis), comes about through learning from the experience of managing households
or ‘states’ (NE VI, 1140a24-b12). It is a kind of inductive thinking that is carried on in
the midst of practices while an agent holds to the plausible premises of the community
by which he seeks to evaluate such practices. Practical reasoning does not come about
through having learnt the logical skill of demonstrating things whose causes are invari-
able, nor does it question those necessary and unchanging principles or premises from
which humans reason about what cannot be otherwise. Hence, the concern with neces-
sary and unchanging principles, what for Plato were the Forms that determine and struc-
ture all that is, is not the concern of the domain of ethics and politics for Aristotle. The
myriad of decisions a human can make in the course of living a human life in a distinc-
tively structured, cultural milieu can always be otherwise precisely because the causes of
his choosing to behave in one way or another are variable. Life is complicated and,
within the limits of what are capable of being reasoned about and acted upon, the
constituents of a good life are not only choosable, if one has been well-habituated to
correct, moral practices, but specific to the man and his circumstances. We shall be able
to watch Aristotle take on board what ordinary people think about the constituents of
‘the good life’ and modify these views with the opinions of the experienced and wise,
saving what he can of the views of ordinary observers and experiencers who share ways
of speaking about how they evaluate human character in their community.*”

This means that Aristotle is not interested in coming up with an original and new
thesis ‘out of the blue’; indeed, he thinks this to be impossible. Rather, he is concerned
to describe a way in which to structure an enquiry, any enquiry, by collecting relevant
‘facts’ and resolving former difficulties. Once again, the relevant facts or phenomena in
the domain of ethics and politics are probable, not necessary, and the premises from
which people draw conclusions are themselves probable and they give rise to probable,
not necessary, conclusions, that is, opinions, which are the judgements of non-necessary
propositions (Posterior Analytics 1, 33, 88b30-89b9). And we never start from pure be-
ginnings. We always begin our enquiry within a tradition. In general, he says (Metaphys-
ics B 995a24ft),

59 See Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, ch. 16, pp. 347fF. for a different argument that also focuses on the powers
of dialectical argument underpinning Ethics.
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we must, with a view to the knowledge we are seeking, enquire first what are the first
questions to be asked. This includes both the various thoughts of others about them and
anything they have overlooked. To those who wish to answer questions it is helpful to put
the questions well: for the answer which is to come is the resolving of former difficulties
and it is impossible to untie unless one understands the knot.

As we read the Ethics and Politics we may note that he offers us an ethical discourse
that is the product of its time and place. But methodologically he seeks more than this.
Formally, he offers a cumulative approach to human traditions of discursive knowledge
which is meant to provide us, here, in the domain of ethics and politics, with true
opinions about deliberations made in living a human life.

His approach to enquiry in all domains is based on a belief that, in a very general way,
all knowledge has been perfected many times over and lost again in recurrent natural
disasters. It is a version of ‘there is nothing new under the sun’. But recall that there are
different kinds of knowing. Applied to the political domain, there is a kind of knowing
that arises out of certain necessary and stable truths about being alive as a human being
and staying alive. There is also a kind of knowing that arises out of life’s contingencies
which help to constitute the kind of character a person displays beyond merely being
alive and surviving. The kinds of characters that people display in their mutual interac-
tions, not only are confirmed by the political institutions they erect but also indicate
how they use these institutions and for what purposes. Ideally, the full actualization of a
human life 1s matched by a political system that maximally enables the living of a fully
human life. Despite those occurrences over which men have no control, we must regard
humans and their political arrangements as though proceeding purposively towards their
appropriate ends. Aristotle believes that the history of political institutions reflects this.
He says:

All other political devices also have been discovered repeatedly or rather, an infinite number
of times over in the lapse of ages; for the discoveries of a necessary kind are probably taught
by need itself and when the necessaries have been provided, it is reasonable that things
contributing to refinement and luxury should find their development; so that we must
assume that this is the way with political institutions also. The antiquity of all of them is
indicated by the history of Egypt. (Politics VII, 9, 1329b 25ff)

Human knowledge and the various ‘sciences’, therefore, progress out of traditions of
discursive reasoning. Aristotle lists discursive thought and its species: intuitive reason,
science, art, practical wisdom and metaphysical thinking. (Posterior Analytics 1, 33, 88b30—
89b9 and NE VI). He notes that all reasoning is productive, practical or theoretical (Meta-
physics E, 1025b25): mathematics, natural philosophy (physics) and metaphysics (theology,
first philosophy) comprise the three theoretical philosophies. But we are interested in
that species of discursive thought: practical wisdom. In the ethical and political domain,
this tradition is constituted by our probable, plausible premises, where we begin, tested
against our experiences. As we shall see, there are necessary and invariable elements of
living a human life: these include not only the ‘facts’ of surviving and procreating, the
‘fact’ of living in communities, but also engaging in the universally shared, species-
specific activities of perceiving and experiencing the world, being intuitively aware of
the presence of particular things, as well as grasping their essences and portraying these in
definitions. But there are, in addition, variable elements in living a distinctively human
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life: these include making choices among alternatives in order to live virtuously as moral
and rational agents, acquiring certain habitual dispositions of character and choosing the
correct means to our end. It is the variability and contingency in human living that
enable us to see political science and its part, ethics, as a distinct branch of knowledge,
because it is in this sphere alone that humans are agents, responsible for the kinds of
people they are. There is nothing we can do about the fact that we are human. But we
are responsible for how we live. Ethics has its own principles or starting points: the
reputable opinions of the experienced and wise concerming praiseworthy character and
successful human living, tested by perception, induction and habituation. It does not
deal directly with necessary, unchanging, eternal and universal truths. It is a practical
science, not a theoretical science, and the character of the polis-living practical man, not
the philosopher, 1s its subject.

Ethics as Practical ‘Science’

We are now prepared to examine more closely some of the key issues raised and eluci-
dated in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. We must always keep in mind that the kind of
reasoning that is appropriate to the ethical domain is practical not theoretical, even
though all humans are natural theorizers. Practical knowledge issues in deeds in imme-
diate situations. If we aim at practical knowledge, we must begin by setting out our
premises, the generally accepted views about human life. Aristotle tells us that in Greek
poleis, the generally accepted view of the many and the wise about the ultimate aim of
human life, the end (telos) to which all our actions are directed, is happiness, that is, a
peculiarly human kind of well-being (eudaimonia). But Aristotle also tells us that opin-
ions differ in what human happiness consists. This means that we shall have to examine
all the relevant views on what makes for a successful human life, which everyone agrees
is that at which all of us aim. We must do this not only in order to come to some
conclusions concerning what kind of character one needs to acquire in order to be a
good man and according to which standards a good man then lives a good life, but also
to save the generally accepted views where we can.

Studies with practical ends, like ethics, start by assuming that man has an end, a goal,
and it is accepted that this is happiness (eudaimonia). We must now consider the means
thereto with respect to a particular man in a range of circumstances. Similarly, medicine
as a study with a practical end, assumes the end or goal to be health and considers only
the means thereto with respect to a particular man. Practical studies require that you
already know not only the general rule but also the individual case which falls under it.
The Nicomachean Ethics deals with the good life as it may be realized by a plurality of
good men who share ways of evaluating and discussing the good life in a good city or
‘state’, and the Politics deals with those constitutive principles of the good ‘state’ itself.
The Ethics deals with two related topics: people’s dispositions of character (and where
these come from) and their practical thinking concerning their chosen means to the end
of particular right actions. Hence it deals with the moral virtues and the intellectual
virtues. The Politics deals with the conditions in which men, with certain dispositions of
character, choose means to their end in order to flourish. One cannot determine what
makes for a good ‘state’ unless one first has some idea of what humans as such need (not
as individuals considered in isolation from the polis) and of what they are capable. ‘States’
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are the conditions in which a man has the opportunity (or not) fully to actualize his
human nature, so we need to know first what a successful human life lived in common
with others would look like, as well as the kind of character disposition a man needs to
acquire in order to live successfully and exercise his practical reasoning with others, if we
then hope to be able to judge which situations (including legal systems and institutions)
provide such a being with optimum conditions.

For this reason we may say that the Politics, as a work, follows the Ethics. But the
political is always assumed to be prior logically, as a necessary and natural milieu in
which human beings develop the characters they need to enable them to live humanly.
Human excellence or virtue, according to Aristotle, can be realized only under the aegis
of correct compulsive norms, the just laws of a political community. For this reason
ethical discourse concerns itself with the moral virtues which presuppose some rule-
based common life or other. Hence, the polis is necessarily (logically) prior to each of'its
members because it is that by which humans secure their living well. Aristotle argues
that it is in the interest of each concrete, particular citizen to participate, co-operate and
support the polis, even in situations which would be at the expense of his own immedi-
ate advantage. There is no liberal individualism here. As for Plato, so for Aristotle, there
can be no moral formation of an individual’s character that can be considered in isola-
tion from the society in which he lives. No person’s good can possibly be promoted
without consideration for the society to which he belongs. Aristotle’s ethics is a philoso-
phy of the common human life. But unlike Plato, who said the happiness even of the
Guardians was subordinated to the happiness of the entire polis, as an idea, Aristotle will
not sacrifice the particular and actual members of the city to a unified abstraction of ‘the
state’. It is simply that the part, the citizen, does not exist without the whole, the polis. As
we shall see, it is for this reason that the common good of a really existing polis must be
secured, even if this means that the particular good of a citizen is sacrificed. Politics is
about the good for man before it is about the good for this or that man. Aristotle did not
think that any ancient Greek would take exception to this in the way that a contempo-
rary liberal might because he did not think one could speak of the needs, desires and
character of an isolated individual, prior to the ‘state’, and consider this individual to be
human. Aristotle will argue that a man is not fully human if he is incapable of displaying
and acting upon an impulse to form partnerships and associations. Someone who is
‘clanless, lawless, hearthless’ and ‘stateless’ and is so by nature rather than through ill
fortune, is a non-cooperator, war-mad, and hence, is either low in the scale of humanity
or above it like a god. In either case this individual is not truly human, ‘resembling an
isolated piece at draughts’ (Politics, I, 1253a1-6).

When we discussed Plato’s Republic we said that political rule is not, for him, about
changing the nature of the human being in whom there is the potential for both good
and bad. Nor is it about changing the natures of the characters of citizens. Rather, it is about
moulding and refocusing the characters people already have (displayed differentially even
as children) and which, thereafter, can be refocused by any society and its values. Hence,
the sovereign techné of justly ruling a just and harmonious society, begins for Plato, in the
middle of things by accepting an already existing trinity of basic character types for each of
which there is a natural job, so that political techne is about refocusing the characters
people already display in order to ensure they pursue truly human interests.

Like Plato, Aristotle does not believe that people’s characters, once habituated to ways
of behaving, can be altered as readily as can the conditions in which these characters
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pursue their lives. Aristotle’s solution is not so radical as to rusticate already formed
adults to the suburbs, leaving the children with soul differentials to be refocused by
philosopher—educators. Rather, his response to the question of human character is to
start even earlier in the psychological formation of the human in order to emphasize, far
more than does Plato in the Republic, the cultural responsibility for character through
habit formation. Politics for Aristotle is about character formation because we are not
born with characters, we acquire them. Politics is not about refocusing the characters
people already have; it is about ensuring, through appropriate cultural rules, that humans
have the opportunities to engage in the kinds of habitual practices from which they can
acquire practical knowledge and so take responsibility for their actions and their charac-
ters. Cultural rules or laws are facilitators, enabling humans to actualize (or not) their
species’ potentiality and so develop a plurality of particular, truly human characters that
enable each of them to flourish as human beings in the situations in which they find
themselves.

Aristotle, then, agrees with Plato that politics is not about changing the nature of the
human being; indeed, no human art or skill can do that. But for Aristotle, to study what
politics is about you start from a cumulative, historically and culturally agreed definition
of man as well as from a cumulative, historically and culturally agreed definition of what
human flourishing consists in for that species, man, which has a potential to act well or
badly within any social structure that necessarily prescribes rules of behaviour. It con-
cludes that the true statesman is a legislator who aims to habituate men’s characters to
behave in ways that enable them to live successtul human lives. In between the starting
definitions and the conclusion is the domain of variability in lived life where good men
deliberate about their choices to act so as to achieve particular good outcomes and an
overall successful life. Here is the realm of responsibility, not only for one’s particular
acts but also for the kind of settled character one has — whose acts display to others a
character that is open to praise and blame. So, in a sense, Aristotle too starts in the middle
of things, with humans as polis-living animals with no more than a potential for moral
virtue, where one society or another provides a better or worse environment in which
people engage in practices that lead them towards what is considered the appropriate,
because specific, human good. What Aristotle will not, however, agree with is the Pla-
tonic ‘fudging’ over the issue (in the Myth of Er) as to how people end up having chosen
to be the kinds of characters they display which Platonic politics then simply refocuses.
Platonic politics (if it can be called that) merely accepts them as character types and
reorientates these to the best interest of humans. Although Aristotle is also concerned
with the degree to which a particular person is to be considered responsible not only for
his particular actions but also for his more settled character or disposition to act regularly
in one way or another, he will be much more emphatic than Plato in assigning a prior
responsibility for character to ‘law’-structured cultures and their relative psychological
insights into what is required for the actualization of human potential. Some cultures
enable men to acquire a taste for what is fine and truly pleasurable, so that men do not
simply live under the sway of their emotions (NE X, ix, 1179b11-18). Some cultures
provide the right educational training by establishing the right laws which can nurture
and discipline the young. Thereafter, it will be up to individuals to practise the lessons
learnt and confirm them by habit when they have matured (NE 1179b30-1180a4).
Only during the process of becoming habituated to the performance of good practices
does one have the opportunity to reflect on becoming truly virtuous by knowing why
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' one acts well, why one chooses what one chooses in specific circumstances, and not

simply out of habit, which is (relatively) non-cognitive. For every agent, the knowledge
or awareness of principles of behaviour emerges out of habitual practices and experi-
ences. Legislators know this ‘fact’ about human psychology. That is why politics is a
distinctive kind of science for Aristotle, being concerned with the human good, and it is
not to be subsumed into a metaphysical concern for the unqualified, non-specific Good.

Nicomachean Ethics

The Nicomachean Ethics opens with a generally agreed premise which has emerged (his-
torically) from people’s discursive reflections on their observations and common beliefs.
The Good is agreed to be ‘that at which all things aim’ because people consider that
every art or investigation, indeed, every action and practical pursuit, aims at some good.
People assess a premise by taking it back to perception and induction. However, the
ends at which different things aim are clearly different. How do we know this? From our
experiences in our milieu. We know that there are many actions, arts and sciences and
hence, many ends; for instance, the end of medical science is health, the end of military
science, victory, the end of shipbuilding, ships and the end of economic science, wealth.
We must be living in a society where these discrete practices, these arts and sciences, are
. engaged in for us to know this, and ‘we’ do. Ifit is the case that as humans, among the
various ends at which our various actions aim, there is one end which we desire for its
own sake, and for the sake of which we desire all the other ends, such as health, wealth,
social recognition and status, friends, etc., then this Good sought by us for its own sake 15
(by definition) the supreme and ultimate Good (to ariston). This is an all-embracing end
which itself is partially constituted of prior ends and it is an activity that is undertaken for
its own sake rather than as a means to some further end. Clearly, an understanding
(gnosis) of this Good, our good as humans, 1s of great importance to us for the conduct of
our lives as humans. What, then, is the Good and by which of the theoretical or practical
sciences or modes of thinking is it studied?

We are told that the science that is most authoritative and directive in matters that
concern the human good is the science of politics. This is because politics makes use of
f)ther (subordinate) sciences such as the arts of war, property management, public speak-
ing and, by legislation, lays down what we should do and from what we should refrain.
Politics is, for ‘us’, a master-craft because the end of politics must include the ends of
these other sciences. The end of politics is the good for man. And because its subject is
man, not particular individuals, the attaining and preservation of the good of the com-
munity, the good for man (not the good for this man Callias) is a greater and more
Perfect thing to achieve. Of course it is desirable to secure what is good in the case of the
individual, but it is preferable to secure what is good for a people or ‘state’. This then, is
the aim of the investigation undertaken in the Nicomachean Ethics: to come to some view
as to what constitutes the successful living of a human life.

From what has already been said above, it is clear that Aristotle believes you would
not know what is good for a particular member of the species until you first clarified
what was the specific good of the species of which he is a member.* This, then, is not to

60 Recall above on ‘man’ as predicate in the Categories.
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be read, as many have read it, as a statement that the individual is subordinated to and by
the state. It is a statement which seeks to clarify that a particular individual would not
know his particular good without having first considered himself to be ‘a man’ and
concerned for the good for man.

Now political science as a mode of thinking investigates particular instances of mor-
ally fine and just conduct. But there is such a variety of behaviour, and differences of
opinion concerning instances of moral conduct, that people widely believe moral con-
duct to be due to convention rather than nature. Are they wrong? By what method of
enquiry can we determine the extent to which the common view is correct? In discuss-
ing something uncertain, this variety of behaviour and difference of opinion concerning
instances of human conduct and their sources, we must give an account that achieves
such clarity as its subject matter allows and be satisfied with a broad outline of the truth.
There is a similar uncertainty concerning the conception of the Good because, at the
level of particulars, acknowledged particular good things can, none the less, be experi-
enced as having harmful consequences: we know that people have been ruined by (an
acknowledged good) wealth, and courage (another acknowledged good) can still cost
men their lives. “We’ can only argue (dialectically) about what is for the most part true
and our conclusions themselves must similarly be qualified as for the most part true. We
are looking for true opinion. A trained mind, then, never expects more precision in the
treatment of any subject than the nature of that subject permits, and the nature of the
domain of instances of morally fine and just conduct is the domain of the contingent,
just as the domain of character is widely considered to be contingent and conventionally
formed. Demanding logical demonstration from a teacher of rhetoric is clearly about as
reasonable as accepting mere plausibility from a mathematician. Therefore, from an
investigation of human conduct and morally fine acts, it is appropriate to argue about
what is true for the most part, not about what is absolutely and unconditionally true.

How are we to make headway in our investigation of instances of moral conduct and
people’s characters, be they conventionally or naturally constituted? Aristotle asserts that
a person judges rightly only what he is acquainted with and understands and to judge
correctly he needs to be a good critic. In specialized fields (such as shipbuilding or
medicine) the good critic is himself a specialist practitioner; but in a general domain like
politics, the good critic is 2 man with a general education, by which is meant having had
experiences in living and having reflected on these with a view to action. To be pos-
sessed of a general education not only takes time but maturity of character. That is why
a young man, not yet generally educated through having had experiences of the practi-
cal business of living, is not a fit person to attend lectures on political science. This 1s
because politics draws its premises and examples from the experience of the practical
business of life and conduct and only if one knows the appropriate premises and can give
examples can one then draw appropriate conclusions. Furthermore, young men’s lives
and their pursuit of various aims are guided by their feelings. Were such people to study
politics (in a lecture room) they would gain nothing from it; it would be of no use to
them because the end of political science is not knowledge but action, not knowing but
doing. Only men of mature and settled character disposition who are experienced in the
practical business of living, men who have already learnt to guide their desires and
actions by reasoned principle, can benefit from a study of moral science.

It is clear that Aristotle would not approve of his Ethics and Politics being studied in
modern university courses in the history of political thought unless the room were filled
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with mature students who had returned to the lecture hall after a life of being in the
world!

The end of political science, then, is the highest of all practical goods attainable by our
actions. The majority of mature and experienced men, be they ordinary or more culti-
vated, agree this good to be what is called *happiness’ or living and doing well (eudaimonia).
We take this as our definition and starting point. Living well is something perfect and self-
sufficient, being the end to which our actions are directed. But opinions differ concerning
what living and doing well consist in. Our problem is that the account given by the wise
is not that of the generality of humankind. Popular opinion takes the happy and successful
life to be equated with pleasure, wealth and honour. Others (Plato) have held the view
that over and above these particular goods there is another which is good in itself and the
cause of whatever goodness there is in these other particular goods. Since we cannot
review all the different views, let us consider at least the most widely prevalent opinions or
those which have something that can be said in their favour. How shall we begin?

First, Aristotle advises us to be aware that there is a difference between arguing from
first principles (deduction) and arguing fo them (induction). In any enquiry we must start
from what is known. But things are known in two senses: what is known to us and what
is knowable in itself and absolutely. We, as humans investigating what is the human
good, must start from what is known to us. Aristotle insists that if anyone is to make a
serious study of fine and just things, and generally of the topics of political science, he
must already know certain things and therefore have been trained in his habits. From this
training certain things will have come to be known to him. The starting point or first
principle of this study is the ‘fact’ that a thing is so, and if this is sufficiently clear there
will be no need to ascertain the reason why it is so. To do the latter would be the
domain of another kind of science-demonstrative proof (episteme), but in matters of
ethics there is no demonstration because ethics presupposes that a priori first principles
have arisen in us from practices, and thereafter ethics is concerned with the contingent
rather than the necessary. First principles arise in us from perception and experience,
from induction and from habituation; they cannot be demonstrated; it is simply ac-
cepted a priori that this is where we begin and were we engaged in demonstrative reason-
ing we would begin with these principles and give reasons why they are so. Here, we
need not give the reasons. Aristotle believes that a man of good moral training already
knows the first principles, the ‘facts’ that things are so, or he can easily acquire them.
Aristotle will later indicate that first principles are cognitively grasped by us in different
ways: some are grasped by induction, others by perception , and some by a kind of
habituation (NE I, vii, 1098b1ff.). Through learning his community’s language and
through the moral education received both as a child in a family and, as he matures, in
public encounters such as military training, participating in civic responsibilities and in
discussion with those beyond his kin, a man will have acquired a range of morally
guided experiences and evaluations which not only condition his behaviour but also
establish the a priori principles that things are as they are for him. Political science is
concerned largely with what follows from the first principles a man has grasped in the
Process of habituation.

The other ways of grasping first principles are treated in other kinds of discourses, some

of whose results may be drawn on by ethical enquiry. We know (for instance from the

Posterior Analytics) that from his innate faculty of discernment, that is, perception, which a
man shares with some other animals, where retained perceptions collectively constitute
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his experience, he has come to know the (lowest) universal, the infima species, and thereaf-
ter, he arrives, by induction, at those fundamental and necessary a priori truths which strike
him as such and which cannot be otherwise. From induction based on perception he alsg
comes to know those principles that emerge as (true) opinion from experience in the
domain of the contingent. Combining the results of induction with his socially tuned
convictions about his daily experiences, themselves the result of his syllogistic (deductive)
reasoning from pre-existing social knowledge or premises, he naturally tends to theorize
and think critically. He tests and confirms or modifies his theories, by bringing them back
to ‘the facts of life’. But a well-habituated man does not need to have demonstrated for
him or to learn how to demonstrate, logically, the reason why ‘facts’ are ‘facts’.

Now, there are thought to be, broadly speaking, three types of life: the life of pleasure
or enjoyment, which is the preference of the mass of men and even of some in positions
of power; there is the political life where men of affairs often identify the successful life
with honour, as this is, broadly speaking, their goal. Aristotle will spend most of his time
treating these common views and the views of the political man. But because honour
depends more on those who confer it than on those who receive it, and the Good,
Aristotle says, we feel instinctively must be an attribute of their possessor and not easily taken
from him, then honour is also insufficient as the end of a truly human life. In fact,
intelligent political men seem to seek honour to convince themselves of something else
— their own merit or virtue — so this virtue must be superior to honour as their end. And
yet people think that the mere possession of virtue is compatible with being inactive or
asleep.”’ Some think the possession of virtue incurs suffering and misfortune.” Even
virtue proves, on examination, to be too incomplete an end, because no one would call
a man living a life of misery, happy. In fact, the common view is that eudaimonia, living
and faring well, is complete, and given that this is where we begin, then virtue is not
sufficient for happiness (contra Socrates) because some further good can be added that 1s
not guaranteed by a man’s virtue — he certainly lacks some goods if he is persecuted. To
say that a man is eudaimon under torture or in great misfortune, provided he is good, is
false (NE VII, 13, 19-22). That eudaimonia is complete also means we cannot equate
pleasure with living a successful human life because further pleasures can be added.
Pleasure is not complete while eudaimonia is.>

The third type of life is the life of the theoretikos, the life of contemplation, which will
be examined (much) later in the Nicomachean Ethics (book 10).

Before speaking further about the merits of the different types of life, Aristotle must
examine critically the views of Plato and the Academy. He rejects Plato’s doctrine of the
Forms and therefore the notion that there is a common idea, the Good, that applies in
the same way (univocally) to all uses of the word ‘good’. He also rejects the position that
there is a single universal goodness exhibited by all good things, since he argues that each
thing specifically has its own good. For Aristotle, good things are prior to their good-
ness, for the existence of goodness is simply a matter of there being something good,
whereas for Plato, goodness is prior to good things.*

But to say no more than that living and faring well is the supreme good (for man), the

61  Compare this with the view that it is a lucky gift of character; see Republic I. Cephalus.
62 Similarly, see Republic I: the argument of Thrasymachus.

63 See Irwin, A History of Western Philosophy, p. 135.

64 See ]. O. Urmson, Aristotle’s Ethics (Oxford, 1988), appendix to ch. 1 on NE 1, 6.
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d to which our actions are directed, seems to be a platitude. Aristotle suggests that we
Ymay perhaps give a more distinctive account if we consider that the human being has a
f function or specific activity (ergon) that is proper to itself, and the good of man resides in
- ¢he function or specific activity of man. Only then can we decide whether the good for
:nan is constituted by a life of pleasure, honour, virtue or perhaps something else. We
| want, then, a definition of man that grasps the species through its genus and its differentia.
. Anistotle tells us that all living creatures have a life force or psyche/soul which is a set of
- sowers OF capacities, and this soul is not separate from the body. The functions of the
' soul include nutrition, reproduction, perception, etc. The soul, then, simply is the func-
" gional state of a living creature. Now man is the kind of living thing we call an animal but
- of a certain kind. We must exclude from our definition of man the mere act of living life
' ¢hat consists of nutrition and growth because this is also shared by plants; and we must
~ also exclude the sentient life because this too is shared by horses and cattle and animals of
- all kinds. Humans are animals but it is what distinguishes them from other animals that
grasps their specific difference. What remains after we eliminate what humans share with
other animals is what may be called ‘the practical life determined by activity of the ra-
. tional part of man’. This is not a definition that is meant to apply to, or be derived from,
a specific cultural milieu. It presupposes that man lives in a cultural milieu but not neces-
sarily in this one. Man is in the genus animal but he is differentiated from all other animals
by his rationality, which is deployed in the practical business of living a human life.

But he is still an animal and not pure intellect or immortal intellectual soul. We must
bring in what Aristotle says in the De Anima for further clarification (De Anima 412a3—
28; 412b10—413a3; 403a24—67): soul, for Aristotle, is the form of the body, inseparable
from the body it is ‘in’ and it is not an immaterial element that is added to the body’s
material constituents. In other words, what we might call ‘the self is distributed throughout
the body. There is no sharp separation between mind and body (as Descartes was later to
propose) since mind cannot exist or function at all without body. Soul and body are one,
Just as wax and its shape are one, although one can think about the psyche separately
from the body. Now, if the function or activity specific to man is an activity of the soul
in accordance with or implying a rational principle, and if we assume that the function
or activity specific to man is this kind of life or series of soul activities, and if the function
Or activity of a good man is to perform these soul activities well and rightly, then, we
define the good for man as an activity of soul in accordance with virtue/excellence (areté)
or, if there are more than one kind of virtue/excellence, in accord with the best and
most perfect kind. And this soul activity in accord with the best virtue/excellence must
be exemplified over a complete lifetime.

Human beings, then, are defined as the only ethical agents in their genus. Ethics,
being about the virtues of character that are acquired by habituation, is not reduced to a
science of behaviour modification through training based entirely on pleasure and pain,
as is the case with other animals. This is because we shall see that human virtue and vice
are voluntary activities, and people’s characters, as exhibited by their actions, are the
9bjects of praise and blame. In order to act voluntarily the agent has to exercise an
Intellectual virtue or excellence of soul, that is, to think rationally in a certain way, to
deliberate between possible alternatives with a view to an end, and Aristotle does not
think animals (or children) think so universally in this way.”> Aristotle believes that

65 See Irwin, Aristorle’s First Principles, p. 340.
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humans only come to actualize this way of thinking rationally and deliberatively after
having become habituated to moral practices by which they will have acquired a view as
to their end.

We now have an account defining the good for man in outline. Is Aristotle’s defini-
tion adequate? We have already noted that people come to first principles and defini-
tions by induction, perception or habituation and political science deals largely with the
first principles acquired through habituation. Political science cannot affect the specifi-
cally human way in which human minds happen to function when they come to know
things through perception and induction. Instead, Aristotle says that ‘we’” who are study-
ing political science must examine these a prioti, already grasped first principles or defini-
tions, not only as reached as logical conclusions deduced from (generally and historically
accepted) premises, but also in the light of current opinion as this is expressed in what
people say (NE 1, viii, 1098b9-11). The dialectician enters here. If a proposition be true,
all the ‘facts’ harmonize with it, but if it is false, it is soon found to be discordant with
them.

The goods have been classified (by Plato) as external, of the soul, and of the body. But
it is our actions and the soul’s active exercise of its functions that Aristotle posits as that
which determine the definition of the good for man, eudaimonia. Hence for the purposes
of investigating human successful living, he focuses on the good of the soul. Aristotle
tells us that this is also a view of longstanding and is accepted by the philosophers; hence,
he takes their view to support the correctness of ‘our’ definition. ‘Our’ definition is also
supported by the (common) belief that the successful man lives and fares well because
what we have described — the good for man as an activity of soul in accordance with the
most perfect virtue over a lifetime — virtually identifies eudaimonia with a kind of good
life or doing well. ‘Our’ definition is inclusive: all the various charactenstics that are
looked for in a successful life, lived well, are included in it, for some think eudaimonia is
virtue, others prudence, others wisdom, some add pleasure and others include favour-
able external conditions. Aristotle says that some of these views have been held by many
people and from ancient times, others by a few distinguished men. He says that neither
group is likely to be entirely mistaken. The probability is that their beliefs are at least
partly or indeed mainly correct. Hence, there is no inconsistency in understanding hu-
man flourishing, eudaimonia, as an inclusive and as a dominant end of life.* Indeed,
humans want honour, pleasure, wealth and every possible kind of excellence, and hu-
mans want these for their own sake (NE 1097b2), but they are all parts of eudaimonia
(NE 1129b28) and humans want them in order to live the successful human life.*” In
other words, there is a class of acts that are ends in themselves and also constituents in
some wider end. Eudaimonia is a compound of ends, rationally ordered, to achieve the
complete good for man, which is a successful life as a man.

Now Aristotle asks whether the supreme good consists in the possession or in the
exercise of virtue, that is, in a disposition or state of mind, or in the manifestation of the
disposition in an activity? It surely is the latter because it 1s, after all, possible for someone
to possess a disposition without its producing any good results. Virtue actively exercised

66 For a range of interpretations of Aristotelian eudaimonia see the various essays in A. O. Rorty, Essays oti
Aristotle’s Ethics (Berkeley, 1980).
67 Urmson, Anstotle’s Ethics, p. 13.
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means that a man necessarily, that is, by definition, acts and acts well. The type of life

that is worthwhile must depend on the actions it contains rather than simply on one’s
(unexercised) abilities and presumed character. Of course, there are many things that
happen to a man that are out of his control, but he can to a great extent choose his own
actions and it is from these that his character 1s evaluated and his life judged eudaimon or
not. We need to carve out a space where we believe that a person can make a difference
to the kind of life he actively leads.

Although Aristotle’s focus 1s on the good of the soul, he believes that it is clear to
everyone that the living of a successful human life, that is, our soul’s exercise of its
functions, needs the addition of external goods because one cannot do morally fine
deeds without any resources. Many morally fine acts can only be done with the help of
friends, or wealth or political influence. It is also advantageous to have good ancestry,
good children and personal beauty, for the lack of these mars one’s felicity. It is held to
be unlikely that a man will live a successful human life if he is very ugly or of low birth,
solitary or childless. This is why he tells us that some identify eudaimonia with good
fortune; others with virtue. But Aristotle argues that personal beauty, good ancestry and
the like should be considered to be necessary preconditions which serve only as instruments
to flourishing. That the most important and finest things about a successful human life
should be left entirely to chance he thinks would be a gross distortion of the tendency in
nature to order things in the best possible way. This is why he believes that the defini-
tion he has proposed can shed some light on this: that the living of a successful human
life is to be described as a kind of virtuous activity of the soul. Since it was agreed that the
end of political science is the supreme good (for man) and the principal concern of this science
is to endue citizens with certain qualities of character, namely, to make them virtuous and able to do
fine deeds, then eudaimonia is a form of our activity over a whole life. Perhaps it will be
easier for one to acquire a virtuous character and perform fine deeds if one happens to
have been born handsome, 1s not of low birth nor childless. But these chance factors are
not the sole determinants of whether or not one lives a successful human life. One’s
success is more centrally determined by one’s own agency. Hence, a dead man is not
appropriately called eudaimon; nor, of course, is a man who suffers reverses and vicissi-
tudes in the course of life and experiences disasters in his declining years. Since our
commonly agreed conception of eudaimonia is of something permanent and complete,
and not readily subject to change, then true prosperity and advemity do not depend,
essentially, on fortune, although a good life does require fortune in addition.

The heart of this issue is that to live and fare well is down to the active exercise of our
faculties in conformity with virtue. Short of calamities over which we have no control,
there is a certain way of living a human life that is within our power to achieve and it
d{:pends largely on our actions. The successful man possesses the element of stability in

'diSposition to act virtuously since he will be always or at least most often engaged in
doing and thinking about the things that are in conformity with virtue. This kind of
man will then bear changes of fortune most nobly or finely; anyway, for the most part,
success or failure in life do no depend on the sorts of things like fortune, wealth, personal
be}ﬂy for Aristotle; these are mere complements of a human life. The truly good and
Wise man bears his fortunes with dignity and always takes the most honourable course
that circumstances permit. This kind of man never becomes miserable although, if he
suffers disasters like those of Priam, he cannot be called entirely eudaimon.

Aristotle’s final definition then, is that the man who lives and fares well is one who is
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active in accordance with complete virtue and who is adequately furnished with exter-
nal goods through a complete life. Such men are supremely successful, but as humans
(and not as gods) (NE I, ix).

One further clarification is required for an ethical enquiry which starts from what is
familiar to ‘us’, that is, from what is said about human conduct by the majority and the
wise, because it is within a realm of collective evaluation that we become habituated and
adopt our premises. Aristotle asks whether eudaimonia is something that is praised or
something that is valued. He answers by observing that everything we praise seems to be
praised because it has a certain quality and stands in relation to something else. We praise
the good man and virtue, we praise just and brave men, because of their actions and the
results they produce. Praise, then, belongs to what is relative, that is, we praise a fine act
by praising the character of the man who performs it. But we already know that eudaimonia
is not relative; it is complete and perfect. In effect, we view it retrospectively as a com-
pleted achievement. No one praises a life lived well as he praises justice. Rather he calls
eudaimonia ‘blessed’ as being something better, more divine, than, say, justice. Praise 1s
concerned with goodness as an appreciation of a quality in an agent and praise enables
men to do fine deeds. Praise acts as a form of persuasion; it motivates in the present with
a view to the future. We praise or blame the quality of men’s characters, their virtuous
or vicious dispositions, by praising or blaming their actions. We praise or blame what we
think is within a man’s power to determine. But the eudaimon life is ‘a way of living’
which already constitutes success. It is prized rather than praised. Where the morally
virtuous life is to be praised, the eudaimon life is an achievement to be congratulated.*
An ethical enquiry then, must focus on human virtues and their lack which are the
subject of praise and blame or some other evaluation which motivates us by ‘persuading’
us to behave in ways that we are responsible for determining. Our aim in life is to live
and fare well. Ethical enquiry is concerned with the means to that end.

Moral and Intellectual Virtues as Moral and Intellectual Excellences

What sort of character is needed to make sound choices and how does one develop it;
that is, where does one’s character come from?

Aristotle suggests that we examine the nature of human excellence or virtue to help us
in our investigation. He tells us that the true statesman is thought of as a2 man who has
taken special pains to study human virtue because he wants to make his fellow citizens
good and law-abiding and therefore worthy of praise. He provides comparative exam-
ples of historical legislators in Crete and Sparta. He reminds us that we are considering
human goodness, for it was the good for man that we set out to discover. Human
goodness concerns the soul or psyche rather than the body (the latter is, in effect, what
the doctor studies) and the statesman ought to have some acquaintance with human
psychology; he ought to study the soul, not as would a psychologist but with a view to
politics as the supreme practical science. With a view to politics, he will observe that
there are two kinds of virtue or excellence which humans as such display: virtues or
excellences of intellect and virtues or excellences of character. Most of the remaining
discussion in books 2—5 will deal with virtues of character but, as we shall see, although

68 Ibid, p. 12
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the two kinds of virtue, moral and intellectual, can be thought about and discussed
separately, there is a rational component, a virtue of intellect, that must be brought into
play as a necessary component of displays of virtuous character. The legislator deals with
the two kinds of virtue separately because over one kind (character) he has more influ-
ence than over the other (intellect).

The statesman is reminded that there are aspects of psychology that are treated ad-
equately in other discourses but that political science should make use of the results;
these are, for instance, that the soul consists of two ‘parts’, one part irrational and the
other part capable of reason. The irrational ‘part’ is the cause of nutrition and growth
and is common to every living being that receives nourishment. The excellence or
virtue of this ‘vegetative’ or ‘nutritive’ soul is not confined to man. There also appears to
be another element of the (human) soul which, while irrational, is in a sense receptive to
reason. For instance, if we look at the types of man (whose character) we call self-
restrained or continent and unrestrained or incontinent, we say that they have a princi-
ple, a rational element in their souls, which urges them in the right direction and
encourages them to take the best course of action. We praise this. But we can also
observe another element besides this rational principle which struggles and strains against
the rational. The impulse of the incontinent man takes him in the direction contrary to
reason. This irrational element, however, seems to be receptive of reason and in the
continent man, as in the temperate and in the brave man, it is obedient to reason. Now
we can say that this irrational ‘part’ of the soul itself consists of two ‘parts’: the nutritive,
a kind of impulse which has no association with reason, on the one hand, and on the
other, the desiring and generally appetitive ‘part’ which does somehow participate in
reason in the sense that it takes account of or is submissive to reason. This is why the
appetitive or desiring ‘part’ of the irrational ‘part’ of the soul is in some way capable of
being persuaded by reason, for instance, when one is admonished or encouraged. Aris-
totle notes that it may be more correct to speak of the appetitive part of the soul as
rational, so that the soul may best be considered as divided into two (rather than three)
‘parts’. Indeed, later (NE VI) he will divide the rational ‘part’ of the soul similarly into
two: one kind of reason which calculates or deliberates about variable things and the
other, or scientific reason, which contemplates invariable first principles (NE 1139al—
15). But it is useful to know this here because the calculative or deliberative reason will
be brought in to determine the means by which the desiring ‘part’ of the soul is, in each
particular and practical situation, accommodated to or persuaded by reason to fix its
desire and so take pleasure in acting in ways that contribute to one’s long-term best
interest, one’s good.

According with the first differentiation of the soul into rational and irrational ‘parts’,
virtue, a soul quality, is likewise divided into classes. Some virtues are therefore called
intellectual (of the rational ‘part’) and others moral (of the irrational ‘part’ that is none
the less receptive to reason). It is the appetitive, irrational ‘part’ of the soul, capable of being
persuaded by reason, that accords with the moral excellence of character.

We can now turn to the intellectual virtues. These are distinguished as wisdom (sophia)
and understanding (sunésis) and prudence (phronésis), all of which are ways of thinking.
But Aristotle notes that when ‘we’ speak of a man’s character, whether he displays, for
instance, liberality or temperance, we are not referring to his intellectual but rather to his
moral virtues. We are referring to what he consistently desires and finds pleasure in. We
do not describe him in terms of his ways of thinking — as wise or understanding — but
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rather in terms of his behaviour — as gentle or temperate. Moral and intellectual virtues
are distinct and yet related. Aristotle notes that we do praise a wise man on the grounds
of what we take to be his settled mode of thought or state of mind, that is, his disposition
to choose to act in a morally virtuous way, since those settled states of mind that are
praiseworthy we also call virtues. These two kinds of virtue or excellence, the intellec-
tual and the moral, need to be discussed in terms of the ways in which each may be
acquired. To choose well is caused by desiring the right end, which is doing well, and
then deliberating about the various means that are in our power to secure the rightly
desired end. To be able to choose well in the sphere of action involves both a certain
mode of thought (deliberation, that which is directed to one end as opposed to another
among possible alternatives) and a certain habituated and stable disposition of character
which desires and finds pleasure in doing well (NE VI, ii, 1139a32-37). The problem is
to decide which develops first, the mode of thought (intellectual virtue) or the settled
character disposition (moral virtue).

Nicomachean Ethics Book 2

Aristotle tells us that the intellectual virtues or different modes of thinking such as wis-
dom, understanding and prudence, are generally thought to owe their inception and
growth chiefly to instruction, and therefore this kind of virtue needs both time and
experience. One is not born with wisdom, understanding or prudence; given that we
are born with the relevant capacities to learn, we are then taught to exercise these differ-
ent capacities, to think in different ways by instruction and experience. Didactic instruc-
tion and experience teaches humans to think necessarily as humans in the different ways
that humans do think: for instance, prudentially, abstractly, theoretically. Such ways of
thinking are fixed for the species and are not capable of alteration by habituation. Aris-
totle seems to believe that even if you treated a healthy human being like an animal, he
would not think like one, although his potential for thinking either abstractly or practi-
cally in a human way would remain largely unexercised and unactualized.

On the other hand, moral goodness is the result of habit (ethos). The excellences of
character, according with the irrational or appetitive ‘part’ of the soul, are acquired by the
training of behaviour to desire the right end. We are not born with the moral virtues, since
nothing that is what it is by nature can be made to behave differently by habituation. But
we can be made to conduct ourselves differently as a consequence of habit formation. If you
treated a human like an animal, he would not think like an animal although, through his
capacities to learn by imitation, he might behave like one. The moral virtues are engen-
dered in us neither by nor yet contrary to nature. We are constituted by nature to receive
them as is no other animal, but their full development in us is due to habit. We are,
therefore, potentially morally virtuous as humans but actually so only through habituation.

In effect, Aristotle is dealing with the common view that morals are merely conven-
tional and he is suggesting that this view is too simplistic. He is arguing that there are
correct, psychologically insightful conventional moral rules that enable humans to actual-
ize their natures as moral agents. Convention must work with nature, not against it. This
means two things: no human is simply a social product. And no one simply comes to
know what is right from accepting unexamined social opinions. People come to know
the principles of right and wrong both from syllogistic deduction from social premises
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and from perception and induction based on experiences. But, as we shall see, if a child
becomes habituated to bad practices in a society with bad (psychologically wrong and
unnatural) social rules and opinions, his character will be sufficiently distorted by his
habituated practices so that his ability to reason to correct first principles, distinguishing
between good and bad, is likely to be corrupted.

Most men are born with the relevant capacities to actualize their human excellences,
both intellectual and moral. This means that neither Aristotle nor the discourse of the
common and wise which he analyses conceives of man as initially a bad or anti-social
creature; there is no original sin of later Christian doctrine, where habituation ‘converts’
us from ‘naturally’ bad (after the Fall) to ‘conventionally’ good. Rather, Aristotle and his
community appear to believe, in general, that humans are born on the one hand, with-
out any character at all and, on the other, with a capacity, as yet unrealized, to think in
different ways. Nature endows humans with potentialities which are later actualized
through different processes.

Now, virtuous and vicious characters are held to be the result of repeated practices. A
good character is acquired by practice. Men become good builders as a result of building
well and bad ones as a result of building badly. Otherwise, Aristotle says, there would be
no need of anyone ‘teaching’ them this craft and such ‘teaching’ comes in the form of
showing young builders how to imitate what master-craftsmen builders do so that “prac-
tice makes perfect’, as it were; if this were not the case then they would all be born good
or bad builders. This, he thinks, holds for the moral virtues as well. Anything we have to
learn to do we learn by the actual doing of it among our fellow men. We become just by
performing just acts, temperate by performing temperate ones, brave by performing
brave acts. He notes that this view, that we learn to do from actually doing, is supported
by what happens in poleis. No one simply learns to do from doing in a vacuum or on his
own. Nor does he learn to do simply from thinking or reading a handbook. One learns
to do in a milieu of practitioners. It is the intention of legislators, by definition, to make
their citizens good by habituation. Those who do not carry it out fail in their objective
and this is what distinguishes the laws of a good constitution from a bad one. It is the
way we behave in our dealing with others that makes us just or unjust, and the way we
behave in the face of danger, accustoming ourselves to being timid or confident, that
makes us brave or cowardly in character. Similarly with situations involving desires and
angry feelings. It is their conduct in such situations which make people temperate, pa-
tient, licentious, choleric. Like activities produce like dispositions. It is the qualities of
our actions which determine our resulting character dispositions. And it is for this reason
that it is a matter of no little importance what sorts of habits we form from the earliest
age; it makes a vast difference, or rather, all the difference in the world (NE 1103b23-5).
Hence, legislators concern themselves with child education because it is at this time that
character formation takes place through habituation to practices.

For the most part, then, the environment in which one becomes habituated, in which
one learns to do from actually doing, has more observable effects on one’s character
than does heredity for Aristotle. It is the environment of practices which is of primary
importance. In his Rhetoric Aristotle would place great emphasis on people learning
how to behave first and best from imitation.*® Here one observes norms of behaviour

69  See volume 2, chapter 1, pp. 65-9 of A History of Political Thought for a fuller analysis of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and
the ways in which it was understood in the middle ages.
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exemplified by good practitioners, men who are well-habituated and who teach by
doing, their behaviour being seen, in retrospect, to have provided correct guidance,
rather than coercion, for other doers, so that they are exemplars in enjoying doing things
in the right way. But as we shall see, human agents, responsible for their actions, live
within environments that may enable them to behave well or badly. As mature agents
they still make choices to behave in one way or another, to engage or not in one practice
or another. Some environments, with bad practitioners as exemplars, simply make it
harder to live humanly.

Since Aristotle’s ethical enquiry has a practical aim, for he reminds us that we are not
investigating the nature of virtue for the sake of knowing what it is but in order that we
may become good and so behave well, we must ask how are we to act rightly, since it is
our actions which determine the quality of our dispositions (NE II, i1). We begin with
the premise, the commonly accepted ‘formula’: ‘to act in conformity with right princi-
ple’ and ask how this may be achieved (ibid.). Aristotle does not think he or anyone else
can provide a theory of conduct with hard and fast rules for acting. A discourse on moral
action cannot be a handbook on ethical etiquette. This is because questions of conduct
and expedience have as little fixity about them as questions of what is healthful, because
both vary with the particular person and the circumstances. If this is true of the general
rule, it is even more true that the application of the general rule to particular instances of
conduct admits of no precision. Here an (already habituated) agent (in an environment
of practitioners) must at every step think out for himself what the circumstances de-
mand. And since the circumstances are virtually innumerable he thinks that all that can
be provided is a general outline.

How do we judge whether someone else acts in conformity with right principle or
whether we have ourselves guided our own actions in this direction (NE 11, 1i1)? We
must realize that another person’s inner character or disposition is not visible to us. For
this reason ethical enquiry is always based on inferences: we infer a person’s disposition
from his actions and the visible pleasure or pain with which they are performed we take
as signs of such a person’s disposition. We have to use the evidence of visible ‘facts’ to
throw light on those that are invisible. First we observe the ‘“fact’ that it is in the very
nature of moral qualities, themselves the product of habituation, to be destroyed by
deficiency and excess. For instance, strength is destroyed both by excessive and by defi-
cient exercise. Likewise, the man who fears everything becomes a coward; the man who
is afraid of nothing at all but marches to every danger, is foolhardy. One’s character, as
judged both by others and oneself, is open to a certain alteration if one engages in
practices that unsettle a previously more or less settled disposition acquired from an
earlier set of habituating practices. This means that settled character dispositions have to
be actively and voluntarily maintained.

Another “fact’ that we must keep in mind if we are to come to some general guide-
lines about how a person comes to act in conformity with right principle, i1s our con-
sciousness of pleasure. A consciousness of pleasure has grown up with all of us from our
infancy. Qur life is so deeply imbued with this feeling that it is hard to remove all trace
of it and for this reason alone Aristotle does not think that humans can temper behaviour
entirely by a reasoning that is divorced from the emotions. To follow a rule has to
include a person’s desire to follow it. Pleasure and pain are the standards by which, more
or less, we regulate our actions. It is, then, the concern of both morality and political
science to be aware of the role played by pleasures and pains in a man’s behaviour. Given
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that Aristotle is trying to say something general about what it means to act in conformity
with right principle, then he thinks we can say that it is the man who treats pleasures and
pains rightly who will be judged good and the one who treats them wrongly who will be
judged bad. Political science is not really concerned with pleasure and pain as ‘facts’, but
rather its concern is with a person’s attitudes to the emotions, dealing with what a man
shows himself to like or dislike doing. Recall that moral virtue and political science are
concerned with the appetitive ‘part’ of the soul that can be ‘persuaded’ to act in con-
formity to reasoned principle. What is distinctive about man is that he can guide his
desires so that he can come to feel pleasure and pain in the right things, that is, those
things that conduce to his living and faring well. Moral virtue or excellence of character,
then, depends not merely on acts but on what one likes doing. Character is concerned
with our emotional inclination to act well and pleasure, what we like, motivates us. This
is revealed to others through the consistency of our behaviour. Therefore, if the moral
virtues are concerned with actions and emotions and every emotion and action involves
Ifkes or dislikes, then the excellence of character will be concerned with one’s likes and
dislikes. No one develops a consistency of ‘preferences’ and ‘aversions’ in isolation from
a community. Moral virtues, acquired by habituation from infancy, to feel joy and grief
at the right things, disposes us to act in the best way regarding pleasures and pains, likes
and dislikes. When we are mature, we then display a settled disposition to want to act
and to choose to act in a way that is appropriate to each particular situation. It is for this
reason that Aristotle thinks we assume that moral virtue is the quality of acting in the
best way in relation to pleasures and pains and that vice is the opposite.

Therefore, we can now state what moral virtue or excellence is generically. The
moral virtues are dispositions acquired by habituation to certain practices as opposed to
others. By this is meant that they are the formed states of character in virtue of which we
are well- or ill-disposed to the emotions, such as desire, anger, fear, envy, friendship, etc.
Such emotions are generally states of consciousness accompanied by pleasure or pain.
Note that Aristotle says that we are not called good or bad on the ground of our emo-
tions. Nor are we praised or blamed for the fact that we have feelings. Ethical judge-
ments evaluate what we show ourselves to take pleasure or pain in and our biology does
not determine this; habituation and our choice to respond to circumstances in one way
or another, do. Again, we possess certain capacities by nature, that is to feel pleasure and
pain; indeed, so do other animals, but we are not bomn good or bad by nature. We
become good or bad by habit and choice. We are, therefore, praised or blamed for our
expressions of choice and for being disposed to certain emotions in one way or another.
The virtues, then, are certain modes of choice or involve choice (NE 11, v, 1106a7-11).
A disposition or virtue or excellence causes its possessor to perform its function well.
Excellence or virtue in a man, therefore, will be the disposition which renders him a
80od man and will also cause him to perform his function well. Since moral virtue
€oncerns the emotions and actions in which one can have excess or deficiency, we are
lOOking for the ‘mean’ somewhere between such extremes which is of positive value in
Ifld for itself. One can, after all, feel pleasure and pain in general, either too much or too
little. In other words, it is possible to feel fear, confidence, desire, anger, pity, too much
Or too little. Both are wrong. More precisely, we are looking for a way of describing
‘yhat 1t is to act in certain ways and to have accompanying appropriate feelings at the
right times, on the right grounds, towards the right people, for the right motives, and in
€ right way. This takes some consideration and will, given the circumstances. If excess
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and deficiency in the field of actions and emotions are failings, then it is the ‘mean’
which is praised and recognized as success.

The Mean

Now, moral virtue is a settled disposition, an already formed state of character, that
observes the ‘mean’ between excess and deficiency relative fo us. How may any particular
individual determine what is the ‘mean’ in any situation? Aristotle gives no further guid-
ance than to say that this ‘mean’ is determined by a rational principle, that is, by what an
already prudent man would use to determine it. Such a man does this by deliberately
exercising the irrational appetitive ‘part’ of his soul that takes account of rational persua-
sion by responding appropriately to admonition or encouragement, blame or praise, tak-
ing pleasure in praise and feeling pain at being blamed. He makes choices not only in the
circumstances but also with a familiarity with the kind of person he has become, taking
into consideration whether he is more or less prone to certain excesses than to others.
One of the characteristics of choosing the ‘mean’ in any particular circumstance is a
recognition that it is not always equidistant from either extreme. In fact, as a guiding rule,
and for the most part, we should assume that one of the extremes is always more errone-
ous than the others (NE 1109a30—4). Virtue is a settled disposition that enables a person
purposefully to determine the choice of his own actions and emotions which are right in
each and every situation (in the present and future) for him. Hence, the disposition is
essentially the observance of the ‘mean’, but as an excellence or virtue it is itself an
extreme (good rather than bad). A virtuous disposition enables a man to display appropri-
ate anger, fear, confidence, etc. And for this reason Aristotle’s teaching on ‘the mean’ is
not a doctrine of moderation. Moral virtue, the settled disposition, does not ensure he
displays moderate anger, fear, confidence. While the virtuous disposition observes the
‘mean’ not every action or feeling admits of a mean. There are certain actions and emo-
tions that are always wrong in all circumstances and Aristotle says we know these by such
names for emotions as malice, shamelessness, envy and for such actions as adultery, theft,
murder. And there are occasions when one cannot be too indignant. Again, the emo-
tions, like anger, are not themselves excellences/virtues or defects/vices of character.
Virtues or vices are settled states or dispositions to choose to act with regard to exhibiting
the relevant emotions to the appropriate degree in the circumstances.

Such a disposition to choose those acts appropriate in the circumstances relative to
‘you’ is directed by practical reasoning, an intellectual virtue which is a consequence of
perception. You have to be present at the particular situation to judge appropriately. To
determine in a given situation what the excess or deficiency in one’s response would be
requires the exercise of a mode of practical reasoning, an intellectual virtue, which men
learn to exercise and actualize simply by having perceptions which constitute their ex-
periences of particulars and then, from induction, they arrive at (true) opinions as these
pertain to variable things (not fixed necessities). Recall that rational principles are grasped
in various ways, by perception, induction or habituation. We need experience of the
business of living life and we reason to first principles, coming to know them from what
is known to us, not known absolutely.

When we respond to admonition and encouragement and accept praise or blame as
motivations to behave in one way or another, we begin by accepting the premises of the
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community, accepted by the common view and the wise, as the rational principles of

"behaviour, the (true) opinions from which we start, and then we match these with those

rational principles — also (true) opinions — which have emerged from our prior engage-
ment in repeated, now habitual practices. This means that the man with a virtuous dispo-
sition or character, which is the consequence of correct habituation, is thereafter responsive
to the rational principle he has intellectually discovered precisely by engaging in particu-
lar, repeated practices. As a result he observes the emergence of a general rule that is, for
the most part, applicable to all such like practices. Not only does he now have a kind of
knowledge of the principle but he can and does apply it to further particular like circum-
stances. This is the practice of a practically knowledgeable man of prudence who lives in
a society whose master practitioners have helped him become habituated to acting well.

The general hypothesis that virtue is a ‘mean’ must be shown to be applicable to
particular facts, and in so far as actions are concerned with particular facts, then theories
or general definitions, here of virtue as a settled disposition that observes the ‘mean’
relative to us, must be brought back into harmony with ‘the facts’ if they are to hold up
as true. Aristotle thereafter shows how, in practice, one can draw a diagram to illustrate
how people tend to evaluate conduct, that is, the expression of actions and emotions as
reflected in social intercourse, by the words used to refer to excessive, to deficient and to
virtuous behaviour — the ‘mean’, situated somewhere between but not always equidis-
tant from relevant extremes.”

Aristotle closes his discussion of moral virtue as a disposition which aims at hitting the
mean point (not the average point) in emotions and actions by remarking how difficult
this is to achieve for each and every case. It is not only that circumstances are so varied,
but that coming to know how to behave correctly, given what one has come to know
about oneself and one’s own foibles, makes the management of one’s emotions and
actions a complicated affair (even with correct habituation). 1t is a difficult business to be
good, to function well and truly as a man, to live up to the definition of man. Aristotle
explicitly tells us that to be angry with or give money to the right person, for the right
amount and at the right time and for the right purpose and in the right way, is not within
everyone’s power and is not easy. To do these things propetly is, in fact, rare, praisewor-
thy and noble. In order to do them consistently you must consciously know how to do
these things properly; you do not do them out of sheer habit. And one of the things you
must know in order to do these things properly is the errors or failings, that is, the
excesses or deficiencies to which you are yourself most prone, because different men are
inclined by nature to different faults. Aristotle thinks that we can discover our own faults
by observing the pleasure or pain we experience and then drag ourselves in the opposite
direction aiming for the middle course which would exemplify what a good man, by
definition, would do in the circumstances. This will only become obvious to any par-
ticular individual as a consequence of the business of living; not by contemplating
action but by choosing and acting. Aristotle is not, then, describing the class-determined
Greek gentleman as has often been thought, so much as the non-neurotic man in some-
thing of an ideal Greek polis who knows not only his own temperamental failings but
also, through his own experience of agency, the principle by which to judge morally
fine behaviour. We should be aware that Aristotle is in favour of the character that
diSplays even temper, bravery, modesty, temperance, fair-mindedness, justice, liberality,

70 For further discussion of particular moral virtues see NE 111, vi—V.



164 ARISTOTLE

truthfulness, friendliness, dignity, pride and magnificence. Not all of these moral virtues
are what we, in Western European culture, influenced by judaeo-Christian norms, have
learnt to accept as admirable character traits, not least because of Christianity’s ‘fallen’
model of man where pride, in particular, is considered a vice.”!

Aristotle later discusses in book VII the four possible dispositions that one might
encounter in Greek poleis even with admirable and correct habituating norms. This gives
us not only an intrinsically interesting vantage-point from which to view what was
admired, but it also provides us with a set of character vignettes that would be reinter-
preted and transformed by later commentators in Roman, medieval and Renaissance
times. He describes:

The man who displays the kind of excellence of character we have been discussing.
The man who displays strength of will, desiring to act improperly, but who makes
himself act properly.

3  The man who displays weakness of will (akrasia), desiring to act improperly — in
accord with his appetite for the immediately pleasant —who tries to make himself act
properly because he knows what is good as a general principle, but who still fails to
act in accord with what he knows because he cannot see how the immediate situa-
tion falls under the universal or general principle of what is right. (This is how
Aristotle reinterprets and reconciles on the one hand, Socrates’ insistence that when
a man acts against his own interest, he does so in ignorance, and on the other, the
common view that holds one can know what is best but still not do it).

4 The man who displays badness of character, who wants to act improperly, thinks it a
good idea to do so, and does so without internal friction. The bad man deliberately
chooses to follow his appetite. Like the profligate, he chooses to pursue excessive pleas-
ures for their own sake and not for some ulterior consequences. He is certain to feel no
regret for his excesses afterward and, this being so, he is considered incurable, since
there is no cure for one who does not regret his error (NE VII, vii, 1150a16ff.). He does
not feel regret because his vicious habits have destroyed the first principle or starting
point in matters of conduct. Aristotle reminds us that neither in ethics nor in mathemat-
ics are the first principles imparted by a process of reasoning, but rather by virtue, whether
natural or acquired by training in right opinion as to the first principles. The bad prof-
ligate man has lost all principle. His vices have perverted his mind, causing him to hold
false views about the first principles of conduct, that is, about right and wrong.

N =

Urmson has provided an apt modern illustration of these four character types:

There is the even-tempered man who has no difficulty in waiting coolly in a traffic jam;
there is the hot-tempered man who can make himself act properly and he successfully
restrains himself. There is the hot-tempered man who tries to remain calm but cannot; and
finally there is the kind of character who curses and hoots at all and sundry with complete
self-approval.”

71 Machiavelli, as we see in volume 2, chapter 6 of A History of Political Thought, had something to say about what
Christianity in his own times had done to what he took to be the original Christian virtues which, he thought, were
tnore in line with those described by the pagan Greeks and Romans.

72 Urmson, Aristotle’s Ethics, pp. 31-2.
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Only the first displays excellence of character, the mean, which is the dispositional state
of the man who wants to act appropriately and does so, effortlessly, without internal friction.
Excellence of character is, then, an intermediate disposition towards action and not a
disposition to intermediate action. Men can only achieve this excellence of character
through habituation to good practices and thereafter voluntarily choosing to act, know-
ingly, in conformity with principles that have emerged from good practices.

Aristotle warns us especially to guard against pleasure because we are not impartial
judges when it comes to making our choices which necessarily involve pleasures. In so
far as we can be impartial judges, we should try to be. It is easier to be impartial with
regard to the behaviour of others. And we use as our standards of impartial, unimpassioned
reason, the tested conclusions of the experienced and wise as framed in the law which
has, from our earliest initiation into the family and community, habituated us to prac-
tices from which we have established our moral virtue, our settled disposition to do
well.

Of course, the question that will have to be addressed is whether all laws, or social
rules, succeed in habituating us to acting well as humans so that we can then function
best as what we are, by nature, and so realize the good for man as a rational activity of
our soul in accord with the best human excellence or virtue. The answer is, of course,
no. Only the best laws, not only intended but actually achieved by the best legislators,
result in the possibility of the good citizen coinciding with the good man. Others can
secure good, that 1s, law-abiding citizens but not good men. This will be treated in the
Politics, where Aristotle will maintain that most decent-enough societies (and they are
such if they have endured) instruct in moral beliefs and habits, only some do so better

than others. The consequence is that some people are enabled to live more humanly
than others.

Voluntary Acts and Responsibility

qu do legislators in societies like ‘our own’ actually determine to whom should go
praise and, therefore, honours and to whom should go blame and, therefore, punish-
ment? Aristotle tells us that legislators, concerned with moral virtues, that is the emo-
tions and actions of citizens, praise or blame those emotions and actions that are considered
voluntary, and those that are involuntary receive pardon and sometimes pity. Legislators
need to know how to distinguish the voluntary from the involuntary in order to reward
or punish. Book 111 gives us an extraordinary insight into the practices and evaluations of
conduct in fourth-century Bc Greek poleis.

Book 111" provides an analysis of degrees of human responsibility, not only for the
consequences of certain acts performed but for one’s own disposition or character that
led to the choices so to act. As agents, people are treated as the originating causes of their
voluntary actions, be they fine or discreditable acts. In this kind of society there is no
room for excuses that someone simply acted from his irrational feelings, temper or de-
sire, that is, there are no special circumstances for what we might call crimes de passion;
nor is there any distinction between premeditated acts of violence and sudden violent

73 Also part of book V, viii ff. and book VII.
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acts due to emotion. Both are blameworthy.” Aristotle insists that the irrational feelings
are considered by legislators and people in general to be no less a part of human nature
than are our considered judgements. As humans we are responsible for both and there-
fore rewarded or punished accordingly.” If a man is thought to be in some sense respon-
sible for his ignorance as an offender, he will be punished. Aristotle says that penalties are
doubled for committing an offence in a state of drunkenness because the source of
action is the agent and he was capable of not getting drunk. In choosing to get drunk, he
caused his own ignorance of his subsequent acts and their consequences. When it is in
our power not to be ignorant we are culpable.

This includes being punished for displaying ignorance of any point of law that ought
to be known and is not difficult to ascertain. He does not mean that it is up to the citizen
to go to the equivalent of the public library to find out what has been promulgated in
positive law. He means that from the business of living a life and from having become
habituated to practices from the doing of them, a man in his right mind will come to
know the universal principles of right action, not simply from social norms but from
perception, experience, induction and conclusions reached thereby. He will have taken
the trouble to ascertain the ‘facts’. Principles will necessarily emerge in him from the
repeated doing of the act in specific circumstances and he will follow on by rationally
deliberating on the practical alternatives in a present situation. Then, in choosing to act
in one way or another, he will have chosen to express himself as a certain kind of
character. In every sphere of conduct, Aristotle repeats, people develop qualities of char-
acter corresponding to the activities they pursue. Only an utterly senseless person can fail
to know that our characters are the result of our conduct. It is unreasonable to suppose
that a2 man who purposely acts unjustly or licentiously does not wish to be unjust or
licentious. But we must note that this is distinct from someone considered totally bad
and incurably vicious — the brutish character. Aristotle considers he is rare among hu-
man beings, although he says that sometimes we use the term ‘bestial’ as a term of
opprobrium for a surpassing degree of human vice (NE VII, i, 1145a30). Bestiality,
however, is considered less evil than vice because in a bestial man as in an animal, the
highest part, intellect, is not corrupted as it is in a man who is wicked in a human way;
instead, it is entirely lacking. Aristotle insists that a bad man can do ten thousand times
more harm than an animal or a brutish man! (NE VII, vi, 1150a2-8).

He makes it clear that there is no room for the Socratic excuse of ignorance of the
human good in the assessment of blame, because it is commonly held that a man can
know what is right and still not do it; in so far as Aristotle accepts it to be true that no one
willingly wishes to harm himself, one cannot say that a man does so out of ignorance of
what is right. An unrestrained or incontinent man does not wish to be harmed, but
Aristotle thinks that in his acting in a way he thinks he ought not to act, he voluntarily
harms himself. One can explain how this may come about, what intellectual state such a

74 It appears that the following situations wouild be the subject of blame and therefore punishment: 2 woman who
killed her violently abusive husband would be considered as having deliberately done wrong both in the case where
she waited to kill him later and thought about how to do it, and where she killed him in the heat of the moment.
75 In Politics IV, 1300b13-1301a15 Aristotle discusses the types of court, of which there are four, that deal with
homicide concerning deliberate killing, unintentional killing (manslaughter), offences with justifications, and homi-
cides by those exiled with a view to their return. Also see Plato’s Laws 865-7 on homicide as voluntary acts and
those done witbout deliberation.
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man is in, that is, that he voluntarily acts improperly because he does not see how hj
imme.dla.te desire to act improperly falls under the principle which he does kn li‘
what is right (and wrong). But this does not excuse him from blame.” If anvone :(1)\:/ ¥
a way that will make him unjust, he will be voluntarily unjust. There can bz no e)(c:cs e
of the sort that says ‘he is probably the sort of person who does not take care’. People oot
into thls.condition, Aristotle says, through their own fault by having ch(;sen f)o lget
careless .hves, making themselves unjust, licentious and dissipated characters If ma i
t}.le originator of his actions, then the actions whose sources are in him are the.mselvcrs1 ilri
his power, that is voluntary, and therefore, it is these that are open to praise and bla
and to reward and punishment. e
To us, this may seem harsh. But it does mean there is no philosopher who, through
appropriate questioning, can elicit an unconsciously known truth in men. For ’Aristotlge
it is not there before one has had perceptions and experiences and one has reasone(i
mductlyely to universal conclusions. It means that the truth will emerge for oneself onl
if one lives a life of practices and reflects on them oneselfin the course of making furth Y
dellb?rate. choices in particular circumstances. Does this include becoming habitguated fc:
practices in morally impoverished environments? Are we to blame even if our upbring-
ing is defective? ¢
Culturfil rules, for Aristotle, are facilitating occasions, providing the normative
rameters in which agents and practitioners have become habituated to acts and attendza—t
CmOFIOHS. But there 15 a point where cultural rules, as the contingent, varied and co:—
vennonalh contexts in which a person becomes experienced and learr’ls to think about
what he is doing, must be recognized as no more than better or worse opportunities. If
and when the person is considered mature enough to be an agent within a given miliéu
he must be considered capable of choosing to engage in practices. He cannot, and soci:
ety vs./111 not allow him simply to blame bad upbringing for his having done wr’on Even
Wlth,ln the most compulsive of situations or regimes, where events are not vs%thin a
man’s coptrol — say, stormy weather carries his ship somewhere and he is forced to
Jettison his cargo, or a tyrant has him in his power and commands him to do a base act
'?y threatening the lives of his parents or children — Aristotle tells us that it is debatable and
is debated whether his compliance is voluntary or involuntary. After all, one still prioritizes
:and,makes choiges even in dreadful situations. And the terms ‘volun;ary’ and Ii)involun—
w;}s' pir:foliiigd\ivlth reference to particular times and circumstances in which an action
iShZ;ls means that even if you .have. b.een. brought up in a miserable, morally impover-
. env‘lronrynent, AnsFotle thinks it is still possible, despite one’s bad training, to recog-
: (Zifi?ﬁizniactshand I‘(?tr?ln ypurself to better ways. But ‘with great difficulty. 1t does make
the per :2) rtt z; (115, It is easier for us to become gc?o.d if our early opportunities are of
responitie oy nd awtc 'recic-llvle the right sort of training (NE. 1179b23.). But as agents,
why ur acts in t. e last resort, c.ultu.rells not everything. A legislator, however,
studies politics as a science, must think it is at least the necessary (if not sufficient)

7 i A

urﬁltarﬁzsggz il}slt(l)ngslshes v, i;(l,l 1.36l.>5~9 etc.) between» voluntarily }?anx_ﬂng oneself and suffering injustice vol-

injustics durs norgilt ;s awazlrsw at is his own canmot be said Fo suffer injustice: giving depends on oneself, suffering

incontinen, & ep’en. on anotht.tr person acting unjustly against the other person’s wish. Not even the
man is voluntarily treated unjustly. Aristotle later confirms that it is not possible to treat oneself unjustly

al

though one can voluntarily harm oneself.
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condition to provide those laws which enshrine cultural practices which will enable men
not only to become responsible agents but actually achieve their good. Aristotle says we
must by some means secure that the character shall have at the outset a natural affinity for
virtue, loving what is noble and hating what 1s base. No one, of course, has these affinities
from birth because one has no character at birth. And it is difficult — but not impossible —
to obtain a right education in virtue from youth up without being brought up under the
right laws.” For this reason Aristotle believes that the nurture and exercise of the young
should be regulated by law, since temperance and hardiness will not be painful when they
have become habitual. But he does not think it is sufficient for people to receive the right
nurture and discipline in youth. They must also practise the lessons they have learnt and
confirm them by habit when they are grown up (and considered responsible agents) (NE
X, ix, 1179b30-1180a6). Therefore, Aristotle concludes that in order to be good, a man
must have been properly educated and trained, and must subsequently, on his own initia-
tive, continue to follow virtuous habits of life and to do nothing base whether voluntarily
or involuntarily. Mature initiatives are themselves to be guided by good laws backed by
sufficient coercive sanction. He says that a man’s continuing to follow virtuous habits in
maturity will be secured if men’s lives are regulated by a certain intelligence (their own)
and by a right system (their society’s), invested with adequate sanctions (of the law that
has compulsory force) (1180a14-19). We shall see that Aristotle reinforces this view in
Politics 1, 1253a30—4 where he says that man is the best of the animals when perfected by,
and the worst when divorced from, law and justice. That is why societies praise and
blame, reward and punish and legislators need to know when to do so, how and why.
Aristotle tells us that sometimes an action is performed which is wrong, but none the
less it will be condoned because the man acted out of fear of penalties that are too much
for human nature and which no one could endure. Similarly, a man may act in a particu-
lar way due to an ignorance of certain details of a situation which he could not reason-
ably be presumed to know, and therefore the consequences of his act could not be
foreseen. He is not ignorant of the universal principle of right and wrong but of the
details of the circumstances or objects of his acts. His particular action is wrong and
blameworthy but this does not necessarily mean that his character is wicked or will be
judged so (see NE V, viii, 20fF). His act will be judged involuntary if, the bad conse-
quences becoming known to him, he feels distress for having done it. He will be pitied
or pardoned as an involuntary agent. But there seem to be some acts which a man
cannot be compelled to do, that he must sooner die than do, though he suffer the most
dreadful death. In the Politics Aristotle will describe the values of the polis where men
refuse to be taken captive in a war fought to defend their own community. For such
citizens, a human life is not worth living at all costs and certainly not in the conditions of
slavery. The larger principle here is that merely surviving, without freedom, is not what
makes humans and their lives, human and choice-worthy.

Choice

When we make ethical assessments having to do with judging men’s characters and the
overall goodness of their lives, Aristotle believes that we only do so appropriately of

77 Compare the chance emergence of a philosopher in Plato’s Republic, above.
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adults who already have formed characters and have chosen a way of living. As adults
we are f:apable of making choices in the sense of having deliberated about how our owr;
acts fit into our view of our ultimate ends or values. What, then, is the nature of delib-
erate or rational choice (prohairesis) (NE 111, ii)? Aristotle provides an analysis of how
ancient Greeks used the word.

He tells us that (rational) choice is felt to be closely related to moral virtue and a man’s
choices are considered a better test of his character than are his particular actions. Choice
is the determinant of the limits of human responsibility, an attitude to which reveals the
reasons for praise and blame, reward and punishment in poleis like ‘our’ own. Choice is
a species of the genus voluntary act, that is, what is chosen is voluntary but not every-
thing that is voluntary is chosen. According to Aristotle, children and animals share in
voluntary actions but not in choice. Their sudden actions can be called voluntary but
they cannot be said to be done by choice. Choice is not a possibility for irrational
creatures, either animals who remain irrational and children who as yet have not learned
how to think rationally. Furthermore, choice is not concerned with pleasure or pain (as
is appetitive desire). We are being made aware of what appears to be the ‘common view’
that an educational process begins in the family with children, who are not manipulated
only behaviourally by physical punishment and reward. Children are viewed as alread
capable of responding selectively to their world in species-specific ways: by cognitioz
and desire. They are like animals but are more than animals. They act voluntarily and are
responsive to th§ kind of rule-bound, external and therefore rational parental ‘persua-
flon wh1ych 1s listened to by t-helr. irrational psyches, such admonition attempting to
persuade’ them to modify their views on what is good. But they are not seen as yet
capable of choosing whether or not to follow the advice because they have not collected
enough experiences to have arrived for themselves at a general knowledge of the princi-
ples of right and wrong. They are still at a stage of development where their appetites
can be amenable to reason but that reason is not yet their own.” They have not yet
established a conscious continuity in their behaviour to make them responsible singl
selves. P e

Choice concerns the practical means to an end which is already conceived as good or
bad (nqt true or false). It is our choice of good or bad that determines our characters, not
our opinion about good or bad. Aristotle distinguishes opinions as true or false, whereas
choices are good or bad. Choice concerns possibilities, not impossible wishes; whereas
Wwe can hav