Plato (427-347BC)
I. Plato’s metaphysics

1. General ontology
A. Two worlds
One distinctive feature of Plato’s philosophy is his metaphysical dualism, the division of reality into two ranges of objects separated by an unbridgeable gap between the visible and the intelligible worlds. For him there are two different realms, that of visible, material, changing and contradictory reality; and that of intelligible, immaterial, immutable and identical reality. The former is [is?] that of natural things: physical elements, earth, water, air and fire; animals, plants, human beings; social realities as social and political institutions, rules, the legal status of people; and works of art and technics, money, tools, buildings, or poems and music. The second one is that of immutable, simple and eternal essences, which according to Plato are separated from these particular objects; these we can only recognize and understand through those essences. But whereas the essences are independent from particular objects, these depend on essences in order to be what they are. One thing is a beautiful statue, and another one, beauty in itself. The former (the visible statue) is material and is beautiful only because it depends on the beauty; the latter (an ideal form) is immaterial and perfect, and is independent from everything. Aristotle will reject this gap between both worlds. For him, the essences are not transcendent to the material objects, but immanent [/'ımənənt/].
Plato’s dualism. Antecedents
In order to better understand his theory about reality, we should remember the Heraclitus-Parmenides antithesis, who conceived reality from two opposite points of view. For Heraclitus, reality is like an ever flowing river: a slippery, unstoppable, ever-changing thing. Its essence is just that: a process of change, and therefore it’s always becoming instead of being, like the sounds of a melody, which make sense only insofar as they go by. A melody, like a flowing river or birth and death, depend on time, the necessary condition for the visible reality to exist. Time and change are the reasons why we cannot fully understand the visible world: they make them confusing, difficult to comprehend, because, like the water in the river, as soon as we try to catch them, they have already changed and are no longer the same; so, the moment we apply a concept to them (e. g. ‘kind’, ‘young’ or ‘democrat’), they are no longer what they were before –the kind person suddenly becomes harsh, the young is getting older and the democrat turns out to be a tyrant–.
That’s why Heraclitus concluded –logically– that everything must be composed of opposite qualities: what makes a person kind coexists with what makes him unkind; democracy and tyranny are closely intertwined. Whenever a change is going on, time gives way to either one or the other opposite quality, but in fact things exist only insofar as these forces oppose each other, just like a bow [/bɑʊ/] exists only through the mutual opposition of the string and the stick. Therefore, it is nearly impossible to know visible things without having recourse to these two things: time and the opposition of contrary forces.
On the other hand, Parmenides exposed a completely different concept of reality (at least in his “Discourse on truth”), a reality perceivable through our reason only, not through our senses. Our reason requires everything to be identical (non-contradictory) with itself, and immutable (unchanging), because Justice (Zeus’ daughter Dikhé) or, in other words, logic, prevents it to simultaneously be and not be, and compels what is to be forever, and that what is not, to never be. Whence Parmenides concluded –in a similarly logical way– that the being is unique, identical, immutable and perfect, in sheer opposition to Heraclitus’ words. Consequently, whatever changes and contradicts itself must be different from the being itself: a sort of illusion or appearance.
Plato’s ontology is thus a solution to the deadlock posed by Heraclitus and Parmenides (and notoriously Zeno, Parmenides’ disciple) with their criticism of monist physicists. At the same time it intends to overcome the physicists’ materialism and mechanicism in an idealist sense. His idealist dualism opposes the sophists’ nihilism and arises from Socrates’ theory of definition.
The visible world
Visible objects, in the sense of Heraclitus’ ontology, are changing, multiple, contradictory, material and imperfect. All these “flaws” are due to the fact that they are material and spatio-temporal. This reality is to be found somewhere between being and nothingness, because according to Plato it is and is not, or in other words it becomes. And becoming means just that, to pass from not being (something) to being, and vice-versa: the visible world consists of processes, not of substances. There is no such thing as being calm or angry, but becoming calm or angry: change destroys any identity and permanence in things. That’s why in Plato’s view we never know anything about this world.
The intelligible world
It has already been defined what the visible world is. Given that it is the world we perceive through our senses, it is easy for us to represent it. Now the intelligible world is not so easy to figure, and our senses than be helpful prevent us knowing it in itself. First of all it must be said that these intelligible things are objective, outside our mind; that is, they are not mere mental thoughts. Now let’s enumerate what sort of ‘things’ there are in this realm. There are the mathematical objects, such as the straight line, the circle, or the numbers and their properties: briefly, everything Geometry and Arithmetic are about (the Ancient would add the stars in the sky and musical harmony, for they considered music and astronomy as parts of Mathematics). Many of the examples through which Plato explains what this world is like are drawn from this science (see the text “Meno’s slave”): undoubtedly Geometry is not about the circles drawn on a board, but about the circle itself, the ideal and perfect one. Similarly numbers are not the things they quantify, but what can be ‘counted’ or ‘measured’ in the visible objects: something free from any dependence or relation to the material world.
But mathematical objects are the least noble section of the intelligible world (see the text “The myth of the cave”), because they are somehow mingled with visible reality, as it is evident by the fact that no geometry is possible without space (the visible world’s necessary condition of existence), and no astronomy is possible without time. The intelligible-world’s noblest objects are essences without material deadweight and from space and time coordinates. Plato called them ‘forms’, or ‘species’, or ‘ideas’ (whence his philosophical brand is called ‘idealism’). From his examples, species can be either natural, like ‘person’ or artificial, like ‘bed’. Anyway, we mustn’t mistake the species for the particular person or bed. Yet these species make up the lowest level of the intelligible realm. Plato mostly spoke about grand philosophical words: logical notions as ‘identity’ or ‘unity’; epistemological as ‘truth’, ontological as ‘being’ or ‘perfection’; moral like ‘justice, ‘virtue’ or ‘good’, and esthetical as ‘beauty’. These objects, which happen to be the fundamental themes of philosophical reflection, are for him the supreme genus of which the other subordinate species partake and exist. In sheer opposition to Aristotle, Plato’s genuses are more real than subgenus and species. At the summit we find the Good and the Beauty, the goal of any philosophical research and the source for many of Plato’s-inspired mystical trends.

Generally speaking, ideal forms are unique, immaterial, identical, perfect, immutable, eternal, true and the only realities which can be said to actually be (like Parmenides’ being), instead of continually flowing (like Heraclitus’ river). They cannot erode over time, because they aren’t material, temporal or spatial beings; and, as they lack nothing, they don’t long for anything out of themselves; they are perfect, for they partake of the Good. That’s the reason why there is only one science (episteme) regarding these objects. Senses and experience are completely helpless to that effect; only reflection and reason are useful.

B. Relationship between both worlds
Resemblance
Nevertheless, Plato’s ontology is not a proper dualism. Comparing both worlds, we see that the visible is a mere copy, a quite imperfect and invaluable duplicate of the intelligible world. There is the first relation between both realms: resemblance. Just as a Tàpies’ duplicate will not have the market value of an original, a visible copy of an intelligible paradigm has a much lower ontological value. But between both there is a resemblance, and that plays an essential role in Plato’s epistemology (v. ‘Reminiscence). A relation of resemblance may exist either between visible things, as between two stones or two sticks –in opposition to the empiricists, for Plato this one is irrelevant–, or between a visible thing and an intelligible one, this one being a relation of a copy and its model (paradigm). This is a relationship between things belonging to different ranges, an inferior one (the material object), and a superior one (the ideal); what means that the reality in the copy is dependent on its model’s reality: if the thing is ‘white’, it is thanks to the ‘whiteness’ in itself; if the visible thing is ‘beautiful’, it is by means of the ‘beauty’ in itself, etc.
Participation
This conclusion leads us to the second relationship, darker than the former; one that Aristotle had rejected with no ceremony. The visible copy exists thanks to its participation in the intelligible model. Honestly Plato acknowledges that he does not know how this can be done, but he is convinced that his account is essentially correct. A statue is beautiful, he says in Phaedo, not because it’s made of marble (its matter), or symmetrical, or of such and such colour or texture, but only because it partakes of its paradigm: “Nothing makes beautiful a thing apart form the presence or participation in it of the beauty in itself. On this I cannot be more precise, but all beautiful things are so through beauty.” Beauty, as a natural order or musical harmony, cannot be produced by inferior or material causes; the Cosmos exists not by virtue of some blind forces acting in the world, but because it has been ordered according to a model of ideal perfection.
Finality (Tendency)
Finally, to the resemblance and participation of the visible thing in the idea, we must add a third relation: that of a tendency, an inner penchant or eros in the former to emulate the latter. Everything is drawn or attracted towards its ideal (not mechanically pushed to it, but in a similar way that the loved person attracts the lover), although it will never reach the paradigm’s perfection because its being is material. Whatever we find in the world shows this tendency to achieve its perfection, moved by the attractive power of the Good, something Plato conceives as the ultimate principle of the intelligible realm. In other words, this trend is the final cause, the telos that, beside the efficient cause, accounts for all the changes in the world. Plato will try to justify in his Timaeus this natural trend of all things to the Good by means of his craftsman-god, the demiourge.
In short, ideas make our understanding of the visible world possible; they furnish it with the reality that it does not possess by itself. But we should not take them as a sort of explanatory hypotheses in order to justify the order and regularity of the natural world, thus making sense of our experience. For Plato, his forms are the noblest objects, true realities and the proper, sole object of science. Their knowledge belongs only to dialectics, not to our senses (see ‘Epistemology’).
2. The Good, the soul and the Cosmos

A. The Good
The idea of good, which Plato presents in his mature dialogs, especially in his Republic with the analogy of the sun and the line, is the dialectics-research ultimate object, the object the soul pursues in its yearn for perfection, and the ultimate cause of being (even of nature) and of truth. In the first place, as a final cause on the one hand, it exerts its power over the things through attraction (eros), making them change in order to emulate their model’s perfection. Its efficacy is passively deployed, at a distance, radiating its power over the lower levels; on the other hand, it affords an objective base to ethics, thus saving it from the sophists’ relativism and conventionalism, which hold pleasure or interest alone are the final causes of human behaviour. Secondly, as a supreme reality, it is an objective reality, independent and separate from us and any other beings, be it natural or ideal; it is then an absolutely pure and perfect being in itself. Plato’s concept of good reminds the (future [would-be??]) conceptions of deity, except for the fact that it still lacks the subjectivity, the personality, the purpose, as well as the efficiency that natural causes have.

In the analogy of the sun (its visible copy),the good lights up the intelligible world’s essences so that we can understand them under its light, the truth –just as the physical sun sheds light so that the eyes can see the objects–. As the sun, its true nature is difficult to see, because it dazzles us to the point that we can be blinded if we try to perceive it directly; it is much better to know it through its effects on the soul, or by analogy with the effects of its visible copy, the sun, in the physical world, one of whose effects is the knowledge of ideas, which become intelligible by virtue of its light. It is also the object of a spiritual revelation that raises our human soul to the highest point it can reach; but the good itself is ineffable. In his Symposium Plato compares it to Beauty, which represents the final phase in the ascension of the lover. All three divine follies (the lover’s, the poet’s and the prophet’s) are inspired and guided by it to its fulfilment when the pure idea of beauty in itself is finally revealed, and the soul reaches the absolute perfection and an ineffable happiness. Furthermore the philosopher pursues it, but this vision carries knowledge with it, an intellectual state which, not only enables him to understand the world as a whole, also deeply inspires and disturbs his soul.

In addition to it, the good gives life to the intelligible world, feeds it with the being, is the ultimate foundation that gives existence to everything, just as the sun (its visible copy) provides the heat that living creatures need and brings about the seasons so that these can be continuously renewed.  In Plato’s metaphysics, which sets different degrees of reality to different levels of objects (artificial, natural, abstract ideas, essences), genus have higher degrees of reality than species; therefore, the higher the position of an object is, the higher the perfection it has, and the set of degrees culminates in an absolutely perfect being, a positive infinite, as Descartes would have put it, which lacks nothing, for it is in itself and for itself. On the contrary, lower degrees borrow their reality from higher genus. In the end all realities are fed by the perfection and reality which the highest object irradiates: the idea of good.

To conclude, it can be said that in Plato’s philosophy there are two independent ideas that in time will compound the concept of God in later theologies (Jewish, Christian and Muslim). On the one hand, the idea of good’s objective reality as the uppermost perfect being; and on the other hand the demiurge, the benevolent spirit endowed with conscious thinking  and will, who brings order to the chaos based upon the model of the intelligible ideas. The first one lacks personality, self-awareness, activity and purpose, the characters only rational subject can have. By contrast, the second one lacks the objective ground upon which it can be based, some universal model of perfection: that’s why the demiurge cannot but copy the model he finds outside himself. In later metaphysics, both ideas are melted in the conception of a personal and infinitely perfect god, and the intelligible models or ideas become thoughts in god’s mind, not separate entities.

B. The soul

In his Republic, Phaedo and Phedrus, as well as in the Timaeus, Plato draws his theory from Pythagorean philosophy: it is immaterial, immortal and the noblest part of human beings, which in this life lives imprisoned in a material body, and which throughout its exodus yearns to get back to its original place among the intelligible-world’s eternal essences. All relevant elements in his philosophy are put together in this conception of human soul: his two-world metaphysics, his doctrine of virtue, the a priori knowledge, the concept of society and his political philosophy. In other words this notion is a unifying element of his general philosophy, which, despite the evolution it underwent during Plato’s life, is after all a well-framed whole system of ideas with a high unity and coherence.

The myth: the tripartite soul

Using the symbolism to which Plato is so prone, in his Phaedrus he draws the description of the human soul on the analogy of a chariot pulled by two horses and guided by a charioteer. One horse is beautiful and noble, the other shabby and stubborn. The charioteer cannot command the chariot without the noble horse’s assistance, which keeps his companion at bay, rebellious and insolent.  These three items: the charioteer, the noble horse and the rebellious one, stand for the human soul’s three powers or faculties, respectively the rational, the spirited and the concupiscent parts. Reason has the twofold capacity of knowing ideas and guiding us in life with wisdom and prudence. The spirited part is the soul’s angry element, as much prone to obey the reason as it is to obey the concupiscent part. This, in turn, is the appetitive part, that includes our wants and material pleasures: unquenchable and permanently inclined to exceed al limits, it endeavours to lure the spirited part in order to get its support to give way to its appetites and to subdue reason to its dictates. The sober and just soul, the one which can harmonize all three parts, after the body’s death, goes back to the divine place it comes from, beside the pure good and beauty to enjoy a perfect happiness. The soul that succumbs to the empire of pleasures falls into depravation and crime, and is convicted to bear the torments Persephone and Hades inflict on them. However, all souls are destined to live and die in an infinite cycle of reincarnations, which Plato describes in detail in the Republic’s last book.

Between the rational and concupiscent faculties a permanent struggle takes place for the dominion of the whole soul. Reason wants to flee its body-prison or soma and to purify itself by avoiding any approaching to the body and its violent passions, lust, ambition, greed; it also desires to get rid of its senses insofar as they keep it tied to the material world. It is impossible not to perceive in this myth the later model of religious doctrines, particularly the Christian one. Safe for the reincarnation, the other elements ended up as the framework of this doctrine: the soul’s divine origin, immortality, the rejection of earthly life, rewarding of good souls and the punishment of the wicked.

The arguments

The belief that the soul is a principle of motion in living beings comes from a conception of matter as a passive reality, inert, unable to initiate any movement on its own or to produce ordered and complex structures as living beings or the Cosmos. When applied to human nature it means that the material element is neither the essence nor the leading force in human behaviour, for it has neither the knowledge nor the conscious purpose capable of initiating any action. Human action can only be explained through the action of a non-material principle capable of bringing about changes in material objects, and this principle is the soul.

For Plato the soul is immaterial, immortal and simple. Now, it is difficult to decide whether its immortality belongs to the soul as a whole (as the Phaedrus’s and Republic’s myths suggest), or it belongs only to the rational part (as the Timaeus suggests). Furthermore, the soul’s simplicity does not easily square with his division of the soul in three ‘parts’. Anyway, these inconsistencies might be merely ascribed to Plato’s taste for myths and analogies. Be it as it may, now we are going to see his main arguments regarding immortality.

The first proof is self-motion, for supposing the soul is in itself a principle of motion there cannot be any other principle prior to it; moreover, the soul not only possesses the property of self-motion, but is the cause of motion in bodies. Plato applies this conception not only to the human behaviour but to the physical world as well: anything that moves either has in itself an internal (mental) principle or is externally moved; therefore the soul must be immortal, and both can never have begun to be or stop being, provided that motion exists forever. Secondly, the soul has innate ideas, which is only possible if it has existed before its current life and has beheld the eternal essences. Finally, the soul is simple, given that each one identifies a unique being, an identical conscious mind, unique and simple; consequently it cannot die, for only compound things can be destroyed by dissolution of its elements. Setting out from these three arguments, namely that the soul has pre-existed, that it outlives its earthly body and that it is simple, it is forcefully immortal.

That the soul is immaterial is one of Plato’s main contributions to philosophy, besides other immaterial beings: ideas, the demiurge, the world soul, all of them superior and more perfect than material ones. The physicists had conceived not only the bodies but also the minds as material objects more or less subtly endowed with intellectual power and will: as a productive reason. This was the way the Milesian hylozoists conceived the principle or arkhé of nature (no matter they conceived it as water, apeiron, air or fire). The mechanists held, by contrast, a reductionist stance regarding the soul, as they considered it a mere epiphenomenon of the material substrate without which it would not exist. Plato reversed altogether these Presocratic views (safe for the Pythagorean) and gave philosophy a new course towards transcendent reality, which in time will inspire most realist and aprioristic doctrines.

C. Cosmology

Plato’s criticism of previous physics. ‘First and second navigation’

In the Phaedo Socrates reports his reactions as a result of a (public) reading of Anaxagoras’ book on the heavens. This is the starting point for Plato’s attack against the materialist and mechanist physics, that is, the physical theories at the time. According to Plato they were failed attempts to explain the facts in the world, and called them the ‘first navigation’: the research of the principles of nature, which they founded on material and mechanical principles. Plato rejected both conceptions and in opposition set forth a ‘second navigation’ based on the essences and final causes. Briefly, Plato’s criticism consisted of reducing matter and efficient causes to mere necessary conditions for the actual causes to operate: for instance, in order to communicate our ideas we need the sound (matter) and the action of our vocal cords producing an air vibration (mechanical action), but the true cause is the purpose of letting other people know them (final cause), and the true nature of the words is their meaning (essence), not the sounds by which we merely convey them. By means of several examples drawn mainly from the social world (Socrates’ trial, language), Plato shows how ridiculous the reductionism of physical explanations is, as if Socrates’ decision to die could be accounted for as the decision of his muscles and bones, rather that his consciousness’.

If we forget that the issue at stake here is nature, not human conduct, Plato’s explanations are completely credible and reasonable. The trouble is that here we intend to know why nature is as it actually is, and here Plato uses some principles that, though valid when applied on human and social objects, cannot be extended to the natural reality. In that reality we need the notions of purpose and meaning indeed; but to impose these principles on nature is, to say the least, not quite justified. Anyway, as soon as Plato sets out his second navigation the idea of an order-producing cause (the final cause), the idea the mechanists had rejected in their doctrines is called again into play; as is the idea of an explanation of the nature of physical bodies by means of the specific essence of a thing (essential cause), what makes it be what it is, and is shared by other things of the same species. This is for Plato the true cause, not the matter it is made of. Earlier physics had not researched into such causes, but had tried to reduce it to materialist explanations (to Anaxagoras’ elements or the atomists’ particles). Plato’s dualism and doctrine of the ideas or forms, was born from that source.

The Timaeus’ cosmology

Now, the final cause can adopt two forms. The first is the supreme good, which Plato weighs up in the Republic with his analogies of the sun and the line. The second appears only in the Timaeus, one of Plato’s old-age books and the only one dealing with the knowledge of nature. Here he introduces the concept of a wise and good god, the demiurge (craftsman), free of any envy, immaterial, gifted with enough intelligence to be capable of knowing the ideal models, and a will apt to shape and order the material element according to a pre-established plan. Yet this craftsman lacks any creative power, and can neither figure out the plan upon which nature should be shaped, nor create the matter, that is, the formless element the world is made of. Somehow the demiurge is the counterpart of the idea of good, to the point that only the joint action of both can model the material element to fit in the best possible way (which can never be perfect) to the well-ordered structure he must imitate. On the one hand, the demiurge provides the conscious activity needed in the modelling of the material world, and on the other hand the idea of good affords an overall plan and the attractive force needed to maintain an ordered and stable Cosmos. These two properties of the Cosmos, order and regularity, are ‘obvious’ for any teleological physics, and the standard upon which the value of any physical theory should be measured. According to Plato, the previous physics gave only insufficient explanations for both, thus failing to account for them; instead, his ‘second navigation’ offers a satisfactory account, “maybe naïf’, as he himself avows in the Phaedo, but fitted enough to pass the test.

The Cosmos

So, in order to explain the nature as a whole we need three realities: the model (the forms in the intelligible world), the copy (the bodies of the sensible world) and a third element, something “that turns out to be obscure and difficult” (that we can only perceive through a “hybrid” argument): matter, the substratum that those bodies are made of. For a reflection (a sensible copy) to exist, we need two things: the reflected object (the ideal model) and the mirror (matter); or for a print to exist we need a stamp and wax. The former, the model and the reflection, have already been treated in the general metaphysics. Here we are only concerned with matter as such and, of course, the demiurge. Matter alone cannot have any qualities, be sweet or salted, or heavy or light, because it wouldn’t be capable to receive and offer a place to every possible thing, but only to those things akin to it. Therefore, it cannot be seen, touched, heard, it has no colour, no taste, etc. Moreover, it cannot have any determined shape, or be in a solid or liquid state; it must be adaptable to everything, as wax is to any object made of it; otherwise it could not change and adopt the multiple shapes it has to represent and reproduce. That’s why its reality can only be conceived through argument, not by sensation. It must then be undetermined. It was Anaximander who first came up with such an abstract notion that in the end matter is nothing but the space the physical objects occupy and something that apparently can exist without them, independently. In other words, matter is reduced (as is in Descartes’ philosophy too) to extension. Similarly time, the third essential concept to build any cosmology (together with space and matter) is also in Plato’s view an absolute reality, something independent of any changes –which let us measure it, but are not a condition of its existence–. Space-matter and time are two absolute realities, necessary conditions for the sensible world to exist and for its diversity and changes.

Material reality is made of the classical-physics four elements, earth, water, air and fire (Empedocles’ physics), in turn made of parts shaped according to the four regular solids (Pythagorean mathematics). But ananké (necessity) hovers over it fatally pushing everything to the imperfection, this overcoming the good in itself and the demiurge, which, for all the power they have, they can only reproduce the model imperfectly. However, this existing world is, of all possible worlds, the best that can ever exist thanks to the generous participation of the demiurge and to the ideal model on which it is inspired.

II. Epistemology

Plato’s theory of knowledge is firstly rationalist in the sense of linking true knowledge or episteme to reason only, in contrast to sophists, who grounded it on sensory experience. Plato carefully differentiates rational knowledge from opinion or doxa. Secondly, it is aprioristic in the sense it claims we have innate or experience-independent ideas. The particular form this theory of knowledge adopts in Plato’s case is known as the theory of reminiscence or anamnesis or memory –which literally means the act of un-forgetting, and plays an essential role in the case of the soul’s immortality (see ‘The soul’).

Thirdly, it is realist; that is, it takes for granted the existence of an external and mind-independent reality as the object of our knowledge, in opposition to sophists, in particular to Gorgias’ nihilism or Protagoras’ relativism. Now, given that Plato’s ontology is dualist, there should be two basic models of knowledge as well (in fact there are four: see ‘Four types or reality’), according to his division of reality into two worlds, visible and intelligible. The validity of each form of knowledge stands in proportion to the reality level of its object; therefore, the surest form of knowledge has an object which is the intelligible, perfect and immutable forms, while the most imperfect one has as object which is the relative, changing, multiple and contradictory objects in the visible world.

1. Opinion and knowledge

Sensible knowledge
In the Theaetetus (see text ‘Critic of sensible knowledge’) Plato reviews our sensible knowledge in order to see whether it can yield actual knowledge or not. In particular, he analyzes Protagoras’ empiricist thesis that “knowledge is sensation”, and proves that sensation is neither sufficient nor necessary. It is not sufficient because some sense perceptions are not actual knowledge, such as severe cases of madness, hallucinations or dreams (an argument already laid out by Heraclitus that will be further developed by Descartes): “in such situations we have false perceptions and things are by no means as they appear to our senses”. Nor is it necessary, because there is knowledge without perception, memories for example. With these arguments Plato refutes Protagoras’ identity between knowledge and sensation, although not his more nuanced empiricist doctrine that knowledge arises from experience.
We also find in the Theaetetus (see ‘Critic of sophists’) one of the most compelling arguments against perception, grounded on the changing and contradictory nature of sensible beings. For a thing in permanent process of becoming, every judgement regarding its nature is a falsification of its reality. “In effect, nothing is always, but is always becoming”, for Protagoras. A sensible thing is a contradictory manifold of properties without a unique and identical being: “if you say it is big, it turns out to appear small as well, and if you say it is heavy, it will also appear to be light”. It is evident that no science exists about this kind of reality. If it did, it would be consistent and invariable, as is the knowledge of mathematical objects. Only permanent, simple and identical things like intelligible essences can be proper objects of science, because they are independent of the subject, in contrast to the changing and relative visible things.

Opinion and true knowledge

Opinion or doxa is the opposite state of mind to true knowledge or episteme, as sensible reality is the opposite from ideal forms. In the Republic (see text ‘Opinion’), Plato argues this difference grounded on the intentionality of human knowledge. Both truth and opinion must have their objects; they cannot be the knowledge of nothing. The object of true knowledge is the Being, while the object of ignorance should be nothing, as true knowledge and ignorance contrast one other. Then, opinion must lie somewhere between the brightness of true knowledge and the darkness of ignoring, and therefore its object must be somewhere between being and nothing: in other words it is not something that is, but something that becomes. It follows that for each opinion about something there is a contrary opinion, and that there are many different opinions about the same thing, because sensible beings are multiple and changing, and moreover every sensation is relative to an observer, since our opinions are based on our perceptions: whatever tastes to someone as sweet, is therefore sweet for him. For the person who gives the opinion, being and appearance are the same. But appearance is all that our senses perceive, and it is always relative to the beholder. Consequently, by reducing true knowledge to opinion (as Protagoras did), true reality is reduced to phenomenon. According to this sophistic doctrine, nothing else can be expected from human knowledge.

On the contrary, if true knowledge means knowing the true beings, and if there must be any immutable and permanent knowledge at all, necessarily it must refer to a suprasensible reality, and necessarily it must be available only to reason (inasmuch as it does not want to be misguided by our senses). Both these realities cannot be said both ‘to be and not to be’, nor can they appear to be different to varied people, or to the same person in different moments; but they are in themselves absolute, and identical for every observer. In fact, Plato’s argument goes from knowledge to reality (and this is not the only case): he does not prove that true knowledge is true because there are suprasensible entities; but that, on grounds of our actual true knowledge (which is never doubted), we can demonstrate the existence of these entities: his epistemology entails a metaphysical ontology as a condition of possibility for true knowledge without which we could never go beyond opinion. Now Plato’s confidence in true knowledge comes from Socrates’ dialectics. Plato just furnishes the justification that Socrates’ epistemology lacked –that’s the reason why this one could still be deemed a sophist or conventionalist, given that his criterion of truth was an ultimate agreement among dialoguers–.By this justification, Plato achieves a definite breakthrough in epistemology: given that there is true knowledge, superior to opinion (even if this one is unanimous), it necessarily presupposes transcendent reality.

2. Reminiscence

Origin of rational knowledge: failed answers

Once opinion is rejected as a valid form of knowledge because it’s based on sense experience, we’ll see next how rational knowledge is brought about. Socrates’ definition-technique turned out to be insufficient, as is evident in Plato’s ‘Socratic’ dialogues: it is a dreadful tool used in refuting erroneous beliefs, but not so good at achieving true knowledge, so long as it bolsters scepticism rather than sapience. Dialectics itself has its own perils when used with a destructive spirit (see Republic, VII), especially when young and bold thinkers make use of it. On the other hand, we cannot expect any certain knowledge from sensations: there is a gap between sense-information and what we call true knowledge. Therefore, where does rational knowledge come from? In fact, Plato presupposes rational knowledge, but at the same time he is intent on making out [find out] its origin. Given that we assume to have true knowledge, not grounded on sense-experience, it means that we are supposed to possess it before birth. Now, not everybody possesses rational knowledge, rather only a minority, and even for these few it seems very difficult to achieve, as Socrates’ failed dialectics shows. It appears therefore that everyone has it, but not everyone is aware of it (so they must have forgotten it): only a few succeed in grasping full awareness of it.

Knowledge is recollection

The answer to this is reminiscence: we have forgotten our innate knowledge, and only a few –true philosophers– can recall it. Plato’s thesis is that ‘true knowledge is recollection’, yet it is recollection of intelligible objects only. When someone sees an image and straight away associates it with a word, this is an act of recollection or reminiscence: for instance when we see an acquaintance and our mind immediately finds a name for him or her. Well then, whenever we judge, affirming or denying a predicate from an object, we carry out an act of reminiscence. Now there are certainly lots of things that we have learned through experience, like our friends’ names, or plants’ or countries’ names, and Plato does not deem these cases to be rational reminiscences. It is here where the essence [nub??] of Plato’s theory of reminiscence lies: there are concepts (only a few) we know and use, but that we have never learned: rather they are necessary to learn all the things we know, so that we would know nothing without having concepts such as these before any experience (see text ‘Common and especial qualities’). Once we have assumed that we have these innate ideas, let’s begin by giving a brief list of them: first, there are logical notions like unity, identity and difference; mathematical, like numbers or figures; moral, like right and wrong; or aesthetic, like beauty, symmetry or harmony. As it is evident, for Plato we have innate ideas only of supreme intelligible objects; we would hardly be able to say that there are innate ideas of natural species or products of human activity, like horses or scissors (although Plato is not very clear about this question).

Conceiving our knowledge of ideas as an act of recollection helps to understand the point in Plato’s theory. Because, first, when we remember something, especially when we have half-forgotten it, we know for certain that we knew previously that very same thing we now remember, not a different one. Recalling is very different from knowing something for the first time. When we try to remember a name, we try different similar names, but only when we hit on the right one, we know for certain that this is the true one. Similarly we can understand rational knowledge as an act of remembering. The sort of certainty we reach in rational matters is like that of recollection: the solution is the only one possible, and we know for certain that it is the right one, as it turns out to be in a mathematical problem (see ‘Meno’s slave’). Yet, this is not only the case in mathematics, but in moral and aesthetic concepts too: in other words, under an apparent confusion (oblivion) there is a sole hidden truth which is revealed only when we understand (remember) the concept. This difference between learning something for the first time and recalling it, grants the validity of the latter, and makes the former far more dubious. But rational certainty is not subjective, of course: for Plato, the security of rational knowledge is granted by the existence of a world of real essences, independent from sensible objects.

Justification of the theory
Plato illustrates his reminiscence theory with the famous myth of the soul, which beholds the eternal essences in the intelligible world. When the moment arrives that the soul is incarnated in a mortal body, it forgets them after drinking the water of the Letheus River, but can recollect them again over time through observation of sensible reality, which happen to be a copy of that world. (This is the only role Plato attributes to sensation.) But leaving aside the myths, Plato affords two proofs of his theory; one of them in Meno (see text ‘Meno’s slave’), and the second one in Phaedo, where he analyzes mathematical concepts as ‘equality’.

In the Phaedo (see text ‘Knowledge is recollection’) and in the Theaetetus (text ‘Common and especial qualities’), Plato remarks that in order to judge the degree of resemblance between two things, two stones for instance, we must have the notion of equality, which is the maximum degree of resemblance. But the snag is that we cannot build the mathematical notion of perfect equality from our sensations, because everything we perceive, we perceive as different, not equal. Each pair of resembling things are similar in one sense and unequal in another (they aren’t perfectly equal). But if true knowledge is the ‘capture’ by our mind of a reality, it follows that no sensible reality can convey the perfect notion of equality. Therefore, according to Plato, this idea we must have acquired by seeing equality itself, one that is never unequal; and this entails or presupposes the existence of an intelligible realm our souls have beheld; that we have a priori concepts derived from this contemplation, and that we forget it the moment we come to this world. Plato’s analysis of equality evokes Hume’s analyses of substance and cause, yet their conclusions are largely different, because whereas Hume’s epistemology is phenomenalist (our minds perceive only impressions, not objects), Plato’s one is realist (knowledge meaning for him true representation of actual objects).

3. Four kinds of knowledge
Towards the end of Book VI, and at the beginning of Book VII, Plato offers a parallel exposition of both kinds of reality and knowledge with the analogy of the line and the myth of the cave. For a realist epistemology as Plato’s is, a continued reference of knowledge and reality to one another is unavoidable. In Book VI Socrates asks Glaucon to cut a line into two unequal parts, and each one of these into two fragments, also unequal. The relation of each part to the next superior one is that of a copy to its model. We have four parts ranged from the shortest to the longest. It must be said that this fragment of Plato’s book is quite obscure and is an object of controversy among scholars. Anyway, it is no objection to our attempt to interpret it on grounds of a systematic lecture: taking into account the education theory laid out in the Republic, the myth of the cave and other parts of this work, we can easily figure out what each kind of knowledge is like. The first division refers to the duality of a sensible and intelligible world (and knowledge). The second one, to a further division inside each realm.

The analogy of the line

To begin with the first fragment, on the bottom of reality (and knowledge), we find the basest and almost unreal reality, that of ‘images’, the copies of sensible objects. According to the concept of art in Plato’s time as an imitation of nature, we can easily interpret these copies of natural objects as the works of art: picture, sculpture, and the literary art: epics, myths, altogether reproductions (but not at all exact) of natural models. In his famous myth (see text ‘Myth of the cave’), this slice of reality refers to the shadows on the cave’s dark bottom. Its correlative kind of knowledge is similarly a copy or shadow of sensations, our images, and the faculty of imagination or eikasia (a free faculty, by contrast to our memory), a faculty, he says, capable only of forming conjectures, with a very low value as knowledge. But we ought to remember that along the process of a person’s formation, Plato sets the myths as the first stage, that is, epic poetry with its fictive stories of gods, heroes and monsters, because this is what best fits to children.

In the line’s second fragment of reality we find the objects of nature, and perception as its correlated form of knowledge; that is, our beliefs based on sensation. In the cave’s myth, this part refers to the puppets which project shadows. We call the knowledge of this reality, in general, experience based on the observation of things, and in the finding out of regularities that allow us to provide for the future events and to master nature for our sake. Plato criticizes this sense-knowledge, but not because it doesn’t fit its object, but because this object’s being [??] only half-real and contradictory, ever flowing and for this reason a failed source of sure knowledge. Plato calls faith or belief (pistis) or opinion, which due to its obscurity and relativity cannot be true knowledge.

In the intelligible part of the line, we find first a copy, but not as before of sensible objects, but now of intelligible ones. These copies themselves are intelligible, but the material they are made up is of a sensible nature. Such are the mathematical objects: when we draw a triangle, which is of sensible nature, we use it to represent the rational idea of a triangle and to demonstrate its properties. Even more, this spatial condition of geometrical figures itself keeps this science linked to space, which happen to be a necessary condition of sensible reality. In the cave they are represented by the shadows and reflections projected by the natural objects that our liberated prisoner met in the upper world. Still darker is the sort of knowledge (rather reasoning) that Plato connects to this reality, which he calls discursive thinking (dianoia): a sort of knowledge placed somewhere between opinion and knowledge, that starts off from hypothesis to deduce other statements; the conclusions must evidently be themselves hypothetical, which is the cause that makes mathematics a science without a solid foundation. Plato rejects the idea that mathematics can be [??] useful to interpret or decipher nature; but he does not demote it (arithmetic, in this case) to just solving everyday troubles in economical transactions. He finds it useful only as training for dialectic reasoning, because it prepares our understanding to think with pure ideas and relations only, not with sensible ones, and to think in a strictly conceptual, deductive way.

Plato’s last fragment of the line, the longest, refers to pure ideas without any dead weight of matter: the forms or essences in the intelligible world, the system of all the models of sensible realities, crowned by the supreme idea of Good. The myth of the cave introduces this world like the objects the prisoner sees in the upper world once he has got accustomed to the sunlight: animals, plants and all other realities from the earth to the sun. Plato similarly does not assign to these objects a direct form of knowledge, although he talks indirectly all through this work of our ‘vision’ or ‘contemplation’ of ideas, as if we could have some sort of intuition of essences, perceptible only by our reason. He certainly relates them to a superior form of knowledge, (even better than mathematics), which he calls dialectics, and defines as the art of reasoning from hypotheses too, but not as principles but using them in order to ascend to the ultimate foundation of everything, the idea of Good. Dialectics reminds us of Socrates’ technique or refutations, by which we can reveal all knowledge is partial and contradictory, and must be surpassed by a final superior, sufficient, conception. What makes the difference between Socrates’ and Plato’s dialectics is that, for the latter, dialectics is inseparable from the world of essences, which grant us a successful conclusion in our researches; while, for the former, we cannot go beyond our agreeing on one unanimous opinion. 

4. Finalist and mechanist explanations

Mechanist physics opted for mechanist explanations against finalist ones, and for materialism against idealism or essentialism. This goes for Empedocles as well as for Anaxagoras and in particular for the atomists, who reduce sensible qualities to mere material facts: for instance they reduce the acid taste to the thorny shape of lemon atoms, or water liquidness to its flat, lentil-like, sliding atoms. This is strong reductionism. Anaxagoras had brought the nous into play just in order to give a first push to the immobile, homogeneous and formless mass of raw matter; but indeed his physics does without any intervention in the world of his mover God.  In fact, science has always moved forward through such reductions: light is but waves, inheritance is but a physical transmission of DNA, the solar system is kept together only by gravitational force, evolution is but mutation and adaptation, and so on. But just as physical explanations appealing to an intelligent designer of the world have long been put down as absurd, also the application of the mechanist model to human action has lead to a similarly absurd outcome. In Plato’s philosophy these two scopes, natural and social, are somehow confused, which drives him to export arguments valid in the scope of human conduct and ethics out to a physical scope where they are no longer valid.

In the Phaedo’s (97b-100e) well-known fragment of the first and second navigation, Socrates shows his initial enthusiasm for Anaxagoras’ appeal to the nous or intelligence, only to feel right away disappointed seeing that, apart from the first movement, he gives the nous nothing else to do in order to arrange things in the best possible way, but abandons it to blind natural forces. Starting with the dramatic scene where the work is located, the cell in which Socrates sits waiting his death in conversation with his friends, Plato scorns materialists and mechanists altogether, who, in order to explain this event would say that Socrates sat there because his muscles had tightened and relaxed thus making his body adopt a sitting and waiting position, and because our body is made of bones, muscles or nerves; it all would provide a sufficient explanation of the scene. With no transition he remarks how the physics make the same error in their explanations of the natural order, the Cosmos, through material principles as air, fire or water and earth, and forces like whirlwinds or the wind drift, etc. Thirdly, he also shows the nonsense of trying to explain language by reducing it to sound, air and lip movements.

Given how absurd these explanations are, Socrates embarks upon a second navigation he gives greater consideration to the former. He believes that these ‘causes’, which in fact are only conditions, should be substituted for true causes, the essential and finalist. In other words, Socrates is there in his cell because he thinks it is the best (finalist cause) for him and for the polis, in accordance with the concept of justice, and by no means because he has been pushed (mechanist cause) by his muscles; that is, finalist causes have a priority over mechanist in any explanation of either natural or human facts. Similarly, the beauty of a statue, or the meaning of the sounds we hear are non-material properties, but intelligible ideals that, no matter how, they act on material things and give them the qualities they have. The formal or essential cause is the only true cause of being and should substitute for the material one. For Plato we are as much unable to explain the nature or essence of man by any description of the parts he is made of, as we are unable to explain the meaning of the word ‘man’ by saying it is made of the letters ‘m’, ‘a’ and ‘n’. So essentialism turns up for the first time in philosophy, and will remain there for many centuries, well over materialism.

III. Politics

Plato’s political thought is usually defined by such denominations as utopianism, communism, feminism and totalitarianism. But leaving aside their value as merely approximate and simplistic, none of these categories can be applied in their ordinary sense to Plato’s philosophy without coarsely distorting his thought. Neither is his utopia an unrealistic dream of its own (although he failed to establish one such in Syracuse), nor his communism has anything to do with this contemporary, populist, leftish and equalitarian ideology (it is rather the opposite), or his feminism is based on any commitment or sympathy for women’s submission or rights, and least of all his totalitarianism is so total as contemporary totalitarianisms, be they rightist or leftist (he reserves it to the elites).

1. Utopia

A. Origin of society. The minimal state.

Plato lays out his political philosophy mostly in his books Republic and Laws. The Republic’s 1st Book begins with a typical Socratic discussion about the definition of justice. However, as is usual in the Socratic dialogues, no agreement is reached. Among the rejected solutions is Trasimacus’ conception of justice as a natural right in the strongest man to dominate over everyone. It is little more than a justification of tyranny that Socrates dismisses by showing that a democratic majority is always stronger than any isolated individual. In Book II (see ‘Giges ring’), both Glaucon and Adeimantus lay out an impressive battery of arguments showing why it is better to appear to be just without actually being so (at least in a society such as we know it) than being just without appearing to be so: the just ends up being despised, and dies poor and hapless, while the unjust satisfies all his desires and lives happily and envied.

In the face of so persuasive an argument, Socrates plans to expound his answer to the central question whether the unjust man (or its perfect model, the tyrant) is happier than the just, in a biased way, building first a broad definition of justice in “capital letters” (in the state), and leaving aside what justice is in “low case letters” (in the individual) for a second try [turn??], and to postpone the question of happiness to the end (in Book IX). That means, in the first place, to build in the mind a perfect political system (the ideal concept of a polis), wherein we must find justice and the rest of social virtues in order to apply these conclusions to the individual. The exposition sets off from the essentials. A society is set up in its very beginning by necessity: “Is not the origin of society due to each man’s impotence to provide for himself, and to the want of so many things he needs?” And it is gradually articulated according to a division of labour grounded on the natural skill of each.

In the first stage we find primary necessities of existence: food, house, clothes, which entail the cooperation of the peasant, the builder and the tailor (primary activities). From the start, then, division of labour and social cooperation are first most definitely required, given the impotence of each one to provide for the primary needs, and secondly they are highly beneficial because this formula is more efficient than any other, for it enables everyone to do the job they are best qualified to, thus improving work and maximizing the final output. Plato states in this way the principle that “each one must devote himself to do his job without interfering with the others’.”

Right away a secondary need arises, the need for tools of peasants, builders, etc. to work with. Following the division of labour, each necessity should only be satisfied by a specific workforce. If, therefore, we need tools, the new jobs of blacksmiths and carpenters should be added to the former.

But as nowhere in the world it is possible to find all what is needed (to survive, surely, but to get raw materials as well, iron, wood,…), here we have a new (tertiary) need, and the new corresponding jobs: we now need traders, merchants, money in order to facilitate economic  exchanges, new roads and sea routes, importers and exporters, etc. (that is, tertiary activities).

So far, we have imagined the minimal state for people to survive. According to Socrates, this is the only “healthy” state, one where not many physicians are needed because people live with just the bare minimum necessary to survive. But at this point, Socrates’ fellows point out that this state is closer to a “society of pigs” than of people, and therefore he should allow pleasures and comfort to take place: we’ll have all sorts of unnecessary jobs and activities, which happen to be typically social: cooks, hairdressers, musicians, theatre… and physicians, of course, because this society no longer puts up with what is strictly necessary, but now becomes insatiable, now desires more things and more luxury, and this weakens a healthy body brought up in scarcity. 

As a whole, the needs and jobs enumerated so far are known as the civil society, which devotes itself to economic affairs, entertainment and private affairs. We’ll call it ‘the people’. 

This society increases its population so much, that (once again) by sheer necessity it is compelled to clash with its neighbours, and to compete with them for vital resources. Hubris is the cause of war. And if it is to wage war, our principle of division of labour forbids the peasants, blacksmiths and hairdressers to fight themselves, but we need a professional body of warriors, which will be responsible for the city’s defence. However, this task is much more compelling than the economic ones, because the whole existence of the state depends on it. That’s why Plato thinks that this office of guardian or warrior cannot be randomly assigned, but, on the contrary, apart from requiring special natural qualities, it must be taught. The warrior’s required virtues are at once aggressiveness and soft manners, for a soldier must have an aggressive temper in facing the enemies, but pleasant manners to deal with their fellow-citizens. But difficult though it seems to find such qualities together in the same person, nature presents us with a clear example, that of dogs, who bark at strangers, even if they are good, and love those they are acquainted with, even if they are wicked. Education will be needed to strengthen those natural trends: gymnastics and military training will improve the former, and music the latter. We’ll call this class ‘the warriors’ or ‘guardians’.

Yet the state is not complete without rulers. We need civil servants or magistrates for the new offices, for which those who have the best natural endowments must be selected, for they will have to go through a training scheme much wider and deeper than the guardians’. The politician should have intellectual curiosity, love for truth, readiness of comprehension, good memory, musical sense, temperance and other capacities. But, what is most important, he must ascend to the pure ideas, the knowledge of justice and the good in itself, separated from their visible copies, delusive and confusing as they are in the social world. That’s the reason why their education includes mathematics and dialectics. Yet it is not enough: once in possession of the ideas, they should be compelled to go back “to the bottom of the cave” to undertake the duties of government; that is, they will have to apply the pure and eternal ideas of the upper world to the fleeting and deceitful shadows of the world below, that imitate those there in the intelligible world: they must have prudence, the virtue of the judiciary, the practical wisdom that consists in judging and assessing, from principles, particular cases and the ever changing human opinions. This class we’ll call “the magistrates”.

B. Organisation of the warriors’ class

Much better-known than the question of the origin of society is Plato’s arrangement of his ideal political regime. Briefly, what can be said about it amounts to a model of social division (similar to Egypt’s or Sparta’s regimes), conservative, with an absolute dividing line between rulers and ruled, plus some features such as communism and feminism, lively polemic in his time. Plato reckons his model is perfect, the pure idea of a just state, regarding which the historic, actual states are but defective copies (though some of them may well be better than others). 

Once his formation of the state is completed, Plato ignores the people. It is supposedly devoted to satisfy society’s wants and pleasures excluding any other concerns; here we find rich and poor people, each one dedicated to his social, familiar or economic affairs, and paying little or no attention at all to public affairs. Nor is the state much concerned with them, indeed; or with their professional education, not to mention humanist or political formation. In fact, from Book III on, it may be said that the discussion bears only on the political superstructure (and philosophical issues).

The warriors order is formed by selecting the best boys (and girls), those who have the required natural endowments, no matter the class they are born in or their origin. Plato argues that women must take part in this order as well as men, for, as nature shows, when it comes to defend the offspring, females are as able to fight and as ferocious as males. Needless to say that, in holding this opinion about women, Plato adopted a stance wholly eccentric in that time and in Athens. But for him, no natural reason hampers women to have access to education and to the highest offices in the polis.

The state’s concern is to provide the warriors military instruction, physical and emotional education, with the help of gymnastics and music, which respectively educate the soft and the violent natural elements typical of the young soldier’s soul. Their life is spent in camps off the city, where everything is common. The first trait to stress within the organisation of this political body is this communism of sorts: whatever they possess is a property of the state; they cannot have (nay: not even touch) money or any sort of property, or run any lucrative activity. They eat in common dining halls and sleep in their tents outside the city. The reason for this rule is that as soon as they acquired any property, they would care more for their interests than for the community’s; and having regard to their being the armed force in the state, they could easily use their power to appropriate the city’s treasures instead of using it to defend it. 

The second rule, even cruder, forbids the warriors to marry, to form families and have their own children. This new communist trait is justified on the same ground as before: those who have children look more after them than after the common good, are prone to nepotism and in order to favour their family will easily go astray from their duty: the defence of the state. The magistrates will deter them from so doing by regulating sexual intercourse between warriors through a (fiddled) raffle, where boys and girls will mate and have children –the fraud Plato justifies as a measure to prevent jealousy and envy, and consists in a manipulation of the raffle’s results with a view to eugenics–.The state straight away takes possession of children born this way and put them under the care of the state nurseries, so that they never come to know their progenitors. All warriors deem those of their generation siblings; those of the previous, parents, and those of the posterior, sons and daughters. All together they constitute a large common family with no particular interest that might tempt them and seduce them to infringe their obligations.

C. Justice

 Once the specific virtues of each order are enumerated (people’s self-command, warriors’ courage and magistrates’ prudence), Socrates, with his usual wit wonders where there should the justice be, given that it must be somewhere in his ideal model, if it is to be perfect. “With no doubt justice should be here; look and try to find it, and as soon as you see it, make us know it”, he tells to Glaucon. What is fairly shocking is that, what they had so hardly been struggling to find, finally turns out to have been before their eyes from the beginning: what makes the polis just is precisely what had guided Socrates in the setting up of the state, the principle that had distributed to each the social role best fitted to his nature. That is, the division of labour, the principle that “each must limit himself to his job not interfering in the others’ tasks”.

Now, this principle admits two interpretations: there is a horizontal division of labour consisting in assigning to each the fittest job according to his aptitudes: that the stronger, for instance, work as husbandmen, that the more skilful in counting numbers work as retailers, and so on –a division, say, neutral–. But there is a vertical division as well, of rank and responsibility, which not only is based in the natural aptitudes, but requires education, and which provides the superior offices to those with superior capacities –a not-so-neutral division–. Public offices such as warrior and magistrate are not open to anyone, a feature in which it is easy to see Plato’s aristocratic elitism, which is not difficult to understand, given his pedigree. Yet this elitism is neither hereditary nor exclusively naturally-based, but grounded on the principle of merit. All in all, today we distribute the public functions in this way, not by reason of lineage (the distinctive signal of an aristocracy), or by drawing lots [??] (the democratic way of choosing).

So then justice is the principle by which everyone must confine himself to their functions without interfering with the others’. Not only must peasants abstain from doing the job of smiths or traders, but they are forbidden to undertake any public function. Generally speaking, justice enjoins first that the people confine itself to the economic affairs of providing for our natural (for survival, for products and resources) and social needs (the comfort of civilized life), and that refrains from taking up arms to defend the state, and even more from governing it. Secondly, it commands that the guardians limit themselves to the defence of the state against its inner and outer enemies, and abstain from running business or from ruling the state. And finally, that the magistrates hold the government and judiciary, but abstain from waging war or having properties.

Each order has its own function and a specific virtue: the people’s virtue is self-command, the wilful submission to the authority of wise governors and the avoidance of any immoderate wishes and pleasures; the guardians’, courage facing dangers; and the rulers’, prudence or practical wisdom; justice, finally, being the principle that holds the entire body united and harmonious, and prevents any a abuse of the parts out of the prescribed limits.

2. Injustice (Books VIII and IX)

A. The utopian state and the historic states
In contrast with justice, injustice is the cause of disruption in this order. But not any disruption whatsoever, but in particular any regime not ruled by philosophers. In order from better to worse, unjust regimes are timocracy (ruled by the warriors), oligarchy (ruled by the best-off), democracy (the rule of the people) and tyranny. Briefly, injustice befalls whenever a body lacking the capacity of formation to rule usurps the government. This is the case in only two cases, regarding the fact that there are only three classes in the state (the people, the warriors, and the magistrates): when the warriors usurp the political power, and when the people usurp it. In the latter case, though, Plato differentiates three regimes, on ground of the heterogeneous composition of this class: on the one hand there are rich and poor people, who respectively form oligarchic and democratic regimes; on the other hand we find honest and unscrupulous persons, ‘the drones’ who do not any productive activity and are like bloodsuckers for the hive, malefactors, mercenaries, and the worst of all, demagogues who, once in power, impose a tyranny.

This classification is systematic, depends on the definition of justice and the composition of society. That is, there cannot be any other regime apart from the mentioned, except for the hybrid ones. Furthermore, Plato clearly stresses the difference between the utopian model and these. The former is difficult to find in any place: on the one hand it is a model, an intelligible idea, eternal and immutable useful as a standard for the judgement of the other, but on the other hand is the final goal of every human in political action (Plato himself tried hard to make it real) and he deems it possible. At the same time, it is a primeval myth and a utopian horizon. The others, by contrast, are actual realities in the visible world: by their nature, they are historical, perishable, unstable and contradictory.

B. History
Plato’s concept of justice not only provides a standard for classifying and hierarchically ranking all political regimes, but also a philosophy of history. Political changes are not casual; they obey to an inexorable law that possesses the following two essential characters: decadence and polarity. According to the first, each change a regime undergoes makes it worse: historic evolution is going ever backwards. It starts off as a mythic origin and becomes timocratic (by a sort of fate or accident) with warriors’ takeover of the political power, and the substitution of the philosophers’ wisdom by the hero’s honour and glory; later it degenerates in an oligarchy, when the warriors begin to enjoy comfort and taste the pleasures brought about by riches. But from this regime, still an ordered one (though rigged by dissent between rich and poor), arises democracy when the people defeat the oligarchic party, and enjoin equality and liberty. The last takes place when the democratic anarchy gives way inevitably to the tyranny with its aftermath of crime and slavery. Plato analyzes these transitions very carefully, of course, but he sees a general trend to decadence, and it is worth a law of history. Plato’s historic vision is pessimistic, conservative, the antithesis of the conception of progress, which conceives the passing of time as advancement and improvement.

According to the second character, polarity, changes consist in the passage from one extreme to the opposite. The principle of each regime (as indicated above in italics), what is most intensely and exclusively desired by it, drags it fatefully to its extinction and gives rise to a new regime that worships the opposite principle. Let’s see these transitions in terms of their opposite principles (except for the first passage, from aristocracy to timocracy, where it cannot be said that the king-philosophers’ wisdom is any sort of “excess”). (1) From timocracy to oligarchy, there is a transition from the honour acquired in the war, the contempt of life and the desire of immortality, to the greed, the love for money, which can only flourish under peace. (2) From oligarchy, with its evils of social and economic inequality, arises democracy, with its equality, maybe not economic but at least political –although excluding slaves and women–. Finally (3) from democracy arises tyranny, from the principle of anarchical liberty to slavery and the most awful submission. Plato tells nothing about future developments. 

Despite the schematism of Plato’s theory, it would be easy to find instances in the historic evolution of Western Europe without falsifying the facts, safe for evident contextual differences. The mythic time of the birth of European countries in the Middle Ages, with those wise kings usually present in many national traditions, can be compared to the utopian state. Feudalism, and above all absolute monarchies, is not far away from timocracy (which Plato describes following the model of Sparta), with its cult to honour and war. The liberal state that puts a stop to the Ancient Régime, is a good example of the social division and economic liberties that Plato describes as the distinctive elements of oligarchy. Liberal democracy, and above all the feeble or “anarchical” regimes of the period between the first and second world wars, is a good example of demagogy, with the inherent and suicidal equality and freedom without order typical of this regime. Finally, the populist tyrannies of communism and fascism are the faithful images of the demagogue and eventually tyrant (‘parricide’) who ends up enslaving his ‘father’, the people, after having debauched it by means of promises of more freedom and riches. 

Conclusion

Bear in mind that the leading thread [??] in the Republic is the definition of justice. Through the exposition of this virtue and its opposite, vice, Plato intends to refute Glaucon’s and Adeimantus’ argument that it is better to be unjust than just, for he is only happy who can get away with all his desires, and this can only do the most unjust man of all, the tyrant. Now, at the end of this journey, once defined the utopian state and its natural ruler, the philosopher, and once expounded the different unjust regimes from the second-best to the absolutely worst, it is time to decide the question. The lives of the king-philosopher and the tyrant must be put face to face to check which is happier.

The philosopher governs wisely, with no ambition but the common good (he rather longs for scrapping his political duty and devoting to knowledge only). He has seen not only shadows of justice, but justice itself and is able to judge prudently on human affairs; last, he lives among friends who respect him; and above all, for him there is no higher contentment than the contemplation of what is eternal and perfect. On the other hand, the tyrant is slave of his ambition of power, he lives obsessed day and night for fear of the people, who hate him, and his lieutenants, who aspire to kill him to take over his place; he can trust no one, has no friends among his compatriots; he lives surrounded by strangers, assassins, foreign mercenaries and slaves set free by him, while his friends and relatives despise him.

Now, in the face of such a picture, the response is evident: no one is more hapless than the tyrant, and no one can be happier than the philosopher. The latter knows by experience all sorts of pleasures, and chooses consequently the best, which turn out to be those of the superior part of our soul, the rational part that allows him to be acquainted with the intelligible world. He is only dissatisfied and suffers from the obligation of complying with his duties of government, for which he has been brought up by the state (he is willy-nilly forced to come back to the bottom of the cave,), because it is the polis that has educated him and now he is indebted with it. In contrast with what happens in unjust states, where the philosopher owes nothing to the public, in the utopian regime he cannot take refuge in his enquires. Only after many years devoted to his public office will he be released and devote himself to knowledge. This is impossible in any other state, where the just man is the most unfortunate of mortals, and the philosopher can afford to live in isolation from public affairs. Then, a just state must be established beforehand in order that just men feel not disregarded and the philosopher cannot elude his commitment to the polis. Once in government, the regime is supposed to remain permanently.

III. Politics

Plato’s political thought is usually defined by such denominations as utopianism, communism, feminism and totalitarianism. But leaving aside their value as merely approximate and simplistic, none of these categories can be applied in their ordinary sense to Plato’s philosophy without coarsely distorting his thought. Neither his utopia as an unrealistic dream of its own (although he failed to establish one such in Syracuse), nor his communism has anything to do with this contemporary, populist, leftish and equalitarian ideology (it is rather the opposite), or his feminism is based on any commitment or sympathy for women’s submission or rights, and least of all his totalitarianism is so total as contemporary totalitarianisms, be they rightist or leftist (he reserves it to the elites).

1. Utopia

A. Origin of society. The minimal state.

Plato lays out his political philosophy mostly in his books Republic and Laws. The Republic’s 1st Book begins with a typical Socratic discussion about the definition of justice. However, as is usual in the Socratic dialogues, no agreement is reached. Among the rejected solutions is Trasimacus’ conception of justice as a natural right in the strongest man to dominate over everyone. It is little more than a justification of tyranny that Socrates dismisses by showing that a democratic majority is always stronger than any isolated individual. In Book II (see ‘Giges ring’), both Glaucon and Adeimantus lay out an impressive battery of arguments showing why it is better to appear to be just without actually being so (at least in a society such as we know it) than being just without appearing to be so: the just ends up being despised, and dies poor and hapless, while the unjust satisfies all his desires and lives happily and envied.

In the face of so persuasive an argument, Socrates planed to expound his answer to the central question whether the unjust man (or its perfect model, the tyrant) is happier than the just, in a biased way, building first a broad definition of justice in “capital letters” (in the state), and leaving aside what justice is in “low case letters” (in the individual) for a second try [turn??], and to postpone the question of happiness to the end (in Book IX). That means, in the first place, to build in the mind a perfect political system (the ideal concept of a polis), wherein we must find justice and the rest of social virtues in order to apply these conclusions to the individual. The exposition sets off from the essentials. A society is set up in its very beginning by necessity: “Is not the origin of society due to each man’s impotence to provide for himself, and to the want of so many things he needs?” And it is gradually articulated according to a division of labour grounded on the natural skill of each.

In the first stage we find primary necessities of existence: food, house, clothes, which entail the cooperation of the peasant, the builder and the tailor (primary activities). From the start, then, division of labour and social cooperation are first most definitely required, given the impotence of each one to provide for the primary needs, and secondly they are highly beneficial because this formula is more efficient than any other, for it enables everyone to do the job they are best qualified to, thus improving work and maximizing the final output. Plato states in this way the principle that “each one must devote himself to do his job without interfering with the others’.”

Right away a secondary need arises, the need for tools of peasants, builders, etc. to work with. Following the division of labour, each necessity should only be satisfied by a specific workforce. If, therefore, we need tools, the new jobs of blacksmiths and carpenters should be added to the former.

But as nowhere in the world it is possible to find all what is needed (to survive, surely, but to get raw materials as well, iron, wood,…), here we have a new (tertiary) need, and the new corresponding jobs: we now need traders, merchants, money in order to facilitate economic exchanges, new roads and sea routes, importers and exporters, etc. (that is, tertiary activities).

So far, we have imagined the minimal state for people to survive. According to Socrates, this is the only “healthy” state, one where not many physicians are needed because people live with just the bare minimum necessary to survive. But at this point, Socrates’ fellows point out that this state is closer to a “society of pigs” than of people, and therefore he should allow pleasures and comfort to take place: we’ll have all sorts of unnecessary jobs and activities, which happen to be typically social: cooks, hairdressers, musicians, theatre… and physicians, of course, because this society no longer puts up with what is strictly necessary, but now becomes insatiable, now desires more things and more luxury, and this weakens a healthy body brought up in scarcity. 

As a whole, the needs and jobs enumerated so far are known as the civil society, which devotes itself to economic affairs, entertainment and private affairs. We’ll call it ‘the people’. 

This society increases its population so much, that (once again) by sheer necessity it is compelled to clash with its neighbours, and to compete with them for vital resources. Hubris is the cause of war. And if it is to wage war, our principle of division of labour forbids the peasants, blacksmiths and hairdressers to fight themselves, but we need a professional body of warriors, which will be responsible for the city’s defence. However, this task is much more compelling than the economic ones, because the whole existence of the state depends on it. That’s why Plato thinks that this office of guardian or warrior cannot be randomly assigned, but, on the contrary, apart from requiring special natural qualities, it must be taught. The warrior’s required virtues such as aggressiveness and soft manners, for a soldier must have an aggressive temper in facing the enemies, and pleasant manners to deal with their fellow-citizens. But its difficult  to find two such different qualities in the same person , nature presents us with a clear example, that of dogs, who bark at strangers, even if they are good, and love those they are acquainted with, even if they are wicked. Education will be needed to strengthen those natural trends: gymnastics and military training will improve the former, and music the latter. We’ll call this class ‘the warriors’ or ‘guardians’.

Yet the state is not complete without rulers. We need civil servants or magistrates for the new offices, for those who have the best natural endowments must be selected, and who furthermore will have to go through a much more complete traning which is more profound than the guardians’. The politician should have intellectual curiosity, love for truth, readiness of comprehension, good memory, musical sense, temperance and other capacities. But, what is most important, is he must ascend until the pure ideas, the knowledge of justice and the good in itself, separated from their visible copies, delusive and confusing as they are, are present in the social world. That’s the reason why their education includes mathematics and dialectics. Yet it is not enough: once in possession of the ideas, they should be compelled to go back “to the bottom of the cave” to undertake the duties of government; that is, they will have to apply the pure and eternal ideas of the above to the fleeting and deceitful shadows of below that imitate those here in the visible world: they must have prudence, the virtue of the judiciary, the practical wisdom that consists in judging and assessing, from principles, particular cases and the ever changing human opinions. This class we’ll call “the magistrates”.

B. Organisation of the warriors’ class

Much better-known than the question of the origin of society is Plato’s arrangement of his ideal political regime. Briefly, what can be said about it amounts to a model of social division (similar to Egypt’s or Sparta’s regimes), conservative, with an absolute dividing line between rulers and ruled, plus some features such as communism and feminism, lively polemic in his time. Plato reckons his model is perfect, the pure idea of a just state, regarding which historic, actual states are but defective copies (though some of them may well be better than others). 

Once his formation of the state is completed, Plato ignores the people. It is supposedly devoted to satisfy society’s wants and pleasures excluding any other concerns; here we find rich and poor people, each one dedicated to his social, familiar or economic affairs, and paying little or no attention at all to public affairs. Nor is the state much concerned with them, indeed; or with their professional education, not to mention humanist or political formation. In fact, from Book III on, it may be said that the discussion bears only on the political superstructure (and philosophical issues).

The warriors order is formed by selecting the best boys (and girls), those who have the required natural endowments, no matter the class they are born in or their origin. Plato argues that women must take part in this order as well as men, for, as nature shows, when it comes to defend the offspring, females are as able to fight and as ferocious as males. Needless to say that, in holding this opinion about women, Plato adopted a stance wholly eccentric in that time and in Athens. But for him, no natural reason hampers women to have access to education and to the highest offices in the polis.

The state’s concern is to provide the warriors military instruction, physical and emotional education, with the help of gymnastics and music, which respectively educate the soft and the violent natural elements typical of the young soldier’s soul. Their life is spent in camps off the city, where everything is common. The first trait to stress within the organisation of this political body is this communism of sorts: whatever they possess is a property of the state; they cannot have (nay: not even touch) money or any sort of property, or run any lucrative activity. They eat in common dining halls and sleep in their tents outside the city. The reason for this rule is that as soon as they acquired any property, they would care more for their interests than for the community’s; and having regard to their being the armed force in the state, they could easily use their power to appropriate the city’s treasures instead of using it to defend it. 

The second rule, even cruder, forbids the warriors to marry, to form families and have their own children. This new communist trait is justified on the same ground as before: those who have children look more after them than after the common good, are prone to nepotism and in order to favour their family will easily go astray from their duty: the defence of the state. The magistrates will deter them from so doing by regulating sexual intercourse between warriors through a (fiddled) raffle, where boys and girls will mate and have children –the fraud Plato justifies as a measure to prevent jealousy and envy, and consists in a manipulation of the raffle’s results with a view to eugenics–.The state straight away takes possession of children born this way and put them under the care of the state nurseries, so that they never come to know their progenitors. All warriors deem those of their generation siblings; those of the previous, parents, and those of the posterior, sons and daughters. All together they constitute a large common family with no particular interest that might tempt them and seduce them to infringe their obligations.

C. Justice

 Once the specific virtues of each order are enumerated (people’s self-command, warriors’ courage and magistrates’ prudence), Socrates, with his usual wit wonders whether there should the justice be, given that it must be somewhere in his ideal model, if it is to be perfect. “With no doubt justice should be here; look and try to find it, and as soon as you see it, make us know it”, he tells to Glaucon. What is fairly shocking is that, what they had so hardly been struggling to find, finally turns out to have been before their eyes from the beginning: what makes the polis just is precisely what had guided Socrates in the setting up of the state, the principle that had distributed to each the social role best fitted to his nature. That is, the division of labour, the principle that “each must limit himself to his job not interfering in the others’ tasks”.

Now, this principle admits two interpretations: there is a horizontal division of labour consisting in assigning to each the fittest job according to his aptitudes: that the stronger, for instance, work as husbandmen, that the more skilful in counting numbers work as retailers, and so on –a division, say, neutral–. But there is a vertical division as well, of rank and responsibility, which not only is based in the natural aptitudes, but requires education, and which provides the superior offices to those with superior capacities –a not-so-neutral division–. Public offices such as warrior and magistrate are not open to anyone, a feature in which it is easy to see Plato’s aristocratic elitism, which is not difficult to understand, given his pedigree. Yet this elitism is neither hereditary nor exclusively naturally-based, but grounded on the principle of merit. All in all, today we distribute the public functions in this way, not by reason of lineage (the distinctive signal of an aristocracy), or by drawing lots [??] (the democratic way of choosing).

So then justice is the principle by which everyone must confine himself to their functions without interfering with the others’. Not only must peasants abstain from doing the job of smiths or traders, but they are forbidden to undertake any public function. Generally speaking, justice enjoins first that the people confine itself to the economic affairs of providing for our natural (for survival, for products and resources) and social needs (the comfort of civilized life), and that refrains from taking up arms to defend the state, and even more from governing it. Secondly, it commands that the guardians limit themselves to the defence of the state against its inner and outer enemies, and that abstain from running business or from ruling the state. And finally, that the magistrates hold the government and judiciary, but they can abstain themselves from war or having properties.

Each order has its own function and a specific virtue: the people’s virtue is self-command, the wilful submission to the authority of wise governors and the avoidance of any immoderate wishes and pleasures; the guardians’, courage facing dangers; and the rulers’, prudence or practical wisdom; justice, finally, being the principle that holds the entire body united and harmonious, and prevents any a abuse of the parts out of the prescribed limits.

2. Injustice (Books VIII and IX)

A. The utopian state and the historic states
In contrast with justice, injustice is the cause of disruption in this order. But not any disruption whatsoever, but in particular any regime not ruled by philosophers. In order from better to worse, unjust regimes are timocracy (ruled by the warriors), oligarchy (ruled by the best-off), democracy (the rule of the people) and tyranny. Briefly, injustice befalls whenever a body lacking the capacity of formation to rule usurps the government. This is the case in only two cases, regarding the fact that there are only three classes in the state (the people, the warriors, and the magistrates): when the warriors usurp the political power, and when the people usurp it. In the latter case, though, Plato differentiates three regimes, on ground of the heterogeneous composition of this class: on the one hand there are rich and poor people, who respectively form oligarchic and democratic regimes; on the other hand we find honest and unscrupulous persons, ‘the drones’ who do not any productive activity and are like bloodsuckers for the hive, malefactors, mercenaries, and the worst of all, demagogues who, once in power, impose a tyranny.

This classification is systematic, depends on the definition of justice and the composition of society. That is, there cannot be any other regime apart from the mentioned, except for the hybrid ones. Furthermore, Plato clearly stresses the difference between the utopian model and these. The former is difficult to find in any place: on the one hand it is a model, an intelligible idea, eternal and immutable useful as a standard for the judgement of the other, but on the other hand is the final goal of every human in political action (Plato himself tried hard to make it real) and he deems it possible. At the same time, it is an primeval myth and a utopian horizon. The others, by contrast, are actual realities in the visible world: by their nature, they are historical, perishable, unstable and contradictory.

B. History
Plato’s concept of justice not only provides a standard for classifying and hierarchically ranking all political regimes, but also a philosophy of history. Political changes are not casual; they obey to an inexorable law that possesses the following two essential characters: decadence and polarity. According to the first, each change a regime undergoes makes it worse: historic evolution is going ever backwards. It starts off as a mythic origin and becomes timocratic (by a sort of fate or accident) with warriors’ takeover of the political power, and the substitution of the philosophers’ wisdom by the hero’s honour and glory; later it degenerates in an oligarchy, when the warriors begin to enjoy comfort and taste the pleasures brought about by riches. But from this regime, which is still an ordered one (though rigged by dissent between rich and poor), arises democracy when the people defeat the oligarchic party, and enjoin equality and liberty. The last takes place when the democratic anarchy gives way inevitably to the tyranny with its aftermath of crime and slavery. Plato analyzes these transitions very carefully, of course, but he sees a general trend to decadence, and it is worth a law of history. Plato’s historic vision is pessimistic, conservative, the antithesis of the conception of progress, which conceives the passing of time as advancement and improvement.

According to the second character, polarity, changes consist in the passage from one extreme to the opposite. The principle of each regime (as indicated above in italics), what is most intensely and exclusively desired by it, drags it fatefully to its extinction and gives rise to a new regime that worships the opposite principle. One can see these transitions in terms of their opposite principles (except for the first passage, from aristocracy to timocracy, where it cannot be said that the king-philosophers’ wisdom is any sort of “excess”). (1) From timocracy to oligarchy, there is a transition from the honour acquired in the war, the contempt of life and the desire of immortality, to the greed, the love for money, which can only flourish under peace. (2) From oligarchy, with its evils of social and economic inequality, arises democracy, with its equality, maybe not economic but at least political –although excluding slaves and women–. Finally (3) from democracy arises tyranny, from the principle of anarchical liberty to slavery and the most awful submission. Plato tells us nothing about future developments. 

Despite the schematism of Plato’s theory, it would be easy to find instances in the historic evolution of Western Europe without falsifying the facts, safe for evident contextual differences. The mythic time of the birth of European countries in the Middle Ages, with those wise kings usually present in many national traditions, can be compared to the utopian state. Feudalism, and above all absolute monarchies, is not far away from timocracy (which Plato describes following the model of Sparta), with its cult to honour and war. The liberal state that puts a stop to the Ancient Régime, is a good example of the social division and economic liberties that Plato describes as the distinctive elements of oligarchy. Liberal democracy, and above all the feeble or “anarchical” regimes of the period between the first and second world wars, is a good example of demagogy, with the inherent and suicidal equality and freedom without order typical of this regime. Finally, the populist tyrannies of communism and fascism are the faithful images of the demagogue and eventually the tyrant (‘parricide’) who ends up enslaving his ‘father’, the people, after having debauched it by means of promises of more freedom and riches. 

Conclusion

Bear in mind that the leading thread [??] in the Republic is the definition of justice. Through the exposition of this virtue and its opposite, vice, Plato intends to refute Glaucon’s and Adeimantus’ argument that it is better to be unjust than just, for he is only happy who can get away with all his desires, and this can only do the most unjust man of all, the tyrant. Now, at the end of this journey, once defined the utopian state and its natural ruler, the philosopher, and once expounded the different unjust regimes from the second-best to the absolutely worst, it is time to decide the question. The lives of the king-philosopher and the tyrant must be put face to face to check which is happier.

The philosopher governs wisely, with no ambition but the common good (he longs rather for scrapping his political duty and devoting to knowledge only). He has seen not only shadows of justice, but justice itself and is able to judge prudently on human affairs; last, he lives among friends who respect him; and above all, for him there is no higher contentment than the contemplation of what is eternal and perfect. On the other hand, the tyrant is slave of his ambition of power, he lives obsessed day and night for fear of the people, who hate him, and his lieutenants, who aspire to kill him to take over his place; he can trust no one, has no friends among his compatriots; he lives surrounded by strangers, assassins, foreign mercenaries and slaves set free by him, while his friends and relatives despise him.

Now, in the face of such a picture, the response is evident: no one is more hapless than the tyrant, and no one can be happier than the philosopher. The latter knows by experience all sorts of pleasures, and chooses consequently the best, which turns out to be those of the superior part of our soul, the rational part that allows him to be acquainted with the intelligible world. He is only dissatisfied and suffers from the obligation of complying with his duties of government, for which he has been brought up by the state (he is willy-nilly forced to come back to the bottom of the cave,), because it is the polis that has educated him and now he is indebted with it. In contrast with what happens in unjust states, where the philosopher owes nothing to the public, in the utopian regime he cannot take refuge in his enquires. Only after many years devoted to his public office will he be released and devote himself to knowledge. This is impossible in any other state, where the just man is the most unfortunate of mortals, and the philosopher can afford to live in isolation from public affairs. Then, a just state must be established beforehand in order that just men feel not disregarded and the philosopher cannot elude his commitment to the polis. Once in government, the regime is supposed to remain permanently.

5. Ethics
In Plato’s ethics we can hear the eco of the Pythagorean doctrine that our body is a prison for our immortal soul, so it we must be purified it before it can go back to its own place, beside the divinity. Our body, with its senses that hold the soul tightly focussed towards the material world, with its wants and appetites that tie the soul to its animal substratum, is the negative pole of morality, whereas the ideal of spiritual perfection, which can only be attained through the enforcement of our rational part, is its positive pole. That is why Plato has first to destroy the claim to validity of our sensual pleasure as a source of happiness, and lay out sound arguments in favour of a higher sort of pleasure, nothing to do with the satisfaction of our body wants, but with our soul’s perfection.

A. Our ends
Any moral philosophy is supposed to raise two issues: our behaviour ends and our duties (the spurs and the brakes), to each of which it bestows a specific weight. According to some philosophers it suffices to fix in a person’s mind proper ends in order that he behaves correctly in life. According to others, we should fix first some restraints on human behaviour, and leave to each one the selection of the ends which can make us happy. Plato’s, Aristotle’s or Epicurus’ eudemonist morals, including utilitarianism, as well as any theological morality, belong to the first group; the Stoics’, Kant’s, Hare’s, Rawls’ deontological morals and others (which emphasize duty over happiness), belong to the second one.

Sensual pleasure
Most of Plato’s criticism regarding sensual pleasure relies in his analysis of its nature. Sensual pleasure is not independent from pain; it is inevitably linked to pain, because it consists in the satisfaction of a want or the reduction of a pain. Among this sort of pleasure, we find the most intense of all, those related with lust, eating, drinking, rest or sleeping when we are deadly tired or needing to sleep, and others inseparable from a previous want or a mental state of yearning or fretting for something which spurs us to do whatever can soothe them. But to relieve a want is nothing positive in itself: in fact, pleasure lasts as long as there is pain, and ends the very moment you satisfy your want. Taking it as a positive pleasure is having a false idea of it. From this active pleasure (consisting only on the active elimination of pain) the soul just ends up in a neutral state of not-needing anything, a state between a positive pain and a positive pleasure; properly speaking, it is not a satisfying state. But only those who ignore the existence of pure pleasures, independent from any pain, can mistake those active pleasures for these, the only ones which bring about happiness.

But Plato widens even more his analysis of pleasure by introducing the distinction between necessary and not necessary pleasures, of which there are two kinds: useful and harmful. The former must be satisfied lest we die for want of something essential; of the latter, notwithstanding their being unnecessary, the useful should also be satisfied as far as they are actually beneficial; the harmful should be absolutely rejected, as they spoil mind and body. Examples of the first type is aliment; of the second, condiments; of the third, luxury and excess in food, drinking and sex. The first and second are productive and tolerable, but the third are lavish and “contrary to any rule”. We are assailed by them at night when, as our reason sleeps, violent desires arise of “sleeping with our own mother or with any other man, god or beast; of committing any crime, or stinting no food”. As we wake up, reason, the best part of our soul, resumes its dominion over our appetites and we regain self control. But some people remain their slaves: such is the case with the unrestrained tyrant.

To conclude, it is the most intense pleasures, those of our body, which are to be blamed when the soul is unable to take off and fly towards nobler ends; they lead the soul astray pushing it out of the way to perfection, so that it degrades itself so far as the concupiscible part takes hold of the power that by nature belongs to reason. This is the way Plato accounts for the phenomenon of akràsia, of incontinence or weakness of will. When the soul’s concupiscible part calls the shots, the person tends to act badly or unfairly, harming himself or others, and even though he is aware that he is harmful, he cannot help acting this way. Against Socrates’ intellectualism, who claimed that evil comes down to ignorance (of the good), and that no one acts badly knowingly, Plato acknowledges the fact of akràsia, which shows up whenever our appetites overcome our rational will with the complicity of the spirited part.
Superior pleasures
But there are also other non-‘active’ pleasures (even sense-pleasures like hearing or smelling) which cause agreeable sensations without being derived from any need, and which, are more durable for that very reason. Among these other pleasures, the more noticeable are those of the intelligent part of our soul: those which derive from knowledge, nobleness of character and aesthetical contemplation. And these pleasures happen to be superior to those of the concupiscible part, if only because they are healthy to the rational part, which is the best, and do not weaken the power of the soul over itself. Furthermore, these are more pleasant than the others. In order to prove it, Plato uses a reasoning we also will find in Mill: to decide, between two pleasures, which one we should prefer, we should have experience of both. And only the philosopher can exhibit this full experience of the pleasures of the spirited, the concupiscent and the rational parts. Neither the lover of sense-pleasures nor the lover of honours have experience of knowledge or the rewards of a cultivated mind. Therefore, it must accord more validity to the latter’s experience than to the former.

The good and the pleasure
Yet the essential thing is not pleasure, which is but a subjective and motivational phenomenon, capable to lean our will in one or another sense according to the elections it takes. In the central books of the Republic Plato brings up the key of his system, the idea of good. The essential is that it has an objective, not subjective, reality. There is an absolute value, immutable and eternal, where our reason is anchored in order not to be dragged by our inclinations, which are only shadows of that value. Plato’s ethics is objectivist: for him morality has the guarantee of the good, which operates not only on our understanding, showing up as an object of knowledge and as the first cause of everything, but also on our will, upon which it exerts an attractive power, thus protecting it from false idols. The good is the definite cornerstone of his philosophical system because it supplies an ultimate principle to metaphysics, epistemology and morals. In this way he shuns the would-be conventionalist bias still to be found in Socrates’ ethics, and the relativism that undermined the sophists’.

As a conclusion, there can be no morals based on the sensible pleasure for the three reasons mentioned above: these pleasures are inseparable from pain (he who wants the one should endure the other) and a mere appearance of pure pleasure; they are prone to excess and then are prejudicial, because they weaken our will in its leading function of the whole soul. Furthermore, no universal rules can be founded upon them because they are relative to the state of need of the subject: this state is the only one responsible of our appreciating the object that is supposed to relieve our pain. Once satisfied, the object is no longer of any interest. Beside the good, which is permanent and akin to our rational part, pleasure is merely a faute de mieux for those who do not know it.

B. The virtues

Political virtues
In Republic’s Book IV, in the context of Plato’s research of justice “in capital letters” (in society), Socrates formulates a systematic theory of virtues on grounds of the state division into three classes: the people, the warriors and the rulers. Given that there are three classes, there should be three principles governing the correct behaviour of each one. The rulers’ virtue is prudence, a sort of knowledge not only theoretical but also practical (as it consists in the application of the rule to particular cases), dealing with the state’s common good, not only of a part of it. The state as a whole will be prudent if the rulers are prudent. Secondly, the warriors’ virtue is courage; and the state will be courageous if its defenders are courageous. “Somehow, courage is a sort of conservation”, it is as a dye which keeps in the fabric of the warrior’s soul the colour of the ideas that the state has inculcated into him; and maintain them in such a way that they cannot be erased neither through flattery nor dangers. These ideas are about what the warrior should be and should not be afraid of; in particular, dishonour, cowardice and treason are to be more frightening than death or physical pain.

But when it comes to the people’s virtue, Plato deals with it in a different way. It is not the case that the people should have a specific virtue as the other statements. Rather the third virtue, self-control, belongs to all three parts, especially to the guiding and subdued part. Self control is  a sort of agreement through which a part commits itself to obey and the other to rule; in other words, there should be a superior and an inferior part, so that the former commands the latter. Self-control is “a coincidence between rulers and ruled about who should rule”, a statement almost amounting to the setting up a contractual principle within the state, albeit not the sort of an explicit and historical one, but only the sort of a theoretical value.

To conclude with the relationship between parts of the state and virtues, we find the definition of justice as the principle that holds together all bodies within the state: the principle that “everyone should confine himself to his task without interfering with the other’s”, a principle already in force since the beginning when the state was forming. Justice is the necessary condition for the rest of virtues to arise and develop; because justice makes it that the rulers rule only with a view to the common good (which make him prudent), that the warriors address only the defence of his state and resist any intimidation or temptation (which makes them valiant), and finally that the people willingly accept the benevolent power of the rulers (which makes it moderate).

Individual virtues
Once the number and definition of the political virtues is set up, Plato undertakes the “low-case letter”, that is, justice in the individual. It is easy because the individual soul is also a compound of three principles: reason, anger and appetites, or rational part (the leading one), spirited part (the reason’s assistant), and the concupiscible (the spur). According to the analogy between state and soul, Plato can re-write the former definitions in the context of the individual soul. The soul as a whole will be prudent, courageous and moderate if its reason is prudent, its spirited part courageous, and its concupiscible part restrains its appetites according to the requirements of reason. Finally it will be just if each part limits itself to its own task. From the whole arises then the health or “harmony”, the soul’s inner perfection, which is the platonic idea of happiness. The important thing is not the job one does, but that always reason be the commanding principle: whatever work or activity (business, love affairs, defence, government) can be good whenever it is done always with a view to the soul’s perfection and inner harmony; and, conversely, can be bad if it destroys it.

Just as in the utopian state the rule is prudence and harmony and in unjust states the rule is imprudence and disorder, also in the just soul the virtues hold the clout over the vices and in the unjust it is the vices who command. Each form of state has its correspondent kind of soul, on grounds of the intimate correlation between state and individual soul. To the aristocracy corresponds the prudent, courageous and moderate soul; to the timocracy, the irascible and violent man; to the oligarchy, the man who craves for riches; to the democracy, the indisciplined man, reluctant to any authority; finally, to the tyranny, the slave of his appetites.
