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ABSTRACT 

The task of this dissertation is to answer the question, "Of all the parts of the best 

whole life, where, according to Plato, does pleasure fit in?" While Plato believes that 

pleasure is neither the good nor a good, he nonetheless believes that pleasure does have in 

important place in the good life. In the dissertation, I show what this "important place" 

is. 

For Plato, although pleasure is not a good it has value inasmuch as it both reflects 

an agent's commitment to virtue and reinforces it. I develop this evaluation of pleasure, 

and amplify it in two connected ways. First, I show how this evaluation of pleasure is 

related to Plato's conception of the human good, or "final end," which for Plato is to 

"bccome like God." I argue that "becoming like God" is for Plato an especially 

illuminating way of understanding the virtuous life, which both e.xplains why pleasure 

cannot be a good and shows more clearly how pleasure is related to virtuous activity: a 

fundamental of virtue is the proper harmonization of pleasure with reason. Hence 

pleasure is a part of the life of virtue, because pleasure is a part of virtuous activity itself. 

Second, I locate Plato's evaluation of pleasure within his moral psychology. 

Plato's ethical evaluation of pleasure seeks to make pleasure something transformed by 

virtue. However, in order for pleasure so to be transformed by virtue, it must be in 

harmony and agreement with virtue. But in Plato's moral psychology the capacities in 

\ irtue of which the soul e.xperiences pleasure are not able to agree with virtue, but must 

be merely controlled or contained by it. Consequently, this tension in Plato's moral 
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psychology places a severe limit on Plato's attempts to provide a more satisfying account 

of the place of pleasure in the good life. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1 • The Basic Ideas 

One of the things that most of us would like to know is just how all the various 

parts of a life fit together to make a happy life. When a person stops to think about what 

she should do with her life, this is the main question she asks herself More precisely, 

she tends to put this general question to herself in the form of a bunch of more particular 

questions: How important should money be to me? Should I marry? Should I have 

children? How much should my career matter to me? Is it important that I be well-

regarded by others? 1 care about a lot of things, but am I caring about the right sorts of 

things? What is it that, at the end of the day, I hope to get out of all this? And so on. 

These questions do not arise in a vacuum, but out of a concern that one's life go well and 

not badly. It is in the need to answer questions like these that brings us to the notion of 

some purpose that brings order to our lives. This is the notion of the final end, or xcXoq 

{telos), and so we can see the kind of reflection I've sketched above as a search for a final 

end that brings order to our lives. 

Now one of the chief contenders for the title of our final end is pleasure or 

enjoyment: some things make our lives enjoyable, or bring us pleasure, and others do not, 

and perhaps the way to put together a happy life, then, is to arrange to have more of the 

things that bring us pleasure, and fewer of the things that detract from it. This idea has 

always been an influential one, and it is not very difficult to see why. Pleasure is an 

important part of our lives. To some this will sound like an understatement, and to most 
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it will seem obvious. After all, everyone likes to laugh, everyone enjoys a treat from 

time to time, everyone has an amusement in which he or she will indulge on occasion. 

But pleasure is important not only, and I think not primarily, because we like to "feel 

good." Pleasure helps us do things, and do them well. If I am trying to learn to skate, for 

instance, then it will help if I find it enjoyable, or am confident that I soon will—how 

else could I commit to learning despite my sore tail-bone? If I enjoy teaching, I will 

probably work harder at it, despite all the other demands on my time. For pleasure has a 

power to "glue" us to the things that we find pleasant: in general, I devote more of my 

attention to things that I enjoy, and that can keep me immersed in them, as I need to be if 

I am to do them properly. This is more than to say that pleasure motivates people; I need 

not be motivated by the pleasure of an activity in order for its pleasure to maintain my 

attention. 

Pleasure also tells us very important things about people. When we meet new 

people, often we want to know what sorts of things they like. By learning what someone 

likes, we can tell what sorts of things interest them, and that can tell us what sort of 

person someone is. In this way pleasures are important because they reflect the sorts of 

interests and values we have, and are part of who we are as individuals. 

We can also see something important about pleasure by noting how our pleasures 

can change as we change. Perhaps, for instance, I enjoy playing baseball as a way of 

beating other people in competition. But suppose that over time I begin to see that 

beating other people is not nearly so interesting as the way that playing baseball makes 

me a better athlete, or a better cooperative participant, or what have you. Having seen 
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that, I will still enjoy playing baseball, but I will enjoy something quite different about it. 

And indeed the enjoyment itself will be different: enjoying beating someone at baseball 

is not the same as enjoying developing my skills at baseball, for these enjoyments consist 

in being impressed by very different aspects of the game. Part of my changing, then, is 

coming to have different things occupy my attention, that is, to take pleasure in different 

things. This shows us how difficult it is to prise our pleasures apart from our values; for 

pleasures "reflect" our values not simply because they provide evidence for what we 

value, but indeed because taking pleasure in something is part of the very act of valuing it 

and finding it important. 

Furthermore, pleasure can be the difference between, for instance, a charitable act 

and a mere act of giving. There is an obvious difference between those who give to 

others but hate to do so, those who give to others because they "feel like it" or so that 

they can feel good themselves, and those who give to others because it is good to do so, 

and enjoy doing so as such. And this difference makes a tremendous difference, for 

although all arc givers, only the latter practice the virtue of charity. Some actions, then, 

are acts of virtue only if they are done with pleasure. For to practice a virtue is not only 

to do certain things, but to do them with certain attitudes and placing certain values upon 

ihcm. A charitable person is not just someone who gives, but someone whose whole 

being resonates with the giving, and this involves taking pleasure in giving. 

These are only some of the reasons that pleasure is important to us, and although I 

have tried to flesh them out, they give only a rather bare picture of how pleasure works in 

our lives. Still, they do make it quite likely that pleasure will be an important part of any 
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good life, at least insofar as living a good life will involve having deep commitments and 

values. 

To the extent that it is worthwhile thinking philosophically about living well, 

then, it is worthwhile thinking philosophically about pleasure. And it is also worthwhile 

seeing what potentially promising philosophical reflection has already been done about 

pleasure. This has led many to Plato, and rightly so, I think: Plato begins ethical 

reflection with the notion of a final end, and constructs a very distinctive position 

regarding what a happy life consists in. Moreover, in doing so he devotes considerable 

attention and energy to reflecting on pleasure and its place in the happy life. But Plato is 

worth thinking about here mostly because he has a philosophically important contribution 

to make to ethical reflection on value and pleasure. 

This may not seem obvious. In fact, it may seem highly unlikely, since Plato 

gives the appearance of being Janus-faced on the relation of pleasure to happiness. On 

the one hand, Plato believes—or so I shall argue—that pleasure is neither the good nor a 

good. That is, Plato believes that pleasure neither suffices for or constitutes happiness, 

nor makes any increase in one's happiness. Only virtue can make you happy. From the 

vantage point of one's life as a whole, then, pleasure does not bring or even augment 

happiness. However, Plato also insists that pleasure must be included in the best life. 

For instance, we find Plato in the Republic presupposing the fact that a particular kind of 

life—the life of virtue—is supremely pleasant is somehow important for showing that 

that life is supremely happy; and in the Philebus we find him insisting that any life we 

would call happy must include pleasure. But if from the vantage point of one's life as a 
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whole we find that pleasure is particularly important, how can it not even augment 

happiness? Aren't things that are important from that vantage point important precisely 

because of their contribution to happiness? How then can pleasure both be important for 

happiness, and make no contribution of its own to happiness? 

So we are left with one perspective from which Plato seems to ask us to look in 

contrary directions. Hence the views of Platonist as hedonist, or ascetic, or as sometimes 

cither. Perhaps the way to approach this problem, then, is to begin anew with Plato's 

conccpiion of our final end. 

We have already seen that Plato's approach to questions of priority and value are 

approached from the notion of the final end; to find out how a good life is put together, 

and what place various things have in that life, we look first to a conception of our final 

end as an organizing principle, and then see where other things end up being placed in 

relation to our final end. For instance, we may find that a proper understanding of our 

final end requires us to adopt certain new projects, reject certain old projects, see other 

projects in a new light, and so on, and so our final end has done a lot of work to sort out 

many of our questions about what things are or are not important, and why. 

The importance of our final end, or Tckoq, must not be underestimated: for a 

philosopher like Plato, one begins ethical reflection by considering what central goals 

and activities give purpose and structure to the good life. Once we can see that, then we 

can determine whether and how other sorts of things are to fit into the good life so 

conccived. To see what place pleasure, according to Plato, might have in the good life, it 

is imperative that we have a fairly clear understanding of what he takes our ZZXOQ to be. 



16 

According to Plato, our zekoQ is "becoming like God" (onoiwoic; Geco). This 

view is not in competition with the view that our teAoc; is to become virtuous; rather, it is 

a very special and, I think, illuminating way of understanding that very xcXo(;. Although 

this way of understanding Plato has a rather old and important heritage, it has only very 

recently appeared in modem discussions of Plato. Part of the reason that it has laid 

dormant, I think, is that it is not always clear just what it means, and in what follows I 

shall try to make it more determinate in at least some ways important for our purposes. 

As I understand this view, its importance for our project will be roughly twofold. First, it 

casts light on Plato's reasons for not allowing pleasure to be a good, much less the good: 

simply put, any experience of pleasure obtains in virtue of certain features of the self 

with which one does not identify when one seeks to become like God. That is, human 

nature is complex, and we experience pleasure inasmuch as we are mortal, corporeal 

beings, not inasmuch as we are divine ones. Since our goal is to identify with those 

aspects of ourselves in virtue of which we are divine beings, pleasure itself will not be a 

proper object of pursuit. 

Second, the idea that becoming virtuous is becoming like God casts light on what 

virtue is, and how it is related to the leadership of reason in the soul. In fact, by thinking 

of virtuous activity as constituting likeness to God we can see a very attractive way for 

Plato to understand the relation of pleasure to virtue. 

How then does pleasure fit into the good life, the life of virtue? Any answer to 

this question will for the present seem rather telegraphic, but I think that the basic idea 

can be made fairly clear. According to Plato, virtue is the only good, but pleasure is also 
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an important part of the good life. The problem is to determine how pleasure can be 

important to the best life, without becoming a challenger to virtue's claim to be the only 

good. It is tempting, on the one hand, to deny virtue's claim and treat virtue and pleasure 

as parallel (if not equal or even commensurable) goods, or on the other to cash out 

virtue's goodness in terms of pleasure. Each approach has had its proponents. But I shall 

argue instead that pleasure comes into the good life not as a value alongside virtue or as 

that in terms of which virtue is good, but rather as a part of the very activity of virtue 

itself Virtue is the e.xpert activity that consists in wisdom or understanding arranging the 

aspects of one's self and bringing them in line with reason, as God makes an organized 

and orderly world out of inchoate matter. Virtue, that is, is not a state that causes (or, 

depending on one's psychology, may fail to cause) our desires, say, to become orderly 

and reasonable, but is itself an activity which is {inter alia) the very ordering and 

making-reasonable of our desires. And the same can be said for pleasures. This gives us 

a way, then, of understanding how pleasure is integrated into the best life: pleasure is not 

to be understood as an ingredient of happiness, the question being how both pleasure and 

virtue are ingredients; rather, pleasure—that is, the pleasure of virtue—becomes part of 

happiness because it is a part of the very activity of virtue itself, which constitutes our 

happiness. And pleasure is an important part of happiness not, it turns out, because 

pleasure per se is a sine qua non of happiness, but rather because the virtuous ordering of 

pleasure is a sine qua non of genuine virtue, and thus of genuine happiness. Pleasure can 

be an important part of the happy life, a life which is constituted by virtuous activity, 

because pleasure is subsumed within virtuous activity. 
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So far, a couple of themes have emerged which we shall have to examine in 

greater detail: Plato's conception of our final end and its implications for his evaluation 

of pleasure, and the notion of virtue as an organizing activity and the way in which virtue 

integrates pleasure into the happy life. The former shows that pleasure is not a good, and 

the latter shows more precisely how pleasure is and must be integrated into the happy 

life. We should also begin to see a couple of other themes emerging. One is the denial 

of the view that pleasure is wholly or partially explanatory of the value of virtue and 

virtue's contribution to happiness. Another is the view that pleasure is somehow made 

orderly and integrated into the happy life by virtue, and not merely "contained" by 

virtue. But, we should ask, does Plato's commitment to virtue really come to a denial of 

hedonism? And is pleasure the kind of thing that can be organized, integrated, and 

trans fomied, as opposed to contained, by virtue? 

Let's look at these two issues in turn. First, even if it is the case that Plato thinks 

that virtue determines happiness, and even if he thinks that virtue suffices for happiness, 

Plato may still think that virtue's contribution to our happiness is explained, in whole or 

in part, by the fact that virtue brings pleasure' or desire satisfaction,- or perhaps by the 

fact that virtue is (in a sense to be specified) itself a sort of pleasure.^ Such views stand 

' Gosling & Taylor (1982), 71-77; for a discussion of this view see also Berman (1991b), 
esp. 130-139, and Rudebusch (1989), 28ff. 

' See Irwin (1992), 205ff; (1995), 117ff; cf (1979), 194, 223. Cp. Tenkku (1956), 73, 
who attributes to Socrates the view that "he who has least desires may be satisfied and 
consequently happy." 

' See Rudebusch (1991), 37-40; (1994), 165-169; and especially (1999). 
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in contrast to any other view which explains the contribution of virtue to happiness by 

appealing to facts about the very nature of virtue itself Put simply, the difference 

between these views is the difference between saying "Once you see the pleasures that 

virtue brings, you will understand how virtue makes us happy," and saying "Once you 

understand exactly what the nature of virtue itself is, you will understand how virtue 

makes us happy." Any view of the relationship between virtue and happiness of the 

former sort I shall call a "middle term theory," since such a view posits something 

distinct from the nature of virtue to explain the relation of virtue to happiness. 

This is important for our purposes, since any hedonist conception of the good 

must maintain a middle term theory about the relation of virtue to happiness. It is not 

enough, we must note, for the hedonist to maintain that virtue brings us happiness, and 

that virtue or the happy life is pleasant. As a hedonist, rather, one must maintain that the 

latter fact explains the former—and that just is to give one kind of middle term theory 

about virtue and happiness. Consequently, if we can discover that Plato rejects any 

explanation of the relation of virtue to happiness that posits some middle term, then we 

can reasonably conclude that Plato rejects any explanation of that relation in terms of 

pleasure, and thus rejects hedonism. And we shall see that Plato rejects in principle 

middle term explanations of the relation of virtue to happiness. 

Finally, the way that I have sketched the integration of pleasure by virtue into the 

happy life suggests that pleasure is not merely contained or tidied up by virtue—if virtue 

organized pleasure by tidying it up, it would be something present in the happy life, but 

hardly a very important factor in the happy life—but transformed by virtue. By 
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"transformed," I mean roughly that pleasure comes to be taken in virtuous behavior as 

virtuous, and to be what I shall call an affective endorsement of reason's leadership in the 

soul. That is, pleasure is transformed by virtue inasmuch as our desiring and enjoying 

comes to affirm the virtuous life, and thus does not remain the same old thing, but 

reigned in, but a wholly new way of enjoying and embracing our lives as meaningful 

virtuous lives. When one's desires or pleasures are transformed in this way, they reflect 

and embrace the directives of reason; this is what allows them to become wholly new and 

beautiful. Of course, this "endorsement" is not a matter of coming to have certain 

second-order beliefs about the directives of reason, or what have you. Rather, we shall 

see that having such pleasures is a distinctive way in which we take our activities and our 

lives to be meaningful and worthwhile, that consists in having all the aspects of our 

selves in concert with our activities and the direction of our lives. It is in this way an 

ajfeciive endorsement, and as such it holds the key to understanding how pleasure can be 

transformed by virtue. 

However, affective endorsement of this kind is not compatible with just any 

moral psychology; rather, it requires a moral psychology in which the desires and 

emotions are capable of agreement with reason, and not merely restricted to being 

controlled by reason. But surely we will have grave doubts about the availability of an 

agreement model of the soul in Plato, who after all is often inclined to think of our 

emotions and especially our desires in animalistic, even brutish terms. And indeed I 

think that here we shall see Plato's ethical account of pleasure's role in the good life, and 
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his psychological account of the relation of pleasure to reason, beginning to pull apart 

from one another. 

These are the basic ideas that I will explore in this dissertation, in roughly the 

following way. The first chapter serves mainly to clear the ground of hedonist 

interpretations of Plato on the basis of the Protagoras; its goal is purely negative. 

Positive argumentation begins in the second chapter with the discussion of the Phaedo. I 

have chosen this rather unusual starting-point because the Phaedo seems the best way 

into my project, for it is in the Phaedo that an evaluation of pleasure and the idea that 

being virtuous is identifying with the divine part of our nature come together in very 

important ways. I shall argue that Plato is there neither a hedonist nor an ascetic, but 

leaves room for a much more subtle view of the value of pleasure. 

I shall then explore this view and its subtlety by turning to Plato's conception of 

virtue. Of special importance will be the fact that Plato's conception of virtue brings with 

it a very specific understanding of precisely how virtue is related to happiness, and I shall 

argue that this understanding is incompatible with taking our good to be hedonism or 

desire satisfaction. In particular, I shall argue in chapters three and four (on the Gorgias) 

and chapter five (on the Republic) that Plato's conception of virtue rules out any 

explanation of the relation of virtue to happiness via a middle term theory, and explore 

the implications of this view for his evaluation of pleasure. I shall then turn in chapter 

six to a fuller discussion of Plato's conception of our final end as becoming like God. 

Finally, I shall try to sharpen the idea of pleasure's integration into the happy life 

through virtuous activity. Is pleasure merely "contained" or "tidied up" by virtue? Or is 
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pleasure actually transformed by virtue? Here we shall follow up on two other important 

themes that emerge in the Republic, one that promises a richer understanding of 

pleasure's relation to virtue, and another that seems to go back on that very promise. 1 

shall explore the former in chapter seven (on the Pfiilebus), showing more precisely how 

pleasure becomes integrated into the best life, namely as a form of affective endorsement 

that is transformed by virtue. And I shall explore the other theme in chapter eight (on the 

Laws and the Timaeus), as I examine some concerns about Plato's moral psychology 

which pose a barrier to the true integration of pleasure into the best life that Plato 

elsewhere desires. I shall conclude that, unfortunately, Plato's ethical ideal of the relation 

of pleasure to virtue cannot be matched by the realities of his moral psychology. This 

result, although admittedly disappointing, should not make us downcast. For not only 

will it allow us to see where Plato tended to do better and where worse, and why, but it 

will also help us to see in what sort of way we might give a successful and subtle account 

of the value of pleasure, and what pitfalls we might well avoid. 

2. What This Project Adds to the Discussion 

I believe the following two claims: Plato has a unified conception of the relation 

of pleasure to virtue and happiness, and his view never involves hedonism. This is not to 

say that Plato has a fully developed and articulated theory of the nature of pleasure and 

its place in happiness; I shall not claim anything so strong as that. But it is to say that 

Plato has a reasonably well thought out position on pleasure and its axiological status, 

that his dialogues do not present any departures from that position, and that hedonism is 

never part of that position. These are all controversial claims, and what follows can be 
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considered an extended argument for them. Nonetheless, I am hardly alone in believing, 

or at least suspecting, that they are all true; a great number of Plato's readers will readily 

agree that Plato's view is more or less unified, and not hedonist. 

It should strike us as odd, therefore, that for all the attention that the topic of 

pleasure in Plato's ethics has drawn, particularly in the last twenty or so years, no full-

length treatment of the topic has appeared in which Plato is treated as having a unified 

non-hedonist view of the value of pleasure. Terence Irwin (1995) rejects both of the 

claims above, as do Gosling and Taylor (1982): Plato, they say, moves from one view to 

another, and at least at some point his view is a hedonist one."* George Rudebusch (1999) 

presents a unified account of Plato's view, at least in the so-called Socratic dialogues, but 

argues that that account is a hedonist one. And while Julia Annas (1999) agrees that 

Plato's view is mainly unified and non-hedonist, nonetheless she does not offer a full-

length discussion of the matter (neither does Irwin).^ 

There is, then, a rather strange and startling lacuna in the literature on this very 

important area of Plato's ethics. It is this lacuna that I have tried to fill here. More than 

that, however, 1 have also tried to situate the issue of pleasure within the broader context 

of Plato's value theory in general, and his treatment of non-moral goods in particular, and 

^ According to Irwin, Plato shifts from the view that the good is pleasure, to the view that 
the good is desire satisfaction. Gosling and Taylor also depict a shift in Plato away from 
the view that the good is pleasure; however, it is not clear to me precisely what Plato 
shifts towards, on their view. 

There is also the pioneering work of Jussi Tenkku (1956) to consider. However, I do 
not find Tenkku's observations to be sufficiently systematic to allow us to situate him 
with confidence in one place or another in the debate (which for the most part post-dates 
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thus also within the conception of virtue and happiness that I think Plato both needs and 

strives to articulate. Genuine sensitivity to such larger issues is not wholly absent, but 

still somewhat less common than one might expect, in the current literature on pleasure 

in Plato's ethics. 

3. A Word About Texts 

For the Greek texts of the dialogues I have used John Burnet's edition of the Oxford 

Classical Texts. An exception is the Phaedo, for which I have used the new OCT edition; 

I have also consulted E. R. Dodds' Oxford edition of the Gorgias. I have relied primarily 

on the English translations provided in John Cooper's edition of The Complete Works of 

Plato (Hackett), except for the Phaedo for which I have used David Gallop's Oxford 

translation, and except for the Gorgias and the Republic for which 1 have used Robin 

Waterfield's Oxford translations. I have also found helpful Reginald Hackforth's English 

edition of the Philebus {Plato's Examination of Pleasure, Bobbs-Merrill), as well as 

Robin Waterfield's Penguin translation. 

him), and so throughout I shall refer only to particular observations of his as they seem 
salient. 
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CHAPTER 1 

PROTAGORAS AND SOCRATES ON COURAGE AND PLEASURE: PROTAGORAS 

349D AD FINEM 

Few things are as important for understanding Plato's ethics as determining what 

Plaio takes our good as humans to be. For to determine that is to determine what Plato 

thinks humans need in order to live well, and it is from our need to live well that ethics 

for Plato takes its start. So what is our good? Quite famously, Plato appears to answer in 

the Protagoras^ that it is pleasure, since there Socrates appeals to hedonist principles in 

order to argue against a conception of virtue and action that Socrates rejects, and he 

seems to be serious. It is quite an easy step, then, to conclude that Socrates must endorse 

the hedonism that facilitates his argument. 

This has become perhaps the prevailing view regarding Plato's conception of the 

good in the Protagoras, and it is not hard to see why many have been attracted to it, 

despite the fact that elsewhere Plato seems openly hostile to hedonism. For on the one 

hand, perhaps Plato at one point was a hedonist, but later changed his mind. People do 

change their minds, of course, even about matters of great concern to them; why should 

Plato be any different?" And on the other, perhaps Plato's criticisms of hedonism 

' Throughout I rely on Lombardo and Bell's (1992) translation of the Protagoras. 

- E.g. Irwin (1995), 111-114 (cf. (1979), 204) argues that the Gorgias does reflect Plato's 
misgivings about, and retraction of, hedonism subsequent to the Protagoras, on the 
grounds that the argument about pleased cowards {Gorgias 497d-499b) presents a serious 
challenge to any form of quantitative hedonism, and that Socrates denies the priority of 
pleasure over the good (500a2-4). 
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elsewhere do not attack the specific version of hedonism that he embraces in the 

Protagoras after all.^ 

Nonetheless I think that on the best understanding of the Protagoras we do not 

have to attribute to Socrates a commitment to hedonism in the first place. This view has 

also attracted its proponents, and I am among them. But this way of reading the dialogue 

has had a certain disadvantage. For when we take Socrates' discussion of hedonism as 

reflecting his considered view in the dialogue, we can at least readily understand what 

Socrates is doing in discussing hedonism. Otherwise, it may be quite unclear just how 

Socrates' hedonist argument is supposed to fit into the argumentative structure of the 

dialogue as a whole. Hence the former approach has long enjoyed the advantage of 

readily e.xplaining the role of the hedonist argument within the dialogue, while the latter 

has not. 

Fortunately, that has been changing in recent years, as a number of excellent 

articles have explored the role of Socrates' discussion of hedonism as dialectical—that is, 

as an argument that proceeds from the premises of one's interlocutor—within his larger 

examination of Protagoras' own position (see especially Zeyl 1989, Weiss 1990b, 

Hemmenway 1996, and McCoy 1998). These commentators have argued that Socrates 

raises the issue of hedonism not as a position that he himself accepts, but as a particularly 

advantageous representation of the basis of Protagoras' professed expertise, which 

^See Gosling and Taylor (1982), 69-77. See also Rudebusch (1989); (1992), 70; (1994); 
(1999), chapters; N. White (1985), 146, 150f; Irwin (1979), 135, 196f, 199; Taylor 
(1976), 170; and the more tentative Tarrant (1994), 116-118. 
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Socratcs then shows to have quite untoward results for that very profession/ 

This approach enjoys several benefits for understanding the place of hedonism 

within the dialogue. On such a reading, Socrates' discussion of hedonism contributes to 

his larger argument against Protagoras' thesis about courage and the other virtues, 

without requiring any endorsement of hedonism on Socrates' part. This is so because in 

the Protagoras, Socrates' argument is not meant primarily to establish a thesis of his 

own, but to reject a thesis held by Protagoras. Moreover, it is thus not surprising that 

Socrates seems so serious in his discussion of hedonism, for in fact he is serious. 

Showing Protagoras the untenability of his mistaken position on virtue is a business that 

Socrates takes very seriously. Of course, just because Socrates' argument is dialectical, 

we need not deny that his arguments may also lend significant support to his own views. 

Still, Socrates' arguments are best treated as aiming primarily at the refutation of 

Protagoras' assertions, and not primarily at the establishment of Socratic doctrine. 

So this reading makes Socrates' strategy dialectical, and philosophically serious. 

Furthermore, we need not look beyond the dialogue itself to other discussions of pleasure 

in order to be attracted to this view (and so for the rest of this paper we shall set aside 

considerations external to the Protagoras). Since Socrates' use of the hedonist argument 

is dialectical, the Protagoras considered entirely on its own gives us no reason to infer an 

endorsement of hedonism. 

" I shall leave aside the view of some scholars that the dialogue is an exercise in 
deliberately fallacious arguments directed by Socrates against Protagoras. For such 
readings of the Protagoras see e.g. fClosko (1979), esp. 129 (whose reading is endorsed 
by Zeyl (1989), 13), and Goldberg (1983), 67, 116-118, et passim. 
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At a general level, then, I am in agreement with recent commentators who have 

construed Socrates' appeal to hedonism as primarily negative and dialectical. However, 

when it comes to showingyi/^f what the tension is between Protagoras' profession and the 

hedonist account of it that he is brought to accept, a common theme emerges among 

these commentators, with which I find myself in disagreement. The account of the 

\ irtues, we are told, that Protagoras professes to teach is itself unsatisfactory when 

construed through hedonism, and that is the main problem that Socrates raises for 

Protagoras.' The problem, that is, is that an ability to calculate pleasures is an 

implausible account of, say, courage, either because the hedonist perspective makes self-

sacrifice highly unlikely (McCoy 1998), or because it is neutral with respect to the 

nobility that Protagoras prizes (Hemmenway 1996, 21-22),^ or because confidence in the 

face of pleasure is a very strange kind of courage (Weiss 1990b, 30). 

1 do not at present wish to discuss these accounts of the problem themselves. But 

1 do wish to point out that none of these accounts seems to reflect where Socrates himself 

locates a tension for Protagoras, namely in Protagoras' construing the virtues as distinct 

and separable from one another. Socrates does not want to show just any problem with 

Protagorean sophistry; he wants to show that Protagorean sophistry is inconsistent with 

^ Zeyl (1989) represents an important exception to this approach. Indeed, aside from a 
few quibbles I shall not profess any great disagreement with Zeyl. Nonetheless, Zeyl's 
analysis of the Protagoras docs not, I think, leave us with a sufficiently thorough account 
of Socrates' discussion of hedonism within the dialogue as a whole. 

^ It must be noted, however, that Hemmenway (1996), 21-22 does offer an account of 
how Protagoras' hedonism leads to his unwilling identification of wisdom with courage. 
Still, this argument is extremely compressed, and is not obviously distinguished—or 
distinguishable—from the alleged baseness (see esp. 22) of Protagoras' hedonist 
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the Protagorean view of the relations between virtues, for it is the latter that Socrates 

ultimately wishes to attack. In fact, if it is the hedonic calculus that unifies the virtues, 

and if Socrates is trying—as he is throughout the dialogue—to persuade Protagoras to 

treat the virtues as unified, then he ought to intend for the hedonism he discusses to be 

attractive in the end to Protagoras. If Socrates means for hedonism and the hedonic 

calculus to present an unattractive account of the virtues (that is. unattractive to the 

sophists), then Socrates' strategy is of questionable use in committing the sophists to an 

account of the virtues on which the virtues are unified and inseparable. Plato's purpose is 

to indicate how intimately linked the issue of the distinctness of virtues is to the issue of 

their teachability, and to show how dangerously negligent the purported teachers of 

virtue—and their students—are of this connection. For such negligence belies inattention 

to the epistemic basis of virtue in the first place—a very culpable negligence on the part 

of a would-be teacher of virtue. If Socrates can demonstrate Protagoras' own negligence 

to him, then he will have succeeded in challenging Protagoras' claim to teach virtue, and 

in giving young Hippocrates the kind of warning that Socrates sought to give him in the 

dialogue's opening (31 la-314c).^ But the connection that Plato wants to show that even 

the sophists are committed to is muddied if his method is to show a link between the 

unity and teachability of an imattraciive kind of'virtue'. In that case, it would still be 

conception of virtue itself 
We need not worry, then, that Socrates is pointing out a mere inconsistency; as Weiss 

(1990b), 29 rightly notes, 'It seems unlikely that Protagoras is upset [at the end] merely 
about losing the match'. It is, I think, this worry that motivates the other dialectical 
readings cited above to locate the problem for Protagoras beyond, or at least not confined 
to, the inconsistency of his position itself But if I have described Plato's goal in the 
dialogue correctly, then this inconsistency is all he needs to show in order to achieve that 



30 

difficult to see just what Socrates was doing in presenting hedonism to the sophists, given 

his larger aims in the dialogue.** 

Thus although important advances have been made in understanding Socrates' 

appeal to hedonism, we still have some way to go before we understand it fully. 

Consequently, I shall argue not only that Socrates' strategy is negative and dialectical, but 

also that the hedonism Socrates offers the many and the sophists is in fact quite 

sophisticated, providing an attractive common ground on which sophists and laymen 

might meet. Hedonism and a hedonist account of virtue, then, are quite attractive to the 

sophists as they constitute an advantageous protreptic for laymen. However, Socrates 

then shows that such hedonism undermines the view that the virtues are distinct. On the 

most attractive type of protreptic, then, Protagoras' profession is at odds with his own 

view of the distinctness and separability of the virtues. 

The advantage of the reading I shall offer is that it makes sense of Socrates' 

goal. 

Furthermore, it is sometimes argued that the problem that Socrates raises for Protagoras 
is an awkward revelation of the true nature of his teaching, which is self-serving and 
elitist (see esp. Hemmenway (1996), McCoy (1998)). While this probably is accurate of 
Protagoras' teaching, nonetheless it is conspicuous that Socrates does very little explicitly 
to draw attention to this. By contrast, Socrates in his discussion of rhetoric throughout 
the Gorgias makes such revelation a central and explicit theme. I suspect, then, that 
Plato does not ignore this aspect of rhetoric in the Protagoras, but nonetheless has 
another aspect of it primarily in his sights. 

This is so, moreover, despite Socrates' earlier warnings that Hippocrates docs not 
understand just what effect Protagoras may have on his soul. For while this warning 
conccms what virtue is, according to Protagoras, it is just this issue that Socrates 
explicitly says has not been addressed by the dialogue's end, and which should be 
examined before returning to the issue of teachability (36 Ic). Apparently Socrates takes 
his preceding discussion with Protagoras to have contributed to a more modest warning, 
based on the fact that it is not at all clear what sort of thing Protagoras takes virtue to be 
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discussion of hedonism within the argumentative project of the dialogue as a whole, 

namely to examine prevalent but mistaken views of the relations of the virtues. In order 

to understand the hedonist argument itself, then, we should understand its role in the 

argumentative structure of the dialogue as a whole. Short of offering a comprehensive 

treatment of the entire dialogue, however, the ne.\t best thing is to examine the role of 

hedonism within Protagoras and Socrates' discussion of courage, since Socrates says 

(353b) that the discussion of hedonism is instrumental to the discussion of courage. 

1 • Protagoras on Courage and the Other Virtues 

Although Protagoras originally (329d-330b) maintained that all the virtues are 

distinct from one another, as for instance eyes are from ears, and that the virtues can be 

possessed quite independently of one another, he now sets that thesis aside in the case of 

justice, piety, wisdom, and temperance, apparently under the weight of Socrates' earlier 

arguments about those virtues (330c-334c). Socrates did not, however, mention courage 

or 'manliness', and it is now to courage that Protagoras' confines his thesis. 

We can characterize Protagoras' position on courage (349d) as follows. Courage, 

first of all, is completely different (Tidvu ttoau 6ia(t)epov) from the other virtues. This 

distinctness takes two forms. On the one hand, courage is distinct both in its function 

and in itself from the other virtues (cf. 330b 1), as eyes are from ears. On the other, 

courage is distinct from the others even in our acquisition of them through education: 

having courage will entail nothing about having justice, piety, temperance, or wisdom. 

In other words, courage is so different from the other virtues that it does not reciprocate 

or whether he can in fact teach it. 
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with them; for Protagoras, that is, the distinctness of the virtues is such as to entail their 

separability. In fact, Protagoras claims that one may have courage while being othenvise 

\ icious. The complete separability of courage from the rest means that if someone's 

possession of some virtue makes him just, pious, temperate, or wise, then that virtue is 

not courage. Thus Protagoras makes it clear that courage is learned and used in such a 

way that il is entirely distinct and separate from the other virtues. 

Protagoras' position on courage, then, is rather strong. But of course it is not a 

particularly foreign view. For instance, Moll Flanders may seem to modem readers to 

possess some virtue, such as courage—after all, she seeks her survival in the face of even 

mortal risk—even though she may possess no other virtues, but rather a good share of 

vices. Since such a view of the virtues is (at least prima facie) an easy one to assume, 

Socrates' examination of it, and in particular his examination of its implications for the 

cpistcmic bases of the virtues, will hardly be idle. 

But the view that the virtues are reciprocal and probably unified is also a strong 

one, and so Socrates will have a long way to go to persuade Protagoras of it. For the 

stronger Protagoras' thesis, the weaker its denial: if Protagoras were forced to admit that 

no one courageous could be otherwise vicious, he could still maintain that the courageous 

need not be otherwise virtuous either. So how, from this beginning, will Socrates be able 

to show that Protagoras himself is committed to the unity and reciprocity of the virtues? 

Socrates will do this through the hedonism he will discuss: by construing the 

virtue that Protagoras teaches as an expertise of properly assessing pleasures as a guide to 

proper action, Socrates will commit Protagoras to the claim that the courageous will also 
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have the other virtues, and that the virtues all share a common and unifying epistemic 

basis."^ It is this epistemic basis that Socrates, through hedonism, will offer as the 

sophist's teaching; so Socrates will show that Protagoras' professional commitments are 

at odds with his philosophical commitments about the relations between the virtues. 

I shall show in the last section of the paper how the discussion of hedonism leads 

to these results, which facilitate Socrates' final argument against Protagoras' conception 

of courage (359a-360e); and consequently I shall there examine that argument more 

closely to see how Socrates puts these results to work. Understanding the role of 

hedonism in Socrates' strategy is important not only for understanding how the 

arguments about courage work, but also for understanding whether Socrates is committed 

to the hedonism he discusses. 

2. An Argument about Courage. Part 1 

Since Protagoras resists Socrates' first argument about courage (349e-351a) but 

not his second (359a-360e), we should begin by examining those two arguments in order 

to understand what the intervening argument about hedonism (351b-358e) must 

contribute to them.'° 

The first courage argument is as follows. Protagoras readily agrees that the 

courageous are confident, and he also volunteers the general claim that confidence 

increases directly with knowledge; for the knowledgeable (in a given respect) are more 

''Of course, the precise way in which the virtues might be unified is a matter of enormous 
controversy, and thus too cumbersome for us to discuss here; fortunately, it will also be 
unnecessary for us to discuss it here. 

This is also the strategy of Weiss (1990b), 19ff; cf Zeyl (1989), 13. 
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confident (in the same respect) both than others who are ignorant (in the same respect), 

and than themselves before they were knowledgeable (in the same respect). However, 

Protagoras also agrees, some ignorant persons are confident in the very respect" in which 

they are ignorant; such confidence is madness and thus cannot be courage, since all of 

\ irtuc is fine. Socrates then reminds Protagoras that he believes that the courageous are 

confident,'- and he claims that those not confident as the courageous are, are not 

courageous but mad. So the wisest are the most confident, and thus the most courageous; 

therefore, wisdom is courage. 

This is a controversial argument, but before we examine its possible problems we 

should note the two claims that Socrates' argument purports to establish: first, that the 

most confident are the most courageous, and second that since the most confident are 

distinguished by their knowledge, it is their knowledge which makes them courageous, 

and so knowledge is courage. I shall discuss these two claims, and the problems each 

raises, in turn, and then I shall try to say where these problems leave us at the end of the 

" As Devereux (1975), 37 rightly points out, some such qualification must be added to 
Protagoras' claim (349e-350b) that the ignorant but bold are not courageous, but mad, or 
else Protagoras simply contradicts his preceding claim (349d) that some courageous are 
ignorant. Devereux himself suggests that Protagoras understands the ignorant but bold at 
350b to be those who are bold through madness, not through knowledge; but I take a 
perhaps simpler reading, that Protagoras means at 349d that some are courageous at.r 
even if ignorant beyond x, and at 349e-350b that no one ignorant about .v could be 
courageous at x, but bold and mad. 

Plato actually uses the definite article, saying literally, 'the courageous are the 
confident', which suggests a biconditional. But such usage of the Greek article is neither 
necessary nor sufficient for making a biconditional; see Weiss (1985a), 16-17. To 
understand a biconditional here would be to misunderstand the argument much as 
Protagoras does, as 1 shall argue below. 
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argument. 

Socrates establishes the first claim by showing that the most confident are distinct 

from the 'otherwise' confident, who are not courageous,'^ and thus that the most 

confident, being the wisest of the confident, are coextensive with the courageous. But 

this presupposes not only that only the most confident have knowledge, to which 

Protagoras has agreed (for confidence increases directly with knowledge), but also that 

all the most confident have knowledge, to which he has not. In other words, Socrates 

presupposes and Protagoras denies that: 

I. The rightly confident (i.e. the most confident) and the knowledgeably 

confident are coextensive. 

It is not surprising, then, that Protagoras exploits this presupposition of Socrates' 

to resist the argument. For Protagoras denies any entailment from confidence to courage. 

.More precisely, he denies that the confident are courageous, and he accuses Socrates of 

introducing this claim by illicitly converting the earlier premise that the courageous are 

confident.''' He shows this by an allegedly parallel argument. The strong are powerful 

(as the courageous are confident), and following Socrates' logic, he says, we can infer 

that the powerful are strong. Now power in wrestling increases with knowledge in 

For courage is superlatively fine, but confidence is often not fine but mad; so no one 
confident in this 'mad' way could be courageous. So argues Weiss (1985a), 17 who 
rightly points out that this reading is supported by Socrates' language, saying that the mad 
ones are those who are not confident ouTcog, i.e., in the way the wisely confident, 
Ktti eK€i au, are (350c). 

See Weiss (1985a), 13 for a good discussion; see also Taylor (1976), 158-160 who 
argues against Protagoras' accusation of illicit conversion. 
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wrestling, so the powerful are so by knowledge; since the powerful are coextensive with 

the strong, the strong also are so by knowledge, and so knowledge is strength. But 

Protagoras denies that the powerful are strong, just as he denies that the confident are 

courageous, so he need not admit that courage is knowledge any more than that strength 

is. 

This objection has certain clear defects. For the premise that the confident are 

courageous is very different from Socrates' actual premise, that the most confident are the 

most courageous. Socrates argues that the most confident form a proper subset of the 

confident; it is they who are courageous, and what marks them off among the confident is 

their knowledge.'^ So the argument does not work as Protagoras thinks it does,'^ and 

Socrates does not make any 'illicit conversion'.'^ But then why doesn't Socrates simply 

point this out to Protagoras? 

The reason, I think, is that Protagoras' objection, if warranted, to Socrates' second 

presupposition is more serious for Socrates' argument, even if Socrates could bring 

Protagoras to a correct appreciation of its logic. For Socrates argues that if knowledge 

increases confidence, and such wise confidence is the greatest courage, then knowledge 

Cf. Weiss (1985a), 14 and Vlastos (1956), xxxiii-xxxiv,/?ace Taylor (1976), 155-161 
who leaves Socrates' inference with two possible readings, both fallacious, by 
discounting the importance of the comparatives in Socrates' argument. 

As Weiss (1985a), 18-19 points out, Protagoras also leaves out analogs of several 
crucial premises of Socrates' argument, contentiously focusing on the last thing said. 

' Pace Vlastos (1956). xxxv who claims that Socrates only needs to show that all the 
courageous are wise, but still holds that Socrates mistakenly attempts to establish the 
biconditional. 



37 

brings the kind of confidence that is courage, and so it is knowledge that makes one 

courageous. Hence it is of course courage that makes one courageous, courage and 

knowledge must be the same. But this presupposes that knowledge requires nothing in 

addition—such as some non-epistemic ability, like steady nerves—to make one 

courageous, and Socrates has not secured Protagoras' agreement to this either. More 

generally, Socrates presupposes and Protagoras denies that 

II. A virtue is, in its entirety, a kind of knowledge 

Protagoras denies that knowledge alone, without any non-epistemic supplement, 

could make one courageous. Protagoras claims that confidence (like 'power') has two 

alternate sources, skill (Te/vri) and knowledge (e7ci<;T-q[ir|)"*on the one hand, or 

passionate emotion on the other. Now Protagoras does say that courage is not a function 

of passion, but still he is evidently not willing to say that it comes from skill and 

knowledge, either. Rather, it comes from the 'nature and proper nurture' 

((j)uaic; Kai euTpo<t)ia) of the soul. Since this source is different from knowledge or 

skill, we can conclude that that difference will be non-epistemic: perhaps 'nurture' 

provides an epistemic element in courage, whereas 'nature' provides non-epistemic ones. 

This is likely, because on the one hand Protagoras as a teacher of virtue must allow that 

virtue is at least partially epistemic; still, on the other, he seems to think that a virtue is 

not entirely epistemic—there must be some natural, non-epistemic disposition that the 

student brings to the lesson. Consequently, Protagoras believes that courage is not 

Protagoras says that those among the confident who are courageous are those who are 
confident through (351a7), the analog of the eTcioTfj(iri of the powerful (35Ia2). 
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identical to a kind of knowledge, because in some respect courage is also importantly 

non-cpistemic. 

Thus Protagoras reveals the heart of his disagreement with Socrates: virtues such 

as courage have certain non-epistemic elements, and so whatever relation knowledge has 

to virtue, the virtues remain discrete (cf. Weiss 1985a, 13-14). So if Socrates is later able 

to refute Protagoras on the nature of courage, we should suppose that the intervening 

discussion commits Protagoras to the claim that there is no non-epistemic element to 

separate (j)uai<;-Kav-euTpo4)Ca from Moreover, in that case we may come to 

think that Socrates in the first courage argument is relying not on unjustified 

assumptions, but rather on assumptions that Protagoras cannot deny, as the subsequent 

arguments will make clear. 

3. An Argument about Courage. Part 2 

Since we now know how the first argument fails to satisfy Protagoras, we should 

sec how the second courage argument (359a-360e) improves in his estimation over the 

first, and thus how the intervening discussion of hedonism changes Protagoras' position. 

Socratcs begins the argument by reminding all present that it is Protagoras' belief that the 

courageous are confident and ready for action. Protagoras and Socrates assume that it is 

impossible for anyone to go toward what he takes to be fearsome; so courageous and 

cowardly alike go toward what they are confident about. But the courageous and the 

cowardly are ready for different actions, for only the former are ready for war; so, since 

going to war is honorable, and therefore good, and therefore pleasant, and since everyone 

goes for what he takes to be good and pleasant, cowards must not know that going to war 
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is good and pleasant. 

Notice, then, that the difference between the courageous and the cowardly can 

only be epistemic. Socrates now says that what sets the courageous apart from the 

cowardly and reckless is their honorable and good confidence and fear, while the fear and 

confidence of the cowardly, foolhardy, and mad are disgraceful because of ignorance and 

stupidity. Since the difference between the courageous and the cowardly is purely one of 

e7ric;TTi|ir|, and since the cowardly arc cowardly through ignorance, cowardice must be 

ignorance. Since one is courageous by the opposite of cowardice—that is, wisdom alone-

-wisdom must be courage. 

So in this argument Socrates establishes, first, that the confident fall into two 

groups, the honorably and the disgracefully confident, and that the courageous are the 

honorably confident. Second, Socrates makes the difference between courage and 

cowardice purely epistemic; this is the result of their agreement that anything good is 

pleasant, and that the cowardly would not knowingly avoid the good qua pleasant. 

Clearly, then, Protagoras is no longer able to reject Socrates' two presuppositions from 

the first courage argument: 

I. The rightly confident (i.e. the most confident) and the knowledgeably 

confident are coextensive; and 

II. A virtue is, in its entirety, a kind of knowledge (euigx'niJ.Ti). 

If that is so, and if Socrates could also show that the knowledge that is courage is shared 

by the other virtues, then he could commit Protagoras to the reciprocity of virtues. In a 

word, there are numerous exceptional assumptions at work in this second argument (as in 
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the first), to which Protagoras nonetheless does not take exception (unlike the first); so it 

is reasonable to suppose that they must be motivated by the intervening argument. How, 

then, docs the argument about hedonism account for these assumptions? 

4. An Argument about Pleasure: Akrasia 

In what follows I shall examine Socrates' discussion of hedonism, and three 

things will become apparent. First, we shall see that this argument, considered on its 

own, is best understood as a dialectical argument against Protagoras. Second, the 

hedonist thesis advanced in this argument is a sophisticated one, worthy of the attention 

of laymen and sophists alike, and so appropriate as a kind of sophistic protreptic. And 

third, we shall then appreciate how this dialectical argument contributes directly to 

Socrates' refutation of Protagoras' thesis about courage, and thus that Socrates' dialectical 

argument makes sense within the larger argumentative structure. So let's begin by 

looking closely at this argument. 

Socrates begins his discussion of hedonism (351b-358e) by asking Protagoras 

whether lives, considered as wholes, can be good or bad, and Protagoras agrees. Socrates 

then asks whether a life of pleasure is thereby a good life, and Protagoras says that it is, 

provided that it is lived in enjoyment of honorable things (Toi<; KaAoig, 351c). Socrates 

is surprised at Protagoras' qualification: is not something good just insofar as it is 

pleasant? Protagoras replies that the qualification is necessary, because one must think 

of one's life overall, to see that some things are painful but good, others pleasant but bad. 

Socrates then asks whether the pleasant itself is good, just insofar as it is pleasant. 

Protagoras is not prepared to answer immediately, but suggests that they look into the 
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matter. 

Socrates proceeds to examine the question by asking Protagoras about knowledge 

and action: does he agree with the many, who suppose that knowledge is often 

dominated, with the result that one acts mistakenly, or does he think that knowledge 

governs one's actions? Protagoras replies without hesitation that knowledge is a 

governing force, and that it would be 'shameful' (aiaxpov) for him to say otherwise 

(352c-d).''^ This is an indication that Protagoras has a considerable professional 

investment in the discussion of akrasia.'° 

Now Protagoras is at first hesitant to allow that pleasure is the good, not because 

he believes that the knowledgeable may be prone to akrasia, but because he appreciates 

the importance of overall enjoyment of one's life. The many, on the other hand, are 

hesitant because they believe that one with knowledge sometimes does succumb to 

akrasia, that is, that people sometimes do the wrong thing even though they 'know better'. 

As Kerferd (1981), 138 notes, we have no external evidence that Protagoras held this 
view, but his agreement is understandable since he holds that education is the key to 
moral problems. See also Stokes (1986), 411-412. 

One might object that a sophist need not guarantee that his pupils, once educated, will 
never do wrong: it should be enough that they are greatly improved; anyway, the sophist 
cannot be held responsible if the student chooses not to use, or to misuse, the instruments 
gained from the sophist. However, the sophists promise not merely to make students 
better, but to make them better than the best upbringing and training by the best fathers 
and associates have been able to make them (Socrates mentions Pericles' and Ariphron's 
failure to train Clinias; see 319e-320b). So Protagoras and the sophists must promise to 
change behavior in a way that exceeds the efforts of all previous instructors. If the 
problem to which Protagoras is the solution is that the finest Athenian aristocratic 
families cannot reliably turn out promising sons, then Protagoras' curriculum must offer a 
high degree of reliability. And this is just what Protagoras does promise; the only barrier 
which Protagoras admits to the production of excellence is a lack of natural disposition 
on the part of the student, as Protagoras himself is 'uniquely qualified to assist others in 
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but are overcome by some other force, such as an attraction to pleasure. In short, since 

they believe that pleasure often leads people to go wrong, they are hesitant to call 

pleasure the good. However, Socrates thinks that he can find a middle ground of 

hedonism acceptable to both parties. He begins by showing that the many need not think 

that anyone is ever overcome by pleasure, for, ironically, if they would only embrace 

hedonism, their fear of the possibility of being overcome by pleasure would vanish. 

Socrates begins by finding that the many believe that a person may choose the 

worse course, knowing that the course chosen is troublesome (Tiovripoc;), but overcome 

by the pleasantness of it. Socrates then asks what they would mean by 'troublesome', 

giving three possibilities: 

a. Such things are troublesome because they give imnied.iate pleasure; 

b. Such things are troublesome because they lead to undesirable 

consequences; 

c. Such things are troublesome because of the way they give pleasure. 

Socrates asks Protagoras whether the many would say anything but (b), and Protagoras 

replies that (b) is just what they would say (353d-e). In denying (a), Protagoras assumes 

that the many do not think that a troublesome pleasure is troublesome just because it is 

pleasant at the outset (ev tw Kapaxpiina). Moreover, (c) specifies a way in which a 

pleasant act might be troublesome, because it gives pleasure only indiscriminately 

(OTirioOv), and so violates some independent criterion; in denying (c), then, Protagoras 

becoming noble and good, and worth the fee' (see 327b-328c). 
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denies that they have any criterion of value besides pleasure and pain."' So the many 

must think that a troublesome pleasure is one which has troublesome—that is, painful 

(353e-354a)—consequences later (353d-e), while some painful things have good—that 

is, pleasant (354b)—consequences (354a-b). For the many have no other criterion than 

pleasure and pain by which to call things good or bad (354b), as Socrates notes four 

times (cf. 354c-355a). 

Socrates now uses this popular hedonism to construct an argument debunking the 

popular belief that akrasia is a reality. Socrates tells the many that, given their criterion, 

their belief that people are overcome by pleasure to do what is wrong is ridiculous 

(YCAoiov, 355a). Suppose: 

1. S knows that A is bad and can avoid A, 

2. S does A, 

3. S does A because S is overcome, 

and 

4. S is overcome by the pleasantness of A. 

Now, since the only criterion of goodness is pleasantness, 

5. 'Good' and 'pleasant' are names for one thing, and similarly for 'bad' and 

'painful'. 

Since A is bad, it must be the case that 

6. The badness of A outweighs the goodness of A, 

This appears to have been a common estimation of popular value; cf. Phaedo 68c-69a. 
Aristotle also claims that the identification of pleasure with the good is often the view of 

the ordinary person, at least in practice {Nicomachean Ethics I.v, 1095b 14 fO-
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where 'outweighs' means that the badness is larger and the goodness smaller, or the bad 

results more and the good fewer, or the badness greater and the goodness lesser. 

By (5), we can substitute 'goodness' for'pleasantness', yielding 

4.' S is overcome by the goodness of A. 

N'ow Socrates' point is that if S were to know that A is bad and also what badness is as 

illuminated by hedonism, S would not do A. That is, since akrasia is the domination of 

knowledge by desire, S's act is a genuine case oiakrasia only if S knows what goodness 

and badness are, and how A is a case of such badness." So we must infer that, given (6), 

(I) now becomes 

I.' S knows that more bad than good will result from A, and can avoid A, 

or, in other words, 

1." S knows that doing A will result in getting more bad things for the sake of 

getting fewer good things. 

But the conjunction of (4') and (I") is said to be silly—how could the good ever compel 

one to do the bad? 

What exactly is ridiculous, that S does A, or that S does A because S is overcome 

by the goodness of A? If the former, then Socrates would need to elicit from the many a 

statement to the effect that no one in a situation like S's will do things like A; that is, the 

many would have to agree to the psychological claim that knowledge like S's precludes 

" This feature of the argument removes worries about inferences in intentional contexts, 
pace Taylor (1976), 180-181. 
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action like S's. If the latter,^ then Socrates means to show that if S is compelled by the 

good to do the bad, then S is compelled by the good to do what S ought not to do—that 

is, S is compelled by the good to do what S is compelled by the good not to do; and how 

could the good be so two-faced?"" 

Howc\ er, I maintain that the argument is dubious on either reading of it. If so, 

then what are we to say about this argument? Why does Socrates appeal to this 

suspicious argument in his examination of the many? We shall see that this argument 

can be treated as an example provided by Socrates of the kind of argument which 

Protagoras will need to direct toward the many, instead of as Socrates' oiv/i argument for 

a doctrine of his own. Furthermore, since this dubious argument would, if dialectical in 

this way, be the property of Protagoras and not of Socrates, it is preferable to interpret it 

as dialectical. In other words, Socrates' larger argument against Protagoras would not 

itself be fallacious simply because it refers to a fallacious argument the likes of which 

Protagoras depends on. However, if the argument were a doctrinal, Socratic argument, 

then the fallacy would lie squarely in Socrates' argument, and not merely in a 

•' See Santas (1966). This reading is strongly suggested by Socrates' chiding words to 
the many,'. . . your position will become absurd, when you say that frequently a man, 
knowing the bad to be bad, nevertheless does that very thing, when he is able not to do it, 
having been driven and overwhelmed by pleasure', and again when you say that a man 
knowing the good is not willing to do it, on account of immediate pleasure, having been 
overcome by it.' (355a-b, emphasis added) 

For an alternative view, see Taylor (1976), 182-186 who defends the view of Gallop 
(1964) that the absurdity is the explicit contradiction that (a) although people know that 
certain things are bad, (b) they nonetheless do them through ignorance of the fact that 
they are bad. However, on this view the argument against akrasia is not completed until 
(b) is stated at 357d3-5, i.e. after the discussion of the measuring art, and indeed well 
after the argument against akrasia appears to end. 
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Protagorean protreptic as Socrates describes it."^ To see this, let's look first at some ways 

of treating the argument as doctrinal. 

As we have seen, the argument against akrasia maintains either that it is 

ridiculous to think that a person who knows an action to be less pleasant (or more 

painful) than the alternative would in fact do that action, or that it is ridiculous to think 

that a person would engage in such an action because overwhelmed by its goodness. On 

cither interpretation, the argument relies on a pair of unstated assumptions. First, the 

argument presupposes that the many accept psychological hedonism, that is, the thesis 

that people in fact do what they know to be most pleasant (or least painful). This is, of 

course, a much stronger view than normative hedonism, which is the thesis that people 

ought to do what they know to be most pleasant (or least painful). 

Some commentators suggest that the many do accept psychological hedonism, 

when they admit that they 'pursue pleasure as being good; avoid pain as bad' (354c).-® 

Now on this hypothesis we must ask whether the many accept 

i. If S chooses A, then S believes that A is the most pleasant immediately 

or 

ii. If S chooses A, then S believes that A is the most pleasant, all things 

considered. 

Note that although on this reading Socrates constructs a fallacious argument, and 
perhaps deliberately so, nonetheless it is a fallacious Protagorean argument, and not a 
Socratic one; this is quite different from 'deliberate fallacy' readings of the Protagoras 
which (as I suggested in an earlier note) I find unattractive. 

E.g. Irwin (1995), 82-84 claims that the many accept psychological hedonism; Taylor 
(1976), 175 claims that the many act in accordance with psychological hedonism. See 
also Gosling and Taylor (1982), 57-58; Santas (1966), 18. 
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If the many accept (ii), then they do accept that it is impossible to be overcome by 

pleasure: if S makes a mistaken choice, then S must have tried but failed to make a 

thoughtful judgment of the overall pleasantness of that choice. This is important for 

making the virtue which sophists promise to teach attractive to the many: since one can 

find what is to be done only by weighing the pains and pleasures involved in a course of 

action (356a-c), a method of weighing could save its practitioner by overcoming 

deceptive appearances (356c-e). This method Socrates calls the art of measurement 

([ieTpT]TiKf] xexvri), although he does not describe it in any detail (357b). What is 

important, he says, is that the many recognize that the measuring art is a kind of 

knowledge, and that those who make bad choices do so not because they are overcome 

by pleasure, but because of ignorance—a lack of Tex^rj—which the sophists promise to 

curc (356b-e). 

The argument against akrasia, then, assumes that the many accept (ii) 

psychological hedonism about long-term pleasure (cp. Santas 1966, 22); but there is no 

compelling evidence that they do."' It is not clear, for one thing, that the many accept 

any kind of psychological hedonism in the first place; their admission that they 'pursue 

pleasure as being good; avoid pain as bad' (354c) seems far too thin to commit them to 

such a strong thesis. Moreover, Socrates claims that the measuring art lets us know what 

things are 'to be done' (irpaKTeov, 356b8) and 'to be chosen' (A.ri7iTea, 356b4), but those 

locutions are importantly ambiguous: do they describe acts that are normatlvely 

See Zeyl (1989) who notes the possibility of'welfare-independent desire'; I disagree 
with Zeyl, however, when he suggests that Socrates removes this worry via hedonism 
(although I do think that he uses hedonism to get the many to stop worrying about it). 
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necessar>', or psychologically necessary?"'* Of course, the sophists accept the 

psychological claim; but it seems that Socrates must convince the many of the 

psychological claim (cf. Santas 1966, 20, 22), whereas they need accept no more than the 

normative claim. 

For another thing, even if the many are psychological hedonists it is not clear that 

they reject 

i. If S chooses A, then S believes that A is the most pleasant immediately. 

If they do not reject (i), then they think that one might tend to choose what is most 

pleasant at the moment, with little concern for further consequences. In that case, S 

would not benefit from learning the measuring art: it would only help S to calculate 

consequences that S may not find impressive. Before the many will turn to the 

measuring art, then, they must believe either that everyone is already concerned with 

long-term pleasantness before learning the measuring art, or that anyone who leams the 

measuring art somehow develops such a concern thereby. We have already seen that 

Protagoras is committed to a very tight relationship between the training he offers and the 

student's behavior; can he and Socrates convince the many of it? 

This brings us to the argument's second assumption. For Protagoras to convince 

the many of the tight relation between training and behavior, the many must accept 

pleasure as the sole criterion of the good, in such a way that every pleasure is assessed 

only in quantity. Socrates thus points out that, given (5), if two pleasures differ in value. 

Gosling and Taylor (1982), 57-58 suggest that Plato simply failed to see the difference 
between normative and psychological hedonism; Taylor (1976), 189-190 prefers the 
normative reading. Cp. Santas (1966), 29-30. 
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then they differ in hedonistic terms only; immediacy, then, does not change the value of a 

pleasure qua pleasure."^ This assumption makes the proximity of a pleasure irrelevant, 

and so makes possible the art of measurement. 

What grounds, though, would Socrates have for thinking that the many would 

agree about the irrelevance of proximity? For while the many do agree that pleasure is a 

single standard of goodness, this thesis is also ambiguous. On the one hand, we might 

say that 

iii. Pleasure is the single standard because no desires for anything other than 

pleasure may influence choice, 

that is, that choices are made with an eye toward nothing but pleasure. On the other, we 

might say that 

iv. Pleasure is the single standard because, among pleasures, there are no 

qualitative differences that could influence choice. 

This latter is the sense required in order to deny the influence of immediacy. The many, 

then, must agree that there are no non-quantitative differences between pleasures, in 

order to sec the measuring art as an effective guide to virtuous action. 

However, nothing in the text requires that pleasure be singular in that way. 

Indeed, it could be that the good compelling S to act is not entirely the same as the good 

compelling S not to act. Perhaps S could be compelled by the immediately pleasant— 

one kind of good—to do what S is compelled by the pleasant-on-balance—another kind 

Cf Rudebusch (1989), 27-40 who claims that Gosling and Taylor (1982) fail to 
appreciate the significance of this point. 
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of good—not to do (356a; cf. Taylor 1976, 180). 

The singleness of the standard of pleasure is discussed in an excellent recent 

article by Richardson (1990). As Richardson notes, the weighing analogy does require 

that nothing but pleasure is good and nothing but pain bad, but not that there are no 

differences of value among various pleasures and pains, in terms of pleasure and pain. In 

fact, as Richardson notes, Socrates lists three ways to compare pleasures, as larger or 

smaller, more or fewer, and greater or less, which suggest three distinct standards of 

comparison, making the commensurability of pleasures quite unlikely (Richardson 1990, 

15-19). So while Socrates does say that the difference between near and remote 

pleasures is not really an important difference, it might still make a difference to an 

agent like 5."° This would be a mistake not in S's calculation, but in S's appreciation of 

the value of calculation (cf. Taylor 1976, 192). Would the measuring art correct the 

latter mistake? 

Perhaps it would, if incommensurability would arise only from pleasure-

independent desires, and human psychology always prefers a greater quantity of pleasure. 

This is suggested by Rudebusch (1989), who argues that the weak thesis that 

iii. Pleasure is the single standard because no desires for anything other than 

Sec Weiss (1990b), 24-26; Stokes (1986), 406; Vlastos (1956), xlii-xliii. Cf. Gallop 
(1964), 127 who notes that the claim that the measuring art is our salvation presupposes 
both that those who have the art will always apply it, and that they will always obey it 
once applied. Santas (1966), 30ff. suggests that such behavior on S's part could be 
rendered explicable if S is under the control of some fierce passion and thus fails to meet 
the 'able to refrain' condition for akratic behavior. However, this would remove much of 
the force which Socrates and Protagoras take their denial of akrasia to have, and indeed 
Socrates claims that the passionate and mad act badly only out of ignorance (360b). 
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pleasure may influence choice, 

when conjoined with psychological hedonism, implies that 

iv. Pleasure is the single standard because, among pleasures, there are no 

qualitative differences which could influence choice. 

That is, since people always pursue pleasure alone as the good, and since any desires 

which would create qualitative differences among pleasures are pleasure-independent 

desires, all such desires will be precluded by (iii), so that one will always pursue 

pleasures for their quantity and not for any qualitative distinctness from any other 

pleasures. Thus, since no desires besides the desire for pleasure can influence choice, 

and since a desire for immediacy is one such extraneous desire, the immediacy of a 

pleasure cannot affect one's choice.^' 

This seems the best argument for the commensurability of immediate and remote 

pleasures in this passage. Notice, however, how much the many must assume: in order 

for the many to be committed to the required commensurability thesis, not only must they 

believe in psychological hedonism—a crucial point, the attribution of which would 

certainly call for explicit comment on Socrates' part—but also they must affirm that 

certain features of a pleasant action, such as the immediacy of the pleasure, can be 

detached from the pleasure itself and regarded as extraneous to it. But this too is a 

substantial commitment, and Socrates glosses over it as well. Ordinary experience seems 

to suggest that indulging an appetite now, for instance, as well as refraining, can both be 

See Rudebusch (1989), 29-31, who finds this view necessary in order to avoid 
attributing a deliberately fallacious argument to Socrates; I shall discuss this further 
below. 
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pleasant acts, but nonetheless that often they are pleasant in quite different ways. 

Someone who denies this must assert that the 'rush' of indulgence, beliefs that one is 

'sinning', feelings of casting aside inhibitions, and so on are not essential parts of the 

former pleasure, and likewise for the beliefs and feelings which seem tied to the latter 

pleasure. However, if pleasure is not one feeling among many, but a broader experience 

that encompasses various feelings and beliefs, then those feelings and beliefs will not be 

e.xtrancous to pleasures. Of course, it is a controversial matter of moral psychology 

which account of pleasure (if either) is correct; but we need not be committed to either 

thesis to see that the matter is controversial. So as we saw regarding the assumption of 

psychological hedonism, Socrates is again attributing to the many a thesis which is far 

too controversial for the space he affords it. 

It is not without good reason, however, that some commentators have insisted that 

these assumptions must be warranted, for the alternative is that Socrates is here arguing 

for the 'Socratic parado.x' on the basis of a fallacious—perhaps deliberately fallacious— 

argument."" I agree that such an interpretation of a (purportedly) doctrinal argument is 

ccrtainly to be avoided if possible. However, this dilemma between incredible 

assumptions and deliberate fallacy disappears if Socrates' argument is not doctrinal but 

dialectical in the following way. Socrates is constructing an argument to show that 

Protagoras' view of the relations of the virtues is not one that he can, in the end, 

consistently maintain. That is the argument that Socrates gives, and it is not fallacious. 

However, one step within that argument refers to the sort of argument that Socrates 

1 thank George Rudebusch for impressing this point on me. 
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supposes Protagoras would give to the many, and the latter argument—which we are here 

discussing—is fallacious. We must keep in mind that Socrates' argument is aimed at 

Protagoras; and while Socrates offers a fallacious argument as a representative 

Protagorean argument, nonetheless Socrates' argument—the larger argument—is not 

fallacious. 

In fact, there is significant textual evidence for this way of understanding 

Socratcs' argument. For it is clear that what is important to Socrates about his argument 

is that the many would in fact accept it. This fact signifies the whole point of the present 

argument, and it also sheds light on the question why Socrates converses with the many 

in the first place. Allow me to explain how. 

Protagoras and the other sophists deny that akratic mistakes ever really occur, but 

to give successful protreptic they must so convince their listeners. Of course, for this 

task it is sufficient simply to give only as good an argument as the audience will be 

unable to reject. Indeed, as one commentator has noticed Socrates does not give an 

argument against akrasia to the sophists—ihQxv agreement stands (352c-d, 358b-e; Weiss 

1990b, 23, 26);-'^ the arguments are directed only toward the many (354e ff). We know 

that sophists gave public lectures in which they would answer questions and develop 

their own doctrines, and Thucydides (3.38.7) tells us that people were commonly stunned 

and dazzled at such performances (de Romilly 1992, 36). Certainly the sophists would 

have had good reason to address the many, if not to persuade them to hand over their 

Cf Socrates' own comment at 345e: 'I am pretty sure that none of the wise men thinks 
that any human being willingly makes a mistake or willingly does anything wrong or 
bad.' 
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sons (and money), then at least to alleviate any concerns over the effect of sophistic 

training on those who did pay; for a major concern would be that sophistic allows those 

trained to abuse their intellectual power (cf. Adkins 1973, 10). Furthermore, the 

measuring art would provide a particularly useful advertising tool, as it is continuous 

with popular views about the good, captures the force of popular admonition against 

excessive behavior, and explains why the sophists are especially capable of instilling 

virtue/"' These are desiderata that Protagoras surely would wish to satisfy. 

Notice, then, that the need to convince the many of the impossibility of akratic 

action after sophistic training, is a problem for Protagoras, not Socrates; it is Protagoras 

who is committed, before a popular audience, to showing that akrasia is eliminated by 

the training he gives. There is no reason to require Socrates' argument here to be his 

own. rather than an argument he gives on Protagoras' behalf to Protagoras' potential 

audicnce.'^ And since that argument is only good enough for that audience, as Socrates 

repeatedly points out, it is preferable simply to take the argument as such a mock 

protrcptic. For throughout the argument over pleasure, Socrates invokes at every 

important argumentative juncture an assumption about what the many would or would 

not be able to say. they would not say that a troublesome pleasure is anything but one 

which brings bad consequences (353d6-e3); they have nothing to say but that bad 

conscqucnces are bad only because they are painful (353e5-354a2); that good pains are 

I shall return to these points in the ne.xt section. 

And, of course, this could be the case even though the argument purports to defend a 
thesis that Socrates himself also maintains, as Aristotle says {Nicomachean Ethics VTI.ii, 
1145b22 fQ. 
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so consequentially (354a2-b5), that is, because they bring pleasure later (354b5-c3); that 

they have no other criterion by which to judge good and bad than by pleasure and pain 

(354b7-c3, 354dl-4, 354d7-e2), and hence that they would be unable to reject hedonism. 

This trend continues into the argument against akrasia: when one weighs pleasures and 

pains, the many would not say otherwise than that the greater pleasures are always 'to be 

chosen' (AtiTiTEa; 356c 1-3), and would thus agree that the measuring art must be our 

salvation (356e2-4).^^ 

These concessions on behalf of the many are not simply markers of agreement in 

a debate, but call special attention to the limited ability of such an audience to give 

certain kinds of responses. If Socrates and Protagoras take it that they have convinced 

the many that akrasia can be explained only as ignorance and that the p.eTpriTiKfi Texvr) 

would thus preclude akrasia, playing on the ambiguity of'^.riTiTea' and 'upaKTeov' (see 

Gallop (1964), esp. 128-129 ) then they do so thinking simply that it is an argument 

which the many would be unable to reject." Such an argument will suffice for Socrates' 

purposes, for he does not need to convince the sophists—they already agree, with 

On this tendency, cf. Santas (1966), 10-11. The reading offered here, if correct, would 
address Taylor's worry ((1976), 200) that Socrates argues only for the inconsistency of 
the popular rejection of hedonism given other popular beliefs, and not for hedonism per 
se. 

1 do not, however, go as far with this as Zeyl (1989), 10. When Socrates says at 353e, 
' D o e s  i t  n o t  s e e m  t o  y o u ,  m y  g o o d  p e o p l e ,  a s  P r o t a g o r a s  a n d  I  m a i n t a i n ,  t h a t . . Z e y l  
takes what Protagoras and Socrates maintain to be the fact that the view seems correct to 
the many, rather than that Protagoras and Socrates maintain the view itself (see also 
translations by Guthrie and Ostwald, pace Taylor). This seems to be a less natural way 
of taking the Greek, and to be motivated by concerns which are unnecessary on the 
reading of the argument which I offer. 
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considerable motivation, that akratic behavior is really behavior in ignorance. 

Once again, we should note that this argumentative strategy does not constitute a 

deliberate use of fallacy against Protagoras. As I shall argue below, the dialectical 

argument against Protagoras shows a genuine tension between Protagoras' own 

professions regarding the virtues, on the one hand, and his need to offer protreptic to a 

popular audience and convince them of his unique abilities to instill excellence, on the 

other. Although 1 have attributed to Socrates an argument which conflates normative 

with psychological hedonism, what matters is that this is not, strictly speaking, Socrates' 

argument, but a mock protreptic which he offers on behalf Protagoras and the other 

sophists. What Socrates is doing, that is, is determining what sort of argument the 

sophists must (or would) give to convince the many, so that he can point out a tension 

between that and Protagoras' views on the virtues. Consequently, while this argument is 

fallacious, it is given as an example of the kind of argument the sophists would give, an 

argument set within the larger dialectical argument directed at Protagoras, which does not 

contain any (deliberate) fallacy. 

Hence this argument is best read as an argument against the many, forming the 

basis of the kind of protreptic the sophists would need to give to the many.^^ We must, 

then, give up one argument for taking Socrates as a hedonist, namely, that because 

hedonism shows akrasia to be an illusion, and since Socrates wants to show that akrasia 

is an illusion, he must endorse hedonism (see Irwin 1995, 84). We must also give up the 

Pace Gosling and Taylor (1982), 53 who claim that the only point that Socrates could 
have in conversing with the many is to remove a challenge to his thesis that courage is 
knowledge. 
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argument that Socrates' subsequent argument in propria persona against the sophists 

would be dishonest if it were based on hedonist theses which Socrates himself rejects—a 

consideration which one commentator cites as 'the strongest evidence that Socrates is 

represented by Plato as sharing the [hedonist] assumptions of the common man and the 

conclusions which he (Socrates) derives from those assumptions . ..' (Taylor 1976, 209). 

For Protagoras and the other sophists themselves have an important professional 

commitment to the hedonist argument with the many, as a case of sophistic protreptic, 

and so Socrates can legitimately appeal to the consequences of that argument in the 

refutation of Protagoras that follows. But before we turn to that, we must determine 

more precisely what kind of hedonism Socrates discusses, for, as I suggested at the 

beginning, this hedonism is to constitute an attractive common ground for the sophists 

and the laymen, which Socrates will show to be inconsistent with the distinctness and 

separability of the virtues. 

5. An .Argument about Pleasure: 'Explanatory Hedonism' 

Socrates' discussion of hedonism is better treated as dialectical than as doctrinal. 

There is a limit, though, to the distance that Socrates and Protagoras can put between 

themselves and the hedonist argument, for Socrates thinks that it will help them with 

their own argument about courage (353b), and Protagoras and the other sophists also 

agree that pleasure is good and pain bad (358b-c). But their agreement brings us to other 

questions: According to the hedonism discussed in this argument, is pleasure the only 

good thing, or simply one good thing? What exactly is the relation of pleasure to virtue? 

To what do the sophists and the many agree? We shall see in this section that when we 
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find answers to these questions, the hedonism that Socrates discusses is quite 

sophisticated, and forms an attractive common ground for sophists and laymen. 

Recall that when Socrates asked Protagoras whether 'pleasure itself is not good', 

Protagoras took this to mean that 'pleasure and the good are the same [TO auTo]', and 

this is the thesis which Protagoras agreed to investigate along with Socrates (35 le; cf. 

Gosling and Taylor 1982, 49). This would suggest that the thesis which the sophists 

accept after the investigation (358b-c) is the thesis that pleasure is the good." Moreover, 

the sophists agree that all actions leading to a pleasant life are good (358b), and that 

anything good is thus also pleasant (360a). However, the sophists offer to teach virtue to 

improve their students, not hedonism; so even if the many agree to such a thesis, how 

could the sophists? 

The reason, I suggest, is that the hedonism here discussed must accommodate the 

fact that, although the many have no criterion of goodness but pleasure, they also have a 

prior conception of what kind of behavior is right—the kind of behavior that comes from 

knowledge (cf. Weiss 1989, 515), which all teach all. So a hedonist identification of 

pleasure with the good would be in tension with this prior conception of right behavior, if 

such hedonism held that 'right' behavior just is whatever brings the most pleasure; nor 

docs Socrates ever suggest such a redefinition of right or virtuous behavior. 

However, their pre-theoretical belief in the rightness of virtue must also be 

squared with their belief that there is no other criterion of goodness but pleasure. 

This suggests that the debates over the use of the definite article, to render (in Greek) 
'the good' as opposed to '(a) good', are beside the point; here it is the e.xplicit 
philosophical context, not the use of the article, which determines the thesis in question. 
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Consequently, Socrates does not modify their notions of virtues and vices, but offers the 

many a novel explanation for the rightness and wrongness of such things, in terms of 

pleasure and pain. So the hedonism they accept must claim that pleasures and virtues 

align, and that the goodness of virtue consists in this/" This 1 shall call 'explanatory 

hedonism': the goodness or rightness of anything of value can be explained only in terms 

of its pleasantness. Explanatory hedonism differs, however, from any kind of hedonism 

which itself changes our pre-hedonistic notions of which kinds of actions are correct. 

Of course, the many do not accept any such alignment for immediate pleasure, 

but they might be brought to accept it for pleasure-on-balance: the right act is not always 

pleasant in the actual performance, but it always leaves one better off, that is, more 

pleased, at the end of the day."" It is evident in the Phaedo, for instance, that Plato 

viewed the moral thinking of reasonable but non-philosophical persons as being so 

motivated; such people are 'temperate through a kind of intemperance', since 'it's because 

they're afraid of being deprived of further pleasures, and desire them, that they abstain 

from some because they're overcome by others' (68e, trans. Gallop 1975). For such 

persons, temperance is the right way to behave, and is right because it best secures 

certain further pleasures. Moreover, this motivation seems to fit the homely examples 

that Socrates offers the many on Protagoras' behalf: the many claim that indulgence in 

Thus 1 do not agree with Weiss (1990a), 118, (1990b), 30, (1985), 20, and esp. (1989), 
522 n. 18, 527f, that the hedonism of the Protagoras is 'of the crudest kind'. 

•" This may, of course, be questionable, but we can see that Protagoras would have no 
reason to question it; nor do the many question it, for it seems quite plausible given the 
limited range of examples which Socrates offered (353c ff). 
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the pleasures of food, drink, and sex. is troublesome, but only because 'later they bring 

about diseases and poverty and many other things of that sort', and thereby 'bring about 

pain' (353c-e). Thus, given that everyone wants the greatest pleasure overall, people 

would act correctly if only they had some means of determining which actions would 

leave them more pleased in the end. The measuring art seems to be just such a means. 

Consequently, the many could be shown that they need not reject hedonism because of 

worries about akrasia after all—indeed, explanatory hedonism is a kind of hedonism on 

which such worries disappear, and the sophists teach the sort of art by which these 

worries are dispelled. 

Notice that the measuring art works by taking the immediate pleasantness of any 

given act and weighing it against any painful consequences. In that case, the immediate 

pleasantness of any act is always of value, considered in isolation; otherwise, it could not 

be weighed against any pain involved in the act. So on this kind of hedonism, even 

though the life of a courageous person, for example, would have to be more pleasant 

overall than that of a coward, the immediate pleasure of a given cowardly act is in itself 

good. That is, the coward's mistake is not in thinking that running away really is more 

pleasant than fighting, but in failing to look beyond that pleasure to the greater pain that a 

coward's life must hold. 

So, in sum, the concerns of the many regarding pleasure and right behavior would 

be adequately met by explanatory hedonism (EH), which we can formulate as follows: 

EH, The notion of right action is conceptually prior to the notion of pleasant 

action 
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EH2 The value of right action, nonetheless, can be explained only in terms of 

its pleasantness 

EH3 Pleasure, as such, is always good"" 

EH4 It is best to have most pleasure overall 

EH5 Right action brings the most pleasure overall"*^ 

Hence the statement "Pleasure is the good' is not a necessary or conceptual truth, but a 

way of reconciling the belief, on the one hand, that some actions are right even if their 

performance is not pleasant (and some wrong even if pleasant), and on the other that 

pleasantness is the only measure of goodness. Pleasure is always good, considered in and 

of itself, but pleasure should be made greatest overall, and this is what right action must 

ensure."''' Explanatory hedonism would have great value in Protagorean protreptic: if the 

many can be convinced that prudence about long-term pleasure is what one should 

display, and that such prudence is (per psychological hedonism) what the one 

knowledgeable of the measuring art always does display, then they could also be 

convinced that Protagoras' teaching is of the highest value. 

Is explanatory hedonism plausible? Well, if it is at least the kind of thing that the 

{:f. Gosling and Taylor (1982), 50, 57. 

On (EH2)-(EH5), cf. Gosling and Taylor (1982), 67. (EH5) represents what Richardson 
(1990), 11 calls 'coextensive hedonism', the claim that the classes of goods and pleasures 
(overall, I suggest) are coextensive; (EH3) and (EHJ (and presumably (EH,)) capture 
what he calls 'Socratic hedonism', the claim that pleasure is a single good, treated 
quantitatively. 

" Pace Vlastos (1956), xli, who claims that Socrates only argues that pleasure is a good 
(cf (EH4)), and that the best life is in fact the most pleasant (cf (EH5)).  
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many are unable to dispute, then that is all the plausibility that Protagoras needs for his 

protreptic. But Socrates must also convince the sophists that explanatory hedonism 

captures their own views about the good; so how plausible is explanatory hedonism for 

Protagoras, as well as for Hippias and Prodicus who are looking on? Clearly they accept 

(EH,), that 'good' is prior to 'pleasant': Protagoras' earlier reticence (351c-e) makes this 

clear, as perhaps does Prodicus' distinction between 'to be pleased' and 'to be cheered' 

(337b-c)/^ It is likely that they also accept (EH5), that right action makes the greatest 

pleasure overall, for they agree that anything noble and good is also pleasant (360a).""' 

This also illuminates their agreement that 'all actions leading toward living painlessly and 

pleasantly [are] honorable and beneficial' (358b), since only right action leads toward 

such a life. They surely are committed to (EH^), that it is best to have most overall 

pleasure, as well, both normatively and psychologically: for they agree that it is not in 

human nature to choose the lesser good when the greater is known and available (358c-

d). 

Do they also agree to (EH,) and (EH3)? They should accept (EH3) if they endorse 

the measuring art, even if only as a type of the teaching that the sophists must offer. 

Moreover, the notion of pleasure should be quite broad here, since it is apparently broad 

enough to satisfy Prodicus, who good-naturedly forgoes a more careful statement of the 

position (358b). It seems clear, from sources within and without the dialogue, that 

Cf also Prodicus' famous story about the austere lady Virtue and the licentious lady 
Vice (Xenophon, Memorabilia, lI.i.2I-34). 

Indeed Prodicus' story about Virtue and Vice does suggest that the best life is also the 
truly pleasant life. 
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Prodicus takes certain pleasant indulgences to be shameful and bad in and of themselves. 

However, he does think that such things are in fact pleasant, but he also thinks (EH5) that 

the good life is the most pleasant; perhaps he thinks that the pleasures of the good life are 

incommensurably superior to those of the indulgent life."'^ Indeed, and as has been noted, 

nothing in Socrates' discussion of hedonism would preclude such differences among 

pleasures. So perhaps they accept: 

EHj. The value of the pleasures supervening upon right action is 

incommensurably superior to that of any other pleasures, and as such is always 

good. 

Notice that (EH3.) is a more restricted but possible reading of (EH3). In fact, Socrates 

notes that Prodicus and the others may prefer to think of (EHj) in terms of'delight' or 

'enjoyment' instead of'pleasure', and these distinctions may well reflect the differences 

between something like (EH3) and (EHj.). They show no aversion, however, to (EH3) as 

an account to be given in protreptic (357e-358a); there is only concern over imprecision 

when the question becomes one of the sophists' agreeing to (EH3). So the sophists all 

accept (EH3), at least as useful in protreptic, and at least to the extent that they 

themselves accept (EHj.)- Finally, they would usefully accept (EH,) that the value of 

right action consists in its pleasantness, even if they must understand it in the light of 

(EH3.).  

Thus Socrates has discussed a version of hedonism which the many can be 

This is dearly suggested in the speech of Virtue (A/em. II. 1.30-33). 
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brought to accept, and is at least minimally palatable to the sophists as well. The reason 

that both groups can converge on such hedonism is that it allays their respective worries 

by building into hedonism a crucial element of perspective whereby the alleged conflict 

of knowledge and desire for pleasure can be dismissed.""* The many thus lose their 

worries about akrasia, and the sophists lose their worries about imprudence. However, 

while the sophists may be able to commit the many to e.xplanatory hedonism, because the 

many arc merely unable to reject it, Protagoras and Prodicus are not necessarily 

committed but can nonetheless be coa.\ed to countenance it as consistent with their other 

beliefs, and thus to view it as part of a reasonable protreptic."*'' 

Reasonable laypersons, thinking that the problem of (what appears to be) akrasia 

is something other than ignorance, do not appreciate that sophists can cure it by teaching; 

hence they do not send their sons to sophists and so let their sons go bad (357e), and 

otherwise remain suspicious of the value and respectability of sophistic, which 

Protagoras advertises openly (cf. 316c-317c). Protagoras' doctrine is thus made readily 

accessible to them via explanatory hedonism, and is also rendered acceptable. So 

Socrates has good reason to discuss hedonism with the many as a mock protreptic on 

I am not suggesting, as Weiss (1989), 519, does, that the alleged rivalry between 
knowledge and pleasure is dissolved by allowing pleasure to dominate and use 
knowledge as its instrument; rather, it is dissolved as the many realize that actions 
antecedently understood as right can be cashed out in hedonistic terms. 

I do not say, with Zeyl (1989), 9, 14, 16, that Protagoras and/or the many are in fact 
committed to hedonism despite their protests; I merely claim that it provides a 
particularly suitable middle ground for Protagoras and the many. See also Frede (1992), 
xxviii; Weiss (1990b), 24; and the criticism offered by Gosling and Taylor (1982), 50-51 
n. 1. 
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Protagoras' behalf, and there is no reason within the dialogue to suppose that Socrates or 

his interlocutors take the discussion as anything more. 

Furthermore, explanatory hedonism is a reasonable account of the value of 

pleasure and virtue, as well as the relation between them. For instance, e.xplanatory 

hedonism would e.xplain the superiority of the courageous life in the following way. The 

courageous person, unlike the coward, has both reflected carefully on the course of his 

life as a whole, and has come, through an application of expertise, to a correct 

understanding of what kind of behavior and character best secures the kind of happiness 

that all humans necessarily seek. This does not reduce courage to mere confidence in the 

face of pleasure, but identifies it as a successful plan for one's life; this, then, is the 

source of the nobility of such a life, and for the difficult, even self-sacrificial choices that 

such a life may entail. That all persons, virtuous and vicious, pursue the same thing (i.e. 

pleasure) does not render such a hedonist conception of virtue implausible. Rather, 

e.xplanatory hedonism makes virtue a crucial part of any successful plan for one's life as a 

whole in order to achieve the greatest human happiness. Now explanatory hedonism will 

ultimately prove to be a problem for Protagoras; but it will not be a problem because in 

itself it yields a problematic account of virtue. On the contrary, it gives the kind of 

account of psychology and value that provides an agreeable common ground for sophists 

and laymen. Let us turn at last to see what follows from the acceptance of such a 

common ground for Protagoras' conception of the relations between the virtues. 



66 

6. Courage Revisited 

How does this argument about hedonism bridge the gap between the two 

discussions of courage? The argument about hedonism showed that Protagoras is 

committed to two things. First, he must say that wrong action is always done in 

ignorance—rather than in, say, incontinence or madness—of the fact that the action is 

uliimatcly harmful. Second, he must claim to correct people's action by imparting to 

them the knowledge by which one can successfully judge harmfulness. Accepting these 

two claims, then. Protagoras can now conceive of as the cultivation of virtue as nothing 

but the teaching of knowledge: the training he offers comes about by means of teaching 

students a skill whereby they can assess harmful and beneficial consequences and always 

act accordingly. So the courageous do not pursue (ultimately) fearsome things; for they 

know which things are harmful—and thus fearsome—and which not, and no one pursues 

what he takes to be harmful (359c-d). Moreover, the 'overconfident' cannot be so out of 

passion (35 la), but only out of ignorance; likewise, cowards who refuse to go to war— 

when going to war is in fact honorable, good, and even pleasant (359e-360a)—must do 

so out of an expectation of harm, and so out of ignorance. 

Consequently, confidence must be of two sorts; knowledgeable confidence, which 

is honorable, and ignorant confidence, which is disgraceful; and likewise for fear (360a). 

So the difference between the courageous and the cowardly, and between the courageous 

and the overconfident, is not their behavior or emotional stability regarding fearsome 

things, but their understanding of what things are and are not to be feared (cf. Weiss 

1990b, 19-20). The courageous, then, are those who are confident because they are able 
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lo apprehend the overall benefit or harmfulness of various courses of action. In other 

words, Socrates argues that a virtue is to be set against a vice or vices contrary to it; in 

particular, courage is contrary to both cowardice and overconfidence. Moreover, 

cowardice and overconfidence are both kinds of ignorance. Since ignorance is contrary 

to knowledge, then, courage must be a kind of knowledge. 

As we saw earlier, Protagoras believes that virtues are partially non-epistemic. 

Can he still maintain this? Well, consider what kind of non-epistemic disposition the 

cowardly could have as part of their cowardice. Certainly they do not have a disposition 

to act in things they take to be fearsome, so they must act in things they do not take to be 

fearsome. But this does not separate them from the courageous, so the difference must 

be that they are mistaken about what things are fearsome (360a-c). So one could be a 

coward only through ignorance; since one is a coward through cowardice, cowardice 

must be ignorance (360c). 

Wisdom, clearly, is the opposite of ignorance, and courage is the opposite of 

cowardice; since cowardice is ignorance, courage is the opposite of ignorance, and thus 

courage is wisdom (360d). Let's break this down. First, Protagoras can no longer deny 

that the courageous and the wise are coextensive. Suppose that S is courageous; then S is 

confident and wise, so S is wise. Conversely, suppose that S is wise; then S knows what 

things are and are not harmful, and by human nature S will act accordingly, that is, 

courageously. 

Second, Socrates renders Protagoras unable to object that courage and wisdom are 

not the same thing. Protagoras cannot make his old objection that courage is (in part) a 
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disposition to behave courageously, a disposition which (even if supplemented by 

knowledge) is not itself knowledge—for what kind of disposition could Protagoras now 

call courage? As a disposition to act, it is a disposition to act either in things that are 

fearsome or in things that are not. Now the courageous do not act in things which are 

fearsome, for they (unlike the overconfident) would then know them to be fearsome, and 

it is not in human nature so to act (358c-d, 359d). Rather, they act in things that they do 

not take to be fearsome; but, of course, this does not separate them from cowards (359d-

e). What must separate them, then, is their understanding of what things are and are not 

to be feared. So knowledge has driven all non-epistemic disposition out of the account of 

courage. 

We can now see how Socrates' argumentative strategy is fulfilled through the 

hedonism that he discusses. First, psychological hedonism and the construal of virtue as 

a skill of measuring pleasure allow Socrates to conclude on Protagoras' behalf that the 

two sorts of failures to be courageous—namely recklessness or overconfidence (351a) and 

cowardice (359e-360a)--are due only to a lack of knowledge. Second, by thus removing 

the allegedly non-epistemic element from Protagoras' account of virtue, Socrates can 

show him that to be virtuous just is to have knowledge of what things are beneficial and 

what things are harmful (in terms of pleasure and pain). Consequently, Protagoras must 

now agree both that: 

1. The rightly confident (i.e. the most confident) and the knowledgeably 

confident are coextensive, 

and that; 
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II. A virtue is, in its entirety, a kind of knowledge (eiri<;TTinr|). 

Of course, tiiese are the presuppositions of Socrates' first argument about courage, which 

Protagoras is unable to deny here in the second argument. And it is by committing 

Protagoras to a public, protreptic endorsement of explanatory hedonism that Socrates is 

able to commit Protagoras further to the conclusions of his argument about courage. 

What is more, that argument has three further conclusions that are especially 

uncomfortable for Protagoras. First, the knowledge of the overall benefit of virtuous 

activity would render the virtues reciprocal; for a person who possesses courage must 

therefore possess the knowledge of universal harm and benefit—pain and pleasure, 

respectivcly--and thus will possess the other virtues as well (cf. Taylor 1976, 213-214). 

That is, the knowledge with which Protagoras cannot help but identify courage is a kind 

of knowledge that renders the virtues reciprocal and inseparable: one is courageous on 

account of knowing what kinds of things are to be feared, and one knows this on account 

of knowing how to determine harm and benefit in general.''^ 

Furthermore, recall that Protagoras' belief about that courage is distinct from the 

other virtues—that is, that courage does not make one possess any other virtue—is what 

motivates his belief that courage is separable from the other virtues—that is, that a person 

with courage may lack the other virtues. Since Protagoras must deny separability, he 

must give up the distinctness of courage as well. In fact, Protagoras must admit that 

courage is of the same kind as (oiov) the other virtues, since courage and the other 

Pace Kerferd (1981), 136 who claims that Protagoras could still maintain that the 
virtues arc all qualitatively different kinds of knowledge. 
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virtues are instances of the same kind of knowledge. 

Finally, even if Protagoras can continue to maintain that courage has a function 

that differs in kind from the functions of other virtues, and also differs in itself from the 

others, this no longer has much force: courage does not differ from (say) temperance as 

for instance eye color differs from hair color, but rather as the same man in one situation 

differs from himself in another. So if one is courageous, one should also have the other 

virtues. Since Protagoras believes that the separability of virtues is a function of their 

distinctness, he is no longer able to maintain any robust distinctness of courage from the 

other virtues, and so must relinquish the position with which he began the dialogue (see 

329d-330b). 

Therefore, Socrates' dialectical argument concerning hedonism contributes 

directly to his refutation of Protagoras' thesis concerning courage and the other virtues, 

for that argument prevents Protagoras from introducing non-epistemic elements into 

courage, and bases courage in knowledge which would form the basis of the other virtues 

as well. This, then, is the role of the argument about hedonism in the greater 

argumentative structure of the examination of courage. The demands of protreptic 

require Protagoras to maintain that knowledge is the most powerful force in human 

affairs. This requires him to show the many that akrasia is really nothing but ignorance 

of the benefit of virtuous behavior. This in turn requires him to show that sophistry cures 

such ignorance. And this means that Protagoras must conceive of the virtues and of 

moral education in such a way that he can no longer maintain the separability of any 
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virtue from any other.^' The argument thus allows Socrates to refute Protagoras' 

modified position about courage, to which he appealed in lieu of his original position 

about virtues in general." Therefore, Protagoras' two points of special pride—his 

openness in advertising and his special ability to make others virtuous—have become his 

undoing: his advertisement of that special ability relies on an epistemic account of virtue, 

and that conflicts with his philosophical position on the relations between virtues. 

Consequently, naive young men such as the on-looking Hippocrates have learned to be 

suspicious of peddlers of teachings." 

We can understand the argumentative strategy of the Protagoras as perfectly 

well-suited to its dialectical purpose, without supposing that Socrates himself endorses 

the hedonist thesis he discusses in the dialogue. Indeed, if the view I have offered is 

correct, then Socrates' endorsement of e.xplanatory hedonism, in addition to Protagoras', 

Notice that it is not clear, however, that Protagoras takes these concessions to heart, or 
that the public commitments which force him to make these concessions represent his 
own sincere beliefs. It is clear only that Socrates lodges Protagoras between professions 
he makes about teaching and those he makes about the virtues. I thank Scott LaBarge for 
pressing this point. 

" Pace Gosling and Taylor (1982), 51-53 who argue (a) that Socrates needs to overcome 
the shortcomings of the previous arguments (330b-334c), (b) that Socrates is trying to 
establish his own doctrine that virtue is knowledge, and (c) that the only point of using 
the hedonistic argument is to refute a challenge to Socratic intellectualism; therefore, 
Socrates must be committed to hedonism. These assumptions run through much of the 
literature, and I think that they are all unfounded. 

Thus 1 agree with Weiss (1990b), 29ff who argues that Socrates places Protagoras in an 
awkward position by invoking the demands of protreptic; however, I disagree that the 
awkwardness is any absurdity of a hedonistic netpTiTiKf) tex^T) as a model for sophistic 
teaching (see also Weiss (1985a), 20). 
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would be completely otiose. So there are no reasons internal^"* to the dialogue for 

construing either Socrates or Plato as a hedonist of any kind.^^ 

There are also considerable external reasons against such an interpretation, but I shall 
have to discuss them on another occasion. 

" I thank Julia Annas for her indispensable help; George Rudebusch and Roslyn Weiss 
for comments on an earlier draft; Thomas Worlhen, with whom I read the Greek text; 
John Armstrong, Dan Famham, Cindy Holder, Scott LaBarge, and Mark LeBar for 
helpful comments and discussions; and Ronald Polansky and the anonymous referees for 
Ancient Philosophy. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE TREATMENT OF PLEASURE IN THE PHAEDO 

Plato believes that human life has an overarching goal, or xeX-oc. By reflecting on 

this TEAOC, we come to understand what the best human life is. And from there, we can 

ask what value a given thing might have, by thinking about how it might fit, or fail to fit, 

into the best human life.' So when Plato asks what value pleasure has—whether it is the 

good, the chief good, a good, or whatever—he is asking what place pleasure has in the 

good human life, what role pleasure has with respect to the interests and priorities of the 

morally successful person. Plato's evaluation of pleasure, then, is made within the 

context of a conception of our good and our final end (TEAOC). This suggests that we will 

best understand the analysis of pleasure in Plato's ethics by considering its place within 

his conception of our TEAOC. 

For this reason, Plato's Phaedo, Gorgias, and Republic are of particular 

importance in understanding his attitude toward pleasure, since in those dialogues an 

analysis of pleasure is set within a sustained discussion of the good life, the life of the 

philosopher. In this chapter and the next four, I shall explore Plato's attitude toward 

pleasure as a part of his larger conception of the good life. This will allow us to 

"bootstrap" ourselves into an understanding of both pleasure and the good: by 

considering Plato's discussion of the good and its implications for his attitude toward 

pleasure in several dialogues, we shall come to a more general understanding of Plato's 
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conception of the good life, the nature of pleasure, and the place of pleasure within the 

good life. 

I shall begin with the Phaedo. This seems to me a good place to start, since 

Plato's conception of the good life is discussed explicitly and directly in that dialogue. 

Furthermore, in the Phaedo we immediately come face to face with certain fundamental 

concerns surrounding Plato's attitude toward pleasure, which, I shall argue, can be 

capably addressed only by thinking about his conception of the good life. 

These concerns are twofold. First, scholars have argued that the treatment of 

pleasure in the Phaedo is compatible with, and even suggestive of, a form of hedonism." 

Second, even if we deny this, it remains to be said just precisely what place pleasure does 

have in the best life according to the Phaedo. For an old tradition has it that the Phaedo 

contains an unmitigated rejection of pleasure as an evil, that is, that Plato in the Phaedo 

is an ascetic.^ I shall reject both of these extreme readings. 

Of course, the distinct advantage of both the hedonist and the asceticist reading of 

the Phaedo is that they make it clear just what the value of pleasure is in the Phaedo. 

However. 1 believe that they both fail to capture the complexity of Plato's view in the 

Phaedo, which we will explore in this chapter. Indeed, the fact that these two widely 

divergent readings of the same dialogue have attracted the attention of Plato's 

' See Annas (1994a) for an excellent discussion of eudaimonia and eudaimonist ethics. 

" Bostock (1986), 31-33, suggests this, although with mild reservation (p. 34); see also 
Gosling & Taylor's chapter on the Phaedo in their (1982). 

^ E.g. Damascius and Olympiodorus, discussed below; Hackforth (1955), 49; cf. Gallop 
(1975), 88. See Spitzer (1976), 113, for further references. 
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commentators illustrates the complexity of his text, and so we should expect that Plato's 

own view is rather subtle. Not surprisingly, then, scholars have also been attracted to 

some sort of "middle" position: for instance, that the good life requires not the 

cancellation but the integration of the body and its pleasures; or that pleasure is not the 

(chief) good, but still is a good; or that pleasure is not to be removed from the best life, 

but nonetheless lacks genuine value/ However, these positions may raise as many 

questions as they answer. If pleasure is intrinsically valuable, then just how does it shape 

the best life? If it is not intrinsically valuable, just why should it be kept? And what does 

it do when it is kept? So while these middle views promise a richer understanding of 

Plato's thinking in the dialogue, we still need to determine more precisely just what sort 

of value pleasure does have. 

It is this task which my reading of the Phaedo must face in this chapter. This 

shall unfold as the chapter proceeds. First, I turn to the views (1) that pleasure is the 

good or the chiefgood (hedonism),^ and (2) that pleasure is a good (one of the middle 

positions).^ 

"* See, respectively, Spilzer (1976); Tenkku (1956), 102-104, 111, 118; and Weiss (1987). 

' As Weiss (1990a), 117, claims, hedonism surely requires a claim with some such 
strength as these have; for the hedonist does not say merely that the good life is also the 
most pleasant. 

^ So claims Tenkku (1956), 111, 118. Notice that, in refuting these two views, we shall 
also conclude our refutation of "Explanatory Hedonism" by ruling out its crucial 
principles, namely 

(EH,) The value of right action can be explained only in terms of its 
pleasantness, 

and (EHj), whether we construe it simply as 
(EH3) Pleasure, as such, is always good. 



76 

1 • Pleasure and the Good 

Socrates' description of the true philosopher and her interests suggests that her 

appreciation of our final end has a radical effect on her priorities and values. For his 

description of the philosopher is meant to explain why it is reasonable for Socrates not to 

\ iew death as an evil: understanding the truth changes the philosopher so deeply that she 

finds her values profoundly revised. This means, for one thing, that her attitudes toward 

pleasure will be revised as well. But there is more than one way for attitudes to be 

revised, reflecting a revision in values; what sort of revision does Plato envision in the 

Phaeclo'l For when one's priorities change, one may continue to engage in the same kinds 

of activities, but enjoy them in new ways. Suppose, for instance, that I regularly engage 

in playing baseball, but that I am driven to win, and that victory is what the game means 

to me; consequently, my play is fierce and my demeanor fiercer, for it is the winning that 

1 enjoy about baseball. Perhaps eventually I realize that what is interesting about 

baseball is that it provides a way for people to develop and activate excellence and 

discipline. My attitude towards baseball, then, will surely change: gone is the overriding 

interest in winning as such, and the fierce behavior that goes along with that interest, 

replaced instead by a whole new love for the game, and perhaps an even higher level of 

perfonnance; for what I enjoy about baseball now is the way that it challenges and 

improves me. In this case, my values have changed, and so has my enjoyment of the 

or as 
(EHj.) The value of the pleasure supervenient upon right action is 
incommensurably superior to that of any other pleasures, and as such is always 
good. 
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game; I still do (roughly) the same thing, though, namely play baseball, just in a new 

way. On the other hand, when our values change we may find that we need to engage in 

completely new things. Suppose that upon valuing the cultivation of skill and excellence 

above winning itself, I no longer find baseball particularly interesting: what is important 

about competition is the way it hones the competitors, and I may find that baseball 

simply pales in comparison to, say, basketball in this respect. My values have changed, 

then, in such a way that I must now engage in new things. 

So perhaps when one appreciates the value of the philosophical life, her values 

change such that she enjoys things in a wholly new way, or even finds enjoyment in 

wholly new things. I agree with both of these claims, as shall become apparent. 

Howe\ er. even though one's pleasure or enjoyment changes in important ways, it could 

nevertheless be said that the (chief) good still is that pleasure. For both of the revisions 

illustrated above are consistent with some form of hedonism: perhaps the (chief) good is 

or includes the kind of pleasure I derive from baseball properly appreciated, or from 

discipline and excellence in other sorts of competitive ventures. It is still possible, then, 

that what makes these things ultimately valuable is the particular kind of pleasure they 

give, and perhaps we can say the same about the philosophical life and the pleasure it 

gives. Perhaps, moreover, the appropriate use of virtue as the "measuring art" 

{Protagoras) would recommend the philosophical life as hedonistically the best.^ 

There is surely nothing absurd or even unseemly about such a view. In fact, there 

are texts in the Phaedo which may appear to suggest that it is not meant to rule out some 

See Gosling & Taylor (1982), 87-91. 
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such form of hedonism. Plato's vigorous criticism of pleasure in Socrates' "Defense 

Speech" (63e-69e) mentions only bodily pleasures, such as those of food, drink, sex, and 

possession of fine clothing (64d3-el), that is, any of the pleasures which arise through 

the body (65a6-7). And on the other hand, Plato even says (II4e3-4) that although the 

philosopher is not keen on bodily pleasures, she is keen on (eaTrouSao'e) the pleasures of 

learning rdc Tiepi to laavGctveiv). Perhaps, then, the philosophical life contains wholly 

new pleasures in virtue of which it is the most pleasant life, and perhaps that life is 

therefore the same as the life which a proper application of the measuring art would 

recommend; and perhaps it is this very fact which makes the philosophical life so 

valuable. Indeed, perhaps what Plato condemns is not yielding to desire per se but 

yielding to immoderate and bodily desires; thus the difference between the philosopher 

who possesses genuine virtue and the non-philosopher whose value is spurious, is not 

that only the latter is "bent on maximizing pleasure," but that the former's hedonism is 

"very much better thought out."" 

Whatever the merits of such a view on its own, this cannot be Plato's view in the 

Phaedo, for Plato cannot espouse hedonism of any sort in the Phaedo. As I shall argue, 

we can see this to be so even if we concede that Socrates' comments in his Defense 

Speech (63e-69e) underdetermine his attitude toward hedonism; for 1 shall turn instead to 

Socrates' discussion of the affinity of the soul to the divine, which suggests that pleasure-

" See Bostock (1986), 3If; con. Gallop (1975), 103, who rejects this reading. 
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-any sort of pleasure—is experienced only by mortals, whereas the philosopher identifies 

with her nature as divine.*^ 

In the "Affinity Argument" (78b-84d), Socrates argues that humans have two 

natures, one of which he calls "body" and the other "soul," and argues for the immortality 

of the soul on the basis of its affinity or likeness to the divine, which is immortal. 

Composite things, he says, are those which are given to dispersion and destruction, and 

this class maps onto the class of things that vary and are inconstant;incomposite things, 

by contrast, are free from dispersion, and are marked by their constancy and unvarying 

nature (78c-e). Now body is akin to sensible and unintelligible things, which are 

inconstant and thus composite and subject to dispersion, whereas soul is akin to 

insensible and intelligible things, which are constant and incomposite (79a-b, e). Finally, 

these two classes—the inconstant and destructible, and the constant and indestructible-

map onto the two disjoint and exhaustive classes of all things, the mortal and the divine 

(respectively);" the soul, then, most resembles the divine, and the body most resembles 

the mortal (79e-80b). 

So a human being is composed of two natures, body and soul (79b), and thus is a 

compound of the two universal natures, the mortal and the divine (80a-b). The question, 

'' This argument—the "Affinity Argument"—is typically overlooked in discussions of 
Socrates' attitude toward pleasure, which focus primarily on his Defense Speech instead. 

Gallop (1975), 138, discusses the logical relation between "the incomposite" and "the 
unvarying" in greater detail. 

" Socrates speaks of the divine realm interchangeably as the realm of abstract entities 
and the realm of God; cf Gallop (1975), 143. 
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then, is given that one cannot identify with both of these natures, with which ought one to 

identify? That is, if these two natures draw one's attention in different ways and call 

upon one to ascribe value, importance, and reality to different things, to which ought one 

to pay greater heed? Plato makes it clear that the philosopher is to identify with the 

soul,'" the divine nature, and not with the mortal. That is why the philosopher is able to 

take her place in the company of the gods after death, since her soul has been 

disencumbered from her mortal nature, thus allowing the pure to know the pure (80d-8 la, 

S2b-c, 84b; 67a-b).'^ But in what does our mortal nature consist? It clearly includes our 

physical body; but it also seems to include the activities of the soul which the soul has 

qua associated with mortal nature. For Socrates says at 8 Ib-d that the soul of the non-

philosopher has been so impressed by pleasures and pains that it directs all of its 

attentions to corporeal, worldly things, and that as a result such a soul after death is not 

unsullied and pure but "interspersed with a corporeal element" and "weighed down," 

bound to the earth as a ghost. This may lead us to think that, since the soul can be mixed 

with the corporeal and given weight and mass, Plato must think of the soul as quasi-

material itself.'"' But this goes against the natural sense of the passage, and it would be 

wiser to understand the "corporeal element" as the perceptions, desires, fears, and so 

'=Cf. Gallop (1975), 88. 

Cf. Gallop (1975), 140, who claims that 79c2-e7 includes a tacit assumption of 
Empedocles' principle that "like knows like" (DK 31.A.86, B.109). 

Gallop (1975), 143f, expresses some such concern; cf. Hackforth's (1955), 93, note on 
82d. 
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forth which are related to corporeal things and in the soul insofar as the soul identifies 

with its mortal, corporeal aspect and activities. 

This suggests that "body" in this argument is taken to refer not only to the literal 

body but also to the mortal and human activities of the soul, as opposed to its proper 

activity of contemplating genuine reality. Clearly, then, the category of "body" will 

include bodily pleasures, which are, strictly speaking, experienced in the soul;'^ will it 

include all pleasures generally? Socrates does not say so, but his description of the two 

ontological categories of composite/destructible/sensible/mortal and 

incomposite/indestructible/intelligible/divine, surely suggests that all pleasures will fall 

e.xclusively into the former. In that case, perhaps we could argue that pleasures are 

inconstant and sensible, and eventually give way to cessation or even their opposite, pain 

(cp. 60b-c), and that this is so in the case of mental or intellectual pleasures just as much 

as physical pleasures. Now of course the soul undergoes change, too, as it is the subject 

for all these alterations, as it can become a better or worse soul, and so on; yet the soul, 

for all its changing, is still always a soul (cf. 93a-94b) and thus more akin to the divine 

and immortal, whereas the same cannot be said for the alterations themselves. Surely 

pleasure is one of these alterations, which must perish at the arrival of its opposite (cf. 

I03c-d). So even though mental pleasures are distinguished from physical ones, we 

might argue, both kinds of pleasure are part of our corporeal and mortal nature; in other 

'' See 65a6-7, where bodily pleasures are said to be those which come through the body 
5id acojaaToq), presumably to the soul; see also Bostock (1986), 26-28. Bostock also 

discusses issues that arise from this view, such as whether the philosopher's soul—devoid 
of its uniquely "human" functions—can retain personal identity after death; space and 
scope prevent us from exploring that question here. 
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words, humans experience pleasure inasmuch as they are physical, varying, mortal 

creatures, and not inasmuch as they are like the divine and immortal. 

But this argument proceeds too quickly: for while it is true that some pleasures 

will fall into the category of the bodily insofar as they are sensible and inconstant, it may 

not be true that all pleasures are sensible and inconstant. After all, while some pleasures 

arc feelings—such as a tickle, a sweet flavor, or a "rush"—surely there are other pleasures 

which are activities. For it makes sense that someone may enjoy an activity, like playing 

a strenuous game, and find it pleasant even though none of the feelings experienced in 

connection with the activity are themselves pleasant.'® Following Aristotle, we may 

characterize pleasures which are activities as the unimpeded activity of the soul (see 

Nicomachean Ethics VII. 13); since the activity of God's soul is, of course, unimpeded, 

God should enjoy the purest pleasure constantly (VII. 14, 1154b24-28). So if there is a 

pleasure which God enjoys, then that pleasure does not fall into the category of the bodily 

and mortal; thus, using virtue to acquire that pleasure, or pursuing virtue qua that 

pleasure, will not be a case of subordinating the immortal to the mortal. So while our 

quick argument does apply to pleasures as feelings, it does not apply to pleasures as 

activities, which Aristotle attributes even to God. 

However, Aristotle is able to attribute pleasant activity to God because A.ristotle 

also denies that pleasure is a "movement" or "process" (Kivrjaiq or yeveaic; see 

Nicomachean Ethics X.4); rather, pleasure is something which is complete at any time of 

These kinds of pleasures are distinguished by Rudebusch (see esp. (1991), (1994)) as 
"sensate" and "modal" pleasures, respectively. I am especially indebted to George 
Rudebusch for encouraging me to appreciate the argument which follows. 
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its occurrence. This allows pleasure to extend beyond the realm of flux and coming-to-

be, into the realm of perfect and complete activity. So if Aristotle and Plato disagree as 

to whether any pleasure can be attributed to God, their disagreement is not over whether 

God partakes of the mortal but over whether any pleasures do not presuppose flux and 

coming to be. As we shall see in chapter 7, this question is answered decisively in the 

P/iilebiis, where it is said that all pleasure is "always a process of becoming, and that 

there is no being at all of pleasure" (see 53c-54d). Unfortunately, Plato is virtually silent 

in the Phaedo itself concerning the physiology of pleasure. Still, there is an ambiguity in 

Aristotle's definition of the kind of pleasure which is activity, and the Phaedo does speak 

to the sense of pleasure as activity in which humans are able to engage. 

.A.S we have seen, Aristotle construes one kind of pleasure as the unimpeded 

activity of the soul, or more precisely, of some faculty of the soul. This means, for one 

thing, that if someone is engaged in unimpeded activity, then her emotions are not 

impeding the activity—she is not bored, say, or annoyed. But this raises a question: If an 

agent is capable of pleasure which is unimpeded activity, must the agent have emotions, 

which might have been impediments? That is, even though pleasure which is unimpeded 

activity is not a feeling, sensation, or emotion itself, does it presuppose that the agent has 

feelings, sensations, or emotions? From this question, we can distinguish two kinds of 

pleasure as unimpeded activity: 

(a) There are pleasures which are unimpeded activity, and do not presuppose 

feelings; 

(b) There are pleasures which are unimpeded activity, and do presuppose feelings. 
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Aristotle himself seems to have entertained both kinds of unimpeded activity. 

For, as we have seen, he claims that God's activity is most perfect and unimpeded, and 

thus the greatest pleasure, claiming that God's nature—unlike ours--is simple (ctKAri) such 

that it contains nothing to impede God's activity (VII. 14, 1154b20-31). Clearly Aristotle 

is here thinking of pleasures of type (a), for God's activity is said to be unimpeded just 

because God does not have anything like "feelings" which even could be impediments. 

On the other hand, Aristotle in the same passage claims just the opposite for us: we are 

not simple, but have a complex nature including some mortal element; and the opposition 

of the parts of our nature explains both why we do not have pleasure from the same thing 

forever, and why we sometimes have no pleasure or pain at all, for at such times these 

parts of our nature are balanced. This suggests that humans enjoy pleasure as unimpeded 

activity only of kind (b). This is suggested also by Aristotle's description elsewhere of 

the pleasantness of pleasant activity as aroused by impulses (X.5, 1175b ), and also as 

intensified by one's disposition towards the activity; for example, bored spectators at the 

theatre are easily distracted from the activity of watching the drama to the enjoyment of 

sweets (.X.5, 1175a ). The idea here, then, is that an activity is a pleasure for a person not 

merely when the activity is unimpeded by emotions, but is engaged in with the emotions 

in concert}^ 

So God's activity is a pleasure in sense (a) alone, while a human's activity can be 

a pleasure only in sense (b), since a human's enjoyment of activity presupposes the 

possession of feelings, even though the enjoyment itself need not be a feeling. Moreover, 

Notice that this does not require that the emotions in concert be pleasures of feeling. 
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this is quite plausible as a thesis. Consider, for example, a seriously depressed person, 

who finds that her normal affective responses to activities are simply absent. Such a 

person may do things she normally enjoys—playing a round of golf, going for a swim--

and may do so without emotional impediment. For her depression need not hinder her 

activity: she may be just as capable of concentrating on the game as when she is not 

depressed, and so on. But surely her emotions will not be in concert with her activity: 

she is not enthused about what she is doing, she is not embracing the activity, and thus 

she does not enjoy the activity. She need not loathe the activity or have other negative 

feelings about it, and she need not feel sad while she engages in it; rather, she might 

simply fail to have any affective response to or involvement in her activity. Here, then, is 

a person whose emotions do not impede her activity, since they are simply absent from 

the activity, but who nonetheless fails to enjoy the activity, because she does not have her 

emotions in concert with the activity. Perhaps someone will object to this e.xample on 

the grounds that the depressed person's emotions do impede the activity, because they 

keep her from engaging in the activity in her normal way, that is with enthusiasm. But 

the same point will still hold: for when one's emotions are not in concert with one's 

activity, they will be either in conflict with one's activity (as in the objection), or merely 

neutral with respect to one's activity (as in the original example); and in neither case is 

the activity a pleasure."* 

In fact, it is not clear that Aristotle can consistently attribute pleasant activity of type 
(a) to God. For Aristotle at X.5, 1175b34-35, says that pleasure as activity—e.g. the 
activity of thinking or perceiving—is not the same as the activity, but is only inseparable 
from the activity. It is difficult for me to see how Aristotle could distinguish pleasure 
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So while Socrates' analysis of pleasure does seem to focus on pleasures as 

feelings (which are "sensible" and "inconstant"), his analysis can be extended to 

pleasures as activities. If this is correct, then the Phaedo rules out taking the point of 

virtue to be pleasant activity, just as much as it rules out making pleasant feelings one's 

priority.''' For activity is a pleasure (for humans) only if one's feelings and emotions are 

in concert with the activity; so this is a pleasure which we can enjoy only because we 

have a mortal nature, since the pleasure presupposes the possession of feelings which the 

divine lacks. Therefore, in order for one to take the pleasure which is activity to be one's 

TEAoc, one must place enormous value upon a distinctly mortal condition, and thus 

identify with one's mortal nature. Since this is just what the Affinity Argument rejects, 

there is no reason to construe Socrates as a hedonist, whether we understand pleasure as 

feeling or an activity. 

The Affinity Argument, then, has three important consequences for Plato's 

attitude toward hedonism in the Phaedo. First, Plato clearly thinks that humans possess 

two natures, one more akin to the divine and immortal and another more akin to the 

vulgar and mortal, and also that the philosopher identifies herself—her true self—with the 

former, placing all of her attention upon the truly real. The only way that the philosopher 

could conceive of pleasure, of any kind, as the good, is by identifying with her soul qua 

from activity (e.g. that such pleasure is adverbial, i.e. the way in which the activity is 
engaged in) without appealing to considerations which would require him to understand 
pleasure as activity only in sense (b). 

See chapter 4 for the possibility that (optimized) pleasant activity Just is virtuous 
activity. 
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human and mortal, which the philosopher as such can never do. The philosopher, 

therefore, cannot be a hedonist of any sort whatever. 

Second, since the gods obviously belong exclusively to the class of the divine, 

constant, and immortal, they are thus without pleasure and pain. Now humans do not 

have the option of extracting themselves from pleasure and pain during their lives; 

however, since the goal of the wise human is to become as akin to the divine as possible, 

pleasure cannot be part of that goal. Rather, the philosopher's goal is to identify with her 

divine nature so far as possible. This need not mean (as I shall argue below) that 

pleasure is to be, normatively speaking, absent from or avoided in the philosophical life, 

but it certainly does mean that pleasure cannot be the good around which the philosopher 

organizes her life and projects. Again, therefore, the philosopher cannot be a hedonist. 

Third, if mental pleasure were the (chief) good, then all else would be put in 

service of mental pleasure. Hence wisdom would be put in service of mental pleasure, 

and thus in service of something human and mortal. Now wisdom obtains when the soul 

goes by itself toward the pure, eternal, immortal, and unvarying, and becomes like it in 

virtue of its kinship with it (79d). This means that the soul is wise when the soul is most 

like the divine. But nature ordains that the divine nde the mortal, and this means that 

our divine nature is to rule our human nature (79e-80a). We cultivate our divine nature, 

then, by subordinating our human nature to it. However, hedonism--of any kind—would 

establish pleasure as the (chief) good, and thus wisdom would be put in service of (here, 

mental) pleasure; but since all pleasure is distinctly mortal, such hedonism would 
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subordinate our mortal nature to our divine nature--just what it is a central point of the 

Phaedo to reject.*" 

So Plato argues that we have a divine nature and a human or mortal nature, and 

that our final end is to identify with our divine nature so far as possible; that is, that we 

become like God. This means that pleasure cannot be our final end, or even a chief end, 

and so Plato rejects hedonism in the Phaedo.'^ For the same reasons, furthermore, we 

can sec why in the Phaedo Plato cannot even think that pleasure is a good. For if 

something is a good, then it is presumably a worthwhile object of pursuit and value in its 

own right. But what Plato thinks is important about pleasure is that it reflects and 

reinforces one's attitude about the value and reality of its object (see 81b ff, and 

discussion below). Now the philosopher will value and take as real the divine objects of 

contemplation, and thus will enjoy the contemplation, and this enjoyment will reflect and 

reinforce those attitudes towards the objects. To pursue this enjoyment itself as a goal, 

though, would be to identify with mortal nature. Not only is this forbidden, it is self-

defeating: only one who identifies with divine nature has the appropriate attitudes toward 

the objects of contemplation of which philosophical enjoyment is an expression; if the 

•" Notice, however, that this conclusion follows only if (a) pleasure is distinguishable 
from wisdom and (b) every form of pleasure presupposes mortality. 1 have defended 
condition (b) above. Condition (a) reflects the fact that pleasure can be an activity 
instead of a feeling or sensation, and thus may be the same activity as the exercise of 
wisdom. I shall return to this point in chapter 4; briefly, I shall argue there that even if 
the pleasantest activity just is wise and virtuous activity (as I think that it is), taking "the 
pleasantest activity" as one's zzXoc is importantly different from taking "wise and 
virtuous activity" as one's xeXog, and that Socrates recommends only the latter. 

J fortiori, he also rejects the "Explanatory Hedonism" of the Protagoras. Con. 
Gosling & Taylor (1982), 87; (1990), 115f; cf Gallop (1975), 99; Weiss (1990a), 118. 



89 

enjoyment itself is in any way a goal in the pursuit of contemplation, then one does not 

sufficiently identify with divine nature." So Plato finds hedonism untenable both as a 

theory of value and as a procedure for arranging one's life. 

So pleasure cannot be the good, or the chief good. Can it nonetheless be a good? 

Well, if pleasure is a good, then surely it must make some contribution to the best life. 

But that life belongs to the philosopher alone, and it matters not in that life whether 

pleasures and pains are present or absent (69b). If pleasure is a good, then its loss would 

presumably diminish happiness. This would be a strange view for Plato to hold in the 

Phaedo, since his view there is that happiness is to be found in the complete 

identification with and likeness to the divine. 

Notice also that virtue or wisdom cannot be construed as the "measuring art" of 

the Protagoras. It is a controversial issue whether wisdom and virtue are identified in 

the Phaedo, or whether wisdom is a means to virtue;"^ but our point holds whichever 

view we take. For wisdom is a divine state of soul; if it is identical to virtue, then 

obviously virtue is a divine state as well. If wisdom is a means to virtue, then virtue still 

must be divine, since the divine can never be a means to the human and mortal. 

Furthermore, the goal of the best life is wisdom, but that wisdom is fulfilled only after 

death (66e-67a); since the philosopher upon death sheds the mortal nature, and all 

pleasure along with it, it would be impossible for wisdom to be inde.xed to pleasure. 

" Thus are refuted (EH,), (EH3), and (EH3.)-

Sec Appendix A on 69a-c, point (4); see also Weiss (1987) for a good review and 
discussion of the issue. 
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Pleasure is a purely mortal experience, and so neither virtue nor wisdom can find its 

purpose in hedonistic calculation. 

Still, virtue and wisdom can be applied to our dealings with pleasure and pain as 

to matter, and in fact the rejection of pleasure as intrinsically valuable is compatible with 

the fact (if it is) that the measuring art recommends the philosophical life as best qua 

most pleasant. However, even if this is so, this recommendation by the measuring art 

will be more or less irrelevant. For in order for one to appreciate this recommendation, 

one must already have revised one's priorities in a way that requires the abandonment of 

pleasure as the good, or even a good. If someone still identifies with her mortal nature, 

then she is incapable of appreciating the worth of the pleasures associated with the 

identification with her divine nature, that is, the pleasures of the philosophical life. For it 

is only by pursuing the philosophical life that one recognizes a problem with identifying 

with mortal nature (82d-83a). There are two kinds of life, with all the world of 

difference between them; crossing from one to the other requires a tremendous shift in 

values and priorities. 

To return to our earlier example, if I enjoy baseball as a way of winning, I 

probably will not come to value baseball as a way of excelling, through wishing to enjoy 

baseball more by doing so; indeed, given the way I am now I probably will not 

understand how viewing baseball in that way would be enjoyable at all, much less more 

so. Rather, I would have to change my way of thinking about baseball first, and then I 

would both recognize my earlier mistake and discover enjoyment of baseball anew; and 

we can say the same about one's new-found love for chess as competitive and demanding 
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excellence. Likewise, the philosophical life may be most pleasant, and hence 

recommended as such by the measuring art, but this recommendation has very little 

significance for the non-philosopher; she would only appreciate the pleasure of the 

philosophical life if she were already committed to it, whereas she probably now finds it 

strikingly odd (cf. 65a). We can also see, then, why the recommendation of the 

measuring art would have little significance for the philosopher as well, for only by 

refusing to identify with her mortal nature—the nature in virtue of which he feels 

pleasure—has she become a philosopher. 

So Plato does not think that pleasure is the good, the chief good, or even a good, 

nor does he think that virtue or wisdom is anything like the measurinp. art. However, 

readings of the Phaedo as more liberal regarding pleasure would make sense of Socrates' 

claim (114c) that the philosopher is keen on the pleasure of learning, by arguing that 

Socrates' earlier criticisms of pleasure do not extend to a refined hedonism which would 

recommend the life of learning as most pleasant. But since I have argued against that 

interpretation of Socrates' criticisms, claiming instead that they imply that no pleasure is 

a proper object of pursuit, perhaps I should set the claim at 114e aside as anomalous or 

hyperbolic, and treat the Phaedo as expressing an ascetic attitude towards pleasure. This 

loo would be a mistake, as I will attempt to show now. 

2. Pleasure and Asceticism 

Asceticism is not a single view any more than hedonism is, but includes a range 

of views, from the strong view that pleasure is an evil to weaker views such as that 

pleasure is to be avoided, or that one is to have no more interest in pleasure than one has 
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in whether the number of the stars is odd or even. Now it is clear that Plato thinks that 

pleasure can be an evil, for extreme pleasures can entrench one's identification with 

mortal nature by compelling her to take the causes and objects of such pleasures as most 

real; and the philosopher understands and guards against this cunning of pleasure (8 lb, 

Sld-SSe)."' Does Plato make any closer approach towards asceticism? 

The Neo-Platonist Olympiodorus in his commentary on the Phaedo answers 

strongly in the affirmative. According to Olympiodorus, there are three kinds of 

activities: the natural and necessary (e.g. eating, sleeping), the natural and unnecessary 

(e.g. sex), and the unnatural and unnecessary (e.g. finery).*^ Olympiodorus claims that 

Plato's philosopher does without, and in fact forcibly resists, the second and third of 

these; and his attitude towards the first is like one's attitude toward avoiding a talkative 

neighbor, someone who is intrusive and bothersome. So Olympiodorus treats Plato as 

(what we may call) a "strong" ascetic about pleasures such as those of sex and finery, and 

a "weak" ascetic concerning pleasures like those of eating and sleeping. That is, the 

former are evils to be avoided (strong asceticism), and the latter the solution to an 

irksome problem, although one has utterly no concern for the solution itself aside from its 

removal of the disturbance (weak asceticism). 

This, I take it, is also the sense of Socrates' calling the body an evil (KaKoO) at 66b5-6, 
since his focus there is also on the body's power to distract the soul from the truth. As 
Hackforth (1955), 49f, points out, this point is made also in the account of human 
creation at Timaeus 43b-c. 

Olympiodorus 3.5.1-13; cp. Damascius 1.69.6-9, who also includes the necessary and 
not natural (e.g. shelter). 



93 

Furthermore, the philosopher, says Olympiodorus, is not one who seeks 

moderation in pleasure and desire, but rather seeks to become affectless (d;ia0eia)."^ 

Similarly, the Neo-Platonist Damascius claims that whereas one kind of education 

involves moderation of emotions (discussed e.g. in the Republic and Laws), a higher kind 

involves the avoidance of the emotions, and the highest the complete ignorance of the 

emotions and even of one's ignorance of them; the latter two kinds of education, he says, 

are espoused in the Phaedo and Theaetetus, respectively (1.75). 

The testimony of Olympiodorus and Damascius indicates how construing Plato's 

conception of our final end as identifying with our nature as divine might pull us towards 

treating Plato as an ascetic; for both commentators construe the final end in this way."^ 

For to identify with the divine is to liken oneself to the gods, who surely are not subject 

to our passions and emotions,*^ and so perhaps our goal should be to rid ourselves of 

these.'*^ Our adoption of an ancient treatment of our final end, then, raises a pressing 

ancient problem about the place of pleasure in the life arranged according to that final 

end. Notice too that the asceticist reading of the Phaedo is perfectly general, and is not 

Olympiodorus: tcai ziXoc, auTWv (sc. (})povti^6vxcov) ocTiaGeia (4.3.16). 

" Olympiodorus: xov (j)iAdCT0({>0v jiifarixfiv ovta 0eoO (o^cicoaiq ydp Geco li 
4)iAoao(i)ia ). . . (1.2.5-6); toO 0eoO. 6v |ii|ieio0ai 6ei xov (j)i^d<T0({)0v . . . (1.13.4-5). 
Damascius: xEAoq is auva(t)0fivai 0eci) (see 1.119.1-3); 6i6 Tipoaiovxa Geco xf^v Trpoc 
auxov onoioxrixa eic 6uvafiiv au^rixeov 5id xfjq Ka0ap6xrixoc; (1.122.5-6). 

Damascius 1.19.1-2. 

Damascius says that the one who seeks purification, xpf).. . liSovaq icai >.U7tac 
dnoaKeudCeaOai Kaxd 5uvapiv (1.120.1-2). 
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avoided by distinguishing mental from bodily pleasures, or feelings from activities;^" for 

the gods lack all of the conditions presupposed by our possession of pleasure, as I too 

have claimed. So perhaps, like Antisthenes, Plato would rather go mad than feel 

pleasure. But 1 believe that an asceticist reading should—and can—be avoided, even if our 

final end is to identify with the divine. 

As we have seen, the asceticist reading of the Phaedo clearly seems to ignore 

Socrates' claim (114e) that the philosopher eschews alien pleasures, but nonetheless is 

keen on the pleasures of learning; indeed, this passage is completely untouched in the 

e.xtant commentaries of Olympiodorus and Damascius. Such a reading also seems to 

conflict with Plato's depiction of Socrates,^' who is said, for instance, to enjoy a hearty 

draught of wine {Symposium 2I4a, 220a, 223c-d); and in the Phaedo itself Socrates rubs 

his leg when it is sore (60b), is delighted by Cebes' charmingly hard-headed way (62e-

63a; cp. ), jokes with his friend Phaedo (89b), and generally engages freely in humor. 

Far from being a sour-puss, Socrates seems here as always genuinely to enjoy himself; 

for all of his seriousness, Socrates is a man who has fun. And why not? 

Of course, an ascetic need not prescribe the total absence of pleasure from one's 

life. After all, this is literally impossible since one's body is subject to change and 

alteration, and some of these changes (e.g. being warmed by the sun peeking through on 

It is therefore stronger than the asceticism (if we may call it that) that is compatible 
with the refined hedonism, preferring mental pleasure and eschewing bodily pleasure, 
sometimes attributed to the Phaedo. 

Cf. Hackforth (1955), 49, who suggests that it is therefore Plato, but not Socrates, who 
is the ascetic. 
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a cloudy day) will be unavoidable. Furthermore, pains are irksome, and can entrench the 

soul in its identification with the body, or distract a well-meaning soul from its proper 

pursuits (66b-e, 83b-e), and thus must be gotten rid of; and the ridding of such pains 

seems to entail pleasure. In other words, first, the best human life will contain pleasure 

(and pain), simply because all human lives do; and second, pain will often need to be 

eliminated as a distraction, and that ridding is often pleasant. These claims are surely 

true, and form a part of Plato's attitude toward pleasure; but can these observations be 

exhaustive of the place of pleasure in the good life? For it is difficult to see how, for 

instance, the pain in Socrates' leg should be so e.xtreme as to hinder his pursuit of the 

truth, before he would be justified in rubbing it; it is even more difficult to sec how the 

enjoyment of wine or a joke—certainly avoidable pleasures—must (or even could) obtain 

only as the removal of some irksome pain.^~ Asceticism in any form is an extreme view, 

and it is far from apparent to me that Plato ever defended it. 

Now surely the Phaedo contains some of the very strongest words Plato ever 

penned against pleasure, but even in the harshest passages I do not believe that Plato is 

committed to asceticism, even about bodily pleasures. To see this, let's look at some very 

harsh words, at 64d-65a. Socrates lists the pleasures of food, drink, sex, and finery as 

examples of bodily pleasures, and makes five claims about the philosopher's attitude 

toward them: (I) the philosopher is not keen on (ea;iou6aK:evai) the pleasures of food, 

drink, or sex (64d); (2) the philosopher does not regard fine services to the body as of any 

value (evxfuouc; 64d); (3) the philosopher does not find any of it pleasant (65a); (4) the 

[ have benefited here from conversations with K-urt Meyers. 
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philosopher does not partake in (fiexexei) any of it (65a); and (5) the philosopher cares 

nothing iJ.ri5ev (j)povti^cov) for any of it (65a). Now (I) presents no impetus to 

asceticism, but the others might: (2) and (5) may suggest weak asceticism, that is that 

pleasure is as uninteresting as the oddness or evenness of the stars; and (3) and (4) may 

suggest a stronger form of asceticism, that the philosopher wholly shuns pleasure. There 

are, however, some curious issues raised by (2), and by (3) and (4), aside from their 

possible implications for asceticism, and these require some attention; and we shall see 

that these issues have important relevance to the question of asceticism in this passage. 

First, notice that (3) and (4) seem to make quite a striking claim; not only does 

philosophy change the philosopher's attitude toward pleasure, but it also changes her very 

capacity for pleasure. This is much stronger than the claim that philosophy changes one's 

attitudes toward pleasure, as discussed above; rather, this suggests that philosophy 

actually removes even the simplest forms of bodily pleasure altogether. But how on 

earth could philosophizing change the fact that, say, quenching one's thiist is pleasant, as 

(3) suggests it does? Does philosophy also remove pain, or indeed the sources of pain, 

such that no pleasant cessation of pain is ever brought about, as (4) may suggest it does? 

Such a wholesale change not only in our evaluative but even in our physical lives surely 

calls for discussion and defense, but Plato's text offers none. Now Socrates does describe 

the sensation in his leg as "this state that people call 'pleasant'" (60b), and the pleasures of 

food and drink as "so-called pleasures" (64d); however, it would surely be more sensible 

to take these qualifications as responding to the philosopher's detachment from bodily 

pleasures, which is sure to be a concomitant of her new perspective on the objects of such 
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pleasures, rather than as part of a radical—and undefended—physiology and psychology. 

What, then, of (3) and (4)? 

It may be important here to note how Socrates introduces (3) and (4), namely, in 

the mouths of ordinary people: "And presumably, Simmias, it does seem to most men 

that someone who finds nothing of that sort pleasant, and takes no part in those things, 

doesn't deserve to live" (65a). Now Socrates makes it clear in the Phaedo that he thinks 

that ordinary people are motivated above all by pleasure and pain (e.g. 68c-69a). The 

philosopher, on the other hand, has very different values, priorities, and motivations; for 

she has noticed that the mortal nature conveys very striking and convincing reports about 

what is allegedly real and important through the vocal messengers of pleasure and pain, 

and learned that those objects are neither real nor ultimately important. Philosophers, 

then, "do not walk on the same paths as those who, in their view, don't know where they 

are going" (82d). Consequently, her experience of pleasure and pain will be revised: 

someone who is able to achieve such detachment and objectivity with respect to the 

objects of physical pleasure and pain will not interpret those experiences in the same 

way, as messengers with urgent and true messages, and thus will not make those 

experiences a priority. In other words, her life with respect to physical pleasures and 

pains is just not like that of others. 

Given these radical differences, what must ordinary people think when they come 

upon the philosopher? Presumably, they would be surprised to find someone who does 

not live and prioritize and enjoy the same things in the same way as they do. Indeed, 

they may be so surprised that they suppose that this person simply does not understand 
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pleasure, and does not appreciate why pleasant things give life its value. Rather, they 

will think that this person has failed to perceive the importance and reality of pleasant 

things, so much so that she seems not to take pleasure in them or give them any notice; 

the poor soul, they will think, has missed out on what life is really about, and thus has so 

wasted life that she "doesn't deserve to live" and "runs pretty close to being dead." (65a) 

So I think that Socrates is being hyperbolic at 65a, but with a real and serious 

point: the philosopher's life is so radically unlike that of the ordinary person, that the 

latter thinks that the philosopher's attitude toward pleasure is so different from his that 

the philosopher even seems not to enjoy pleasure, at least not as the ordinary person 

understands it. And, of course, the ordinary person would be right; her mistake comes in 

thinking that her own pleasures reflect what is real and important.^^ That is just what the 

corporeal nature would have us think, and its pleasures are so enticing that we willingly 

engage in the deception ourselves (82d-83e). By realizing the trick and debunking it, the 

philosopher lives a different life from that of other people. 

Second, this reading also makes sense of (2); for unlike the other claims, which 

Socratcs makes about pleasure, (2) is a claim about the object of pleasure, the services to 

the body—fine clothing and bodily decorations—themselves, and concern for the body 

generally, rather than about the pleasure itself Now the fact that Socrates moves easily 

from the philosopher's attitude toward pleasure to her attitude toward things may seem 

puzzling, or just sloppy. But notice the progression which Socrates' comments make: the 

" Cf the argument above, that the measuring art would do little to persuade this person 
to follow philosophy. 
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philosopher cares nothing for bodily pleasures (64d); the philosopher cares nothing for 

the objects of bodily pleasures, but rather for the soul (64d-e); it is in this detachment 

from such bodily things that the philosopher differs most from others (64e-65a); and 

those others would think that her life does not even contain pleasure, and is a waste (65a). 

This suggests that what Plato takes to be the most interesting fact about pleasure 

is the way that it reflects and reinforces attitudes about the object of a pleasure. The 

philosopher does not enjoy pleasure as the non-philosopher does, since the latter values 

pleasure as such and for her this gives the appearance of value and importance to its 

object; the philosopher, on the other hand, has escaped this trap, and understands value as 

such, and this determines what she enjoys and how she enjoys it. So claim (2) explains 

and is explained by my reading of claims (3) and (4), and also (5) that the philosopher 

has no concern for pleasure. 

Plato's point at 64d-65a, then, seems to be that ordinary people do not see the 

philosopher's life as pleasant, because the philosopher does not engage in pleasures as 

ihey do, owing to her privileged perspective on the nature of the objects of pleasures. We 

can say the same, I think, about the harsh passages in the Phaedo generally. For instance, 

Socrates says that "true philosophers abstain from (dTiexovtai) all bodily desires, and 

stand firm (Ka-cepoCCTi) without surrendering to them (Kai ou TiapaStSdaciv autaic 

eauTouc)" (82c), and that "the soul of the true philosopher abstains from (dcTrexetai) 

pleasures and desires and pains" (83b). Socrates cannot mean by "abstaining" that the 

philosopher rids herself of such desires, for this is precluded even by the asceticist's 

claims that all human lives contain pleasures, pains, and desires, and that the philosopher 
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will desire to fulfill some bodily needs in order to avoid distraction. And all that the 

context of this passage requires is that the philosopher not take such desires as her 

motivation for virtuous behavior, like temperance and courage, but rather cultivate a love 

for knowledge and, in general, her identification with her nature as divine. The 

philosopher abstains from such desires and refuses to yield herself to them in the sense 

that her motivations, priorities, and values are simply elsewhere, and it is these different 

values that govern her actions and attitudes. So Plato, even in his harshest moments, 

need not be read as an ascetic. 

However, as I have presented the Affinity Argument, Plato believes that all 

human feelings are part of our nature as mortal and not divine; so mustn't we say (with 

Olympiodorus) that our goal must involve the obliteration of the feelings, so far as this is 

possible? Surely it will not be physiologically or psychologically possible to extirpate 

them completely, but mustn't the true philosopher nonetheless shun, avoid, and detest 

pleasures and the other feelings? I shall argue against this conclusion, by showing some 

further ways in which pleasure has a place in the philosophical life. 

3. Pleasure and the Philosopher 

Socrates suggests that the philosopher's attitude toward pleasure and pain is one 

of indifference. At 69a-c, he claims that the ordinary person at best possesses a sort of 

"virtue" which is spurious because ultimately grounded in the alleged intrinsic value of 

pleasure and pain. The philosopher, on the other hand, exchanges all pleasures and pains 
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for wisdom,^"' and thus possesses genuine virtue—and all of this is irrespective of the 

presence or absence of pleasure and pain in her life (Kai •n6ov(I)v teal (()dpcov Kai xciv 

cc?J^cov TidvTcov td)v Toiouxcov, 69b4-5). The philosopher, that is, places intrinsic value 

only on wisdom and virtue, relinquishing all such valuing of pleasures and the like; what 

matter to her arc wisdom and virtue, whether or not she also finds pleasure or pain. This 

attitude of the philosopher is also apparent from our earlier discussion, in which we saw 

that Plato's philosopher identifies with her divine nature and refuses to allow her mortal 

nature any force in determining her values and motivations. 

Pleasure and pain themselves, then, are rather like what the Stoics would later call 

"indifferents": things besides wisdom and virtue on the one hand, or vice on the other, 

which neither contribute to nor detract from the happiness of one's life.^^ Now Plato did 

not develop a systematized, theoretical notion of the "indifferent," but he does seem to 

have something like the indifferent in mind in this passage. For the philosopher feels 

pleasure and pain, but these do not at all set her priorities, and thus presumably do not 

contribute to or detract from her good. 

However, the Stoics also identified three kinds of indifferent: (what we may call) 

the "simple" indifferent, the "preferred" indifferent, and the "dispreferred" indifferent.'^ 

The simple indifferent is one for which one has utterly no concern at all, for instance, 

whether the number of hairs on one's head or stars in the sky is odd or even; the preferred 

See Appendix A. 

Sec Diogenes Laertius 7.102ff. 

Sec Diogenes Laertius 7.104-107. 
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indifferent is one which someone would rather have, but the absence or presence of 

which nonetheless makes no difference for happiness; and one would rather not have the 

dispreferred indifferent, but again its absence or presence makes no difference for 

happiness. Now if Plato thinks that the philosopher views pleasure as a "dispreferred," or 

even a "simple," indifferent, then Plato would be an ascetic after all—a strong ascetic in 

ihe former case, a weak one in the latter. So what needs to be shown is that Plato treats 

pleasure as a "preferred" indifferent, and just what that means. 

I think that the Phaedo is consistent with such an attitude, for two reasons. First, 

as we have seen, what Plato thinks is most significant about pleasure and pain is the fact 

that they both reflect and reinforce a person's attitude towards the reality and importance 

of the objects of pleasure and pain. This is the mistake that the non-philosopher makes, 

who is so stricken by the intensity of certain pleasures that she "thinks nothing else real 

save what is corporeal—what can be touched and seen, drunk and eaten, or used for 

sexual enjoyment" (8 lb); and this also explains why the philosopher is suspicious of 

intense pleasures and pains, which have this enticing power (82d ff). So pleasures and 

pains can reinforce one's attitudes towards their objects. We have also seen how they 

reflcct such attitudes, since it is the philosopher's change in her attitudes about such 

objccts that radically revises her attitudes towards the "pleasures" of those objects. 

However, if pleasures reinforce and reflect one's attitudes towards their objects, 

and if pleasures are bad when their objects are false or unimportant, then as a corollary 

pleasures should noi be bad when their objects really are real and important. For it is a 

fact that all human lives contain pleasure and pain, and that pleasures and pains reinforce 
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and reflect one's altitudes towards their objects. If that is so, then a person who has truly 

identified with her divine nature and pursues the understanding of genuine reality, takes 

ihe objects of her pursuit to be supremely real and important, and thus it is only natural 

that she find her pursuit of them supremely pleasant. And in fact it is a good thing that 

she do so: for the pleasures of learning (114e) come about only for one who correctly 

values the objects of learning, and thus these pleasures reflect and are an outgrowth of 

her attitude, which just is the correct attitude to have. Furthermore, the philosopher—like 

"every human being" (83c)--is nonetheless within the power of pleasure and pain. This 

suggests, at least, that it would be extremely difficult psychologically for a person to 

remain committed to some activity if she found that activity painful, distressful, or 

tedious in itself. But the enjoyment that emanates from the practice of philosophy is 

instead an encouragement, and thus reinforces the practice. For this reason, then, the 

pleasures of learning will be an indifferent for the philosopher, since all pleasures are a 

pan of one's mortal nature, with which the philosopher does not identify. Nonetheless 

these pleasures will be a preferred indifferent, insofar as they reflect and reinforce the 

right kinds of altitudes and values about the right kinds of things. 

Second, I believe that the Phaedo is consistent even with the claim that bodily 

pleasures can be preferred indifferents. Now Olympiodorus takes the Phaedo to claim 

that pleasures are (we might say) simple or perhaps even dispreferred indifferents, on the 

grounds that our identification with the divine entails the extirpation of all the feelings 

(d;:a0£ia), including pleasure. There is a sense in which Olympiodorus is right, and a 

sense in which he is not. For surely our aim, ultimately, is likeness to the divine in every 
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possible way, including the loss of the feelings; for the feelings are alterations of the soul 

which obtain in the lives of humans qua mortal beings, not divine ones. Of course, then, 

the complete attainment of this goal is to be had only upon death, the separation of the 

soul from the corporeal and mortal element. But since the philosopher cannot be that way 

now, why should we think that such complete separation, involving even ccTiaGei'a, 

should be her goal nowl For the philosopher, Socrates says, is one who loves wisdom; 

and as Socrates says in the Symposium, the one who loves something desires to possess it 

when she lacks it.^^ The philosopher alive on the earth, then, has as her ultimate goal 

being like the divine, but can take as her goal for arranging her life only becoming like 

the divine. The central activity of the philosopher in her life, that is, is the pursuit of 

wisdom and godliness, and not the attainment of it.^® 

Here is why this matters for our argument. When one lives as a compound 

human, and not as an incomposite soul, she is still susceptible to feelings (TidGri), 

including pleasure and pain. As a philosopher, one arranges one's goals and priorities 

around the pursuit of wisdom and identifying with the divine; as such, the philosopher's 

altitude toward all pleasure is indifference. Indeed, Plato claims that the best current 

approximation to company with God is to remain pure from the body (67a), and this need 

mean no more than that the philosopher identify with her divine and not her mortal 

nature, as I have argued. Now I have also argued that the philosopher will view pleasures 

of learning as preferred indifferents; the question now is. Why should we suppose that 

Or desires future possession of it, when she has it presently; see Symposium 200a-e. 

See Gallop (1975), 98. 
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the philosopher will not view all non-intense and well-regulated pleasures—including 

bodily ones—as preferred indifferents? Why, that is, would she see such pleasures as 

simple or dispreferred indifferents? 

The answer, if any, would seem to be that the philosopher would take such an 

attitude as a way of identifying with the divine. But, of course, that is false: the gods 

ha\ e no such attitude towards bodily pleasures, since gods simply have no bodily 

pleasures. In identifying with the divine, that is in preparing for being like God at death, 

one need only focus one's attention and priorities upon the true and the real and the 

valuable; and this involves only becoming indifferent to pleasures. 

To view pleasures as simple or dispreferred indifferents, the philosopher would 

have to go beyond her shift in priorities and values, lo become sour and hostile towards 

pleasures. But why would the philosopher do i/iat'l The philosopher certainly would not 

do that as a way of identifying with the divine, for the divine has no contempt, sourness, 

or hostility. To view pleasures even as simple indifferents would require one to take up a 

position against feelings of fun and enjoyment which come so naturally—and innocently, 

once one's priorities and values are in the right place. The Phaedo requires no harsher a 

position on pleasure than this. Indeed, it would require a very special and harsh attitude 

for one to find utterly uninteresting or even bad what is so natural to find agreeable—so 

special and harsh, in fact, that it would presumably be motivated by a belief that pleasure 

is not an indifferent, but an evil in itself. Again, surely the adoption of that attitude 

would not make one more like the divine, for God has no such attitude, and it is God who 
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framed us as the creatures we are, with pleasures, pains, and all." And Plato would seem 

to deny that such an attitude toward pleasure is an outgrowth of one's commitment to 

identification with the divine, since he says that true wisdom and virtue obtain whether or 

not one finds pleasure (69b). So once likeness to the divine is removed as a motivation 

for asceticism for the philosopher, it becomes very difficult to see why the philosopher 

would no more care, ceteris paribus, about (say) soothing a sore leg or enjoying wine, 

than about the evenness or oddness of the number of stars in the sky. 

So the philosopher could view all well-regulated pleasures as preferred 

indifferents, even though her ultimate goal entails their removal. As indifferents, 

pleasures form no part of her values and priorities, and so their absence upon 

transcendence of the mortal and complete identification with the divine is not really a 

loss at all. Furthermore, the philosopher's preference for them is not motivated by any 

V alue she attaches to them, but simply by the fact that she has no reason, given the kind 

of being she is, not to prefer them. Of course, she also desires ultimately to become a 

kind of being that is also insusceptible to such experiences; but to try to approximate that 

insusceptibility now, by extirpating the feelings (dcTOGsCa) as far as possible, would 

require her to take an attitude toward pleasures which is completely unmotivated for her, 

even given her identification with the divine. 

Therefore, as far as the Phaedo goes Plato believes that pleasures must be well-

regulated by being placed within a life of appropriate values and priorities, and that when 

they are such they are preferred indifferents. By concentrating on the philosopher's final 

Cf Damascius 1.102. 
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end as identification with the divine, we can see that hedonistic and ascetic readings of 

the Phaedo alike should be rejected, and we can also see with greater clarity and 

precision just what place pleasure can have in the philosophical life. Now I am not 

claiming that the view which I have defended here is also the view which Plato defends 

in the Phaedo in any rich sense, for he does not take up these questions directly; nor am I 

claiming that he had this view worked out when he wrote the Phaedo. I am arguing only 

that the Phaedo is more naturally taken as consistent with treating pleasure as a preferred 

indifferent than with either hedonism (of any kind) or asceticism (of any kind)/" 

1 wish to thank George Rudebusch for his customarily valuable input to this chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

SOCRATES ON PLEASURE AND THE HEALTH OF THE SOUL 

PART L THE ARGUMENTS OF THE GORGIAS 

Much like the Protagoras, the Gorgias has attracted considerable attention for its 

treatment of pleasure. More specifically, this attention has focused largely on the fact 

that Socrates' attack on certain forms of pleasure and hedonism appears to 

underdetermine his own view on pleasure and hedonism. Thus, as some scholars have 

noted, despite Socrates' e.vplicit rejection that pleasure is the good, and his claim that 

some rational criterion is needed to bring order into one's life and one's self, it may 

nonetheless be the case that the rational criterion is itself a hedonist one, indexed to 

pleasures different from the ones he denounces, which are typically physical indulgences. 

Perhaps, then, Socrates' view of pleasure in the Gorgias is consistent with some form of 

hedonism.' This is a reasonable hypothesis. For when Socrates makes such anti-hedonist 

sounding proclamations as, "The good, and not pleasure, ought to be the reason we do 

what w e do," he may nonetheless believe that "One form of pleasure, and not another. 

' The locus classicus for this view is Gosling & Taylor (1982), 69-77, esp. 76. See also 
Rudebusch (1989); (1992), 70; (1994); (1999), ch. 5; N. White (1985), 146, I50f; Irwin 
(1979), 135, 196f, 199; Taylor (1976), 170; and the more tentative Tarrant (1994), 116-
1 IS. Irwin (1995), 111-114 (cf. (1979), 204), argues nonetheless that the Gorgias does 
reflect Plato's misgivings about, and retraction of, hedonism subsequent to the 
Protagoras, on the grounds that the argument about pleased cowards (497d fQ presents a 
serious challenge to any form of quantitative hedonism, and that Socrates denies the 
priority of pleasure over the good (500a2-4). I shall assume throughout this chapter that 
Socrates' arguments against Callicles' hedonism do leave the hedonism of the Protagoras 
untouched; Socrates' denial of hedonism in the Gorgias is, I shall argue, to be found 
elsewhere in the dialogue. 
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ought to be the reason we do what we do," especially since the "other," indulgent 

pleasure—the topic of the conversation leading up to Socrates' attack on pleasure (e.g. 

494e-495a)--is just what an appropriate sort of hedonism would discount. Nonetheless, 1 

shall argue in the next chapter that this hypothesis is mistaken; I shall also suggest that 

the view of pleasure in the Gorgias is more fruitfully compared to the one we have seen 

in the Phaedo. In this chapter, I shall e.vamine the arguments which lead us to Socrates' 

critiquc of pleasure. 

It is important to realize that there is a great deal at stake here concerning 

Socrates' views on virtue, happiness, and value—more at stake than simply the 

(in)consisicncy of the Protagoras and the Gorgias, for instance. If the hedonist 

hypothesis I have just discussed is right, then Plato will have held what I shall call a 

"middle term theory" of the relation of virtue to happiness. Such a theory has the form, 

"Virtue secures X, and it is X which constitutes our happiness," where X can be 

distinguished from virtue. According to a middle term theory, then, virtue itself {or per 

se) is not our good, but rather X (the "middle term"), since it is by our possession of X 

that we are happy. (As shall become clear, a middle term theory need not construe virtue 

as an instrument or means for X; it need only posit some important distinction between 

virtue and X, such that it is X, strictly speaking, and not virtue which constitutes our 

liappiness.) This kind of theory, and the alleged need for it in Plato's ethics, is explicitly 

defended by Tcrence Irwin (1992, 1995). Although Irwin denies that the Socrates of the 

Gorgias is a hedonist, he nonetheless argues that Socrates takes our good to consist in 

desire satisfaction, and indeed that Socrates needs to have such a view in order to defend 
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the Socratic thesis that virtue is sufficient for happiness (the "sufficiency thesis"). 

Consequently, if Plato is otherwise unable to offer a conception of virtue which renders 

the sufficiency thesis intelligible, then he ought to offer a middle term theory according 

to which it is not virtue per se which constitutes our happiness, but what virtue secures 

for us—such as pleasure, or desire satisfaction. If, on the other hand, the Gorgias is 

inconsistent with a middle term theory of virtue and the good, then we must reconsider 

the nature of both virtue and the good. So there is a lot riding on the question of 

Socrates' attitude toward pleasure in the Gorgias. 

I shall argue against construing the account of virtue and the good developed in 

the Gorgias as a middle term theory, on two basic grounds. First, there is considerable 

evidence in the Co/-g/fl^--particularly in Socrates' long speech to Callicles, and his myth 

of the afterlife—that Socrates did not hold any kind of middle term theory. Second, such 

a theory is unnecessary to explain Plato's conviction that virtue makes us happy; that is, 

\vc can understand virtue in such a way that it constitutes our happiness directly. Since 

hedonism (as I shall argue) is always one kind of middle term theory, Socrates is not and 

need not be a hedonist of any kind in the Gorgias.' And once we have seen in this way 

why Socrates is not a hedonist, we can say more about what attitude he does have toward 

pleasure and its relation to our final end; and I shall argue that it is importantly similar to 

that developed in the Pliaedo. This argument shall be complete by the end of chapter 4. 

But the Gorgias is a complex and controversial dialogue throughout, and these features 

of it infect Socrates' discussion of pleasure. So we must begin at the beginning. 

" And thus, a fortiori, he is not the kind of hedonist sketched in the Protagoras. 
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1. Happiness and the Good 

Socrates' three interlocutors—Gorgias, Polus, and Cailicles--each present a 

conception of the good life, each of which is rejected by Socrates. In order to determine 

Socrates' conception of the good life and that which constitutes its goodness, we should 

examine his arguments against these rival conceptions. By seeing what differences there 

are between Socrates and the others, we will be able to tell what sorts of views Socrates 

could not hold and still maintain sincere disagreement, in particular with Callicles. This 

will be a great help in determining what sort of view he does hold. 

First, it is important to see what structural features all of these views will share. I 

suggest that all of these views will be based on the assumption that the good is that by 

possessing or being surrounded with which we are happy and live well. We can express 

this idea more precisely as follows: 

Life X is a happy life if and only if there is a good (or set of goods) Y such that 

both (a) anyone who possesses Y lives well, and (b) anyone who possesses Y 

lives life X. 

This eudaimonist principle facilitates a eudaimonist strategy of evaluating and 

defending the objects of one's pursuits by positing a conception of the happy life, and 

showing that the good which that life contains is such that anyone in possession of that 

good is bound to live well. And this is just what Socrates and his three interlocutors do: 

the interlocutors each embrace a certain kind of life as a good life, identify what makes 

that life good, and argue with Socrates as to whether anyone in possession of that good 

will thereby live well. 
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That Socrates accepts this principle is evident from the Euthydemus, where he 

takes it to be virtually self-evident that anyone who would live well would do so through 

having good things (278e). Socrates' young interlocutor, Clinias, agrees to this claim; 

and in the discussion which follows, Clinias and Socrates consider certain candidate 

goods—health, beauty, power, good fortune, wisdom—and try to determine which of them 

yields a good life for its possessor, concluding that it is wisdom alone by which one 

would live well. Socrates' approach in his discussion with Clinias, then, is motivated by 

the eudaimonist principle above: they specify a kind of good life (albeit a thin one, 

characterized by "doing well"), and then inspect the candidate goods for their (in)ability 

to make one "do well." That Socrates and his interlocutors accept this assumption and 

the argumentative structure 1 have described as a result of it, is apparent from the fact that 

Socrates' three interchanges are well understood within this framework, as I hope to 

show. It is also very likely, given that Socrates (in the Eudtliydemus) takes it as obvious 

and common-sensical that it is by possession of the good that one lives well. 

2. Gorgias: Freedom. Power, and Expertise 

Socrates' first conversation is with the distinguished professor of rhetoric, Gorgias 

(449c-46la). Socrates' first question for Gorgias is what kind of professional Gorgias is, 

and what his area of profession is. Gorgias responds by telling Socrates that his 

profession is rhetoric (449a), and when Gorgias is asked what rhetoric is concerned with, 

he responds by saying that it is concerned with the most important and valuable thing 

(45 Id), the greatest human blessing (452a), the most beneficial thing (452b, c), and the 

greatest advantage (452c). High praise, indeed—but what else, Socrates suggests, would 
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we expcci from one who has devoted his life to it? Thus Socrates asks just what rhetoric 

secures for people, in such a way that rhetoric is concerned with the best thing there is. 

Gorgias' reply is that rhetoric deserves such high praise because it is "responsible for 

personal freedom and enables an individual to gain political power in his community" 

(452d), by enabling him to persuade the masses in civic venues on matters of right and 

wrong (454b-455a). Furthermore, Gorgias believes that a rhetorician is a kind of expert, 

and thus has expert knowledge of his own field (459c ff). 

So Gorgias believes that the rhetorician certainly lives well if anyone does, since 

rhetoric secures for its practitioner the greatest of human benefits; that benefit, by 

possession of which the rhetorician lives well, is personal freedom and political power. 

We can see, then, the kind of life which Gorgias pictures for himself as the best: a man of 

great distinction and influence in the polls, proud with power and great with freedom. 

But this is not just any powerful, free, and influential man-about-town, but a man of 

learning and expertise as well; for rhetoric is an expertise, a science of its proper field, 

right and wrong. 

Socrates objects to Gorgias not on the grounds that the life which he visualizes is 

not a happy one, but on the grounds that that life cannot possess both of its (alleged) 

goods—power and freedom, on the one hand, and understanding on the other—without 

also possessing personal morality. For, Socrates argues, if one is a true expert on 

morality and justice, then how could one employ that expertise for immoral and unjust 

purposes? This is an important difference between an expertise like rhetoric (as it is 

alleged to be) and one like, say, pugilistics. The latter knows what to do, but it does not 
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include any understanding of its own proper use. Rhetoric, however, not only knows 

what to do, but is in fact a science of what ought to be done, and so its exercise cannot be 

divorccd from a knowledge of morality and justice, since it just is a knowledge of 

morality and justice.^ 

This means that if an allegedly "Gorgian" life contains power and freedom which 

arc used immorally, then that life cannot also possess the expertise and understanding 

which Gorgias says are also part of the good. Conversely, if a life contains expertise and 

understanding of right and wrong, then there are only certain forms of power and 

freedom which can be included in that life, namely, forms which are consistent with 

justice and morality. Therefore, if a life does not contain morality, then it cannot possess 

both of the goods which characterize the Gorgian life. 

There may be points against this argument, and Polus will later raise one (461 b-

c), but we should notice first what a powerful challenge this is to Gorgias and his 

conception of the good life. As I have interpreted the argument, Socrates is saying, 

"Gorgias, you may have thought of the good life as consistent with injustice, but on your 

own account one cannot have both of the goods by possession of which you say he will 

be happy unless he is also a moral, just person!" Most objections (like Polus') will claim, 

1 take it, that this argument depends on Gorgias' agreement to certain claims—that anyone 

who knows right and wrong must be a moral person, that he will make a student moral, 

and so on—which Gorgias need not, and perhaps does not, accept.'' It is not my intention 

'Cf. Irwin (1979), 127. 

' Sec, e.g., Irwin (1979), 126-129. 
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here to answer or even discuss these objections. However, we should note that Gorgias 

will be challenged in any case. For either Gorgias himself accepts these claims to which 

he agrees, or he does not. If he does accept them, then he faces a moral challenge: his 

conception of the good life, and of the things that make that life good, is seriously 

deficient, since he left out of his conception a good without which those other goods will 

not constitute the good life. If he does not accept them, then he faces a professional 

challenge:^ he must reconsider what he means when he says that rhetoric is an expertise 

in the area of right and wrong, in what sense the students he turns out are experts in their 

field, and whether he can actually substantiate any such claims as these.'' 

3. Polus: Power and Impunity 

I do not think that a choice between these two descriptions of Gorgias' ovvn 

response to Socrates' argument is clear. But Polus clearly believes that Gorgias' 

admissions were entirely unnecessary, and he is prepared to drop all commitments to 

anything but power and personal freedom (461b-481b).^ Polus too offers a conception of 

' See Kahn (1983), 80-84, who claims that Socrates is relying on the professional 
pressure upon Gorgias in constructing this ad honiinem argument; recall a similar 
strategy against Protagoras, discussed in chapter 1. 

It should be noted that in this argument and the ones to follow, I interpret Socrates as 
arguing in an ad honiinem fashion—in the sense specified in the first chapter—against his 
interlocutors. Thus while I do not think that Socrates' arguments are (at least primarily) 
attempts to establish doctrine on principles of his own, I do believe that they are 
philosophical and logical arguments, designed to show tensions between his interlocutors' 
manifest beliefs and commitments. I do not believe that Socrates employs "sophistical" 
methods or manipulates his interlocutors by exploiting their sense of shame (sometimes 
even through logically invalid argument), or the like; for the former view, see Gentzler 
(1995); for the latter, McKim (1988); see also McTighe (1992), 277-281. 

' This development, then, substantiates the claim that Socrates' strategy against Gorgias 
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the good life, a life of power in which one does whatever one feels like doing in the 

community (468e); this life is forcefully depicted in the person of Archelaus, who 

usurped a throne, disposed of all rival claimants, and lived in impunity (471a-d). This is 

a radical claim: if it is correct, then we should be able to pick any agent, S, surround S 

with power, and find that S thereby lives well. In fact, this claim turns out to be too 

radical even for Polus to maintain without qualification for very long: for if a tyrant or 

rhetorician does what he feels like doing, but it turns out not to be in his interests to have 

done so, then he has not, strictly speaking, done what he really wanted to do/ 

Let us see how Socrates arrives at this conclusion with Polus. First, I suggest, 

Polus and Socrates are in agreement as to the eudaimonist principle that 

Life X is a happy life if and only if there is a good (or set of goods) Y such that 

both (a) anyone who possesses Y lives well, and (b) anyone who possesses Y 

lives life X. 

They also agree that Y is an objective good. In Polus' case, that objective good is 

the exercise of great power: it is not merely the agent's "apparent" good, but something 

which is the good and the constituent of the happy life, whether a given agent realizes it 

or not. This explains why Polus so readily agrees to the claim that power must be a good 

thing for its possessor (466b), since Polus believes that power just is the good in virtue of 

which an agent lives well. 

was to point out a tension between his conception of power and his conception of 
expertise. 

For an e.xcellent discussion of this argument see Rudebusch (1992), 65f. 
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Now Polus identifies exercising power with doing what seems best. There is 

considerable force to a claim like this. Films like Goodfellas depict men who live lives 

very different from those with which most people are familiar: if someone commits some 

harmful or disrespectful act against them or the ones they care about, then they are free to 

retaliate in almost any manner they see fit, even in broad daylight. These men are able to 

settle problems on their own terms, problems which the rest of us must simply bear or 

rely on conventional means to address. And there is something attractive about living 

with that kind of ability to put things as one sees fit. This, I think, is very much the sort 

of thing which Polus has in mind when he takes the good life to be the life of power, 

where power is the ability to do as one sees fit, or to do as seems best to one. 

However, Socrates argues against Polus' identification of power with the ability to 

do as one sees fit by showing that such an ability does not always make its possessor live 

well, as Polus understands "living well." Since power is the good, according to Polus, it 

is impossible for power to be such an ability. For the things which one does as one sees 

fit are not undertaken merely for the sake of it, but have a place within a larger structure 

of action: if doing things as one sees fit leads ultimately to frustration, then this ability 

does not make one live well—rather, "action based on unwise decisions is a bad thing" 

(467a); consequently, this kind of action is not a case of power.*' Because tyrants and 

orators, according to Polus, have no knowledge of anything but only a knack to persuade 

and flatter the masses, they will frequently fail to avoid frustrations in their actions 

' It is a matter of controversy whether this argument deals with apparent goods, i.e. with 
what agents take to be good, or whether it deals with the good, which is not agent-
relative. I suggest that it deals with both, as shall become clear below. 
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overall; that is, they will fail to achieve the things which they held to be good and to 

which they believed their actions would lead, and will gain instead things which they find 

bad. and thus will be frustrated. But in that case, they will not live well, according to 

Polus. since they will live with frustration. 

However, since power is a good for its possessor in Polus' sense that it is that by 

possession of which one lives well, orators and tyrants may have the ability to do as they 

see fit, but they do not have power. That is, power is the good, and it is an objective 

good: it is, Polus believes, what makes a life go well, whether agents recognize it or not. 

Since frustration makes one live badly, the ability which yields such frustration cannot be 

identified with power. Rather, the argument suggests, getting the individual apparent 

goods is getting what one wants, and that is an exercise of power, which is the good, 

according to Polus.Since tyrants and orators do not possess a skill for making wise 

This, then, is how the argument deals with both apparent goods and with the good: by 
obtaining apparent goods, one exercises power, and that is the good (i.e. according to 
Polus). My interpretation of the argument differs considerably from that of Penner 
((1991); see also Penner and Rowe (1994)). Penner offers a challenging and exciting 
analysis of the Socratic account of desiring, wanting, and wishing, on which all desiring 
is really for the good, and not merely for what agents take be good (what I am calling 
individual apparent goods). While I think that Penner's analysis is correct as a diagnosis 
of Socrates' position, and probably of even the true position, I do not think that it 
provides the premises with which Socrates is working in this particular argument against 
Polus. For if Socrates relies on the premise that what everyone wants is the real, non-
agcnt-relativc good, then he either means the good as he construes it himself, or as Polus 
does. If Socrates means that everyone really wants the good as Socrates understands it, 
then it is unclear how Polus would agree so readily; if Socrates is assuming for the sake 
of argument that everyone really wants the good as Polus construes it, that is, everyone 
really wants power, then it is easier to see how Polus might agree, but this seems a much 
stronger thesis than what Polus actually seems concerned to defend. Penner's thesis, I 
take it, is motivated by the fact that it is the real, objective good which is the main focus 
of the argument, and that it is one's success or failure in attaining that which is the point 
at issue. This is surely correct, and 1 think that I have incorporated this primary concern 
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decisions, they will frequently fail to obtain the apparent goods which they want; but they 

will thus live badly, and so their ability to act on those decisions is not power. That 

ability—facilitated for the orator by rhetoric—is all that orators and tyrants have, and so 

orators and tyrants have no power, since Polus conceives of power as the good." In 

short, Polus thinks of power as an unconditional good, and misidentifies it with the 

conditional good of doing what one sees fit. 

This is a powerful argument against Polus. For it shows that on Polus' own 

conception of the good life as the life of power, one possesses power only if one also has 

a kind of expertise about how to behave. This is what Polus had hoped to avoid by 

adopting Gorgias' recommendation of personal freedom and power, and throwing aside 

his construal of the rhetorician as an expert on right and wrong. So Socrates has shown 

Polus that power does not enable one to live well without some sort of intellectual ability. 

Polus, however, is not quite convinced that power is not the good, and his reply 

suggests that the good is the power to do whatever one feels like doing with impunity: 

that is why Socrates' example of achieving great power in the community by procuring 

and concealing a dagger is not an instance of the right sort of power, since such a person 

may well be punished (469c-470a). This is just why Archelaus is a case of Polus' ideal, 

for there will be no one to punish him. It is here that Socrates states one of the most 

startling and profound truths in philosophy: committing injustice is a terrible evil for the 

with the attainment of the good as objective in my interpretation of the argument. 

" Con. Weiss (1992), 302-304, who claims that Socrates opts to mock Polus' conception 
of power rather than set about challenging it soberly, even using technically invalid 
argument. 
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one who does it, worse than the injustice is for the one who suffers it.'* This is so, 

Socrates claims, because injustice riddles the soul with disease; consequently, what is 

even worse than committing injustice itself is committing it and not being corrected. 

Like most people, I suppose, Polus finds these claims utterly outrageous, and 

Socrates himself seems to take pains to make his position sound especially striking and 

counterintuitive, even shocking. Nonetheless, he hopes to show that Polus is committed 

to admitting that Socrates' position is right by means of the following argument. Socrates 

begins by asking Polus whether someone contemplating a course of action would think 

that committing injustice was more contemptible (aCoxiov) than an act of justice, and 

Polus agrees that he would (474c7-8).'^ Polus denies, however, that such an agent should 

therefore conclude that an act of injustice would be worse (KdKiov, 474c8-9). Socrates 

then notes, in effect, that according to Polus, "bad" (KaKOv) and "contemptible" 

(aiaxpdv) are not equivalent (474c9-d2), but that "bad" is a proper subset of 

"contemptible," which also includes "painful" (Auttti, 475a4-5); likewise, "admirable" 

(KaXov), which is the contrary of "contemptible," and "good" (ocyaGdv), the contrary of 

"bad," arc not equivalent, but "good" is a proper subset of "admirable," which also 

See Alcinous XXXI.3. 

It is a much ve.xed question whether the evaluative terms employed in the argument are 
all indexed to the same point of view, namely that of the agent; I agree, however, with 
Irwin (1995), 100, who argues that the point of view in question throughout the 
discussion is taken by Polus to be the agent's (this is in fact how Socrates raises the issue, 
469c I-2; see also e.g. 474b3-7). See also Berman (1991a), 270ff; and esp. Johnson 
(1989), 200-2. For the contrary view, see e.g. McKim (1988), 46; Vlastos (1967); Kahn 
(1983), 91 f; Dodds (1959), 249; Irwin (1979), 157-159. 
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contains "pleasing" (Ti6u), the contrary of "painful" (474d).''' 

Polus is satisfied with these distinctions as correct and complete, but it is here that 

the argument turns on him. For if the one contemplating an act of injustice can see, as is 

very likely, that such an act is not more painful for him than suffering injustice, then if he 

thinks that injustice is more contemptible, he has no other alternative but to agree that it 

is also worse. Similarly, if committing injustice is contemptible, then its contrary-, 

suffering injustice, must be more admirable; it is not, surely, more admirable by being 

more pleasant, and so it must be better; more succinctly, if committing injustice is worse, 

then the contrary—suffering injustice—must be better.'^ An agent contemplating a course 

Tarrant (1994), 121, suggests that this text supplies evidence that "Socrates may have 
founded his ethics on ultimately hedonistic principles." But this is too strong a claim, for 
Socrates' appeal to pleasure as a part of the "admirable" appears to be motivated by Polus' 
belief—which gives Socrates some pause—that the admirable and the good are not 
equivalent; by inserting pleasure into the admirable and pain into the contemptible, 
Socrates both allows for Polus' distinctions and shows Polus that the distinctions still will 
not help him, since committing injustice is not more contemptible because of pain and 
suffering injustice is not more admirable because of pleasure. If this is the work done in 
the argument by pleasure and pain, then there is no need to commit Socrates to their 
value. Indeed, Socrates' earlier claim that, in his own view, aiming at pleasure makes 
rhetoric shameful (462c fQ would be very odd if Socrates then claimed that, in his own 
view, pleasure is part of the good (474d). The same observations tell also against 
Tenkku's (1956), 95f, weaker claim that Socrates' treatment of pleasure as a criterion of 
beauty suggests that pleasure has "intrinsic value" (1 shall return to this below). 

This point can be made by considering not just "bad" and "contemptible" by 
themselves, but also their contraries; con. Johnson (1989), 208-212, who argues that 
Socrates' discussion of their contraries is an unnecessary detour used to make "good" 
equivalent to "useful" or "helpful" and thus allow him to treat "bad" as the relevant 
contrary. Johnson argues that since Socrates should have taken "harmful" as the 
appropriate contrary of "useful," and since Polus' agreement that injustice is contemptible 
because it is harmful would not have landed him in contradiction, the alleged 
contradiction is illusory. However, if Socrates' evaluative terms are all indexed to the 
perspective of the agent, as Johnson affirms (200-202), then it is not clear how Polus 
would gain by this point; for if something is harmful for an agent, then presumably 
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of action, then, ought to recognize that it would be better for him to suffer injustice than 

do an act of injustice. 

Again, commentators frequently express dissatisfaction with Socrates' argument.'^ 

But also again, as with Gorgias, either Polus believes the claims which undermine his 

conception of the good life, or he does not; most objections claim that he does not, or at 

least need not. However, in either case Polus too is faced with a tough choice. If he does 

believe these claims, then he needs to rethink his commitment to a life which can be good 

independent of justice and morality. If he does not believe them, then he must rethink his 

reliance on the majority of the Athenians as witnesses to his position.'^ For if he makes 

his concessions to ordinary morality out of shame, as Callicles will allege,'® the source of 

the shame is something to which Polus really is committed: for Polus is committed to 

having popular opinion on his side as justification.'^ So Polus leams that popular opinion 

is a two-edged sword. For people may admire "goodfellas," but they also strongly 

disapprove of their behavior, and want to believe that they do not do well in the end. So 

(Polus would affirm that) it is also bad for the agent. 

"See, e.g., Irwin (1979), 170. 

'' For Polus" great concern with the backing of popular opinion, see 466a, 470c, 47Ic-d, 
472b, 473c, 474b. 

Callicles is followed in this assessment of Polus as ashamed, by Johnson (1989), 204-
206; see also Kahn (1992), 256f; and Dodds (1959), 263, 279, who claims that unlike 
Callicles, "neither Gorgias nor Polus had the courage of his convictions." 

Cf. Kahn (1983), 94f. Furthermore, as Berman (1991a), 280-283, points out, even if 
Polus had done as Callicles (as well as Johnson (1989), 1990 thinks he should have and 
maintained that suffering injustice is more contemptible than committing it, it would still 
not follow that suffering injustice is worse, since Polus denies the equivalence of 
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by relying on what the majority of the Athenians would affirm, Polus has built his 

conception of the good on a cracked foundation. 

4. Callicles: Pleona.stic Aristocrat 

Callicles, however, is willing to grip one horn of this dilemma and concede that 

conventional ideas about justice are mistaken, and wickedly so (48Ib-505c). To justify 

his conception of the good life, he appeals not to popular opinion—which is, as the 

interchange with Polus shows, incoherent""--but to Nature. Nature, he says, stands 

behind the man who towers above the rest in his ability to defend himself against all ill-

wishers; this man is fit by Nature to dominate inferior persons (483c-e), taking what of 

theirs he desires without payment and with impunity, as Heracles drove off Geryon's 

cattle (484a-c). This is why conventional ideas about justice are wickedly mistaken: for 

the run of common people subvert the Natural order and establish laws and norms which 

would keep superior men from asserting their Natural right to dominate (483b-e). This 

Natural order, Callicles says, is true Justice. Therefore, there is no conflict between 

Justicc properly understood and the pleonastic lifestyle of one mighty enough to obtain it. 

There are a couple of features of this conception of the best life that are worth 

pointing out here. One is that Callicles appears to be working from an image, rather than 

from a conception properly speaking. He has a kind of person in mind, who is "superior" 

and "better" and "mightier," but he has not worked out with much precision just what 

these features amount to, or how they are related to one another. Hence Socrates presses 

"contemptible" and "bad." 

See Ir%vin (1979), I38f, cf 147. 
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Callicles to say more precisely what kind of things he has in mind in recommending this 

life; for unless we see with some clarity what the best life is, it will be difficult to see 

what the good will be by being surrounded with which one will live this best life.*' This 

is also a particularly amusing part of the dialogue, as Socrates uses as possible examples 

of "superior" people such mechanics as doctors, fullers, cobblers, and farmers (490b-e); 

this is humorous because these are just the sorts of people who do not fit Callicles' 

image—those who are not members of the elite, lack political power and wealth, and are 

unable to assert themselves as Natural superiors." There is also a point to the humor; the 

difference between Socrates and Callicles is great, since Socrates is unimpressed by these 

elite distinctions between human lives. As he would say in the Theaetetus (I74d-175b), 

the kind of praise which Callicles thinks is so crucial to secure strikes Socrates as no 

more interesting than the special distinctions of some goat-herd who happened to collect 

more milk than his colleagues."^ 

The other thing to note is that Callicles" conception of the best life is based on an 

ideal}'' For Callicles believes that suffering is not in the experience of the Naturally 

Gentzler (1995), 31-36, on the other hand, claims that Socrates' behavior represents a 
kind of sophistic ridiculing of Callicles' position by misrepresenting its implications as 
absurd. 

" On Callicles' predilection for aristocratic ideals (such as eA.eu0epCa and dvSpeia), see 
Dodds (1959), 274, 287, 294f; cf Irwin (1979), 149f. 

Furthermore, Kahn (1983), 99f, argues that this passage shows that Callicles is forced 
to maintain the superiority of the "mightier" as a normative claim about merit, rather than 
as a quasi-biological empirical claim; cf. Dodds (1959), 267. 

Cf Gosling & Taylor (1982), 70, who notice that it is Callicles' ideal man who will 
have no need to curb his desires since he faces no hindrances in satisfying them. 
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good man (483a-b), and it is surely difficult to find men who could fit such a description; 

indeed, Callicles also believes that statesmen like Pericles, Themistocles, Cimon, and 

[Vliltiades were good men and the sort he admires (503c), but they were nonetheless 

unable in the end to avoid abuse (515c ff). So it does not seem likely that Callicles thinks 

that the life he recommends is one that a man can realistically expect to live. However, 

this need not mean that his recommendation is irrelevant for thinking realistically about 

the good: for the good with which this ideal life is surrounded and which is responsible 

for its goodness may still be the good sinipliciter, and thus worthy of pursuit and sure to 

make any life as good as it can be. even if such lives may not attain the ideal. This is 

even more likely to be true if the pursuit of this good is the only way for a person to live 

in harmony with Nature. 

What, then, is the good with which this ideal life is surrounded?"^ Callicles 

dismisses Socrates' humble examples of contentment*^ and proclaims that the ideal man 

must satisfy his every desire, as Nature would have him do (492e ff). This means that he 

cannot restrict or curb these desires, for to do so would be to succumb to the unauthentic. 

Notice that, in accordance with the eudaimonist principle and strategy discussed above, 
1 am taking Callicles to be giving, first, a candidate for the good life, and then 
identifying, second, the good which is responsible for the quality of that good life. This 
has the advantage of making Callicles' subsequent revisions of his account of the good 
intelligible: when the good he identifies fails to yield the life he is committed to as the 
good life, the reasonable and natural step to take is to revise his notion of the good. N. 
White (1985), on the other hand, takes Callicles' conception of the good as desire 
satisfaction to be primary, and thus claims that Callicles fails to maintain it consistently 
owing to his further incompatible and independent aristocratic criteria of value; cp. 
Dodds (1959), 314. 

1 shall return to these below, towards the end of the chapter. 



126 

un-Natural values embraced by common people; rather, he must pursue self-indulgence 

with the impunity of a dictator (491d-492c).'' 

Socrates is surprised at this suggestion: doesn't constant self-indulgence also 

require constant desire to be indulged (493b-494a)? Callicles embraces this result, since 

he thinks that the greatness of the desire determines the greatness of the pleasure of 

indulging it; it is by letting desires expand, he says, and satisfying them that one finds 

happiness (494c).Socrates is surprised again: would someone whose desires were great 

for scratching, or sexual indecency,"^ live a happy life by satisfying those desires (494c-

e)? Socrates' strategy here is clear, given the structure of the inquiry: there are agents 

who are surrounded with what Callicles says is the good, but they do not seem thereby to 

live the life which Callicles says is best. However, Callicles is for the moment willing to 

bite the bullet and include such persons as examples of living well (495a-d). 

Callicles' position ought to give us pause for another reason, since he says that the 

good life is composed out of good experiences, namely experiences of great and intense 

indulgence. This is curious, since thinking about the good life is (typically) a way of 

thinking about principles for arranging one's life as a whole; for Callicles, however, it has 

For an excellent discussion of Callicles' conception of the good, see Rudebusch (1992); 
see also (1989), 33-38. 

See Irwin (1995), 105. 

As Kahn (1983), 105-107, points out, Socrates' choice of the sexually indecent man 
(Ki vai6o<;, the passive adult partner in male homosexual relations) here is especially 
relevant, since being a KI vai6og entailed loss of citizen status in Athens; the life of the 
Kivai6o<;, then, is particularly out of line with the kind of public life to which Callicles is 
committed. 
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yielded a life which is not arranged as a whole but is a series of discrete experiences. It 

is this feature of Callicles' position which, I think, Socrates employs to demonstrate the 

implausibility of the position. Socrates begins by arguing that pleasure is not the good, 

since it does not stand in the same relations of opposition to pain as the good does to the 

bad. First of all, goods like health and happiness, and bads like illness and unhappiness, 

arc jointly e.xhaustive and mutually e.vclusive: one must be either healthy or ill, happy or 

unhappy, but not neither, and not both (495e-496c). This means that if we lose or keep 

two candidates for the good and the bad together, then they are not in fact the good and 

the bad (496c). Well, Socrates argues, this is just what we find in the case of pleasure 

and pain. First, all desire is, by itself and as such, unpleasant, whereas the satisfaction of 

desire is what is pleasant (496c-e). Second, the experience which Callicles recommends 

has a component of desire, and a component of satisfaction (496e); therefore, the 

experience has pleasure and pain at the same time (496e). Consequently, feeling pleasure 

cannot be living well, and feeling pain cannot be living badly (497a); so pleasure cannot 

be the good (497a). 

Let us look more closely at this argument, and how it fits into the argumentative 

siruciure regarding the relation of the good to happiness which we have seen at work in 

the dialogue. Callicles and Socrates agree, we should say, that the good is that by being 

This logic of this argument is examined further in Appendix C. See also Rudebusch 
(1999), ch. 5, who argues that Socrates distinguishes good from pleasure by showing (1) 
that good is jointly exhaustive with its opposite, bad, whereas pleasure (e.g. drinking 
when thirsty) is not jointly exhaustive with its opposite, pain (e.g. not drinking when 
thirsty), and (2) that good does not depend on the existence of a requisite desire, whereas 
pleasure (e.g. drinking when thirsty) does presuppose a requisite desire (e.g. thirst). See 
also Irwin (1979), 201. 
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surrounded with which we live well; presumably, the bad is that by being surrounded 

with which we live badly. Now since Callicles believes that the good is some kind of 

experience, he must believe either (a) that happiness occurs in episodes,^' and a happy 

life is composed of happy episodes,^* or (b) that happiness itself does not occur in 

episodes,^^ but is composed of episodes which are pleasant. It is not clear how Callicles 

would choose between these two construals of his view, but this does not matter, since 

neither of them can succeed. First, if he believes (a), then a happy episode is identical to 

a pleasant episode; but a pleasant episode is a mixture of pleasure and pain, and so is a 

mi.xture of good and bad; therefore, a happy episode should also be an unhappy episode.^"* 

Second, if he believes (b), then pleasant episodes compound into a happy life, since by 

those episodes one is surrounded by pleasure, that is the good; but of course by those 

episodes one is also surrounded by pain, that is the bad, and so those episodes should also 

compound into an unhappy life. Now perhaps the obvious response to both of these 

objections is that the pleasant episodes will contain more pleasure than pain, and so the 

episodes will either be greater in happiness than unhappiness, or will compound into 

greater happiness than unhappiness, so that the episodes or the life can be considered 

So claims N. White (1985), 149-151, who rightly notes that if Callicles' position takes 
happiness to be episodic, then his position is importantly unlike the hedonism discussed 
in the Protagoras. 

This is suggested by Berman (1991b), 125. 

" So Irwin (1979), 198. 

N. White (1985), 151, claims that the upshot of such an argument would not be to deny 
that there are degrees between being fully badly off and fully well off, but to show that 
according to Callicles there can be no such thing as being fully well off. 
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happy in sum.^^ But Callicles cannot make such an objection, since he has agreed that 

happiness and unhappiness are mutually exclusive: one's life cannot be a blend of 

happiness and unhappiness, even if the former "outweighs" the latter in some sense. And 

I think that Callicles' agreement on this point is reasonable for him to make; for if the 

happiness with which he is concerned is that of his ideal man, who lives the life 

according to Nature and thus lives the ideal life, then the happiness with which he is 

concerned is ideal happiness, which would presumably exclude all unhappiness. 

Socrates' point, then, is the same one he was hinting at in the case of the scratcher 

and the Kiv(xi6o<; (kinaidos): by thinking of the good episodically, as a kind of 

experience, we fail to yield a happy life as a whole, as Callicles himself conceives of it. 

Nor is the problem simply that the episodes are too short-sighted. Be they as far-ranging 

as we like, they are nonetheless kinds of experience, and by being filled with both 

pleasure and pain, they compound into a life which is also filled with both pleasure and 

pain. If the latter are the good and the bad, then they should compound into a life which 

is both happy and unhappy. Furthermore, treating the good as a kind of experience will 

lead to the second difficulty which Socrates notes: we don't always have to experience 

some pleasure or pain. For on Callicles' view, while a desire (pain) is being met, pleasure 

is felt, and the (right kind of) experience as a whole is pleasant, but once the desire has 

been met, both the desire and the felt pleasure cease, leaving one without pleasure and 

pain. But the good and the bad are jointly exhaustive, so pleasure is not the good, and 

Cf. Irwin (1995), 107; (1979), 202; see also Gosling & Taylor (1982), 72-74, who 
argue (correctly) that this argument leaves the hedonism of the Protagoras untouched, 
since Plato does not and need not claim that all desire is painful. 
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pain not the bad (497c-d). 

Since Socrates' strategy has been to show Callicles that he has misidentified the 

good on the grounds that that alleged good does not yield a happy life (condition (a) of 

the eudaimonist principle), it is not surprising that Socrates now argues that the alleged 

good does not even yield the life which Callicles thought was characterized by that good 

(condition (b)). If someone is a good person, Socrates begins, then there must be some 

quality about him that is good and allows us to call him good (497d-e). Now Callicles 

agrees that brave men are good, cowards are not, and that clever men are good, fools are 

not (497e). This is just what we should expect, since "bravery" and "cleverness" are just 

the sort of feature which Callicles sees in his image of the ideal man (468b ff, 491a-d).^® 

Now fools and cowards enjoy themselves at least no less than clever and brave men do, 

and so there is little to tell between them in terms of their experience of pleasure and pain 

(497e-498c). But if every pleasant experience is possession of the good, and every 

painful experience is possession of the bad, then there is little to tell between good and 

bad people in terms of what makes them good or bad (498d-499b)." The problem for 

Callicles is that he is primarily committed to a kind of ideal life, and his crude initial 

This claim that the good people are clever allows Callicles to avoid the sort of 
refutation which Polus faced when he identified the good with "power" alone, apart from 
spccial intellectual ability. 

^ For further discussion of this argument, see Rudebusch (1999), ch. 5. Commentators 
are sometimes troubled by Socrates' move from "possessing the good" to "being good"; 
this move proceeds, [ think, on the assumption that "being good" is here equivalent to 
"being the right kind of person, i.e. the kind of person who lives the kind of life it is good 
to live." This is just the sort of assumption which Polus and Callicles surely accept: the 
one who possesses, e.g., power, just is the person they find worthy of emulation as the 
proper sort of person. 



131 

hedonism is ill-suited to his ideal.^'' 

Callicles is now forced to spit out the bullet which he had previously bitten, and 

admits that there are qualitative differences among pleasures such that some are good, 

some bad (499b). The qualitative differences, he agrees, obtain in terms of harmfulness 

and benefii: something is beneficial when it has a good affect, and when it is beneficial it 

is good; and the same for harmful things, niiitaiis mutandis (499d). Consequently, some 

pains are good and some pleasures bad, and our aim should always be for what is good, 

regardless of pleasure or pain (499e-500a). However, determining what is good, and 

which pleasures and pains are good, is an affair easily bungled, and requires an expert; 

and rhetoric does not seem to be the appropriate field to find such expertise (500c-503d). 

Rather, an expert is someone who always renders something good, and does so by 

imposing order and organization on the object of his expertise, whether it is an artifact, a 

body, or a mind (503d-504b). Now the order of a body is health and fitness, and the 

order of a mind--its "health"--is justice and self-control; so the orator who seeks the good 

for his audience will try to produce justice and self-control in them (504b-d). This is so 

because a self-indulgent mind requires a regimen; and this fact, Socrates says, means that 

a life requires discipline rather than indulgence if it is to be a happy one (505b). 

With this last step, however, Socrates goes one step too far, in Callicles' eyes 

(505c). It is usually thought that Callicles' refusal to accept the conclusion of Socrates' 

Tenkku (1956), 75, notes that Callicles is primarily committed to his ideal life, but 
argues that for this reason it was unfair of Socrates to introduce the scratcher and the 
KCvai6o(;. This objection seems to miss Socrates' strategy of showing Callicles that his 
conception of the good life is ill served by his conception of the good. 
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argument is a case of bad temper: Callicles' position has been finally refuted, and his 

refusal to admit as much results in hasty retreat under the cover of false indignation. But 

Callicles is not refuted, for he has a perfectly coherent position which can accept every 

step of Socrates' argument and still reject the final inference. 

To see this, let us look at Callicles' agreement with Socrates that the health and 

order of the soul are justice and self-control, and constitute the goal of the good orator 

(504c-e). For Socrates concludes that justice and self-control form the good of every 

human soul, and so he must assume throughout the argument that human souls all have 

the same good. But one central point of Callicles' thesis is that souls fall into two 

groups, the superior and the inferior, with very different kinds of activities appropriate to 

each group. According to Callicles, it is Naturally unjust for the ordinary populace to 

restrict the Calliclean hero with laws and conventions because he is their Natural superior 

and master, but it must be Naturally just for the hero to use such means in order to assert 

his Natural right over the populace. Since Callicles has not abandoned this thesis when 

Socrates begins his argument, Callicles' commitment to it must surely color his 

agreement to the premises of that argument. In particular, when Callicles agrees that 

justice and self-control form the good orator's goal, he must understand this to mean that 

justice and self-control form the good orator's goal for his audience^ but not for himself, 

sincc he clearly believes that these virtues are fitting for the common crowd, but not for 

the clcvcr orator. Consequently, it is not at all surprising that Callicles should agree that 

the good orator will employ law and convention (504d) to maintain a strict regimen in 

souls (505b): for Callicles sees law, convention, and regimen as appropriate to the crowd 
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the orator addresses, but not to the orator himself. Of course, Socrates claims that these 

are good for every soul, and so he and Callicles are not on the same page in the argument, 

as becomes apparent when Callicles balks at the conclusion. 

So of course the Calliclean hero will admit that restraint and control are goods--

they are good for him to impose upon an audience to keep them from asserting their 

desires over his! But this is perfectly consistent with the good of the orator himself being 

an indulgent and pleonastic one. And although Callicles has conceded that the ideal man 

will not be recklessly or indiscriminately indulgent (499b fQ, but will indulge elite, 

aristocratic tastes and exercise principles of prudential planning," he can still maintain 

that that man's good is a form of indulgence and pleonastic pursuits. Thus Callicles' 

position may be offensive, but it is certainly coherent, and Socrates has not dislodged 

him from it.'® Therefore, when Callicles refuses to agree to Socrates' final step—that 

discipline and temperance are superior to Calliclean indulgence—this need be no act of 

bad temper, but the annoyed confidence of a man satisfied with a coherent position."" 

My claim that Callicles is unrefuted should not, however, be construed as an 

objection, for I think that Plato is aware of the space between Socrates' argument and 

The ideal man will have prudence because, 1 take it, he is such as to satisfy his desires 
not (a) simply whatever he does, but (b) being able to look out for himself. This point is 
sometimes unclear in Plato's commentators. Version (a) seems to be in line with the 
analysis offered by Berman (1991b), and Tenkku (1956), 72. 

This seems to be the implication of N. White's analysis (1985), 158f, as well. By far 
the majority of commentators, though, treat Callicles as actually refuted. 

Con. Irwin (1995), 109f. This also conflicts with Irwin's (1979), 228, claim that the 
bonds of "iron and adamant" are the result of Socrates' argument with Callicles; see also 
Dodds (1959), 1980. 
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Callicles' position. By letting the argument break down at just this point, Plato is 

drawing our attention to the issue on which Socrates and Callicles differ, and which is 

crucial to our understanding of morality. Socrates and Callicles differ in that one 

maintains that we should identify with the virtues, the other that we should identify with 

our desires. Plato does not construe this disagreement as totally intractable, since 

Socrates suggests that further discussion would bring Callicles around (513c-d). But, as 

we shall see in the next chapter, Callicles does have two problems with respect to this 

thesis. One is logical: while Callicles' position is internally coherent, it is inconsistent 

with the truth in other areas. The other is psychological: for Plato does suggest that it is 

not purely a matter of logic which keeps Callicles wedded to his position, but his deep 

desire to advance himself through rhetoric (513c7-8); and by allowing the argument to 

break down and having Socrates continue on his own to describe the good life, he 

suggests that Callicles' identification with his desires leaves him of a righteous man who 

will plead with him for his soul, as much as an interlocutor with whom to argue. This is 

reasonable to expect if, as the Phaedo suggests, identification with desires diminishes 

one's ability to appreciate the things of the soul. 

However, the fact that Callicles remains unrefuted leaves us with two important 

questions. First, how can Socrates think that he has the better part of the argument, since 

there is a view which he rejects but is not refuted by his arguments? And second, just 

what position does Socrates himself defend? These are the two questions which will 

concern us in the rest of our discussion of Gorgias, and by answering them we will be 
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able to see what Socrates thinks the good is, and how it is related to happiness. I shall 

consider them in reverse order, in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SOCRATES ON PLEASURE AND THE HEALTH OF THE SOUL 

PART II; SOCRATES' STANCE IN THE gorgias 

In the preceding chapter, I argued that Socrates' argument ultimately fails to 

dislodge Callicles from his position on the good life, even though Socrates claims 

repeatedly that everyone agrees with him (Socrates), and that Callicles himself will be in 

constant turmoil with himself if he persists in resisting Socrates' account of the good, 

which is no less than the account given by Philosophy herself Since Callicles refuses to 

continue the debate, Socrates goes on alone for the most part, giving further exposition of 

what he takes the good life to be. We are thus left with two basic questions: First, just 

what conception of the good life does Socrates defend, and what role does virtue play in 

it? And second, how can Socrates think that he has the better part of the argument, if 

Callicles remains unrefuted? Both of these questions, as shall become clear, are 

important for understanding what place pleasure might have in the good life, according to 

Socrates. And so to these questions we now turn. 

1 • Vinue. Happiness, and Something Else 

First, what can we say about Socrates' own position, given the way he argues 

against Callicles? As we noted at the beginning of chapter 3, many commentators have 

noticed that Socrates criticizes Callicles for embracing indulgence as a conception of the 

good, on the grounds that it lacks a rational criterion for choosing the good and favors 

pleasures indiscriminately. But this is just the sort of crude hedonism which the 
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"measuring art" of the Protagoras can fix: it posits as the good the greatest pleasure over 

the whole of one's life, and supplies a rational mechanism for securing such pleasure. 

Moreover, Explanatory Hedonism takes it that virtuous activity is good, and that what 

explains its goodness is the greater pleasure overall which attaches to the virtuous life. 

So the harsh criticism and rejection of Callicles' hedonism in the Gorgias leaves quite 

untouched the hedonism of the Protagoras', indeed, the refined hedonism of the 

Protagoras is the sort of remedy which could correct Callicles. This is the view 

defended by Gosling and Taylor, and we can call it "overall hedonism."' 

Furthermore, there are other sorts of hedonism consistent with Socrates' rejection 

of Callicles' hedonism as well. Following Rudebusch, we may call one such hedonism 

"modal hedonism." This kind of hedonism is based on a distinction between different 

kinds of pleasures, namely "sensate" and "modal" pleasures. A sensate pleasure is a 

feeling, whereas a modal pleasure is an activity which is engaged in in a certain way. 

Such activity is characterized by effortlessness or the absence of boredom, the way in 

which the agent approaches it, or the value it holds for the agent, and in its essence modal 

pleasure is the unimpeded activity of the soul." Treating pleasure for Socrates as modal 

rather than sensate has the benefit of allowing Socrates to avoid treating the good as a 

kind of experience, as he criticized Callicles for doing; for modal pleasure is not a feeling 

but an activity, and lives are constructed out of activities far better than out of feelings. 

' Gosling & Taylor (1982), 71-77; see also Berman (1991b), esp. 130-139; Rudebusch 
(1989), 28ff 

" See Rudebusch (1991), 37-40; (1994), 165-169. See also chapter 2 above. 
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So Socrates' criticism of Callicles for making the good a kind of feeling or experience of 

pleasure is perfectly compatible with Socrates' thinking that the good is pleasure which is 

an activity, and in particular is virtuous activity. 

Both of the above views can also be (re)interpreted according to one of the 

alternative principles of Explanatory Hedonism, namely 

(EHj.) The value of the pleasures supervenient upon right action is 

incommensurably superior to that of any other pleasures, and as such is always 

good. 

According to this thesis, the overall hedonism defended by Gosling and Taylor can be 

taken as the view that virtue as the measuring art knows that the pleasures of a virtuous 

life far surpass all other pleasures, not only in quantity, fccundity, or the like, but also in 

quality as pleasure, such that "trading" them for other kinds of pleasures is unthinkable. 

Likewise, modal hedonism can be interpreted as the view that modal pleasures which are 

virtuous activities are incommensurably superior as pleasures to any other pleasures, 

modai or sensate. I shall call all such views "incommensurability hedonism." 

Finally, there are conceptions of the good which we might attribute to Socrates 

which are not forms of hedonism, but share important formal characteristics with 

hedonism to which I shall return shortly. One such view, defended by Irwin, is the view 

that desire satisfaction is the good. According to Irwin, happiness requires that one have 

no frustrated desires; virtue suffices for happiness, then, because virtue is the rational 

capacity to judge which of one's occurrent desires are feasible or not, and to adapt one's 

desires so that only feasible desires remain. Socrates' objection to Callicles, then, is that 
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Callicles thinks that happiness can be had by satisfying one's desires, whatever they 

happen to be, while Socrates himself believes that the happy person must adapt his 

desires to his circumstances in such a way that he never has desires to be frustrated. I 

shall call this view simply the "desire satisfaction" view.^ 

Irwin's argument points out crucial issues which any interpretation of Socrates' 

position must face, and of which commentators seem sometimes unaware: our choice of 

an interpretation of Socrates' conception of the good must be sensitive to what we think 

Socrates' position is on the nature of virtue, the nature of happiness, and the relation 

between virtue and happiness. This brings us to the formal characteristics of a theory of 

virtue and happiness shared by the desire satisfaction view and the forms of hedonism 

discussed above, and which constitute (what I shall call) a "middle term theory." For all 

of these views are middle term theories, since each one says that virtue secures 

something which in turn constitutes our happiness, and which is in some sense 

distinguishable from virtue itself. These views differ only in what they take this 

"something" to be: overall hedonism takes it to be greater overall pleasure (in whatever 

sense of'greater'); modal hedonism takes it to be modally pleasant activity; 

incommensurability hedonism takes it to be pleasure which is qualitatively superior as 

pleasure to all others; and desire satisfaction takes it to be the removal of all unsatisfied 

desire. 

Notice that the relation between virtue and the "something" which constitutes our 

' See Irwin (1992), 205ff; (1995), 117ff; cf. (1979), 194, 223. Cp. Tenkku (1956), 73, 
who attributes to Socrates the view that "he who has least desires may be satisfied and 
consequently happy." 
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happiness need not be one of instrumentality. Now Irwin does take virtue to be 

instrumentally valuable for happiness as desire satisfaction/ and Gosling and Taylor 

seem to make virtue instrumental as well. But this is not the role of virtue within modal 

hedonism, according to which virtuous activity just is the "something" which constitutes 

our happiness, namely (optimized) modal pleasure. It is not merely that "virtuous 

activity" and "optimized modal pleasure" are coextensive, even necessarily so; rather, 

they have the same essence, being the same activity. So if modal pleasure is the 

"something" which constitutes our happiness, in what sense can it differ from virtuous 

activity itself?^ For modal hedonism will be a middle term theory if and only if 

optimized modal pleasure is somehow distinguishable from virtuous activity. I shall 

argue now that modal hedonism is in fact a kind of hedonism if and only if it is a middle 

term theory, that is, if and only if modal pleasure is distinguishable from virtuous activity 

and is the primary object of pursuit. 

To show that virtuous activity is distinguishable from modal pleasure, it is not 

sufficient merely to show that the terms 'virtuous activity' and 'modal pleasure' do not 

"mean" the same thing. For what is important to the modal hedonist is that virtuous 

" See Irwin (1992), 21 If; (1995), 67ff. Irwin (e.g. (1995), 67; cf (1979), 141) often bases 
this claim on the fact that Socrates believes both that we do all for the sake of happiness 
{Euthydemus 279a ff), and that if we choose something for the sake of something else, 
then we do not choose it for its own sake {Lysis 220a-b). However, as Lesses (1985), 
172, rightly notes, the latter claim in the Lysis covers only distinct objects of pursuit, and 
thus implies nothing about objects which are pursued for the sake of objects which they 
constitute. 

^ Sec Rudebusch (1994), 169-175. I am greatly indebted to George Rudebusch for 
helpful and generous conversations about his view; consequently, any shortcomings in 
my discussion of it must remain my fault alone. 
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activity itselfthe same thing as optimized modal pleasure; if this is true, then if 

virtuous activity is the chief good, then so necessarily is optimized modal pleasure.^ We 

can, though, say the following: there is an essence underlying virtuous activity, and an 

essence underlying optimized modal pleasure, and that is a single essence for both—let's 

call it E; so we can treat virtuous activity and modal pleasure as two distinct aspects of 

E. This does not yet tell us whether distinguishing virtuous activity and modal pleasure 

as aspects yields the kind of distinction we need in order to say that modal pleasure is a 

middle term between virtuous activity and happiness. But we can use this distinction to 

show that modal hedonism is in fact hedonism if and only if it is a middle term theory. 

Let us give E in its aspect as "virtuous activity" the title, "virtuous activity per 

se" and give E in its aspect as "optimized modal pleasure" the title, "virtuous activity 

qua modal pleasure." As we have seen, virtuous activity per se is distinguishable from 

virtuous activity qua modal pleasure. Let us illustrate this kind of distinction. Suppose 

that the singleton set "most expensive car on the lot" is coextensive with the singleton set 

"most reliable car on the lot"; perhaps this is even non-coincidentally or necessarily so, 

for instance because the superiority of the car's craftsmanship makes it both the most 

expensive and the most reliable. That is, "most expensive" and "most reliable" both have 

the same underlying nature, namely "best built," and thus are two aspects of the latter. 

The thesis that Socrates' interest is not in the "meanings" of terms but in the real nature 
of ihe referents, is well defended by Penner (1973); see also Irwin (1979), 186. 

" 1 am treating virtuous activity per se and optimized modal pleasure as two aspects of the 
same essence, but this is not necessary; for the argument would still go through if we 
treated virtuous activity perse as the underlying essence, and optimized modal pleasure 
as an aspect of it. 
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Suppose that someone asks me which car I have bought, and I respond, "I bought the 

most expensive car on the lot"; alternatively, suppose that I respond instead, "I bought the 

most reliable car on the lot." In these two responses, I have expressed different aspects 

of the same car—the best built one—and in so doing have suggested which one I think is 

more worth pointing out to the listener. In the first case, I suggest that what mattered in 

my decision was how expensive the car was, allowing me to display great buying power, 

or what have you. In the second case I suggest that what mattered was the quality of the 

car, reflecting my sound sense as a consumer. In other words, there can be more than one 

kind of motivation to pursue the same object, inasmuch as the same object can be desired 

under more than one aspect.®^ 

Likewise, when someone asks, "How ought I to live?" there are two different 

responses one might give: either "So you want to live well? Be virtuous! By the way, 

that's also the most (modally) pleasant life," or "So you want to live well? Optimize 

modal pleasure! By the way, that amounts to being virtuous." These are distinct 

recommendations. 

Here is the difference, and why it makes a difference for our purposes; one of 

them suggests that pleasure, or virtuous activity qua modal pleasure, constitutes our 

happiness, the other that virtuous activity per se constitutes our happiness; one suggests 

that virtuous activity suffices for happiness on account of its aspect as a modal pleasure, 

the other does not. And one of them is an expression of a form of hedonism, the other is 

And of course, the same object can be preferred under one aspect and dispreferred 
under another, e.g. "most reliable" and "most expensive," respectively. 
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not. For hedonism in any form must assert not only that pleasure is the (chief) good, but 

also that it is the (chief) good under its aspect as pleasure, which makes it the chief good. 

Therefore, if one recommendation for happiness suggests that the chief good is so under 

its aspect as virtuous activity perse, and the other as virtuous activity qua modal 

pleasure, then only the latter is an expression of hedonism—and that one is a middle term 

theory. Furthermore, we would certainly not consider a view to be a form of hedonism if 

it implied that it does not really matter whether an agent chooses the good under the 

aspect "pleasure," as opposed to some other aspect. For the hedonist, the choice of aspect 

is not a coin toss. 

We can put the point another way. Aristotle, for instance, identifies a kind of 

pleasure which is a kind of activity, and suggests that virtuous activity is a pleasure in 

this sense {Nicomachean Ethics VII.13, 1153bI-25; cf X.4, I I74bI4 ff). However, 

Aristotle also says that it is virtuous activity, and not pleasure, which is our telos: for 

while pleasure perfects or completes the good activity we seek, it does so not as the good 

state itself which is imminent in the activity, and the exercise of which constitutes the 

activity, perfects it, but as something which "supervenes" {Nicomachean Ethics X.4, 

1174b31-33). This is a sensible thing for Aristotle to say given his view, for in order for 

something to be our telos, it must be that at which all of our actions should aim, and 

Aristotle does not maintain that pleasure is that at which all of our actions should aim.'^ 

Now a modal hedonist could respond by saying that the pleasure of the activity could still 

constitute the goodness of virtuous activity. But this concedes the point in question: for 

' I have benefited here from conversations with Julia Annas. 
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the latter is a middle term theory, and so given the distinction between virtue and 

pleasure as aspects of the same thing, the modal hedonist can be a hedonist only by 

adopting a middle term theory. 

For these reasons, I conclude that if modal hedonism is hedonism, it must be a 

middle term theory of the relation of virtue to happiness. The view that optimized modal 

pleasure is the chief good, then, is committed to one of two theses. First, one who holds 

this view could claim that the life of virtuous activity is also—even necessarily—the most 

modally pleasant life. I have no intention to reject this claim; in fact, the Philebus 

suggests that it is true (see 5 la ff). We could then go on to say that since optimized 

modal pleasure is virtuous activity, and since virtuous activity is activity, then optimized 

modal pleasure is the chief good. I do not intend to reject this claim either; but it does 

not amount to hedonism. For the view that optimized modal pleasure is the chief good to 

be a form of hedonism, it must also maintain that it is its aspect as modal pleasure which 

c.xplains why the chief good is so; and the view then turns out to be a middle term theory. 

It is my belief that Socrates does not hold a middle term theory, and I intend to 

argue that his view of the relation of virtue to happiness in the Gorgias is not a middle 

lerm theor>'.'° First of all, some middle term theories make it unclear just how Socrates 

could take himself to be in strong disagreement with Callicles. To see how this is so, let 

us suppose that Socrates holds a middle term theory, and thus believes that virtue secures 

I am in good company, I think, with Brickhouse (1979), 451, on this point. However, 
while Brickhouse addresses views which take virtue to be instrumental for happiness, he 
docs not address a view (like Rudebusch's) according to which the pleasure which 
constitutes our happiness is also virtuous activity. 
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something which in turn constitutes our happiness. In that case, Socrates must disagree 

with Callicles in one of two ways: either (a) because Socrates' candidate for the middle 

term is not Callicles', or (b) because Socrates' suggested means for acquiring the middle 

term is not Callicles'." Now suppose that Socrates' middle term, as Gosling and Taylor 

maintain, is greatest overall pleasure in one's long-term projects. But then Socrates 

would not find much of a disagreement in way (a), since Callicles himself already 

relinquished his initial crude hedonism for a the view that some pleasures are bad and 

some pains good, and that one's goal ought to be the long-term good, or benefit. If there 

is nothing to keep Socrates from identifying the long-term good with the greatest 

pleasure overall, then surely there is nothing to prevent Callicles from making that 

identification, either.'" Indeed, such a view would fit Callicles' image of the ideal man 

quite nicely, since the ideal man is one who can construct grand, extended projects and 

guarantee their success and his enjoyment of them. Nor would there be a significant 

disagreement in way (b). After all, Callicles' ideal man does not pursue virtue as a way 

to secure the greatest pleasure overall, but why should he, given that Callicles has 

conceded that he is prudent rather than reckless, and has maintained all along that this 

man just is capable of securing means to avoid further frustrations following upon 

v icious activity? If Socrates is relying on the measuring art and overall hedonism in his 

disagreement with Callicles, then either Socrates is confused or his claim that he 

disagrees strongly with Callicles, and that he is justified in doing so, is really only 

'' For this dichotomy cf Anton (1980), 57. 

" Cf Kahn (1988), 93f; Irwin (1979), 199; Taylor (1976), 170. 
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posturing.'^ 

Next, suppose that Socrates' middle term, as Irwin maintains, is desire 

satisfaction. Clearly, his disagreement with Callicles cannot be over (a), since Callicles' 

conception of the good just is desire satisfaction. If they disagree at all, then, it must be 

over (b): Socrates believes that one must distinguish feasible from unfeasible desires, and 

hold only the former, whereas Callicles believes that one must satisfy whatever desires 

one has (provided it is "manly" or whatever).''' But there is little warrant for 

disagreement here, either. For again, Callicles has already abandoned his reckless 

hedonism and conceded that the good man must determine which indulgences are 

bcneficial and which not, and he can still maintain that, within those limits, the ideal man 

is able to call on virtually unlimited resources in realizing his ends. Of course, in an 

actual life one must be sensitive to limitations in resources, but Callicles' point is that 

expansive desire satisfaction is nonetheless the good because that is what it is to live 

authentically and Naturally.'^ 

As Rudebusch (1989), 38, correctly notes, the disagreement will be genuine if Socrates 
believes that one can be mistaken about what really gives one pleasure. This thesis 
seems of a piece with modal and incommensurability hedonism, which I shall discuss 
below. 

'•* This is affirmed as Socrates' argumentative strategy in general by Irwin (1995), 68. 

We may state the problem which I have pointed out both in Gosling and Taylor and in 
Irwin by saying that on their accounts it becomes extremely difficult for Socrates to 
maintain that virtue is necessary for happiness. Gosling and Taylor themselves recognize 
this problem (see (1982), 74f), as does Irwin ((1992), 2I4f; (1995), 760, and all claim 
that Socrates probably does not see that he has this problem. This is most unfortunate, 
since this confusion would force Socrates to admit not merely that he cannot refute 
Callicles' position at the point of greatest crisis, but even that he does not genuinely 
disagree with Callicles' position. The problem would also arise in Socrates' argument 
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However, Socrates' disagreement with Callicles is easier to diagnose if he holds a 

middle term theory such as modal hedonism or incommensurability hedonism. So 

suppose first that Socrates' middle term, as Rudebusch maintains, is modal pleasure. In 

that case, the disagreement will not take form (b), for the activity of the virtuous person 

is no more expressive of his own nature and character than is the activity of the 

Calliclean ideal; so the latter's activity will be modal pleasure, just as much as that of the 

former."' What about (a)? As we have seen, there is the chance of ambiguity here, since 

modal pleasure is a kind of activity; so we need to determine whether the good in 

question is virtuous activity per se, or virtuous activity qua modally pleasant. If it is the 

former, then there is genuine disagreement between Callicles and Socrates: Socrates 

believes that virtue itself constitutes our happiness, while Callicles believes that the only 

"virtue" we need is the sort of prudential reasoning which satisfies our desires and yields 

great pleasures, the latter being equivalent to the good and constituting our happiness. 

But in that case, Socrates is not a hedonist, and does not hold a middle term theory. 

On the other hand, if Socrates is a modal hedonist, then it is virtue qua modal 

pleasure which constitutes our happiness. This does seem to generate genuine 

disagreement with Callicles: for Callicles still appears to hold that the good is a kind of 

cxpericncc, which we may call sensate pleasure; if Socrates identifies the good with 

with Polus, since Polus' ideal tyrant is also able to elude punishment (478e-9a); why, 
then, would Socrates insist that such a tyrant thus idealized is unhappy, when his desires 
arc feasible and satisfied? Socrates' confusion, if it be such, would undermine the 
Gorgias as a whole. 

"'See also Kahn(1988), 93f 
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modal pleasure, then his middle term is importantly different from Callicles'--for 

arranging a life around modal pleasure is very different, as we have seen, from arranging 

it around experiences like sensate pleasure. It should also be clear that genuine 

disagreement will arise if Socrates is an incommensurability hedonist, for then he could 

identify the good with pleasures of value far superior to those which Callicles identifies 

as the good. So if Socrates is a modal hedonist or an incommensurability hedonist (and 

these need not be exclusive options), then his disagreement with Callicles, and the 

strength of that disagreement, becomes intelligible. These two theories, then, are the best 

middle term theories which we might attribute to Socrates in the Gorgias. 

So if we look to Socrates' rejection of Callicles' conception of the good and the 

good life, we can coherently maintain that Socrates is himself a kind of hedonist despite 

his harsh criticism of pleasure; and in that case, we can coherently maintain that Socrates 

holds a middle term theory about the relation of virtue to the good. However, our 

evidence for Socrates' own position in the Gorgias does not end with his interchange 

with Callicles; for when Callicles cuts off the discussion, Socrates is compelled to 

proceed on his own (505e-527e). This final portion of the dialogue is especially 

interesting for our purposes, for there Socrates (among other things) praises the life of 

virtue by claiming that that life holds important rewards. If Socrates is there 

recommending virtue on the grounds that it secures something else in the afterlife (as 

many commentators assume), then perhaps he holds a middle term theory after all. I 

shall argue, however, that Socrates makes no such argument. Rather, it is much more 

plausible that in the myth Socrates believes that it is virtue per se which constitutes our 
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happiness. If this is correct, then it is most likely that Socrates is not a hedonist about the 

good in the Gorgias, and the underdetermination of the issue in his interchange with 

Callicles (48 lb-505c) will turn out to have been a red herring. But let's start at the 

beginning of Socrates' exposition of the work of virtue in the good life. 

2. Virtuous Activity is Happiness 

Socrates makes it clear that anyone who would be healthy must have a soul in 

good condition; and the soul, like all things, is in good condition when it has its proper 

order. Socrates employs a particularly interesting description of this state of orderliness: 

it is the health of the soul. What is so interesting about this description, I think, is that 

health is the kind of good which has its good self-contained, as it were: no one will ask, 

"Yes, I could be healthy; but what's so good about that?" Now it is of course far from 

dear that Socrates thinks that physical health is an unconditional good, but Socrates can 

appeal to this feature of ordinary values about health in order to make a similar point 

about the real value of the health of the soul. The true expert, Socrates says, both in the 

area of the body and the soul knows how to bring about the good of the object of his 

expertise. The doctor, for instance, know what is good for the body—namely physical 

health—and can bring it about; it is the health itself which is the good of the body in 

Socrates' example and which the doctor brings about. Surely the same must be the case 

when we consider the health of the soul, which Socrates' example of the doctor is meant 

to illuminate. There, the true expert of the soul brings about its good by making it 

orderly and "healthy"; and whereas physical health is the good of the body, the health of 

the soul is the good simpliciter, it is our good. It would be very odd, then, if the doctor 



150 

brings about the good of the body by bringing about physical health, but the expert of the 

soul by bringing about the health of the soul does not thereby bring about our good, that 

by possessing which we live well, except incidentally. For if it is not virtue but 

something else which virtue secures (e.g. pleasure or desire-satisfaction), or if it is not 

virtue per se but virtue qua something else, which is our good, then Socrates' example of 

the doctor is ill chosen. For that e.xample is meant to show that the result of expertise is 

the achievement of the good.'^ 

So if it is virtue per se which is our good, then it is virtue per se which constitutes 

our happiness; like health, the value of virtue is self-contained. This seems to be the 

point of Socrates' description of what human goodness consists in (506d-507c). Socrates 

claims that it is the good which makes us good, and gives us reasons for action (506c-d), 

and that we, like things generally, are good when we possess a certain state of goodness 

(aretes tinos paragenomenes, 506d2-4). This state of goodness, then, is the good. 

Furthermore, this state of goodness is a state of proper organization, order, and structure, 

and so a soul in this state is better than a disorderly soul (506e); in fact, since an orderly 

soul possesses its state of goodness, and thus is good, and since an orderly soul is a self-

disciplined soul, the self-disciplined soul is the good soul (506e-507a). What, then, is a 

self-disciplined soul? It is a soul which always acts in an appropriate manner; since it 

acts in an appropriate manner towards the gods, it pious; since it acts in an appropriate 

manner towards other people, it is just; and since it acts in an appropriate manner with 

" As F. White (1990), 12 If, puts the point, the final good of the soul is virtue, as the final 
good of the body is physical health; see also Tenkku (1956), 91. If this is Socrates' point, 
and if we are properly identified with the soul, then virtue is our good strictly speaking. 
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respect to objects of choice and avoidance, it is courageous (507a-b). In a word, the self-

disciplined soul is the soul engaged in virtuous activity (507c). That is, such a soul does 

all things well and successfully, and for that very reason is successful and happy (507c). 

Socrates' language could hardly be clearer if he intends to argue that it is virtuous activity 

{per se) which itself constitutes our happiness directly: from the fact that a person is 

\ irtuous, it follows most necessarily that that person will be perfectly good; furthermore, 

it is necessary that a perfectly good person will do all things well, and that a person who 

docs all things well is happy and blessed (507b8-c5). For "doing all things well" is 

completely inseparable from "being virtuous and good," just as it is inseparable from 

"being happy and blessed." The reason the virtuous person does well and is happy is, 1 

suggest, because "doing all things well" is the essence of both virtue and happiness.'^ 

Finally, the idea that virtue constitutes happiness is suggested again in Socrates' 

myth of the afterlife, in quite a different way.'' In his speech, Socrates had chided 

Callicles for not attending to geometry and thus missing a cosmic principle of order 

between gods and men (508a); this is why Callicles still values pleonastic behavior and 

indulgence. What Socrates takes this geometric, cosmic principle to be is not clear; but 

what is clear is that there is some principle of order and proportion which obtains among 

gods and men, and which the gods presumably know. It is also clear that not tending to 

It may be objected that Socrates can get this result only by playing on two senses of 
"doing well," one which is equivalent to virtuous activity, and another equivalent to 
happiness, and thus treat virtuous activity as happiness by running these two senses 
together; see Dodds (1959), 335f. I shall return to the idea of virtue as "doing well" 
below. 

'''Con. Irwin (1979), 248f 
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this cosmic principle is responsible for disorder in the soul, and so presumably tending to 

it will yield order in the soul; this means that the gods are aware of some ordering 

principle which we too should adopt."° In Socrates' myth, we now get some indication of 

what this sort of ordering principle is like, for in the myth we find a depiction of the 

judges of the dead evaluating human souls, on the god's (Zeus') order (523a-527a). It is 

plausible to suppose, then, that their act of judging will supply evidence for the principle 

by which they judge, and this will in turn suggest what the goodness of the soul amounts 

to, as well as what our principle of evaluating the soul for goodness should be. 

What we find is that the gods evaluate souls for their goodness, that is for virtue; 

they do not evaluate souls either for something else which virtue secures, nor for virtue 

under some other description.*' Suppose, then, that what constitutes our happiness is not 

virtue per se but either something else which virtue secures, or virtue qua something else. 

In that case, since the gods do not focus on that but only on virtue per se, they are 

concemcd primarily with something which does not itself constitute our happiness. Now 

it is dear that Socrates' intends our values and evaluation to match that of the judges';" 

consequently, we should be concerned with something which does not itself constitute 

our happiness. But in that case, it is extremely odd that Socrates—in this dialogue and 

elsewhere—continuously exhorts others to virtue by thinking about their happiness. This 

-"Cf Zeyl(l987), xiv f. 

Cp. Phaedo I07d, I08b-c, 113d-l 14c. As F. White (1990), 123, suggests, the good of 
a given thing is here treated as constituted by the proper sort of order and harmony, i.e. 
excellence. 

" Cp. Phaedo 114c. 
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exhortation should miss the mark: if the divine concern is not primarily with what 

constitutes our happiness, then neither should ours. It is far more plausible to say that 

when the gods inspect a soul for virtue per se, they just do inspect it for happiness. For a 

soul to be happy, then, just is for it to be virtuous.'^ 

Unfortunately, this myth is typically read as offering an incentive for one to be 

virtuous or just, on the grounds that the jusi are treated to delightful rewards in the 

afterlife, even if they do not prosper in this life.24 This is not merely to say that there are 

consequentialist benefits of justice, but in fact that what makes it reasonable to be just are 

these consequentialist benefits, in other words, that these benefits explain why "justice 

pays i/i the end."'^ According to this thesis, then, Socrates will have a middle term theory 

about the relation of virtue to happiness. But there is very little to recommend this thesis. 

For one thing, notice that, of this myth which extends for only about four Stephanus 

pages, two of those pages are concerned with the judges' ability to tell healthy, virtuous 

souls for disease-ridden, vicious ones (523a-525a). Thus the emphatic point in the first 

half of the myth, dealing with the judgment of souls, is that the immortals have very 

different priorities and criteria for evaluating souls: that is why the judgment process had 

Perhaps the gods are middle term theorists after all, as they could be on modal 
hedonism; for the state of soul which they examine can be apprehended either in its 
aspect as virtue or in its aspect of modal pleasure; but in that case, the state of soul which 
they examine just is the state of soul which is modal pleasure. However, as is the case 
with us, for the gods to be middle term theorists, they must view that state of soul in its 
modally pleasant aspect, not as virtuous activity per se. But Socrates says that they 
check for that state of soul in its aspect as virtuous activity per se. 

This reading is explicitly stated by Annas (1982), 123-125; see also Irwin (1979), 248f 

.Annas (1982), 125, emphasis in original. 
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to be changed, so that souls would be judged only after death, with their earthly 

distinctions stripped away and their inner character laid bare. The lesson of this part of 

the myth surely is, 1 have claimed, that it is the disposition of a soul itself which matters 

to the divines. It is virtue which matters, and not the "goods" which were 

misappropriated in earthly life; so why should those "goods" take on great value after 

judgment? 

In fact, the distribution of "goods" and "evils" after judgment is made with an eye 

toward nothing but producing healthy, virtuous souls: the curable are punished so as to be 

rid of their injustice, and the incurable are punished so as to serve as examples to those 

who are curable. Now Socrates says at 522e that the worst thing is to arrive in Hades 

with an unjust, vicious soul; but he does not say what he thinks makes this the worst 

thing. However, he also said at 478d-e—and insisted that it was true—that the worst thing 

is to be unjust and find no cure, and the next worse thing is to be unjust and have to be 

curcd. It seems likely, then, that what Socrates himself takes to be so terrible about 

arriving in Hades with a vicious soul is not primarily the evils of Hades, but the fact that 

one has a vicious soul in the first place, and thus is so greatly at odds with divine values. 

Of course, the vicious will find a tremendous consequentialist incentive not to be vicious 

if they believe this story; after all, as we have seen in the Phaedo, those who identify 

with the body find it very difficult to recognize any other kind of incentive. But the fact 

that the vicious find a consequentialist incentive not to be vicious, does not mean that the 

virtuous find a consequentialist incentive to be virtuous. The vicious are punished, so 

that ultimately more souls might become virtuous; the vicious will dread the punishment 
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and find a consequentialist reason to avoid it, but the virtuous will perceive that the 

upshot of the punishment will be the greatest good such a soul can hope for, and it is not 

at all clear that they consider it good for consequentialist reasons. 

Indeed, it is startling to recognize just how brief is Socrates' description of the 

rewards for the virtuous (only ten lines: 523a5-b2, 526c 1-5). If there were 

consequentialist reasons for one to be virtuous, then why would Socrates not elaborate 

these to an audience full of consequentialists and for whose souls he is pleading? Rather, 

Socrates gives absolutely no indication that the rewards for the virtuous—the delights, 

wonders, and raptures of the Isles of the Blessed-constitute reasons to be virtuous, or are 

what make justice pay. Nor is this surprising, since Socrates actually says nothing at all 

about even what rewards await those who go to the Isles of the Blessed in the first place. 

Socrates does, however, give one brief glimpse into what life in the Isles may be like: for 

Socrates intends to present as healthy a soul as he can to the judges, by following the 

"path of truth" and trying "to be as moral a person as I can," both during his lifetime and 

after his death (526d). Thus Socrates, the suggestion surely is, will proceed to the Isles 

of the Blessed; and it is there that he will continue to pursue truth and moral goodness 

after his death. And this is e.xactly what we should expect the rewards for the virtuous to 

be; for if one truly is a lover of goodness and truth, what belter reward could there be 

than more and more goodness and truth? We should also expect this for the further 

reason that those who live the philosophical life do all that they do—whether pleasant or 

painful—for the sake of goodness; surely the subordination of all values to the love of 

goodness itself will extend beyond the earthly life of the philosopher. 
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I think that many commentators have seen Socrates as offering delectable rewards 

to the virtuous as consequentialist motivations, because they assume a symmetry in 

Socrates' story; if there are punishments giving the vicious some consequentialist 

motivation, then there should be rewards giving the virtuous a consequentialist 

motivation as well. But there is no reason to think that that symmetry holds. Socrates 

makes no suggestion of this in the case of the virtuous, and his account tits much better 

with the rest of the dialogue if he is not assuming symmetry. Rather, it is more likely 

that Socrates assumes that what awaits one after death reflects the kinds of values one 

had during life: vicious people in love with physical nature receive physical punishment, 

while virtuous people in love with divine nature come to identify with that nature even 

more deeply. In that case, while the fear of physical punishment gives the vicious 

consequentialist motivations to cease from vice, the virtuous' anticipation of reward 

reinforces their virtue not by offering something else, but by e.xtending and intensifying 

their pursuit of goodness and wisdom. Virtue is, quite literally, its own reward. 

Therefore, Socrates' point in his judgment myth is that it is utterly important that 

wc align our values with those of the gods. Rewards and punishments after judgment are 

manifestations of our alignment, or lack thereof; and while the vicious find incentives in 

the form of non-moral goods and evils to desist from vice, the virtuous find very different 

incentives to maintain a healthy, virtuous soul. The virtuous are rewarded by further 

pursuit of goodness and truth—that is, virtuous activity, and that itself is their incentive. 

Any other incentive would render the judgment myth badly out of line with the rest of the 

Gorgias. So it is virtue per se which constitutes our happiness. If this is true, then 
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Socrates does not endorse any middle term theory.*^ Virtuous activity is happiness, and 

both are "doing well." 

3. How Virtuous Activity can be Happiness 

What, then, is this virtue per se which is our happiness? It is important to say 

something about it now. since my (partial) answer to this question will constitute another 

argument against ascribing a middle term theory to Socrates, namely that it is 

unnecessaiy for him to hold such a theory in order to make intelligible the claim that 

virtue entails happiness. 

Unlike most commentators who attribute a middle term theory to Socrates, Irwin 

gives explicit reasons for thinking that Socrates himself needs to have such a theory."^ 

On Irwin's account, Socrates needs a middle term theory in order to maintain the 

sufficiency of virtue for happiness as he defends it in the Euthydemus. There, as Irwin 

notes, Socrates presents two lines of thought to show that virtue is all anyone needs to be 

happy: first, that for a virtuous and wise person, good fortune or luck is redundant, and 

sccond, that external goods are not really goods at all, since it is virtue or wisdom alone 

which uses everything well and thus makes one live well. However, these two strands 

I am again in agreement with Brickhouse (1979), 452, who offers the following brief 
reconstruction of Socrates' position: since the temperate soul is good, and since the good 
is (by definition) that which makes us good, and since the virtues are (in some sense) 
identical, moral virtue is identical to the good. As I would put it, such an argument 
shows that it is virtuous activity per se which is identical to the good, and constitutes our 
happiness (for, e.g., the optimally modally pleased soul is good, but is good because it is 
temperate and virtuous; cp. Nicomachean Ethics X.4). 

" See also Tarrant (1994), 117, who argues that pleasure is needed as the ultimate 
explanation of the value of the good. 
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are both ver>' puzzling. For even if an expert sea captain, for instance, knows how to sail 

his ship as well as it can be sailed, he may still need plenty of good luck—like calm seas 

and good weather—in order for him to succeed in sailing his vessel to port. Likewise, 

even though wisdom knows what ought to be done and the most reliable way to do it, 

there may be plenty of bad circumstances which prevent a wise person from achieving 

her goals. Furthermore, even if wisdom uses everything well and this is the determining 

factor in one's living well, presumably wisdom will require some adequate stock of 

external goods for it to use well and thus make the wise happy. Indeed, this tension may 

even be suggested by Socrates' claim that external goods are in fact goods for the 

\ irtuous and wise person (281d8-el), which does not fit well his other claim—within a 

couple of lines—that virtue or wisdom is the only good (28 leS-S)."®^ 

One way to respond to these puzzles is to recognize that they arise on the 

assumption that, when their is a lack of fit between one's projects and one's 

circumstances, it is the circumstances which must be adjusted;'^ for such adjustment will 

obviously require good fortune in finding favorable circumstances, as well as the right 

kinds of things to use. However, the puzzles do not seem to arise when we assume 

instead that the lack of fit is resolved by adapting not the circumstances, but the projects 

or desires themselves. So perhaps wisdom or virtue is the rational expertise of judging 

which desires and projects are feasible given one's circumstances, and then adapting 

See Irwin (1992), 202-204; see also (1995), 74f, 117-120. 

As Irwin (1995), 106, 117, notes, this seems to be the assumption motivating Callicles' 
conccption of desire satisfaction; see also (1979), 192. 
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desires and projects in accordance with this rational assessment so that the only desires 

and projects that remain are those which can feasibly be satisfied and completed. This 

yields, of course, Irwin's adaptive conception of virtue.^" It also explains how external 

goods can be "goods." even though virtue is the only good: for their presence or absence 

does not affect one's chances of eudaimonia--for the wise will always adapt their desires 

to circumstances, so that they can be satisfied and thus happy; so virtue is the only good 

in the sense that it is the only thing which determines whether or not one is happy; but 

external goods nevertheless can be goods of a qualified kind, inasmuch as they are often 

instrumental for desire satisfaction.^' 

Such a view, as we have seen, is clearly a middle term theory: virtue can suffice 

for happiness because virtue secures for us the satisfaction of our desires (in the adaptive 

way), and the satisfaction of all our desires is what is necessary and sufficient for 

happiness. And instead of desire satisfaction we could insert other middle terms, such as 

forms of hedonism: we could say, for instance, that virtue secures the greatest pleasure 

overall, and it is the greatest pleasure overall which constitutes happiness; or that virtue 

turns out to be optimized modal pleasure, and it is optimized modal pleasure which 

constitutes happiness. So if Irwin's account of the necessity of a middle term theory in 

Socratic ethics is correct, then Socrates needs to link virtue to happiness via some sort of 

Irwin (1992), 208, suggests that Socrates mentions the adaptive conception at Gorgias 
493c-d, where he recommends to Callicles "an orderly life, in which one is perfectly 
content with whatever is to hand." However, Irwin's account of the good requires more 
than that one be contented with whatever is to hand, namely, the further claim that this 
contentment constitutes our happiness as desire satisfaction. 

Irwin (1992), 205-213; (1995), 117f. 
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desire satisfaction or hedonism. 

However, I maintain that a conception of virtue is available for Socrates which 

answers the puzzles of the Euifiydennis described above, and also requires no middle 

term between it and happiness." For Irwin rejects the troublesome assumption that a 

lack of fit between desire and circumstance is sufficiently resolved only if circumstances 

can be adjusted, and opts instead for the alternative that a sufficent resolution can be had 

if the desires can be adjusted. But both of these claims assume that it is desire 

saiisfaciion which is the telos of the virtuous person, and the puzzles can be addressed by 

dropping this assumption altogether. For virtue could be the kind of activity at which 

one is successful just in case the activity itself is good, regardless of its external results. 

The sea captain, again, may need good luck to put his ship into port, but he does not need 

good luck to sail his ship well, as a good sea captain would—for that, he needs only his 

expertise.Similarly, virtuous activity could make one happy not by securing or 

amounting to something else that we value or desire, but simply by being good activity 

itself, making us good agents, good at living." Virtuous activity, then, could just be the 

good way to act full stop, regardless of what else it does or does not achieve; things 

external to virtue are merely the materials on which, or the circumstances within which, 

"" It will also, I hope, explain how virtue can be happiness in that both are "doing well." 

" I think that this is the point of the craft analogy in the Euthydemus, as it should be if 
Socrates and Clinias readily agree there that craftsmen like sea captains do not need good 
luck in order to succeed; thus I deny that the success of a craft, on this use of the analogy, 
consists in a product or service distinct from the exercise of the craft itself. 

Cf F. White (1990), 126. For an alternative reading of the implications of craft 
analogies for virtue, see Irwin (1995), 68-73; cf. (1979), 223. 
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virtue is exercised. In fact, this would make ready sense of Socrates' identification 

(507a-c) of virtue with "doing well" (eu prattein). 

Virtue as intrinsically valuable activity carried out on external things as matter 

also removes the need for a sufficient stock of external, conventional "goods" for the 

\'irtuous person to use; for whether one finds oneself surrounded with matter in the form 

of external "goods" or external "evils," one always finds oneself surrounded with matter 

nonetheless, and by acting virtuously with respect to that matter, on acts well. So 

external "goods" are not good in the conventional way for the virtuous any more than 

they are for the vicious. However, Socrates can call them "good" if he means by that 

merely that they are preferred indifferents:^^ within a life led by virtue, conventional 

goods and evils do not form one's priorities, but are a matter of indifference; still, one 

retains certain natural attractions to some things and aversions to others, and thus there is 

no reason not to pursue the former and avoid the latter, once vinue has properly 

organized one's life as a whole around what is intrinsically important. This is the view 

which we developed in relation to the Phaedo in the previous chapter; and we shall return 

to it again below. 

Of course, Irwin is not unaware of the possibility of construing, in quasi-

Aristotelian fashion, happiness as the fulfillment of our nature and our capacities, but he 

rejects this because he is sceptical that such a view could explain the sufficiency of 

For the idea that external goods are indifferents and "matter" for virtue, see Alcinous 
XXVII.2; see also Annas (1999), ch. 2, who discusses this idea in connection with the 
Eiiiliydemus. 
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happiness for virtue.^^ But I think that this view can be quite successful, once we (a) drop 

the assumption that some form of desire satisfaction, or other middle-term value, is what 

the virtuous want, and (b) see that external goods and evils are for the virtuous nothing 

more than matter for virtue, indifferents which are some preferred and some dispreferred, 

but are neither relevant for happiness. Now Irwin would be very hesitant to attribute 

either (a) or (b) to Socrates, because these claims are very counterintuitive, whereas 

Socrates seems to be committed to treating happiness at a very intuitive level." 

However, Socrates' recognition of common conceptions of eudaimonia extends no further 

than the claims that (i) all wish to do well, that is, be happy, and (ii) that it is by being 

surrounded with "good things" that one is happy (278e), and both of these claims are 

consistent with the position which I have ascribed to Socrates (where his account of 

"good things" is "acting well"); the rest of the ordinary claims (279a ff) are rejected by 

Socrates in the course of his subsequent speech. Rather, Socrates' presentation of the 

nature of virtue and its relation to happiness is a hard doctrine—and Socrates clearly 

means it as such, since he takes pains to underscore how shocking it is, by turning all 

ordinary values upside down (cf. Gorgias 480a-48 Ib).^® As the ordinary folk of the 

Phaedo (64d-65a) are made to confess, the virtuous person whom Socrates describes 

seems to them to live a life beyond their comprehension, devoid of all the things they 

Irwin (1992), 213. 

" See Irwin (1992), 208f; see also (1995), 68, 106. 

And that, Socrates says, even if every other person in Athens were to testify against 
Socrates' account as false (472a). 
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find interesting.^"' 

Therefore, we can find a conception of virtue which is independently plausible as 

an interpretation of Socrates' conception, and on which virtuous activity itself can 

constitute our happiness."*^ I believe that this is Socrates' account of virtue and its relation 

to our happiness, and I shall defend this claim further in chapter 5. However, even one 

who is not attracted to this account can recognize that it is at least a possible account to 

attribute to Socrates. That it is all we need to see in order to recognize that Socrates need 

not have a middle term theory about the relation of virtue to happiness. For all of these 

reasons, then, I think it is best not to attribute any kind of middle term theory to Socrates. 

Since all forms of hedonism would require Socratic eudaimonism to adopt a middle term 

theory, Socrates is not a hedonist. 

4. Socrates' Confidence 

A second major question with which the Gorgias leaves us and which will be 

important for our present purposes, as shall become clear, is how Socrates can think that 

This passage is discussed above in chapter 2. 

Let's forestall a certain objection, namely that my interpretation of virtue as 
constituting happiness directly, itself amounts to a middle term theory. This objection is 
that, in c.xplaining how virtue can suffice for happiness, we introduce new descriptions of 
virtue which, in the end, amount to a middle term. More precisely, this objection would 
go as follows, (i) Any view which holds that virtue is sufficient for happiness is making 
a counterintuitive claim, and so this view must explain how this relation could obtain, 
(ii) For this reason, the view must state what virtue is, such that it becomes clearer how 
virtue could suffice for happiness. And (iii) for this latter reason, we must state either 
what virtue secures which makes us happy, or under what non-perse aspect virtue makes 
us happy. It should be apparent, though, that one could accept both (i) and (ii) without 
acccpting (iii); that is, an explanation of how virtue's nature suffices for happiness need 
not amount to a middle term theory. 



164 

he has the better part of the argument. For if Socrates fails to persuade Callicles—that is, 

if Socrates really fails to dislodge Callicles from a coherent position, not if Socrates does 

dislodge Callicles from his position but Callicles refuses to admit to it--as I have argued, 

then it is unclear what Socrates' grounds would be for his firm conviction that his own 

view is true and irrefutable. And not only does Socrates believe that his position is true, 

but he also believes that everyone else believes it to be true, even if—like most people— 

they do not think that they do. So Socrates' claim is not merely confident, but shocking. 

How on earth can he defend such a claim? Now I am not requiring that Socrates must 

have some basis for demonstrating the truth of his position, as I believe that he is 

engaging in exposition, rather than demonstration."' However, Socrates should have 

some basis for his confidence; for it would not be anything impressive for someone to 

maintain that everyone agrees with him simply on the grounds that anyone who disagrees 

really only seems to disagree, and is confused about what he really believes. Why, then, 

would Socrates think that he is entitled to such an outrageous claim? 

Clearly, Socrates' confidence cannot be based on the individual elenctic 

arguments of the dialogue (even setting aside the question how particular arguments with 

particular persons could warrant such confidence), for at least one of them fails to 

persuade the interlocutor of Socrates' position rather than his own."'" Nor is much gained 

Cf. N. White (1985); Kahn (1983), 103f Socrates' practice of giving e.xposition of his 
own position without pretending to demonstrate its truth (as in the Theaetetus digression; 
see Annas (1994b)), is discussed further in Appendix E, and in my "Plato's Gorgias and 
Socrates' Method" (currently unpublished). 

Brickhouse & Smith (1994), 75-80, 85, argue that Polus really believes that committing 
injustice is worse than suffering in the sense that this is what Polus would affirm upon 
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here by shifting our attention from these individual arguments to Socrates' elenctic career 

as a whole;''^ for Callicles' ability to maintain his position as a coherent one just would 

require us to rethink the "success" of Socrates' elenctic career/"* So Socrates' confidence 

cannot be underwritten by elenctic success. 

Socrates would fare no better by trying to base his confidence on popular opinion. 

For even if he shares a popular view of the content of happiness, for instance as greatest 

overall pleasure, or desire satisfaction,^^ his disagreement with Callicles could not be 

over the content of happiness, but over what brings us this happiness; and we have 

already seen that Callicles' (revised) ideal of the "Naturally" good man is powerful and 

prudent enough to ensure his happiness reliably. Moreover, if Socrates does disagree 

with Callicles over the content of happiness, Socrates could not base his confidence in his 

position on popular opinion without begging the question against Callicles at the most 

reflecting on what he already believes, and that Callicles too is "well on the way" to 
admitting Socrates' thesis, although he "drags his feet." However, I have argued that 
Callicles was not and need not have been on his way to admitting Socrates' thesis, and 1 
shall offer an account on which Polus already believes Socrates' thesis in more literal 
sense than available on Brickhouse & Smith's account. 

Although such considerations may be valuable elsewhere; see Brickhouse & Smith 
(1994), 80f 

Irwin (1979), 9, states that since the positions in the Gorgias have roughly the order, 
"If Gorgias is right, then Polus is right, and if Polus is right, then Callicles is right," 
Socrates' refutation of Callicles would be a refutation of them all. We can see, then, that 
if Socrates could refute Callicles, then his confidence would be elenctically based; and if 
Socrates' interlocutors in general could be ordered in this way, with (someone like) 
Callicles at the end, then his confidence could be based on his elenctic career. But if 
Callicles remains unrefuted, both sources of confidence are lost. 

I shall not consider modal hedonism or incommensurability hedonism as cases of 
common conceptions of happiness. 
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crucial point, since a central element of Callicles' position is that most ordinary people 

are wickedly mistaken about goodness. 

Recall that Socrates apprehends the cosmic criterion of order and proportion by 

which souls are judged under the god's authority. This is important, for it shows that 

while Callicles' position is an internally coherent one, it nonetheless is inconsistent with 

another area of truth, which Callicles has ignored. That is, Socrates is confident that his 

own position is correct and Callicles' false not because they differ in internal 

consistency, but because only Socrates' position is in line with the truth about the world 

and the divine. And this is not merely a logical difference between their positions, but a 

difference that will make a difference for their respective chances of happiness. For 

Socrates tells Callicles that if he does not come to terms with philosophy, which knows 

the good and enables one to present one's soul as acceptable to the judges of the 

underworld, then he will always be in conflict with himself In other words, Socrates' 

confidence that Callicles is mistaken and that he is right could be explained if Socrates is 

reasonably convinced that Callicles and anyone else who does not attend to virtue will 

always be in internal turmoil, because they have ignored the truth about themselves. But 

how could Socrates be reasonably convinced of that? 

He could be reasonably convinced, I suggest, if he believes that every soul 

contains an element of the divine which has been in contact with the divine criterion and 

always "longs" to conform to it. This would explain how ignoring virtue yields internal 

conflict: the beliefs, desires, and values with which one identifies need not be those of the 

divine element of the soul, but can result from the enticements of our mortal nature; 
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however, the longings of the divine element of the soul do not go away simply because 

one fails to identify with them, and so the person will always be divided within himself 

between what his soul qua divine values and what his soul qua mortal has to come to 

think is important/'' In other words, it is only when a person identifies his whole self 

with the divine that he lives well. In short, the divine criterion ought to be our own, 

because a part of us always takes it as its own, and our failure to identify with that part 

and its criterion will leave us in constant inner turmoil. Furthermore, the persistence of 

the values of the divine element of the soul would make sense of Socrates' repeated claim 

in the Gorgias that the morally misguided can benefit from continued inquiry into the 

good; for so long as the divine part of the person apprehends the divine criterion, 

rehabilitation and moral conviction will be possible. Hence the fundamental principle 

discussed in the Pliaedo--lhat the divine is by nature such as to rule the mortal—has very 

real significance for anyone who would be happy: unless he appreciates and conforms to 

this principle, he will never be whole and is bound to live a bad life. 

Of course, in the Gorgias Socrates does not develop the view which I have just 

described, and so I shall not attempt to read that view into the Gorgias. Still, the point 

remains that an excellent explanation of Socrates' conviction in the Gorgias is readily 

See Anton (1980), 54-59, who reads the "illness of the soul" as self-contradiction and 
internal discord. For the idea that what one really believes and desires implies a rational 
but unconscious "true will," cf. Kahn (1983), 114; Brickhouse & Smith (1994), 85, lOIf, 
who note that the "self in "Know Thyself need not always be transparent to us, 
although it is the genuine self; and Dodds (1959), 236 (who nonetheless expresses 
rescr\'ation that the notion of a true self "too easily becomes an excuse for dictation"). 
Notice that the idea that this "true self is the divine part of the self (cf. Dodds (1959), 
236) would explain Socrates' great confidence that discovering this true self will be 
beneficial in our lives (this question is raised by Brickhouse & Smith (1994), 810-
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available if he held the view of the self and the good which we have seen that he holds in 

the Phciedo. Therefore, the Gorgias is surely consistent with the Phaedo in a very 

illuminating and important way. 

5. The Gorgias and the Phaedo 

I shall conclude by discussing some further respects in which a comparison of the 

Gorgias with the Phaedo could be instructive. I have defended the view that a middle 

term theory of any kind is unnecessary for understanding Socrates' belief that virtue is 

sufficient for happiness, on the grounds that virtue constitutes our happiness because 

virtue is the proper state of the soul. The nature of the "proper state of the soul" becomes 

clearer in the Phaedo, where that state of soul consists in our identification with the 

divine, that is, with our true self If this is so, then it becomes clear how virtue itself can 

constitute our happiness: for when a person is virtuous, she just is in the very condition in 

which it is good by nature for her to be (in which, according to the Gorgias and 

Eiithydenius, everything that she does is done well). If that is not eudaimonia, then I am 

at a loss how to say what is. 

Moreover, the radical revision of one's priorities which is described in the Phaedo 

as a nccessary consequencc of identification with the divine would explain Socrates' 

radical tone about value in the Gorgias. If virtue is the perfect attainment of what it is 

good by nature to be, then the value of all else simply pales, until the very idea that non-

moral goods have intrinsic value becomes laughable. This is just the sort of revision of 

priorities which Socrates notoriously defends in the Gorgias, claiming that immorality is 

the worst thing for the agent, second only to unciired immorality, so that one must 
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engage in all of one's pursuits with the sole intention of realizing virtue. It would also 

explain why he does not hold a middle term theory: once one comes fully to appreciate 

the value of virtue, one's priorities are so radically transformed and focussed on virtue 

that one can think of nothing further which virtue couid secure, or some other description 

under which to think of virtue, which would be required to explain one's attachment to it 

and its special ability to constitute our happiness entire. 

The view of the good developed in the P/zaeJo—according to which virtue could 

be subordinate to nothing worldly—would also corroborate the account of virtue which I 

have argued renders a middle term theory unnecessary. For if only virtue can have the 

kind of value it does have, then everything else is indifferent. In that case, the 

"materials" on which virtue is e.xercised cannot themselves provide the point of virtuous 

activity; the point must be the exercise of virtue itself. So there is nothing in addition to 

virtue, or any other "aspect" of virtue, which gives virtuous activity its point. 

Furthermore, if pleasure is distinguishable from virtue, either entirely, or merely 

as an aspect, and is thus an indifferent, it is nonetheless clear that Socrates in the Gorgias 

could regard pleasure as a preferred indifferent. For Socrates must also regard suffering 

the transgressions of another as an indifferent, and yet he clearly disprefers such an 

experience (469b-c); and it is also clear that he readily prefers health over illness 

(505a)."'' So Socrates seems (albeit not in these terms) to distinguish indifferents from 

goods and evils (cf. 467e ff), and also to distinguish between preferred and dispreferred 

- However, above I have treated this passage as expressing the dialectical point that as 
people attribute self-contained value to health, all the more is self-contained value 
attributable to virtue. 
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indifferents. This is just the view which we claimed was consistem with Socrates' 

discussion of pleasure in the Phaedo, and it seems quite likely that in the Gorgias, as in 

the Phaedo, Socrates regards pleasure as a preferred indifferent/® 

Perhaps, though, this claim is too quick, for in the Gorgias Socrates also seems to 

defend a life devoid of pleasure and pain altogether, and some commentators have taken 

ihis to express some form of asceticism.'"' In his argument with Callicles, Socrates 

compares the life spent with "leaky jars" to the life spent with sound ones; and once the 

sound jars are filled, there is neither pleasure (filling in) nor pain (lack caused by leaking 

out). (493d-b) This life we can call the "neutral" life. Now Socrates clearly recommends 

the "philosophical life" as the good life (e.g. 500c); but if the philosophical life is the 

same as the neutral life, then Socrates believes either that the good life should be devoid 

of pleasure (strong asceticism), or that it makes no difference whether the good life is 

pleasant (weak asceticism). As we saw in chapter 2, the former would construe pleasure 

as a dispreferred indifferent (e.g. a bothersome neighbor), the latter as a mere indifferent 

(e.g. the number of stars in the sky). Does Socrates treat pleasure as either a dispreferred 

or mere indifferent? 

Cf Tenkku (1956), 95f, who claims that while Plato emphasizes the inferior value of 
pleasure to that of other goods, he can still allow some intrinsic value for harmless 
pleasures. I think that this is roughly correct, if Tenkku means by pleasure's having 
"intrinsic value" that harmless pleasures can be preferred indifferents. 

See Dodds (1959), 299; Tenkku (1956), 73 n. 2 (but con. 950- Tenkku (1956), 94f, 
also claims that Plato argues against flattery as though he believed that all pleasure which 
docs not promote the good is evil; however, it is probably more accurate to say that 
Plato's argument is that all pursuits which promote pleasure instead of the good, when 
what they ought to promote is the good, are evil. 
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To answer this question, we need to determine how many lives Socrates discusses 

in his debate with Callicles, and also whether Socrates takes himself to be speaking of 

pleasure full stop. As to the first issue, we should notice that Socrates, rather than 

challenging Callicles' assertion that the neutral life is not attractive, points out that the 

life recommended by Callicles is also unattractive (492e; cp. 494a-b); that is, Socrates 

does not challenge the claim that the neutral life is not the happy life, and even seems to 

acccpt that claim. Consequently, if both the intemperate life and the neutral life are 

unattractive to Socrates, then the ordered life which Socrates defends (500c-507d) must 

be a third kind of life. Indeed, Socrates characterizes that life as subordinating pleasant 

acts to good ones (506c-d); never does he claim that that life is or ought to be without 

pleasure. 

So we need not construe Socrates as recommending rejection of or mere 

indifference towards pleasure; if anything, Socrates seems to suggest that the good life 

will also be pleasant. Of course, this latter idea is left largely unexplored in the Gorgias, 

as is the idea that the philosophical life may be pleasantesl. But this is not surprising, 

given Callicles for an interlocutor. For if Socrates cannot convince Callicles that the 

philosophical life is at all superior to the pleonastic life, then surely he could not hope to 

persuade him that the philosophical life is a pleasant one, much less the pleasantest. This 

is even more plausible when we recall what sorts of pleasures Callicles is concerned to 

discuss in the dialogue—surely the philosophical life will not be the most pleonastically 

pleasant! For in the philosophical life, any and all pleasures will be subordinated to 

reason and virtue; so those pleasures cannot be pleonastic. Socrates, then, distinguishes 
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the pleasures which a philosopher might enjoy from those which a Calliclean would 

enjoy, and it is unlikely that Callicles would even recognize the former as pleasures, just 

as the ordinary folk in the Phaedo may fail to do. 

Therefore, although the Gorgias primarily presents a scathing criticism of a 

wrong account of pleasure and a wrong account of ordering one's life in relation to 

pleasure, there may still be a proper account and a proper ordering. For Socrates 

nowhere characterizes the good life as devoid of pleasure, and distinguishes the pleasures 

which fit into that life from the pleasures which he criticizes so severely. So although 

Socrates offers little by way of an account of his own on the nature or value of pleasure, 

he leaves plenty of room for treating pleasures of the right kind as preferred indifferents. 

Finally, Socrates' view as we have discussed it in the Phaedo would make sense 

of Socrates' myth in the Gorgias of judgment and punishment in the underworld. For 

those who are sent to the Isles of the Blessed are those who conform to the divine, cosmic 

criterion (526b-d); as Socrates would put it in the Phaedo, they have identified with the 

divine part of themselves, and are fit to take part in the company of the gods because they 

have "likened" themselves to them. Those who are sent to punishment, however, do not 

so conform; they have not, in the language of the Phaedo, identified with the divine, and 

cannot join their company. Rather, they must submit to punishment in order to leam to 

appreciate goodness (or else, if they are reprobate, to serve as an example for those who 

could leam); this is just what the view of the Phaedo would predict: if these souls do not 

satisfy the judges because they have submitted to the enticements of their bodily, mortal 

nature and thus identified with it rather than with the divine, then they have come to take 
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the reports of the body as the chief authority, and so it is only through their bodily nature 

that they can be reached. The latter have not, clearly, attained what it is good by nature 

for them to be; hence the importance of seeing to it that our values reflect those by which 

wc are judged under the god's authority. 

It is my hope that by approaching some of the perennial problems of the Gorgias 

anew in the light of the conception of the good which Socrates defends in the Phaedo we 

shall better understand what Socrates takes the good and the good life to be in the 

Gorgias.^'^ In my view, Socrates' attitude toward pleasure in the Gorgias will be better 

understood when we recognize that certain attitudes toward pleasure imply further 

attitudes about virtue and happiness, which it is clear that Socrates did not hold. In the 

Gorgias, as in the Phaedo, pleasure is a preferred indifferent. 

Con. Kahn (1988), 77, who argues against thematic connections between Gorgias and 
Phaedo. 
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CHAPTER 5 

PLEASURE AND MORAL PSYCHOLOGY IN REPUBLIC IV AND IX 

In the Republic, Plato introduces three ideas which will be particularly important 

for understanding his account of pleasure. The first is a thesis about the relation of 

pleasure to virtue and happiness; the second is a psychology for pleasure and virtue; and 

the third is an understanding of virtue as a kind of divine activity. The first relates to the 

topic of our study, and may threaten to give Plato a "middle term theory" (see the 

previous chapter); and we have already seen that the subject of the first has important 

connections to that of the third (see chapters 2 and 4). The second is a matter which we 

can postpone no longer; unfortunately, it will signal ways in which Plato's account of 

pleasure will face severe limitations. Yet the third, as we shall see further in the next two 

chapters, holds for Plato the greatest promise of a compelling and insightful account of 

the relation of pleasure to virtue. In this chapter, I shall discuss each of these three in 

turn. 

1 • Pleasure, and How Virtue Makes Us Well Off 

Virtue benefits its possessor. So Plato tells us, at any rate, as do other virtue 

ethicists both ancient and modem. This is a striking claim, and experience seems all too 

ready to refute it soundly. The virtuous person fights for what is right, respects the 

property of others, and so on. But in that case, virtue can easily lead one to do 

troublesome things that one might have avoided, and may keep one from luxuries that 

one might have secured, had one been less scrupulous. Virtue benefits its possessor? 
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Maybe, when its possessor is lucky, and maybe it usually (but not always) keeps its 

possessor out of jail. But if that is all there is to be said for it, then perhaps virtue is a 

nuisance that we usually need in order to get by, but a nuisance just the same. We stand, 

then, alienated from virtue: perhaps we all have to go along with it, but only a sap would 

go in for it. 

Virtue benefits its possessor; how can that be true? Plato was keenly aware of the 

difficulty of this question, and in his struggle to answer it he produced no less a work 

than the Republic. What is needed, and what Plato does, is to show how virtue' operates 

on a deeper level—deeper than that of external appearances—to benefit its possessor, a 

level at which virtue is no nuisance, and vice no luxury. It is this "deeper level" that 

occupies the main moral argument of the Republic, and it is what I shall discuss here. 

What is this deeper level? We should begin by noting that there are more than 

one kind of deeper level at which virtue may benefit its possessor. To see just a couple, 

let's make two claims about virtue: one, that virtue is the harmony of the soul of its 

possessor, and two, that virtue is a genuine pleasure for its possessor. If the first claim is 

true, then virtue may not make one wealthy, but on a deeper level it does bring reason, 

emotion, and desire into harmony, and that is a benefit of inestimable value. If the 

sccond claim is true, then on a deeper level a virtuous life is a life of genuine pleasure. 

' As is well known, Socrates in fact discusses one of the virtues, namely SiKaioouvri or 
"justice" (a more traditional rendering; recently, Waterfield (1993) has rendered it 
"morality"). By substituting "virtue" for "justice" (or "morality") I do not mean to imply 
that these terms are generally interchangeable. However, in the Republic Plato treats 
justice as the virtue of the whole soul (cf Annas (1981), 119, 132), and so I think that this 
substitution for the sake of simplicity will be innocuous for our purposes. 
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perhaps a pleasure that only the virtuous can know; and who would not count it a benefit 

to have a truly enjoyable life? 

These are two ways, then, in which virtue might benefit its possessor at a deep 

level. And they are different ways. The first, I am assuming, tells us something about 

the nature of virtue itself, of its essence: to say that virtue is the harmony of the soul is to 

say what virtue itself is. The second tells us not about the nature of virtue, but what 

virtue is like, namely that it is a pleasure. We can state these two ways as following: 

1. Virtue, being the harmony of the soul, is a benefit to its possessor 

2. Virtue, being a pleasure, is a benefit to its possessor. 

These two claims are consistent, as something can be a benefit in more than one way. 

Indeed, it would hardly be a coincidence should a harmonious and integrated mode of 

living also be greatly enjoyable. Nonetheless, to show that virtue benefits its possessor 

because of what it is, is not the same as showing that virtue benefits its possessor because 

of what it is like. 

In which way, then, does Plato show that virtue benefits its possessor? Actually, 

Plato seems to proceed in both ways. In book IV of the Republic, Plato shows that virtue 

is a way of leading one's life—namely, with one's soul in its perfect, healthy, and 

harmonious condition—and that leading one's life in that way is to lead a happy life. In 

book IV, then, what explains the fact that virtue benefits its possessor is the very nature 

of virtue itself. 

Plato then seems to present the second way of understanding the deeper level, 

when in book I.X he offers two arguments—which I shall call the "pleasure arguments"— 
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to show that virtue is supremely pleasant. The first pleasure argument (580c-583a) is that 

although different lives seem most pleasant of all to those who advocate them, only the 

philosopher—the paradigm of virtue—has the knowledge and experience needed in order 

to make a true judgment about which life is most pleasant. Since the person with the 

most privileged perspective identifies the virtuous life as most pleasant, that life must be 

the most pleasant. So the life of virtue is the most pleasant one. 

In the second argument (583b-588a), Socrates claims that some pleasures are 

more real and genuine than others, and that only the philosopher experiences these real 

pleasures. For while most so-called pleasures are merely a matter of escaping from pain, 

the philosopher scales the true heights of pleasure, by satisfying the greatest part of the 

soul with the understanding of reality. Moreover, when the whole soul accepts the 

leadership of reason—as it does in the virtuous person—each of the parts of the soul 

enjoys its own greatest pleasures (586e-587a). 

We shall discuss the arguments of Republic IV and IX in greater detail below. 

But first we should ask whether Plato really can have it both ways: can he show 

coherently that virtue benefits its possessor both because it is the harmony of the soul and 

because it is a pleasure? Some have thought that he cannot, because in book II Glaucon 

and Adeimantus ask Socrates first to give an explanation why virtue benefits its 

possessor, which does not appeal to any of the consequences of virtue. But since in book 

IX Socrates is still trying to meet that challenge, and since (the argument goes) pleasure 

would be one of the consequences of virtue, Plato is either confused about or has reneged 

on what he promised in book II to show us. It has also been objected that Plato commits 
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a similar error in showing that virtue benefits its possessor because it makes its possessor 

happy. Now whether or not this is a problem for Plato depends on exactly what he means 

by "consequences" in book II. This question is surprisingly difficult," but fortunately I 

think that others have shown quite well that Plato does not understand by "pleasure"^ or 

"happiness"^ the kind of thing that could be a "consequence" apart from virtue that virtue 

causes.^ It has also been shown that demonstrating that something makes its possessor 

live a happy life just is to demonstrate that it is a good thing in and of itself.^ So I shall 

not consider this objection any further. 

However, this last remark points to another source of trouble. For Plato, to show 

that something makes its possessor lead a happy life is to show that that thing is our good. 

So far we have been speaking of virtue only as a "benefit" in some general sense. In fact, 

Plato has something much more specific in mind. He wants to show that virtue benefits 

its possessor not merely by being a "welcome" thing for some reason or other, but by 

making its possessor lead a happy life. As I said above, this is Socrates' point in book 

IV, and Socrates' point again in book IX, just as in book IV, is to argue that the virtuous 

" Sec M. B. Foster (1937); J. D. Mabbott (1937); Sachs (1963), 145-147; Kirwan (1965); 
N. White (1979), 29, 75, 78f, 168, 94, 314, 326, 327f; (1984); Annas (1981), 66-68, 326, 
348f; MacKenzie (1985), 18; Reeve (1988), 28; Irwin (1995), I90f. 

" Cf Reeve (1988), 151. 

Sec especially N. White (1984). 

^ Furthermore, Glaucon's claim that a pleasure is the kind of thing we welcome for its 
own sake suggests that to show that an activity is a pleasure just is to show that we 
welcomc it for its own sake; see Sachs (1963), 146. 

Cf. Reeve 1988: 28, Sachs 1963: 145-147, Kirwan 1965: 171, 172f, Irwin 1995: 190. 
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life is happiest. After all, the two pleasure arguments of book IX come after a first 

argument the conclusion of which is that the virtuous are happy, and are introduced as 

"second" and "third" proofs. We can only presume that they are meant to be proofs for 

the same conclusion. 

But in that case, the difference between the two sorts of deeper levels that we saw 

above becomes of great importance. To see this, consider the following two statements; 

3. Virtue, being the harmony of the soul, makes us well off, or happy. 

4. Virtue, being a pleasure, makes us well off, or happy. 

These two claims agree that virtue makes us happy, but they give different explanations 

of how virtue does so, and that difference really matters. The difference is this: if virtue 

makes us happy because of what virtue itself is, then virtue is our good, or one of our 

goods; but if virtue makes us happy because virtue is also a pleasure, then that pleasure is 

our good, or one of our goods. Put another way, the first statement gives (or purports to 

give) a definition of virtue, that is, it states more fully just what the nature of virtue is. It 

then says that virtue, because of its nature, makes the virtuous happy, in this example 

because the harmonious activity of the soul that virtue is, is wholly or partially 

constitutive of being well off. The second statement, on the other hand, identifies not the 

nature of virtue, but a property that virtue has, namely being pleasure, or perhaps 

bringing pleasure. Consequently, the second statement tells us that what explains how 

virtue makes one happy is not the nature of virtue itself, but pleasure.^ And whatever 

^ Cf. Irwin (1995), 235, who notes one important difference between these facts: "People 
who value what they regard as justice in the belief that it is a non-instrumental good, but 
who value it for a feature it does not have or for a non-essential feature it has, are not just 
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explains virtue's power to make us happy will be our good, or one of our goods. So 

which fact about virtue explains its contribution to happiness? 

It should be clear that if virtue itself is our good, that is if we have one good and it 

is the harmony of the soul, then the pleasure of virtue cannot also be our good. That is, if 

the fact that virtue is the harmony of the soul is to give an exhaustive explanation of how 

virtue makes us happy, then the fact that virtue is a pleasure cannot also give such an 

explanation. If Plato argues in book IV that virtue as the harmony of the soul, that is 

virtue per se, is our good, and then in book IX that virtue as a pleasure is our good, then 

he is seriously confused about just what his argument is, and more importantly, about just 

what our good is. 

Perhaps, then, Plato believes that we have more than one good. In that case, these 

two explanations would not be in tension. Harmony of the soul is a good, and so is a 

particular type of pleasure; since the virtuous person has both, virtue makes its possessor 

happy in more ways than one. Consequently, on this view, virtue itself is one of our 

goods, and so is the pleasure of virtue, since each provides a partial explanation of the 

happiness of the virtuous. Now there is nothing confused about such a view. But it is 

putting it mildly to say that nothing in the Republic prepares us for this rather surprising 

thesis, much less for the greatly complicated theory of value that results from it. For if 

the nature of virtue and the pleasure of virtue each explains why the virtuous are happy, 

then both virtue and pleasure are important constituent parts of our good. But this 

people." (It is important to note, however, that my point here is about how these facts 
about virtue differ not in terms of agents' motivations, but in terms of the proper 
explanation of virtue's producing happiness.) 
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unannounced and unanticipated view, while coherent, raises more questions than it 

answers, and certainly more questions than Plato ever countenances in the Republic, and 

thus again we should wonder whether Plato was simply nodding in book IX. 

Consequently, it seems that Plato either is confused about our good, or runs appallingly 

roughshod over the crucial points.'' 

Fortunately, this appearance is deceiving, and Plato is guilty of neither this 

confusion nor this carelessness. The reason why is that the pleasure arguments of 

Republic IX are not hedonist arguments at all; that is, they are not meant to show that the 

pleasure of virtue is a value that explains how virtue contributes to happiness. This is the 

claim that I shall defend in the rest of this paper. However, if it seems striking, and if it 

seems more natural to treat the pleasure arguments as hedonist arguments, then perhaps 

we should look for some other way of removing this apparent tension between books IV 

and IX. 

So what should we say about this tension?^ Perhaps we could forestall it by 

downplaying Socrates' appeals to pleasure and their place in the argument, saying simply 

that Socrates appeals to the pleasure of virtue to show us only that virtue need not be 

The problem comes in addition to the fact that Socrates offers no argument whatever for 
this hedonist thesis, which in fact he explicitly rejects earlier in the Republic (505b-c, 
509a, sec also 580c-581e; cf Gosling & Taylor (1982), 101-103; N. White (1979), 226). 

See N. White (1984), 415f, who offers a particularly nice treatment of the first problem, 
but speculates that Plato had not worked out the issues surrounding the relation of 
pleasure and happiness in the second problem. Reeve (1988), 151-154 argues that while 
pleasure is the content of the peculiar goods of the psychic parts, and that "the content of 
the best and happiest life is the pleasure of knowing the truth," still "neither knowledge 
nor pleasure is the good ..On this view, however, it remains unclear to me precisely 
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devoid of pleasure. Or perhaps the focus of the argument is on reason's ability to make 

us good judges of things, for instance, pleasures.But this sort of approach misses the 

fact that in these arguments pleasure is somehow supposed to show us the happiness of 

the virtuous life." We can see this clearly by examining, in particular. Republic IX, 

580b-d, 583a: 

Socrates: Shall we hire a town crier, then, or shall I be the one to proclaim .. . the 

happiest person to be the best and most virtuous person--\h3X is, the person who 

possesses the highest degree of regal qualities and who rules as king over 

himself? .. . 

Glaucon: You can make the announcement. 

Socrates: All right, then. That's theJirst proof, but I wonder how the second one 

strikes you. . . . [namely, that] of the three kinds of pleasure, the most enjoyable . . 

. is that which belongs to the intellectual part of the mind; one's life becomes 

most enjoyable when this part of the mind is one's motivating force. 

how pleasure is to fit into the argument whereby Socrates shows that virtue (including 
knowing the truth) is our good on the grounds that it makes us happy. 

For the former see Mabbott (1937), 472-474 (who claims that the arguments in book 
IX about happiness and pleasure are entirely dispensable for the project of the Republic, 
sec Kirwan (1965), 171 and Foster (1938), 230 for well-placed criticisms of this view), 
and Kraut (1992), 313f. For the latter see Irwin (1995), 294. Taylor (1998), 68 is 
difficult to classify. 

'' Nor do they make it clear why Socrates would refer to the second pleasure argument as 
showing vice's "greatest fall" in the contest. Kraut (1992), 314 says that it is called the 
greatest fall because only in this argument is the gap between the virtuous and vicious 
shown with such emphasis. But while this may explain why the argument that follows 
warrants the description "the greatest fall," it does not explain why the argument is given 
in the first place. 
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Glaucon: Of course. I mean, when a thoughtful person recommends his own way 

of life, he ought to be taken seriously. ... 

Socrates: That makes it two, then . . 

To be sure, there would be no problem at all if the arguments of book IX were meant to 

do no more than recount some of the more agreeable facts about virtue. But these 

arguments arc designed not merely to show that virtue is something we should welcome, 

for some reason or other. They are designed to show specifically that virtue makes us 

well off, or happy. It will not do to avoid the problem by weakening the clear purport of 

the arguments. 

Or perhaps we could disconnect the defense of virtue for itself in book IV from 

the defense of virtue for its pleasantness in book IX.But there is no independent reason 

to separate books IV and IX in this way;'"* indeed, Plato introduces the arguments of 

books VIII and IX as finishing the arguments begun in book IV,'^ and so if Plato has 

changed tack, he could have done little more to conceal the fact.'^ Even worse, this 

approach also ignores the fact that the pleasure arguments are part of a proof of the 

happiness of the virtuous life,'^ and so we must ask whether they sit uneasily with 

Trans. Waterfield (1993); italics added. 

'" See Annas (1981), 294, 314, cf 168, 316; cf N. White (1979), 79, 233 f. 

See N. White (1984), 400-403; cf 1979: 414. 

Compare VIII, 543c-544b with V, 449a-b. 

Sec Gosling & Taylor (1982), 99f 
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Socrates' earlier proof of the happiness of the virtuous life. If they do, then treating them 

simply as different arguments will not solve the problem.'^ 

What we need, then, is a way to understand how Socrates could appeal to the 

pleasures of the virtuous life as a way of showing that virtue makes us happy, without 

making pleasure our good. I shall try to offer a way of understanding these appeals to 

pleasure that will fit the bill. To do so, I will look more closely at Plato's defense of 

virtue as it emerges in book IV and is further articulated in books VIII and IX. We will 

see how Plato's appeals to pleasure in book IX are designed not to show that it is the 

pleasures of virtue that make us happy, but to fill in an important space in the moral 

'' The view of Gosling & Taylor (1982), 103f is difficult to classify. They claim that 
while Socrates denies that pleasure is the Good, nonetheless in the absence of an account 
of the Good Socrates argues for the superiority of virtue on the basis of other, set criteria, 
including pleasure. However, this still leaves it unclear to me just how Socrates 
understands pleasure to be related to happiness. For Socrates is not arguing simply for 
the superiority of virtue, in some sense of "superiority" or other; rather, he is arguing for 
the superiority of virtue by showing that virtue makes its possessor happy. 

Richard Geenen has suggested to me the possibility that the defenses of virtue in book 
IX are intended to show a thesis not addressed in book IV, namely that the virtuous 
person is happy even on the rack. But I reject this reading of the Republic, for two 
reasons. First, this reading obscures the rather clear purport of book IV. This thesis 
concerns the question of virtue's "profitability," and we should notice that when Socrates 
suggests returning to the question of virtue's profitability, Glaucon answers that they 
have already settled that question—that's just the upshot of the health analogy. Indeed, 
Socrates' whole goal in the health analogy was to show that the denial of virtue's 
profitability was predicated on a false theory of value, and that once we see what virtue 
and vice are, we see that happiness depends on virtue. Pleasure and pain are not able to 
override this fact. That's why Glaucon rccognizes how ridiculous it is to think that vice 
can make one happier than virtue can (445a-b). .A.nd Socrates fully agrees; his only 
worry is that the argument has not been sufficiently articulated. Again, if there is any 
discontinuity between books IV and IX on this point, I am not sure what Plato could have 
done differently if he had explicitly intended to hide it from view. 
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psychology of the Republic. And it is this psychology that will allow Plato to 

demonstrate that virtue itself is our good. In a word, the pleasure-based arguments of 

book IX are parts of a larger argument to show that virtue is the health of the soul, and 

constitutes our well being. 

Now that we have seen the problem, and what is needed to solve it, let's start in 

book IV since there the argument begins that will end in book IX. 

1 • 1 • The Argument Begins: Book IV 

In book IV of the Republic, Plato argues famously that the various functions of 

the soul must belong to three distinct parts of the soul: the rational part, the spirited or 

passionate part, and the appetitive or desirous part (436a-441c).'^ Socrates then shows 

that each of the soul's three parts must be in its own particular good condition and 

perform its function well. Furthermore, the hierarchical relationship between these three 

parts of the soul must be of the appropriate kind: reason must control the whole mind, 

using passion as its ally to direct and soothe desire. In such a person, Socrates says, there 

is health in each part of the soul, and there is health in their integration with one another. 

I think that speaking of health and integration"" here is particularly appropriate. 

For one thing, this way of thinking of mental or psychic well-being is familiar to us: we 

commonly think of the good life as one of wholeness and harmony, where a person is not 

Second, on this reading of the Republic it still remains the case that pleasure 
explains why the virtuous are happy (in particular, why the virtuous on the rack are 
happy), and thus we are back to worrying about the axiology of the Republic. 

For a good discussion, see e.g. Annas (I98I), 125-131. 

-°Sce Annas (1981), 132. 
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at war within herself but at peace. For another, thinking of virtue as the health of the soul 

is especially important for Socrates. For the question "Which is better for one, virtue or 

vice?" is not generally regarded as having an obvious answer. However, a question that 

docs have an obvious answer is, "Which is better for one, health or degeneration?" 

Socrates' point is to show that the question about virtue is really a special case of the 

question about health (444c-d), and so if the answer to the one is clear, then so should be 

the answer to the other (445a-b)."' In short, virtue makes us happy because virtue, by its 

very nature, is a harmonious and integrated way of living. 

This is a powerful argument, but at this point we will probably find it loo quick. 

And that's because it is too quick, as Socrates himself suggests. For the argument shows 

that to have a virtuous soul is to have a healthy soul, but it is too quick in showing that 

any other kind of soul is an unhealthy soul (444a-d). It also leaves this issue of health a 

bit abstract: just what is it, exactly? That's why Socrates says at the end of book IV that 

this point needs further clarification (445b). Consequently, Socrates proposes to 

investigate the alternative, immoral lives in order to see just how they fare worse. This 

he will do in books VIII and IX." 

These features of Plato's argument are especially important in light of the fact that, as 
Taylor (1998), 66 points out, before Plato's time Heraclitus and Democritus had already 
locatcd "doing well" (happiness) in the possession of a certain psychological condition, 
and so Plato must show not simply that but further what this psychological condition is, 
in a way that makes its connection to happiness plausible. See also Reeve (1988), 156: "I 
think we would all agree that, whatever our goals in life, we would welcome a psyche 
with a desire structure of this harmonious kind, and that, ceteris paribus, we would want 
to have been brought up in a way that ma.ximized our chance of having such a psyche." 
Sec also N. White (1979), 153; Annas (1981), 132, 153, 321. 

" See also Irwin (1995), 256, 281, 283. 
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For now, however, consider two points Socrates has made in book IV about the 

virtuous soul: each of the parts of this soul is in good condition, and the appropriate 

relationship or hierarchy holds among the parts. These points correspond to two 

desiderata for the soul: 

a. Each part of the soul must be fulfilled, 

where by 'fulfilled' we mean (roughly) that the part must have its particular good 

condition, and no part of its nature should be "squelched." And second, 

b. Between these parts of the soul there must obtain the appropriate hierarchical 

relationship, 

namely that reason guides the passionate part, and together they control the desirous part. 

The important thing to notice is that in book IV these two desiderata are 

intimately connected: desideratum (a) is satisfied if and only if (b) is satisfied; that is, 

c. The hierarchy of parts is right just in case each part is in its good 

condition."^ 

That is, the good condition of the parts and the proper relationship among the parts, stand 

or fall together. For the nature of each part of the soul contains not only its proper 

function, but also its proper place in the hierarchy of the mind. Reason's function is to 

plan for the agent as a whole, while the passionate part has affective responses based on 

That this principle is Plato's has been noted by, e.g., Annas (1999), 151: "when reason 
rules, then the rational part obtains its own pleasures, and so do the other two parts, the 
honor-loving and the money-loving; thus all the soul's parts get what is appropriate and 
the person's life as a whole is pleasant. When, however, reason does not rule, none of the 
parts gets the pleasure that is appropriate to it, and the whole life goes askew and fails to 
be pleasant overall." Cp. Reeve's ((1988), 156) somewhat similar claim that "The three 
parts of [the virtuous person's] psyche are satisfied or frustrated in unison." 
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our conceptions of ourselves, and the desirous part simply wants what it wants when it 

wants it. Therefore, since the natural function of reason is to plan for the agent as a 

whole, its nature is to rule the whole soul. Each part, that is, has a role to play in the 

order and harmony of the whole soul. The fulfillment of each part, and its integration 

into the whole, cannot be pulled apart. 

Now suppose that we could show that: 

d. The virtuous person alone has the right structure between the parts of the 

soul and has each of the parts in its good condition. 

In that case, it would be the virtuous person alone who has a completely healthy soul, and 

so clearly virtue would make us happy, strictly in its own right. 

This is just the form that Socrates' argument is going to take. As I've said, the 

relationship between the desiderata that is expressed by (c) is suggested in book IV, but 

not articulated fully. Furthermore, in book IV Socrates has not proven (d), since he has 

not shown that only the virtuous person can have a healthy soul. To see how these points 

develop, let's turn to books VIII and IX. 

I.2. The Argument Continues: Books VIII and IX 

In books VIII and IX Socrates discusses four kinds of vicious person, in contrast 

to the virtuous person of book IV. The difference between these vicious types, and 

between them and the virtuous type, is in the hierarchy of the parts of the soul in each. 

Socrates first discusses the "timocratic" or ambitious person (548d-550c), who 

identifies with his passionate part, and thus seeks power, fame, and prestige above all. 

Improper education and acculturation have allowed his passionate and desirous parts to 
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become prominent; he thus compromises his rational part by settling for the intermediate 

between reason and desire, namely passion. 

Notice that this ambitious person arises when his rational aspect is kept from 

developing properly; his lack of education has the twin consequences of bringing his 

passionate side to the fore, and of corrupting his attitudes toward goodness (549b). And 

this happens, Socrates says, because his passion lacks the guidance of reason. So he fails 

to satisfy desideratum (a), since the parts of his soul are hindered and compromised; and 

this is clearly connected to his failure to satisfy desideratum (b) by having the parts of his 

soul in an improper order. This is one way, then, of illustrating the point that 

c. The hierarchy of parts is right if and only if each part is in its good 

condition. 

Likewise, the "oligarchic" or mercenary person (553a-555b), who subjects his 

reason and passion as slaves to his mercenary desires (553b-d), is led by love of wealth 

into conflict within his desirous part, as he relies on his mercenary desires to control the 

unnecessary and e.xpensive ones (554c-e). Again, the corrupted hierarchy in this man's 

soul is connected to the ill condition of the parts of his soul. For not only are his rational 

and passionate parts squelched by his desirous part, but his desirous part itself is in 

conflict with itself, as his unguided desires are simply left to duel. And again, his failure 

to satisfy desideratum (a) is tied to his failure to satisfy (b). 

Moreover, the problem is the same in the "democratic" man (558c-562a), a man 

of indulgent desires, and in the "dictatorial" man (IX, 57Ia-576b), a man of lawless and 

frenzied desires. So in each of these four sketches, a vicious person places something 
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besides reason at the top of the hierarchy, with the result that the part of the soul at the 

top becomes degenerate, and the parts below it are squelched and unfulfilled.""* 

Strictly speaking, however, in books VIII and IX Socrates illustrates and 

articulates one half of thesis (c). For, trivially, (c) is equivalent to the conjunction of the 

following two statements: 

c I. If the hierarchy of parts is wrong, then some part is not in its good 

condition, 

and 

c2. If the hierarchy of parts is right, then each part is in its good condition. 

Statement (cl) was suggested in book IV, since the nature of each part of the soul 

demands that it occupy a particular place in the hierarchy of the parts. And by examining 

(cl) in his discussion of vicious souls in VIII and IX, Socrates has now given (cl) a 

firmer footing and articulation. 

But what about (c2)? This point too was suggested in book IV, since the virtuous 

soul is healthy in both its parts and in its integration of parts. Still, it was only suggested; 

can Socrates enlighten us about what it is like for things to go right in the soul? This is 

e.xactly what Socrates undertakes in his two pleasure arguments in book IX, so let's turn 

there now. 

1.3. The Pleasure Arguments 

As we saw in our initial quick sketch of Socrates' first pleasure argument, 

Socrates argues that only the philosopher is fully qualified to judge which life is most 

Cf. Irwin (1995), 283, who notes that the injustice of an unjust soul can be traced to the 
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pleasant, and the philosopher prefers the life of virtue, which is guided by reason, over 

lives of ambition guided by passion and lives of profit-making guided by desire (580d-

581c). Now the philosopher, Socrates says, is the only one of these three types of person 

who has all the qualifications needed to judge between these kinds of life, namely, 

c.xperience, intelligence, and rationality (58 le-532e). Since these qualities are needed in 

every choice, it is the philosopher's perspective that counts in this choice between lives. 

But since the philosopher is the best decision maker, and the philosopher decides that the 

life of virtue and reason is the most pleasant, it follows that the life of virtue and reason 

really is the most pleasant."^ 

But does that follow? We have good reason to be skeptical. Suppose that I have 

a broad e.xperience of ice cream flavors, and a very acute intelligence and outstanding 

rational skills (at least where ice cream is concerned). Suppose then that after careful 

dominance of one of the soul's non-rational pans. 

This argument is often compared with J. S. Mill's similar argument about the 
superiority of higher over lower pleasures, and the family resemblance between these 
arguments is strong. But we should note several important differences, (a) Mill's is an 
evidentiary claim (i.e. the fact that people experienced in both higher and lower pleasures 
prefer the higher ones is evidence of the superiority of the higher pleasures), while 
Plato's is much stronger. For in Mill's argument, the privileged viewpoint on pleasure is 
a subjective one (i.e. the people with wide experience prefer these pleasures, and their 
preferences are more informed); in Plato's the crucial point is that the philosopher's 
viewpoint is an objective one. To take a crude analogy, the difference is like that 
between the claim that (say) Chevrolets are superior autos to Fords on the grounds that 
those who have owned both prefer Chevrolets over Fords, and the same claim made on 
the grounds that expert mechanics know that Chevrolets are better than Fords, (b) Mill's 
argument makes the distinction between superior and inferior pleasures coextensive with 
the distinction between the pleasures of more rational and less rational or intellectual 
activities; Plato, on the other hand, makes these distinctions cut across each other. And 
(c) Mills' argument focuses primarily on kinds of activities, while Plato's focuses 
primarily on kinds of lives. 
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deliberation and much soul-searching I decide that rocky road is my favorite. What do 

my special credentials in choosing ice cream flavors actually imply about my choice of 

rocky road? Well, they imply that I probably did an outstanding job of deliberating about 

and setiling on my decision. But surely this doesn't imply that someone who is partial to 

(say) chocolate chip instead of rocky road has made any kind of mistake! After all, isn't 

the best one to speak about the merits of chocolate chip someone who knows, as I do not, 

what it is like really to prefer chocolate chip?"^ Likewise, isn't Socrates' argument just as 

confused as this? 

1 don't think that Socrates is making this mistake. Now if we think of pleasure 

simply as a feeling, or a sort of thrill—something like the sensation of tasting ice 

cream—then there may well be no reason to think that there is a privileged perspective 

regarding which sorts of endeavors are the most thrilling or feel the best. But perhaps 

that is not how Socrates is thinking of pleasure. After all, some pleasures are modes of 

activity. For instance, a person may teach a class and thoroughly enjoy it, even if she 

docs not experience any particular thrills or nice feelings while she teaches: imagine 

someone whose full attention is devoted to working students through a difficult idea, 

being as precise and clear as can be, fielding questions and encouraging discussion, and 

so on. This kind of experience can be a tremendous pleasure, even if during none of it 

arc there any thrills or feelings of elation, even if one is too focused on the task at hand to 

give any thought to thrills or elation. Indeed, that is just the point: it is being focused, 

putting oneself into it, sinking one's teeth into it—this is what makes the activity a 

This objection is stated most recently by Taylor (1998), 68. Con. e.g. Reeve (1988), 
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pleasure. In this way, pleasure is thought of not as a feeling that goes along with the 

activity, but the way in which one engages in the activity. 

Of course, thinking of pleasure as a mode of activity is not original with me—it 

goes back at least to Aristotle."^ But I mention it because I think that this way of 

understanding pleasure can help us see just how much sense Socrates' argument might 

make. For one very interesting thing about pleasures of this kind is what they tell us 

about the person who has these pleasures: to take this kind of pleasure in something is a 

way of finding that thing to be worth doing, to be something important, to be something 

with a real point. Furthermore, this kind of pleasure can be taken in one's whole mode of 

living, in the way that one has arranged one's life as a whole. .A.nd this is what Socrates' 

argument is about; it is a debate between proponents of different ways of arranging one's 

life. When each proponent praises the pleasures of a given way of life, then, he is not 

telling us what makes him feel good, but rather what kind of life he finds worth living, 

what kind of life is important, what kind of life has real point. 

However, the decision whether a life of reason, a life of passion, or a life of desire 

is the one most worth living, is exactly unlike the decision about what feels the best, or 

which ice cream tastes the best. There is a point to bringing experience, intelligence, and 

rational argumentation to bear on this decision—that's what we do when we do ethics. 

There is a point to thinking that not all perspectives are on all fours here, and even that 

146; Irwin (1995), 29If 

See Nicontachean Ethics VII. 11-14, X. 1-5. For an excellent discussion of this way of 
understanding pleasure, see Ryle (1949), 107-110; Rudebusch (1999) passim. 
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some perspective might be privileged."^ Socrates' argument, then, is the sensible and 

powerful one that there is an authoritative perspective on the sort of life that is most 

worth living, and that from that perspective the life of reason and virtue is the clear 

choice. 

Still, to say that an argument is sensible is not to say that it is sound, and for now I 

shall have to leave that tougher question aside."^ But the gist of the argument is now 

dear, and it is instructive. For one thing, this no longer looks very much like an 

argument that the life of virtue is best on the grounds that it is most pleasant. On the 

contrary, Socrates seems to be arguing that the life of virtue is most worth living because 

from the authoritative perspective one sees that that life is most worth living. The 

pleasure of this life is not what makes it worth living, the pleasure is not what gives this 

life its point. Rather, the pleasure of this life is part and parcel of seeing its point. 

So this is not a hedonist defense of virtue. The argument does not take the form 

of claiming that once we see how pleasant the life of virtue is, we will see that it is the 

happy life. Rather, Socrates argues that the life one most heartily endorses and finds 

most absorbing from an authoritative perspective of rationality must be the one most 

worth living. The philosopher's pleasure in this way of life is simply a constituent of that 

endorsing. So this argument does not imply that pleasure is our good, after all. Rather, it 

shows that the virtuous person's enjoyment of her life indicates that she must find it the 

Cf. Annas (1981), 309; Reeve (1988), 145. 

I leave this question aside purely out of considerations of space and scope, and not out 
of agnosticism or lack of interest. On the contrary, I believe that Plato's insight here is 
compelling and important, and I hope to explore it further in future work. 
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most worthwhile life to live—and she must be right about that. Her life is not most worth 

living because it is most pleasant; it is most pleasant because it is most worth living. 

In the ne.xt pleasure argument Socrates continues to think of the pleasure of virtue 

as a mode of acting or living, and he now brings the argument back to articulate how 

virtue can be the health of the soul. This is an extremely difficult argument, but I think 

we can discover its point with sufficient clarity. Socrates argues that pleasure is always 

the meeting of some need we have, but that pleasure properly understood is something 

more than merely the relief or relieving of pain.^° 

This, Socrates claims, is not the kind of satisfaction that is genuine pleasure. 

Rather, genuine pleasure is to be found in providing for ourselves what we need most 

deeply. To find out what that is, we need to determine, one, what we are, strictly 

speaking, and two. what has the greatest potential to satisfy what we are. Now 

intelligible things, Socrates argues, are more real than corporeal things. Consequently, 

the mind is more real than the body, and the things of the mind are more real than the 

things of the body. 

Socrates now makes the rather (or perhaps, further) bold claim that the more real 

a thing is and the more real the thing that satisfies it, the more real is the satisfaction. 

Now being satisfied by things that accord with our nature, he says, is pleasant. So, 

presumably, since the mind is the part of us that is most real, and most really us, when it 

is satisfied with what most accords with its nature—namely, truth, knowledge. 

Gosling & Taylor (1982), 113 argue that Plato conflates "relief as a state and 
"relieving" as a process. 1 believe that Plato deliberately discusses relief, and then 
relieving, in turn; I shall discuss this in greater detail in section 2.1, below. 
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intelligence, and other parts of goodness—this is the most real and true pleasure that is 

possible for us. In short, when the most real part of us—the mind—is satisfied with the 

most real thing—truth and goodness—we are the most satisfied. 

Again, we might think that this is a crazy argument: Why should we think that the 

reality of a subject and of the object of his or her satisfaction should imply anything about 

the reality of the satisfaction itself?^' Well, if we think of pleasure as a sort of feeling 

that comes alongside what we are doing, then this argument is unintelligible: surely as 

long as Jack and Jill both feel pleased or satisfied, they both feel pleased or satisfied 

equally really, no matter what the pleasure or satisfaction is. Again, however, I do not 

think that Plato is interested here in pleasure understood as a feeling. Rather, pleasure 

here is again a way of living one's life, and it does make sense to say that some lives are 

more really satisfying than others. So just how does the life of the virtuous differ from 

other lives? 

Plato tries to explain this difference through a model of pleasure as the 

replenishment of some need, of the filling of some sort of lack. Such a model as this 

captures the fact that we enjoy getting things we need or want, because we want or need 

them; for instance, it is pleasant to eat when one is hungry, but not when one is full. Of 

Taylor (1998), 69 objects that, in the philosopher's life, the mind will require as much 
constant filling as (say) the non-philosopher's stomach will, for the philosopher will 
continue to learn, just as the non-philosopher will continue to eat. There is, I think, an 
important difference between these two kinds of continued fillings. To use a crude 
analogy, the philosopher's continued filling is like filling a tank by first placing in it item 
A, then item B, then item C, and so on; the non-philosopher's continued filling is like 
filling a tank, flushing it, filling it again, flushing it, and so on. So by identifying the 
latter process as ephemeral and less genuinely a filling, Socrates does not thereby place 
the former process in the same predicament. 
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course, if we rely too narrowly on examples of this sort in interpreting the replenishment 

model, the model will suffer. For example, someone who is sick to his stomach will not 

feel better by getting more of anything—on the contrary, he may feel much better after 

losing some of what he already has. Furthermore, Socrates points out that some pleasures 

presuppose no prior awareness of any lack or deficiency. It is better, then, to understand 

a more general point here, namely that human beings are needy creatures, who take 

pleasure in the satisfaction of their needs, both the needs they perceive and those they do 

not. 

Moreover, when one perceives a need or lack, Socrates says, even the anticipation 

of its satisfaction is a pleasure (584c). Here, then, is another way of advancing over a 

crude "filling" model of pleasure as replenishment: for the pleasure of anticipation is a 

matter not of replenishment itself, but of representing a replenishment to oneself. This is 

important, as it makes clear that pleasure is not a mechanical process, but involves our 

ability to see the object of our desire as something that will actually satisfy us. Thus 

Plato's model of pleasure is capable of making the point we have already seen, that 

people enjoy their way of life not just because it may feel good, but because they see it as 

a way of life that gives them what is worth getting. 

We are now in a better position to see how those who are not virtuous both 

experience pleasure and fail to experience the genuine pleasure that they think they do. 

First, Socrates has us imagine three vertically arranged points—a bottom, a middle, and a 

top (584d). Non-philosophers, Socrates says, begin at the "bottom" with painful desires, 

and look "up" to see the "middle" point, the satisfaction of the desires. While they are 
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rising to the middle point, they get the appearance of upward motion, and once they have 

risen to the middle point and look back down, this appearance is confirmed. 

Consequently, such people believe that in satisfying their desires, in attaining the things 

they think will satisfy them, they have reached the "top" and are genuinely satisfied. 

Of course, Socrates nowhere denies that such experiences are pleasures, and we 

can see that on the replenishment model these experiences are pleasures because they are 

satisfactions of desires. However, we can also see that the non-philosophers make a 

mistake in thinking that they have thereby achieved the top, that is, genuine pleasure and 

genuine satisfaction. The money-loving man of the first pleasure argument, for instance, 

desires wealth because he thinks that it is money that's important, that it is money that 

will truly give him what he needs. As such, the satisfaction of his desire for money is a 

pleasure, specifically the pleasure of getting money as what is worth getting. And since 

his life is centered around activities of satisfying these desires, he thinks that his life is 

truly rewarding, that is, that his enjoyment of life is complete. 

Unfortunately, the money-loving man is mistaken about that. His life is not truly 

rewarding, because he has failed to identify what he actually needs. For genuine pleasure 

is to satisfy the most satisfiable part of oneself with what is most satisfying. Since the 

intellect and the things with which it is in contact are more real than corporeal things, the 

satisfaction of the intellect in contacting its objects is a more real satisfaction (585b-d). 

To live the virtuous life is to identify with reason as representing one's true self, and to 

satisfy reason with what it most truly needs. For, Socrates says, when the whole soul 

accepts the leadership of reason, harmoniously and without conflict, then each part of the 
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soul does that job which it is best suited to do within the whole soul, and each part of the 

soul enjoys the pleasures that are most appropriate and beneficial for it. 

Since the philosopher attains the fulfillment of his nature in the genuine provision 

of what his nature requires, the philosopher's pleasure is genuine. This picture of the 

philosopher has three implications that we should note here. First, for Plato the 

philosopher, the person of virtue, is not torn but integrated; reason leads, and desire and 

passion follow in unison with reason. This is important, because it shows how the 

virtuous person acts: for example, the virtuous person will not merely give to someone in 

need, but will give charitably, that is, willingly rather than begrudgingly, and with 

pleasure. In following reason, then, the virtuous person will not merely do good deeds, 

but will do them in the right spirit. This is important, because the difference between 

doing good deeds and practicing the virtues is morally important. 

Second, while the non-philosopher may endorse his way of life (as we saw in the 

first pleasure argument), he cannot do so in just the way that the philosopher endorses his 

way of life. For the philosopher's way of life is endorsed by the whole soul, by the 

rational, passionate, and desirous parts. The virtuous life is one of integration and 

harmony in the soul; reason leads, and the whole soul endorses the leading. But the 

vicious soul is out of harmony and torn; as we saw in our discussion of book VIII, non-

philosophers satisfy the wants of a part of their soul only at the expense of the other parts. 

By identifying with a part of the soul besides reason, the non-philosopher comes to value 

the wrong things. And while he may find a sort of pleasure in attaining those things, and 
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thus believe that his life is truly rewarding, he will never know the true pleasure of 

harmony and peace in his soul. 

And third, the difference between the philosopher and the non-philosopher stems 

from the fact that there are ways that it is good to be passionate, and ways that it is good 

to be desirous. Reason leads passion and desire into these good ways. That passion and 

desire find tremendous pleasure in their transformation indicates that their natures are 

fulfilled by what accords with their natures. Consequently, when passion and desire 

follow the lead of reason, they find their fulfilled and healthy condition. We know this, 

because they then find pleasure in all the right things. So when reason leads the soul, 

cach part of the soul receives what it most truly needs; each part is healthy and in its best 

condition.^* 

Now this is not to say that each part of the virtuous soul always "feels good." For 

one thing, virtue cannot stop us from being pained at (say) physical torment and desiring 

to be rid of it. For another, painful emotions such as regret or anger are sometimes part 

of an e.xcrcise of virtue: for example, a person who has no choice but to do something 

See also Kelly (1989), 179, who argues that since truth in this argument is a matter not 
of correspondence of statement to fact but of approximation to the Good, pleasures can in 
this argument be ranked according to truth, and can be said to be more pleasant the truer 
they are, since the truer they are the more they satisfy genuine human longing. Cf. Reeve 
(1988), 149, who claims that "Truth in pleasure is a matter of having the inanition that is 
a particular desire filled with what always and unalterably instantiates the form that is the 
natural object of that desire. But only reason knows what will truly satisfy appetite and 
aspiration, and how to reliably achieve it. It follows that 'those desires of even the 
money-loving and honour-loving parts which follow knowledge and argument, and 
pursue with their help those pleasures which reason approves, will attain the truest 
pleasures possible for them because they follow truth, and the ones that are most their 
own, if indeed what is best for each thing is also most properly its own . . 



201 

terrible and feels no pain of regret is not virtuous, but callous.Rather, what Plato has in 

mind is what I call "affective endorsement." The philosopher and non-philosopher alike 

will feel pain at torment, and the philosopher may even experience pains such as regret 

when the non-philosopher does not. But the reason that we can nonetheless ascribe 

genuine pleasure to the philosopher, and the philosopher alone, is that his life is a whole: 

with reason leading, the desires and emotions become transformed so as to be in unison 

and harmony with the rational direction of the philosopher's life. And it is this that 

makes it sensible to claim that the philosophers life as a whole is a pleasure, because it is 

a life lived to the full, with the whole self Indeed, this unique way of enjoying the 

virtuous life is a reflection of the wholeness and integration of the virtuous soul. Again, 

then, these pleasures are not the source of the value of the virtuous life; rather, they are a 

rcflcction of its value. 

This brings us back to our original purpose in examining this second pleasure 

argument. Once again I shall leave aside the tougher question of whether this argument 

is sound, and shall concentrate instead on what it purports to contribute to Socrates' 

larger argument. This second pleasure argument is an articulation of the goodness of the 

virtuous person, which previously had been left rather abstract. In fact, both of these 

pleasure arguments are meant to articulate the goodness of the virtuous person, 

understood as the health of the soul—and it was the health of the soul that Socrates had 

not c.xplained to his own satisfaction earlier in book IV. For now Socrates has shown just 

what this goodness or health consists in: it consists in each part of the soul finding 

For this point, see chapters 2 and 3 of Hursthouse (1999). 
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completion and fulfillment in the things appropriate to it, and in the whole soul endorsing 

and engaging in the sort of life that really is best for it. When reason leads the way, every 

part of the soul becomes fulfilled in its nature. We have evidence for this in the fact that 

each part of the soul finds its own proper and beneficial pleasures under the leadership of 

reason. If the pleasures of the virtuous soul are evidence for its fulfillment, integration, 

and harmony, then we can reasonably conclude that this kind of soul is the good soul— 

and we will have shown more fully just what its goodness is like. And the tremendous 

advantage of articulating the goodness and health of the virtuous soul in this way is that 

we can read off of this fuller picture that this is the soul that is well off 

By now it should be clear that in these arguments (assuming they are sound) 

Socratcs shows that the following thesis is true: 

c2. If the hierarchy of parts is right, then each part is in its good condition. 

It is through the discovery of their proper pleasures that we have evidence that each of the 

parts is in its good condition, and this happens when all of the parts are in the proper 

hierarchy. Since in his examination of various corrupt souls Socrates has shown that 

c 1. If the hierarchy of parts is wrong, then some part is not in its good 

condition, 

it follows that 

c. The hierarchy of parts is right if and only if each part is in its good 

condition. 

And since the hierarchy of parts is right in the virtuous soul, and nowhere else, it follows 

that 
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d. The virtuous person alone has the right structure between the parts of the 

soul and has each of the parts in its good condition. 

By proving this thesis, and by articulating the nature of the good condition of the soul and 

its parts, Plato has provided a powerful argument that it is virtue—virtue itseif—that makes 

us happy. So far from being in tension with the argument begun in Republic IV, then, the 

pleasure arguments of book IX complete that very argument.^'* 

So not only does Plato raise an important question in the Republic, but he also 

gives the right answer, or at least the right sort of answer. Plato's point is that in the 

virtuous person, and only in the virtuous person, the soul is in its perfect, healthy, and 

fulfilled condition, both as a whole and in each of its aspects; and the pleasures of the 

\ irtuous soul are evidence for this health. If that's what it is to be virtuous, then to be 

virtuous just is to live a happy life.^^ 

2. Can Pleasure ''Reflect and Reinforce" Virtue? 

Plato clearly thinks that pleasure reflects the priorities of the moral person: the 

pleasure which she finds in her life just is the natural expression and offspring of the 

health of her soul. It is also clear that her pleasure reinforces her morality, since the 

offspring of her pleasure is something which all humans prefer just by itself (cf. 357b). 

See also Irwin (1995), 294. 

I would like to thank Julia Annas, Scott Carson, Dan Famham, Gale Justin, Avery 
Kolers, Scott LaBarge, Mark LeBar, Joel Martinez, Mark McPherran, and Rhonda Smith 
for helpful comments and discussions on this part of the chapter. I would also like to 
thank the audiences at the University of Arizona, Wichita State University, Miami 
University, and the Fifth Annual Arizona Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, especially 
Charles Kahn, C. D. C. Reeve, Nicholas Smith, and my commentator, Richard Geenen. 
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But what is less clear is whether Plato's model of the soul can allow us to see just how 

pleasure can play these roles. In the previous section, I interpreted Socrates as arguing 

that the pleasures which are modes of virtuous activity obtain in virtue of the fact that all 

parts or aspects of the soul endorse and see the point of virtuous activity and reason's 

leadership. Socrates' arguments, so understood, require two moral psychological theses: 

one, that the pleasures of virtue are modes of virtuous activity; and two, that the parts of 

the soul are capable of endorsing and seeing the point of virtue and reason's leadership. 

Unfortunately, neither thesis seems available in the Republic. 

The view that pleasure is a mode of activity is problematic because the 

psj'chological model of pleasure that Plato offers construes pleasure as a kind of filling of 

a lack; this seems a very unpromising model for pleasures understood as modes of 

activity. And the view that passion and desire can endorse the leadership of reason is 

problematic because the very reason that Socrates says they require such leadership just 

is their lack of capacity and scope to reflect on the sorts of considerations that reasoning 

is about.So, for instance, if the desirous part, in achieving its greatest available 

pleasure, is able to reflect and reinforce the rational order of which it is a part, in virtue of 

what is it able to recognize and appreciate that order? Mustn't the desirous part have a 

rational part within itself? But it was meant to be a part of the soul, and not another soul. 

George Rudebusch suggests the following way of characterizing the differences 
between desire, passion, and reason: Desire is willing, in the way a vine can "willingly" 
cling to a trellis, but not conversant, while passion is conversant, but not reasonable, as a 
dog or small child can understand directions but cannot follow the train of thought 
leading to them. 
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If we cannot be satisfied on these scores, then Plato's model of the soul will seem 

to break down. As a result, it will be far less clear whether the parts of the soul he 

identifies are in fact distinct parts, and thus his account of morality as a harmony between 

these parts will be unmotivated. Our more immediate problem, though, is that Plato will 

have failed to provide a moral psychology within which pleasure could reflect and 

reinforce the rational order of the soul, at least in any robust way. I shall now take up 

these two issues in Plato's moral psychology in turn. 

2 . 1  •  I s  P l e a s u r e  a  M o d e  o f  A c t i v i t y ?  

Let's think about the first question first. It seems hard to escape the conclusion 

that Plato needs, and perhaps in some sense does, understand pleasure as a mode of 

activity in Republic IX. For consider the following question: If reason has its own 

pleasure, but reason is a thinking and not a feeling part of the soul, then mustn't the "little 

man" contain some feeling part within himself, in addition to the reasoning part that he 

represents? How could reason have its own pleasure? This question seems to rely on the 

mistaken assumption that the pleasure of the rational part must be a feeling. But of 

course some pleasures are modes of activities rather than feelings: playing a round of 

golf, for instance, can itself be a pleasure quite independent (roughly speaking) of any of 

the feelings that may occur during play. More strictly speaking, some pleasures are ways 

of engaging in activities, such as without the sorts of (internal) impediments that might 

have hindered the activities.^^ If this is the kind of pleasure which Socrates has in mind, 

then it is no longer mysterious how each part of the soul—whether it is the sort of thing 
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that "feels" or not—could have its own proper pleasure, since each part of the soul will 

clearly have its own unimpeded activity. And the activity of each part is completely 

unimpeded just in case the nature of each of part is completely fulfilled; as we have seen, 

this happens just in case the whole soul has the rational ordering of morality. 

Furthermore, there is ver>' good evidence that Socrates is thinking of the 

philosopher's pleasure as an activity and not as a feeling. In his third way of victory, 

Socrates makes what is bound to seem a very curious argument, that people who 

experience a release from pain as a "pleasure" are in fact mistaken (583c-584a). 

Consider Socrates' remarks below, and especially Glaucon's reply: 

Socrates: And you've come across all sorts of... situations, I should think, in 

which people are feeling pain and claim that there is nothing more pleasant than 

the remission and absence of pain. It's not pleasure whose praises they sing in 

these situations. 

Glaucon: That's because under these circumstances remission does become 

pleasant and desirable, I suppose ... (583d) 

Notice that Socrates' claim is that people who experience remission of pain are not in fact 

experiencing pleasure, but only think that they are. This is a striking claim: how can 

someone think that she feels pleasure, but not actually feel pleasure? Philosophers may 

be able to construct elaborate cases in which this may seem to happen; but Socrates is 

clearly thinking about ordinary, garden-variety, ubiquitous cases of mistaken pleasure— 

how can one be mistaken about pleasure in those kinds of cases? 

I argue for this strict understanding of pleasure-as-activity in chapter 2; these kinds of 
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Furthermore, Glaucon's response to this may seem even more striking. For he 

claims that the explanation why people mistake release from pain for pleasure is the fact 

that release from pain does become pleasant. How odd, to claim that the reason one 

mistakenly thinks an experience is a pleasure is the fact that it has become pleasant! 

Again, however, we find the assumption that pleasure is a feeling looming behind these 

questions as well. In order for Socrates and Glaucon not to be blatantly confused, they 

must mean that the pleasure they are discussing, and which those released from pain fail 

to praise, is distinct from the pleasant feelings involved in release from pain and, unlike 

those feelings, an objective state of the person. 

So Socrates ought to be thinking of genuine pleasure as something other than a 

feeling, if he and Glaucon are to make much sense. But is there independent evidence 

that this is what Socrates means? To answer that question, we need to look more closely 

at the account of pleasure given in the third way of victory. We can divide this argument 

into three parts: (1) a discussion of pleasure considered as a state (583b-584a), (2) a 

discussion of pleasure considered as a process (584b-587a), and (3) a proof that the 

philosopher is 729 times as happy as the dictator (587a-588a). For present purposes we 

can set aside (3), which we discussed earlier in the chapter. What is important now is to 

show that (I) and (2) are in fact distinguished as a discussion of a state and a discussion 

of a process, and to see how these two parts of the argument work in sequence. 

Socrates begins by noting that, as a matter of common sense, there is such a thing 

as pleasure, pain, and a state devoid of either pleasure or pain (583c). These can be 

pleasures are also discussed in chapter 4. 
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thought of as set along a line, with the neutral state in between pleasure and pain. Now 

the popular view is that, in addition to all of this, when one moves from being pained to a 

state of remission, she is in the middle at the neutral state (to [leza^v), and this is what 

pleasure (to x<^i'pciv) is. Similarly, when a person is experiencing pleasure and then 

ceases, she returns to the neutral state (to [leta^u), and this is what pain (to XuTiripdv) 

is. The problem with this view, Socrates suggests, is that pleasure and pain are both 

identified with the condition of being in the middle or neutral state. But that state is one 

of neutrality, rest, and quiet (liouxia), that is, it is a state of inactivity, whereas the 

experience of pleasure or pain is an active and dynamic (KivTiaig) (583e-584a). 

Socrates' use of verbs makes it clear that what is in mind here is a state, and not 

the process of coming into a state. For when he talks about remission and some 

experience coming to an end, he uses aorist verbs, which signify action completed at a 

time, and not continuing. For instance, Socrates says that the view one hears from those 

in pain is that the greatest pleasure is for the pain to be ended (TuaOaao0ai, 583d); and 

that remission (liouxia) obtains whenever an experience should be ended (Tiauor|Tai, 

538e). Clearly, then, Socrates first considers pleasure and pain as kinds of states or 

conditions of remission, and concludes that this view is false since pleasure and pain 

must be dynamic. 

Glaucon agrees, and says that there must be something in the experience which 

comes to be pleasant (583d, 584a), which (presumably) people mistakenly identify with 

the stale of remission. This leads quite naturally into Socrates' consideration of the view 

that pleasure is some kind of process, that is, not a condition of remission of pain, but the 
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passage toward remission of pain. Socrates says that this view is false because it simply 

leaves out a whole class of pleasures, namely the ones that involve no prior pain (584b-

c), and thus cannot consist in the passage from prior pain to remission. In fact, since 

these pleasures involve no pain whatsoever—neither presupposing any prior pain nor 

leaving any pain behind when they cease—they must be pure pleasures; pure pleasures, 

then, cannot be processes of escape from pain. So treating pleasure as a process of 

escape from pain will not do as a general account of pleasure. 

Of course, this analysis of pleasure as a process of remission does fit some 

pleasures, and in fact it fits most of the things which people call pleasures (584c). But 

the fact that the analysis fits them just means that these so-called pleasures cannot be 

pleasures in the purest, proper, and most full-blooded sense. This escapes most people's 

notice, however, because the process of moving from pain to remission is pleasant and 

vivid, and is often mistaken for real pleasure (584d-585a). 

Socrates gives the following analogy for these pleasures (584d-e). Suppose that 

three points are related vertically to another, as top, middle, and bottom. If someone 

were to move from the bottom point to the middle, she both would get the impression of 

upward motion, and would look back down at the bottom as though from the top. So if 

she didn't already know that there was a top distinct from her position in the middle, she 

would easily assume that she had reached the top. Analogously, those who feel pleasure 

as they move from pain to the intermediate state easily assume that they are experiencing 

what pleasure is in truth. But this is a mistake, since they don't realize that pleasure, 

properly understood, is something distinct from both the neutral state and the passage 
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from pain to the neutral state (584e-585a). Or to use another analogy, people who 

understood that black and white were opposites, but had experience of gray and not of 

while, would mistakenly assume that gray must be what white is, on account of the 

contrast between black and gray (585a). 

The mistake that people make in identifying the passage from pain to remission 

with pleasure, then, is a metaphysical one: they mistake a pleasant process for real 

pleasure, because they do not understand what the latter is, and are struck by the contrast 

between pain and the pleasant process. This metaphysical mistake is connected to a 

psychological one: by pursuing pleasure as a process of remission, people fail to satisfy 

the most satisfiable part of themselves with what is most satisfying. That is, the intellect 

and the things with which it is in contact are more real than corporeal things,"'^ and so the 

satisfaction of the intellect in contacting its objects is a more real satisfaction (585b-d). 

Now since being satisfied with what accords with one's nature is pleasant (585d), two 

things follow: first, the more real satisfaction of the intellect yields a more real and true 

pleasure (585d-e), and second, each part of the soul receives its own proper and 

bcneficial pleasure when it follows reason without conflict (586d-587a). People who do 

not identify with reason, however, seek after less real things to satisfy less real parts of 

themselves, and never find real satisfaction and hence never find real pleasure; instead, 

they wander between the "bottom" and the "middle," finding only impure mixtures of 

pleasure and pain, convinced that these mixed experiences are true pleasures because of 

their vividness (586a-d). Moreover, every part of such a soul fails to achieve its own 
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proper pleasure (587a). So true pleasure cannot be a state of remission, and it cannot be a 

proccss of coming to remission, either. 

Just as Socrates' Greek made it clear in the first part of the argument that he was 

discussing pleasure construed as a condition or state, he it makes it clear now that the 

thing falsely identified with pleasure proper is a process. For one thing, he stops talking 

of remission as tiouxtcc and instead calls it TraOXa (584b) and dnaXXdyi] (584c), terms 

which he had not used in the previous section. These two terms by themselves do not 

necessarily suggest a process of remission or cessation, but it is interesting to note that 

Socrates does make such a shift at 584b in his term for cessation. It is not unlikely, then, 

that Socrates turns from speaking of a state of cessation to something else. This is also 

suggested by the sense of the passage: for at 584b Socrates says that he is about to 

explore considerations which make it clear that pleasure cannot simply be the cessation 

{nctiiXa) of pain. Unless Socrates is being quite redundant, he must now be thinking of 

cessation (TiauAa, dnaXXdyr]) as a different sort of thing from that already discussed at 

583b-548a, namely riouxia. Finally, that Socrates turns from pleasure as a state to a 

proccss is suggested by the images of "moving" he uses to portray the false pleasures.^^ 

So Socrates' argument that only the philosopher enjoys true, pure pleasure works 

by distinguishing such pleasure both from the state of having been satisfied and the 

proccss of becoming satisfied. However, perhaps what separates the philosopher's 

This quite clearly reflects the sort of reasoning presented in the "Affinity Argument" of 
the Phaedo\ see chapter 2 for a discussion. 
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pleasure from the others is simply the fact that that pleasure presupposes no pain; it might 

still be the case, though, that the philosopher's pleasure must be some other kind of 

satisfaction, reintroducing the problems of treating that satisfaction either as a state or a 

process.""^ Indeed, the philosopher's pleasures do seem to supervene on filling lacks in 

In doing so he commonly uses the term (j)Epea0ai ("to be moving," 584d-585a, 586a) 
and other verbs in the first principal part, which signifies continuing action (the opposite 
of the aorist). 

Con. this analysis of pure or true pleasures in Republic IX with that given by Gosling 
& Taylor (1982). They appear to make two assumptions: (a) the implicit assumption that 
all pleasure must be either a state or a process, and (b) the explicit assumption that what 
Plato means to be discussing throughout the third argument is pleasure as a state (p. 113). 
As a result, they claim, Plato's subsequent discussion of pleasure as a process is an 
infelicitous slip, which results in a serious problem for understanding how smells can be 
true pleasures. For, they argue (p. 113), if pleasure understood as a state is false pleasure, 
then smells could be cases of true pleasures, since (presumably) they are not states but 
processes (cf p. 123); however, Plato fails to separate states from processes and thus by 
arguing that pleasures which he slips and treats as processes are false pleasures, he leaves 
himself no room for treating smells as cases of true pleasures. So, on their reading, Plato 
meant to denounce pleasure understood as a state (assumption (b)), but by failing to 
distinguish pleasure as a state from pleasure as a process, he denounced both, and thus 
left no room (given assumption (a)) for true pleasures of smell—or, presumably, for any 
true pleasure. But Gosling & Taylor give no argument for assumption (b), and indeed it 
seems that Plato's Greek and the very sense of the passage at 584b (surely it is not simply 
redundant) indicate that the shift from state to process is intended. And if that is correct, 
then it is quite incredible that Plato did not see true pleasures as a third kind of thing; it is 
incredible, that is, that assumption (a) could be true. So we can acquit Plato of this 
charge. 

A further disadvantage of Gosling & Taylor's reading is that they suggest that the 
intellectual pleasure/lDodily pleasure distinction simply maps onto the true pleasure/false 
pleasure distinction (cf p. 108 et passim), a thesis which Plato explicitly denies in the 
Philebus. In that case, it is quite a howler that Plato should introduce certain pleasures of 
smell as clear cases of true pleasures. However, if true pleasure is neither a state nor a 
process, but a kind of actualization, then it seems plausible (as I have suggested) that the 
two distinctions noted above will cut across each other (as in the Philebus). 

Finally, notice a complication which my discussion of true pleasure as 
actualization has thus far concealed, namely how the actualization/process distinction 
will not map onto the true pleasure/false pleasure distinction. As we shall see in the 
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the mind, as opposed to lacks in the body (585a-b). So does the problem with non-

philosophical pleasures get reintroduced in the case of philosophical pleasures? This 

question is more than academic. While it is clear that no pleasure can be a state of 

satisfaction (liauxia) because pleasure must be dynamic, it may still be the case that 

philosophical pleasures, just like physical ones, must be processes of satisfaction. And 

the pleasure of such a process would seem to be ill understood as a mode of activity. 

Should we conclude, then, that Plato in the Republic does not conceive of 

pleasure as a mode of activity, rather than as a feeling, process, or sensation? That would 

be hasty. For one thing, we have already seen at length how Plato's arguments involving 

pleasure make the best sense when we think of the pleasures in question as modes of 

activity. For another, if pure pleasure were a process of filling just like the physical 

filling of a painful lack, then it would be analogous to moving upward from the "middle" 

point to the "top," and thus the line from bottom to top should be continuous. However, 

this is precisely what is not said in the text. Socrates never gives any indication that pure 

pleasure is a motion from the neutral state (a state of no felt pleasure or pain) to a state of 

pleasure; if he thought that pure pleasure was the process of filling a non-distressful lack, 

then his silence on this point would be most peculiar. 

Moreover, we should expect a sharp discontinuity between the neutral state, pain, 

and motion between them, on the one hand, and pure pleasure on the other, since one of 

Socrates' central points in the argument is to establish the great chasm between pure 

pleasure and any other kind. Indeed, whatever else the claim that the philosopher is 729 

Philebiis, some actualization-pleasures will also be false. But we needn't worry about 
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times happier than the dictator amounts to, it is surely that the chasm between them 

represents an order of magnitude. Furthermore, Socrates argues that in the moral soul, 

and only there, does each part of the soul receive what is naturally suited to it, and thus 

what is truly satisfying for it. Clearly, then, the moral life is superior in pleasure not by 

having just "more" pleasure than other lives, but by having pleasure which is radically 

different in kind from that available to other lives. These considerations all make it 

unlikely, I think, that pure pleasure is just another kind of process of satisfaction. 

But if it would be too hasty to deny that Plato thinks of pleasure as a mode of 

activity, it would also be too hasty to suppose that Plato had worked out such an 

understanding of pleasure in the Republic with any high degree of clarity. I think it is 

best to conclude, then, that an account of pleasure as a mode of activity is what Plato 

needs, and clearly what Plato seeks; however, it is equally clear that he had not quite 

found it. Here, then, Plato's psychology of pleasure falls short of Plato's ethics of 

pleasure. 

2.2. Psychic Harmony or Psychic Control? 

Just as Plato needed, and perhaps worked from, one conception of pleasure in his 

ethical ircatment of it, but offered a different and incompatible conception of pleasure in 

his psychological treatment of it, so also Plato offers two incompatible conceptions of the 

relation between the different parts of the soul. We can see this problem especially well 

by focusing on the desirous part of the soul. For the reason governing the whole soul just 

is the reason of the rational part, and we are told that the passionate part is naturally 

that for present purposes, and so I shall leave it aside until chapter 7. 
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suited to be an ally of the rational part/' But the desirous part is what Socrates depicts as 

a wild, shifting monster. So even if that part of the soul is in its best condition, and thus 

has its best pleasure, when the whole soul is in order, it is still hard to see how this part of 

the soul could be endorsing the rational order of the whole. In other words, if desire is 

wild, brute, and monstrous, then it seems more like something to be dominated or 

controlled by reason, rather than in positive agreement or harmony with reason. And in 

that case, the pleasure of the desirous part could "reflect" the order of the whole in a very 

thin sense, at best. 

To the extent that Plato has an answer to this question in the Republic^ it is to be 

found in his subdivision of the desirous part in books VIII-IX. Recall that Socrates 

identifies three types of person who identify with the desirous part of the soul, namely the 

mercenary (or "oligarchic"), "democratic," and "dictatorial" types. What sets these types 

apart is their identifying with different classes of desire within the desirous part. Two of 

these classes Socrates calls the "necessary" and "unnecessary" desires (558d-559d; cf 

554a), with which the mercenary and the "democratic" man identify, respectively. 

Necessary desires, Socrates says, are desires which either cannot be gotten rid of 

altogether, such as the desire to eat life-sustaining food, or are beneficial for us to satisfy, 

such as the desire to eat fortifying food. Unnecessary desires are just the opposite, that is, 

they can be gotten rid of, at least through training and regimen (such as the desire to eat a 

large, complex diet), or"*" it does us no good, or even does us harm, to satisfy them. Since 

Presumably because passion as such incorporates a fairly broad conception of oneself, 
as is suggested in the "Leontius" example in IV (439e-440a). 
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the latter are unnecessarily expensive, Socrates says, it is with the necessary desires that 

the mercenary man identifies, while the more profligate "democratic" man identifies with 

the unnecessary desires. 

The third group is found within the class of unnecessary desires, and this division 

separates the "democratic" from the "dictatorial" man. For among unnecessary desires, 

Socrates says, arc some quite wanton and "lawless" desires (such as desires for 

outrageous forms of sex or crime), as are aroused in dreams unless one possesses a moral, 

philosophical mind (571b-572b). So we can distinguish between necessary and 

unnecessary desires, and within unnecessary desires we can distinguish between (what 

we may call) merely unnecessary desires and lawless desires, the democratic man 

identifying with the former and the dictatorial man the latter. 

Let us return, then, to the image of the desirous part as a many-headed monster to 

be controlled by the man with the lion's help (589a-b). Socrates there describes the 

monster as having "tame" aspects as well as "wild" aspects. The man and the lion bring 

the monster under control, then, by cultivating the tame aspects and eradicating the wild 

aspccts, so that all three beings can live together in harmony. So apparently there is some 

feature of the desirous part—its "tame" aspects—which Socrates recognizes as being 

Socrates leaves it quite unclear here whether unnecessary desires are those which both 
can be gotten rid of and do us no good or do us harm, or whether they are those desires 
which either can be gotten rid of or do us no good or do us harm (where the 'or' is 
inclusive). But while it seems plausible that, if nature is beneficent, there will be no 
desires which do us harm but which cannot be gotten rid of (as is consistent with the 
conjunctive reading), it is also plausible that (as I have argued in chapter 2) there will be 
desires which do us neither good nor harm (e.g. for a nice drink of wine, or an evening 
with friends), but which it would be unnatural to get rid of Hence I prefer the inclusive 
disjunctive reading. 
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capable of being aligned with reason, as opposed to being eradicated by reason. 

Furthermore, this alignment seems to be one more of agreement than of submission, for 

Socrates says that the man cultivates (Tpe4)eiv, TiOaaeijeiv, 589b) the tame aspects of 

the monster. This is significant, for it shows that Socrates is careful not to have desire 

simply denied, rooted out, or squashed in the soul ruled by reason (cf. 571d-e). Of 

course, in the best soul some desires are in fact to be eradicated, namely the lawless ones, 

and this is accomplished, Socrates says, by the cooperation of reason and the "better" 

desires (571b). This seems to refer to the necessary desires, which Socrates called 

"better" desires in his discussion of the mercenary man (554d-e). Some desires, then, are 

in fact necessary for our sur\'ival or for the quality of our survival, and these desires are 

capable of cooperating with reason to bring the whole desirous part into its good 

condition, by eradicating those lawless desires which represent the inferior aspect of the 

desirous part and which lead otherwise to a ghastly life. Clearly, therefore, our desirous 

part is in its good condition just in case the better desires cooperate with and endorse the 

leadership of reason."^'' These desires, that is, clearly reflect and reinforce the morality of 

the whole soul."'"* 

This recalls our earlier argument that the whole soul is in its good condition just in case 
each part of the soul is in its good condition. 

The question remains what is to become of certain merely unnecessary desires, namely 
the strictly eradicable but harmless ones (e.g. for wine, or for fun). Socrates does not 
mention these, but there is little reason to exclude them from the "tame" aspects of the 
desirous part. (Con. Waterfield (1993), 444, who in his note on 589b simply maps the 
distinction between "wild" and "tame" desires onto the distinction between necessary and 
unnecessary desires.) For one thing, there is no reason for such desires to be removed 
from a life which is properly ordered; and since it would be strange to disprefer or be 
merely indifferent about such things, given our nature, it is more plausible to think that 
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So Socrates sees the desirous part as being controlled by reason, where this 

controlling is not a matter of "dominating" or "suppressing" the desirous part, but in 

bringing out its best parts and thus bringing it into its own good state. Furthermore, the 

desirous part of the soul, when healthy, follows reason not blindly or in bonds, but 

cooperatively and willingly. As a result, the proper pleasures of even the desirous part 

reflcci the goodness of the morality of the whole soul. This means, of course, that desire 

and pleasure (like passion) cannot be entirely "brute," but must have cognitive 

components. However, this fact is remarkably ill-served by Socrates' depiction of the 

parts of the soul, and especially the depiction of desire, if one insists on pressing the 

dcpiction. We should mount a more careful expedition, then, of Plato's moral 

psychology, to determine whether desires and pleasures can have this needed cognitive 

component. For if they cannot, then once again Plato's moral psychology falls sadly 

short of his ethical evaluation of pleasure. We shall return to this topic in chapters 7 and 

8. 

But before we see whether Plato's account of pleasure will run aground, we 

should sec just how proudly it is capable of sailing. We can see the tremendous potential 

for Plato's account of pleasure by considering how it is illuminated by his conception of 

our final good, which is to identify with the divine aspect of ourselves, an idea already 

familiar from our discussions of the Phaedo and the Gorgias. This will be the focus of 

these will be included as preferred indifferents in the moral life. (See the argument in 
chapter 2.) For another, turning one's attention to these simple pleasures, and away from 
harmful or lawless ones, can be a way of eradicating wild desires and cultivating tame 
ones. Consequently, it is thoroughly plausible that Socrates' division of desires into 
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the following two chapters; first, we shall see how the Republic contributes to this 

understanding of our final end. 

3. The Republic and Identifying with the Divine 

We have seen in our discussions of the Gorgias and especially the Phaedo the 

emergence of the idea that the philosophers system of value is connected to the 

philosopher's identification with the values of the gods and with the divine aspect of 

herself One may well ask—as indeed some neo-Platonists did"*^—whether this should 

mean that the philosopher is an ascetic about pleasure. I have argued that identifying 

with the divine does not require any form of asceticism, on the simple grounds that there 

is no reason that it should. 

In the Republic, however, two things happen which advance our examination of 

this question. First, the claims in book IX that the philosopher's life is by far the most 

pleasant, and that this is a terribly important fact about that life, come more or less 

alongside the claim in book X that the philosopher identifies with the divine (613a-b). 

This means that the philosopher's final end (teAoc;) must not, after all, be in conflict with 

a rich appreciation of life's pleasures, properly understood. So we can argue not just that 

there is no apparent reason for that final end to require asceticism, but also that Plato 

clearly denies any such requirement. 

Second, we can now replace our rather weak description of our final end as 

"identifying with the divine" with Socrates' stronger and more informative description, 

'"wild" and "tame" is meant to distinguish necessary and harmless unnecessary desires, 
on ihc one hand, from harmful and lawless unnecessary desires, on the other. 
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"assimilating [oneself] to God as much as is humanly possible" 

(6i<; ooov duvarov dvOpajKO) 6p.oioOa0ai Oeco, 613a). We can know that this is 

our final end because this is what it is to practice virtue (eitiTTideuwv dpeniv, 613a-b), 

and it is in that that our happiness consists. Identifying with our divine aspect in the 

pursuit of wisdom and the practice of virtue, then, is becoming like God. 

However, this strengthening of Plato's conception of our final end may lead us to 

wonder whether and how a rich enjoyment of pleasures could be part of a life lived in 

pursuit of that final end. For instead of recommending that we identify with a part of our 

humanity which is akin to the divine (as in the Phaedo), and that we incorporate the 

values of the divine into our human lives (as in the Gorgias), Plato now seems to 

recommend that we liken ourselves to something which is not human at all. But then 

how could Plato think both that the philosopher is a thoroughly incarnate being on the 

one hand (in book IX), and that the philosopher assimilates herself to something 

completely disincamate (in book X)? It seems that Plato's philosopher is in the 

unenviable and, indeed, unhealthy position of both occupying the human world and 

fleeing from it.""' 

So the very idea which seemed so helpful for understanding the place of pleasure 

in the philosopher's value system, now seems to render that system incoherent and 

unattractive. What we need, then, is a way of understanding how divine activity can 

serve as a model for virtuous human activity; only then can we see how this model may 

See chapter 2 for a discussion of Olympiodorus and Damascius on this issue. 

An excellent articulation of this problem is found in Annas (1999), chapter 3. 
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illuminate the place of pleasure in Plato's ethics. This is the problem to which we shall 

turn next. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SOCRATES ON PLEASURE AND "BECOMING LIKE GOD" 

Although the idea has been almost entirely missing from Platonic scholarship in 

this ccntury, by now it should come as no great surprise that for Plato our final end 

(xeAoc;) is "becoming like God." We have seen this idea emerging in the dialogues we 

have already discussed. In the Phaedo, our xtXoc, is understood as identifying with our 

divine nature, reason, by which we come to understand truth and to structure our lives in 

accordance with the truth. In the Gorgias, Socrates is at his provocative best to 

underscore the point that the philosopher's interests and priorities are very different from 

those who are consumed with mundane things; rather, the philosopher seeks goodness 

and understanding above all, thereby aligning her priorities with those of the gods. And 

in the Republic Socrates says quite explicitly (as we saw at the end of the previous 

chapter) that our xeXoQ is "assimilating [oneself] to God as much as is humanly possible" 

(ei<; ooov 6uvaT6v dvOpcoTrcp 6|ioioOa0ai Gecp, 613a), which is equivalent to 

practicing virtue (eTi:iTr|6et3a)v dpeTT^v, 613a-b). 

This view is found perhaps most famously in the Theaeietus, where Socrates tells 

us that the true philosopher seeks "to become like God" (I76a-c). Moreover, in the 

Timaeus as well we are told that this is our final end, and the best human life (90a-d). 

This understanding of our xeXoQ lives on also in Ancient Platonists, such as the Middle 
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Platonist Alcinous,' who writes {Handbook of Platonism XXVIII) that becoming like 

God--or, what he says comes to the same thing, following God {Laws IV.7I5e; Phaednis 

248a)--consists in being intelligent, just, and pious {Theaetetus 176a-b); being just 

{Republic X.613a); and being self-controlled and just {Phaedo 82a-b).' Alcinous does 

not seem to think that there is any real difference between these formulations of our end; 

rather, the idea is simply that to become like God is to become virtuous. 

So the idea that our reAog is becoming like God has a central place in Plato's 

work and in the history of Platonic philosophy. We have already seen one implication of 

this view: if our goal is to become like God, whereas we are capable of pleasure only 

insofar as we are beings unlike God, then pleasure as such can be neither a good nor the 

good. In this chapter I want to look more closely at this idea of becoming like God, 

because doing so will bear on our present inquiry into pleasure in two important ways. 

Examining the idea of becoming like God will first allow us to complete the argument I 

have just mentioned. Second, it will be very suggestive of a way of understanding virtue 

and the psychology of virtue, and in particular the relation of virtue to things like 

pleasure, that will be a great advance in understanding how pleasure might fit into a life 

of virtue understood as a life of assimilation to God. 

Both of these tasks, however, depend on our getting clearer about just what the 

idea of becoming like God means. In particular, there are two unclear features of this 

' See also the Neo-Platonists Olympiodorus and Damascius, discussed in chapter 2. 

" Actually, Alcinous' reference to this particular passage in the Phaedo does not seem 
well considered; nonetheless, the basic idea is clear. 
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idea that it will be helpful to discuss here: first, just what the "like" relation is; and 

second, just what kind of divine activity is taken as a model for humans' virtuous activity. 

I shall discuss these in turn, as clarifying the first idea will help us with the first task, and 

the second with the second. 

1 • "Becoming Like God": What Sort of'Like'? 

As we saw at the outset (chapter 2), the eudaimonist moral philosopher is one 

who embarks upon moral reflection as a way of thinking about what is the best way for a 

person to be and live, or in other words to be eudaimon} So when a eudaimonist asks 

what value pleasure has—whether it is the good, the chief good, or a good—she is asking 

what place pleasure has in the good human life, what role pleasure has with respect to the 

interests and priorities of the happy or eudaimon person. The eudaimonist's evaluation of 

pleasure, then, is made within the context of a conception of our good and our final end. 

This suggests that we will best understand the analysis of pleasure in Plato's eudaimonist 

cthics by considering his conception of our final end. And we have already seen one 

implication of doing so: embracing hedonism as a good, much less the good, is 

inconsistent with our final end understood as becoming like God. 

However, there is an important complication in this argument. For likeness to 

God as a final end is inconsistent with hedonism only on a particular interpretation of 

likeness to God, and it is not immediately obvious what interpretation Plato himself 

would endorse. So in order to understand Plato's analysis of pleasure against the 

^ See Annas (1994a) for an excellent discussion of eudaimonia and eudaimonist ethics. 
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backdrop of our final end as likeness to God, we must first determine what likeness to 

God means. 

As I have suggested, the idea that for Plato our final end is to become like God is 

surprising; after all, scholars have frequently sought interpretations of Plato's conception 

of our final end, and yet this idea has received virtually no attention in this century, until 

very recently/ But in another way, this shouldn't come as much of a surprise at all, for 

"likeness to God" was for ancient commentators a stock description of the goal of the 

philosophical life.^ And it is not hard to see why we can describe ancient eudaimonist 

theories so easily in terms of becoming like God, for all such theories claim both that our 

lives aim at eudaimonia, and that the gods are perfect in their eudaimonia. Plato, of 

course, accepts both of these claims, so it is not surprising that he conceives of our final 

end as becoming like God. 

In fact, we could describe the Stoic xekoQ in this way: for the Stoic sage seeks to 

perfect his rational nature by identifying with the rationality of divine Nature, that is with 

God, who orders all things with wisdom and reason.^ The Epicureans believed that the 

wise person seeks complete tranquility, the absence of all bodily pain and mental anxiety; 

since the sole function of the gods with respect to humans is to provide an image of 

perfcct tranquility and blessedness, we could easily say that the wise Epicurean seeks 

.Annas (1999), Armstrong (1998), and Sedley (1999) discuss becoming like God as 
Plato's conception of our final end. 

^ Sec VVesterink (1976), 40 n. 6 on Olympiodorus 1.2.6. 

^ Cf. Diogenes Laertius 7.88-89; Cicero, De Finibiis 3.26, 31. 
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likeness to the gods.^ And Aristotle taught that the good human life consists chiefly in 

developing one's rational nature (the essence of a human being), both as pure reason and 

as subordination of the passions to reason; since God's activity is pure rationality, there is 

a sense in which Aristotle could be said to describe our xtXoc; as likeness to God. 

However, the fact that this conception is something of a commonplace only points 

out that the meaning of "becoming like god" requires fuller specification before this idea 

can become useful in comprehending Plato's conception of our final end, and its 

implications for his ethics.'' For one thing, we will surely need to see what Plato thinks 

about the nature of God; for another, we will need to see in just what sense of "like" we 

can ascribe this conception to Plato. For notice that Aristotle, the Stoics, and the 

Epicureans all thought that the best human life consisted in the cultivation of specifically 

human nature;^ so perhaps we can describe their conceptions of our xzXoc, as "becoming 

like God" only in some fairly loose sense of "like." 

In particular, the comparison of Plato's conception of our xzXoq, as likeness to 

God with the conception of the Epicureans, points out these two issues and their 

importance for an analysis of pleasure. First, unlike Plato the Epicureans believed that 

the gods experience pleasure,"^ and thus their beliefs about the nature of the gods would 

' Cf Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus 122-123; Cicero, De Naiiira Deonim 1.50-56. 

^ Cf. Annas' reservations about the vagueness of "becoming like God," (1999), ch. 3. 

E.g. Chrysippus, at Diogenes Laertius 7.89. Annas (1999), ch. 3 makes this point well; 
sec also Cooper (1998), 264. 

I.e. "katastematic" pleasures, the pleasures of being completely without need; see 
Diogenes Laertius 10.136 for the distinction of "katastematic" from "kinetic" pleasures. 
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make their hedonism consistent with the description of the ziXoq as likeness to the gods. 

Second, since they viewed our xeXoq as cultivating human nature, which is distinct from 

divine nature, they could not be described as endorsing likeness to the gods as becoming 

Just like the gods. Therefore, understanding Plato's views on the nature of God with 

respcct to pleasure is crucial for determining what likeness to God could tell us about the 

place of pleasure in the good life; and even though Plato does not think that the gods 

c.xperience pleasure, we still need to determine what sense of "likeness" to the gods he 

endorses, before we can tell what consequences this "likeness" has for the place of 

pleasure in the good life. 

We can deal with the first issue fairly quickly, for Plato holds that the experience 

of pleasure requires fluctuation from one's natural state, and since the gods transcend 

flu.x, they c.xperience no pleasure {Philebus 33b; see also chapter 2)." So one could not, 

for Plato, become just like the gods by taking pleasure as a goal. But this raises the 

second issue: Does Plato think that our zzkoc, is to become Just like the gods? If he docs 

not, then even though a human becomes like God by becoming wise and virtuous, a 

human's wisdom and virtue could be qualitatively different kinds of things from God's 

wisdom. Perhaps they could even be construed as the "measuring art," in virtue of which 

one would live the good life through the intelligent cultivation of pleasures. 

So if our final end is to become like God, is our end to become Just like God, or to 

becomc comparable to God in some looser way? The former conception I shall call the 

'' Nor do the gods experience (what the Epicureans would call) "katastematic" pleasures, 
which Plato claims are not in fact pleasures at all {Philebus 43c-44d). 
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"Homogeneity Thesis," since it takes human and divine wisdom to be homogeneous in 

kind, and the latter the "Heterogeneity Thesis." I shall argue that Plato maintains the 

Homogeneity Thesis. 

1 . 1 .  T h e  H o m o g e n e i t y  o f  G o d ' s  a n d  M e n ' s  W i s d o m  

As I have said, asking what moral value pleasure has is, for the eudaimonist, 

tantamount to asking what place pleasure has in the best life, which Plato takes to be the 

philosopher's life of pursuing likeness to God. What, then, is the philosopher's life like? 

According to Alcinous (XXVI1I.4), becoming like God has two consequences: first, the 

godlike person stands apart from human affairs and concerns, and second, the godlike 

person is always occupied with the objects of the intellect. The godlike person, then, 

does not live like other people do, but has priorities and interests which transcend those 

of the world of mortals. Plato is fond of emphasizing this feature of the godlike person in 

striking or even puzzling ways—so much so, that certain passages seem to stick out like 

sore thumbs from the rest of the corpus. In the Phaedo, for instance, the virtuous and 

wise person identifies with her reason as that which is most akin to the divine, and as a 

consequence loses almost all ordinary attachment to such basic goods as survival, gladly 

fleeing the mortal body which serves only to hinder her identification with the divine 

(80d-84b). This theme is continued vividly in the Theaeietus, where a consequence of 

godlikeness is one's desire to flee the mortal realm as quickly as possible. To this is 

added the even more striking claim that the virtuous person is so occupied with divine 

and intelligible things that she doesn't even know her way to the agora, the most central 

place in ordinary Greek social life; in fact, she is so distanced from human affairs that she 
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doesn't know whether the occupant of the neighboring house is human or beast (173c-

176a). 

Surely this goes too far; for Socrates also says in other places that the philosopher 

is involved in the world and in people's lives—indeed, this involvement is characteristic of 

Socrates himself, even in the Theaetetus and the Phaedo—and he could not be thus 

involved if he were so completely oblivious to even the most common features of earthly 

communities. In fact, Plato says in the Laws (899-905) that the gods themselves are 

conccmed with human affairs, however minute; and so the godlike man should be thus 

involved, too. Indeed, this point is apparent also in the Republic, for at VI.500c-d the 

philosopher is said to become as divine as humanly possible (cf. X.612a-613e), and thus 

works to improve people's characters.'" So we seem to find a fundamental tension within 

the notion of godlikeness itself: for godlikeness both takes the philosopher outside the 

world of human minutia, and also sticks him right in the thick of it. 

Now I certainly do not presume to have a solution to these problems, which 

would take us too far afield from our present task anyway. But I do think that such 

passages will become more intelligible if we see them as particularly striking ways of 

emphasizing a very real and serious point: wisdom completely transcends human affairs, 

and it is wisdom alone which the philosopher possesses purely qua philosopher. The 

philosopher considered as such knows the true nature of the good, and does not thereby 

know the nature of human affairs—indeed, what she knows so completely changes her 

priorities that human affairs can no longer provide the point of her actions. Of course, the 

See Annas (1999), ch. 3 for a good discussion of these passages. 
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philosopher will not at the end of the day be completely divorced from human affairs; but 

the philosopher, considered purely as philosopher, does not know the most basic things 

of ordinary human life. Philosophy is ultimately about other, greater things. This very 

real point of Socrates' striking remarks, I suggest, just is the endorsement of the 

Homogeneity Thesis. 

To bring this suggestion into sharper focus, let's investigate just what philosophy, 

considered as such, is about, and also what the relation is between philosophy and human 

affairs. Now the two features which Alcinous attributes to the philosophical life-

separation from human affairs, and focussing on intelligibles--are the same features 

which Socrates ascribes to the philosophical life in the Phaedo. The philosopher is 

separated from human affairs because she does not value the things which ordinary 

people value, such as the pleasures of food, drink, sex, and bodily adornments, refusing 

to lei such things determine her priorities (64c-65a). Rather, the philosopher puts all of 

her attention on the attainment of wisdom; and while this true wisdom is apparently 

available only for the soul which has been separated from the hindering body, the 

philosopher understands that the best approximation to it while physically alive is to 

identify her true self with her soul, rather than with her body (66e-67a). In fact, Socrates 

says, ordinary people who do not identify themselves with the soul turn out to have at 

best a spurious sort of "virtue"; their mistake, it seems, is that they actually subordinate 

their "virtues" to the very sorts of human passions which they think that those "virtues" 



231 

are supposed to master (68c-69d).'^ By taking her gaze away from the things of this 

world and focussing them on things of genuine value, the philosopher gains wisdom and 

virtue of the truest sort. 

This wisdom, moreover, consists essentially in the contemplation of intelligible 

things, things that are pure, eternal, immortal, and unvarying, and as the soul communes 

with these, it becomes like them (79d). These intelligible things, Socrates says, are also 

divine, and the soul is fit to contemplate them and become like them because the soul is 

akin to the divine (80a-b). By identifying with her soul—that is, with her divine nature--

during her life, the philosopher prepares herself to be fit to join the company of the 

divine, the immortal, the wise, the gods (80c-84b).'"' 

The philosopher, then, is the lover of wisdom, and as such takes wisdom as her 

goal; since this wisdom is communion and identification with the divine, it is the essence 

of philosophy to value this above all else. If the cultivation of this wisdom is what 

philosophy itself is really about, then philosophy itself is the pursuit of wisdom as 

something divine, and therefore continuous with the wisdom of the gods. In other words, 

the philosopher seeks to become like God, as that goal is understood according to the 

Homogeneity Thesis. 

Since this much seems clear to me from 68c-69d, I shall not explore here the 
difficulties which are involved in Socrates' description of the ordinary person's mistake. 
Sec Gallop (1975), 98-103, Bostock (1986), 30-35, and Weiss (1987) for good 
discussions; see also Appendix A. 

These ideas in the Phaedo are discussed more fully in chapter 2. 
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The Homogeneity Thesis, therefore, explains the odd, other-worldly description 

of the philosopher in the Phaedo, and this finding can easily be extended to the 

descriptions in the Theaetetus and Republic: philosophers are described as other-worldly, 

because philosophy as such is other-worldly; qua philosophers, that is, their priorities and 

interests transcend human affairs. This appears to be a serious point in Plato's thought, 

and if it is, then we can begin to understand why Plato's illustration of the philosopher as 

detached from the world is no sore thumb but a striking and jarring depiction of a crucial 

fact about the revision of the philosopher's priorities. 

We can also see an important advantage which the Homogeneity Thesis will 

enjoy over the Heterogeneity Thesis. For on the latter account, there is human virtue on 

the one hand, and divine virtue on the other, and these two are fundamentally distinct: to 

becomc a good human is to become one sort of being and to develop one sort of virtue, 

whereas to become divine is to leave all that behind and pursue another kind of being and 

virtue altogether. This would be especially troubling for Plato, who, as we have seen, 

takes our true nature to be divine; on the Heterogeneity Thesis, then, Plato takes our final 

end to be the denial of our very human nature, fleeing our world and the exercise of 

"human" virtues within it. By contrast, on the Homogeneity Thesis there is just one set of 

virtues, and one becomes like God by displaying these, not denying them. For in 

displaying the virtues the virtuous human is exercising true, divine, and transcendent 

wisdom and understanding on the stuff of the mortal world, just as God does. To become 

like God, then, is not to become what by nature we are not, but what we most truly and 

genuinely are. 
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1.2. The Homogeneity Thesis and Hedonism 

It should now be clear that Plato's conception of our final end as likeness to God, 

understood according to the Homogeneity Thesis, rules out any form of hedonism about 

our final end. For our goal is wisdom, which consists of our identification and 

communion with the divine (Phaedo 79d); this means that the wisdom we are to cultivate 

is continuous with God's, and sets our priorities above the things of the mortal world-

including pleasure. Therefore, pleasure is not the good, or even a part of the good. No 

moral theory which makes such an assertion can possibly be consistent with hedonism. 

A fortiori, likeness to God, according to Plato, is inconsistent with (what I have 

called) a "middle term theory" of the relation of virtue to happiness, which maintains that 

the pleasures of, accompanying, or (in some sense) identical to virtue are explanatory of 

virtue's contribution to happiness.'^ One way to see this is to return to the "Explanatory 

Hedonism" of the Protagoras. Recall our formulation of Explanatory Hedonism (EH): 

(EHi) The notion of right action is conceptually prior to the notion of pleasant 

action 

(EH2) The value of right action, nonetheless, can be explained only in terms of 

its pleasantness 

(EH3) Pleasure, as such, is always good 

(EH4) It is best to have most pleasure overall 

(EH5) Right action brings the most pleasure overall 

See chapters 4 and 5. 
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Now (EHi), (EHs), and perhaps (EH4) are consistent with the Homogeneity 

Thesis, but we cannot say the same for (EH2). For the philosopher, identifying as she 

docs with her divine nature, finds that her priorities are so revised that they transcend 

things ordinarily considered good, such as pleasure; so whatever we say explains the 

value of such right action, it surely cannot be its pleasantness. Since (EH2) is what puts 

the "explanatory" in Explanatory Hedonism, (EH) crumbles. Moreover, since (EH2) is at 

the heart of any hedonist "middle term theory" about the relation of virtue to happiness 

(sec chapter 4), such a theory crumbles as well. Moreover, since to treat something as a 

good in itself is to treat it as a contributor to one's happiness,'^ we must reject (EH3) as 

well, even if we recast it as 

(EH3.) The value of the pleasures supervenient upon right action is 

incommensurably superior to that of any other pleasures, and as such is always 

good. 

.A.t any rate, it is quite crucial that we reject such a claim as this, if we are to avoid the 

problems of treating pleasure as a contributor to happiness, alongside or perhaps in 

competition with virtue. This is precisely the issue that is raised by the Philebus, and we 

shall discuss it at length in the following chapter. 

This completes the argument begun in chapter 2 against any form of hedonism or 

"middle term theory" in Plato's ethics. For in order for Plato to be a hedonist, he must 

think that pleasure is what explains how virtue contributes to our happiness. But 

anything that contributes to our happiness does so in virtue of promoting our final end. 

See chapter 2 for a discussion of this sense of'good'. 
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Since our final end is to become like God, and since pleasure is not part of likeness to 

God, pleasure itself does not contribute to our final end. Therefore, pleasure is unable to 

explain virtue's contribution to our final end, or to our happiness. If our final end is to 

become like God, then for Plato there can be no such middle term theory. It remains true, 

of course, that Plato also believes that pleasure has some important place in the best life. 

I have tried to shed some light on that place by understanding the pleasures of virtue as 

preferred indifferents. I shall try to continue shedding light on that, in the next section 

and in the next chapter. 

2. Godlikeness as Virtuous Activity 

As I mentioned at the outset, the idea that our final end is to become like God is to 

be found in many dialogues, including Plato's great cosmological work, the Timaeus. In 

this section we shall look more closely at this idea in the Timaeus, for in that dialogue it 

provides, I think, a crucial insight into the nature of virtuous activity, which will be 

instructive for thinking about how virtue might be related to pleasure. 

In the Timaeus, the human life well lived is achieved when the "motions" within 

the individual are orderly in just the way that the motions of the universe are orderly (42). 

What are these "motions"? The soul of the universe, we are told, consists of two basic 

concentric spheres which rotate opposite one another. The outer sphere, on which are 

locatcd the divine fixed stars, moves with the motion of "the Same," and the inner sphere, 

divided into the many motions of the planets, moves with the motion of "the Different." 

Likewise, human soul also consists of two spheres rotating within the cranium, one with 

the motion of the Same and the other with the motion of the Different. Being rational, 
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then, amounts to allowing the motion of the Same to dominate within oneself so that the 

irrational parts of oneself—concomitants of the four elements out of which the body is 

composed—are subdued and mastered (42). In fact, in the Tiniaeus the universe itself is a 

living God, and it is said explicitly that the standard for our rationality is the rationality of 

God, which is manifest in the invariability of the revolutions of God (47).'^ 

The human soul, then, is composed of rotating concentric spheres, modeled 

exactly on those of the universe; and as the universe is rational insofar as its motions are 

orderly, so also for humans. Of course, the details of this account are far from clear. But 

what matters for our purposes is the fact that these "motions" in us are said to be akin to 

the divine, and in fact are the very thoughts and revolutions of the universe. By studying 

the harmonious circuits of the universe, we restore our understanding to its original 

model, and thus achieve the goal of living which the gods have set for us (90). 

This picture of human rationality and its modeling on divine rationality has three 

important implications for our purposes. First, it reinforces the argument of the 

preceding section, namely that the Homogeneity Thesis is true: strikingly, Plato suggests 

that we become like god by quite literally bringing our souls and our thoughts into 

harmony, with the result that we achieve literally the very same thoughts and harmony 

which characterize the soul of the universe. 

Second, it shows that rationality or wisdom is essentially active and organizing: 

the rationality of the universe consists not in some static awareness of truth, but rather in 

Indeed, even in the case of our physical well-being we do well by becoming like this 
God (89). 
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its dynamic activity of instantiating reason and order. Reason, that is, is not so much a 

feature of what this God knows, but of how this God acts. And third, the rational activity 

of this Universe-God consists in the way that the material constituents of the universe are 

rationally ordered. The picture of reason that emerges from contemplating the Universe-

God, then, is one of rationality consisting in the orderly, organizing activity of an 

intelligent Being in transforming and arranging the mailer internal to that Being. 

So the rationality or wisdom of this God is a kind of rational activity performed 

on matter internal to this God. How is this divine model instructive for understanding our 

wisdom? It is instructive because it suggests a radical and compelling conception of what 

vinuous activity is. To see this, let's look closely at Plato's description of wisdom in 

Republic IV. The wisdom of the city, he says, is a function of the class of wise 

philosopher-kings. However, the wisdom of the city is not a result simply of their 

presence (as one commentator has rightly noted), but of the way that they act within the 

city as a whole, namely in bringing a good life to each part of the city and organizing the 

whole city as a coherent and orderly whole. It is this harmony and organization that is 

the wisdom of the city. Likewise, a human being is wise not simply insofar as she has 

reason, but only insofar as reason is active in arranging, harmonizing, and organizing the 

soul as a whole. For Plato, then, there is no being wise, rational, or knowledgeable 

without one's wisdom, reason, and knowledge engaging in this kind of activity in the 

soul. 

This is not to say that wisdom is activity, without cognitive content. On the 

contrary, in the Phaedrus Plato discusses Godlikeness as "following God," and describes 
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it as a process of coming to have ioiowledge of divine and eternal truths. Wisdom, then, 

has a very specific sort of content. However, the wisdom which has this content is 

essentially a kind of activity—this is what the divine model of wisdom in the Timaeus 

points out so sharply. 

Although I cannot pursue the issue here in detail, nonetheless it is worth pointing 

out the implications of this view of wisdom and knowledge for questions of weakness of 

will. For knowledge and activity in accordance with knowledge are typically treated as 

distinct things separated by a gap: there is knowledge of what's right, but acting in 

accordance with that knowledge is quite another matter. Consequently, the business of 

showing that knowing what's right is sufficient for acting in accordance with that 

knowledge is thought of as the business of somehow spanning this gap between 

knowledge and action. However, on a Platonic conception of knowledge of the good, 

there simply is no gap for us to span in the first place. Plato has a radical conception of 

wisdom and knowledge of the good: it just is a kind of activity that involves all aspects of 

the self. 

Moreover, virtuous activity is identical to this activity that is wisdom. Note that 

the universe is a system in which there exists order in matter of its own. That is, the 

rational activity of the universe is activity that is exercised in its own material 

constituency. Likewise, a human is part soul, part body, that is, part divine and part 

mortal (cf. Phaedo 79b-80b), and since the divine is naturally apt to rule and master the 

mortal (79e-80a), the soul of a human will exercise wisdom upon another part of the 
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human herself—her desires, fears, and passions.'® These aspects of one's self are the 

"matter," as it were, in which virtuous activity is expressed; so also for the aspects of 

one's life, such as wealth or poverty, health or sickness, fame or obscurity. This view of 

virtue as wise activity upon matter fits nicely with the account of value we have seen in 

the Euihydemus (see chapter 4): it is the activity which determines the success of a skill, 

and not the matter in which the skillful activity is performed. 

Moreover—although again I cannot go into the tricky details of the matter here— 

this view of virtue as the activity of organizing the aspects of one's self and life, may cast 

light on how the virtues, for Plato, are differentiated and yet also reciprocal and unified. 

For the individual virtues seem to be distinguished by the different sorts of matter, 

internal to the agent, upon which they are exercised, for instance, temperance upon 

desires, and courage upon fears. If so, then a person who possesses wisdom will exercise 

this wisdom upon matter internal to herself, and thus her wisdom will be expressed in 

individual virtues. 

This will allow us to see, first, how the individual virtues are differentiated. For 

according to Socrates there are also some important distinctions among the virtues. 

These distinctions go deeper than differences in meanings which speakers assign to the 

various virtues. It is not simply the case that we do not say, for instance, that Jones 

displayed outstanding piety by standing and fighting the enemy, as though 'piety' could 

simply be substituted for 'courage'; rather, the virtue Jones displayed there seems to be in 

That Socrates categorizes these aspects of the soul under our mortal nature (the "body" 
broadly construed) is apparent from his description of that category as that of multiform, 
var>'ing, and inconstant things (80b); see the following chapter for a fuller discussion. 
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fact different from the virtue he displayed, say, at church. How can Socrates preserve 

this difference? The difference, I suggest, comes from the fact that the various virtues 

besides wisdom are the results of the application of wisdom to aspects of the self, such as 

one's desires or fears. This is apparent in the Laches, where Laches seeks to define 

courage in terms of the kinds of situations in which courage is displayed, for instance, on 

the baiilefield; Socrates, however, is quick to point out that the range of situations for 

courage is much broader than that, as it includes all of the many and diverse cases in 

which one must show endurance against one's fears, desires, pleasures, and pains (I90d-

192c). Socrates' point seems to be that our attempts to define a virtue like courage should 

focus not on external conditions for its use, but on the internal aspects of the agent which 

the virtue controls, such as the agent's fear.'^ What Socrates notes as essential about 

courage is that it arises from the application of wisdom to an aspect of the agent's self."° 

This suggests that the differences between the virtues are not trivial, or simply due 

to the different relations between one thing, wisdom, and external conditions or objects of 

the use of wisdom, like the accidental and rather artificial "differences" between sight 

when it sees something dark and when it sees something light."' For the same reason, I 

do not think that the virtues are differentiated (on the Socratic account) by their having 

Cf. Santas (1966), 440-442; Devereux (1992), 775ff. 

Fcrejohn (1982) and Hartman (1984) also suggest that the virtues are differentiated in 
icmis of the different objects upon which virtue is exercised; it is unclear, however, 
whether they mean those objects to be internal or external to the agent. 

The former conception of the unity of virtue was developed by Menedemus, the latter 
by Ariston; for an excellent discussion of these, see Cooper (1998), 249-252. 
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different primary considerations relative to different types of context of choice and 

action, either." Rather, courage is distinct from the others in that it is the application of 

wisdom to the self inasmuch as the self is given to fear, hesitation, and anxiety; 

temperance, inasmuch as the self is given to desire, passion, and appetite; and piety, 

inasmuch as the self is given to assign honor and dishonor to various things and persons. 

Justice is more difficult to place; as the Republic would suggest, justice is the application 

of wisdom to the self in such a way that these aspects of the self are all under wisdom's 

direction and control. 

At the same time, however, the virtues are all wisdom; this means that the 

virtuous agent is virtuous because of a single state of soul, namely the residence of 

wisdom in the self, and each of the virtues is, in an important sense, identical to that state 

of soul.'^ At the same time, each of the virtues is itself an application of wisdom to some 

aspect of the self, and thus the virtues will differ from each other since these aspects of 

the self differ. This means, though, that although Socrates accepts that the virtue-terms 

all name the same thing, the virtues themselves are not identical to one another. For 

'courage' (as it turns out) names wisdom, and so does 'temperance', but 'courage' names 

wisdom in a different disposition relative to the soul than 'temperance' does.'"* Still, 

"" This view is capably defended by Cooper (1998). 

Here I follow Penner (1973), as opposed to Vlastos (1972), in treating the reference of 
a virtue-term to be a state of soul, and not the class of agents possessing the virtue. 

Cf Woodruff (1976), 101-109, who argues that Socrates takes the essence of every 
virtue to be identical to the essence of every other virtue, without the virtues being 
identical to one another. However, Woodruff takes this to prefer (ii.b) and rule out (i), on 
the grounds that e.g. gold-in-ingots has the same essence—being gold—as gold-in-coins. 
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Socrates can say that the names of all the virtues name the same thing, since they all 

name wisdom, a single state of soul in the particular agent; and he can also say that each 

of them names wisdom in a unique disposition, relative to some aspect of the self, from 

the other virtues. 

So by thinking of God as the universe as a model for virtuous activity, we can 

understand that virtue, wisdom, and reason are not static conditions with some mysterious 

connection to action, but rather are essentially active, where their activity consists in the 

organizing and harmonizing of all the aspects of one's self and life. And the application 

of this idea to our current inquiry into pleasure is very straightforward; for pleasure is 

itself one of these aspects of one's self. One's capacity for pleasure, then, is quite simply 

part of the matter of one's self in which virtuous activity is expressed. Part of what it is to 

be virtuous, then, is to organize and harmonize one's pleasures in a rational way. 

This is more, however, than simply saying that virtuous agents get their lives 

together, and thus get their pleasures together inasmuch as they are part of their lives. 

Rather, it is to say that the pleasures of a virtuous life are part of virtuous activity itself. 

We can see this through our analysis (developed in the previous chapter) of the pleasure 

of virtue as a mode of virtuous activity. For taking pleasure in healthy and reasonable 

pursuits, bccause they are healthy and reasonable, is to make an affective endorsement of 

but gold-in-ingots is not identical to gold-in-coins. But to keep the analogy parallel to the 
relation of wisdom to the virtues as I have described it here, let us call a particular ingot 
A and a particular coin B, and say that A and B are made out of the same bit of gold (at 
different times), only in different arrangements; clearly, A and B both name the same 
thing, namely, that one bit of gold (and not merely the same essence), even though A and 
B are not identical to one another. The analogous relation between the virtues and 
wisdom can be adequately described only with (i) and (ii.b) in conjunction. 
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those pursuits—it is to make a judgment with one's emotions that the pursuits are worth 

doing. To take such pleasures in virtuous activities, then, is to have the affective and 

desirous aspects of oneself so transformed by wisdom that they embrace and agree with 

wisdom's leadership as such. This can give us a better grasp on what it means to call 

such pleasures "preferred indifferents": for while the pleasures themselves do not e.xplain 

why a life of such activity is a happy life, and thus they are indifferents, nonetheless those 

pleasures are a very part of the transformation of the whole self, and thus are rationally to 

be welcomed in the happy life. 

The pleasures of virtuous activity, then, are part of virtuous activity itself. We 

shall pursue this idea further in the next chapter, to see how this idea serves to clarify 

some very difficult issues regarding the relation of pleasure to happiness in the Philehus. 

However, we should note (as we did at the end of the previous chapter) that this account 

of pleasure as something transformed by virtue such that it is part of virtuous activity, 

requires a specific moral psychology. I have spoke briefly (in the previous paragraph, 

and the previous chapter) of these pleasures as "affective endorsements" of virtuous 

activity, that is, as judgments made by the emotions concerning virtuous activity. This is, 

I think, the sort of psychology that Plato needs in order to maintain the account of 

pleasure and virtue that he wants. However, it is unclear whether for Plato the emotions 

and other affective aspects of the self are capable of making such endorsements or 

judgments, for this requires just the sort of scope and reflection that Plato denied certain 

aspects of the self have, in order to distinguish these aspects from each other (see the 

discussion of Republic IV in the previous chapter). I shall turn to this problem in the 
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final chapter. But first, we shall see in the next chapter just how fruitful this 

"transformative" account of pleasure can be for understanding Plato's ethical evaluation 

of it. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE PHILEBUS: PLEASURE TRANSFORMED 

The Pliilebus is Plato's longest sustained discussion of pleasure and its value 

within the good life. As such, it also contains a shaq^er discussion of the psychology of 

pleasure and pleasure's many manifestations than we have seen thus far. So our hopes 

should be high that the Philebus will shed much light on Plato's evaluation of pleasure. 

Unfortunately, these hopes may be soon dashed, since the dialogue seems beset 

with problems. Among these are worries about the metaphysical theses which Plato 

raises and their possible connections both to his ethical project within the dialogue and to 

his metaphysics in other dialogues; worries about what it means to call pleasures "false"; 

and worries about how the dialogue might function as a whole. But I am not, or not in 

the first instance, thinking of these now familiar problems,' and I shall focus on other 

problems. It's not that these problems lack interest or importance; it's just that these 

problems do not draw our attention to the fact that the dialogue is about the place of 

pleasure in one's life as a whole." 

' The best overall guide through these minefields is D. Frede (1993), xiii-lxxx. I have 
also benefited greatly from her translation of the text, on which I largely rely in this 
chaptcr. 

' They also make it very difficult to believe that it was about the Philebus that Cosimo 
de' Medici wrote, in the following note to Marsilio Ficino: "I arrived here at Carregi 
yesterday, not in order to till my fields, but to cultivate my soul. Come as soon as 
possible, Marsilio. Bring with you Plato's book on the highest good—which by now I 
assume you have translated as you promised from the Greek into Latin—for there is 
nothing I desire more ardently than to know the way that leads most surely to felicity. 
Farewell, and do not forget your Orphic lyre when you come." (Ficino, ed. Allen, p. 3.) 
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Instead, I have in mind a trio of problems about that very thesis. For one thing, it 

is stated more than once in the dialogue that happiness must be complete and sufficient, 

and that this means that happiness must include pleasure (20c-22c, 60c-61a). This may 

suggest that pleasure is a part of our happiness. But this raises obvious concerns. For if 

happiness requires pleasure, then virtue might not be sufficient for happiness.^ 

Moreover, even if virtue is sufTicient for happiness because virtue itself provides the 

needed pleasure, Plato still will appear to give an account of the relation of virtue to 

happiness which he avoids and even rejects elsewhere,"* namely (what we have called) a 

"middle term theory." Recall that according to such a view, virtue makes us happy, but it 

does so through something else—like pleasure or desire-satisfaction—which is distinct 

from virtue or is a non-per se aspect of virtue. Either way we turn, then, Plato's 

insistence that happiness requires pleasure seems to turn away from what are central 

ethical theses in other places. 

Second, Plato's evaluation of pleasure proceeds on the thesis that all pleasure is a 

kind of process, or coming-to-be. This not only invites the familiar objections which 

Aristotle quite reasonably leveled against such a view, but it also suggests that Plato had 

a rather crude conception of the psychology of pleasure, a problem we have already 

glimpsed in connection with the Republic in chapter 5. In particular, Plato may thereby 

deny himself the resources for making any interesting connection between pleasure and 

This is the view of Irwin (1995), 336. 

See chapters 3-4 on Gorgias and chapter 5 on Republic. 
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activity, including virtuous activity; at any rate, it may become difficult to see how 

pleasure could reflect, reinforce, and express virtue. 

Third, when Plato does assign pleasure a role in the happy life of virtue, it seems 

to be a rather lowly one. This treatment of the value of pleasure is connected to the 

treatment of the psychology of pleasure, just mentioned: pleasure is simply the wrong 

kind of thing, metaphysically, to be worth much interest. In a passage we shall discuss 

further, Socrates tries to show that while neither reason nor pleasure can claim first prize 

in a ranking of value, pleasure at any rate cannot claim second prize either—it must be 

defeated by reason in the ranking. But Socrates' argument works too well, it seems: 

pleasure comes in dead last, and only to the extent that some pleasures are "akin" to 

reason. In that case, pleasure seems to be drained of any real value of its own; it is 

something extra which is allowed in by reason, apparently because we humans are too 

limited to do without it. 

In fact, this worry seems to arise not only in the Philebus, but throughout Plato's 

evaluation of pleasure, as I have construed it. For Plato, I have argued, pleasure cannot 

be a good because if it were, it would be a proper object of pursuit. But it cannot be a 

proper object of pursuit because treating it as such would mean identifying with our 

mortal  nature,  instead of  our divine one,  and that is  to fai l  to achieve the human zeXoQ. 

Pleasure, then, must be an indifferent. Of course, it is a preferred indifferent: what 

human would, or even could, choose to do without it entirely? Now I have argued that 

pleasure, in the virtuous life, is preferred because it is an expression of virtue which 

reflects and reinforces virtue. This suggests a richer and less desiccated evaluation of 
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pleasure. But if in the Philebus pleasure is merely a conceded addition to the good 

human life, then the Philebus would represent a sad step backward. 

It would be sad because we may well think that it would be far better to treat 

pleasure in the life of virtue as something transformed by virtue, than to treat it as a mere 

preferred indifferent. For instance, in The Great Divorce C. S. Lewis gives a figurative 

depiction of the transformation of aspects of one's life by spiritual enlightenment.^ One 

character in his story, for instance, carries with him a lizard that represents his drive for 

pleasure; the depiction as a lizard is clearly meant to illustrate how ugly and deformed it 

has become. Although the man would himself rather be rid of the lizard, he is extremely 

reluctant: he cannot bear to give up that part of himself altogether, and cannot imagine his 

life without it. Once he does give it up, though, he finds that although lizard dies, it is 

then transformed into a beautiful horse, and he discovers the beauty of which he never 

knew his pleasure was capable. He doesn't get rid of his drive, and he doesn't lock it in a 

bo.\. He changes it from one sort of thing to another, and makes it beautiful. 

What this illustrates is that surrendering one's life to wisdom and virtue need not 

entail the loss of aspects of one's life previously deformed, or their diminishment and 

subordination to other aspects, but can effect their transformation into new and beautiful 

things which increase the richness of one's life. This is a compelling and even stirring 

way of thinking about the changes virtue makes in our lives. It is certainly preferable to 

thinking of virtue as cleaning up questionable parts of ourselves and rendering them 

^ Lewis (1946), 98-103. 
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acceptable by keeping them off to one side. So why isn't Plato more like C. S. Lewis on 

this point? 

As a matter of fact, Plato is more like Lewis here than a first look at the Philebus 

might suggest. As we shall see, pleasure is transformed by virtue, not put to one side. 

Nor is this in tension with the fact that pleasure is a preferred indifferent; on the contrary, 

pleasure must be so transformed in order to be the kind of preferred indifferent (as we can 

call it) that Plato thinks pleasure is. Furthermore, this transformation requires pleasure to 

be something substantive enough to be genuinely e.xpressive of virtue. We shall see that 

while Plato does think of all pleasure as a kind of process (Kivrjoic;), for better or worse, 

nonetheless he does distinguish pleasures and attitudes toward pleasure which can play 

\ cry different roles in our life. And some of these are rich enough to be expressive of 

virtue. Finally, the transformation of pleasure by virtue goes along with a crucial change 

in the place we assign virtue within our happiness. For although we may start out 

thinking that the good life requires pleasure because pleasure is a pan or partial 

cousiitiient of happiness, we understand the role of pleasure in our lives quite differently 

once we have begun to appreciate the beauty of the life lived according to reason. That 

new understanding of pleasure's role makes pleasure an integral and rich part of our 

lives, without obscuring the relation of virtue to happiness. If this reading of the main 

ethical argument of the Philebus is correct, then we can more fully appreciate its 

contribution to our reflection about pleasure, virtue, and our life as a whole. 

But this is all bound to sound abstract and promissory, so let's turn to the dialogue 

itself. 1 think that we can best begin to see the transformation of pleasure by reason that 
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the Philebus suggests, by focusing on the transformation that occurs in one of the 

speakers within the dialogue. 

1 • Pleasure. Happiness, and Falsity 

As the dialogue opens, we come upon a discussion already with some momentum. 

This discussion is about the good life, and what makes it good. Philebus, now bowing 

out of the discussion and handing it over to Protarchus, has maintained that pleasure is 

the good and thus makes its possessor happy, while Socrates has maintained that reason 

and intellect are better for us than pleasure with respect to happiness. Soon, however, 

Socrates and Protarchus agree that neither pleasure nor reason alone can be the good, 

since neither of them alone is that by possession of which one lives the happy life.'' For 

happiness must have nothing lacking, but a life consisting of either pleasure or reason in 

isolation fails to give humans what they need. The life of pleasure without reason, 

Socrates argues, is a pleasant life but not a human one; and the life of reason without 

pleasure is not one that humans could choose. 

Protarchus, then, begins by maintaining that pleasure is necessary for happiness. 

There are a couple of things important to note about Protarchus' thesis. First, he seems to 

mean by that that pleasure is a necessary part or partial constituent of happiness. In other 

words, happiness requires pleasure because pleasure itself and as such has its own special 

value which pleasure contributes to our happiness. And even though he concedes that 

such a life must also contain things in addition to pleasure, such as reason, nonetheless 

^ For more on this principle for reflecting on the good, see chapters 3-4 on Gorgias. 
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pleasure contributes to our happiness in its own right in a way not dependent on these 

other elements of the happy life. 

There are a couple of reasons to think that this is Protarchus' view of the relation 

of pleasure to happiness. For one thing, this is clearly what we would expect from 

someone who had just been advocating pleasure as the good itself: in order to be a 

hedonist, one must think thai pleasure constitutes or determines our happiness. So even if 

one must give up such a strong thesis as that, the thesis one adopts in concession should 

involve as little concession as is necessary. For another, this view is suggested by 

Protarchus' reasons for insisting that the happy life must include pleasure (21d-e): no 

other kind of life could be happy, because no one could go on without pleasure. 

Second, Protarchus has a very ordinary view about what pleasure is and what 

makes it interesting. In the dialogue's opening, Protarchus is willing to agree that self-

controlled people have their own pleasures in their self-control itself, and that fools have 

their own pleasures, too (I2c-d). But Protarchus can't see what difference this makes 

about pleasure', the situations of pleasure can be opposed, but how on earth could 

pleasures be opposed? That is, people find pleasure in different things, but that 

difference doesn't make any difference with respect to the pleasures they find (12e-13c). 

What Protarchus must find interesting about pleasure is, roughly speaking, the 

"experience" of it: pleasure is a kind of sensation or experience, and it is that experience 

which matters for pleasure, and it is as that kind of experience that pleasure must be 
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included in one's life/ Now we need not suppose that Protarchus has in mind only 

pleasures as feelings as opposed to other kinds of enjoyments, as of activity; perhaps 

what he thinks is interesting about something pleasant is either the way it feels or the fact 

that it is enjoyed. But in any case, what interests Protarchus in pleasure is the kind of 

"experience" it is. 

Socrates and Protarchus then proceed on the grounds that neither pleasure nor 

reason can be the good; so the good life must be something besides the life of reason 

alone or the life of pleasure, but which contains both reason and pleasure. Still, Socrates 

and Protarchus want to rank reason and pleasure relative to one another and to understand 

what sons of contributions each of them makes to one's life. And so Socrates and 

Protarchus try, in the remainder of the dialogue, to understand what makes one's life go 

well, and whether reason or pleasure is more closely connected to this. 

Since the good life must contain both reason and pleasure, it must be a kind of 

"mixture" of these things. As Socrates will argue toward the dialogue's end, the good 

life is to be found in not just any mixture, but in a good mixture (6Ia-b). For that reason, 

it is important to determine two things: one, whether reason and pleasure come in 

different kinds, and whether all or only some of these kinds ought to be included in the 

good life; and two, just what kind of contribution each makes to the good life, since not 

all elements of a mixture are elements in the same way.'^ 

' Cf. D. Frede (1993), xviii-xix; (1992), 444; (1985), 172; see also Hackforth (1945), 16 
n. I, who unfortunately overlooks the dynamics of the disagreement between Protarchus 
and Socrates on this point. 
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Socrates and Protarchus make these two determinations in roughly that order; so 

let's begin with the first issue, that of classifying pleasures. Socrates has a very hard 

lime, however, convincing Protarchus that there is much point in trying to classify 

different kinds of pleasure, because, as we have seen, Protarchus thinks that the only 

relevant aspect of pleasure is its "experience," which is relevant regardless of the 

situation in which it obtains. What Plato is doing is recognizing how intuitive and 

per\'asive this kind of view is; he raises the view, but rather than offering a tidy refutation 

of it, he raises it only to move beyond it by compromising and allowing knowledge to 

come in many kinds as well—offering a promissory note, as it were. In the long 

argument that follows, however, Protarchus becomes increasingly appreciative of the 

differences, and the importance of the differences, between pleasures.^ This is no 

accident, for the point of the investigation of kinds of pleasures is to satisfy the 

promissory note with which it begins, that is, to make differences between pleasures 

palpable and relevant even to someone with a view like Protarchus'. 

Socrates and Protarchus begin by discussing pleasures that Socrates calls 

"false.The first kind of false pleasure has for its object an epistemic state that is false. 

These two issues are connected, as Gosling and Taylor (1982), 135, rightly point out; 
"The importance of [the dissimilarity of pleasures] is as follows; . .. the problem for 
someone wishing to live a good life is not how to produce as much as possible of a single 
product, but rather how to select from and blend into a harmonious whole opposing and 
dissimilar elements among which are opposing and dissimilar pleasures." 

While Protarchus will undergo a dramatic change in his attitude toward pleasure, we 
should not e.xpect his "conversion" to be much more than partial or preliminary; cf D. 
Frcde (1993), Ixv; see also (1992), 427f, 432. 
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Although the details of this class of false pleasure are difficult and have been the subject 

of enormous controversy," the basic point is fairly clear. One is often delighted to 

anticipate future states of affairs, as well as to reflect on present and past ones; in such 

cases, the object of one's pleasure—what one is pleased about—is a belief about such 

states of affairs. However, it is possible for beliefs about future, past, and present to be 

false, and when they are the pleasures whose objects they are are false as well. Of 

course, Socrates does not mean by this that these false pleasures are not in fact pleasures, 

any more than false beliefs are not in fact beliefs. Rather, Socrates distinguishes between 

what such a pleasure is—a kind of enjoyment, broadly speaking—and its epistemic 

status. 

It is a striking enough thesis that pleasures (and even emotions, 40c-e) can have 

epistemic status, but this is ultimately not the sticking point between Protarchus and 

Socrates. Where they disagree is over how these aspects of such pleasures—their 

e.xperiential nature and their epistemic status—affect their value. For Socrates argues 

that when these pleasures are "false," they are worthless (40e). This he says in response 

The sense of "false" in which Plato takes some pleasures to be false is a matter of great 
controversy, and not only in recent years; Damascius tells us of ancient disagreements on 
this score (§§166-172). Gosling (1975), 212, cf. 213, accuses Plato of"rank 
equivocation" on multiple senses of pleasure (cp. Waterfield (1982), 25), but D. Frede 
(1993), .xlv, is surely right that the equivocation is deliberate and innocuous (see, e.g., 
41a); see also (1992), 442f 

" I am persuaded that D. Frede (1985), 171ff, (1993), xlv-xlviii presents the best account 
of this kind of false pleasure; see also Penner (1970); D. Frede (1992), 444-446. Those 
with philosophical bowels of bronze who may wish to review this long-standing debate, 
should see Gosling (1959), (1961), (1975), 215-219; Kenny (1960); McLaughlin (1969); 
Dybikowski (1970); Hampton (1987), (1990), 54ff; see also Waterfield (1982), 24; 
Tenkku(1956), 193. 
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to Protarchus' claim that strictly speaking only the beliefs accompanying the pleasures 

are false, and not the pleasures themselves (37e-38a). Socrates' response, then, is to say 

that the falsity of the pleasures actually infects their value (38a-40e). Protarchus 

concedes that pleasures can be false in Socrates' sense, but he disagrees that such falsity 

of a pleasure makes the pleasure worthless (41a). 

This disagreement on Protarchus' part is not at all surprising, given his general 

view about why pleasure matters and how it contributes to our lives. If what matters 

about pleasure is its nature as an experience, and if this experience is (by itself a part oQ 

what makes us happy, it is difficult to see how pleasure could ever be worthless, so long 

as it obtains. Here we find another deep disagreement between Socrates and 

Protarchus—and we also find another promissory note (41a). Again, what Socrates must 

do is not offer a tidy refutation, but dig in and change Protarchus' mind; for it is not 

enough simply to show Protarchus that pleasure can be worthless, but he must also show 

him how that can be the case.'" 

So Socrates moves on to another kind (41a-b) of false pleasure, which is also false 

in respect of its epistemic status, although in a different way. This kind of falsity 

involves false estimations of less proximate pleasures and pains (41a-42c). I think that 

Jerry Seinfeld makes an interesting observation about the kinds of mistakes Socrates has 

in mind. For he distinguishes between "Night Guy" and "Morning Guy": Night Guy 

always wants to stay out late, go to more parties, and have more to drink, leaving it to 

Morning Guy to do deal with the consequences; Morning Guy, not surprisingly, hates 

'• 1 thank George Rudcbusch for the latter way of putting the point. 
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Night Guy, who doesn't give him the least thought.'^ By thinking of himself in the 

evening as "Night Guy," the "guy" allows himself to indulge in pleasures without 

thinking about the pains he'll feel later—that's "Morning Guy's" problem, after all. Of 

course, the same guy is also Morning Guy, and he despises the Night Guy he was the 

night before. 

This is, I think, the kind of case Socrates has in mind: we overestimate the 

pleasure, for instance, that we experience now, by underestimating the pain that we will 

e.xperience later as a result; and we do so because of the proximity—in Seinfeld's terms, 

we do so because Morning Guy will be around tomorrow, but tonight it's time for Night 

Guy. This allows us to enjoy our pleasures at night under the description of pleasures 

that will not bring pains which we will really have to pay for—that's Morning Guy's job, 

and problem. But of course we are wrong about that. It's not really that one guy enjoys 

himself tonight and a different guy suffers tomorrow; there is just one guy who is the 

agent continuing through the whole thing. Of course, it is possible for someone to realize 

that he will suffer in the morning for what he does tonight, decide that the enjoyment is 

nonetheless worth the suffering, and be right about it.''^ This need not be a case of false 

J •> 
' Jerry Seinfeld puts it this way: "I never get enough sleep. I stay up late at night, 

because I'm Night Guy. Night Guy wants to stay up late. What about getting up after 
five hours' sleep? Oh, that's Morning Guy's problem. 'That's not my problem, I'm 
Night Guy. I stay up as late as I want.' So you get up in the morning, the alarm, you're 
exhausted, you're groggy, oh you hate that Night Guy! You see. Night Guy always 
screws Morning Guy. There's nothing Morning Guy can do. The only thing Morning 
Guy can do is try and oversleep often enough so that Day Guy loses his job, and Night 
Guy has no money to go out any more." (From Seinfeld, "The Glasses," Thursday 30 
September 1993, 9:00 p.m., NBC.) 

1 thank Bill Oberdick for pressing me on this point. 



257 

pleasure, and I do not think that it is; at any rate, Socrates does not say. But the case that 

Socrates has in mind is different: it is the case of enjoying oneself tonight, at least 

partially by disconnecting that enjoyment from tomorrow's suffering. 

Most commentators understand Socrates to be speaking rather of exaggerated 

estimations of future pleasure, owing to the proximity of one's current situation.'^ This 

reading is motivated by Socrates' restatement of his earlier point about the soul's desiring 

the condition opposite to the actual condition of the body (41b-d), which may suggest 

that anticipation of a future pleasure is again what he has in mind. But the great 

disadvantage of this kind of reading is that it makes very little sense of Socrates' 

comparison of this error in pleasure with a purportedly analogous error in visual 

judgment, in which the relative proximity of observed objects leads to false opinions 

about their sizes (41e-42c).'^ For the analog of exaggerating a future pleasure would be 

to overestimate the size of a more distant object, an uncommon visual error indeed.'^ 

See Gosling (1975), 219f, and Mooradian (1995), for different versions of this reading; 
cf D. Frede (1993), xlviii-xlix. Gosling argues that this second kind of false pleasure is a 
special type of the first: it obtains, he says, when one is in distress, anticipates pleasure, 
and exaggerates that pleasure because of the current distress. Mooradian argues that the 
second kind of falsity occurs when a pleasure gives rise to a false opinion, unlike the first 
kind in a which false opinion gives rise to a false pleasure (cf. 42a); rather, one conceives 
of a future pleasure, enjoys the act of contemplating it, and tacitly concludes to an 
exaggerated estimation of that pleasure, owing to a disparity between the future pleasure 
and the current enjoyment of contemplating it. 

Gosling (1975), 219, recognizes this difficulty. 

Mooradian (1995), 108, 110-112, suggests construing the visual analog as seeing 
something distant, being appeared to so-and-so, and concluding to a misestimation of the 
thing's magnitude; hence the visual appearance, like contemplating of pleasure, is faulty 
evidence, and in this sense the pleasure of the contemplating is false. But, as Mooradian 
(p. 1100 recognizes, a visual appearance has representation content, whereas a pleasure 
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It is more likely, then, that Socrates restates the point about the cohabitation of 

pleasures and pains not to direct the argument once again to anticipation of pleasure, but 

simply to show that the pleasures he has in mind always obtain in the context of some 

pain to which they are connected. In the first kind of case, the pleasure obtains against 

the background of some current pain; in the second, the pleasure is enjoyed as having a 

minimal price in future pain, and consequently is seen as having a greater relative 

proportion to that pain."* But this pleasure, as the e.xperience of a continuing agent, is not 

as great as it seems to be, and so is false. And its falsity should worry us if we are 

concerned to think of ourselves primarily as continuing agents, as "Night Guy" does not. 

Interestingly, Protarchus here agrees with Socrates that the pleasure we 

overestimate is a false one. This is surprising, not only because of his earlier hesitation 

about these kinds of judgments, but also because it is unclear how I might be 

experiencing less pleasure now than I think I am, just because I underestimate the pain 

that will result. How can that be? It is important to note that this is not a false belief 

about pleasure, which would not itself render the pleasure false. Rather, this is a mistake 

of contemplat//zg does not—it is an event. What he requires, then, is an inference from 
"is faulty evidence" to "is false." However, there is no such thing as "faulty evidence" 
simpliciter, but only evidence which is faulty for some proposition or other; X may be 
faulty evidence that p, but perfectly good evidence that q. Since the difference in 
representational content between the pleasure of contemplatzwg and a visual appearance 
makes them differ with respect to the gap between the "evidence" and what it is evidence 
for, 1 am very suspicious of the inference from "faulty evidence" to "false" in the case of 
pleasures of contemplatmg. Moreover, the kinds of "misestimation" remain opposites on 
Mooradian's reading, just as on Gosling's reading. 

This view is also taken by Waterfield (1982), 105 n. I ad 42b. Cf. D. Frede (1993), 
xlix, who notes that in this kind of case pleasure is enjoyed having a certain size and 
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about the pleasantness we experience as continuing agents: it's not that we don't at 

present experience the pleasure we think we do, or as much as think we do, but that we 

fail to appreciate what that pleasure contributes to the overall experience of the pleasant 

and painful events. Protarchus agrees that this mistake renders the pleasure false (42c), 

but this time he does not repeat his familiar refrain that the value of pleasure remains 

untouched by such qualifications. Why does he make this change? 

We might think that Protarchus goes along with Socrates simply because the issue 

of the value of such pleasure is left aside of the discussion of its epistemic status. But 

that cannot be the reason, for Protarchus is the one who raised the point about the value 

of pleasure in response to the point about its epistemic status (37e-38a); so if the point 

doesn't get raised here, that is presumably because Protarchus doesn't feel moved to raise 

it. Rather, Protarchus omits his refrain about the untouchable value of pleasure because 

he is becoming less confident in it. And I think we can see why. For when we think of, 

say, the partying and the suffering as causally connected in the experience of a single 

agent, it becomes much harder to see how the contribution of the pleasure to that whole 

experience is above question. We can think that the value of that pleasure is untouchable 

only by failing to comprehend ourselves fully as continuing agents. But pleasure was 

supposed to be a constituent of our happiness, that is, something that contributes to the 

value of our life as a whole. This kind of false pleasure, however, is in tension with that 

way of thinking of ourselves, and it is hard to see how such pleasure contributes to our 

lives as a whole. 

price" (emphasis in original); cf (1992), 446-448, for an analysis that proceeds through 
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Protarchus, then, is beginning to see that his evaluation of pleasure must be 

connected to his conception of himself as a continuing agent living a whole life, and this 

begins slowly to change his evaluation of pleasure.'^ Socrates continues with other 

kinds of false pleasures whose value is also clearly up for question. The third kind, he 

says, has an even greater falsity than the first two (42c). Unlike the other false pleasures, 

these are false in the sense that they are not really pleasures at all. These "pleasures" are 

what some people mistake for a state without any perceived change or motion (42c-43d); 

this is a state of absence of pain. Since it is, from our perspective,"" static and not 

dynamic, this cannot really be a pleasure; people only imagine that it is (43e-44a). 

the e.xample of Esau's choosing a dish of lentils over his birthright. 

As Annas (1999), 155, notes, there is congruence on this point in the Gorgias and the 
Pliilebus\ for in both Plato argues that, "Pursuit of pleasure unrestrained by the virtues 
turns out to be a kind of floundering, a pursuit of local satisfaction at the cost of overall 
coherence." (See chapter 3 and my discussion of Gorgias 494c ff; cf. Irwin (1995), 331.) 

Irwin (1995), 329 (cf. 327f, 333-335), also sees Plato's strategy as drawing our 
attention to thinking about lives, not just experiences: "Plato's task . .. [is] to show that 
there is something clearly bad about each of these lives [corresponding to the four kinds 
of false pleasure] and that a hedonist cannot identify what is bad about them." He also 
notes astutely that hedonist responses to his discussions of false pleasures—e.g. that the 
pleasure is distinct in being and value from the mistake associated with them—would be 
of no help in fending off this strategy: "The account of false anticipatory pleasures 
suggests the general form of Plato's objection to the different sorts of false pleasures. In 
order to have false anticipatory pleasures, we must suffer from some recognizable defect. 
. . We are justified in preferring to be free of this defect, and so the sort of life that cannot 
e.xist without the defect cannot be the best life.... If we could have a life that contained 
pleasure without the cognitive defect involved in false anticipatory pleasure, then we 
would have reason to prefer that life over the one containing false anticipatory pleasure; 
but the hedonist requires us to say that the two lives are equally good. This is the basis of 
a legitimate objection to hedonism." (p. 330) 

This qualification captures Socrates' concession to the view that nothing is ever static, 
but always changing and moving; this does not affect his case, he says, since pleasure 
obtains only when the changes and motions are perceived by us (42d-43d). This 



261 

Socrates does not draw a conclusion from this analysis; rather, he treats it as 

leading to the analysis of the final kind of false pleasure, through a notoriously 

mysterious transition (44b-d). I don't think it would be wise, then, to press Socrates' 

comments here, for the next kind of false pleasure is clearly more interesting to him. 

Still, we should be able to see how thinking about this kind of false pleasure might 

contribute to an evaluation of pleasure. Now Socrates ought not to think that, because 

these kinds of false pleasures are /jo«-pleasures, something follows about the status of 

pleasures. That would be like thinking that because false pregnancies are false, for 

instance, something follows about actual pregnancies, such as that some of them are 

"false.""' Likewise, a point about non-pleasures clearly does not hold thereby for actual 

pleasures. So what can Socrates think his comments about non-pleasures tell us about 

actual pleasures? 

With rare exception, this argument usually does not draw comment. But the 

argument seems to have the same form as an argument, for instance, purporting to show 

that some cases of knowledge are false, on the grounds that some things that appear or 

are thought to be knowledge are not knowledge after all. Socrates' argument would be 

much less odd if he were to treat this as a case of actual pleasure misdescribed, and then 

give it its proper description; this would allow him to classify the experience as an actual 

but false pleasure, consisting in, say, an anticipation of something as pleasure which is 

suggests, unfortunately, that Plato has little room in the psychology of the Philebiis for 
modal pleasures, i.e. pleasures that supervene on activity as a whole, and need not be 
pleasant perceptions experienced by the agent during the activity. 



262 

not pleasure." But while Socrates makes a similar move in Republic IX," such a move 

is conspicuously absent from the present passage. Nor should Socrates merely be 

classifying ways of talking about pleasures as "false."""' If that were so, then his inquiry 

here would be completely severed from the kinds of classificatory issues raised in the 

earlier part of the dialogue; moreover, it is difficult to see what real concern such a verbal 

point should raise in Protarchus' mind. 

Perhaps Socrates' point is to show what he suggested earlier, namely that a person 

can think that she is experiencing pleasure but be mistaken (36e)."^ Socrates' argument 

would be sufficient to show that. But we are still left wondering why it would be 

important to show that—again, what would that show about pleasure! 

I think that his point is a simpler one, namely that we should learn from those who 

treat as supremely valuable a state about which they are fundamentally mistaken. There 

isn't anything particularly worrisome about thinking that the absence of pain is pleasure; 

that should be no more worrisome than most false beliefs about psychology. The worry 

is that people might prize this condition and give it pride of place in their lives, on the 

grounds that it is the greatest pleasure and as such worth pursuing. These people would 

The analogy between the third kind false pleasures and false pregnancy comes from D. 
Frcde (1993), xlix. 

This is suggested by Gosling (1975), 220, who is exceptional for commenting on the 
oddity of this argument on its face. 

See 583c ff, and my discussion of this passage in chapter 5. 

-"•Cf D. Frede (1992), 448. 

Cf. D. Frede (1992), 448. 
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be pseudo-hedonists, as it were: they don't actually pursue pleasure, but they think that 

they do—in fact, they seek what they seek on the grounds that it is pleasure. Ironically, 

this view is held by staunch anti-hedonists, who maintain on its basis that pleasure is 

nothing but an illusion (44b-d)! What this shows is that the pseudo-hedonists do not 

merely have a false belief, but live their lives as they do on the basis of a false belief. 

Again, the good life requires not just some kind of satisfaction, but the satisfaction and 

living that make sense in the light of our interest in our lives as a whole. 

So the third kind of false pleasure shows us something not about pleasure per se 

but about the pitfalls of pursuing pleasure as a xeXog. It is not enough to take pleasure as 

one's T£/.o<;, because it is possible to pursue it in a mistaken way; bui surely the life well 

lived is not lived in a mistaken way. This is not, of course, a particularly special point 

about pleasure. But what it shows is that whatever one's xeXoQ, one needs reason in 

order to pursue it correctly and bring proper order to one's life. Socrates will show later 

in the dialogue that once we commit to reason in this way, it takes on a life of its own and 

constrains what in fact we can reasonably take our xzXoc, to be. But for now, Socrates' 

argument shows that we must think about ourselves as agents whose lives need proper 

order, and that we commit to reason in order to attain that order. 

The fourth and final class of false pleasures"*^ that Socrates discusses are the 

"most intense" ones (44d-45a), which involve a mixture of pleasure and pain. Although, 

strictly speaking, pleasures belong only to the soul because desires do (35c-d), we can 

nonetheless distinguish pleasures which arise primarily (a) through the body, (b) through 
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both the body and the soul, and (c) through the soul. The most intense pleasures arising 

through the body, Socrates says, are mixed with pain: the greater, and hence more 

painful, the preceding desire, the more intense the pleasure of satisfying the desire (45b). 

These kinds of experiences are evidently cases of satisfying-while-lacking, or the like, 

such as satisfying hunger while it is strong, satisfying sexual desire while it is passionate, 

and scratching while one itches. These experiences, Socrates says, are so intensely 

pleasant because they are mixed with enough pain to "spike" them, as it were, but little 

enough that there is still a preponderance of pleasure (45e-46b)."' 

The nature of this "mixture" of pleasure and pain is discussed in far more detail in 

Socrates' analysis of intense pleasures of the soul (47d-50e). Unfortunately, the example 

which Socrates focuses on is the enjoyment of comedy, and it is unclear how pain could 

be involved in that. Plato explicitly recognizes how peculiar this example is (48b), and 

he attempts to clarify it by giving an account of the nature of comedy and our enjoyment 

of it. But again unfortunately, Plato's account of comedy is at least as idiosyncratic as 

the view it is meant to illuminate, and it is unlikely that it will resonate with us."^ Still, 

Plato makes his account of comedy clear (even if odd), and as such it does shed light on 

what it means for pleasures to be mixed with pain. 

I follow D. Frede (1993), 1, in considering the mixed pleasures as kinds of false 
pleasures; see also Irwin (1995), 329. 

It is a well-established point that these pleasures are equivalent to those prized by 
Callicles in the Gorgias; see chapter 3. 

It's not so unlikely, however, that Plato's account of comedy would have resonated 
with those for whom Greek Middle Comedy was paradigmatic; but I cannot pursue this 
issue here. 
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In order to explain the mixture of pain with the pleasure of comic laughter, 

Socrates returns to one of the pleasant-and-painful emotions they agreed upon earlier, 

malice {(J)06vo^). Malice is a complex experience. First of all, it is a pain of the soul, 

but in virtue of it the malicious person takes pleasure at the bad lot of his neighbors (48b). 

This suggests that malicious delight presupposes a state of the soui which is painful or 

distressful, namely malice, a feeling of ill-will towards another, or a desire to see him 

come to a bad pass;"^ this state manifests itself in the enjoyment of these misfortunes 

when they come about. So malicious delight is a mixture of pleasure and pain in that it is 

an enjoyment of others' misfortunes which presupposes some unpleasant attitude toward 

those others; the enjoyment of their misfortunes has as a component the ill-will we bear 

them, for a crucial part of what we enjoy in their misfortune just is that it happens to 

them?'' 

See Frede (1993), lii, who takes Plato to mean that we would not enjoy watching 
others' follies committed in ignorance unless we harbor "a need to see them make fools 
of themselves," a kind oV" Schadenfreude" where this need "is a kind of pain." 

It is interesting to note how this treatment of (j)06vo<; differs from Aristotle's. Plato 
treats 4)06vo<; as a pleasant emotion that presupposes a pain, whereas Aristotle treats 
(})0dvo<; simply as a painful emotion. (t)06vo(;, Aristotle says, is pain at the good fortune 
of others like us {Rhetoric 11.10). This is connected to another difference, namely that 
Aristotle is concerned with (|)0dvog in the sense of "envy," rather than "malice." (See 
Eudemian Ethics I22la-b, Nicomachean Ethics 1108b, in which envy is discussed as a 
\ ice of excess of pain (felt at others' deserved prosperity) opposed to the unnamed vice 
of deficiency of pain (not felt at any prosperity) on the one hand, and to the virtue of 
indignation as a mean of pain felt at undeserved prosperity on the other.) Plato, however, 
typically thinks of (})0dvo(; as malice rather than envy; cf., e.g.. Apology I8d, 28a, 
Gorgias 457d. (See Damascius §201, who says in regard to 48b that one who enjoys 
friends' misfortunes is ETiixaipeKaKOc;, while the one who is annoyed at their prosperity 
is 4)06vepO(;. Clearly, Damascius took Plato to be discussing malice, and not envy, at 
48b, and chose very different vocabulary from Plato's in order to clarify Plato's point.) 
However, Aristotle does note that envy has a correlative pleasure: if the envious person is 
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It will be instructive to point out an apparent discrepancy between two different 

uses of "malice" in Plato's text. For he says at 48b that (})06vo(; is a painful state of soul, 

and at 50a that our pleasure of laughter at comedy is mixed with <^Q6\oq and thus with 

pain; this suggests that in these passages Plato is taking ({)06vo<; as the painful, 

underlying state of soul. But he also says at 47e and 49d that (j)0dvog contains both 

pleasure and pain, suggesting that 4)06vog is here the malicious enjoyment as a whole. 

However, this apparent discrepancy is readily handled if we assume that Plato is 

distinguishing between the feeling of malicious pleasure and the feeling of malice or ill-

will, both of which can be given the name (l)0dvo<;. 

What this illustrates is that (t)06vo<; has two aspects, one pleasant and one painful, 

which are connected in the same person. Malicious pleasure, then, is mixed with pain in 

the sense that it is a pleasant manifestation of a painful state of soul; malicious pleasure, 

that is, presupposes a pain in the soul. This also brings malice in line with the other 

"mixed" pleasures, which are pleasures which can be enjoyed only because one also has 

some kind of pain (e.g. itching or hunger). So Plato's point is that comic laughter is 

unjustified enjoyment of others' misfortunes, which is malicious, and as such 

pained at the good fortune of equals, then he will also be pleased at their bad fortune 
{Rhetoric 11.10). (J)0dvo(; can have both of these senses, depending on whether it is a 
pain, as primarily interests Aristotle, or a pleasure as interests Plato. This suggests that 
4>6dvo(; manifests itself either as a pleasure at misfortunes or a pain at good fortunes; 
what both Plato and Aristotle notice about the emotion of malice is that it always 
presupposes some single state of soul, namely ill-will towards others, and Plato claims 
that this state is always a distress. Hence, (t)0dvo(; is a "double" emotion: a feeling of ill-
will and the manifestation of the ill-will either as pleasure (malice) or pain (envy). This 
allows Plato to notice that malice is a pleasure mixed with pain, that is a pleasure of 
enjoyment which presupposes a pain of ill-will. 
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presupposes that we bear them some painful ill-will; hence comic laughter is mixed with 

pain. 

What matters for us at present is that the mixed pleasure of comedy is not merely 

pain occurring alongside pleasure. Rather, the pain of such a pleasure is the basis of that 

pleasure. These kinds of pleasures are false in the sense that they are not metaphysically 

genuine or pure cases of pleasure; they involve, and indeed intimately depend on, the 

presence of their opposite. So Socrates introduces, here and in the previous case, the 

consideration of the metaphysical status of pleasure. What results might this have for its 

\alue? 

Again, Socrates does not tell us. But we should notice a couple of interesting 

features of his discussion of these false pleasures. For one thing, this discussion leads 

once again into thinking about pleasure within the context of a whole life: the most 

intense, but false, pleasures of the body are praised by many as the most worthy objects 

to spend one's life pursuing (47b). Socrates also claims that the pain on which these 

intense, mixed pleasures are based arises from a disturbed physical condition—indeed, the 

most intense pleasures would have to be found in a worthless condition of body and soul 

(45c).While Socrates makes this point during his discussion of specifically physical 

pleasures, his extending the point to the condition of the body as well as the soul suggests 

that it holds for all three categories of mixed pleasure. That Socrates is denying these 

pleasures the value they are thought to have, is obvious, when one thinks about value in 

the context of one's life as a whole: how could something have that kind of value, when 
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its presence requires and depends upon the breakdown of one's physical and psychic 

condition? Indeed, the discussion has ironically come full circle: whereas we began 

thinking about pleasure as valuable for its "experience," we now find that when its 

expcricnce is most intense its value is most questionable!^" 

We should also notice that Socrates' consideration of the mistaken view that such 

pleasures are the best objects of pursuit is immediately followed by a return to the first 

class of false pleasures, namely false pleasures of anticipation, reflection, and 

remembering (47c-d). These pleasures, in addition to being epistemically false, are also 

metaphysically false. Recall that the evaluation of these pleasures was initially left 

unresolved when Protarchus failed to see how their falsity could have anything to do with 

their value, apparently as a kind of experience or sensation. Now Protarchus agrees 

without the slightest reser\'ation that this very class of pleasure is false, and he also seems 

10 agree that this falsity casts serious doubts on the value of such pleasure. As Protarchus 

comcs more and more to think about value within the context of one's life as a whole, he 

finds that he can no longer think about pleasure the way he once did. 

Cf. D. Frede (1993), li, (1992), 450, who claims that Socrates' point about mixed 
pleasure is quasi-medical, i.e. that such pleasures rely on disturbed physical conditions. 

See Waterfield (1982), 19f, who takes Socrates to be offering a reduciio ad absurdum: 
the most intense pleasures, which the hedonist should take to be best, require the presence 
of pain, which the hedonist takes to be bad; the best pleasures according to the hedonist, 
then, should be excluded from the hedonist's life. Although this is an interesting 
argument, Socrates himself does not suggest it. My own view is not that Socrates offers 
such a reduciio, but that he wants to draw attention to the crucial fact that pleasure cannot 
be accepted as the good without thinking about what place it is capable of occupying 
within the good life. 
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As 1 suggested at the beginning, this development within Protarchus is extremely 

instructive, for along with it comes a change in how one sees pleasure related to 

happiness. Pleasure will remain, throughout the dialogue, a necessary element in the 

good human life, but the nature of its contribution to that life changes between the 

beginning and the end of the dialogue. We have seen so far how and from what that 

change has been taking place; to see further how and to what that change takes place, 

let's continue on to Socrates' discussion of true, unmixed pleasures. We will then turn to 

the second task, of determining how reason and pleasure contribute to the good life. 

2. True Pleasures 

After "mixed" pleasures, Socrates turns to the true, "unmixed" ones. Like all 

pleasures, true pleasures are kinds of replenishments of lacks or restorations of 

disturbances. But unlike false pleasures of the first, second, and fourth kinds (those of 

the third kind aren't actually pleasures), true pleasures involve lacks and disturbances 

which arc imperceptible and painless (51b), and they presumably bring no subsequent 

pain in their wake.^^ These pleasures are both physical and psychic: they include 

enjoyment of beautiful shapes, colors, sounds, and (to a lesser degree) scents (51c-e), as 

well as the enjoyment of learning and exercising the intellect (5 le-52b). What is most 

inieresting about these pleasures is the special nature of their objects. For instance, 

something beautiful is the object of true pleasure, when it is beautiful not in relation to 

something but sinipliciter, strictly in virtue of what it is (5 Ic-d). The point seems to be 

that these are things that give us pleasure not on the basis of a perceived desire for them. 

See D. Frede (1993), liv, for a good discussion. 
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but simply because they are true, pure, and satisfying of desires that are not perceived as 

pains. One has to have an itch before one enjoys the scratch; but a beautiful, elegant, and 

simple shape is satisfying whenever it is viewed. 

Because these objects are satisfying in virtue of themselves and not in virtue of 

any pain they alleviate, the pleasures one gains from them are moderate, and not intense 

(52c). These are therefore the truest pleasures, because purity and uniformity are most 

closely related to truth, unlike intensity and contamination (52d); just as true whiteness is 

found in the purest, rather than the largest, sample, so too the truest and best pleasure is 

found in the purest, rather than the most intense, enjoyment (53a-c). 

Notice that pleasure has become more than just an experience, but something that 

is essentially connected to an object. Protarchus was not in the end inclined to dispute 

that pleasure has an objecr, he just didn't see what difference the object could make for 

the value of pleasure. That has now changed. Pleasure, we and Protarchus can see, is not 

simply about feel or e.xperience, if we think of its place in our life as a whole. It is about 

the way and the kinds of things in which we take pleasure. The choice of pleasures one 

incorporates into her life is inseparable from the kind of life and identity she has decided 

to pursue. To become the kind of person who incorporates the popularly attractive but 

false pleasures into her life, is either to fail to think about one's life as a whole, or to 

identify with the wrong aspects of oneself. By contrast, the kind of person who 

incorporates the true, moderate pleasures into her life, finds beauty and fulfillment in new 

and exceptional things and activities, because those things are pure (cf. 52b). This is the 
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first step in the transformation of pleasure within the virtuous life: one must think about 

oneself in a new way, and find that she thinks about pleasure in a new way, too. 

3. Pleasure Transformed 

This brings us to Socrates' second major task, the analysis of the roles of reason 

and pleasure within the good life; for pleasure, once transformed, plays a very different 

role than we—and Protarchus—might have originally thought. To see this, we need to 

examine Socrates' "mixing" of reason and pleasure into the good, "mi.\ed" life. 

According to Socrates, there are many different kinds of knowledge and 

reasoning, differing in terms of their purity and precision. In particular, there are two 

basic branches of knowledge, the "practical" kinds and the kinds involved in education 

and learning (55d), the latter being purer than the former. Moreover, within each of these 

branches there are two further groups, which also differ in purity (55d-57a). In addition 

to all of these, there is the truest science of dialectic, which is about what is real in the 

most absolute sense, and which thus deserves most the title of "intellect" and "reason" 

(57e-59d). 

1 do not wish to explore here the details of this epistemological account. But it is 

important to see what Socrates thinks knowledge is like, in order to understand how and 

why it plays the role it does in the "mixing" or construction of the good life. For pleasure 

is mixed into the good life only after all forms of knowledge and reason have been, and 

only by permission of knowledge and reason. Why do knowledge and reason occupy that 

privileged position? 
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The answer is that reason and knowledge have the greatest affinity to goodness. 

As was conceded at the dialogue's beginning, neither reason nor pleasure alone is enough 

for human happiness; so whatever does bring human happiness must be different from 

these, and reason and pleasure can be ranked relative to one another on the basis of their 

affinity to what brings human happiness. So what is responsible for the good life? That 

life, we have seen, is a mixture, and clearly it must be a good mi.xture (61a-b); so our 

question becomes, what makes the good, mixed life good? Well, Socrates argues, the 

cause of goodness in any mixture is measure and proportion, as well as beauty, 

excellence, and truth (64d-65a). 

Now this account of goodness is rather abstract and formal, but it is enough to 

allow Socrates to rank reason and pleasure relative to one another. For it allows us to 

identify three aspects of goodness, namely truth, moderation, and beauty; and Protarchus 

readily claims that on each count reason is more akin to goodness than pleasure is (65b-

66a). This allows us to rank reason above pleasure as a contributor to the good life. 

Furthermore, since the purest forms of reason—being most true and constant—are most 

akin to goodness, and since even the less pure forms of reason are important and useful 

for us, all forms of reason are admitted into the good life. Since all reason is more akin to 

goodness than pleasure is, Socrates establishes a serial ordering^"* between reason and 

This is important, because Socrates needs to show more than that the contribution of 
reason to the good life is merely different from that of pleasure; see Gosling (1975), 224f 
(sec also Waterfield (1982), 33, for related concerns; Annas (1999), 152f; Irwin (1995), 
325; Hackforth(1945), 134, 138). 
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pleasure, such that reason as a whole gets mixed in ahead of pleasure, and pleasure is 

admitted into the good life only insofar reason as a whole permits.^^ 

However, when reason is consulted as to the admission of pleasure into the good 

life, wc find that pleasure as a whole cannot be admitted. Great and intense pleasures, 

reason says, must be left out, as they are disruptive of its work (63d-e).^^ But it does 

allow true pleasures into the good life, and its reason for doing so is instructive. The true 

and pure pleasures, says reason, are to be considered its own kin; and indeed such 

pleasures belong to the healthy and self-controlled person, and they accompany virtue as 

attendants accompany a deity (63e).''^ 

What does it mean for true pleasure to be the "kin" of reason, and for such 

pleasures to "accompany" virtue? The answer to this question is, I think, the key to 

understanding fully Plato's evaluation of pleasure in the dialogue, and I shall try to say 

what the answer is in the next section. First, though, we should note that calling pleasure 

the "kin" of reason—whatever it means—cannot mean that pleasures are or become 

goods in their own right, even within the virtuous life. For a good is an appropriate 

objcct of pursuit, but all pleasures as such are kinds of process, and processes are not 

Cf. Gosling (1975), 225f (and cf. Gosling & Taylor (1982), 135). 

Cp. the Phaedo, in which certain pleasures are to be omitted from the life of virtue 
bccause they serve to "rivet" the soul to the body, and away from its pure activity of 
reason; see chapter 2. 

1 accept the view that there are five, rather than six, items identified and ranked at 66a-
d. For the view that there are five, see e.g. D. Frede (1993), Ixvi; cf. also Gosling (1975), 
224. For the view that there are six (the sixth being the necessary pleasures) see e.g. 
Damascius §253 (reporting the view of Syrianus); Hackforth (1945), 139, 140 n. 3; 
\Vaterfield(1982), 34. 
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goals but for the sake of goals.Pleasure, then, is not the right kind of thing to be an 

object of pursuit in the first place. 

For this reason, pleasure cannot be a constituent part of happiness. For although 

human happiness must include pleasure, (a) it cannot include it as a constituent, since it is 

not the right kind of thing to be a goal, whereas constituents of happiness must be goals, 

and (b) one who begins reflecting seriously on the implications of thinking about her life 

as a whole finds that she no longer thinks about pleasure as a part of her happiness. 

Hence pleasure cannot be a goal, and so cannot be a good; nevertheless, it is an important 

aspect of the life of reason, and so it must be a preferred indifferent. 

But, we may well ask, if pleasure is an important aspect of the life of reason, and 

if a reasonable human would not choose a life without it, then how can pleasure be any 

kind of indij]erent'l Of course, Plato himself never classifies things as "indifferents"; this 

is a category that we are using to gain some hold on Plato's evaluation of pleasure. But 

now, however, it seems that Plato lacks not only the terms of such a classification, as well 

as a finished theor>' providing for such a classification, but also any clear understanding 

of what kind of value pleasure could have. For he tells us what kind of value it doesn't 

have—it isn't a good—and he also tells us that human happiness includes it (somehovv); 

but once we have been told both of these things, it is difficult to see just how any 

category of value could fit them both. This is not merely a problem in fitting our 

framework of goods, evils, and indifferents onto Plato's view, but a problem in the very 

structure of Plato's view itself 

This is, of course, a point of considerable disagreement between Plato and Aristotle; I 
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This problem is connected to a question we posed at the beginning of this chapter: 

How can pleasure be both an indifferent, and also a rich part of our lives? For this is not 

only something that we want out of Plato's treatment of pleasure; it seems to be 

something he wants, too. How can he, and we, have it both ways? 

Surprisingly, the Philebus is the very dialogue in which Plato makes pleasure both 

an indifferent and an integral part of our lives. The method for doing so comes from his 

account of the transformation of pleasure by virtue, and the account of virtue which the 

Philebus suggests. 

Let's begin, then, by completing our discussion of the transformation of pleasure. 

The first step in its transformation, we have seen, is to come to see that pleasure cannot 

be a constituent part of the happiness of one's life as a whole. The next step, then, must 

be to see how it is related to virtue, which is the constituent of our happiness. The key to 

this is the fact that reason, colorfully personified,^^ claims that pure pleasures are its 

"kin." In other words, such pleasures have a close acquaintance with reason—they belong 

logcther. What does that mean? 

Recall that pleasures, although processes (Kivqaeiq), are closely connected to 

their objects as well as the condition of the agent, and their value is dependent on them. 

True and pure pleasures are those whose objects possess purity and truth, and which are 

satisfactions of imperceptible, non-painful lacks within the agent. Coming to appreciate 

discuss it below (see also chapter 2). 

Hackforth (1945), 128, makes the point that the personification of reason and pleasure 
suggests a harmonious cohabitation between them within a balanced whole, rather than 
an imposed modus vlvendi. 
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such pleasures as genuine, and the only ones worthy of one's attention, then, means 

coming to appreciate oneself as an agent living a whole life, and to appreciate the items 

of one's experience in new ways. That is, when we identify with reason, the purity and 

truth of the figure, for instance, just is what makes it enjoyable; the illumination which 

knowledge affords just is the reason we find it wonderful; and even smells can connect us 

with something pure, and it is that purity which captivates us."^° When we identify with 

reason, we find pleasure in new things and for new reasons, and as a result, our finding 

pleasure becomes genuine, healthy, and fulfilled/' 

In other words, when we identify with reason, we bring the materials around us 

into a proper order of health and proportion. This brings us to Plato's "fourfold 

division." There, Socrates claims that things are analyzable into four aspects. First is the 

"unlimited" or "indeterminate," which is what we have been calling "matter" or 

"material." It includes all things that vary and change but do not have any particular 

proportion just in virtue of themselves. Hot water, for instance, can be a wide variety of 

temperatures and still be hot; to be the kind of hot water one needs for making tea, 

however, it must be made a specific temperature."'" When it has been brought into such a 

condition of being appropriate for making tea, it has the needed "limit," which is the 

second aspect Socrates distinguishes. The water with this limit, that is the water ready 

Irwin (1995), 331. 

•" As I argued in chapter 5, this is the very point Plato seeks to make in Republic VIII-IX. 

This e.xample, which I find quite helpful, is given by Irwin (1995), 324f; cf. D. Frede 
(1993), xxxiv-.xxxvi; see also (1993), 428. It represents a distinct improvement over 
earlier accounts, as in e.g. Hackforth (1945), 42. 
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for niaking tea, is called by Socrates a "mixture" (the third aspect) of unlimited and limit. 

Finally, Socrates says that there must always be a "cause" (the fourth class) of such 

mixtures; that is, something must be the cause of limit being imposed on the unlimited to 

generate a mixture. For a mixture is something proportionate and measured, and hence 

must be the product of an intelligent cause. 

Two things about this analysis are especially worth noting for our purposes. First, 

reason and intelligence always belong in the class of cause, both in us and in the universe 

arranged by God. Reason, then, is what brings unlimited, inchoate matter into proper 

condition by imposing order on it, or bringing order about in it. It does so by 

understanding what proper order, proportion, and limit are. This, of course, is just what 

makes reason "akin" to goodness, analyzed as moderation, proportion, beauty, and truth, 

which are what the goodness of any mixture must consist in (64d-65a). 

Second, the virtuous activity of a human being consists in bringing such order and 

limit into the inchoate materials of the self, such as one's desires, emotions, feelings— 

and surely one's pleasures. And we have seen—both here and in the Republic—that this 

is just what reason does for one's pleasures: when one identifies with reason as the 

guiding principle of her life, her pleasures become moderate, healthy, and fulfilled. 

As we saw in chapter 6, humans have virtues insofar as they use wisdom and 

reason to impose order on matter that is internal to themselves; this ordering of the 

aspects of oneself according to wisdom and reason just is to have the virtues. 

Furthermore, it is a mistake to think that the well-ordered aspects of oneself that one 
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brings about in this way are distinct from virtue: my reasonable desiring, say, is one 

virtue; my treating others reasonably is another. 

The same will be true of my being pleased reasonably. It is not that my pleasure, 

once sorted out by reason, reflects and reinforces my virtuous activity as though that 

activity were something else distinct from my pleasure. Rather, my being pleased 

reasonably just is one expression of my wisdom and reason, and thus one aspect of my 

virtuous activity; in other words, pleasure is transformed by reason as (to borrow terms 

from Aristotle) matter as transformed by form. And this seems the correct result: surely 

it's not the case that my virtuous activity is one thing, and the virtuous way in which I 

enjoy my life is another. Rather, enjoying my life in that way is one kind of being 

virtuous; it is the product of my reason and wisdom bringing order into my desires and 

capacitics for pleasure."*^ When it comes to virtue, life is a whole, and wisdom informs 

all of it."*"^ 

Taking the pleasures of the virtuous life as being generated as reason brings order upon 
the soul also avoids the possible worry that the good life will contain pleasures of 
becoming virtuous, but not of being virtuous (see Annas (1999), 156f; cp. the similar 
worries of Gosling & Taylor (1982) regarding Republic IX). For being virtuous, on my 
view, consists in a constant liv//jg^ in accordance with reason. The Philebus, then, is 
amenable to the idea that pleasure supervenes on the happy life. 

Ficino, 1.34, also argues for the unity of pleasure and wisdom, and says that other 
Platonists had argued thus as well. Since our happiness, and thus our final end, must be 
one thing and unified, pleasure and wisdom must therefore be unified. (That they are 
unified is the view, he says, of Porphyry and Plotinus, since the pleasure of understanding 
can scarcely be distinguished from the act of understanding itself {quoniam vohtpias 
inielligentiae vix ab ipsa distingiiitur, p. 425); see also Damascius §§87-88.) They 
become unified as together they seek the good. When the soul grasps the good through 
the intellect, the result is wisdom; and when the soul retains that grasp through the will, 
the result is pleasure. This condition in the soul thus constitutes the happiness of the 
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This view of how humans use wisdom to bring limit to the "matter" of their souls, 

we should note, puts the Philebus in line with the view that our final end is becoming like 

God (ohoicook; Oeo). For although this formulation of our end is not mentioned 

explicitly in the Philebus, still it is clear in the discussion of intelligence (voOg) that 

human reason is continuous with divine reason, that our activity of bringing order to 

unlimited matter through reason is continuous with divine activity, and that it is with this 

aspect of ourselves that we are to identify. The idea of identifying with the divine and of 

becoming like God, then, is present in the P/iilebus.'*^ It is very important that we note 

this: for the Philebus is also a dialogue in which the good life is discussed is emphatically 

a human, as opposed to a divine one. If we understand the idea that our final end is 

becoming like God as suggesting that we escape our humanity, then the Philebus presents 

a difficulty. For on that view, either Plato should have left aside the view that leading a 

good human life has something to do with rational activity continuous with divine 

activity,""' or he should have thought that pleasure is an element in the nearly-divine life 

which makes its goodness merely remedial and imbued with unfortunate but necessary 

shabbiness. But neither of these is attractive as a reading of the Philebus\ he clearly does 

human life. This view suggests, as I maintain, that understanding orders the soul, and a 
ccrtain pleasure is itself part of that ordering. 

Cf. Ficino, 1.30, who in his discussion of the desirability {expetendum) of the good 
refers to the view of Dionysius the Areopagite, that "all things seek God's likeness [Dei 
similiiudineni\, each in its own way: .. . those which understand \intelliguni\ in 
accordancc with the understanding [secundum intelligentiam]." 

Because of that continuity, we can leave aside the possibility, discussed in the previous 
chapter, that human reason and wisdom is similar to, but heterogeneous with, divine 
reason and wisdom. 
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make a point of establishing continuity between divine and human reason, and while he 

docs not think that human life is the highest form of existence, still it would be better not 

to treat it as always somehow "trashy."^' On my reading of becoming like God, however, 

the Philebus is neither incoherent nor despondent with respect to human life. 

Furthermore, the fact that pleasure is an aspect of one's virtuous activity is what it 

means for pleasure to be a "preferred indifferent" according to Plato: this is how the 

pleasure of the life of reason is an expression of that life and is supportive of that life/^ 

We can also see how pleasure is included in happiness. For although humans cannot 

choose to live without pleasure, as one begins to think of her life as a whole she realizes 

how naive it is to think of pleasure as a part or constituent of happiness. That is, as one 

understands pleasure and one's life as a whole, she sees that it was nai've that pleasure as 

such could have been treated as a goal in her life, as though it brought or augmented her 

happiness in its own right. Moreover, as one becomes virtuous, the reasonable way in 

which she takes pleasure becomes an aspect and expression of her virtue, hs she thinks 

of her life, then, she sees that the happy life includes pleasure, but in a new and surprising 

This is perhaps why Damascius nowhere in his lectures on the Philebus ever mentions 
the idea of becoming like God, which he had been so keen to appeal to in his commentary 
on the Phaedo (note that the Phaedo does not explicitly mention becoming like God, 
cither); for his view fits easily the more other-worldly tone of the Phaedo, but not the 
more this-worldly tone of the Philebus. See my discussion of the view of Damascius and 
Olympiodorus in chapter 2. 

Notice how, on this view, a preferred indifferent need not be a matter of choice; for it is 
not that the virtuous person then chooses to enjoy certain pleasures, which she may not 
have chosen. Rather, these pleasures are necessary parts of being a virtuous person. But 
I take it that one can still choose to prefer or disprefer the presence (or absence) of a 
thing, even if it is not a matter of choice whether that this is present (or absent). I thank 
George Rudebusch and Mike Goldman for raising this issue for me. 
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way: it's not a part of happiness in its own right, but a part of one's virtuous living, 

acting, and experiencing; and inasmuch as that constitutes her happiness, pleasure is 

included too as a rich part of her life. Hence, so far from giving a "middle term theory" 

by including virtue in our happiness through pleasure, Plato is including pleasure in our 

happiness through its expression in virtue."^'^ 

In fact, 1 think that this is why Plato in the Euthydemus is willing to speak in two 

ways at the same time about the value of things like pleasure. As we saw in chapter 4, 

Plato says that such things are not good, but that only their use can be good; yet he also 

says that, when used well, such things are good. Of course, any account of this passage 

which does not attribute to Plato a blatant contradiction must understand him to mean 

different things by 'good' in these two claims. I have argued that what Plato has in mind 

in the second claim is not a good, strictly speaking, but a preferred indifferent. We are 

now in a better position to see what that means. For by itself and apart from its proper 

ordering, things like using money, receiving prestige, and taking pleasure are not goods. 

But once wisdom gives these things their proper order, it incorporates them into one's life 

in the proper way by making them aspects of one's virtuous activity—and inasmuch as 

This relation of pleasure to happiness also explains why such pleasure is a preferred 
indifferent, despite the absence of all pleasure from divine life. The ethical status of 
pleasure in the Philebus, in light of the inferiority of human life to divine life, is a more 
difficult issue than most commentators recognize. For while it is always recognized that, 
in the Philebus, human life falls short of divinity and thus must make some next-best 
approximation by putting order upon our pleasures (see e.g. Gosling (1975), 225; 
Hampton (1990), 65; D. Frede (1993), Ixix; (1992), 453f, 456; cf Waterfield (1982), 43), 
the reader is rarely told where that leaves us in evaluating pleasure. Ought one to see 
pleasure as a mere, or perhaps even a dispreferred indifferent (see chapter 2 for the 
distinction)? Ought one to be an ascetic? Is pleasure merely a remedial good, to be 
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virtuous activity is always good, these things come to be aspects of something that is 

always good. If Plato sees the relation between one's virtue and the areas of life 

informed by wisdom as being as intimate as I have described it, then it becomes 

increasingly less surprising that he should use so little caution in his calling those areas so 

informed "goods," even though it is not under these aspects that virtue constitutes 

happiness. 

So despite the difficulties of the Philebus,^° we find that it profoundly advances 

the cause of reflecting on the ethical value of pleasure within one's life as a whole. 

Pleasure, we see. is not denigrated by reason, but transformed and made a part of our 

virtuous activity. Pleasure is thus included in happiness, without being a mere 

concession to human limitations or, at the other extreme, a rival of virtue or reason. For 

although pleasure is not, according to Plato, the kind of thing that can serve as a goal, this 

just means that it is not around pleasure that we organize our priorities; pleasure is, 

nonetheless, a part of our virtuous activity and the expression of our wisdom. 

Furthermore, the question whether the human need for pleasure inflates its value beyond 

an indifferent, simply does not come up in the life of reason.^' For once pleasure, and 

contained and controlled? How indeed can pleasure make any positive contribution at all 
to the good life? 

Including the limitations of the psychology of the P/iiiebus; see section 4. 

'' Consequently, the question of the sufficiency of virtue is left untouched. Indeed, 
notice that Aristotle also requires pleasure as part of the happy life (cp. Niconiacliean 
Ethics 1.7 with the discussion of happiness in the Philebus), but does nol appeal to this 
requirement in his attack on the sufficiency thesis (Nicomachean Ethics 1.8, 10); the 
reason for this, I think, is that Aristotle also thinks that pleasure of a certain kind is a part 
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oneself, arc transformed by reason, one's attitude to it is one of preference and 

indifference. 

4. Moral Psychology in the Philehus 

Here we find culminated the promise of "becoming like God" for Plato's ethical 

evaluation of pleasure: by understanding virtuous activity as the rational ordering and 

informing of "matter"—in our case, the matter of our selves—we find thai pleasures 

transformed by virtue are a part of virtuous activity itself There is not, it turns out, 

wisdom or virtue on the one hand, and then the possible effects of virtue on the other; 

rather, virtue is essentially dynamic and active, such that the "effects" of virtue are 

actually part of what virtue is itself. Taking pleasures reasonably, wisely, and in the 

proper objects is not a distinct effect of virtue, but a part of what virtue is. Hence as 

pleasure is transformed by virtue, it is possible to understand exactly how pleasure is and 

must be included in the happy life, in which virtue is still sufficient for happiness. 

Nonetheless, as we saw in chapter 5 this ethical treatment of pleasure requires a 

particular moral psychology, a moral psychology which is not obviously available to 

Plato. In fact, we shall see in the next and final chapter that Plato's psychology will form 

his greatest shortcoming in his treatment of pleasure. This should not, however, make us 

despair of the insights we have gained from Plato regarding pleasure and its relation to 

virtue and happiness, but should make us more careful and diligent in constructing a 

moral psychology to support the insights we have gleaned. 

of one's virtuous activity (although probably in a different way from Plato; see 
Nicomachean Ethics 1.8, II.3). (See also Irwin (1995), 319.) 
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But first, we should look more closely at the psychology of the Philebus. In the 

Pliilebus, Plato develops and explores the thesis that pleasure is a kind of "process" 

(Kivriaig), a thesis also suggested in the Phaedo and discussed in the Republic. Of 

course, it is to this thesis that Aristotle strongly objects in book X of the Niconiachean 

Ethics. Pleasure, he says there, is not like a journey, which isn't complete until it's over, 

since pleasure is complete at any moment; the pleasure doesn't have to be "finished" 

before we can be said to have enjoyed it. Consequently, pleasure is a kind of activity or 

aciiialization of a capacity, and not a process. There is no doubt that this observation 

marks a clear advance in the philosophical understanding of pleasure, and Aristotle's 

objection is very well made. 

Nonetheless, Plato's account of the relation of pleasure to activity is not as naive, 

or as far from the spirit of Aristotle's account, as we might think. Plato, like Aristotle, 

recognizes the different ways pleasure is involved in our lives, and how it can be 

intimately connected to activity. But Plato is set apart from Aristotle, however, by both a 

belter and a worse idea. The better idea is that in order for a being to take pleasure of any 

kind, that being must be a changing thing. As we saw in chapter 2, Aristotle goes back 

and forth on this idea; he sometimes claims that pleasure is a kind of activity 

{.Niconiachean Ethics VII. 13, 14), and sometimes that pleasure is way of engaging in 

activity {.^ficoniachean Ethics X.4, 5). But there is a great deal of difference between an 

activity, and an adverbial property of activity. And we have also seen that this difference 

makes a difference: if God is active, but not subject to change, then God can take 

pleasure only if pleasure is an activity, since even on Aristotle's account pleasure as an 
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adverbial property presupposes that the agent is subject to change. Unlike Aristotle, 

Plato remains consistent about this: pleasure is found among us, but not among the gods, 

bccausc pleasure involves change and flux/" 

Plato's mistake, nonetheless, is in not distinguishing between the claim that 

pleasure necessarily presupposes a changing agent, and the claim that pleasure is itself a 

kind of change. He appears clear about the former claim in the Pliaedo, and he is 

absolutely e.xplicit about it in the Philebus. Unfortunately, he affirms the latter as well in 

the Philebus, as well as the Republic, and we may suspect that he holds that view in the 

Phaedo too. He seems to mistake that wrong-headed view for a corollary of the more 

sensible one. 

This mistake is mitigated, though, by two considerations. For one thing, it is not 

at all clear that Plato means to use KCVT|OI<; in Aristotle's technical sense (which requires, 

for instance, a beginning, middle, and end, etc.).^"* In fact, ancient commentators took 

Kivr|ai<; in Plaio to be a rather general term, which could include such things as 

evepyeia (activity).^"* So while Plato spends more time in the Philebus contemplating 

In other words, Plato would agree with the analysis of pleasure in Nicomachean Ethics 
X. but not in Nicomachean Ethics VII, and these two analyses are inconsistent on this 
point (the former and not the latter suggests that pleasure of activity presupposes the 
c.xistence of a changing agent capable of emotion etc.; see chapter 2). 

See, e.g.. Physics III.3, Metaphysics IX.6. 

See, e.g., Damascius §35, who lists different kinds of evepyeiai as each being the 
Kivrioig of a different aspect of the soul; Westerink, in his note on this section, notes that 
Proclus {Rp. I, p. 224, 19-25) used Kivriai? to include both evepyeia and ndOog 
(emotion). This is complicated, however, by Damascius' claim (§219) that all pleasure— 
even that of evepyeia—is KIVTIOK;, because even evepyeia takes place over time; 
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complex cases of pleasure and the intricacies of the psychology of pleasure, nonetheless 

he no more gives a complete theoretical account of pleasure as a psychological 

phenomenon than he did in the Republic!'^ 

Indeed, it is clear that Plato's central goal in the Philebus is to engage in deeper 

reflection on the ethical value of pleasure, and not to give a psychology of pleasure, 

except only insofar as the latter serves the former. For one thing, it is hard to find any 

other Platonic dialogue that is so e.xplicit and repetitive about its central goal. That 

goal—the evaluation of pleasure and reason within the good life—is stated at the outset 

(I la-12a), during the discussion (22c-23a), and twice again at the end (59e-61a, 66d-

67b). Furthermore, every time a hard issue is raised, Socrates is very careful to show just 

how the issue matters in the light of the ethical evaluation they seek to make (14b, I8d-

I9a, 23a-b, 27c, 32c-d, 52d-e, 55c, 57a-b); and Socrates is glad to let a difficult issue go 

when some other, easier avenue will serve just as well for that immediate ethical purpose 

(19a-20c). Plato could hardly be clearer, then, about what his interest is, and that 

everything else in the dialogue is subservient to that. 

Damascius may be conceding the technical, Aristotelian usage of the term, rather than 
applying it to Plato per se. 

Thus I agree with Gosling (1975), 213 and Gosling & Taylor (1982), 136, that the 
Philebus has no general psychological or physiological account of pleasure. I do not 
agree, however, with Gosling & Taylor (1982), 136-140 that this was a source of 
development between Republic and Philebus, occasioned by Plato's appreciation of the 
distinction between process and end which had been blurred in the Republic and had 
encouraged Plato to give a fully general but hasty account of pleasure there. See my 
discussion in chapter 5 of the account of pleasure in Republic IX and the allegedly 
blurred distinction. 
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That Plato's attention is not focused on the psychology of pleasure is also 

suggested by the underdeveloped state of what psychological theses he offers. Plato has 

no lack of ways to distinguish pleasures or their aspects, but he leaves it far from clear 

how these distinctions are related to one another/^ For instance, he distinguishes 

between "pure" and "impure" pleasures, and also between "true" and "false" pleasures, 

and the simplest way to understand them is as mapping onto one another.^^ But some 

pleasures of anticipation, namely those of god-beloved people, are true pleasures (39e-

40c), and all pleasures of anticipation seem to be impure.^^ For the same reason, it is 

difficult to see how either of these distinctions is related to the "intense"/"not intense" 

distinction, since pleasures of anticipation are also among the class of most intense 

pleasures (47c-d). Likewise, Plato introduces even more distinctions—for instance, 

between physical and psychic pleasures (32b-d), and moderate and immoderate pleasures 

(52c)—but he does not pull his various distinctions into anything like a systematic 

psychology of pleasure. Now I'm not denying that someone cleverer than I might find a 

way to arrange all of these distinctions into a rigorous taxonomy. My point is simply that 

Plato himself shows not the least interest in doing so. Psychology per se is simply not 

Plato's quarry in the Philebus. 

Alcinous {Handbook of Platonism XXXII.6), for instance, who otherwise is quite keen 
on systematicity, simply gives a list of four distinctions with respect to pleasure in a 
passage obviously referring to the Philebus (bodily pleasures vs. pleasures of soul; mixed 
pleasures vs. pure pleasures; pleasures involving memory vs. pleasures from hope; 
shameful pleasures vs. moderate pleasures). 

Cf. Hackforth (1945), 86, 102. 

Sec Watcrfield (1982), 25f 
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This is reflected also in the fact that Plato's model for desire, pain, and pleasure is 

rough and ready at best.^^ Pain, he says, arises when the harmony of compound things— 

like persons—is disrupted, and the restoration of that harmony is pleasure (3 lc-32b). He 

also uses the model of lack and replenishment. A painful lack, he says, brings a desire 

for what is missing, that is, for replenishment of the lack (34d-35a). Lack and 

replenishment, it seems, seem to be special cases of disturbance and restoration, although 

this is complicated by the fact that both replenishment and restoration are pleasures (31c-

32b). .Again, Plato shows no interest in bringing together his different perspectives on the 

psychology of pleasure. Furthermore, neither of these models seems very promising; 

How can psychic pains be cases of disruption of harmony? How can the desire to rid 

oneself of, say, indigestion represent a lack of anything? How can my enjoying the scent 

of orange blossoms supervene on some restoration or replenishment? Again, there may 

be an ingenious solution to these worries in the offing. But notice that Plato's 

replenishment model seems ill suited as a psychology for most of the pleasures he 

discusses, and for pure pleasures in particular. Indeed, his analysis of pure pleasure as 

the filling of a painless lack (51b) seems more like a view made to fit his model than like 

a motivation for it.'"'^ 

Nonetheless, Plato's model does seem to have been based on contemporary 
physiological models; see Hampton (1990), 52 for references. 

Damascius (§206) tries valiantly to save appearances here. Pure pleasure, he says, 
obtains when a sense is in its natural condition, but nonetheless the pleasure is a 
replenishment inasmuch as the sense needed something of a higher order than the natural, 
not because the needed thing was lost, but simply because it was not yet present. This is 
a possible move to make, but it is not clear that Plato himself makes it. To be sure, 
although Plato often uses ev6€ia ("lack") sometimes in the sense of "deprivation" 
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So it seems quite unlikely that any of Plato's observations on the psychology of 

pleasure are meant to contribute to a rigorous treatment of that topic. But before we get 

loo disappointed, we should keep a couple of things in mind. First, we have already seen 

that Plato was right to recognize that pleasure presupposes an agent subject to change and 

fluctuation. Since Plato believes that our final end is to become as like God as possible, 

he can reasonably conclude that pleasure is, metaphysically, not the appropriate kind of 

thing to treat as a goal. And second, although Plato claims that all pleasure is a kind of 

change or process (KivT|aig). he also recognizes that not all such processes are alike, and 

this is the important point for his evaluation of pleasure. 

We have noted at several points, then, that Plato's moral psychology is crucial for 

understanding what place he takes pleasure to have in the good life. I have argued here 

for a very new way of understanding what this place is, that makes sense of both Plato's 

insistence that pleasure is neither the good nor a good, and his insistence that pleasure 

must be included in the good life. This has allowed us to see a unified and coherent 

ethical view of pleasure in Plato, avoiding both hedonist and asceticist interpretations, 

and making sense of the centrality of virtue in Plato's ethics. Nonetheless, while Plato's 

ethical evaluation of pleasure is quite promising, we have noted repeatedly that it is far 

{Philebus 45b, Gorgias 496d, 496e, Timaeus 70d, 82a, 84c), he also uses it sometimes in 
the weaker sense of "not having" (Symposium 200e, 202d). But it is not clear that he 
means by evdeia "not having" at Philebus 51b. Indeed, at Timaeus 65a Plato speaks of 
Kevcooeig as processes of emptying, which can be either perceived or not; clearly Plato 
has in mind the kind of distinction between perceived and unperceived lacks that he 
makes at Philebus 51b, but by treating both kinds as Kevojaeif; he makes it clear that he 
means a loss, and not a non-having (cf the use of KEVCOOK; at Philebus 35b (thirst), 42d 
(kind of destruction). Symposium 186c (physical dearth)). Moreover, at Republic IX, 
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from clear that Plato has a moral psychology to support this evaluation. It is to this topic 

that we now turn in earnest, in the final chapter. 

585b he treats ignorance and folly as kinds of KEVOJOK; or Kevdxrig. I suspect, then, that 
Damascius' solution is too good to be true. 
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CHAPTER 8 

PLEASURE AND MORAL PSYCHOLOGY 

IN PLATO'S laws AND timaeus 

In this dissertation, we have been examining Plato's view of the place of pleasure 

within the philosophical life. We have seen that Plato understands the xtf.oc of the 

philosophical life to be "becoming like God" (ofaoicocric Bsw), and that this has two 

major implications for his evaluation of pleasure. One, since pleasure is a feature of our 

mortal nature and we are to identify with our divine nature, pleasure cannot be the good, 

or even a good, understood as a proper object of pursuit in its own right. Rather, pleasure 

is (what the Stoics would later call) an indifferent. And two, since becoming like God 

consists in our reason bringing order and limit to the various aspects of ourselves, such as 

our desires and pleasures, we can understand pleasure as a preferred indifferent, not only 

in the sense that it reflects and reinforces virtuous activity, but also, and more 

significantly, in the sense that the orderly pleasures of our lives become closely 

connccted to virtue itself For such orderly pleasures just are the results of wisdom 

bringing order into the otherwise inchoate "matter" of our selves. 

We have also looked more precisely into the nature of that connection. In the 

preceding chapter, I suggested two ways in which pleasure might be connected to virtue. 

On the one hand, pleasure might be "sanitized" by virtue; pleasure itself never becomes 

any rich part of the philosophical life, but is kept in check and in place. It can still reflect 

and reinforce virtue, and so it is still a preferred indifferent. But it is not really a part of 
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virtuous activity itself; rather, such "sanitized" pleasure is a result of virtue's mastering 

the other areas of our life. On the other hand, pleasure might actually be a part of 

\ irtuous activity itself On this account, reason does not master the other parts of the self, 

but "infonns" and transforms them by bringing reason into the other aspects of the self 

Orderly pleasure, then, would be not the product of virtue, but part of the very activity of 

virtue itself; in other words, the pleasure that the virtuous person enjoys would be an 

expression of virtue itself as virtue rationally informs all of her soul. 

It is the latter account of pleasure's connection to virtue that is suggested by C. S. 

Lewis' description of the transformation of a man's soul in The Great Divorce, and it is 

clearly this account that is the more attractive one. I argued in the preceding chapter that 

there is evidence that Plato was attracted to and tried to defend an account such as this in 

the Philebiis. However, we have also seen that Plato leaves much room for clarification 

of his moral psychology, to put it mildly.' But it should be clear now that the importance 

of Plato's moral psychology cannot be overestimated for deciding between these two 

sorts of connection between virtue and pleasure. In order for pleasure to be transformed 

and informed, rather than merely controlled, by virtue and reason, pleasure and the parts 

of the soul responsible for it must be capable of a cooperative relationship with reason, 

rather than one of mere mastery. 

This way of understanding the connection of pleasure to virtue builds on and 

sharpens the more basic account of the value of pleasure begun in chapter 2, namely that 

pleasure is a preferred indifferent in the virtuous, philosophical life because (a) there is 

' Sec especially chapters 5 and 7. 
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no reason that pleasure should not be preferred in a life that has been suitably arranged, 

(b) pleasure has the character of reflecting one's values, and so reflects virtue, and (c) 

pleasure has the power to reinforce virtue, since pleasure is an important part of human 

motivation. This basic account is itself quite interesting, suggesting a more sophisticated 

account of the value of pleasure than is common in modem times. But we have also seen 

that it is consistent with both the "control" model of moral psychology and the 

"transfomiation" or "agreement" model. 

Plato's choice of model will be shaped in two ways. First, as we saw in the 

preceding chapter, it will be shaped by the ethical account he seeks to give of the relation 

of pleasure to virtue and the virtuous life. Second, as we noted towards the end of 

chapter 5, it will also be shaped by the moral psychology of pleasure that he is able to 

construct within his general psychological views. 

For that reason, we shall turn in this final chapter to both of these topics—the 

ethical and the psychological—as both are discussed and connected in Plato's Laws. For 

in that dialogue Plato focuses a great deal of attention on moral psychology, in order to 

give a foundation for a law-code that will make citizcns better—that is, more virtuous-

persons. Unfortunately, as we shall see, the contribution of the Laws to Plato's ethics and 

moral psychology is both complicated and disappointing. It is complicated, as I shall 

show, because Plato addresses himself primarily to non-philosophical persons and 

conceptions of goodness, and also because the rather pedagogical nature of the text 

leaves it unclear just what of the views put forth might reflect Plato's own considered 

view. And it is disappointing because it has very little to say about the workings of 
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moral psychology in the philosophical life, and because what it does have to say about 

moral psychology leaves us very pessimistic about what Plato could have to say about the 

philosophical life anyway. 

Therefore, in the first part of the chapter we shall examine certain ethical views in 

the Laws which seem to undermine even the basic ethical framework within which to 

understand pleasure that we have seen emerging elsewhere. The seriousness of this 

threat is not always fully appreciated by Plato's commentators. Strangely enough, 

however, neither is the larger dialectical framework within which these views are set, and 

I shall argue that properly understanding this framework will both explain why Plato 

reasonably discussed these rather un-Platonic ethical views, and leave us rather agnostic 

about his own commitment to them. 

In the second part, we shall examine the moral psychology of the Laws, as well as 

that of the Timaeus. Although that moral psychology is consistent with the more basic 

ethical evaluation of pleasure that we have seen, it nonetheless suggests the "control" 

model of the psychological relation between virtue and pleasure, much more than the 

"transformation" or "agreement" model. For although (as we shall see in the first part) 

Plato's discussion of value and virtue in the Laws is aimed primarily at common 

conceptions and the demands of actual legislation for ordinary citizens, nonetheless the 

moral psychology on which he sketches the advance from raw human nature to the 

ordinary, civic virtue of the decent citizen makes it clear that the soul's experience of 

pleasure is not capable of rational agreement with reason, but only of control at best. 

Consequently, the subtler and more desirable account of the relation between 
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pleasure and virtue seems out of Plato's grasp. This is not to say that the transformation 

and informing of pleasure by reason was not how Plato meant to understand the 

contribution of pleasure to the virtuous life. But it does mean that the psychology 

required for such an ethical evaluation of pleasure seems to have eluded Plato. 

Nonetheless, we should not proceed with too much gloom. For while Plato's moral 

psychology seems to fall short of his desired transformative account of pleasure, 

nonetheless that account of pleasure is a very interesting and enlightening one, and 

philosophers have much to gain by considering it closely. Furthermore, we shall also be 

able to see that the ideas that lead to this shortcoming in Plato's moral psychology have 

very deep roots in his thought. Considering this shortcoming, then, will be instructive for 

understanding the subtlety of a transformative account of pleasure and the difficulty of 

underpinning it, as well as for understanding how and why Plato ran into such difficulty. 

.A.nd perhaps that will not only teach us something about Plato, but will also make us 

readier as philosophers to face Plato's problem anew. 

1 • Pleasure and Value in the Laws 

According to the Athenian stranger, it is pleasure that is primary in value. In the 

opening of the Laws, he says that legislation looks first and foremost to pleasure and 

pain, since pleasure and pain are like two natural "springs," and one lives well just in case 

one "drinks" from them in an intelligent way (I.636d-e). This claim that pleasure and 

pain are psychologically central experiences certainly makes us curious about his moral 

psychology, to which I shall turn in the next section. However, the very fact that this 

claim seems psychological rather than strictly normative leaves it underdetermined 
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whether pleasure is of central value; perhaps the life that is best for some non-hedonistic 

reason is also the life in which one drinks of pleasure and pain most intelligently. 

But the normative issue is eventually made absolutely clear when the Athenian 

says in book V not only that human nature revolves primarily around pleasure and pain, 

but also that it would be nonsense to say that our desires are related to anything besides 

pleasure and pain (V.732e-733d). This is a psychological claim with great normative 

import: ultimately, pleasure and pain must be the ultimate sources of value, for there is 

nothing else that could be, so far as humans are concerned.* Now one commentator has 

argued that the claim that we do not desire anything Tiapd TaOxa (733d4) could mean 

cither (a) that we do not want anything beyond this, that is beyond the preponderance of 

pleasure over pain, or (b) that vse do not want anything coniraiy to this; and while the 

former reading suggests psychological hedonism, the latter does not.^ But the sense of 

the passage clearly favors reading (a) over reading (b). For we must keep in mind that 

(a) and (b) represent theses against which the Athenian is arguing. However, while it is 

not hard at all to find proponents of the view (rejected in (a)) that some of our desires are 

not inde.xed to gaining pleasure over pain, one might have to search much harder to find 

anyone who thought that our desires were for the preponderance of pain over pleasure, 

• Thus while I am attracted to the reading that Annas (1999), 137-145, gives of this 
passage and I1.662e8-663b6~namely, that we all begin prizing pleasure, but as reason 
distinguishes and shapes pleasures it becomes the determining factor in happiness— 
nonetheless I do not believe that this reading fully accounts for the force of the 
Athenian's comments in V.732-733. For there he gives no indication that we move 
beyond prizing pleasure altogether, even if the way that we value pleasure surely must 
changc. 

^ See Irwin (1995), 344, who favors reading (b). 
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which is the contrary of the preponderance of pleasure over pain. So on reading (b), the 

Athenian does not espouse psychological hedonism, but instead gives an argument 

against a view that no one holds. Thus on the superior reading (a), the Athenian makes 

the psychological claim that desires are never pleasure-independent. And this is just 

what he says at lI.663b4-6; "Nobody would willingly do something which would not 

bring him more pleasure than pain" (ouoeic ydp av 8Kd)v e0E/.oi TrsiGsaGai jrpdxTeiv 

TOOTO otcp |.if) TO xaipeiv xcO /.urceiaGai n?^cov enerai). 

However, this also leads to a theory of value which we have seen again and again 

is precisely the kind that Plato utterly rejects. As we have seen in chapters 2 and 7, 

humans are capable of pleasure—mental as well as physical—only in virtue of their 

unstable, fluctuating, and corporeal nature, and the life of the soul simply cannot take its 

point from something belonging to that nature. Furthermore, as we have seen in chapters 

4 and 5, Plato refuses to e.xplain the relation of virtue to happiness in terms of any third 

thing, including the pleasure that virtue brings, or even in some sense is." 

There is another striking feature of this account of value. The Athenian seems to 

suggest an account of indifferents when at 1.63 Ib-d he distinguishes "human" benefits 

like health, beauty, physical strength, and wealth from "divine" benefits like good 

judgment, rational self-control, justice, and courage. For he claims that the former 

depend on and look towards the latter, and that the latter include and thus ensure the 

former. This suggests the view, as we saw in the Euthydemus, that human "benefits" are 

Note also that this latter view marries hedonism with the sufficiency of virtue for 
happiness; so these claims about value need not be in conflict (con. Annas (1999), I37f). 



298 

not good in themselves, but sei-ve as "matter" for proper use, where it is that use itself 

that is good. However, this idea is soon and alarmingly dispelled at 11.66 la-d. There, the 

Athenian argues that conventional goods (health, beauty, wealth, etc.) are not good 

sinipliciter, but are valuable to just and pious people, and a curse to unjust people. The 

real surprise comes when he says that conventional evils are evil for just people, and 

conventional goods are good for just people. This suggests that conventional goods and 

evils are not preferred and dispreferred indifferents (respectively) for the just, but rather 

conditional goods and evils: that is, if one is just, then conventional goods really are 

goods themselves, and conventional evils really are evils themselves.' In that case, it is 

not striclty the proper use of things that is good; if that were so. it wouldn't matter 

whether one used conventionally good or conventionally evil things. Rather, it is 

conventionally good things properly used that are good. It is not enough that one handle 

either sickness or health well, but what one handles well needs to be health rather than 

^ It is important to remember, then, that (a) goods and evils sinipliciter and (b) preferred 
and dispreferred indifferents are not jointly exhaustive; there are also (c) conditional 
goods and evils, and these are not the same as the items in (b). Consequently, I am not 
persuaded by the argument of Armstrong (1998), 69, 76-79, that non-moral goods and 
evils are still indifferents in this part of the Laws, on the grounds that they are not goods 
and evils sinipliciter. See also Irwin (1995), 346, who notes the Athenian's claim at 660e 
that (Cretan and Spartan poets are obliged to maintain that) the virtuous are blessed 
whether they are strong or weak, big or small, rich or poor. Whether or not this amounts 
to the sufficiency of virtue for happiness. I shall not say; but in any case, it is clear that 
this passage does not imply that non-moral goods are (b) indifferents rather than (c) 
conditional goods. However, I disagree with Irwin's claim (pp. 346f) that this feature of 
the Laws provides evidence for such a view of non-moral goods in the Republic, for the 
philosophical life and virtues of the Republic (and elsewhere) are not, as I have been 
arging, what is under examination in these sections of the Laws. (Indeed, this should be 
evident also from Irwin's note (p. 351) that the "wisdom" underlying virtues in the Laws 
is roughly equivalent to what the Republic considers (merely) right belief.) 
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sickness.^ This view may suggest, then, that when a conventional good like pleasure is 

conjoined with a just character, pleasure is able to bring happiness. Pleasure, then, would 

not be an indifferent, but a conditional good. 

Thus in the Laws Plato clearly gives pleasure pride of place in value, and even 

offers an account of value that seems to back this up. What are we to say about this? 

Has Plato changed his mind about his most basic beliefs in ethics and theory of value? 

Or have we grossly misunderstood these alleged beliefs of his? For certainly this 

conception of pleasure and its value is odd with the other dialogues we have discussed so 

far, as we have discussed them. 

However, what is both curious and important to note is that this conception of 

value is also at odds with other elements of the Laws itself For in the final book, the 

Athenian stranger announces that one who would rise to true virtue must attain a truly 

religious outlook, by grasping that soul is to control matter, and that reason is the 

supreme force in the universe, by mastering philosophical studies and applying them to 

practical morality, and by providing a reasoned explanation of philosophical morality 

where one can be given (XII.967d-968a). Such talk whisks us right back to the Phaedo, 

where the divine is transcendent and naturally apt to rule matter. But in that case, God is 

transcendent above the world of flux, and our activity in rational understanding is 

continuous with God's. And on this Homogeneity reading of Godlikeness it is hard to see 

'' See Annas (1999), who is both pessimistic (pp. 47f) and confident (p. 145) about the 
coherence of Plato's view here; cf Armstrong (1998), 8 If, 88-91, who is bolder than 
Annas in attributing to Plato the (unspoken) thesis that the goodness and badness of 
external goods and evils for the virtuous are a function of their impact on one's 
possession of virtue (but sec Annas (1999), 47). 
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how pleasure could be itself any genuine kind of good, an object of pursuit, rather than an 

indifferent. 

What are we to say about this? For although the remarks in book XII which I've 

mentioned are fairly brief and sketchy, they are clearly more familiar to the sorts of 

views we have discussed in other dialogues, and indeed are quite foreign to the sorts of 

views given earlier in the Laws and which appear to constitute a sharp departure from 

those other dialogues. But surely Plato would have avoided the gross mistake of placing 

two inimical systems of value on all fours with each other within the same dialogue--

especially a dialogue with no lack of development of details, and coming at such a late 

date in Plato's cthical reflection. So where does this leave us? Does this strange 

evidence suggest that Plato has abandoned the views of philosophical life, value, and 

\ irtuc that he has offered so boldly and motivated so enthusiastically? 

It certainly need not; for the Laws gives evidence that it sometimes speaks in a 

philosophical tone (especially in XII), and at other times only addresses common 

conceptions (almost everywhere else). Is this distinction genuine, and if it is, how do the 

views discussed at these different times differ from each other? This is an important 

question: for if Plato's many comments about virtues and values in the Laws threaten 

what appears to be his own philosophical view, as I argue they do, then the fact that the 

Laws distinguishes philosophical from decent but ordinary virtues and values would help 

to remove that threat. 

There can be no doubt that Plato does distinguish between the philosophical and 

non-philosophical views offered in the Laws, as he is quite explicit about the difference. 
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We have already glimpsed at the passage in book XII in which Plato speaks briefly of the 

path to taie virtue Plato makes a point of describing this path as rising above ordinary 

virtue (xaic 5r||^oaiaiq dpsxaic, XII.968aI-2); hence I use the phrase "true virtue" 

advisedly. This clearly is connected to other passages in which Plato distinguishes 

"everyday" virtue from something more elevated. In particular, at IV.709e-7I0b the 

Athenian begins a discussion of self-control (a(o<|)poauvTi), but his first point of business 

is to distinguish the everyday sort of self-control that he means—which is a sort of natural 

tendency or instinct of restraint that arises spontaneously in some youth and makes them 

show restraint in the face of pleasure—from a more technical sort of self-control, which in 

more philosophical jargon could be called "sound judgment" (({jpovriaiq). So Plato 

clearly does distinguish between a more pedestrian and a more philosophical 

understanding of what virtue is; what is more, he even flags that distinction for us.^ 

Nor is this surprising when we note that, as far as the Athenian is concerned, the 

common man has had an ear on the conversation all along. At VI.779e, when the 

Athenian is about to propose a rather progressive policy on the involvement of women in 

public life, he worries aloud that the common man will find this rather hard to swallow-

even harder to swallow than any of the previous ones. In fact, the Athenian says that the 

Laws itself is to be a primary text by reading which the citizens might come to have true 

' This distinction is also a central topic in Alcinous, HandbookXXXA-l: the virtuous 
and the vicious, he says, are not jointly exhaustive, for in between are non-perfect 
virtues, as well as those on the difficult path to the perfect virtues. Consequently, "One 
gives the name of virtue also in a different sense to what are called 'good natural 
dispositions' and stages of progress toward virtue, which are given the same names as the 
respective virtues by reason of their similarity to them." See also Annas (1999), 12 If; 
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beliefs and good reasons for ihem.'' Clearly, the Athenian is explicitly aware that his 

proncucements are to have a broad audience among ordinary people, and hence is 

concerned when he suspects that a policy will clash greatly with common conceptions. 

This concern for popular palatability is found in the method by which the 

Athenian recommends virtue to the masses: no one, he says, should be allowed to claim 

ihai justice is separable from pleasure, or from usefulness and profitability (II.662b-

663b). Rather, justice must be universally held to be inseparable from pleasure. 

Whatever other merits this view may have or lack, he says, at least it has the persuasive 

forcc that one should lend to the just and pious life (11.663a9-b6). The main benefit of 

this appeal, then, is that it speaks to ordinary people where they live, and goes some way-

-how far, he does not say''—towards recommending the just life to them. We cannot fail 

to notice the extent to which Plato is concerned to make this very pragmatic work 

accessible to ordinary non-philosophers. 

As we have seen, Plato discusses a clearly philosophical kind of life in the last 

book of the Laws, a life in which one rises above the ordinary virtues (XII.967d-968a). 

One does so, says the Athenian, by attaining a truly religious outlook, by grasping that 

the soul is older than anything created, is immortal, and is in control of the world of 

matter. This recalls, 1 have suggested, the Phaeclo and its governing ethical principle that 

Saunders (1992), 483; Stalley (1983), 56f 

Laws VII.81 lc-812a. For a good discussion of this feature of the Laws, as well as 
certain complications involved in it, see Bobonich (1996). 

' And as I suggested in chapter 2, we should be suspicious of just how far such an appeal 
can actually go. 
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soul is by nature meant to control body; the guiding projects of the soul, then, can never 

serve the interests of our corporeal nature if we are to live as nature intends. This is also 

cchoed at Laws V.726a-728d ("Of all the things a man can call his own, the holiest... is 

his soul, his most intimate possession," 726a2-3). Furthermore, the Athenian says, one 

who would gain a truly religious outlook must grasp that reason is the supreme power 

among heavenly bodies, and so he repeats Socrates' point in the Philebus that reason 

governs the universe, and that it is thus with our reason that we are to identify. This is 

further confirmed as the Athenian says that a truly virtuous person must master 

philosophical studies and see what one learns as a rationally ordered whole, of which he 

can give an account (where one can be given)'" and which he can employ to inform moral 

action. Again, this suggests the account of becoming like God, and the account of virtue 

that it brings: as one identifies with reason, one comes to an understanding of reality by 

which one is able to inform otherwise inchoate "matter" in a virtuous way. 

Therefore, it is important to note that the oddity of the philosophical content of 

the Laws is coupled with a dramatic context that is also rather unusual among Plato's 

dialogues. For the Athenian stranger on occasion shows a more particular concern over 

the proximity of the discussion to the common views of ordinary people than we find in 

most of Plato's dialogues. Nor is this surprising, given the nature of that discussion. The 

Laws is a dialogue that takes place not among philosophers discussing an idealized state 

or purely abstract matters of principle, but among non-philosophers and statesmen-to-be 

discussing matters of principle for the founding of an actual state. This is not to say that 

On this somewhat strange qualification, cp. Timaeus 28c. 
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Plato wrote the Laws to address the founding of any actual state, but only that in the 

dramatic setting of the dialogue the Cretan Cleinias has been chosen as a planner and 

legislator for a (dramatically) real state. This affords Plato the opportunity to speak about 

very practical matters of civic life in very down-to-earth terms, as he does at great length 

and in great detail. Indeed, Plato's pragmatic concern could hardly be more evident: a 

book that propounds laws with multiple clauses and provisos on sundry affairs from 

military service to children's recitals to the gleaning of fruit can be understood only as a 

very pragmatic book indeed. 

Furthermore, there is an excellent reason why the discussions in the Laws are 

accommodated to an ordinary audience. For the Athenian maintains that the good city is 

ruled not by force but by persuasion," so that the political relations within the city are to 

be ones of friendship and cooperation rather than force or control. Consequently, the 

discussion is primarily geared to an ordinary audience, for the laws they are producing, 

and especially the rationale for those laws, are meant to be as transparent and acceptable 

as possible to decent, ordinary citizens. 

The audience of the Laws, then, and the requirement that they be ruled by 

persuasion and not force, places a couple of important constraints on the philosophical 

theses the Laws will e.xplore. First, the Laws must address itself primarily to the lives, 

values, and behaviors of decent, ordinary citizens. And second, it must do so in terms 

that such citizens will actually find intelligible and persuasive. We can see, then, that in 

" For a good discussion of the precise nature, and indeed existence, of the persuasion of 
citizens by lawmakers in the Laws—as well as the comparatively large secondary 
literature on this topic—see Bobonich (1991), and also Armstrong (1998), chapter 4. 
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some important way the Laws must speak in the first instance not necessarily to 

philosophers, but to ordinary laypersons. 

Hence, we should note three important implications of this section for reading the 

Laws. First, when we turn to ask what the Laws tells us about Plato's attitude toward 

pleasure within the philosophical life, we must proceed with great caution. For much of 

what he says in the Laws about pleasure and moral psychology is not about the 

philosophical life at all. It would be a mistake to look to the pedagogical strand of the 

dialogue for evidence of Plato's theory of virtue, value, and action in the philosophical 

life. 

Second, we should be cautious in taking the Athenian's theses about pleasure as 

evidence for Plato's considered view of value even in the non-philosophical life. For 

these theses belong to Plato's pedagogical purpose of making legislation and rationale for 

legislation that ordinary people can comprehend and internalize in order to live as well as 

they can. But Plato may have considerable leeway in carrying off that purpose; if so, 

then his purpose becomes more complicated, and so does its contribution to our 

understanding of the ordinary life. For Plato offers guidance for ordinary citizens, when 

he says that they should believe that just legislation leads them to satisfy the desires they 

have in the most reasonable way; that pleasure is a seductive element in the soul that 

must be channelled properly; and that education, customs, and sanctions are needed to 

keep the diverse elements of the soul in harmony. Now when things are stated so 

generally, the Athenian is willing to claim that they are all plainly true, and likely Plato 

agrees (cp. I1.664b-c). However, there may nonetheless be ways of accommodating the 
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limitations of ordinary citizens which may lead them ultimately in the right direction, 

even if Plato does not think they are true. In other words, while it may be important for 

the guardians of the laws to come to understand higher truths about the nature of virtue 

(see .XII.965c-e), it is enough for ordinary citizens to comprehend what they can that will 

lead them in the right direction. 

This latter consideration introduces leeway into Plato's method, but perhaps not as 

much as one might think. For there is a philosophical limit to Plato's accommodating 

ordinary conceptions. The goal of the legislator is to help the citizens and the city live 

well; for Plato, one does that not by giving them the life they think they want, but by 

giving them the life that really will be a good one. This is not to say that the goal of the 

legislator is to make every citizen a sage (and, as book XII [etpassim] suggests, some 

citizens may be sages, but most will not), so we need not worry that any degree of 

accommodation of ordinary conceptions will be unacceptable. Still, there is a kind of life 

that it is best for ordinar>' people to live, and in this sense we can speak of their 

"happiness," but clearly not just any conception of what the good is and what kind of 

agents we arc is going to be a useful foundation for moving ordinary people towards their 

happiness. The ethical and psychological foundations of the Athenian's legislation, 

ihercfore, either must be at least minimally correct according to a proper philosophical 

theory, or it must lead ordinary people to live the kind of life that is best for them and 

that a proper philosophical theory would recommend for them. 

These considerations are important not only for making us more cautious than 

commentators usually are when looking to the Laws for evidence of Plato's own thought. 
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but also because they give us some means of determining what views Plato must hold 

with respect to the non-philosophical life, given the constraints on his pedagogy. For 

now, it is enough that we feel a certain agnosticism about the testimony of the Laws. 

The third implication of the divergent discussions of philosophical and non-

philosophical lives in the Laws is that Plato has a foot in two camps, as it were. We arc 

used to seeing Plato discuss and struggle with the characteristics of the philosophical life 

of virtue; that is, we are used to seeing Plato work on the notion of what our nature can 

become when completely fulfilled by philosophical understanding. In the Laws, 

however, we find Plato discussing two rather unfamiliar things: raw human nature, that 

is. the basic features and capacities with which humans are outfitted by nature; and a 

condition of virtue that marks a crucial advance over raw nature, but is still short of 

philosophical virtue, or \'\nuQ sinipliciier. This is interesting, because it sheds light on 

areas of philosophical refiection not frequently illuminated in Plato's works. 

So what does the Laws tell us about virtue and pleasure outside the philosophical 

life? To find out, it still will do no good simply to take the moral theses of the Laws 

completely at face value, even in the case of the non-philosophical life. For as we have 

seen, all that it needs to do is to convince ordinary people of the utter importance of 

things like self-control and reason (of everyday varieties). So what can we say? 

Well, Plato must be committed to some of the moral and psychological theses of 

the Laws as they apply to the non-philosophical life. If he isn't so committed, then he has 

constructed an account of virtue and psychology simply as a prop for his legislative 

programme: but he should have constructed his legislation as following in part from 
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certain psychological facts about non-philosophers. Otherwise, the ethical framework of 

the Laws is apparently a dupe that is foisted onto ordinary citizens to help keep them in 

line. But not only is much of the framework said to be true, such a dupe would be quite 

out of keeping with the Athenian's concern in the book's opening to bring reconciliation 

between members of the state, not merely control (I.627e-628a; cf V.743c).'* 

Furthermore, if the framework is meant not as a dupe but as a sort of "noble lie," then it 

is doomed to failure unless it reflects in some way the actual demands of living well an 

ordinary, non-philosophical life. For instance, if pleasure and pain are not in fact some 

sort of basic human motivators (at least in the absence of philosophical maturity), then 

legislation that focuses primarily on pleasure and pain as the basic human motivators 

(I.636d-e) will overlook some other motivating factor of human psychology, and thus 

may suffer a dangerous incompleteness. 

Thus one thing at least that Plato must accept is that pleasure and pain are strong, 

indeed somehow basic, affective and motivational elements in the soul. It is not 

surprising, then, that Alcinous describes the emotions, on the Platonist theory, as all 

grounded in pleasure and pain.'^ This is not to say, however, that Plato must believe that 

pleasure and pain are more basic motivators than reason and calculation; for all he needs 

to say is that they are a threat to reason, requiring vigilance lest one be drawn in by them 

away from reason. This view hearkens to the view of pleasure in the Phaedo that we saw 

in chapter 2: pleasure reflects what one has come to appreciate and value, as pleasure is a 

Cf Armstrong (1998), 136f 

See Handbook XXX.2-3. 
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sort of result and expression of that appreciation; and pleasure has a rather unique ability 

to reinforce what one appreciates and values, as it can lead to a closer bond between the 

agent and what the agent values. As the Athenian says at II.655d-656a, enjoyment of bad 

things is harmful while enjoyment of good things is beneficial, since one cannot help but 

take on the character of what he enjoys, whether it is good or bad. Moreover, this is why 

one must understand that courage deals not only with fears and pains, but also with 

desires and pleasures; for the latter have a special power to cajole, seduce, and mold the 

heart (1.633d). 

Does Plato think that pleasure is the good, that is, the highest object of pursuit, for 

non-philosophers? It is difficult to tell. He does describe, as we've seen, pleasure as the 

only thing that can motivate us to act, and thus it would be the basis of all value. He also 

describes a sort of moderation in pleasure as the most god-like life. At the same time, 

we've also seen that he does not commit himself to treating reason and calculation as a 

motivating force based on pleasure. Furthermore, he speaks in ways that suggest 

pleasure-independent standards forjudging the relative merits of different pleasures. 

These discrepancies in our evidence suggest that he does not offer (or perhaps even have) 

a settled view of the matter. What is settled, however, is the belief that it is necessary to 

connect pleasure and the good (non-philosophical) life in order to give it the sort of 

praise that most people will respond to. Once again, then, he takes pleasure to be a 

central feature of the moral life of ordinary people, both as a psychological factor and as 

a normative factor in ordinary thinking. That is, Plato evidently thought that ordinary 

people accept, or at least act as though they accept, that pleasure is somehow normatively 
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central; whether he himself thought it was of central normative value in the non-

philosophical life is unclear. But what is clear is that he thought that such ordinary 

thinking, at least when combined with proper education and institutions, can be used as a 

reliable basis on which to lead ordinary people to the life that is best for them. 

We can say the same, I think, about the treatment of conventional goods as 

conditional goods. As Socrates is e.\.plicitly aware in the Euthyciemus, the proper 

understanding of conventional goods and evils is one of great philosophical difficulty--

indeed, its difficulty is part of his very point in introducing the topic, in order to 

distinguish the rigors of philosophy from the facility of eristic. It is clear that Plato 

doubted that ordinary people would see conventional goods, as opposed to their use, as 

anything other than actual goods, even if conditional. That he himself believed this is, I 

think, doubtful, and in any case underdetermined by the Laws. But again, it is also clear 

that he did not see such a view as a dangerous one for ordinary people to hold. 

The Laws, then, gives us further evidence for Plato's views about the gaps 

between the ordinary non-philosophical life and the philosophical life. Although (as we 

saw in chapter 2) Plato gives some indication of such gaps in the Phaecio, the Laws is 

both more informative and, interestingly, much more optimistic about them. In the 

Phaedo, the damning mistake of the non-philosopher is to pursue pleasure as a goal in 

itself But while this may still be a damning mistake for the would-be philosopher, in the 

Laws this becomes a way to lead ordinary people to live well, so far as they can. 

Consequently, the strands in the Laws which threaten the account of our final end, 

the value of conventional goods, and the value of pleasure that we have developed so far. 
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should be met with guarded agnosticism. What is certain is that they should not be taken 

as indicative of Plato's considered philosophical conception of the philosophical life and 

the values in it. However, while the special dramatic features of the Laws allow us to 

avoid disaster for Plato's ethical evaluation of pleasure, nothing, as we shall see now, can 

save us from disaster with respect to Plato's moral psychology of pleasure. 

2. Moral Psychology in the Laws 

In the first book of the Laws, the Athenian paints a notoriously alarming picture 

of human agency and motivation. As this passage is rather difficult but important, I 

translate it here at length (644b-645b): 

Athenian: Now a while ago we agreed that those who are able to rule themselves 
are good, and those who are not are bad. 

Cleinias: Yes, that's quite right. 
Athenian: Well, let's consider even more precisely just what we mean by this very 

point. Perhaps you'll let me clarify this business for you through an illustration, if I 
should somehow be able. 

Cleinias: Go right ahead. 
Athenian: Let's take it that each of us is one, shall we? 
Cleinias: Yes. 
Athenian: And he has within himself a pair of contrary and stupid advisors, which 

wc call "pleasure" and "pain"? 
Cleinias: That's true. 
Athenian: In addition to these two, he also has opinions about the future, which 

have the general name "expectation"; but in particular, the expectation of pain is "fear," 
and the expectation of its opposite is "confidence." And besides these, there is the 
reasoning that one of them is sometimes better or worse; and when it becomes the decree 
of state, it is given the name "law." 

Cleinias: I'm just barely following you, but say what comes next as if I were 
following. 

Megilltis: I'm in the same situation, as well. 
Athenian: Let's think about these things in the following way. Let's suppose that 

each of us living beings is the gods' puppet, put together either as their plaything or for 
some serious purpose--we don't know which. But this we do know, that these emotions 
in us are like kinds of cords or strings that both oppose us and pull against each other 
towards contrary actions, for they are themselves contraries; there virtue and vice stand 
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divided. For the argument''' says that each one [of us] ought to pull against the other 
cords, by always following one of the pulling forces and never letting go of it--and this 
one is the golden and holy leadership of reason (which is called in general "law" of state). 
The others, however, are stiff and adamant, whereas this one is soft, as it is golden; the 

others are also like all sorts of things.'^ One ought always to take the side of the finest 
leadership, i.e. of law: for inasmuch as reason is fine, but mild and not violent, it needs 
assistants for its leadership, so that the golden kind in us might conquer the other kinds. 
And so this story of virtue about us being puppets would be complete, and the thought 
behind "self-superior" and "self-inferior" would in some way become clearer . .. 

Each of us, he says, has several "advisors," namely pleasure, pain, expectations 

about the future (i.e. fear, if an e.xpectation of pain, and confidence, if an e.xpectation of 

pleasure), and calculation of the merits of pleasures and pains (1.644d). To depict how 

these advisors operate, the Athenian has us imagine that each of us is a puppet of the 

gods, suspended and controlled by several cords (II.644d-645c). One of these cords is 

calculation, and the others are emotions, that is pleasure, pain, fear, and confidence. 

What is interesting is how these cords differ. The emotion-cords are rigid, being 

made of stiff alloys, and tug us in all sorts of directions; these cords, that is, are 

e.Mreniely forceful, and have no unity of direction. The calculation-cord, on the other 

hand, is soft, flexible, and pliant, as it is made of gold. As a result, calculation is a gentle 

motivating force, unlike the rough and jerky emotions. Since the cords differ so, the 

golden calculation-cord can hold sway only with our assistance; the idea seems to be that 

Here I follow most translators; see Annas (1999), 142 & n. 15, however, for the 
provocative suggestion that 6 >>.d70C is not "the argument" but "reason." 

It is difficult to know just what this sentence indicates, but I suggest that it returns to 
the earlier point in the text that the cords pull in indefinite directions, even against each 
other. Cp. the image of the desirous part of the soul in Republic IX as a many-headed, 
shape-shifting beast; the idea there as well seems to be that desires and (certain) emotions 
can run in any direction and take anything as their object (see also the description of the 
tyrannical soul). 
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sincc it is pliant, it can get us to move only if we actively choose to be moved by it. So 

the golden cord, unlike the adamant ones, doesn't bypass our agency, but depends on it. 

Furthermore, although he does not say so, it is quite reasonable to assume that the golden 

cord will also possess the unity of direction that the alloys lack.'^ 

Not surprisingly, it is this golden cord that one ought to follow, says the Athenian, 

and never let go (644e4-645a4). The point seems to be that following this cord requires a 

special effort. It is not like following the other cords of emotion: in order for them to 

hold sway, one need only wait until they e.\ert some pull. But since the golden cord is 

mild and not violent or forceful, its directing requires an assistant, so that the golden cord 

in the agent may conquer (viKa) the other ones (645a4-bl). So the golden cord is 

orderly, whereas the others are unruly; it is mild, not violent; and it requires agency to 

follow it. rather than passivity.'' 

Clearly there are many questions that this depiction of our moral psychology 

raises; I will mention just four. To see how these questions arise, notice an important 

difference between this depiction of the agent and, say, the depiction at the end of 

Republic IX. In the Republic, a person is depicted as the amalgam of a small person, a 

lion, and a many-headed beast. As we saw in chapter 5, it is obvious that one part of this 

amalgam—the small person—is properly identified with the agent herself. In other words, 

one of the parts really is the agent, and it works to control the other parts. In the Laws, 

In fact, the golden cord receives, in addition to "golden and holy," the further 
description "single-formed" (fiovosiSfi) in the Codex Riccardianus, presumably to 
maintain this symmetry in the te.xt. 

'' This latter point is brought out nicely by Annas (1999), 143f. 
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however, both of these features are absent from the depiction of the agent. For the agent 

is not any of the cords, not even the golden one; rather, the agent is something quite 

distinct from any of the cords, which are forces that act on the agent in various ways. 

Consequently, first, the soul seems less like an agent and more like a patient. The 

comparison of the soul to a puppet—which is always a patient, and never a self-mover— 

surely invites this problem."* 

Second, it is far from clear that any control is exerted by the golden cord over the 

alloyed cords. For the pliability of the golden cord makes it precisely unsuited to exert 

control over the alloyed cords. In fact, that seems to be just the point of making the cord 

pliable: it cannot act as the alloyed cords do, and it cannot exert any force over them.'^ 

Third, it is also unclear how the agent could exert any control over the alloyed cords; for 

puppets are controlled by their strings, not vice versa. 

Finally, the Athenian says that calculation requires that the agent identify with the 

golden cord, if it is to be effective; if the agent identifies with the alloyed cords, the 

golden cord bccomes useless. But this raises the fourth question: In virtue of what is the 

agent to choose the cord with which she will identify?"" Since the agent is distinct from 

her motivating forces, it is very hard to see what in the agent would motivate her to 

This problem is not often noted; an e.xception is Stalley (1983), 61. 

' ' Con. Annas (1999), 143, who suggests that the pliability of the golden cord enables it 
to deal with emotions in ways that emotions cannot deal with it, namely by managing, 
leading, and manipulating them. 

And it is clear that the point is the by now familiar one of identifying with some aspect 
of one's self; cf Annas (1999), 143f. 
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identify one way or another. If Plato means to distinguish some rational, motivating 

faculty in the agent from the calculation-cord, then he has done a very bad job of alerting 

the reader to this. How, then, can one identify with the calculation-cord? And how can 

the calculation-cord—even when the agent cooperates with it—exert any force over the 

alloyed cords? 

We must be careful of pressing this analogy too far; all analogies are meant to 

illuminate just some features of a thing, and not others. What does seem evident, 

however, is that calculation, which is subtle and persuasive, is not the sort of thing that 

can control emotion, which is fierce and demanding. And in fact we can see this 

psychology illustrated in the Athenian's discussion of those who have good character, 

knowledge, and reason but who nonetheless have little control over their emotions, and 

as a result are led to succumb to them (cf. I.655d-656b). This suggests that even when 

one when understands what is good (III.689b), and even when one acts accordingly 

(II.654c), it is still an open question whether one's emotions will follow suit. 

To be sure, however, the Athenian does make it clear that in properly educated 

citizens, reason and emotion are in harmony, and in fact her education changes her 

pleasures. This is why it is always the pleasure of the good and educated person that 

matters in assessments of pleasantness, and why it takes the perspective of the educated 

person to appreciate fully the richness of such pleasures."' However, what is the role of 

the agent's reason in bringing about this harmony between reason and emotion? To say 

that reason—the golden cord—brings about order in otherwise chaotic steel cords, is to 

See Annas (1999), 145-149. 
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import much more into the discussion than the puppet passage itself does. But this 

passage is, of course, strange and problematic, and after all it is only an illustration, 

which may not match at all relevant points. So from the puppet passage itself, we should 

be hesitant in drawing conclusions about the relation between reason and the emotions. 

However, in Plato individual passages never appear in a vacuum, but make some 

contribution to the larger te.xts in which they are set. So where is the puppet passage set? 

This passage is intended, the Athenian says, to make clearer the notion of "self-control" 

or "self-superiority." The discussion of self-control, in turn, is meant to cast light on the 

Athenian's conception of education, which at last will explain why he recommends that 

soldiers partake in carefully administered drinking parties. Since, in short, the puppet 

passage is meant to explain how drinking parties lead to increased self-control, let's begin 

by examining how soldiers learn self-control from such parties, in order to see how self-

control is brought about in the soul. This will give us evidence as to how the "cords" 

controlling the soul become harmonized. 

According to the Athenian, soldiers are always trained to resist pain and fear, but 

they are rarely trained to resist pleasure and confidence. This is unfortunate, he says, 

bccause while soldiers need fearlessness in the face of the enemy, they need to feel fear 

in the face of their fellows—that is, fear of disgrace and disrepute; therefore, they need to 

be able to resist the pleasant temptations that would lead them to disgrace among their 

peers. Moreover, the process of training soldiers to resist pleasure is very much like that 

of training them to resist fear; in both cases, soldiers are subjected to stimuli, punished 

for the wrong response, and rewarded for the proper one. Training in resisting fear is 
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very familiar: fights, contests, battles produce fear in soldiers, who are then treated 

according to their response. While less familiar, training in resisting pleasure is easier 

and safer, since wine is a substance that can be administered to break down one's 

inhibitions with regard to pleasure, and boost one's confidence. And just as in the more 

familiar training soldiers are treated according to their responses to pain, in drinking-

parties soldiers are treated according to their response to the emotions that wine produces 

in them. 

What kind of training do these processes provide? Notice that there is no mention 

of the soldiers being brought to a rational understanding of the sorts of responses that are 

appropriate. Instead, they are, so to speak, "conditioned" by reward and punishment to 

ha\ e some responses rather than others. There is a parallel to this in the Athenian's more 

general account of education. For when children are educated from youth, in the 

beginning their emotions are trained and channeled." It is only later that children come 

to have an understanding of the reasons why some behaviors are appropriate and others 

not; and it is then, with such understanding, that there is concord between reason and the 

emotions, which is proper civic virtue. This suggests that prior to the greater 

understanding of maturity, the education of the emotions is rather mechanical; it also 

w ould explain why, in less properly educated adults, intellectual training and emotional 

life can pull apart. 

There arc, then, three levels of education. First, there are those whose emotions 

are merely channeled, independent of any rational understanding, such as young children 

" Cf. Alcinous, Handbook XXX.3, XXIV.4. 
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and new soldiers. Second, there are aduUs whose insufficiently channeled emotions keep 

their intellectual grasps from reaching proper understanding. And third there are adults 

with full civic virtue, who have reached rational understanding and whose emotions have 

been properly channeled. 

So the Athenian does maintain that in proper civic virtue, reason and emotion are 

in harmony, and reason holds sway. In none of this, however, is there any mention of 

reason's informing the emotions; in fact, ver>' little is said at all of how reason affects the 

emotions. I suggest that we can understand the psychology here as follows. Before one 

learns intellectually, one's emotions are trained and channeled to respond to various 

experiences in certain ways rather than others. If this training is conducted correctly, 

then the emotions are channeled in directions that would accord with reason. At this 

stage, however, one does not understand the appropriateness of the channeling, and so is 

not yet a self-directing agent. When reason and understanding—now unopposed by 

emotions—begin to develop, one begins to understand that appropriateness for oneself It 

is then that one comes to follow the direction of reason, and the emotions follow suit. 

Now there is harmony in the soul. 

But just what kind of harmony is it? We can illustrate a few possibilities, by 

thinking of two trumpeters playing in unison. First, imagine that the two trumpeters have 

a sound-proof partition between them. As the first trumpteter begins, a conductor leads 

her; the conductor then begins to lead the second trumpeter in the same song at the same 

time. The two trumpeters are now playing in unison; however, neither is playing in 

response to the other. Rather, they are both being kept in unison independently. Second, 
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imagine now that the sound-proof partition is removed, and that the conductor turns his 

task over to one of the two trumpeters, who then leads them both in the same piece of 

music. And third, imagine that the leading trumpeter now leads the second into new 

pieccs of music invented by the first; the second, then, is able to understand for herself 

what the first is doing, and follows along. 

In which of these relations do reason and emotion stand, according to the 

Athenian? Two things are clear. First, reason and emotion begin harmonizing as the 

trumpeters do in the first case: one is educated by having emotion channeled, and then 

having rationality introduced. That is, one appears to gain initial development in one's 

emotions through a process that is not dependent on processes developing rationality. 

Sccond, it is clear that reason and emotion, in the properly educated person, do not 

simply remain in that relationship; somehow, reason begins to lead in the agent. But into 

which of the two other relations do reason and emotion grow?'^ If into the second, then 

reason serves not to enlighten emotion, but to keep it in check, keep it from going out of 

bounds, and maintaining its direction. But if into the third, then reason begins to guide, 

enlighten, and direct emotion in ways that require emotion to recognize, understand, and 

accept the leadership of reason. 

The choice between the second relationship and the third is, of course, the choice 

between the "control" model and the "agreement" model. Which model fits the moral 

psychology of the Laws'^. It is not at all difficult to see how the "control" model might fit 

the Laws: once the emotions are channeled by one's teachers, and one begins to develop 

On these points see Annas (1999), 124ff. 
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rationally, one's emotions are disposed to go in rational directions, and one can take over 

from one's teachers to keep them so channeled—just as one trumpeter can take over from 

the conductor to keep the other trumpeter in time. What is difficult to see is whether the 

leadership of reason ever becomes richer than that, like the leadership of one trumpeter 

by another through an improvisational piece.""' Is there any evidence for that kind of 

leadership? 

It is important to note that the second trumpeter does not have to have just the 

same skills as the leading trumpeter, in order for her to follow in the third way; she need 

not be able to lead the first trumpeter, in order to be led by her. Similarly, emotion need 

not be rational in just the same way that reason is; it need not be able to grasp the good 

on its own, in order to recognize it when it is shown. So the problem is not merely that 

reason and emotion are different faculties. Rather, the problem is in seeing whether 

emotion in the Laws has any capacity to follow reason by recognizing and understanding 

reason's direction. 

Unfortunately, Plato's own language in the puppet passage tells against the latter 

relation between reason and emotion. For one thing, Plato says that when reason is 

successful in the soul, it "conquers" (viKa) the emotions. That is not the language of 

agreement, but of control. For another, if Plato intends a relation of agreement rather 

than of control, then he must maintain not only that the agent transcends her beginnings 

by developing rationality and becoming self-directing, but also that the emotions 

It is important to note that the contrast I intend is not between following instruction and 
innovating—innovation should be possible on both models. Rather, the contrast is 
between keeping-in-check and leading-by-understanding. 
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themselves transcend their beginnings by becoming, in some way, capable of rational 

enlightenment. But even if Plato indicates that the emotions do not remain "witless 

advisors," he surely gives no indication that they change so radically that they can 

actually understand the guidance of reason. 

What is clear, then, is that the crude and jerky mechanisms of the puppet passage 

represent the soul's beginnings, and that the development of the soul into civic virtue 

takes the soul beyond these beginnings to some sort of harmony. But what is not clear is 

how, from such crude beginnings, the harmony of the soul could ever become one of 

agreement, rather than control. And so although the focus in these passages is not on the 

development of virtue in philosophers,"" but only of civic virtue in ordinary, decent 

citizens, nonetheless we should still wonder whether philosophical virtue could be a 

matter of agreement in the soul either, since it takes its start from the same place as civic 

virtue. 

3. Moral Psychologv in the Timaeiis 

Any question of the rationality of our natural constitution left over in the Laws, 

Notice that the puppet passage is given primarily to shed light on the notion of self-
control or self-superiority (1.645b). But we have already seen how dodgy a notion self-
control is in the Laws', and in fact in the conte.vt preceding the puppet passage, self-
control is said to be a matter of partaking of pleasure and pain in the right way—and this, 
the Athenian says, is the same for the state, the individual, and indeed for every living 
being (I.636e). This sort of self-control is clearly connected to the spontaneous instinct 
that provides restraint with respect to pleasure, which is explicitly distinguished from the 
more elevated notion of self-control as good judgment (({jpovriaiv, IV.7I0a6). It is 
e.xtremely unlikely, then, that the moral psychology Laws I {et passim) is intended to 
illuminate the self-control of the philosophically virtuous person of Laws XII. 
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however, is quickly settled in the Timaeus.'^ There, although Timaeus discusses virtues 

in only very vague terms, he has plenty to say about human psychology—not a model of 

psychology concocted for rhetorical purposes, but a philosophical psychology continuous 

with his general physical account."' In terms that seem to straddle the moral 

psychologies of the Phaedo and the Republic. Timaeus proclaims that soul is both divine 

and corporeal, the latter being divisible into two parts, namely the ambitious part and the 

appetitive part (69c-7le)."'^ The divine soul, created by the Demiurge, was placed by the 

gods within the spherical cranium, and a body was constructed as its vehicle (69c).*^ 

Within this body the mortal soul was placed; a concomitant of this mixture of soul with 

material, fluctuating body is the presence of emotions (42a-b), which are among the 

dreadful but necessary disturbances; pleasure, pain, boldness and fear, anger, expectation, 

and all-venturing lust (69d). These emotions, or disturbances, are put in the least 

favorable light possible: pleasure is described as evil's greatest lure, pain as something 

that keeps us from pursuing goodness, boldness and fear as a pair of foolish advisors, and 

See also Stalley (1983), 47 for another comparison of the Laws and the Timaeus with 
respect to moral psychology. 

' In fact, it is the account of soul in body in the Timaeus that Alcinous presents as the 
official Platonist view on the matter {Handbook XXIII). 

So much, I think, for the traditional dichotomy between the psychologies of the Phaedo 
and the Republic (I express doubts over this dichotomy in chapter 2, as well). (See also 
the ways in which Alcinous discusses bipartite and tripartite models of the soul side by 
side. Handbook XXIV: e.g. the conflict arguments of Republic IV are employed to show 
not only that they are distinct, as in the Republic, but also that the parts of the soul must 
reside in different places in the body, as in the Timaeus--^nd all of this within a 
discussion of the soul as bipartite.) But that is a topic for another time. 

'' Cf. Alcinous, Handbook XXWIA. 
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anger as difficult to assuage. 

Furthermore, the body was arranged so as best to insulate divine soul from 

mortal, as mortal soul was placed in the body, separated from the head (seat of divine 

soul) by the neck (69d-e). The ambitious part of the soul, Timaeus says, is located in the 

chest, as it is able to listen to reason and to control the appetitive part (located in the 

belly; sec below), should it be disobedient (70a). It is hard to resist comparing this view 

with that of Republic IV and IX, but this comparison would be seriously complicated, in 

at least three ways. First, the ambitious part is said to listen to reason in only a very 

limited way: when reason reports some wrongful act (either from without, or within the 

appetitive part), the spirit boils over, and the heart (seat of ambition) sends exhortations 

and threats throughout the body (70b). Second, the ambitious part seems susceptible 

only to arousal by reason, but not calming; the job of calming is handled physically by 

the lungs (70c-d).^° These two facts suggest that the ambitious part does not operate on 

norms of its own, as the ambitious part in the Republic operates on norms of self-

conception, but rather is controlled from without by reason. So the agreement of reason 

and the ambitious part would be quite difficult to explain. 

Third, the control exerted by the ambitious part over the appetitive part is one of 

forcible restraint (70a). This brings us to the appetitive part, which is located in the belly, 

farthest away from the head (70d-e). Here are located the appetites for food, drink, and 

bodily need in general (70e). This part of the soul is depicted as a beast, feeding at its 

trough (70e-71a); and it is completely unable to understand the deliverances of reason—in 

Cf Alcinous, Handbook XXIII.2. 
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fact, even if it could understand them, it would pay them no regard, but instead be enticed 

by images (71a). Since it pays attention only to images, it is through images impressed 

upon the liver that the appetitive part is either frightened or soothed, depending on the 

thoughts from the mind that are converted into frightening or soothing images in the liver 

(71 b-e).^' The appetites, then, can be controlled through fear or soothing, but it is unclear 

how they could agree or cooperate with the faculties that bring them this fear or 

soothing. 

The utter non-rationality of the appetitive part is further underscored a few pages 

later, when Timaeus claims that plant life also partakes of this kind of soul, which is 

totally without opinion, reasoning, or understanding.^" This part of the soul, which 

partakes of pleasant and painful sensations, as well as desires, is completely passive, 

being incapable of initiating either its own motion or its reaction to motions from without 

(77b-c). Similarly, in a curious account of transmigration Timaeus later tells us that wild 

land animals have come from the souls of men completely without philosophy, who 

abandoned the use of their mind to follow the soul in their chests (91e)." 

The message could not be clearer: the ambitious and appetitive parts of the soul 

Cf. Alcinous, Handbook 

This also removes any suspicion that the appetitive soul is capable of being frightened 
or soothed on the basis of any reflections or norms of its own; if this kind of soul is 
possessed also by plants, then it must operate entirely on brute reaction to external 
stimuli. 

Cf. Alcinous' claim that affective soul--the part of the soul that experiences pleasure 
and pain, and is contrasted with the rational part—is also found in animals {Handbook 
XXIV. 1). 
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are non-rational, although they can be controlled by reason. The workings of the mortal 

soul are physiological; indeed, sexual overindulgence, as well as most weaknesses for 

pleasure, Timaeus says, are usually caused by physiological defects (86b-e). Nor is this 

simply a function of the very materialist emphasis of the Timaeus., for Timaeus says quite 

clearly that one who would live as he should must drag the body--a ghastly accretion of 

the four elements—into conformity with the rational movements of his mind, using reason 

to subdue the irrational, turbulent mass (42c-d). This conformity, then, is an enforced 

uniformity; it is not an agreement. 

The connection of the Timaeus to the Laws is rather complex. On the one hand, 

the Timaeus in many places seems to reflect the moral psychology of the puppet passage 

in the Laws. For just as the emotions are compared to very stiff and unyielding cords in 

the Laws, so also the Timaeus emphasizes that emotions are rather brute, and tend to drag 

us in whatever direction they aim;^"* indeed, they are portrayed as quite dangerous.^^ 

Furthermore, we have also seen that reason is rather limited in the sort of control it can 

have over the other parts of the soul.^^ 

Nonetheless, there is an instructive difference between the Timaeus and the Laws 

in moral psychology. As we noted in the Laws, the agent is not identified with any of the 

"cords" controlling the puppet; since these cords are meant to reflect motivational forces 

in the soul, the agent is not identified with any such force. In the Timaeus, however, the 

See the discussion of Timaeus 70e-71a, 77b-c, and 9Ie above. 

See the discussion of Timaeus 42a-b and 69d above. 

''' Sec the discussion of Timaeus 70c-d and 7 Ib-e above. 
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agent seems quite clearly to be properly identified with reason—what else could we 

conclude from the depiction of the body as an "accretion" of elements, the separation of 

div ine from mortal soul in literally, physically distinct regions of the body, and the 

description of the body as a vehicle devised to transport the mind located in the head? 

Now we have already seen that the account in the Laws is problematic since it seems to 

deprive the agent of any capacity in virtue of which to choose to follow one cord or 

another. In the Timaeus, we find another problem: if the agent is really one of the parts 

of the soul, namely reason, then in virtue of what are the other parts of the soul to 

respond to the direction of the agent? 

This difference allows us to see a dilemma for Plato's account of the soul as made 

of separate parts: if the agent is identical to the reasoning part, then the other parts cannot 

obviously follow in a cooperative way; and if the agent is not identical to any of the 

parts, then it is unclear how the agent could be equipped to choose to identify with any of 

the parts. It is not clear whether the puppet analogy shows that Plato tried to avoid the 

former horn only to be pinned on the latter, or whether the analogy is simply infelicitous 

in this respect. But what is clear is that in the Timaeus Plato embraces the identification 

of the agent with reason, and gives up all hope of making the other parts cooperate with 

it. 

Again, we should reasonably suppose that the moral psychology of the Timaeus 

reflects only where humans begin, as a matter of bare physiology, and not where they end 

up as rational and virtuous agents. But again, the problem of the Laws resurfaces in even 

worse form. For the cruder and dumber the beginnings, the harder it is to see how 
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emotion could ever become the kind of thing to agree with reason, rather than merely 

submit to its control. And on this question, as difficult as it is important, Plato remains 

silent.^' 

4. Epilogue 

Where does this leave us? This account of Plato's late moral psychology has two 

very important implications for the present project. First, it is clear that we are faced 

squarely in the Laws with the questions we have seen in the Statesman and Timaeiis: 

how, from a person's beginnings as a human, can she bring harmony and agreement 

among the various aspects of her self? How, from this beginning, could one hope to 

inform these aspects with reason, rather than control them by force? 

The second implication reaches back to our discussion of the Philebus and the 

concern that it addressed. That concern regarded two ways of understanding the sense in 

which pleasure is a preferred indifferent in the philosophical life, and a part of the 

philosophical life. I suggested there that the best way to understand pleasure in the 

^ See also Alcinous' discussion of the emotions, in which he claims that emotions are 
irrational motions of the soul; on these grounds, he maintains that the emotions are not 
really o///-actions (cf Annas (1999), 135; Stalley (1983), 47), nor under our control 
(although he waffles between that stronger claim and the weaker claim that the emotions 
arise without our wishing; Handbook XXXII.I). The unresolved tension in Plato turns 
up here as well, where Alcinous also wants to maintain both that emotions arise in 
response to good and bad, and that they are entirely irrational motions (and not, say, 
judgments or opinions). Thus although Alcinous wishes, in XXX.3, to portray the 
emotions and desires as able to internalize a cognitive structure supplied by reason (even 
though they cannot supply such structure for themselves), he also portrays the non-
rational parts of the soul as not properly us, and not properly human. Alcinous, then, like 
Plato does not in the end present a coherent account of the nature of emotion and its 
relation to reason; on this tension in Plato, see Annas (1999), ch. 6 (note, however, that 
.A.nnas does not present this tension as a phenomenon in Alcinous). 
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philosophical life is as a part of virtuous activity itself: that is, one of the ways in which 

wisdom and understanding works to bring about order and virtue is by taking pleasure in 

goodness as such. Unfortunately, Plato did not work out a moral psychology that would 

allow him to portray pleasure in this way. I do not think that this casts doubt on the fact 

that Plato wanted to understand pleasure in some way as this. But the psychology he 

offers allows him only to portray pleasure as sanitized and controlled by reason. Thus, 

ihc way in which a person takes pleasure will still be a function of wisdom bringing 

about order within the "matter" of one's life, and so pleasure can still be a part of the 

philosophical life as part of the healthy workings of virtue. But that is not to say that the 

\irtuous enjoyment of pleasure is virtue shining through in this part of our lives. There is 

a mismatch, then, between the transformative account of pleasure that Plato wanted to 

give for the philosophical life, and the moral psychology that he actually gave. This is 

becausc, I suppose, Plato could not see how to make the parts of the soul besides reason 

capable of hearing and agreeing with reason, without weakening the distinction between 

ihcse parts. And without that distinction, Plato would have difficulty explaining the 

apparent dispute between them. A solution to the problem, then, must both explain the 

disputes within the soul, and explain how the various aspects are nonetheless rational. I 

cannot here enter into possible solutions of this problem. But it is instructive to note that 

it is just this problem that set the terms for much of the debate in moral psychology 

among Greek philosophers after Plato. 

Why did Plato suffer this short-coming? I cannot say with any real exactness, for 

the question asks not why Plato held this belief or that, but why he held an entire-world 
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view. I will spare the reader from platitudes about how hard it is even for the cleverest 

philosopher to see fully the implications of his or her views. Not only would that sort of 

platitude be a bore, but it would also be a terrible oversimplification. For we should note 

that in those dialogues in which Plato has the least uplifting things to say about human 

psychology, he also has the least to say about the philosopher's virtue; and the 

contrapositive seems to hold as well. It is bad practice to infer great conclusions from 

such scant evidence as this, but it is not unreasonable to suppose that Plato did feel the 

weight of this problem, and was honestly unsure what to say about it. This is not to say 

that Plato left any of the dialogues we have examined as a record of honest perplexity 

over this problem. It is only to say that these dialogues bear the appearance of having 

been authored by a man honestly perple.xed. 

I shall close by indicating just how honest the perplexity was, by noting that it 

springs from certain very deep-seated views that Plato had. For a start, let's return to the 

Timaeiis. There, Timaeus gives something of a theodicy, by noting that the universe and 

the living creatures within it are necessarily destined to fall short of the expertise of the 

Creator and of the perfect paradigms according to which he created them, because 

corporeal nature is intractable. Anything physical, because it is physical, must 

necessarily be imperfect; indeed, it is this very principle which the Demiurge observes by 

having divine soul blended with human body, so that humans might not be the equals of 

the created gods. There is, then, something inherently and necessarily imperfect and 

limited about corporeal nature. This is not to say that Plato was vexed over the need to 

offer a theodicy that he ran to such a principle as a refuge. On the contrary, it is rather 
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striking how off-handed Plato is about the existence of imperfection in the creation of a 

pcrfcct Demiurge. He doesn't see it as a problem requiring a heroic solution, but as an 

obvious fact with an obvious explanation. 

But that is just the point: for Plato, matter is obviously problematic. We can see 

this in the Timaeus, and elsewhere. Material objects, of course, do not last forever, and 

even while they do last they are constantly changing; they therefore resist "being" in the 

unqualified sense, and this transiency and instability disqualifies them from being objects 

of true understanding. But the paradigms on which material things are patterned are 

precisely what have being in the unqualified sense; physical objects, therefore, can never 

be up to the task of fully realizing their paradigms. Now reason and understanding has 

for its object being in the unqualified sense; it is not surprising, then, that Plato should be 

very suspicious of the ability of those parts of our selves that obtain in virtue of our 

mortal nature, to possess rational capacities of their own, or indeed capacities to follow 

the understanding of reason. 

This uneasiness is reflected also in the difficulty with which Plato tells of our 

construction by the Demiurge and the created gods. Soul, Timaeus says, is constructed 

of two "strips" of different kinds of "being," measured out in special ratios, placed one 

within the other, and attached at an axis on which they move in contrary orbits. This 

passage is of enormous difficulty, and it would be out of place to explore its details here. 

The point is simply that when Plato tries to say just what sort of thing a soul it is, how it 

is fashioned so that it can inhabit a corporeal thing, he is able to speak only at a very 

abstract level. Even though the soul is not itself a corporeal thing, Plato evidently finds 
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the attempt to situate it in the corporeal world very difficult indeed. And he certainly 

does attempt to situate it in the corporeal world, for even the very activity of soul itself is 

described as a sort of motion. Moreover, we have already seen this difficulty in the 

account of "mortal" soul, residing below the neck. Constructing a physical model for this 

corporeal soul is also difficult; he is left describing the work of spirit in terms of the 

heating of the blood and the cooling by the lungs, and that of appetite in terms of 

physical mutations in the liver. When it comes to saying just how crude, dumb matter 

could be the seat for beings like us, Plato is faced with some perplexity-nor should we be 

too surprised, as this continues to be one of the very most difficult questions in 

philosophy. Just as we saw in the Phaedo, some aspects of the soul we have insofar as 

we are divine, and others insofar as we are mortal and corporeal. But Plato's general and 

quite forgivable perplexity over how to make something both soul and part of our 

corporeal nature turns up in particular in his inability to say how such soul could ever 

hear the voice of reason. 

It is important to note that the problem for Plato is not the idea that the zzkoq of 

ihc philosophical life is to become like God. On the contrary, I have tried in the 

preceding chapters to show that in that direction lies a compelling way for Plato to 

understand the transformation of pleasure by reason, and that Plato himself was attracted 

to that way. The problem is that Plato's deep-seated views on corporeal nature left him 

without a viable psychological mechanism for motivating such transformation. 

We have come full circle, then, back to the Phaedo. For now we can see just how 

central-and how dangerous-the thought driving the Affinity Argument really is. As we 
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saw in the Phaedo, and saw confirmed in the Philebus, emotions and other experiences in 

the soul require that the agent be capable of flux and change/^ and therefore the emotions 

belong strictly to one's corporeal nature. This gives Plato a very powerful resource with 

which to detennine what roles pleasure can, and cannot, play within the philosophical 

life, and we have explored the assessment of pleasure that begins there. But while the 

deep evaluative distinction between our divine and our mortal nature provides Plato with 

a forceful argument against hedonism and certain other accounts of the value of pleasure, 

the deep metaphysical distinction on which it is based yields a rift between reason and 

emotion that Plato is ultimately unable to span. 

As we saw in chapter 7, Plato (unlike Aristotle) unfortunately held the further, 
mistaken belief that such experiences must themselves be kinds of changes or 
fluctuations. 
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APPENDIX A 

PHAEDO 69A6-C3 

The interpretation and translation of the passage at 69a6-c3 is very controversial. 

Since my reading of the Phaedo involves my interpretation of this passage, I should 

mention the problems raised by this passage, and clarify my reading of it. (Readers who 

are not concerned by the technical issues raised in the secondary literature on this passage 

may prefer to skip this appendix). Gallop (1975) translates the crucial lines as follows; ". 

.. it may be, rather, that this alone is the right coin, for which one should exchange all 

these things [Travta Tauta]--wisdom; and the buying and selling of all things [Trdvta] 

for that, or rather with that, may be .. . true goodness in company with wisdom" (a9-b3). 

Five things are worth noting briefly for the interpretation of this passage which I have 

offered (also briefly) in this chapter. (1) I am understanding the "e.xchange of coin" 

metaphor simply to mean that one should cease valuing pleasures etc. as such and place 

all value upon wisdom. Attempts to press the metaphor for further significance seem to 

me misguided. (2) I lake the ndvxa at 69b 1 to refer to the pleasures etc. in a7-8, i.e. as 

equivalent to TidvTa xauta in a 10; I do not think, in particular, that Txdvta at bl is meant 

to include virtue, or that wisdom is the means for virtue. (3) I think that the "buying and 

selling" metaphor is no more than another (although less felicitous) way of restating the 

point of the "exchange of coin" metaphor. Thus I translate "buying and selling all things 

both for this and with this [i.e. wisdom]" (bl-2) and treat this phrase as equivalent in 

purpose (see (1) above) to "exchanging all these things for wisdom" as in a ID. (4) I agree 



334 

with Gallop that "with wisdom ^f-igrd ({)povqaecL)c]" at b3 modifies "true goodness 

dcAriGfic dpexfi]" (cp. the modification of "just [SiKaiov]" and "pious [oaiov]" by "with 

wisdom ({jpovT^aEcoq]" at Theaetetus 176b2-3). I also think that wisdom and virtue 

or goodness are identified, and that "true goodness in company with wisdom" 

distinguishes the virtue that is wisdom from virtue only so-called. (5) Finally, notice also 

that on my reading of this passage, it is left unclear just what relation holds between 

wisdom on the one hand and the dealings with pleasure and pain in which the philosopher 

docs engage, on the other. Rather, I have tried in this chapter to clarify that relation 

through inspecting other passages (especially the Affinity Argument), often neglected in 

the treatment of this question. 

1 think that the reading I have offered makes the best sense of the metaphors, 

which are prone to collapse if taken very strictly;' the best sense of the syntax of the 

passage; and the plainest philosophical meaning of the passage given its immediate 

conte.xt. Sec also Weiss (1987) for an e.xcellent review of the literature surrounding this 

controversial passage, and a compelling view of her own. 

' It is surely wise counsel, as Bluck (1957), 155, advises, not to press these metaphors, 
since Socrates' point seems to concern not the method of exchange, but the ends or goals 
of exchange; cf. Hackforth (1955), 193. For an alternative treatment of the metaphors see 
e.g. Gosling & Taylor (1982) who argue that wisdom, as a coin, is only instrumental I y 
valuable, presumably for the intelligent acquisition of pleasure (92f); they make a similar 
argument about the instrumental value of wisdom as a "purificatory rite [KaGapjadc]" at 
69c (930. 
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APPENDIX B 

NATURE AND PREFERRED INDIFFERENTS 

I have argued that, on Socrates' view, the philosopher can treat pleasures of the 

appropriate kind as preferred indifferents, on the following grounds: pleasures are 

indifferents, since the philosopher's priorities have changed in such a way that pleasures 

no longer can ser\'e as goals, and are preferred, because the philosopher's change in 

priorities need not foster the hostile attitude towards pleasures necessary for 

disprcferring, or being merely indifferent to, innocent pleasures which are found pleasant 

so naturally. 

This account is, I think, fine as far as it goes, but as it stands it is open to a general 

problem which any account of indifferents must face. We can state the problem as 

follows.' Among things of indifferent value, there are some a preference for which is a 

matter of taste (e.g. liking Gorgonzola cheese), some a matter of peculiarity (e.g. liking 

the smell of methane), and some a matter of pathology (e.g. liking, or not disliking, 

sleeping in a vomit-soaked bed). Now as a matter of common sense, it is surely true that 

the latter kind of indifferent is one which we have reasons to disprefer: we would think it 

most appropriate to counsel someone who liked, or did not dislike, sleeping in a vomit-

soaked bed that she really ought to change her preferences. However, eudaimonists (such 

' I am greatly indebted to Mark LeBar for bringing this problem to my attention, and 
encouraging me to recognize its full force. I have also benefited greatly from 
conversations with Julia Annas and Kurt Meyers in my thinking about indifferents 
generally. 
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as the Stoics) maintain that happiness is the only source of reasons, and by definition 

indifferents do not impact happiness. Therefore, it seems that any attempt to account for 

the reasons we have when it comes to indifferents of this sort must make them reason-

giving. for considerations independent of happiness; and this implies that we have a 

source of reasons which is independent of happiness. Nor do we gain much by treating 

happiness as the chief source of reasons and allowing another source of reasons second to 

it in a lexicographical ordering; for such a view would imply (at least) that a life of virtue 

would be happier with (without) certain indifferents than a life of virtue without (with) 

ihcm. So a eudaimonist theory of indifferents, it seems, cannot account for the reasons 

wc have regarding certain indifferents, and that is clearly a weakness in the theory. 

I think that there is an honest way out of this problem. For surely indifferent 

ihings make no difference with respect to happiness; but also surely our atiiiudes toward 

indifferent things do make a difference for happiness, since they make a difference for 

\ irtuc in the following way. A virtuous soul is, to be sure, a healthy soul, a soul in the 

proper order and acting as it is best for a soul to act. Furthermore, a healthy soul is, at 

very minimum, a non-pathological soul, a soul which is in some sense normal and 

natural. A person who likes, or does not dislike, indifferent things like vomit-soaked 

beds has, I think it is safe to say, a pathological psychology, and is abnormal and 

unnatural; that simply is not how normal souls form preferences. In other words, this 

abnormal, pathological preference is evidence of an abnormal, pathological soul; this is, 

of course, a contingent claim which would have to be verified empirically, but I think that 

it is a true claim, and that further inspection of such a soul would turn up independent 
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evidence of abnormality. Now the possession of an abnormal soul blocks, or at least 

severely hinders, the acquisition of a healthy, virtuous soul, and this in turn blocks the 

attainment of happiness. Now if happiness is our (only) source of reasons, then everyone 

has reason to desire and pursue her happiness. As a result, the reason-giving force of 

happiness gives an abnormal person reason to adopt some preferences and to remove 

others (so far as this is possible). In other words, one has reasons to modify one's 

preferences, and these reasons come not from indifferent things (or even from "nature"), 

but from the reasons one has to become the sort of person with normal attitudes about 

certain kinds of things, in the weak sense of becoming a person without a pathological 

psychology. 

Thus we can explain why a person who likes, or does not dislike, indifferents like 

\ omit-soaked beds has reasons to change her attitudes on this matter. This explanation 

does not require a further source of reasons beyond happiness, and it does not create a set 

of goods in addition to virtue. As I have said earlier in the chapter. Plato does not himself 

develop a taxonomy of indifferents of the kind we have been discussing, and so neither 

docs he develop an account of our reasons to modify our attitudes with respect to 

indifferents. Nonetheless, as I argue in chapters 2 and 4, an account of indifferents fits 

readily into Plato's thought about value, and I think that a Platonic account of indifferents 

would be made more plausible by the argument I have offered here. 
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APPENDIX C 

THE ARGUMENT FROM OPPOSITES AT CORGIAS A95C-A91D AND THE 

SECOND HYPOTHETICAL ARGUMENT TO PROVE DEFINITIONS IN 

POSTERIOR ANAL YTICS II.6 

In Posterior Analytics II.6, Aristotle considers an argument type employed in the 

Academy to establish (real) definitions, that begins with the following principle: 

P1 If (i) A is the contrary of B, then (ii) C is the definition of A iff both (iii) C and D 

are contraries and (iv) D is the definition of B. 

(See Barnes (1993), 213.) The demonstrand of the argument is (ii) that C is the definition 

of A. We demonstrate this by showing (i), and then both (iii) and (iv). 

.Aristotle gives the following example (also Academic) of an argument of this type 

for the definition of the good as the indivisible: 

PI.a If (i.a) the good is the contrary of the bad, then (ii.a) the indivisible is the 

definition of the good iff both (iii.a) the indivisible and the divisible are contraries 

and (iv.a) the divisible is the definition of the bad; 

(i.a) the good is the contrary of the bad; 

(iii.a) the indivisible and the divisible are contraries; 

(iv.a) the divisible is the definition of the bad; 

therefore, (ii.a) the indivisible is the definition of the good. 
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Now in Posterior Analytics II.6 Aristotle rejects this type of argument to establish 

a definition;' still, two things are worth noticing, even if we grant that Aristotle's 

objection to the argument is on target. First, this does not change the fact that such an 

argument type existed and was in use in his time, and so we will nonetheless have ample 

c\ idence that the principle PI on which the argument is based was also held during his 

time; this latter point is all we shall require, strictly speaking, as shall become clear 

below. Second, Aristotle's objection appears to be that this argument type is not 

probative: in some important sense, the demonstrand (ii) is essentially assumed in the 

construction of the other premises." But even so, the argument will still be valid, and PI 

will state truly the logical relations between its components. In that case, PI could be 

modified to construct an argument to show that a purported definition fails. This could 

be done by showing that (i) is true, and that (ii) is false because either (iii) or (iv) is false 

(but not both). Alternatively, one could show the giver of a definition that he is 

committed to the denial of the definition on the grounds that he believes (i) but denies 

(iii) or (iv). 

1 suggest that this last is Socrates' strategy in the argument from opposites in the 

Gorgias (495c-497d). Such a strategy would allow Socrates to move from talking about 

relations between the good and the bad, on the one hand, to talking about what the good 

' As Barnes (1993), 213, notes, however, Aristotle's criticism of this method in Topics 
VI.9, 147a29-148b25, and VII.3, 153a26-b24, leaves some possible uses of the method 
which he regards as legitimate, whereas his criticism in the present passage is more 
v.'holesale. 

" This confusing point is well discussed by Barnes (1993), 214. 
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cannot be and what the bad cannot be, on the other. For several commentators have 

objected that Socrates has only shown that the ordered pair <good, bad> cannot be 

identical to <pleasure, pain>, from which it cannot be inferred that pleasure is not the 

good or that pain is not the bad.^ 

The targeted definition in Plato's argument is that pleasure is the good. This 

yields the following principle: 

P1 .b If (i.b) the good is the contrary of the bad, then (ii.b) pleasure is the definition of 

the good iff both (iii.b) pleasure and pain are contraries and (iv.b) pain is the 

definition of the bad. 

Socrates would first have to show that (i.b) is true (according to Callicles). He would 

then have to show either that (iii.b) is false or that (iv.b) is false. Since Socrates will give 

a parallel argument to show that pain is not the bad, it seems likely that his first strategy 

will be to attack (iii.b). 

In fact, this is just what Socrates does. For he shows that in order for the 

argument to be valid, we will have to suppose that the sense of'contrary' is the same in 

(i.b) and (iii.b); and Callicles is committed to this in the present argument. The sense of 

'contrary' in (i.b), Socrates points out, is very robust: the good and the bad are jointly 

exhaustive and mutually exclusive (496c). So we must modify (i.b) to 

(i.b') the good and the bad are jointly exhaustive and mutually exclusive, 

and modify (iii.b) to 

^ This problem is discussed by Rudebusch (1999), ch. 5, who also offers a compelling 
solution of his own; see also Dodds (1959), 310; Irwin (1979), 201. 
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(iii.b') pleasure and pain are jointly exhaustive and mutually exclusive. 

Callicles commits himself to (i.b'), and so he must also commit to (iii.b'). At this point, 

however, Socrates' argument becomes quite easy: for one can have both pleasure and pain 

at the same time, so they are not mutually exclusive (496c-497a); moreover, one can lose 

both of them at the same lime, so they are not jointly exhaustive (497c-d)."' So on two 

counts Callicles must admit that (iii.b') is false; so the biconditional in Pl.b--(ii.b) iff both 

(iii.b') and (iv.b)--implies that (ii.b) is false. Since Callicles holds that (i.b') is true, he 

must hold that (ii.b) is false, that is, he must deny that pleasure is the definition of the 

good. 

A parallel argument to show that pain is not the definition of the bad is now easy 

to see as well. In this case, the principle is 

P1 .c If (i.b') the good and the bad are jointly exhaustive and mutually exclusive, then 

(ii.c) pain is the definition of the bad iff both (iii.b') pleasure and pain are jointly 

exhaustive and mutually exclusive and (iv.c) pleasure is the definition of the good 

.A.gain, since (iii.b') is false and Callicles is committed to (i.b'), it must be false that (ii.b') 

pain is the definition of the bad. It must be conceded that Socrates' argument is more 

condensed than the argument I have given, for he concludes not-(ii.b) and not-(ii.b') from 

the same premises, namely (i.b') and (iii.b'). But the reconstruction which I have offered 

should make the structure of Socrates' reasoning fairly clear. 

•' For further discussion of Socrates' strategy to distinguish (i.b) from (iii.b), see 
Rudebusch (1999), ch. 5. 
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Of course, Socrates does not attempt to give any defense of this principle, nor 

does he even make the principle explicit. But the fact that this principle was employed in 

the Platonic tradition, and the fact that Socrates' argument with Callicles makes sense if 

we assume that this principle undergirds it, make it likely that Plato understood the 

argument to proceed in this way, and also that he would have expected his readers to do 

likewise. 

However, although we have instances in Aristotle of the use of the principle to 

establish definitions, we do not have instances (aside from the alleged instance under 

consideration at present) of the principle used to reject definitions. The question, then, is 

how far-fetched it would be to suppose that a thinker who accepted the principle and 

thought that it could be used to establish definitions, would also recognize that the 

principle could be used to discredit definitions; and 1 take it that this is not a far-fetched 

supposition at all. 

In fact, the very same thinking about definitions and contraries could equally give 

rise to both the strategy for establishing and the strategy for refuting definitions of 

contraries. Suppose that the basic idea is, quite reasonably, that 

PO A and B are contraries iff the definition of A is the contrary of the definition of B; 

that is, A and B are contraries if and only if the what-it-is of A is contrary to the what-it-

i s  o f  B .  I f  we  adopt  the  s imple  nota t ion  C(A,  B)  for  "a  and  B  are  contrar ies ,"  and  d(a )  

for "the definition of A," then we can restate the basic idea as 

PO C(A, B) = C[D(A), Z)(B)]. 
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Since we will need two more terms to stand for the two definitions, we can introduce 

terms C and D and derive 

PO' C(A, B) = [C(C, D) & C = D(A) & D = D(B)]. 

From this basic idea we can derive the principle PI which Aristotle discusses. 

(Keep in mind that a thing can have at most one contrary.) Let us restate PI with our 

noialion: 

PI C(A, B) =3 \C = DiA) = [C(C, D)& D = D(B)]}. 

This is. of course, the conjunction of 

P L !  C ( A ,  B )  3  { C  =  £ > ( A )  =  [ C ( C ,  D ) &  D  =  i 9 ( B ) ] }  

and 

P I . 2  C ( A ,  B )  3  { [ C ( C ,  D ) & D  =  D ( B ) ]  3 C  =  £ > ( A ) } ,  

and both can be derived from PO*. Let us begin with PI.I, which is equivalent to 

[C(A, B) (C = D(A)] 3 [C(C, D) & D = D(B)]. 

So assume C(A, B) & (C - D{A);  thus C(A, B). By PO*, C(C, D) & C = D(A) & D = 

D(B); so C(C, D) & D == D(B). Therefore, the implication Pl.l holds. Next, to prove 

P1.2, assume C(A, B); then by PO*, C = D(A). Then the implication (C(C, D) & D = 

D{B)) C = D(A) holds, and therefore the implication PI.2 holds. So principle PI is 

derivable from the basic idea PO*. 

Furthermore, we can represent the strategy discussed above for refuting 

definitions by the principle 

P2 If A and B are contraries (= (i)), then C is not the definition of A (= not-(ii)) iff 
either C and D are not contraries (= not-(iii)) and D is the definition of B, or D is 
not the definition of B (= not-(iv)) and C and D are contraries. 
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or more precisely, 

P2 If A and B are contraries, then C is not the definition of A iff it is the case that C 
and D are contraries only if D is not the definition of B. 

(This principle is so phrased to reflect the fact that nothing follows with respect to 

w hether C is the definition of A, when it is false both that C and D are contraries and that 

D is not the definition of A. It is important to keep this mind in what follows, to avoid 

making our notation more cumbersome.) By using our notation, we can restate this 

principle as 

P2 C(A, B) 3 [C ^ £)(A) = (C(C, D) o D ^ Z)(B))], 

which is the conjunction of 

P 2 . 1  C ( A ,  B )  3  [ C  ^  D ( A )  3  ( C ( C ,  D )  = >  ( D  ^  £ ) ( B ) ) ]  

and 

P2.2 C(A, B) 3 [(C(C, D) 3 D ^ D(B)) 3 C ^ £>(A)]. 

First, let us derive P2.1 from PO*. Assume C(A, B), and assume C ^ D(A). To show the 

consequent of C ^D(A), assume C(C, D). By PO*, C(Z)(A), Z)(B)); so D £)(B). So the 

implication P2.1 holds. Second, let us derive P2.2. Assume C(A, B). By rules of logic, 

(C(C, D) 3 D ^ D(B)) 3 C £>(A) is equivalent to (~C(C, D) 3 C ^ D(A)) & (D ^ D(B) 

3 C D(A)). So assume first -C(C, D). Since it is assumed in this case D = iO(B), and 

by PO , C(£)(A), D(B)), it follows C * D(A). Assume, second, (D *= D(B). Since it is 

as sumed in  th i s  case  C(C,  D) ,  and  by  PC*,  C(D(A) ,  D(B) ) ,  i t  f o l lows  C  * D{A).  

Therefore, the implication P2.2 holds, and is derivable from PO*; and so P2 is derivable 

from PO*. 
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Consequently, the same basic idea about defining contraries (PO or PO') implies 

both strategies for arguing about definitions of contraries (given by PI and P2), and so it 

seems that the same thinking about definitions and contraries could equally give rise to 

both strategies. Therefore, it is reasonable to suppose that Plato's thinking about 

contraries would have led him to principle P2, just as it apparently led him to principle 

PL 
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APPENDIX D 

IS HAPPINESS A CONSEQUENCE OF VIRTUE? 

As we have seen in chapter 5, some scholars take happiness to be a consequence 

of virtue (morality), and in particular some have claimed that in Republic IX Plato argues 

for the superiority of virtue in that it brings happiness as a consequence. I have already 

expressed my disagreement with the latter thesis, but I would do well to say—albeit 

briefly and incompletely—why I disagree with the former, more general thesis. In fact, 

that thesis relics on an assumption which is common among scholars, but which I think is 

quite suspect and will not stand up under scrutiny. 

What would have to be true in order for happiness to be a consequence of virtue? 

To answer this question, we would need to determine what must be true generally if one 

thing is a consequence of another, and to find out whether that general feature holds 

between virtue and happiness. Now I am not going to attempt a full account of what it is 

for one thing to be a consequence of something else, for this is not necessary at present. 

And since the task would be so difficult, and since there is no guarantee that we have 

completely settled ideas about what consequences are in general, we are better off setting 

our sights considerably lower. Instead, we need to see only what Plato thinks clear cases 

of consequences are within the Republic. 

There are two places in the Republic where Plato is clearly describing 

consequences. First, in book II, Socrates and Glaucon describe things which are regarded 

as good for their consequences: intelligence, health, and sight, they agree, are valued for 
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themselves and for their consequences, whereas physical training, surgery, and 

moneymaking jobs are valued only for their consequences (357c-d). We are not told 

explicitly what the consequences of the former things are, but the consequences of the 

latter kinds of things—to which virtue is considered, for the sake of argument, to 

belong—are things like a good reputation (in the case of virtue, 358a) and financial 

reward (in the case of all of these, 357c-358a). This might give us some way to guess 

what kinds of things would be the consequences of things like intelligence and health; in 

fact, these probably also include things like reputation and the ability to make money. 

The second place where Plato clearly discusses consequences—in particular, the 

consequences of virtue—is in book X, beginning about 612b. These include good 

reputation (612d), having misfortunes like illness turn out, in the end, to be for one's 

good (613a), winning general acclaim (613b-c), and securing favorable family 

circumstances (613d). So we have a couple of lists of consequences, and we can identify 

a couple of things which unify them. At the least, all of these things are literally distinct 

from that of which they are consequences: being intelligent or having a certain job, for 

instance, is distinct from the financial gains it secures; being virtuous is distinct from a 

good reputation or a desirable estate. Moreover, these things are related to their 

consequences as cause to effect: for instance, by being intelligent a person might make 

sound business decisions, and thus earn a lot of money. The intelligence and the money 

are distinct, and the former is the cause of the latter. And this accords, I think, with our 

basic intuitions about consequences. My owning a classic automobile, for instance, is not 
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the consequence of my owning a 1956 Crown Victoria, but is constituted by it; my 

financial hardship, however, can be a consequence of owning the Victoria. 

So at the very least, Plato (and I suppose philosophers generally) thinks that if B 

is the consequence of A, then A and B are literally distinct and A is related to B as cause 

to effect (naively construed). Now we must ask whether these two conditions obtain in 

the case of virtue and happiness; are they literally distinct? does the former cause the 

latter? To find an answer to this question, we must sort out just what we are referring to 

by "virtue." For unlike happiness (eOSainovia) which clearly refers to the success of 

one's life as a whole human life, "virtue" must be disambiguated, since scholars often 

distinguish between virtue as a state of one's soul, and virtue as a way of acting and 

living. "My virtue," that is, could be thought of either as the virtuous state of my soul, or 

as the virtuous way that I live. Assuming that the virtuous person is the happy person, is 

happiness a consequence of virtue in either sense? 

Let's look first at virtue as a virtuous way of living, since it is the easier of the 

two for answering this question. 1 take it that if Socrates is right about the intimate 

connection between virtuous living and happiness, then these two are neither literally 

distinct nor related as cause and effect. If my living virtuously is my living properly, and 

happiness is (or is primarily) a life lived properly, then it is quite odd to think of my 

\ irtue in this sense as literally distinct from my happiness. Of course, we can distinguish 

between them: there is no guarantee at the beginning of reflection that the one will 

constitute the other, and even after arriving at that conclusion we can separate them as, 

perhaps, aspects of one life or way of living. But this is not the kind of distinction and 
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separation required in order for happiness to be a consequence of my virtuous way of 

living. So treating happiness as a consequence of virtue in this sense gets things quite 

wrong. 

The more promising way to relate happiness to virtue as its consequence is by 

thinking of virtue as a state of soul. A successful account of this relation would go as 

follows: My virtuous state of soul is distinct from my virtuous way of living, and is the 

cause of that way of living; my virtuous way of living constitutes my happiness; and in 

this way, my happiness is a consequence of my virtuous state of soul.' The argument 

seems eminently straightforward. My state of soul is distinct from the life I live, and is 

the cause of the life I live; the beneficial life which the life I lead constitutes, is a 

consequence of my state of soul. So in this sense, happiness is a consequence of virtue. 

What could be more obvious? 

Before signing on, however, we should examine the assumption—which one 

hears frequently stated and even more frequently assumed—that a virtuous state of soul is 

literally distinct from and a cause of a virtuous way of living. As I have suggested briefly 

in chapter 5, I do not think that this assumption is shared by Plato, at least in the 

Republic. Nor do I think that it is true of many things related as a virtuous state of soul is 

to a virtuous way of living. Let me explain why not. 

I think that an analogy may help us here. But first I must admit, with my head 

lowered, that I have never found Plato's particular choice of analogy in the Republic 

especially helpful. So rather than compare an imaginary city to the soul, I would like to 
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compare an imaginary company (I think it's more accessible to modem readers, and 

avoids many of the unhelpful complications of the city). Suppose that we were to design 

a company, with three levels of members. Obviously we will need workers who can 

handle competently the day-to-day tasks and operations of the company. Of course, 

companies don't succeed by seeing their doings in such small chunks, and so we will also 

need executives who can plan competently for the company's long-term existence and 

goals. Finally, in the middle we will need managers who can competently adopt the 

plans of the e.\ecutives and implement them through the workers. We can see, then, that 

this company functions well as a company when just this structure obtains within it. 

As will be obvious, this company's good condition as a company will correspond 

to the soul's being virtuous. Can we distinguish the good stare of the company from the 

good functioning of the company? Of course we can, much as we can distinguish the 

virtuous state of the soul from the virtuous way the soul lives. Indeed, it is this 

distinction that is presupposed by the act of constructing a "flow chart" representing the 

company's hierarchy or structure. When we make such a flow chart, we represent 

graphically the facts that one position is "over" or "under" certain others, that the 

operations of one department are "connected to" those of another, and so on. So we 

might wish to say that the company has a particular hierarchy, and that the success of the 

company is a consequence of {inter alia) this hierarchy. And we would be right to say 

so; but we must be very careful about what we mean. 

' I thank Daniel Devereu.x and George Rudebusch for suggesting this argument in 
conversation. 
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Notice a simple but necessary feature of the flow chart: it is static—it must be, or 

one couldn't get it down on paper. However, none of the things which the chart 

represents—one person giving direction, another taking direction; people cooperating and 

coordinating; and so on—is itself static. Rather, all of those things are dynamic. That is, 

the structure of the company is a function of the way the company works or carries on: 

the structure supervenes on aciiviiies which are carried out and coordinated in particular 

ways. In fact, so-and-so's being "over" someone else is not, strictly speaking, a feature 

of the company, considered as a static relation. It's a feature of the company only 

inasmuch as so-and-so's activities are carried out in certain ways relative to someone 

else's activities; in other words, it's a feature of the company only as a dynamic relation. 

The static relations depicted in the flow chart, then, do not actually belong to the 

company; only the dynamic relations belong to it, which the flow chart represents, as it 

must, only statically. 

Still, we will want to say, when the company is successful, that its success is a 

conscqucnce of its structure. And of course this is true, if we are careful about what we 

arc counting as its success. If by its success we mean, for instance, its solvency or its 

leadership in an industr>', then clearly this is a consequence of its structure, considered 

dynamically: the company's activities are structured in certain ways, and by structuring 

them in those ways the company gains certain advantages over its competitors. For a 

given structuring of activities is clearly distinct from, say, financial gain, and the former 

may well be the cause of the latter. But we should not say that its good or efficient way 

of running is the consequence of its structure. Of course, the structural organization of 
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the company is what grounds and accounts for the way it runs, but it does so not by 

causing it. Rather, the structure is a function of the way its activities are coordinated, and 

that structure is therefore dynamic. 

So once again, we are capable of thinking about the structure of the company 

statically, and thus as distinguishable from the way the company runs dynamically. But 

this is only a way of thinking about it, and is not properly a feature of the company. As 

such, it cannot be the cause, strictly speaking, of anything about the company. Of course, 

the features of the company which are represented by the static model are causes. But 

they are not causes of the way the company in general conducts itself; they are causes 

only of the literally distinct events which that way of conduct brings about. So while we 

can separate the structure of the company from its good way of running, it makes very 

little sense to speak of the latter as the cause of the former, and consequently of the latter 

as the consequence of the former. To the e.xtent that we are attracted to that way of 

speaking, we are still thinking of the structure statically; but the structure does not 

actually make its contribution to the company as a static thing. 

We can say the same about the soul, and I think that Plato would say the same 

about the soul. For the virtuous state of the soul consists in reason's apprehending and 

contemplating truth and goodness; in reason's imparting this to one's emotions and 

desires; and in the emotions and desires following and supporting reason. Now once 

again wc could represent this with a sort of flow chart, showing reason "above" passion 

and passion "above" desire. But this will also be a static representation of something 

which is not static at all, but dynamic: the good state of one's soul consists in the way the 
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various parts of the soul perform their functions on their own and in relation to one 

another, in how they interact with one another, and in their continual shaping and being 

shaped by one another. Now just as in the company, the fact that these dynamic relations 

obtain in the soul is distinguishable from and responsible for the way that the soul lives 

its life as a whole. Again, however, whatever we wish to say about their relation, we do 

not want to say that the dynamic condition of the soul is a cause of the way the soul lives, 

or that the latter is a consequence of the former. To the extent that we do, we are 

thinking of the condition of the soul statically. But while that is often a useful heuristic, 

it is too simplistic to capture the intimacy between the soul's condition and the soul's life. 

In that case, while one's virtuous condition of soul may have many consequences—the 

reputation one's virtuous way of life brings, for instance—among them is not one's 

virtuous way of living itself And since happiness is not a consequence of that way of 

living, but is constituted by it, happiness is not a consequence of virtue in any sense. 

1 have not shown here that happiness is constituted by a virtuous life, much less 

that it is constituted by that alone. Nor have I even attempted to address that vexed issue 

here. 1 also have not shown what relation holds between a virtuous condition of soul, as a 

dynamic thing, and a virtuous life. I have only tried to show that (a) whatever the 

relation between happiness and a virtuous life, it is not one of cause or consequence; (b) 

whatever the relation between a virtuous condition of soul, considered dynamically, and a 

virtuous life, it is not one of cause or consequence; and (c) the only virtuous condition 
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which the soul has properly, and not merely in thought, is a dynamic one, and not a static 

one." 

• Notice that the same conclusions will follow regarding pleasure and virtue. For, quite 
plausibly, whatever the relation of a virtuous way of living to a pleasant way of living, it 
is not one of cause or consequence. And as I have argued, whatever the relation between 
a virtuous condition of soul and a virtuous way of living, it is not one of cause or 
conscqucncc. So pleasure is not the effect or consequence of virtue in either sense: it is 
dearly not so related to a virtuous way of living, and while it is more removed from a 
virtuous condition of soul, its removal is not mediated in the way required for a relation 
of conscquence. 
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APPENDIX E 

THE HOMOGENEITY OF WISDOM IN THE PROTAGORAS 

To investigate further Plato's understanding of wisdom and its construal within 

the Homogeneity Thesis, I shall turn to a perhaps unlikely place, Socrates' discussion of 

Simonides' poem in the Protagoras. I say "unlikely" because many commentators have 

dismissed this part of the dialogue as philosophically barren, even if dramatically 

entertaining. For in this part of the dialogue Socrates gives a reading of a poem by 

Simonides which does not, to put it mildly, conform to more ordinary standards of 

literary criticism; rather. Socrates seems far more interested in twisting the poem about so 

as to wring Socratic ideas from it, than in trying to recover the likely intent of 

Simonides.' Furthermore, the discussion of Simonides' poem is something of an aside, 

set apart from the arguments of the dialogue, and Socrates even ends the discussion by 

suggesting a return to argumentation proper. However, I believe that the discussion, 

while entertaining, contains points of great philosophical seriousness," and that Plato 

means to draw attention to this. I offer two arguments for this claim. 

' See, e.g., Taylor's (1976) characterization of Socrates' interpretation as "generally 
perverse" (p. 143) and a "blatant perversion of the plain sense of the poem" (p. 146); 
Scodel's (1986), 32, claim that Socrates commits "abuse of the repertory of devices 
created to force suitable sense out of unruly narratives"; Pappas' (1989), 257, charge that 
Socrates' over-charitable interpretation obliterates the poem's author; and others. For a 
good discussion of the passage as philosophically serious, see D. Frede (1986). 

" At least beginning at 341e-342a; cf D. Frede (1986), 740ff. 
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First, the dismissal of the passage on the grounds that it is not serious, since the 

reading it contains is "perverse," is based on certain exegetical criteria which are almost 

certainly not Socrates'.^ Indeed, we should expect that Socrates' exegetical criteria will 

be somewhat unique since his general approach to poetry is so unique, as is plain in the 

Republic and elsewhere. For one thing, it seems unlikely that his primary concern is with 

the poet's intentions. Consider Socrates' description of poets in his experience as 

generally unable to explain their own poems {Apology 22b-c); surely Socrates does not 

mean that they cannot recover their own intentions from their own poems! There must be 

some other kind of explanation of poems which they cannot give adequately, and which 

Socrates thinks is of utmost importance; this suggests that the principles which Socrates 

follows in thinking about poems are not those which his reading of Simonides' poem is 

claimed to violate. 

Rather, as one recent commentator has skillfully argued, the most natural way to 

reconcile Socrates' various treatments of poetic texts is by assuming that according to 

Socrates the proper goal of poesy is the "inculcation of virtue in the souls of the 

audience,""' and that the good interpreter is the one who can employ poetry for this goal 

^ Cf Taylor (1976), 141, who suggests that Protagoras' motivations for engaging in 
literary criticism were not directed toward understanding the poem in itself, but toward 
development of "the critical faculty and the exact use of language." Notice too that none 
of the sophists objects to Socrates' reading—in fact, Hippias praises it and offers to put 
one of his own alongside it (347b); this reaction may suggest that this particular poem 
was sufficiently puzzling in meaning and fluid in interpretation to serve frequently as a 
springboard for a critic's own views on its subject matter (cf D. Frede (1986), 739). If 
so, moreover, then perhaps this explains why Plato chose this particular poem. 

Baltzly (1992), 37. 
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based on knowledge of or at least a rigorous search for the truth of the poem's subject 

matter. For this reason, Socrates interprets some poets (e.g. Simonides) as making claims 

which seem true by Socrates' own lights, and rejects others (e.g. Hesiod, Republic 

2.377d-378e) when he doubts their pedagogical usefulness. Socrates' perhaps over-

charitable treatment of the poem, then, is due not so much to a hopelessly optimistic 

estimation of the poet's agreement with the truth (as Socrates sees it), as it is to his 

primary concern with poetry as providing a way to inquire after the truth.^ At any rate, 

some such e.xplanation of Socrates' behavior must be correct, and if so, then there is no 

reason to think that he does not take his discussion of Simonides' poem entirely seriously, 

and every reason to think that he does. 

Second, the placement of the discussion within a digression from the dialogue's 

arguments does not call its philosophical seriousness into question—in fact, it may 

reinforce it. For the Protagoras is not Plato's only dialogue to contain a digression: the 

Theaeieius is famous for its digression on the nature of the philosophical life, which we 

discussed above. In his digression in the Theaetetus Socrates sets forth his own serious 

convictions, and at the same time indicates openly that what he is doing is to be set apart 

from the dialogue's arguments: at the beginning he says that he is putting the arguments 

aside to pursue an idea of his own (172b-c), and at the end he says that they should return 

^ As Baltzly (1992), 45, says, "What is important in the construction of these hypotheses 
is not a faithfulness to what the author intended. Rather, it is arriving at some view about 
virtue, or some other matter of importance, that survives all the tests we can contrive. 
Thus, our extreme charity towards the author is justified by our need to know, and not by 
any inflated view of his or her wisdom in these matters." 
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to argumentation proper (I77b-c).^ Here we have, then, a serious (if hyperbolic) 

philosophical discussion set within a digression kept separate from the arguments of the 

dialogue containing it. 

Notice that this is precisely what Socrates does in his digression in the Protagoras 

as well. At the beginning, Socrates says that he is going to give his own view of the 

meaning of the poem (34le-342a), and at the end he says that they should return to 

argumentation proper (347a-c, 348a). So we have independent reasons, based on 

Socrates' general interpretive practice, for thinking that the views he explores in his 

reading of Simonides' poem are serious and his own, and since Socrates offers his own 

considered views in the Theaeteius digression, the fact that Socrates' views in the 

Protagoras are set in a digression is no challenge to their seriousness. On the contrary, 

the striking parallel between Socrates' sincere digression in the Theaetetus and his 

digression in the Protagoras should make us suspect that the latter is entirely serious 

too.' This is confirmed, moreover, by the fact that later Platonists like Alcinous all read 

the Theaetetus digression with the utmost seriousness, as expressing Plato's considered 

view of our final end. 

Therefore, 1 take the Simonides digression—whimsical though it sometimes is--to 

contain Socrates' own considered views. That said, let's turn to the digression itself. Put 

^ Sec Annas (1994b), 32If. I am particularly indebted to Annas for helping me to 
appreciate the significance of this passage. 

^ Why Socrates would place his own considered convictions outside the argumentative 
structure of a dialogue is an interesting question in its own right, but one which I cannot 
discuss here; see Annas (1994b), and my "Plato's Gorgias and Socrates' Method" 
(manuscript). 
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off by Socrates' arguments about the virtues, Protagoras opts instead to question Socrates 

about the interpretation of a certain poem. Protagoras argues that Simonides contradicts 

himself in the poem by saying at one point, "For a man to become good truly is hard," 

and at another that the poet Pittacus was mistaken when he said, "Hard it is to be good" 

(see 339a-c). Socrates believes that Simonides wrote his poem well, and thus 

consistently, and so at 342a Socrates begins to tell us how he understands this poem. 

Now Pittacus was a Spartan, and the sages, we are told, all respect the Spartans for their 

well-protected wisdom, which is characteristically expressed in short, pithy expressions 

such as "Hard it is to be good." Since Pittacus' maxim is so typically Spartan in its 

directness, Simonides could thus (to continue Socrates' own metaphor) score a crucial 

point in a match of wits by pinning this m.axim against the mat. 

In fact, Socrates says, Simonides finds that the Spartan brevity of the saying is 

actually its undoing, running roughshod over two important points. First, it is not being 

good but becoming good that is hard; and second, persistently being good is not merely 

hard but actually impossible for a human being. Pittacus' maxim, then, wrongly says that 

it is hard to be good, since "hard" is a gross understatement of the difficulty of remaining 

good, and since what is "hard" is rather the process of becoming good. 

Socrates then adds some further qualifications and explanations. When, he says, 

Simonides writes "For a man to become good truly is hard," he could mean either 

(a) For a man to become tnily good is hard 

or 

(b) For a man to become good is truly hard. 
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Socrates himself claims that (a) is not merely false, but naively so; for it is a 

mistake to think ihat some people are good, but not "truly" so. Since such naivete would 

be uncharacteristic of Simonides, he must mean (b). Socrates believes, then, that it is 

foolish to divide good persons into the truly-good and the not-truly-good. 

This gives the appearance that Socrates divides people, in the Stoic fashion, into 

ihc perfectly virtuous sages on the one hand and the vicious on the other, as two mutually 

exclusive and jointly exhaustive groups. But this appearance is quickly dispelled when 

Socrates also praises Simonides for avoiding censoriousness by allowing that "All is fair 

in which foul is not mixed" (346c-d). Socrates explains that this saying cannot be 

understood on an analogy to color, as if all were white in which black is not mixed. So 

the same relation does not hold between black and white as between foul and fair, since 

some colors have no admixture of black but are nonetheless not white. Rather, he accepts 

what is "in between" the "black" and the "white," and so there are three groups of persons 

when it comes to virtue. What exactly are these groups, and how are they related? 

We can make the first division between them into "foul" and "not foul," that is, 

"fair." The fair, in turn, seems to include two groups, those who are good, and those who 

arc becoming good. The former group is occupied by the gods alone, for it is impossible 

for a human to be good simpliciter (344e); rather, they are at best good for a while, and 

thus only with qualification. Thus humans must occupy the group of becoming good, in 

two ways: first, some humans may be good but fall into badness, and second, some may 

become good anew (cp. 344b-c, 345b-c). We can represent these groups graphically, as 

follows: 
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foul 3) Foul 

i.e. fair 

1) Being good 2) Becoming good 

permanent /) For a time ii) Becoming anew 

God alone Human Human Human 

Group (1) is impossible for humans to achieve, whereas (2) is possible for a human 

although very difficult. 

We are now within sight of the contribution of the Protagoras to our 

understanding of the Homogeneity Thesis: for the only difference which Socrates points 

out between (1) God and (2) good humans is one of epistemic stability. Simonides says 

that people are good when they fare well, bad when they fare ill, and Socrates claims that 

there is only one kind of faring ill, namely the loss of knowledge (345b5). Since badness 

is a state of ignorance, the only way to become bad is to lose the contrary property; so 

one becomes bad, that is ignorant, from being good—that is, knowledgeable. So what 

characterizes group (2) is that they either (/) have become good, that is knowledgeable, 

but are subject to forgetfulness, or (//) are becoming good from bad, that is ignorant. 

Now Socrates gives us an important indication of the relation between group (2), that is, 

good humans, and God, as he puts the following into Simonides' mouth: "To become 

good truly is hard, and although it may be possible for a short period of time, to persist in 

that state and to be a good man, as you put it, Pittacus, is not humanly possible. God 

alone can have this privilege'" (344b-c). The difference between God (3) and a good 
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human (2), Socrates is telling us, is that God remains forever in the good state in which a 

human can at best remain only for a while. Humans, then, are always very frail; the 

humble realization of this fact is, I think, what sets Socrates apart as especially wise 

among mortals (see Apology 23b). 

This means that the only difference which Socrates notes between the goodness of 

God and the goodness of a human is the stability of their respective grasps of that 

goodness; the goodness itself is the same. Socrates says that gods and good humans are 

wise and virtuous through knowledge and understanding, although they differ in their 

epistemic relation to the object of their comprehension; but Socrates does not say that 

they differ in the object of their comprehension itself. In fact this is something which he 

should deny; for, obviously, the object of the comprehension must be the tnah, for any 

sense of comprehension which Socrates is here discussing. Consequently, if Plato 

subscribes to the Homogeneity Thesis, then he need not say hubristically that a good and 

wise human is just as good and wise as God, for a human's goodness and wisdom are not 

as stable as God's. This is a difference in degree between the sense in which God is wise 

and the sense in which a human is, but there is no difference between the wisdom itself of 

God and man. 

Therefore, Socrates' own considered views in the Protagoras regarding virtue and 

the good are perfectly consistent with—indeed, illuminative of--the Homogeneity Thesis. 

If our good is to become like God, and this is to become virtuous, then in the Protagoras 

Socrates suggests that our good is to become just like God, to the degree possible for a 
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human being. That is, the virtue of a human is no different in kind from the virtue of 

God, even though humans arc not the same kind of virtuous agents as God is. 

I do not claim that Socrates' own intention in the Protagoras is to defend that the 

Homogeneity Thesis, or even that Plato had fully worked out this notion at the time of 

writing the Protagoras. Rather, I argue that Socrates' own convictions are to be found in 

the Simonides digression, and that the views developed there are consistent with the 

Homogeneity Thesis. What is clear is that Socrates gives—and requires—no difference 

between God's virtue and ours besides stability of the grasp of virtue. This is, I think, a 

good argument in favor of interpreting Socrates' conception of virtue in the Protagoras as 

most naturally consistent with the thesis that divine and human virtues are homogeneous, 

which means that it is consistent with the conception defended in the Phaedo and 

illuminating of Plato's descriptions of the philosopher in the Phaedo, Republic, and 

Theaetetus. Moreover, the Protagoras would provide further clarifications of the 

Homogeneity Thesis, by explaining how humans differ from gods with respect to virtue— 

as surely they must—even though their virtue is the same in kind. 
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