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Summary

In this thesis, I propose to explore Plato’s moral and political thought in the Republic,
and comparing it with similar ideas in Confucian thought, and 1n modern liberal

thought.

In Part I, [ deal with Plato’s notion of ¢ doing one’s own job ’ in the just state (ch.
1), and with the Confucian approach to achieving an orderly society (ch. 2). In
Chapter 3 the i1dea that both the Platonic just state and Confucian orderly society are
communitarian by nature will be discussed. It is noticeable that although both Plato’s
and Confucius’ accounts of the just state have the colour of communitarianism, yet
thetr accounts are 1n one way or another different from the modern communitarian’s
account of the just state. In addition, there are also important differences between
Plato and Confucius. Take the relation between personal good and the common good
as an example. Both Plato and Confucius hold that in the ideal state one’s own good
1s 1dentical with the good of the state as a whole. But communitarians hold that the
common good is prior to personal good. That is, for the communitarians, there is a
distinction between personal good and the common good (Section 3).

In Part I, I shall consider a problem which arises from the discussion of Plato’s
notion of the tripartite soul that there is a sub-division in each part of the soul, which
leads to infinite regress. I argue in Chapter 4 that this problem can be avoided. So
long as there 1s no ° degree of rationality > among the three parts. That is, only reason
is capable of calculating, and the other two parts do not have the capacity of
reasoning. This account of the tripartite soul makes sense of why Plato puts such
strong emphasis on education. For through education, spirit and appetite are willing to
be under the control of reason. The unity of the soul 1s not achieved by force but by
education. Although in the Analects Confucius never discusses the notion of the
human soul, he urges people to cultivate their character. A superior man is morally
supertor to the public. The superior man, in Confucius’ view, cannot be understood

only 1n terms of his character. His possession of good character has to be understood

within social context. This difference between Plato and Confucius leads them to



different ways of understanding the individual (Chapter 6).

In Part 11, I shall argue that the orderly state depends upon each person doing
one job, but that to maintain the order in the state depends upon education. In Chapter
7 1 discuss how by education the harmonious soul and state can be achieved. In
Section 3 | argue that order and harmony can be achieved in both the state and the
soul, but it does not mean that there is an exact parallel between the state and the soul.
For Plato proposes different kinds of education or training in the state and the soul.
Moreover Plato does not see appetite in the soul as exactly correspondent to the third
class in the state. Confucius, like Plato, emphasizes the importance of education, 1.e.
self-cultivation. Self-cultivation is the process of the realization of human-heartedness.
However the realization of human-heartedness can only be achieved in social context.
Thus the notion of * inner sage ’ and of * outer king ’ can never be properly
understood separately. The notion of * authority-as-model * is central to Confucian
moral and political thought. I oppose Weber’s account of Confucius’ sage-king as
having charisma by showing that there are inconsistencies in Weber’s argument, and
that the sage-king does not gain his authority by having superior power but by being
virtuous (Chapter 8, Section 3). Both Plato and Confucius emphasize the importance
of education in the cultivation of character, so the problem whether or not education
and training have the same meanings for both of them, and whether they apply the
notion of * treat unequals unequally * to education in the same way, will be the issues
in Chapter 9.

In Part IV, several issues concerning social role are discussed. First of all,
whether morality can be properly understood merely in terms of role- performance?
(Chapter 10) Second, we in society occupy more than one roles, so how do we decide

what to do when our roles are in conflict with one another (Chapter 11). Third, in the

liberal thought we have our roles by choice. That is, most of roles we have, except,
perhaps, for those we have by birth, are contractual roles. We enter into a role by
signing the contract (Chapter 12). In fact, we have come across these questions in
previous chapters. However, the purpose of re-introducing them here is to consider
whether Plato and Confucius would be troubled by these questions, and discuss how
they would give answers to them.

Finally, in Part V, two issues will be discussed. First, it is commonly held that in

1



Book I of the Republic Plato shows his interlocutors the inadequacics of giving an
account of justice in terms of the agent’s external behaviour, and then from Book 1l to
Book IV Plato sets up an agent-centred morality, and claims that just man is one who
has a balanced soul. T argue that Plato right from the outset of the Republic is
interested in an agent-centred view of morality. Secondly throughout the Analects
Confucius seems to give his readers an impression that he is interested in act-centred
morality. For the Confucian emphasis on the fact that one has to act in accordance
with rules of proper conduct makes his readers think that Confucius’ primarily
concern in the Analects is how man should behave. However, [ would like to argue
that Confucian ethics s a combination or union of agent-centred and act-centred
theory in that acting in accordance with rules of proper conduct requires an inner
dimension, human-heartedness. Thus a person can be identified as a superior man
only when he 1s able to satisfy these two criteria: rediscovering human-heartedness
from within, and expressing his possession of human-heartedness by acting in

accordance with rules of proper conduct.
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Introduction

The notion of ¢ doing one’s own job ’ is central to the political and moral thought of
Plato’s Republic. In the just state each citizen willingly performs the role for which he
1s by nature suited and sees his own interests as identical with those of the state. Plato,
unlike Adam Smith who claims that one’s nature is formed by the division of labour,’
thinks that in the ideal state the division of labour is determined by the diversity of
individual nature (415a-c). Thus, for Plato, each person doing one job for which he 1s
naturally suited is essential for a state being just. The just man is, likewise, the one
whose soul 1s orderly and balanced, with each part playing its own proper role. Plato’s
conception of the highest good is thus an ideal of unity and order.

There appears to be a parallel to Plato’s notion of  doing one’s own job * 1n
Confucian ethics. An orderly society, in the Confucian view, can be achieved only
when the members of the society play their roles. Confucius in the Analects says that
* [l]et a ruler be a ruler, a subject be a subject, a father be a father, and a son be a
son” (XII, 11). In other words, a good ruler is not simply one who happens to occupy
the role of ruler. But he is able to translate duties and obligations prescribed by the
role into action. Confucius’ conception of the highest good, the Way, consists, like
Plato, in order.

Men are soctal animals. Morality can thus be seen as a matter of fulfilling the
duties and obligations prescribed by the roles one occupies in society. As F. H.

Bradley says, “ ... a man’s life with its moral duties is in the main filled up by tts

station in that system of wholes which the state is, and ... this, partly by its laws and
institutions, and still more by its spirit, gives him the life which he does live and
ought to live.”” Morality in this sense is concerned with one acting in accordance with

rules and laws which define the duties or obligations of the role one occupies. This in

' R. S. Downie, * Moral Problems In A Market Economy: A Reappraisal of Adam Smith ', Dalhousie

Review, vol. 57, 1977, p. 432.
F. 1. Bradley, “ My station and its Duties ™, in his Lthical Studies (London, 1876), p. 157.



turn would appear to mean that morality is primarily concerned with action rather
than with character. It may therefore seem that the morality of * doing one’s own job °
must imply what we would now call an act-centred, rather than an agent-centred,
view of morality.

Plato’s account of * doing one’s own job ’ at first sight seems to bear this out, 1.e.
it sces morality in terms of role-performance and thus implies an act-centred
morality." However, what Plato is most concerned with in the Republic is the inner
harmony of the state and the soul. A just state is not one which has a harmoniously
diplomatic relationship with other states, but one in which each person does one job
for which he is by nature suited. A just man, likewise, is not one who merely does just
acts, but one whose soul is in a state of harmony, i.e. each element of the soul

performs their functions properly. It is thus clear that Plato’s conception of * doing
one’s own job ’ yiclds a very different account of morality from the simple role
morality I have just described. In his theory the connections between action and
character and between the individual and the state are complex and subtle. One aim
of this thesis 1s to explore these complexities.

On the surface, Confucius’ account of the principle of Rectification of Names'
may likewise seem to imply a morality of role-performance. To be a morally good son
is to be filial to his parents. That is, a good son fulfills the duties prescribed by the
role of son. However Confucius is not simply saying that the ruler should carry out the
tasks appropriate to a ruler, that the father should carry out the tasks appropriate to a
father and so on, but that the ruler should be a ruler, that the father should be a father
and so on.” Moreover he does not claim that those who are able to stick to their social

roles, and do not stray from their stations can be called the superior men. For a

superior man is the one who possesses a well-cultivated character, and is ablc to

actualize his character in the social context by acting in conformity with ritual (//),
rule of proper conduct. Thus, for Confucius, the connection between role and

character 1s more complex than one might suppose.

¥ For a discussion on the relation between role morality and act-centred morality, see Part IV, Chapter

12.
* See my discussion at Part I, Chapter 2, Section 3.
> See the Analects, 11, 7: [1, 3; XVII, 9.
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It is worth noting that the salient featurc of the modern liberal account of
morality in terms of social role is the agent’s freedom of choice. Onc only enters into
a role when one chooses to. However for both Plato and Confucius having a role is
not a matter of choice. For Plato, one’s social role is determined by one’s nature and
aptitude. Thus in the ideal state, as mentioned, the division of labour depends upon
the theory of human nature proposed by Plato in the Republic. Confucius, unlike Plato,
does not see human nature as an important factor for the division of social class.
Confucius, as a feudalist, holds that one’s social role is mainly determined by birth,
inheritance, and consanguinity. Thus, although it is possible to see some similarities
between Plato and Confucius and modern philosophers who have stressed the

importance of roles in morality, the contrasts are perhaps even more striking.
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Part 1
Just State




Chapter 1
Plato’s Just State

We are told in the Republic that in order to find justice in the individual, it would be

easier for us first to look for it in the state. For “ [j]ustice can be a characteristic of an
individual or of a community ” (368¢). This premiss is accepted by Adeimantus, thus
to see justice in the society or state we have first to know what the nature of a society
1s. What is the essential factor for a society coming into being? From 369b onwards
Plato describes at length the evolution of the society from the primitive one to the
ideal one, and leads his interlocutors, after establishing his ideal state, to see how the
ideal state 1s a just one. In the just state each individual does one job for which he or
she 1s naturally suited. In this chapter I would like to discuss three topics to explore

Plato’s account of the notion of * doing one’s own job " first of all, the rise of society;

sccondly, justice and sophrosune, and finally, the unity of the state.

1. The rise of society

Plato says at 369b that it is due to the fact that the individual is not self-sufficient, that
society originates. The existence of a society is to fulfill the individual’s varied needs
he cannot supply himself. In a minimal society, for Plato, people’s basic needs, 1.¢.
food, shelter, clothing and shoes, can be satisfied. Thus a minimal society would

consist of at least four men, that is, a farmer, builder, weaver and shoemaker (369d).

Each of them is specialized in one trade and will devote all his time to producing
enough product to fulfill the needs of all of them. For instance, a shoemaker will
spend all his time making shoes, and exchange his product with the weaver, who
spends all his time making clothes. This system of barter forms a basic model of
economic society. And the principle applied to * one man should do one job ' Is
commonly called the Principle of Specialization. However it would be wrong to think

here that Plato is only interested in economic efficiency, as Cross and Woozley point



out, “ [e]very time we arc faced with a strike of sufficient proportions or duration, we
are given a reminder of Plato’s point, that the meeting of economic needs comes first,
and that without that no other needs can be met at all.”' For, firstly, what Plato says
here is not only that quantity and quality of products would be more casily produced
when each individual in the society does one job and devotes all his or her time to it,
but also that cach individual does one job which is suitable for his or her aptitude or
nature (phusis).® It is the latter which interests Plato, since later in the Republic the

Principle of Specialization will turn out to be the basis of class division in the ideal

state. For Plato it is by nature that each individual has to stick to one job for which he
or she 1s fitted.

Secondly, 1s it not the case in the first city that in order to meet the needs of the
body, the needs of the soul have to be met first? For, in Plato’s view, the farmer can
provide enough food for all four of them in the first city only when he or she devotes
all his or her time to producing food. And the devotion to producing food, for the
farmer, 1s to fulfill his or her nature and to perform his or her function as a farmer
properly. Thus, it follows, 1 think, that the fulfillment of one’s nature is prior to the
fulfillment of one’s economic or bodily needs. That is to say, only when each
individual in the first city can fulfill their natures, i.c. performing their social
functions for which they are naturally suited, can their bodily needs be met. So it
follows from this that what Wilson claims, when he discusses the formation of the

tirst city, that  [what] the initial picture really omits is the needs of the soul ™, would

' R. C. Cross and A. D. Woozley, Plato’s Republic: A Philosophical ( ‘ommentary (London, 1994), p.
S2

* The sentence at 370b is translated by Lec as “ we have different narural aptitudes (diapheron ten

phusin), which fit us for different jobs ™, but the term italicized is also translated by scholars as we have
different * natures * (Shorey 1994, Grube 1992, Waterfield 1994, and Jowett 1892). It is also translated
by Cornford as * innate differences ' (1945). However the sentence at 433a is translated by Lee as * ...,
that in our state one man was to do one job, the job he was namrally most suited for *. and all the
scholars mentioned above use the same term * nature *. In both contexts the word is phusis * nature ",
L.ee’s introduction of the word at 370b is unnecessary. At 433a the claim is that each person should
perform one job for which his nature is most suited. Here the words * perform * epitedenein and * most
suited * epitedeiotate are related. So something like the concept of aptitude may come in here.

Y] R.S. Wilson, * The Basis of Plato's Society ", Philosophy 52, 1977, p. 316.
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be suspicious. For if one person by nature is able to make shocs, then to be a
shoemaker and making shoes will be to fulfill his nature and perform his function as a
shoemaker in the city. Therefore so long as people in the first city, i.c. farmer, builder,
weaver, and shoemaker, can fulfill their natures and perform their social functions
well, they fulfill the needs of their souls. I am inclined to think, opposing both claims
of Wilson and Cross and Woozley, that even in the first city Plato is not only
concerned with the needs of the body but also those of the soul.

Furthermore, in Plato’s account of the rise of society there are two points worth
noting. Firstly, a society coming into being because of the fact that each individual 1s
not self-sufficient seems to suggest that the individual is prior to society. Whereas in
Aristotle’s Politics we are told that “ the city is prior in the order of nature to the

family and the individual ™ (1253a18-9).* The reason for Aristotle’s assertion is that

“ the whole is necessarily prior to the part ” (1253a20-1).° For the part cannot be
understood unless there is the whole existing before it, and the part can perform its
function only when the whole is existent before it.’ It follows from this that an
individual can achieve his or her fulfillment and completion only when he or she is in
the society, outside the society the individual is ** either a poor sort of being, or a
being higher than man ™ (1253a6).7 It is clear that for Aristotle it would be impossible
for an individual to perform his or her function properly if he or she is outside society.
While some might argue that it would not be the case for Plato. For although society
results from lack of self-sufficiency, Plato does not take lack of self-sufficiency to
mean that without society people cannot perform their functions well. We may
imagine that a shoemaker can still perform his function as a shoemaker well despite

the fact that he lives without society and has difficulty in getting everyday

commodities. What Plato says is that without society people’s varied needs will not

be fulfilled.
However, the suggestion that a shoemaker can perform his function properly

even though he is outside society is only superficially correct. If we refer to a passage

Y E. Barker, Aristotle: The Polities (Oxford, 1995), p. 11.
* 1bid

®Ibid. p. 321.

" Ibid. p. 10.



in the Republic where Plato tells us that the definition of function is that onc’s
function is what one can do or does best (352¢), then we can see why it would be
impossible for a shoemaker living outside socicty to perform his function well or to
do his best. For he would spend a lot of time looking for his subsistence, and spend
little time making shoes. Thus in spite of the difference betwcen Aristotle and Plato,
there is still one thing they have in common. That is, although Plato does not
explicitly say that without society men cannot perform their functions well, we still
can find the clue to prove that Plato does think implicitly that only in a society men
can perform their functions well, which will fulfill both each individual’s bodily
needs and the needs of their souls. Therefore both for Plato and Aristotle, society
exists for men to have a good life, that is, in a society each individual can fulfill his
needs and perform his functions well. Nevertheless, one thing has to be pointed out
that although both Plato and Aristotle claim that men can only seek their completion
within society, yet Plato, unlike Aristotle, does not claim that a man living outside
society and not being able to perform his function well is a “ subhuman % but is an
unhappy man. In other words, for Aristotle man is essentially social, while for Plato it
is a contingent matter that we need to live in society.

Secondly, the division of labour in the minimal society is in accordance with
cach individual’s aptitude or nature, and each individual has to do only one job since
that will enable them to do their best. Plato’s emphasis on natural difference is not to
tell us that each individual according to his or her natural tendency has to do this or
that job in terms of social contract theory, as Hobbes would claim, but to tell us that
the individual’s natural tendency is a means for cooperation or mutual aid in a society.

For the contractarian claims that one takes on a social role only when one choos¢s to
do it. One’s consent to fulfill the obligations prescribed by the role 1s important.
However, individual natural tendency is the basis for Plato’s economic division of

labour which is a model for his political structure. For in Plato’s view men arc by

nature suited for certain job, in other words, men are born with obligation. For
instance, one’s being a shoemaker, for Plato, is determined by one’s nature. Thus one

is born 1o be a shoemaker, and can do nothing but fulfill the obligation prescribed by

1. J. Saunders, Aristotle: the Politics (London, 1981), p. 59.
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the role, making shoes. So Plato seems to assume that things go better for the
individual and the society if each sticks to his own job. People are not self-sufficient
without society, so within a socicty people can meet their needs by fulfilling their
potentials or functions for which they are fitted. That is the reason why Plato has to
stress the importance of specialization in job. For if the shoemaker wants to spend
some of his time in building houses, then the need of people for shocs will not be

fulfilled. It follows that the chain of cooperation in the society will be broken by the

shoemaker’s not spending all his time making shoes. As Annas points out,

[Plato] thinks that someone who follows his or her own personal inclinations,
rather than the inclinations that spring from the social role for which they are
best fitted, is always irresponsible and immature, and that the person who 1s
unwilling to co-operate as fully as possible in producing the common good 1s

always selfish.”

We can further see that Plato’s appeal to the idea that one has to do one’s own
thing for which one 1s naturally suited, is opposed to a liberal individualist view, stch

as Mill’s, that I can do whatever [ want as long as my action does not do harm to the

10

others. On the contrary, Plato’s view assumes the value of cooperation™ in the sense

that it requires people to act in conformity with the rules prescribed by their social
roles whether they choose to or not. Thus what Cross and Woozley’s claim that Plato
is not only stressing that “ the basic principle of a community’s life is economic, but
also that the basic fact about economic life is that it is self-interested "', is doubtful.
For, as mentioned, both bodily needs and the needs of the soul can be fulfilled if each

individual does his or her own job. And doing one’s own job is not only to do good to

oneself but also to the society as a whole.
As the dialogue proceeds, the division of labour becomes more elaborate in

accordance with the Principle of Specialization. In the minimal society smiths and

? 3. Annas, An Introduction to Plato's Republic (Oxford, 1981), p. 76.

19 See, Wilson. op. cit., p. 315. It is said in the Republic that although the members of the society have

different natural aptitudes (370a-b), yet they have to be in cooperation with one another (371b).

Y op. cit.



other crafismen are nceded to provide tools for farming and building (370d), and
there is also a need for merchants to deal with the import and export business. [f this
trade is overseas then the experts on ships and scafaring will be needed (371a). There
also need to be retailers and manual labourers to deal with goods. So far, the minimal
society has been established, and it is within the minimal society that pcople’s
necessary appetitive and spiritual needs can be met. Thus pcople who live 1n it will be
happy. But Glaucon says ironically that it is “ a community of pigs ” (372d). Glaucon
1s not satisfied with Plato’s account of the minimal society and wishes for a more
luxurious society in which people can have more than what they can get in the
minimal society. Thus the size of the city has to be enlarged because in the luxurious
society there will be more population since there will be more occupations added in.
The enlargement of the territory of the city will inevitably cause conflict with its
neighbours (373d-e). So in addition to hunters, fishermen, artists, doctors ... and so on,
there is still one occupation needed in the city, namely, the guardians. The guardians
are able to protect the city’s possessions and property from being plundered. They
will also be able to seize the new territory for city needs to support its large

population.

Plato, at 375a, employs an analogy to give an account of the qualities required in
the guardians. He says that a guardian, like a well-bred watch dog, * must have keen
perceptions, and speed in pursuit of his quarry, and also strength to fight if need be
when he catches it.” In addition to these physical qualities, the guardians also nced to
be high-spirited in character (375b). Here Glaucon is worried that the guardians’ high-
spirit might lead them to be aggressive to their fellow-citizens as well as to their
enemies. Plato here employs the analogy again tb assure Glaucon that the problem he

is concerned with can be resolved. It is just like the well-trained watch-dog who will

be gentle to the one it knows, and will be fierce to a stranger (375d-376a). Similarly,
the guardians will be gentle to their fellow-citizens and be fierce to their enemies, and
it is by the knowledge they have that they can discriminate between fellow-citizens
and enemies. Since philosophy is the love of knowledge (376b-c), the guardians
should have the philosophic disposition.

Plato proceeds at length to describe the education of the guardians (376¢-412a).



Here I will not discuss in detail Plato’s educational programmc”, but will skip

directly to the third state, i.e. the ideal state.

In the luxurious city, there cxist two classes of people, the guardians and the
producers and artists ... and so on. However, the guardian class is subdivided into the
Guardians and the Auxiliaries by selection or elimination through education. Thus the
state in its final form has three classes, that is, the Guardians, the Auxiliaries and the
farmers and artisans, etc.. The Guardians, says Plato, who possess “ the greatest skill
in watching over the community ™ should be the rulers (412¢). The function of the
Auxiliaries 1s to enforce the Guardians’ decision (414b). Both the Guardians and the
Auxiliaries live simple lives, that is, they do not possess private property and do not
have family life. For, in Plato’s view, the service of the Guardians and the Auxiliaries
to the state will be impeded by possessing private property and family. They will be
housed and eat common meals provided by the lower class people. So, with the basic
structure of the third state is ideally established, from 427d onwards Plato proceeds to
look for justice in the state.

Plato’s first city rises because of the individual’s lack of self-sufficiency. I argue,
in this section, firstly that the rise of the society is not only to meet the individual’s
bodily needs but also the needs of the individual soul. Only when the Principle of
Specification is in practice, can the individual’s bodily needs be fulfilled. The claim,
secondly, that individual is not self-sufficient seems to suggest that society comes into
existence for the benefit of individual, to which Aristotle is opposed. For, in
Aristotle’s view, society is by nature prior to individual. Men are born into socicty,
not vice versa. In spite of the difference between them, both Plato and Aristotle would
agree that men within society would be better off. Men living in the society will be

able to reach their own completion. Finally, Plato’s view that we are fitted by nature

for certain positions or roles differentiates his position both from the contractarians
and liberals who see us as being able to choose roles and from those who sce tradition

on family background as establishing our roles.

'2 For a discussion on the education of the soul, see Part 111, Chapter 7, Section 2.
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2. Justice and sophrosune

It is said in the Republic that one can find the cardinal virtues, 1.c. wisdom, courage,
sophrosune, and justice in both the ideal state and the balanced soul (427¢, 440¢-d). It
would be easy for readers of the Republic to appreciate that the state is wisc because
one class of its citizens, namely, the Guardians, are wise; similarly, the state is brave
because a second class of its citizens, namely, the Auxiliaries, arc brave. The same
principle, according to Plato, can be applied to the individual (441c-d). When an
individual is called both wise and brave it is because his reason is in control in his
soul, and the spirited part of his soul is in alliance with the reason, which enables him
to know what sort of things he ought or ought not to fear (442¢). However, there are
no exact locations for sophrosune and justice in the state and the individual. For there
are no specific elements which correspond to these two virtues in the way that the
Guardians and the reason correspond to wisdom, and the Auxiliaries and the spint
correspond to bravery. In this section [ shall firstly explore the role of suphrosunc in
the Republic, in the course of discussion I will refer to relevant passages in the
Gorgias and the Laws; and secondly | shall proceed to discuss the issue of the relation
between justice and sophirosune to show that justice and sophrosune, for Plato, are not
Synonymous.

[t is said at the Republic 427e that the four cardinal virtues are wisdom, courage,
sophrosune, and justice. Sophrosune, like the other virtues, is ** onc of the
cornerstones of the Greeks’ cultural and moral heritage.”"” The etymological meaning
of sophrosune 1s ° soundness of mind * (sain d’esprit)."* However, according to De
Vries, the notion of sophrosune can be treated in two ways: firstly, in an intcllectual

sense, the meaning of sophrosune may be * reasonableness * (epicikeia), reasonable

judgement, or reasonable reflection, etc.. Secondly, in a moral sense, the meaning of

'} D. Watt, Charmides, in Plato: Farly Socratic Dialogues (London, 1987), (ed.) T. J. Saunders, p. 165.
See also G. J. De Vries, “ Sophrosune en Grec Classique ~, Afnemosyne, vol. 11, 1943. De Vries says at
the outset of the article that * Pour tout lecteur de cette litterature il est evident que la qualite indiquee
par ces mots (sophrosune, sophron) doit avoir occupe dans la vie spirituelle des Greces une place

particuliere.” p. 81.
" De Vries, Ihid. p. 84.



sophrosune can be ¢ modesty ’ (aidos), * sclf-control * (egkrateia), discipline
(eutaksia), or * propriety * (kosmiotes), etc..” Although the intellectual sense is often
attached to the moral sense, or vice versa, yct the divergence makes the meaning of

sophrosune vague. In what follows I shall go through the Republic to sce how Plato

makes use of sophrosune.

(1) Sophrosune as self-control and moderation. The notion of sophrosune 1S
first brought out by Cephalus in the Republic, 329d, when he is asked by Socrates
whether old age is a kind of burden. Cephalus replies that if men are sensible and
good-tempered'® then old age is easy enough to bear. Cephalus thinks that
overcoming desires is important. However Cephalus as a money lover does not have
any philosophical insight into the importance of sophrosune, and Plato at this stage
does not give his readers any information more than a hint that to be good-tempered is
one of the factors which will enable people to have a tranquil life. While as the
dialogue proceeds the importance of sophrosune increases. Towards the end of Book
1, Plato starts to set up the first stage of education for the young guardians. Plato
proposes that the first stage of education be divided into two parts: literary'’ and
physical education. Regarding literary education, Plato, firstly, thinks that the subjects
of stories, poetry, and narratives should be supervised. Only those suitable for
moulding the young guardians’ minds and characters can be used (377b-c). Most
existing poetry, narration, and music are unsuitable for the training of the guardians’
minds, since they are not useful in encouraging the guardians to be self-controlled.
Plato says that inappropriate prose or verse cannot be used in the education * [flor
they are hardly suitable to encourage the young to self-control (sophrosunen)” (390a).

Secondly, when Plato talks of the form of narrative he says,

The decent man, when he comes in the course of a narrative to a spcech or
action by a man of good character will be willing to impersonate him and

feel no shame at this kind of representation. (396¢)

'3 De Vries, lhid. pp. 82-3.
'* Although Cephalus at 329d does not use the word * sophrosune °, he clearly has this concept in mind.

"' D. Lee, , Plato: The Republic (London, 1987), p. 129.
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What Plato proposes here is that poetry which involves imitation of unsuitable
characters should be restricted. Only the imitation of good man can be used in the
training of character. One thing worth noting is that Plato in this passage sccms to
assert that to imitate the good man can be useful in the guardians’ moral cultivation.
This is, [ think, parallel to the Confucian idea that superior men have to be the objects
of emulation for the ordinary pcople. However later on in the Republic 1t 1s clear that
the difference between Plato and Confucius rests upon the fact, firstly, that for Plato
human beings are by nature different from one another, so it is impossible for pcople
of lower class to become Guardians or Auxiliaries. For each has to do one job for
which he or she is naturally suited. Whereas, in the Confucian view, superior
manhood is accessible to everyone so long as they are willing to make their efforts in
self-cultivation, in that by nature men close to each other (the Analects, XVII, 2).
Secondly, although Plato thinks that imitating a good man is good to the guardians’
moral cultivation, imitating a character while reciting a poem is different from trying
to model oneself on a real person. It is notable how little Plato says about emulation.
His treatment of poetry emphasizes the need to get rid of harmful elements rather than
encouraging good ones.

In addition to poetry and narrative, Plato thinks that music should be restricted to
some extent. Modes and rhythms, in Plato’s view, have to be suitable to cultivate the

guardian’s character. Plato says,

[’m no expert on modes, but leave me one that will represent appropriately
the voice and accent of a brave man on military service or any dangerous
undertaking, .... And [ want another mode to represent him in the voluntary

non-violent occupations of peace-time: for instance, persuading someone to

grant a request, praying to God or instructing or admonishing his neighbour,
or again submitting himself to the requests or instruction or persuasion of
others and acting as he decides, and in all showing no conceit, but
moderation (sopliron) and common sense and willingness to accc;;)t the
outcome. Give me these two modes, onc stern, one pleasant, which will best

represent sound courage and moderation (sop/iron) in good fortune or in bad.

(399b-c)
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And,

After mode we should presumably deal next with rhythm. We shan’t want

very elaborate or varied combinations, but mercly nced to find which

rhythms suit a life of courage and discipline (kosmios). (399¢)

It is apparent from these passages that to educate the guardians to be moderate and
self-disciplined 1s the aim of literary education. There i1s the other half left untouched
in Platonic educational system, that is, physical education.

Plato holds that physical education, like the education of character, has to be

simple. Plato says,

Elaborate music produces indiscipline, and elaborate food produces discase.
But simplicity in music produces discipline (sophrosune) of character, and

simplicity in physical education health of body. (404e)

It can be seen that Plato claims that physical education, like literary education, 1s
really concerned with the soul (411e-412a). The guardians will maintain self-
discipline as long as the simple form of education Plato proposes is in practice. And
these self-disciplined guardians will have no need of * judicial treatment * because
they have practiced the kind of * music * which creates sophrosune (410a),

After setting up the systems of literary and physical education Plato proceeds to
look for justice in the state and the individual. At 430e Plato says that sophrosune is a
kind of order, a control of certain desires and appetites. It is the first time in the
Republic that Plato gives a clear picture of what soplhirosune is. However, the i1dea that
sophrosune is a kind of order is not a new invention for the same idea is also

expressed in the Gorgias, where Socrates says,
[W]hat 1s the quality which order and proportion crcate in the soul? .... and

the means which produce order and proportion in the soul are called

‘ regulation * and ¢ law ’; these are what make men law-abiding and orderly,
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and so we have rightcousness and moderation (sophrosune). (504c-d)"*

Morcover, the idea that sophrosune is a kind of control of certain desires and
appetites is mentioned not only in the Republic, but also in both the Gorgias and the
Laws. Plato says in the Republic that to be self-disciplined is to * be master of
oneself ’, which means that in one’s soul the better element is in control of the worse
element. We are told in the Gorgias that ¢ ...; we can win happiness only by bending
all our cfforts and those of the state to the realization of uprightness and sclf-
discipline (sophron), not by allowing our appetites to go unchecked, ... * (507c-d)."”
In the Laws the self-disciplined man is ¢ conqueror of ’ his appetites or desires (626d-
627b).*" It should be noted that I do not here mean that Plato has two distinct accounts
of self-discipline in the Republic for to have an orderly soul is to put one’s desires
into reason’s control. And the life of the self-disciplined man, as the Athenian
describes it in the Laws, will be gentle in all respects, with mild pleasures and pains,
light appetites, and desires without frenzy (734a-e). In the Republic, only the genuine
philosophers are selt-disciplined (sopliron) and not grasping about money (485¢). The
philosophers are self-disciplined because they are capable of seeing mentally the
Forms, and their dealing with the divine order will make them acquire the
characteristics of order and divinity (500d).

(2) Sophrosune as agreement. In addition to the fact that sophrosune is a Kind

of order, Plato takes it to imply a kind of ugreement among the three classes. As Plato

says,

And so we are quite justified in regarding sclf-discipline as this unanimity in

which there 1s a natural concordance between higher and lower about which

of them 1s to rule in state and individual. (432a)
[W]e call him self-disciplined when all these three elements are in {riendly

and harmonious agreement, when reason and its subordinates are all agreed

that reason should rule and there is no civil war among them. (442¢-d)

'* W. Hamilton, Plato: Gorgias (London: 1971), p. 112,
Y Ibid. p. 117,
2T 1. Saunders, Plato: The Laws (London: 1975), pp. 48-9.
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Therefore, a state is called sopliron when the members of it reach an agreement as to
who should rule and who should be ruled. It should be noticed that the ruled are not
forced by the rulers to accept or recognize their leadership, since this reading might
render Plato’s ideal state authoritative. Rather the ruled are brought up (442a-b) or
directed (519b-d) to believe that to be ruled by those wise men is not only good to
themselves but also to the state as a whole. That is, the reason why only a small
number of people should be the rulers is that they are lovers of knowledge and know
what is best for each individual of the state and the state as a whole. Plato gives a
similar account of sophrosune in the soul. In a harmonious soul the unnecessary
desires are left unattended, and only the necessary ones can be fulfilled (588e-590a).
Thus the reason will never be enslaved by those frenzy desires.

Let us move on to Book VIII and IX where Plato is dealing with imperfect
societies and individuals. As North fairly points out, the fundamental cause of
corruption in the state and in the individual is * the absence of sophrosvne.’*! The risc
of timarchy ts the result of the loss of harmony among the ruling class (545d). The
salient feature of timocracy is ambition and competitive spirit (548¢), and it also
shares the characteristic of money-loving with oligarchy. The main characteristic of
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