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GOODNESS AND BEAUTY IN PLATO

RIEGEL, N. (2014) Goodness And Beauty In Plato. Archai, n. 12,
jan - jun, p. 147-158 DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14195/1984-
-249X_12_15

ABSTRACT: In the first part of this paper I argue that beauty
and goodness are at least coextensive for Plato. That means that
at least with respect to concrete particulars, everything that is
good is beautiful and everything that is beautiful is good. Though
the good and the beautiful are coextensive, there is evidence
that they are not identical. In the second part of the paper I
show significance of this relation. In ethics it implies that the
good is the right. It also allows one to see how platonists can
believe that goodness exists in mathematics. And it explains the
usefulness of mathematics in moral education.

KEYWORDS: Plato, beauty, goodness, coextension,

mathematics

RESUMO: Na primeira parte deste artigo argumento que o
belo e o bem sdo, pelo menos, coextensivos para Platdo. Isso
significa que, pelo menos no que diz respeito ds caracteristicas
concretas, tudo o que € bom é belo, e tudo o que € belo, € bom.
Embora o bem e o belo sejam coextensivos, hd evidéncias de
que ndo sdo idénticos. Na segunda parte do artigo, mostro o
significado desta relagdo. Na ética implica que o bem € o correto.
Permite também ver como é possivel aos platénicos acreditar
que exista bondade nas matemadticas. E isso explica o uso das
matemadticas na educagdo moral.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Platdo, beleza, bondade, co-extensivi-

dade, matemadtica
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1. Introduction

In this paper I would like to explore the rela-
tion between goodness (to agathon) and beauty (to
kalon) in Plato. In the first place it will be argued
that the evidence suggests that at the very least
Plato believed there was a biconditional relation
between goodness and beauty. That is, everything
that is beautiful is good and everything that is
good is beautiful. However, the evidence concer-
ning the relation between beauty and goodness
almost always has to do with concrete particulars,
as opposed to Forms. In other words, it is almost
always the case that where Plato speaks about the
relation between beauty and goodness he is spe-
aking about concrete particulars, whether these be
persons, actions, or other objects of the sensible
world. Very little, if anything, is explicitly said about
the relation between beauty and goodness in the
intellectual realm, the realm of the Forms. There
are only a few passages where Plato could be taken
to be speaking about beauty and goodness in the
intellectual realm, and even in these few passages
it has to be argued that he is in fact referring to the
Forms. Thus when I say that beauty and goodness
are biconditionally related in Plato, this has to be
taken as referring to the sensible realm of concrete
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particulars. Of course, what we would perhaps most
like to know is how beauty and goodness are related
at the level of the Forms. In particular we would
like to know whether there are two Forms or one,
i.e. whether the Form of the Good is the same as
the Form of the Beautiful. Unfortunately, Plato says
next to nothing about this, and thus the most we
can do is speculate about the relation of the Forms.
In the final analysis, I will argue that the evidence
suggests that there are two Forms, and that the
Form of the Good is distinct from the Form of the
Beautiful. However, it seems that this was not at
all a major concern of Plato and that he was much
more concerned to show the closeness, if not virtual
identity, between beauty and goodness, than he was
to explore the question concerning the identity or
difference between their Forms.

But, having shown the biconditional relation
between beauty and goodness in Plato, the question
becomes, what are we to make of this? What are the
consequences of this for Plato’s thought? I want to
argue that this fact has consequences for two areas
of Plato’s thought: ethics and mathematics. As it
does for Aristotle, to kalon for Plato has above all
to do with mathematics and mathematical concepts.
The consequences of this for Plato’s ethics turns
out to be that goodness in ethics has to do with
the instantiation of mathematical concepts such
as measure and proportion. To be ethically good is
to instantiate such things as equality, moderation,
and due proportion in one’s actions. On the other
hand, the coextension of beauty and goodness
resulted for Plato in the collocation of goodness
in mathematics as well. Because beauty exists in
mathematics, and everything that is beautiful is
good for Plato, it seems he concluded that goodness
exists in mathematics as well.

In this respect, as in so many others, it is
instructive to compare Aristotle’s views with those
of Plato. At Metaphysics M, Aristotle explains he
understanding of the relation between beauty and
goodness. At 1078a31 he states,

Now since the good and beautiful are different (for

the former is always in action, while the beautiful is

found also in motionless things), those who assert that
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the mathematical sciences say nothing of the beautiful
or the good are in error. For these sciences say and prove
a very great deal about them; for it is not the case that
if they do not name them but prove their results and
accounts, that they do not speak about them. The chief
forms of beauty are order, proportion, and definiteness,
which the mathematical sciences demonstrate most of
all. And since these (e.g. order and definiteness) are
causes of many things, evidently they mean that such
a cause as the beautiful is a cause in a way. But we

shall speak more plainly elsewhere about these matters. !

Setting aside many of the intriguing ques-
tions about this passage,2 we can at least see that
Aristotle clearly distinguishes the good from the
beautiful. Goodness, he says here, always requires
a context of action (moa&ig). His point seems to
be that some sort of desire and ability to achieve
is implicit in the very concept of goodness. Thus
where there is no desire or ability to achieve, it is
inappropriate to apply the concept of goodness. In
fact this is precisely how he criticizes the Platonic
view that goodness exists in mathematics, in his
Eudemian Ethics. In the context of an argument
against the academic application of goodness to
mathematics, Aristotle argues that there cannot
be goodness in mathematics because mathematical
objects cannot desire. At 1218a24-26, he states,

And it is a bold way to demonstrate that unity is
the good per se to say that numbers have desire; for no

one says distinctly how they desire.”

In this paper, then, I will argue that Plato and
Aristotle had remarkably similar understandings of
beauty (to kalon), but this passage from Aristotle
shows that they differed in their understanding of
goodness. For Aristotle goodness, as the final cause,
always has to imply some sort of desire, but this
seems not to have been true all the time for Plato.

2. The Translation of Kalos
Before beginning this investigation however,

a word must be said about the vexed question of the
correct translation of the Greek word kalos. Kalos is

1. All translations of Aristotle
will be those found in Jonathan
Barnes, ed. The Complete Works
of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford
Translation (Princeton: Princeton
University, 1984). If a revision is
necessary it will be marked ‘rev!
2. For instance, what is meant by
the claim that the mathematical
sciences “prove their results (erga)
and accounts (logo7)?” And in
what sense are order, proportion,
and definiteness the “causes” of
many things, and how does this
make beauty a cause in a way? In
what sense can beauty be thought
of as a cause?
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4. See the entry under kéAAog

in LSJ. The only exception to

this T have been able to find is
Collingwood, who writes, “...
KAAAog does not mean beauty,”
and that “As the Greeks have no
word for art, so they have no word
for beauty.” R. G. Collingwood,
“Plato’s Philosophy of Art,” Mind
34(1925): pp. 161-2, cf. pp. 65-6.
Unfortunately, Collingwood provides
no evidence for his claims here about
KAAAOC.

5. Paul Woodruff, Plato: Hippias Major
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1982). p. 110.
Christopher Janaway writes “Many
salient examples of things that are
kalos are indeed beautiful things,
and the word in ordinary Greek when
applied to people and physical things
has a central meaning to do with
visual attractiveness. Nevertheless
kalos is a term with a much wider
use as well, and is more like noble;
‘admirable; or fine! It will pay to
remember this, otherwise we run

the risk of over-aestheticizing Plato.
Inadvertency must not lead us to
construe Plato’s ultimate aspiration
as purely aesthetic; the highest value
is located for him in something more
all-embracing, which for now we
may call ‘fineness itself!” Christopher
Janaway, Images of Excellence:
Plato’s Critique of the Arts (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1995). p. 59. In support
of his claim he cites Terry Irwin, who
writes, “There is no reason to believe
that the use of ‘kalon’ for what

we call moral properties indicates
that the Greeks have a particularly
‘aesthetic’ attitude to morality, as the
translation ‘beautiful’ might suggest.”
Terence Irwin, Plato: Gorgias

(Oxford: Oxford University, 1979).

p. 154. However, Irwin provides

no evidence that the Greeks did

not have a particularly “aesthetic”
attitude to morality, and, on the
contrary, the pervasive use of kaAdv
in what we might call moral contexts
could very well be taken as at least
some indication that the Greeks

were more inclined than we are to
evaluate moral actions in terms of
beauty. Cf. also W. K. C. Guthrie, A
History of Greek Philosophy, VI vols.,
vol. ITI (Cambridge: Cambridge
University, 1969). p. 170. (However,
see also his discussion of o

KaAOV in volume 1V, pp. 177-

78.) E. R. Dodds, Plato: Gorgias. A
Revised Text with Introduction and
Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon,
1959). p. 249. J. C. B. Gosling, Plato:
Philebus. Translated with Notes and
Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon,
1975). p. 93. Dorothea Frede, Plato:
Philebus (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1993). p. Ixiv.

the adjectival form of the noun kallos. Almost no
one questions the fact that the noun kallos should
be translated ’beauty’./' Despite this fact, there is
a great debate in the literature about whether the
adjective kalos should be translated ‘beautiful.
This is significant because both Plato and Aristotle
instantiate the Ancient Greek preference for using
nominalized forms of adjectives as substantives
rather than the nouns, i.e. the Ancient Greek often
prefers to speak about ‘the true’ rather than about
“truth! Thus there are far more instances of the use
of the substantive to kalon, in Plato and Aristotle
than there are of kallos.

A typical example of statements to the effect
that ‘beauty’ is not the best translation for kalos
comes to us from Paul Woodruff in his commentary
on the Hippias Major. He states:

Like beauty, to kalon is something splendid and
exciting; and in women or boys it is the loveliness that
excites carnal desire. But the use of kalos for that quality
is embraced by its use as a quite general term of com-
mendation in Greek. “Noble,” “admirable,” and “fine”
are better translations, and of these “fine” is best of
all in virtue of its great range. Different sorts of things
are commended as kala for different sorts of qualities:
boys for their sex appeal, horses for their speed, fighting
cocks for their spunk, families for their lineage, acts of
war for their courage, speeches for their truth, and so
on. Our “beautiful” translates kalos in only a few of its
many uses, and is wholly inappropriate for the word as
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Socrates uses it.

On the other side of the matter, in his com-
mentary on Aristotle’s Ethics, Joe Sachs writes,

Aristotle says plainly and repeatedly what it is that
moral virtue is for the sake of, but the translators are
afraid to give it to you straight. Most of them say it
is the noble. One of them says it is the fine. If these
answers went past you without even registering, that
is probably because they make so little sense. To us,
the word “noble” probably connotes some sort of high-
-minded naiveté, something hopelessly impractical. But
Aristotle considers moral virtue the only practical road to

effective action. The word “fine” is of the same sort but

worse, suggesting some flimsy artistic soul who couldn’t
endure rough treatment, while Aristotle describes moral
virtue as the most stable and durable condition in which
we can meet all obstacles. The word the translators are
afraid of is to kalon, the beautiful.é

Although Woodruff is speaking about Plato
and Sachs about Aristotle, these two scholars
illustrate the range of opinion on the question of
to kalon in the study of both Plato and Aristotle.
I will not pretend to resolve this debate here. But
I would just like to present a reason for preferring
the translation ‘beautiful’ in Plato. Regardless of
their position on the question in general, everyone
that I know of agrees that ‘beautiful’ is the correct
translation of kalos in the Symposium. But in that
dialogue Plato explicitly extends the application of
kalos to those to objects we may find difficult to
apply the concept ‘beauty’. Woodruff argues that
kalos should not be translated ‘beautiful’ because
itis applied to objects we would not normally apply
the concept of beauty. Yet in the ascent to the Form
of the Beautiful in the Symposium Diotima does
exactly this. At 210b-e, she states,

After this he must think that the beauty of people’s
souls is more valuable than the beauty of their bodies,
so that if someone is decent in his soul, even though
he is scarcely blooming in his body, our lover must be
content to love and care for him and to seek to give
birth to such ideas as will make young men better.
The result is that our lover will be forced to gaze a
the beauty of practices and laws and to see that all
this is akin to itself, with the result that he will think
that the beauty of bodies is a thing of no importance.
After practices he must move on to various kinds of
knowledge. The result is that he will see the beauty of
knowledge and be looking mainly not at beauty in a
single example—as a servant would who favored the
beauty of a little boy or a man or a single custom (being
a slave, of course, he’s low and small-minded)—but
the lover is turned to the great sea of beauty, and,
gazing upon this, he gives birth to many gloriously
beautiful ideas and theories, in the unstinting love of

wisdom... (rev.)8



In the first place we can note that kallos and
kalos are used interchangeably in this passage. Sec-
ond, we see that beauty, kallos, is to be found in the
soul. This in itself might seem like an extension of
our concept of beauty insofar as we might think that
beauty is only applicable to bodies and other physi-
cal, perceptible objects. But the key point for our
purposes is the extension of the beautiful, to kalon,
to “practices and laws” (T0 €v Toic émitndevpaOL
Kat oG vopols kaAov). We might not normally
extend the concept of beauty to practices and laws,
and scholars who agree with Woodruff take this as
evidence that kalos should not be translated ‘beauti-
ful’ But here in the Symposium Plato explicitly states
that the same concept of beauty that is found in
physical beauty is also found in practices and laws.

Let me quickly recap the main points. First,
everyone agrees that kalos in the Symposium should
be translated ‘beautiful. Second, Plato clearly
applies the concept of the kalos to practices and
laws in the ascent to the Form of the Beautiful. It
would seem then that it is not valid to argue that
since Plato uses the concept of kalos in context
where we would normally not use the concept of
beauty, that therefore ‘beautiful’ is not the correct
translation of kalos.

But I do not want to suggest that we must
dogmatically translate kalos ‘beautiful’ in every
instance. To kalon, for Plato is a quality which su-
pervenes upon the essential rightness of a person,
object, or action. This essential rightness can be
described variously as ‘fine, ‘noble, ‘admirable,
etc. I choose ‘beautiful’ for the reason mentioned
above, as well as the feeling that this was its origi-
nal meaning, and because it allows us to read Plato
and Aristotle in what I feel are new and interesting
ways. The other translations strike me as bland and
vague, and seem to turn to kalon into just another
term of approbation; whereas, in the original Greek
to kalon seems to suggest something more specific.
But, as I have already said, much of this is subjec-
tive. There are many word-concepts in the ancient
Greek language with present similar difficulties:
eudaimonia (usually translated ‘happiness’), arete
(‘virtue’), sophrosune (‘temperance/ moderation’)
ousia (‘essence/ being’), logos (‘word/ account’), to

146

name just a few. And the best we can do is choose
an inadequate translation and warn the reader of
the problems.

One final note worth mentioning about to
kalon is the way in which it differs from to agathon,
the good. While a review of the literature of fifth
and fourth century Greece seems to suggest that
kalos refers to the essential rightness of a person,
thing, or action, to agathon seems more closely
connected with some kind of benefit or advantage.
So at Meno 77d Socrates gets Meno to agree that
those who desire bad things thinking that they will
benefit from them actually do not think those bad
things are bad.” In other words they are mistaken
about those objects. They think that they are good
and thus beneficial; they are just mistaken. Here
Socrates assumes that what is good is beneficial and
what is bad is harmful. And at Gorgias 477a Socrates
argues that if someone has good things being done
to him he is being benefited.

Socrates: Hence, the one paying what is due has good
things being done to him? Polus: Evidently. Socrates:

Hence he is being benefited? Polus: Yes.”

In addition, goodness often has a directional
quality about it. So, as Rachel Barney points out,
goodness in Greek often takes the dative of inter-
est: things are commonly said to be good for this
or that person or object; whereas beauty rarely does
so: what is beautiful is simply beautiful.”

3. Coextension

In this section we will try to show that Plato
believes a biconditional relation holds between
beauty and goodness at least at the level of con-
crete objects, or what are sometimes called sensible
particulars. In the following section we will present
reasons for believing that despite their coextension
at the level of concrete objects, the balance of the
evidence supports the view that Plato still thought
there were separate Forms of beauty and goodness.
We will begin by looking at passages which suggest
that what is good is beautiful. Then we will look
at passages which suggest that what is beautiful is

6. Joe Sachs, “Aristotle: Ethics,”
http://www.iep.utm.edu/aris-
eth/.

7. For an attempt to defend

this thesis see Nicholas Riegel,
“Beauty, To Kalon, and Its
Relation to the Good in the Works
of Plato” (Dissertation, University
of Toronto, 2011).

8. HETA D& TADTA TO €V TAlS
PUXALS KAAAOG T TEQOV
1ynoacOat tov €v 1@ owpaTty,
WOOTE KAl £V ETUEIKNG WV
TV PUXTV TIC KAV OUUKQOV
avOoc €xn), eEagkely aLTO Kal
£oav cal kndeoOat ka TikTey
Adyoug tolovToug Kkat (nTety,
oltveg momjoovot BeAtiovg
oL Véoug, tva avarykaoBn
av OedoaoBal To €v toig
ETUTNOEVUACL KAL TOLG VOLOLG
KAAOV Kail ToUT 1detv 6Tl Ty
avTo AOTO CLYYEVES E0TLY,
tva TO TTEQL TO OWHA KAAOV
OUIKQOV TL Yo TAL Vot
HETA OE Ta ETUTNOEVATA
ETTLTAG ETUOTNUAG AYQYELY,
v o1 av EmoTu@v
KAAAOG, Kat ALV

TOS TTOAD 101 TO KAAOV
HNKETLTO Tt €Vi, DOTTEQ
OLKETIG, AYATV TAdAQIOV
KAAAOG 1) avOOWTOoL TIVOG

1) ¢ruTndeduatog £vog,
dovAevwv GavAog 1) Kak
OUUKQOAGYOS, AAA” €T TO
TOAD TEAQYOC TETOAUUEVOS
TOU KAAoL kat Oewoav
TOAAOVG Kkt KAAOVG Adyoug
KAl LEYAAOTIQETELS ThKTT) el
davorjpata £v GrAocodi
apO6ve... All translations of
Plato will be those of John M.
Cooper, ed. Plato: Complete Works
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997). If
a revision is necessary it will be
marked ‘rev.

9. XQ. Tt émBupetv Aéyerg;

1) yevéoBar avtq; MEN.
TevéoOar tl yao dAAo; ZQ.
TTotegov 1yovuevog T

KOKX OPEAELY EKELVOV @ AV
yévntat, N yryvookwy T
Kok OTL BAGTTEL O &V TAQT);
MEN. Eioi pév ot 1yovuevor
TA KAKAX WPEAELY, eloty dE
KOt Ol Y1y VWOKOVTEG Ot
pAamTer. £Q. 'H xai dokovot
TOLYLYVWOOKELY TA KAk 0Tt
KQKA £0TLV ol 7yolpevoL T
Kok wdeAetv; MEN. Ov mavo
Lot doicel ToOTO Ye. [Socrates:
Do you think, Meno, that anyone,
knowing that bad things are bad,
nevertheless desires them? Meno:
I certainly do. Socrates: What do
you mean by desireing? Is it to
secure for oneself? Meno: What
else? Socrates: Does he think that
the bad things benefit him who
possesses them, or does he know
they harm him? Meno: There are



some who believe that the bad
things benefit them, others who
know that the bad things harm
them. Socrates: And do you think
that those who believe that bad
thing benefit them know that they
are bad? Meno: No, that I cannot
altogether believe (Meno 77c-d).]
10. 2Q. AyaO& doa maoxet 0
dtienv dwovg; TIQA. "Eoucev.
ZQ. QdeAeitar oo TIQA. Nad.
11. “But there is one striking
contrast between the two. This is
that while it is common to speak
of what is agathon for someone,
using the dative of interest, the
same construction is awkward and
rare if not impossible with kalon.
Moving from grammar to ideas,
what is good is often presumed to
be so by being good for somebody
or other; but what is fine, generally
speaking, is just plain fine.” Rachel
Barney, “The Fine and the Good,”
(Forthcoming). And Dominic Scott
writes, “In Plato’s works, the
concept of the agathon is very
closely connected with whatever

is beneficial or useful - prima facie
a different sense from that of
kalon.” Dominic Scott, Plato’s Meno
(Cambridge: Cambridge University,
2006). p. 46.

12. Cooper, Plato: Complete Works;
W. R. M. Lamb, Plato: Lysis,
Symposium, Gorgias (London:
Heinemann, 1925); Terry Penner
and Christopher Rowe, Plato’s Lysis
(Cambridge: Cambridge University,
2005). ad loc. and see pp. 102-3.

good, followed by evidence which directly supports
a biconditional relation.

But first a word about these terms bicondi-
tional and coextensive. For the purposes of this
essay I take these terms to imply the same thing.
In other words, to say that there is a biconditional
relation between beauty and goodness is to say both
A. If something is good then it is beautiful, and B.
If something is beautiful then it is good. This is
the same as to say that beauty and goodness are
coextensive. That is, everything which falls under the
extension of goodness falls under the extension of
beauty and vice versa. Notice that neither of these
imply that goodness and beauty and identical. If
two objects are essentially identical, then they must
have the same extension. But it is not the case that
if two objects are coextensive, they are essentially or
“intensionally” identical—intensional identity being
taken as the linguistic correlate of essential identity.
To borrow an example from Quine, whatever has a
heart has a kidney, but it is not the case that having
a heart is essentially the same as having a kidney.

3.1. That Whatever is Good is
Beautiful: Symposium 201c, Timaeus
87c, Lysis 216d, and Republic 457b.

Several texts indicate Plato thinks everything
good is also beautiful. The first is at Symposium
200a-201b where Socrates tries to prove to Agathon
that Love is neither beautiful nor good. In order to
prove that Love is not good, Socrates asks Agathon,
“Don’t good things also seem beautiful to you
(tayaBa 0¥ kat kKaAa dokel oot elvat; 201c)?”
Agathon agrees, and Socrates goes on to argue that
if Love needs and desires beautiful things and good
things are beautiful, then Love will need and desire
good things, and therefore Love cannot be good
either (201c). If we can take Socrates’ question
here as evidence of his own belief then this would
support the view that Plato believes that what is
good must also be beautiful.

The next text is from the Timaeus. When
Timaeus turns to the care of body and mind, he
states, “Now all that is good is beautiful, and
what is beautiful is not ill-proportioned (mav on

O AyaBov KaAdv, TO d¢ KAAOV OVK AETQOV:
87c).” Given the context, what Timaeus must mean
is that good things are beautiful. His argument is
that since good things are beautiful, and beautiful
things are proportionate (cvUppetoov, 87c), if
persons want to be good or healthy, they must be
proportionate, in particular their bodies have to be
in proportion to their souls (87c ff.). Since Timaeus
is speaking about bodies and souls, he is speaking
about things, plural, which are to be good. Thus if
we can take Timaeus' statements to represent Plato’s
beliefs, it would seem Timaeus 87c can be taken to
confirm the view that Plato thinks if something is
good then it is also kalon, or beautiful.

In the Lysis too we have confirmation of
the conditional relationship between goodness
and beauty. Socrates states, “Now I maintain that
the good is beautiful. What do you think? (Aéyw
Yoo tayaBov kaAov etvar ov d ovk olet: Ly.
216d).” The Greek grammar does not allow us to
discern whether kalon is a predicate adjective or a
predicate substantive, nor does the context allow us
to disambiguate. This sentence may mean that the
good is the beautiful, or that the good is beautiful.
Stanley Lombardo, W. R. M. Lamb, and Penner and
Rowe all have “the good is beautiful.”"” If they are
correct, this would support the thesis that Plato
thinks if good then beautiful.

Finally, we may also refer to Republic 457b,
where Socrates states, “... for it is and always will
be the finest saying that the beneficial is beauti-
ful, while the harmful is ugly (k&dAAloTa Yoo o)
TOUTO Kal Aéyetat kat AeAé€etat, OTL TO eV
WPEALHOV KAAOV, TO OE BAaPeQOV aloxQov).”
Like the other passages, these translations would
support the thesis that whatever is good is beauti-
ful, except that here the beneficial (to wdéAiov)
is said to be beautiful. But, as we have already seen,
Plato’s usual conception of the good is very closely
linked to the beneficial. Thus (ignoring the Hippias
Major for the moment) if Plato thinks of goodness as
beneficence then Republic 457b supports the thesis
that whatever is good is beautiful.

In conclusion, even if we do not accept
Republic 457b, Plato’s belief that if something is
good then it is also beautiful is well supported.
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Plato seems to believe that this thesis needs no
argument. He seems less certain, however, about
the converse, the thesis that whatever is beautiful
is good. Or, perhaps it would be more accurate to
say he seems less certain that this thesis would
be immediately accepted. For anyone who knew
the Iliad or Theogony could easily think there are
beautiful things which are not good.

3.2. That Whatever is Beautiful

is Good: Alcibiades 113d-116d;
Protagoras 349a-362a; Charmides
160e-61a; Laches 192c-d; Meno 77b.

While the thesis that whatever is good is
beautiful is fairly certain, the converse may seem
more questionable. But there is evidence for the
thesis that whatever is beautiful is good in the
Alcibiades, Protagoras, Charmides, Laches, and Meno.
Let us turn directly to these arguments to evaluate
the evidence.

In the Alcibiades Socrates uses the premise
that all beautiful things are good during an argu-
ment to prove to Alcibiades that all just things are
beneficial. In support of this premise he makes
two arguments. The first, from 115c-16a attempts
to show that insofar as courage and helping one’s
friends in battle is beautiful it is also good. We
need not enter into the details of the argument.
It is enough for our purposes merely to show the
conclusion. At 116a Socrates states,

Isn't it also beautiful insofar as it's good, and ugly

insofar as it’s bad (rev. )?13

The second argument in support of the pre-
mise that all beautiful things are good runs from
116b-c, and Socrates concludes as follows:

Soc: So the same thing appears for us again both
beautiful and good. Alc: Apparently. Soc: So if we find
that something is beautiful, we'll also find that it’s

good — according to this argument, at least (rev. ).14

Both of the arguments Socrates uses here
are very complex and problematic, but it is clear
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what he is trying to prove. He is trying to prove
that everything that is beautiful insofar as it is
beautiful is also good.

The second passage supporting the view that
whatever is beautiful is good comes from the Pro-
tagoras. After the discussion of Simonides’ poem,
Socrates argues against Protagoras’ revised thesis
that, while the rest of the virtues are similar and
can be described as kinds of knowledge or wisdom,
courage is different. In the course of arguing that,
like the other virtues, courage is some sort of
knowledge and wisdom, Socrates takes advantage
of his Protagoras’ assent to the view that whatever
is beautiful is good.

Then, if it is beautiful, we agreed earlier that it is also
good, for we agreed that all beautiful actions are good.

You speak truly, and it always seems so to me (rev.).”
And again a few lines later he states,

So, generally, when the courageous fear, their fear is
not ugly; nor when they are confident is their confidence
ugly. True. If not ugly, is it beautiful? He agreed. If
beautiful, then also good? Yes (rev.).m

It is true that Socrates does not present an
argument for these claims, but we are beginning
to see that he likes to take it as a premise that
whatever is beautiful is also good.

The next passage is from the Charmides. At
160e Socrates argues from the fact that temperan-
ce, or moderation, is beautiful to the fact that it
is good:

But, I said, didn't we agree just now that temperance
was a beautiful thing? Yes, we did, he said. And it would
follow that temperate men are good? Yes. And could
a thing be good that does not produce good men? Of
course not. Then not only is temperance beautiful, but

it is good. I agree (rev.)."

The argument here, if there is one, is not
straightforward. But in order to be successful it
must rely on the hidden premise that whatever is
beautiful is good.

13. Ag’ oV kai 1) ayaBov,
KOAOV: 1) O¢ KOV, ALoXQOV
(116a);

14, 2Q. Tartov doa epavn iy
TIAALY a0 KAAOV Te Kat aryaBov.
AA. Qaivetar Q. ‘Ot av doa
e00WHEV KAAOV, KAl ayaBov
£0QN0OEV €K YE TOUTOL TOD
Adyov (116b-c).

15. OUKODV eimeQ KAV, Kait
ayaBov wuoAoynoauev év toig
£UmEoo0ev: TAG YO KAAXS
mpaels anaoag ayadag
wpoAoynoauev. AAnOn Aéyeig,
Kat aet £porye dokel 0UTwg
(359¢). This premise is apparently
based on the previous agreement
made at 358b: Tt d¢ d1), @ cvdeg,
EPNV €y, TO TOLOVOE; axl €Tl
TOUTOL MEAEELS AT, ETTL
oL AAOTIWG CAV Kal Ndéwg,

GQ’ oL koA [ikat wdéAon];
Kat 1O KaAOV €gyov ayafov

e Kol WPEALOV; Zuvedoket
(358b). [Well then, men, I said,
what about this? All actions leading
to this, namely to living painlessly
and pleasantly, are they not
beautiful [and beneficial]? And isn't
beautiful activity both good and
beneficial? They agreed (tr. Cooper,
ed., rev.).]

13. Ag’ oV ki 1) ayaBov,
KOAOV" 1) O¢ KOV, aLoXQOV
(116a);

14, 2Q. Tartov doa epavn 1y
TIAALY a0 KAAOV Te Kal aryaBov.
AA. Qaivetar Q. ‘Ot av doa
e00WHEV KAAOV, KAl ayaBov
£0QN0OEV €K YE TOUTOL TOD
Adyov (116b-c).

15. OUKODV €imeQ KAV, kat
ayaBov wuoAoynoauev év toig
£UmEoo0ev: TAG YO KAAXS
mpa&els anaoag ayabag
wpoAoynoauev. AAnOn Aéyeig,
Kat aet €porye dokel 0UTwg
(359¢). This premise is apparently
based on the previous agreement
made at 358b: Tt d¢ d1), @ cvdeg,
EPNV €y, TO TOLOVOE; axl €Tl
TOUTOL MEAEELS AT, ETTL
TOL AAOTIWG CAV Kal Ndéwg,

GQ’ 0¥ ko [ikat wdéAon];
KAt 1O KaAOV €gyov ayafov

e Kol WPEALOV; Zuvedoket
(358b). [Well then, men, I said,
what about this? All actions leading
to this, namely to living painlessly
and pleasantly, are they not
beautiful [and beneficial]? And isn't
beautiful activity both good and
beneficial? They agreed (tr. Cooper,
ed., rev.).]
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19. kai £y tovTo Aéyw
ey, émbupovvta

TOV KAAQV duvartov elvat
mopiCecOat (Men. 77b).

20. Aoat Aéyelg OV TV
KaA@v émbuvpovvta ayabwv
EmBupnMV eivay, MaAiota ye
(Men. 77b).

21. The only passage which I
think could pose a difficulty for
the view that everything beautiful
if good is Gorgias 474c-477a,
where Socrates analyzes the
beautiful as what is good/
beneficial or pleasant. This would
make it possible for something

to be beautiful without being
good on the condition that it was
pleasant. But, as Vlastos points
out, Socrates’ argument here
relies crucially on changing the
perspective from which an act or
object is perceived as pleasant.

I have argued elsewhere that

this passage does not in fact
contradict the view that what

is beautiful is good in Plato.

See Gregory Vlastos, “Was Polus
Refuted,” in Studies in Greek
Philosophy: Socrates, Plato, and
Their Tradition, ed. Daniel Graham
(Princeton: Princeton University,
1995); Riegel, “Beauty, To Kalon,
and Its Relation to the Good in
the Works of Plato,” Chapter 2.

An argument similar to that above, occurs in
the Laches. At 192c-d, Socrates argues,

Now this is what appears to me: I think that you
don't regard every kind of endurance as courage. The
reason I think so is this: I am fairly sure, Laches, that
you regard courage as a very beautiful thing. —One
of the most beautiful, you may be sure. -And you
would say that endurance accompanied by wisdom is
a beautiful and good thing? —\Very much so. —Suppose
it is accompanied by folly? Isn't it just the opposite,
harmful and injurious? -Yes. -And you are going to call
a thing beautiful which is of the injurious and harmful
sort? -No, that wouldn't be right, Socrates. —Then you
won't allow this kind of endurance to be courage, since
it is not beautiful, whereas courage is beautiful. You

are right (rev.).w

Here Socrates uses the hidden assumption
that whatever is beautiful cannot be harmful. The
implication is that whatever is beautiful is beneficial
and therefore, given our aforementioned connection
between benefit and goodness, whatever is beautiful
is also good.

Finally, the Meno also supports the view that
what is beautiful is good. At 77b pressed to come
up with something more like a proper definition of
virtue, Meno says:

So I say that virtue is to desire beautiful things and

have the power to acquire them.”
To which Socrates replies:

Do you mean that the man who desires beautiful

things desires good things? Most certainly.za

Here Socrates seems at least to be saying that
if someone desires beautiful things then that person
desires good things, which supports the thesis that
whatever is beautiful is good.

Thus we have a good deal of evidence from
the Alcibiades, Protagoras, Charmides, Laches and
Meno, that Plato holds the view that whatever is
beautiful is good.21 But this is not all the evidence
we have. We also have direct evidence of a bicon-

ditional relation between goodness and beauty in
the Hippias Major.

3.3. Evidence for a Biconditional
Relationship between Goodness and
Beauty: Hippias Major 297b-c.

In the Hippias Major, during the refutation of
the beneficial as a possible answer to the question
“What is beauty?” Socrates presents strong evidence
of a biconditional relation between goodness and
beauty. The argument is that if the beautiful is the
beneficial then the beautiful is not good and the
good is not beautiful. It is taken as obviously absurd
to say that the good is not beautiful and the beau-
tiful is not good, and therefore the beautiful cannot
be the beneficial. But if it is obviously absurd to say
that the good is not beautiful and the beautiful is
not good then the correct belief must be that what
is good is beautiful and what is beautiful is good.

The argument against this is as follows: The
beneficial is the maker (to mowovv) of the good
(296€). As such, it is the cause (aitwov) of the
good. But the effect of a cause insofar as it is an
effect, is an effect, not a cause. Therefore, since
the beneficial is the maker and cause of the good,
it must differ from the good. And this conclusion is
unacceptable to both interlocutors. The conclusion
of the argument is:

Soc: The cause is not a thing that comes to be, and
the thing that comes to be is not a cause. Hip: That's
true. Soc: Good god! Then the beautiful is not good, nor
the good beautiful. Or do you think they could be, from
what we've said? Hip: Good god, no. It doesn’t appear
so to me. Soc: So are we happy with that? Would you
like to say that the beautiful is not good, nor the good
beautiful? Hip: Good god, no. I'm not at all happy with

it (rev.).ZZ

Socrates says that of all the accounts they
have given so far, this is the least satisfactory
to him, and that it is more ridiculous than the
other accounts. But if it is wrong to say that the
beautiful is not good and the good is not beauti-
ful, it must be right to say that the beautiful is
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good and the good is beautiful. And this is the
biconditional thesis.

4. Evidence for a Difference between
the Goodness and Beauty in Plato

It was said at the beginning that while a good
deal of evidence seems to support the view that
Plato thinks goodness and beauty are coextensive
(at least at the level of concrete objects), it is prob-
ably unsafe to infer from this that therefore Plato
thinks they are identical. In the first place, he never
in fact says they are identical, though he had plenty
of opportunity to do so, and in many places such
an assertion would have helped his argument, for
example, in the passage in the Hippias Major we have
already reviewd (297b-c), as well as Symposium 204e
ff. where Diotima famously substitutes goodness
for beauty. Though there is not to my knowledge
of instance where he unambiguously says beauty
and goodness are identical, there are many places
where he says that the same thing is both beautiful
and good, as we have seen in the previous section.

In the second place, Plato clearly says that
there is a Form of each, beauty and goodness.
Perhaps the most obvious example of the Form of
Beauty comes from the apex of the ascent to the
Form of the Beautiful during Diotima’s speech at
Symposium 211d ff., while the most obvious in-
stance of the Form of the Good is at Republic 509b.
And each of these Forms is said to have distinct
qualities. The Form of the Good at Republic 509b is
famously said to be “beyond essence in power and
seniority (émékelva TG ovolag mEeoPeia Kat
duvapel vtepéxovtog),” while in the Phaedrus
the Form of Beauty is said to be the only Form of a
positive quality which we can somehow see with our
eyes (Phdr. 250b-e).23 Now, it does not follow from
the fact that the Form of Beauty is said to have one
particular quality in one place and that the Form of
the Good is said to have other qualities in another
place that the two are not identical. One could still
argue that ‘beauty’ and ‘goodness’ refer to the same
thing in the realm of the Forms. But, nevertheless,
the fact that they are said to have these distinct
qualities is significant.
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A clearer distinction may seem to come from

Republic 505d where Socrates states,

In the case of the just and beautiful things, many
people would choose what are believed to be so, and
even if they aren't really so, they act, acquire, and form
their own beliefs on that basis. But nobody is satisfied
to acquire things that are merely believed to be good,
but everyone wants the things that really are good and

disdains mere beliefs (rev. ).24

This would seem to separate the good from
the beautiful. While many people are satisfied with
what only appears just and beautiful, no one is
satisfied with mere appearance or popular belief
concerning what is good. But, in the first place,
note that it does not follow from this that we have
to abandon our thesis concerning the coextension
of beauty and goodness. While some people may be
satisfied with what merely appears beautiful it may
still be the case that whatever is truly beautiful is
good and vice versa. And, indeed, as Lloyd Gerson
has pointed out to me, Socrates here is talking about
what the many think (hoi polloi). It does not follow
that philosophers believe the same thing. It may
well be that philosophers are not satisfied with what
merely seems just and beautiful, because they know
that real beauty and justice constitute their good-
ness and happiness. Nevertheless this may point
to an important distinction between goodness on
the one hand, and many other things on the other.

The most definite distinction between beauty
and goodness, however, comes from the end of the
Philebus. At 65a Socrates states,

Therefore if we are not able to capture the good in
one form, taking it with three, beauty, proportion, and
truth, let us say that of the things in the mixture we
would most correctly say that this, as one, is the cause,
and that it is on account of this, since it is good, that

it [the mixture] has become thus [i.e. good] (rev.).25

This is the only place in the Platonic corpus
where Plato seems to be speaking explicitly about
the Forms of beauty and goodness and their relation.
A difference is implied between the Form of the

22. £Q. O0dé ye 10 aitiov
YLYVOUEVOV €0TLY, OLDE TO
yryvouevov av aitov. ITT.
AANON Aéyec. ZQ. Ma Aia,
@ AOLOTE, OLDE A TO KAAOV
ayaBov eoty, 0vdE TO ayabov
KAAGV- 1) dOKEL oL OIOV TE
elvat €K TV TQOERNUEVWY;
IIT. OV p& tov Ala, oV pot
daivetar LOQ. Agéokel oLV
NV kat é0éAotpev av Aéyery
@S TO KAAOV oVK AyaBov 0vdE
10 ayaBov kaAov; ITT. OV pua
OV Al, 00 TTAVV 1oL AQETKEL
(297¢).

23. mepl d¢ KAAAOLG, (WOTIEQ
elmopev, pet’ Exelvawv te
EAdaumev 0v, 0e0EO T EAOOVTES
KateAnGapey avto dix g
&vayeotatng aodfoews
TV NueTéQwV oTiABov
gvagyéotata. OIS Yo

MUV OELTATN TV DX TOL
owuatog égxetat alodnoewv,
1 $oéVNOIC OLY ORATAL—
DELVOUG YAQ AV QeI eV
£0WTAG, ELTL TOLOVTOV £AVTIG
&vapyg eldwAov maeixeto
£lg Oy 10V —Kat TaAAa

60Q EQXOTA VOV d€ KAAAOG
HovoV TadTnV €0XE LOIOAV,
ot Exdavéotatov eivat

Kat éoaopctatov (Phdr.
250c-e). [Now beauty, as I said,
was radiant when it was among
the other objects; and now that
we have come here we grasp it
sparkling through the clearest

of our senses. For vision is the
sharpest of our bodily senses,
although it does not see wisdom.
It would present a terribly
powerful love if an image of
wisdom came through our sight
as clearly as beauty does, and the
same goes for the other objects
of love. But now beauty alone
has this privilege, to be the most
clearly visible and the most loved
(rev.).]
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L. 21-30).
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paovapevov... (Tyrt. Fr. 10,

L. 1-2).
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&7t evvoiat xBovog |
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Good and the Form of beauty, because, first, we are
told that we cannot capture the good in one Form,
whereas he does not say this about the Forms of
beauty, proportion, or truth. Secondly beauty seems
to be one of the three Forms with which the Good
seems to be identified. Thus this passage would
seem to indicate a clear distinction between the
Forms of Beauty and Goodness. But notice that it
is still entirely possible that beauty and goodness

are coextensive.

5. Significance of beauty in Ethics:
The Good is the Right.

Let us now try to see the significance of
the biconditional thesis in ethical contexts, and
in the next section we will look at its significance
in mathematical contexts. In order to see how
the biconditional thesis plays out in the ethical
context we must return to our earlier stated claim
that to kalon refers to a sort of essential rightness.
We may, perhaps, see this most clearly in the
claims of the earlier poets to see death in battle
as somehow paradigmatically beautiful. So, in the
Iliad, Priam states,

For a young man all is decorous when he is cut down
in battle and torn with the sharp bronze, and lies there
dead, and though dead still all that show about him is
beautiful; but when an old man is dead and down, and
the dogs mutilate the grey head and the grey beard and
the parts that are secret, this for all sad mortality is the
sight most pitiful (tr. Lattimore).“

The Spartan poet Tyrtaeus expresses the same

sentiment:

For this brings shame, when an older man lies fallen
among the front ranks with the young behind him, his
head already white and his beard grey, breathing out
his valiant spirit in the dust, clutching in his hands
his bloodied genitals - this is a shameful sight and
brings indignation to behold - his body naked. But
for the young everything is seemly, as long as he has
the splendid prime of lovely youth; while alive, men

marvel at the sight of him and women feel desire, and

when he has fallen among the front ranks, he is fair
(tr. Gerber).27

In these two examples the beauty of young
men is compared to the ugliness of the old when
they die in battle. But the following excerpt from
Tyrtaeus provides evidence of the absolute beauty
of death in battle.

It is a beautiful thing for a good man to die when
he has fallen among the front ranks while fighting for

his homeland... (tr. Gerber, rev. ).28

Later, Aeschylus will also speak of death in
battle as beautiful:

Eteocles, who lieth here, seeing that he hath shown
loyalty to his country, it is decreed to bury with kindly
interment in its soil; for that, hating the foe, he courted
death in the city, and pure of offence towards the shrines
of his fathers he hath fallen, free of reproach, where
it is beautiful for the young to fall (tr. Smyth, rev. ).29

It may be difficult for us today to imagine
how seeing a person die in battle could be beautiful.
But I think what the Greeks were trying to get at
here was a sense of goodness which is separated
from benefit at least to the agent. Surely it is not
beneficial to the person who dies to die in battle.
Nor is it particularly beneficial for the city to have
their soldiers die in battle; surely it would be much
more beneficial to the city for their soldiers to live
and defeat the enemy than it is for them to die in
battle. The reason, I think, this activity of dying in
battle is so paradigmatically beautiful for the Greeks
is that it represents the ultimate overcoming of all
self-interest. It represents the ultimate overcoming
of all considerations of benefit to the agent. But, on
the other hand, it is not merely sufficient to die or
sacrifice oneself. It is important here that the death
be a death in battle, presumably in defense of one’s
city. And it is no doubt beneficial to the city to have
young men willing to defend it with their lives. But
it is still significant, I think, that the actual death
itself is not particularly to be praised because of its
benefit to anyone in particular; rather is transcends
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all considerations of benefit and therefore we need
some word other than ‘good” or ‘beneficial’ with
which to describe it. Perhaps to kalon, the beautiful
was the closest thing the Greeks had to describe it.

This same separation between beauty and
goodness or benefit is also seen in Plato, and it was
precisely this same separation which I think Plato
wanted to repair. Many of the prooftexts for the
separation of goodness and beauty are, naturally,
ones we have already spoken about. So to return
to Alcibiades 115a-b, Socrates says,

Socrates: Now what about beautiful things? Are
they all good, or are some good and others not good?
Alcibiades: What I think, Socrates, is that some beautiful

things are bad (Tr. Hutchinson, rev. ).30

And we see much the same distinction in the
Gorgias, where Socrates argues with Polus:

Socrates: What then? Which do you think is uglier,
doing what’s unjust or suffering it? Tell me. Polus:
Doing it. Socrates: Now if doing it is in fact uglier, isn’t
it also worse? Polus: No, not in the least. Socrates: I
see. Evidently you don't believe that the same thing
is both beautiful and good, or that the same thing is
both bad and ugly. Polus: No, I certainly don't (Gorgias
474c-d, rev.).ﬂ

What we see here is how in the Greek mind
the beautiful was so easily separated from any sense
of benefit, and yet it was still held to be laudatory
in some sense. It was Plato’s project then to argue
that this beauty, which marked essential rightness,
was in fact the most beneficial thing for the agent.

6. Significance of Beauty in
Mathematics: Goodness in
Mathematics

The second effect or result of the bicondi-
tional thesis may be that it could help explain
Aristotle’s surprising claim that Plato or the
Platonists found goodness in mathematics. It
should be fairly clear that Plato found beauty in
mathematics. In fact it seems Plato found be-
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auty in mathematics most of all. So, at Timaeus
54a-b?, Timaeus states,

Of the [right-angled] triangles, the isosceles has but
one nature, while the scalene has infinitely many. Now
we have to select the most beautiful one from among
the infinitely many, if we are to get a proper start. So if
anyone can say that he has picked out another one that
is more beautiful for the construction of these bodies,
his victory will be that of a friend, not an enemy. Of the
many [scalene right-angled] triangles, then, we posit
as the one most beautiful, surpassing the others, that
one from [a pair of] which the equilateral triangle is

constructed as a third figure (rev. ).32
And at Philebus 51b-c? Socrates states,

What I am saying may not be entirely clear straighta-
way, but I'll try to clarify it. By the beauty of shape, I do
not mean what the many might presuppose, namely that
of a living being or of a picture. What I mean, what the
argument demands, is rather something straight or round
and what is constructed out of these with a compass,
rule, and square, such as plane figures and solids. Those
things I take it are not beautiful in a relative sense, as
others are, but are by their very nature forever beautiful
by themselves. They provide their own specific pleasures
that are not at all comparable to those of rubbing! And
colors are beautiful in an analogous way and import

their own kinds of pleasures.33

With these passages, also see Timaeus 53d-e
and 55c, and Philebus 65a. So, clearly Plato finds
beauty in mathematics. What may come as a surprise
is that, at least according to Aristotle, Plato found
goodness in mathematics as well. At Fudemian
Ethics, 1.8 (1218a16-26) he states,

But we should show the nature of the good per se in
the opposite way to that now used. For now from what
is not agreed to possess the good they demonstrate the
things admitted to be good, e.g., from numbers they
demonstrate that justice and health are goods, for they
are arrangements and numbers, and it is assumed that
goodness is a property of numbers and units because

unity is the good itself... And it is a bold way to demons-

30. ZQ. Tid ad tax kaA&;
TOTEQOV TAVTA Ay Oa, 1)

o pév, T ' ov; AA. Olopat
€ywye, @ LWOKOATES, EVIA TV
KOAQV Kaka elvat.

31. Q. Tide d1); aloytov
TOTEQOV TO ADIKELV T) TO
aduceiobar; amokoivov. TIOQA.
To aducetv. Q. OvkoLV Kkal
Kakiov, eimeg aloyov. ITIQA.
“Hrwota ye. Q. MavOavw:
0L TAVTOV 111 0V, WG £01KAG,
KAAOV Te Kal ayabov kat
Kakov Kat atoxov. TIOQA.

Ov onra.

32. oV d1) dLOLV TOLYWVOLV TO
Lév loookeAeg piav eiAnyev
VO, TO dE TEOUNKES
ATIEQAVTOVS: TIQOALQETEOV OVV
av TV ATEWV TO KAAALTTOV,
el péAdopev apéeobat kata
TEOTOV. AV 0DV TG €XT)
KAAALOV éxAeEapevog eimety
€1 TNV TOVTWV OVOTACLY,
£Kelvog UK €X000G WV AAAQ
dirog koartel TOEueOa D
00V TV TOAA@V TOLYWVWV
K&AAwoTov év, UteoPavTeg
TdAAq, €€ 00 10 lodTAgLEOV
TOlywVOoV €K ToiTov
OUVEOTNKEV.



34, avamaAw d¢ kat detktéov
1 @S VOV detkvhOLOL TO
ayabov avTo. VOV HEV YAQ €K
TWV AVOUOAOYOLUEVWY EXErV
O ayaBov, € éxelvaov T
opoAoyovueva etvat ayaba
deucvvovory, €€ aolBuv, ot
1 ducatoovv) KKad 1 vylew
ayaBov- Taelc yao kat
aotOuol, wg tolc aQLdpoig
KL TG HOVATLY ayafov
VTIAQXOV DX TO elvat TO &V
avto ayaBov... tapafoAog
0t Kai 1) amodelElg OTLTO

£v avTo O ayabov, otLot
aotOuol édpievrar ovte yaQ wg
£dlevta Aéyovtat Gaveows,
AAAG Alav amA@g To0To
daoti, kat 0ge&Ly elvat g av
T1g VTOAAPBoL €v oig Cwn ur)
OTAQXEY

35. daot d ot codoi, @
KaAAikAglg, kat ovoavov kot
Y1V Kai Ogole kai avOowmovg
TV KOWVWVIAV GUVEXEWY KOl
PAiav kal koouoTTA KAl
TwGEOTLVNY Kal dKAOTNTA,
al T GAov TovTO dLx

TAUTA KOTHOV KAAODOL, @
£TAUQE, OVK AKOOUIAV 0VOE
axoAaciav. gL d¢ Hot dokelg
0L MEOTEXELV TOV VOV
TOVTOLE, KAL TAUTAt 00HOG

@V, AAAX AéANOEV o€ OTLT)
L0OTNG 1] YEWUETOIKT) KAL £V
Oeoic Kkal év avOowmolg péya
dvarta, ov d¢ mMAeove&iav olet
OElV AOKELV" YEWUETOIAS YXQ
ApeAElG.

trate that unity is the good per se to say that numbers

have desire; for no one says distinctly how they desire.”

It is indeed difficult to see how there could
be goodness in mathematics. Aristotle’s claim at
Metaphysics, M 3 (1078a31-b6), that while beauty
exists in mathematics, goodness does not, I suspect,
seems much more reasonable. But now that we know
or think we know that Plato believed everything
beautiful was also good, we can perhaps, see how
he could locate goodness in mathematics as well.
He may have reasoned that since mathematics is
beautiful it must be good as well.

And this might point to a fundamental diffe-
rence between Plato and Aristotle on the question
of goodness. Both Plato and Aristotle are remarkably
similar in their understandings of beauty. Both as-
sociate it above all with proportion, to symmetron.
Compare Philebus 65a, with Aristotle’s Metaphysics
M 3 (1078a31-b6). And for both, beauty plays a
central role in ethics. We have already seen ample
evidence of this, but it will also be recalled that
beauty, to kalon, is repeatedly said to be the only
proper goal of moral virtue in Aristotle’s ethics. If
there is any validity to Aristotle’s claim that Plato
located goodness in mathematics then, it would
appear Plato and Aristotle differed not on the
beautiful but on the good. For Aristotle, I think,
goodness is analytically bound up with desire,
such that if there is no desiring then there is no
goodness. But perhaps, by assimilating the good
to the beautiful Plato thought of goodness in a
way that was possibly separate from desire, such
that goodness could exist even in a context like
mathematics where desire plays no role.

7. Mathematics in Ethics

Finally I would like to talk about a passage
that brings together the themes of mathematics in
ethics. At Gorgias 508a, Socrates states,

Yes, Callicles, wise men claim that partnership and
friendship, orderliness, self-control, and justice hold
together heaven and earth, and gods and men, and that

is why they call this universe a world order, my friend,

and not an undisciplined world-disorder. I believe that
you don't pay attention to these facts even though you're
a wise man in these matters. You've failed to notice
that proportionate equality has great power among
both gods and men, and you suppose that you ought
to practice getting the greater share. That's because you

35
neglect geometry.

This is surely one of the most remarkable
passages in the Platonic corpus. Here Socrates attri-
butes Callicles” amorality to his lack of appreciation
for the study of geometry. But what is it about the
study of geometry that Socrates thinks makes Calli-
cles amoral? He claims that “friendship, orderliness,
self-control and justice” hold the world together,
and that “proportionate equality has great power
among both gods and men”, but even if this were
so and Callicles recognized it to be so, why should
that make him give up his amorality? Why should
the study of geometry make him give up his view
that the proper goal of life is the “get the greater
share”? Socrates does not expand on his view here
and so we must be left to speculate.

But knowing what we now know about the re-
lation between goodness, beauty, and mathematics
in Plato’s thought, we may now suggest an answer.
Socrates may be thinking that if Callicles, or anyone
else studied geometry and mathematics, they could
not help seeing the beauty in it. And this sort of
beauty is real beauty for Plato, this is the true food
and nourishment of the mind. Once Callicles saw
this real beauty, he would make the pursuit of truth
his real goal and no longer be interested in getting
the greater share of material goods. In addition to
this, Callicles might wish to imitate the beauty he
saw in mathematics, and instantiate that beauty
into his actions. Plato’s thought might be that to
instantiate this beauty into one’s soul and actions
is to be become truly good and happy.

8. Conclusion
In this paper I have argued, first, that ‘be-
autiful’ is at least as good as any other translation

of kalos. Secondly, I have argued that this beauty
seems to supervene, for Plato, on a notion of es-

153



sential rightness, whereas his sense of goodness
has more to do with benefit. We then moved on to
try to show that while there is evidence that the
Forms of beauty and goodness were distinct, still it
seemed that there was a great deal of evidence that
beauty and goodness were coextensive, at least at
the level of sensible particulars. The consequences
of this thesis in Plato’s ethics is that he seems
to assimilate goodness to beauty, more than the
other way around, that is, he seems to start with
the accepted understanding of beauty and argue
that that is what constitutes human goodness.
In mathematics, this thesis showed the way in
which Plato or platonists could have thought that
goodness exists in mathematics. Since beauty and
goodness are coextensive, and since beauty clearly
exists in mathematics most of all, it would follow
that goodness must exist in mathematics as well.
Finally, we argued, that this may shed some light
on Socrates’ puzzling claim that if Callicles only
studied geometry he would see the value of fairness
and morality, and give up trying to get the greater
share. It may have been Plato’s view that no one
could fail to see the beauty of mathematics. And
that in seeing this beauty humans would see the
pursuit of truth as their ultimate goal and the
instantiation of beauty in their soul and actions as
their true happiness. Whether Plato was right about
that is another question.
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