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Plato’s Republic is a Socratic dialogue largely concerned with the definition of “justice,” a defense of its intrinsic value, as well as its applications toward both the individual human and society at large. Socrates, who acts as Plato’s mouthpiece throughout the course of the dialogue, is challenged by brothers Glaucon and Adeimantus to defend Justice as a good unto itself, once stripped of its rewards.

While all participants in the dialogue hold Justice in their hearts to be among the “highest attainable goods,” they have yet to be satisfied by any proofs of its inherent worth. They have yet to refute the arguments put forth by those who claim that Justice is pursued only for its beneficial consequences—the assertion that one would readily reap the awards of injustice if he could maintain the standing of a just man. Glaucon and Adeimantus feel that Justice is almost always praised for the reputation that is its reward, as opposed to its mere presence in one’s soul. The two put forth the argument that Justice is not a virtue with any intrinsic worth, in hopes that Socrates can provide a viable refutation.

In demonstrating that its worth is more than merely instrumental, Socrates seeks to define Justice as a certain harmony or balance. By defining Justice in such a manner, he praises it as a psychological wellbeing, somewhat akin to physical health. The Greek concept of eduaimonia, often translated as “human flourishing” or “success,” is closely tied to the notion of health. Reduced to its essence, eduaimonia refers simply to that which we instinctively pursue—a state of goodness. If Justice is to be defended as an intrinsic good, it helps to demonstrate its importance alongside “health” or eduaimonia, both being quite clearly definable as rewards unto themselves. 

Through the principle of same explanatory grounding, Socrates maintains that this sort of balance or wellbeing can be analogously identified in both a “just” city, and in the soul of a “just” man. He sets out to define the virtues and characteristics of a just city, asserting that Justice is to be found in an individual for all the same reasons. First, Socrates defines the four cardinal virtues he believes such a city must hold: Wisdom, Courage, Temperance and Justice. He seeks to identify the first three within the city, under the assumption that their presence confirms that of Justice as well.

To the Governing or Ruling class, Socrates attributes the virtue of Wisdom. This class possesses the insight to create a set of laws that enable the city to flourish. To the Executive class, Socrates attributes the virtue of Courage—that being the strength required to enact the will of the ruling class. Socrates describes a third Servo-Mechanical class as being responsible for the fulfillment of the city’s basic labor-oriented needs. And, to all of the three classes, he ascribes the virtue of Temperance. Socrates defines this virtue as a fixed knowledge of one’s role in society. Temperance is that which prevents any one class from becoming involved in or “meddling” with the affairs of another. If these three classes can function harmoniously, fulfilling the tasks for which they hold the greatest natural propensity without impeding the duties of another, then, Socrates argues, a certain “health” of state has been achieved, alternatively identified as Justice.

Socrates uses the same grounding to identify Justice within an individual’s soul. The soul, he argues, holds claim to three classes perfectly analogous to those identified in the city. The Ruling class runs parallel to man’s reasoning capacity. The Executive class is akin to the human force of emotion. The soul’s Servo-Mechanical class is responsible for the fulfillment of “appetites.” Socrates claims that Justice of the soul entails the harmony of these three forces in such a manner that no one class meddles in the affairs of another (i.e. appetite guiding reason).  For Socrates, this proves the intrinsic worth of Justice—a health of mind we pursue as reward unto itself.

Having been written well over two thousand years ago, Plato’s critics have had ample time to pick out the discrepancies within his theory of Justice. The issue of an “explanatory gap” is one of the theory’s more enduring criticisms. If Platonic Justice is defined as a state in which reason, emotion, and appetite function independently and do not hinder one another, the explanatory gap principle points out that this account of “internal justice” is not explicitly proven to lead to “external justice.” The principle also questions the ability of human reasoning to work out what is “truly” just, and furthermore, its consistency in deeming the “just” course of action to be the most “rational.”

The explanatory gap criticism stresses that the link between justice within an individual and the justness of his outward behavior needs to be more clearly defined. The notion of justice is, after all, somewhat impotent within the context of a single human being. Justice is an institution that exists only within a group of two or more people and is most importantly defended within the context of their interactions. The criticism holds a degree of overlap with Sachs’ Charge of Irrelevance. That is to say, Socrates is challenged to defend commonplace, “vulgar” justice—the justness of actions taken by one person unto another. He instead responds with an account of Platonic justice (justice of the soul), leaving a large deal of ambiguity regarding their relationship. Plato alludes to their being connected, but fails to go into adequate detail regarding why.

Furthermore, Plato’s account of Justice fails to explain how the soul’s “ruling” body, namely, reason, is capable of determining what is truly just. Surely reason is capable of deeming a just course of action in cut-and-dry circumstances. But, do human beings really have the capacity to properly assess where justice lies in every questionable instance or action? If this were the case, then why does Plato’s “just” city hold claim to a large Servo-Mechanical class who’s limited reasoning capacity is stated explicitly? Surely, if the powers of human reasoning were so omniscient in their evaluation of justice, then every citizen would qualify for membership in the “ruling” class.

For reason to be a perfectly accurate judge of justice and injustice one must assume matters of justice to be universally solvable, rendering Plato’s account of injustice unpalatable to moral subjectivists. However, even under the assumption of a “universal account” of justice, why is it assumed that reason would always deem the just course of action the most rational? Is reason really incapable of determining unjust acts to be rational? Was it not reason in the Prisoner’s Dilemma that deemed it always a more beneficial course of action to “inflict” harm or exact injustice? 

How might we defend Platonic Justice against this criticism? If we return to Plato’s definition of Justice, and the importance of Temperance’s role in its balance, we recall Plato’s claim that justice stems from the harmony and moderation of the soul’s three classes. Conversely, the grounds for injustice lie within the dissonance of the soul’s three classes—that is, any instance in which the forces of appetite or emotion are responsible for an individual’s course of action. Plato establishes the link between internal and external justice by asserting an inner harmony’s power to thwart unjust actions. In other words, a balanced soul holds no propensity for injustice, as “reason” is in command.

Further support for Plato’s account of Justice can be found within its correlation to “health.” It is within this analogy that we may find enough evidence to fill the gap between the notions of internal and external justice. Obvious as it may sound, behaviors defined as “healthy” are defined as such because they promote a state of “health.” As applied to Plato’s defense, behaviors defined as “just” are defined as such because they promote a state of internal justice. Plato’s account of Justice holds that a man whose soul exhibits such a harmony will only perform actions that serve to maintain his internal balance, even when such actions are stripped of the rewards with which society has imbued them. Actions that serve to maintain the Platonic notion of internal justice are, for that reason, defined as “externally” just.

While these arguments do help to close the gap between internal and external justice as put forth by Plato, Platonic Justice still bares weakness in its perspectives on human reasoning. 

Even by shedding light on the linked nature of justice both internally and externally, Plato fails to explain exactly how and why reason (as the guiding force of  “well-balanced” individual) is capable of locating justice in all circumstances.


