Assignment 2: Plato’s Republic Book 1, The setting up of the “Republics” primary topic: Spirituality and the soul

In Book I of Plato’s Republic, we are introduced to the primary subject-matter of the work: the nature of Justice.[footnoteRef:1] The first book introduces this theme by offering four different perspectives on Justice, the views of the characters Cephalus, Polemarchus, Thrasymachus and Socrates, who acts as Plato’s own voice in the Republic. Cross and Woozley summarise their ideas:[footnoteRef:2] Cephalus first defines “Justice” as speaking the truth and repaying one’s debt. His son Polemarchus states it is the practice of benefiting one’s friends and harming one’s enemies. Thrasymachus asserts that “Justice” is simply the interest of the stronger. Socrates, attacks these definitions, and argues that “Justice” can be equated with virtue and wisdom, unlike injustice which is allied with vice and ignorance. This essay is written to show that early on The Republic Plato outlines that the nature justice is not simply a mechanism of material law, but something deeply connected to morality, and the inward man, which puts a more spiritual and reflective tone onto the Republic in its entirety. [1:  Lycos (1987), p. 3]  [2:  Cross, Woozley (1966), pp. 1 - 75] 

If the view posed in this essay is to be considered, it is clear why Socrates would object to the other Character’s views on justice. First there is the definition of “Justice” provided by Cephalus, which is fits his trade as a merchant. Whilst discussing the perks of being wealthy and old Cephalus clearly highlights the importance of being able to pay off debts and being honest,[footnoteRef:3]thus forming his view on “Justice”. This is a view on “Justice” worth considering, but it does not penetrate as deeply into the inner virtues as Socrates may like, for it is only an about operating in the right conduct in your day to day, almost how a good merchant should act.[footnoteRef:4] It should be noted that, as correctly noted by Alan Pichanek, Cephalus is presented as a deeply fearful old man concerned with appeasing the Gods before he dies.[footnoteRef:5] It can be argued that his definition is therefore swayed by this fear, so it not penetrate deeply enough into the soul or the virtues for Socrates, for it is based upon a materialistic feeling. Perhaps this is why he so easily dismantles the case by explaining that whilst it can lead to right actions, it can also lead to wrong actions.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Republic, 331]  [4:  Bandari, nd.]  [5:  Pichanick, 2018, pp. 145 - 159]  [6:  Republic, 331] 

Next comes Polemarchus’s view on “Justice”, which is considered the conventional view at the time: to “give man what he is due”.[footnoteRef:7] Socrates’ primary criticism of Polemarchus’s definition is that it can be difficult to determine who is an enemy and who is a friend, or who is the good and just man,[footnoteRef:8] so deciding on who to give what is due can be problematic. This is a flawed form of justice to Plato. A key argument against both Cephalus and Polemarchus’ views on justice is that they are misguided, because they can be misdirected by the influences of the outside life rather than the directions of the soul, and the virtues. Socrates suggests also that if justice is not directed by what is right and moral, it may instead become injustice.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Republic, 332]  [8:  Republic, 334]  [9:  Republic, 334-335] 

Thrasymachus starts by substituting morality for self-interest, he asserts that what is right is simply in the interests of the strongest (in his view whoever is ruling), which sets out the idea that justice is whatever the strongest decree it to be.[footnoteRef:10] This is completely countered to what Socrates believes Justice to be. It can be suggested that Thrasymachus’ view on justice is based on materialism, because self-interest is about the acquisition of material things. It is also based upon avoiding harm, which is an argument Thrasymachus uses to assert that the life of the in just is better and easier than the life of the just, who our essentially always walked over, however the path to injustice pays.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Republic, 336-340]  [11:  Dale, 2012, p. 9] 

One of the counters Socrates uses against this argument is by comparing a good man as a leader and a bad one as a leader. A good leader for instance, guided by a “moral code”, will not covet riches or honours if put into leadership. It is in fact the fear of falling prey to these desires to stops good men from accepting leadership roles.[footnoteRef:12] A bad man will act of course in the opposite. This is another point which can be used to support the case that “justice” is prompted by something more closely connected to internal values, or virtue and morals. For Socrates, Justice is what is right and virtuous and comes from within a man’s soul.  [12:  Republic, 347] 

Plato is clearly opposed to the idea that a man governed by self-interest, and therefore “injustice” as agreed upon by Socrates and Thrasymachus by stanza 347 of the Republic, has the better life. This argument is developed when Glaucon is bought into the conversation as he flatly disagrees with Thrasymachus’ assertion that the unjust man lives the better life,[footnoteRef:13] which is the starting point of a conversation bought into Books II and III of the Republic. It is a useful turning point in the discussion on Justice for the purpose of this essay, because it turns the focus to Justice and Injustice being of an inward state, rather than outer. [13:  Republic, 348] 

In the first three definitions of Justice, a heavy emphasis of external influence and reward is implied, as discussed already. Socrates definition of justice is not yet clearly identified, but because he attacks the other positions, for they are easily influenced by the outside world, we can infer he disagrees with the notion that Justice is down to external causes. Interestingly, in book II, the conversation steers directly into the study of the individual. However, this line of study is reached by looking at the overall picture from a larger scale, namely by applying what makes up a community to what makes up an individual.[footnoteRef:14] Here are the seeds of “Callipolis”, Plato’s ideal state, which is throughout the entirety of Republic is something he designs to become the most “Just State”.[footnoteRef:15] Therefore, we can infer that the first book of the Republic sets up that the idea “Justice” is to be studied as something internal and perhaps even spiritual, for it relates to the soul in particular. For it to come from a place that isn’t based upon ones virtue, will cause a negative state to arise, as discussed far later in the Republic in Book VIII.[footnoteRef:16] The notion that “The just man forms the just state” is one at the core of the Republic, and Book I supports this theory and allows for it to be deeply discussed in the rest of the work. Therefore, the Republic becomes less political, even though it heavily criticizes aspects of the Greek Politics at the time and encourages readers to reflect more inwardly. Therefore, the Republic rather large spiritual theme, because it is about developing the soul into the most “Just” thing possible and therefore creating the “Just” life. [14:  Republic, 368]  [15:  Oak, 2012]  [16:  Republic, 522] 
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