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Values

Reference Outline: Greek Ethics [Sophists to Plato]
The history of Western ethics: Ancient and Classical Greece

I. Ancient Greece

A. Ancient Greece was the birthplace of Western philosophical ethics.
1.  The ideas of Socrates (c. 470–399 bc), Plato, and Aristotle (384–322 bc) will be discussed.
2.  The sudden flowering of philosophy during that period was rooted in the ethical thought of  

      earlier centuries. In the poetic literature of the 7th and 6th centuries bc, there were, as in other    

      cultures, moral precepts but no real attempts to formulate a coherent overall ethical position. 
3. The Greeks were later to refer to the most prominent of these poets and early philosophers as  

     the seven sages, and they are frequently quoted with respect by Plato and Aristotle. 
4. Knowledge of the thought of this period is limited, for often only fragments of original 
    writings, along with later accounts of dubious accuracy, remain.

                  The Sophists
                       1.  Ironically, an important stimulus for the development of moral philosophy came from a group 
                            of teachers to whom the later Greek philosophers—Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle—were 
                            consistently hostile: the Sophists. 
                       2.  This term was used in the 5th century to refer to a class of professional teachers of rhetoric and 
                            argument. 
                      3.  The Sophists promised their pupils success in political debate and increased influence in the 
                            affairs of the city. 
                     4.   They were accused of being mercenaries who taught their students to win arguments by fair 
                            means or foul. 
                     5.    Aristotle said that Protagoras (c. 485–c. 410 bc), perhaps the most famous of the Sophists, 
                            claimed to teach how “to make the weaker argument the stronger.”

                     6.   The Sophists, however, were more than mere teachers of rhetorical tricks. 
                     7.    They regarded themselves as imparters of the cultural and intellectual qualities necessary for 
                            success, and their involvement with argument about practical affairs naturally led them to 
                            develop views about ethics. 
                     8.    The recurrent theme in the views of the better-known Sophists, such as Protagoras, Antiphon 
                             (c. 480–411 bc), and Thrasymachus (flourished late 5th century bc), is that what is commonly 
                             called good and bad or just and unjust does not reflect any objective fact of nature but is 
                             rather a matter of social convention. 
                      9.    Protagoras is the apparent author of the celebrated epigram summing up this theme, “Man is 
                             the measure of all things.” 
                     10.   Plato represents him as saying, “Whatever things seem just and fine to each city, are just and 
                              fine for that city, so long as it thinks them so.” 
                     11.    Protagoras, like Herodotus, drew a moderate conclusion from his ethical relativism. 
                     12.    He argued that, while the particular content of the moral rules may vary, there must be rules 
                              of some kind if life is to be tolerable. 
                     13.    Thus, Protagoras stated that the foundations of an ethical system needed nothing from the 
                              gods or from any special metaphysical realm beyond the ordinary world of the senses.

                     14.    Thrasymachus appears to have taken a more radical approach—if Plato’s portrayal of his 
                              views is historically accurate. 
                     15.    He explained that the concept of justice means nothing more than obedience to the laws of 
                              society, and, since these laws are made by the strongest political group in its own interest, 
                              justice represents nothing but the interest of the stronger. 
                     16.    This position is often represented by the slogan “Might makes right.” 
                     17.    Thrasymachus was probably not saying, however, that whatever the mightiest do really is 
                              right; he is more likely to have been denying that the distinction between right and wrong has 
                              any objective basis. 
                     18.    Presumably he would then encourage his pupils to follow their own interests as best they 
                              could. 
                     19.    He is thus an early representative of moral skepticism and perhaps ethical egoism, the view 
                              that the right thing to do is to pursue one’s own interest (Ethical egoism).

                     20.    It is not surprising that, with ideas of this sort in circulation, other thinkers should react by 
                              probing more deeply into ethics to see whether the potentially destructive conclusions of 
                              some of the Sophists could be resisted. 
                     21.    This reaction produced works that have served ever since as the cornerstone of the entire   

                              edifice of Western ethics.

B. Socrates   
1. Socrates, who once observed that “the unexamined life is not worth living,” must be regarded as one of the greatest teachers of ethics. 
2. Yet, unlike other figures of comparable importance, such as the Buddha or Confucius, he did not tell his audience how they should live. 
3. What Socrates taught was a method of inquiry. 
a. When the Sophists or their pupils boasted that they knew what justice, piety, temperance, or law was, Socrates would ask them to give an account, which he would then show was entirely inadequate. 
4. Because his method of inquiry threatened conventional beliefs, Socrates’ enemies contrived to have him put to death on a charge of corrupting the youth of Athens. 
5. For those who thought that adherence to the conventional moral code was more important than the cultivation of an inquiring mind, the charge was appropriate. 
6. By conventional standards, Socrates was indeed corrupting the youth of Athens, though he himself considered the destruction of beliefs that could not stand up to criticism as a necessary preliminary to the search for true knowledge. 
7. In this respect he differed from the Sophists, with their ethical relativism, for he thought that virtue is something that can be known and that the virtuous person is the one who knows what virtue is.
a. VIRTUE = KNOWLEDGE
8. It is therefore not entirely accurate to regard Socrates as contributing a method of inquiry but as having no positive views of his own. 
9. He believed that virtue could be known, though he himself did not profess to know it. 
10. He also thought that anyone who knows what virtue is will necessarily act virtuously. 
11. Those who act badly, therefore, do so only because they are ignorant of, or mistaken about, the real nature of virtue. 
12. This belief may seem peculiar today, in large part because it is now common to distinguish between what a person ought to do and what is in his own interest.
13.  Once this assumption is made, it is easy to imagine circumstances in which a person knows what he ought to do but proceeds to do something else—what is in his own interests—instead. 
14. Indeed, how to provide self-interested (or merely rational) people with motivating reasons for doing what is right has been a major problem for Western ethics. 
15. In ancient Greece, however, the distinction between virtue and self-interest was not made—at least not in the clear-cut manner that it is today. 
16. The Greeks believed that virtue is good both for the individual and for the community. 
17. To be sure, they recognized that living virtuously might not be the best way to prosper financially; but then they did not assume, as people are prone to do today, that material wealth is a major factor in whether a person’s life goes well or ill.
C. Plato
1. Socrates’ greatest disciple, Plato, accepted the key Socratic beliefs in the objectivity of goodness and in the link between knowing what is good and doing it. 
2. He also took over the Socratic method of conducting philosophy, developing the case for his own positions by exposing errors and confusions in the arguments of his opponents. 
3. He did this by writing his works as dialogues in which Socrates is portrayed as engaging in argument with others, usually Sophists. 
4. The early dialogues are generally accepted as reasonably accurate accounts of the views of the historical Socrates, but the later ones, written many years after Socrates’ death, use the latter as a mouthpiece for ideas and arguments that were in fact original to Plato.
5. THE REPUBLIC; In the most famous of Plato’s dialogues, Politeia (The Republic), the character Socrates is challenged by the following example: 
a. Suppose a person obtained the legendary ring of Gyges, which has the magical property of rendering the wearer invisible. 
b. Would that person still have any reason to behave justly? 
c. Behind this challenge lies the suggestion, made by the Sophists and still heard today, that the only reason for acting justly is that one cannot get away with acting unjustly. 
d. Plato’s response to this challenge is a long argument developing a position that appears to go beyond anything the historical Socrates asserted. 
e. Plato maintained that true knowledge consists not in knowing particular things but in knowing something general that is common to all the particular cases. 
f. This view is obviously derived from the way in which Socrates pressed his opponents to go beyond merely describing particular acts that are (for example) good, temperate, or just and to give instead a general account of goodness, temperance, or justice. 
g. The implication is that one does not know what goodness is unless one can give such a general account. 
h. But the question then arises, what is it that one knows when one knows this general idea of goodness? 
i. Plato’s answer is that one knows the Form of the Good, a perfect, eternal, and changeless entity existing outside space and time, in which particular good things share, or “participate,” insofar as they are good.
6. It has been said that all of Western philosophy consists of footnotes to Plato. 
a. Certainly the central issue around which all of Western ethics has revolved can be traced to the debate between the Sophists, who claimed that goodness and justice are relative to the customs of each society—or, worse still, that they are merely a disguise for the interest of the stronger—and the Platonists, who maintained the possibility of knowledge of an objective Form of the Good.

7. But even if one could know what goodness or justice is, why should one act justly if one could profit by doing the opposite? 
8. This is the remaining part of the challenge posed by the tale of the ring of Gyges, and it is still to be answered. 
9. For even if one accepts that goodness is something objective, it does not follow that one has a sufficient reason to do what is good. 
10. One would have such a reason if it could be shown that goodness or justice leads, at least in the long run, to happiness; as has been seen from the preceding discussion of early ethics in other cultures, this issue is a perennial topic for all who think about ethics.

11. According to Plato, justice exists in the individual when the three elements of the soul—intellect, emotion, and desire—act in harmony with each other. 
12. The unjust person lives in an unsatisfactory state of internal discord, trying always to overcome the discomfort of unsatisfied desire but never achieving anything better than the mere absence of want. 
13. The soul of the just person, on the other hand, is harmoniously ordered under the governance of reason, and the just person derives truly satisfying enjoyment from the pursuit of knowledge. 
14. Plato remarks that the highest pleasure, in fact, comes from intellectual speculation. 
15. He also gives an argument for the belief that the human soul is immortal; therefore, even if a just individual lives in poverty or suffers from illness, the gods will not neglect him in the next life, where he will have the greatest rewards of all. 
16. In summary, then, Plato asserts that we should act justly because in doing so we are “at one with ourselves and with the gods.”

a. Today, this may seem like a strange conception of justice and a farfetched view of what it takes to achieve human happiness. 
b. Plato does not recommend justice for its own sake, independent of any personal gains one might obtain from being a just person. 
c. This is characteristic of Greek ethics, which refused to recognize that there could be an irresolvable conflict between the interest of the individual and the good of the community. 
d. Not until the 18th century did a philosopher forcefully assert the importance of doing what is right simply because it is right, quite apart from self-interested motivation (Kant). 
e. To be sure, Plato did not hold that the motivation for each and every just act is some personal gain; on the contrary, the person who takes up justice will do what is just because it is just. 
f. Nevertheless, he accepted the assumption of his opponents that one could not recommend taking up justice in the first place unless doing so could be shown to be advantageous for oneself as well as for others.

17. Although many people now think differently about the connection between morality and self-interest, Plato’s attempt to argue that those who are just are in the long run happier than those who are unjust has had an enormous influence on Western ethics. 
18. Like Plato’s views on the objectivity of goodness, the claim that justice and personal happiness are linked has helped to frame the agenda for a debate that continues even today.

