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ABSTRACT

In this dissertation, I argue that the Socratic dialogues and the Republic are home to two
different theories of human vice. In the Socratic dialogues, vice is ignorance. But
ignorance is not a mere lack of knowledge, as many scholars assume. Instead, it is a
substantive, structural psychic flaw: the soul’s domination by inferior elements that are
by nature fit to be ruled instead of ruling. The inferior elements at issue are
appearances—representations of how things strike one to be from certain perspectives.
On this picture, particular defects that are often labeled as epistemic vices and moral
vices in contemporary discussions, such as closed-mindedness and cowardice, are forms
of ignorance.

By contrast, in the Republic, Plato does not identify human vice with ignorance.
Instead, he operates with what I call the functional model of human vice: it is
a psychic state, because of which the soul performs its function—Iliving a reason-guided
life—badly. The psychic state in question consists in corrupt characters, i.e., deep-seated
misalignments among soul parts, because of which a human soul fails to live a reason-
guided life. Particular defects, for example, cowardice and closed-mindedness, are
aspects of corrupt characters. Ignorance, as the vice of the rational soul part, is a
particular defect that is necessary and sufficient for human vice. More specifically, it is a
state because of which the rational soul part performs its function badly. One becomes
vicious as a result of bad habituation, which amounts to coming to adopt a way of living
that inappropriately strengthens non-rational parts. Despite those similarities, cases of
becoming vicious are not entirely homogenous. In general, the worse community one

belongs to, the less autonomy one tends to have over the development of her character.
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Introduction
Throughout his works, Plato often claims that while it is extremely difficult to become
wise and virtuous, it is rather commonplace to become ignorant and vicious. In fact, most
human beings are ignorant and vicious to some extents. These claims in part go against
our everyday intuition. Admittedly, some of us could agree that becoming wise and
virtuous is extremely difficult, if we are convinced that wisdom and virtue constitute a
consummate intellectual and moral accomplishment that requires the complete
development of the best nature in a suitable environment. However, fewer of us would be
ready to accept that most human beings are ignorant and vicious to some extents. After
all, it is not immediately clear in what sense not only wicked people whose flaws are
conspicuous but also outstanding individuals whom we look up to for guidance are
ignorant and vicious.

Perhaps discouraged by the counter-intuitiveness of Plato’s claims, his theories of
ignorance and vice has not received much scholarly attention. It is common assume that
ignorance and vice are simply the absence of wisdom and knowledge. So as long as we
have a solid grip on wisdom and knowledge, we will automatically understand what
ignorance and vice amount to.

But it is dubious whether ignorance and vice are simply the absence of wisdom and
knowledge. Aristotle, for example, notes that many people fall somewhere between virtue
and vice: while they fall short of virtue, they are not altogether vicious. They can be
akratic: while they are disposed to have correct judgments about what to do in particular
circumstances, they act otherwise, under the urge of strong, appetitive desires. They can

also be self-controlled: they are disposed to act in accordance with their correct



judgments, in spite of the urges of strong, appetitive desires. Alternatively, they can be
somewhere between akratic and self-controlled. If Aristotle is correct, there will be a
middle ground between on the one hand, wisdom and virtue, and, on the other hand,
ignorance and vice. In fact, Plato agrees on the existence of the middle ground, even
though he disagrees with regard to whether the majority are vicious or somewhere
between virtuous and vicious. In his view, Socrates, albeit falling short of wisdom and
virtue, is not ignorant and vicious.

Since ignorance and vice are presumably not the absence of wisdom and virtue, a
solid grip on wisdom and virtue cannot automatically allow us to understand what
ignorance and vice amount to. Skeptics, however, might raise the following questions
about the value of a focused study on ignorance and vice in Plato. To begin with, while
wisdom and virtue are the goals that human beings should strive to pursue, ignorance and
vice are the defects that they should escape from. Since inquires into the former pair can
offer us a solid grip on the goals that we should pursue, why do we bother examining the
defects that we should run away from? Moreover, Plato’s assertion that most human
beings are ignorant and vicious could be, like many of his other claims, out of touch with
our current circumstances. If this is the case, what is the point of digging into his
accounts of ignorance and vice?

In this dissertation, I show that a careful examination of ignorance and vice not only
contributes to a better grasp of wisdom and virtue but also is valuable for its own sake.
Ignorance and vice could systematically distort one’s perception, affection, and
evaluation. Hence, even if ignorant and vicious people agree that they should strive to

pursue wisdom and virtue, these things might escape their notice. Thus, if most human



beings are, as Plato diagnoses, ignorant and vicious to some extent, they are liable to
struggle to discern wisdom and virtue. Accordingly, a careful examination of ignorance
and vice enables people to have a clearer sense of their defects and are thus more
equipped to correct them. As a result, their perception, affection, and evaluation can
become less skewed, which makes them more equipped to discern and pursue wisdom
and virtue. Moreover, a careful examination of ignorance and vice is valuable for its own
sake. Human beings have many aspects. Some aspects are distinctively human, whereas
other are shared with non-human animals. On an influential view, wisdom and virtue
constitute the consummate accomplishment of the human aspect. So an examination of
wisdom and virtue by itself does not say much about the aspects that we share with non-
human animals. An in-depth inquiry into ignorance and vice can accordingly cast light on
those aspects. In this way, it contributes to a more comprehensive picture about
humanity.

My dissertation shows that in the Socratic dialogues and the Republic, Plato
develops two different theories of ignorance and vice. Chapters 1 and 2 examine his
accounts of ignorance and vice in the Protagoras and other Socratic dialogues. Chapter 3
to Chapter 5 inquire into his discussions of ignorance and vice in the Republic. Chapter 6
concludes the dissertation. Their main contribution can be summarized as follows.

Chapter 1 argues that in the Protagoras, Plato develops a rich account of ignorance.
Contrary to the commonplace reading, according to which ignorance is just a lack of
knowledge, Plato conceives of ignorance as a substantive, structural psychic flaw: the
soul’s domination by inferior elements that are by nature fit to be ruled instead of ruling.

The inferior elements at issue are appearances—trepresentations of how things strike one



to be from certain perspectives. Understood in this way, ignorant people are characterized
by false beliefs about evaluative matters in specific situations and an enduring deception
about their own psychic conditions, such as mistaking themselves for knowing what they
do not know. On my interpretation, there is—contrary to the common assumption—a
middle ground between knowledge and ignorance: while Socrates lacks the knowledge
that he claims to lack, he is not ignorant, because he is alert to the deceptive nature of
appearances.

Chapter 2 contends that the Socratic theory of ignorance! paves the way for one of
the first systematic accounts of vice in the history of Western Philosophy. According to
this account, defects that are nowadays called epistemic vices and moral vices are forms
of ignorance. An epistemic vice—wishful thinking about one’s cognitive conditions—is
the common core of all other epistemic and moral vices. Moreover, contrary to
commonsensical views in both Classical Athens and contemporary world, Socrates
conceives vice to be pervasive. He substantiates his position with two sets of resources.
On the one hand, he illustrates the pervasiveness of vice by putting forward a more
expansive conception of physical illness and an extended analogy between illness and
vice. On the other hand, he justifies the pervasiveness of vice with the help of a
thoroughgoing socio-political critique, according to which most existing political
communities, being sustained by and perpetuating vices at the individual level, are

vicious.

! As Melissa Lane has correctly pointed out, more work is needed in order to establish that the Socratic
dialogues have a more or less unified account of ignorance and vice. I will develop those ideas further in
the future.
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Chapter 3 turns to Plato’s discussion of ignorance in the Republic. Ignorance is the
vice specific to reason and thus different from incomprehension, which covers a variety
of cognitive deficiencies, such a lack of familiarity and true opinions. In my view, Plato
operates with what I call the functional model of ignorance: ignorance is a state of reason
because of which reason performs its function poorly.? The function of reason consists of
a cognitive aspect, i.e., grasping truth, and a structural aspect, i.e., ruling the entire human
soul. Accordingly, ignorance consists of a cognitive defect and a structural defect. I will
further suggest that while the cognitive defect is attested to by genuine falsehood—a
cognitive deficiency that involves a complex of ongoing and enduring mistakes about
evaluative matters, the structural defect can manifest itself in a distinctive form of self-
deception—a disposition to maintain incorrect views about evaluative matters, even when
one has access to facts to the contrary.

Chapter 4 argues that in the Republic, Plato operates with what I call the functional
model of human vice: it is a psychic state because of which a human soul performs its
function—living a reason-guided, human life—poorly. I will contend that the state in
question consists in corrupt holistic characters, i.e., deep-seated misalignments of the
entire human soul, because of which the soul fails to live a reason-guided life. The four
major types of corrupt character—the timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and the
tyrannical—are paradigmatic cases of human vice. Particular defects, such as

licentiousness and ignorance, are human vices because they are aspects of corrupt

21 use the word ‘function’ and its cognates to pick up the Greek word &pyov, which, to a first
approximation, refers to activities that are characteristic of something. The function of eyes, for instance, is
seeing; the function of a pruning knife is pruning. For a more detailed discussion of Plato’s conception of
function in the Republic, see Section 3. It is worth pointing out that by saying that Plato operates with a
functional model of ignorance. I do not mean that he offer a functional analysis of ignorance in terms of its
characteristic activities. Rather, ignorance is defined in terms of poor performances of reason’s function.
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characters. On this account, while human vice is not defined in terms of ignorance,
ignorance is still a necessary and sufficient aspect of it.

Chapter 5 examines Plato’s account of becoming vicious in the Republic.
According to my reading, one becomes vicious as a result of bad habituation, which
amounts to coming to adopt a way of living (émitnoedpa) that inappropriately strengthens
non-rational parts. There are two basic mechanisms underlying the adoption of shameful
ways of living, apprenticeship and conformity, as I call them. Each mechanism represents
a different form of interaction among a bad community, individuals’ mental life, and
actions. In both cases, a bad community is the ultimate source of corruption. Despite
those similarities, cases of becoming vicious are not entirely homogenous. The Republic
is home to one of the first accounts of autonomy in the history of Western Philosophy.
Autonomy, in its most complete form, amounts to a competence to form rational desires
in light of a comprehensive grip on the evaluative matters and act in accordance with
those desires. Autonomy can be cultivated and obtained at many different degrees. In
general, the worse community one belongs to, the less autonomy one tends to have over
the development of her character. So cases of becoming vicious are, in an important
sense, variegated.

Chapter 6 serves as the conclusion of my dissertation. Here I summarize the results

from the previous chapters and identify some future research questions.



Chapter 1. Ignorance in the Protagoras
1 Introduction
Socrates famously professes to lack the knowledge that he is dedicated to pursuing. In the
literature, it is common to infer that Socrates is professing to be ignorant.® The inference
in question is made under the assumption that ignorance just is a lack of knowledge. With
that assumption, insofar as we understand what knowledge is, we will automatically
understand what ignorance is; ignorance does not have to be studied in its own right.*

In this chapter, I will challenge the assumption that ignorance just is a lack of
knowledge. As I will show, Socrates has a rich account of ignorance, which cannot be
fully captured in terms of a mere lack of knowledge. By examining the Socratic
dialogues,’® and, in particular, the Protagoras,® I will argue that he conceives of ignorance

as a substantive, structural psychic flaw: the soul’s domination by inferior elements that

3 See Mackenzie 1988, 333—4; Brickhouse and Smith 2000, 58—68; Matthews 2006, 103; Bett 2011, 215.

4 The previous line of reasoning captures the status of contemporary philosophical scholarship, and in
particular, the scholarship on Plato. While many discussions have been devoted to illuminating knowledge
(Vlastos 1972, 424-5; Penner 1973; Kraut 1984, 261-2; Nussbaum 1986; Roochnick 1986; Brickhouse and
Smith 1997, 2010; Cooper 1999, 89; Clark 2015; Glasscock 2020), considerably less attention has been
given to its intellectually impoverished cousin, ignorance.

5 By Socratic dialogues, I mean to include Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Alcibiades, Second Alcibiades,
Hipparchus, Rival Lovers, Theages, Charmides, Laches, Lysis, Euthydemus, Protagoras, Gorgias, Hippias
Minor, Hippias Major, lon, Menexenus, Clitophon, and Minos. Commentators propose two approaches to
understanding the unity of the Socratic dialogues. The first approach argues that those works, in terms of
their chronological order, fall into the early stage of Plato’s philosophical career. So the Socratic dialogues
are also called the early dialogues (Vlastos 1991, 46-7). The second approach contends that the Socratic
dialogues are unified by their thematic and non-assertoric continuity. In all those dialogues, Socrates, as
the main speaker, examines primarily ethical matters and refrains from stating his positive theses (Cooper
1997, xii—xviii). Notably, the two approaches are not mutually exclusive. Scholars who adopt the former,
chronological approach might agree that the Socratic dialogues also exhibit a thematic and non-assertoric
continuity. Scholars who subscribe to the latter, thematic approach might concede that some Socratic
dialogues, such as the Euthyphro and the Crito, are likely to be composed at a relatively early stage of
Plato’s philosophical career.

® Harte proposes an interesting account of ignorance in one of the most famous middle-period dialogues,
the Republic (Harte 2013). But she does not study the Socratic dialogues, which this chapter examines.
Vogt tries to construct an account of ignorance by looking at both Philebus, which is generally accepted as
a late dialogue, and Socratic dialogues like Apology and lon (Vogt 2012). But she does not focus on the
Protagoras.
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are by nature fit to be ruled instead of ruling. The inferior elements at issue are
appearances—representations of how things strike one to be from certain perspectives.
Understood in this way, ignorant people are characterized by false beliefs about
evaluative matters in specific situations and an enduring deception about their own
psychic conditions, such as mistaking themselves for knowing what they do not know.
On my interpretation, there is—contrary to the common assumption—a middle ground
between knowledge and ignorance: while Socrates lacks the knowledge that he claims to
lack, he is not ignorant, because he is alert to the deceptive nature of appearances.

My plan for the chapter is as follows. In Section 2, I contextualize the discussion of
ignorance in the Protagoras and extract four major claims that structure my ensuing
inquiry. In Section 3, I sketch out the impoverished intellectual and practical nature of
ignorance by contrasting it with knowledge. Section 4, I argue that Socrates conceives of
ignorance as the soul’s domination by psychic states that are by nature fit to be ruled, i.e.,
appearances. In Section 5, I offer a more concrete picture of ignorance by contending that
ignorant people are characterized by both false beliefs about evaluative matters in
specific situations and an enduring deception about their own psychic conditions. In
Section 6, I close the chapter by arguing that in light of the conception of ignorance in the
Socratic dialogues, there is a middle ground between knowledge and ignorance, occupied

by individuals who are undazzled by appearances.



2 Ignorance in Context

Among the Socratic dialogues, the Protagoras contains the most elaborate comments on
ignorance (uodia).” In the Protagoras, Socrates’ comments on ignorance are embedded
in his two-stage challenge to Protagoras,® a famous sophist who claims to be
knowledgeable about virtue. According to Protagoras, while virtue is teachable, a part of
it—courage—is separable from the rest: many people are exceptionally courageous but
unjust, impious, intemperate, and ignorant (320c2—-328d2 and 349d2-S8). In the first stage
of his challenge, Socrates sketches out a notion of knowledge that Protagoras accepts by
refuting a popular account of akrasia (351b3-357¢8). In the second stage, he argues that
based on that conception of knowledge, courage, like the other cardinal virtues, is a form
of knowledge and wisdom. Thus, virtue as a whole seems to be teachable. It is therefore
not open for Protagoras to assert both that virtue is teachable and that a part of it, say,

courage, is separable from the rest (358a1-361d6).

7 Socrates does not take ignorance (duofia) and incomprehension (&yvoia) to be synonymous. Admittedly,
he thinks that they are closely related. For example, at 360b4—7, he asserts that the confidence and fear of
the cowardly, the foolhardy, and madmen are disgraceful and bad because of incomprehension and
ignorance (St &yvolav kol apabdiov). Nevertheless, in some other passages, he strongly suggests that
ignorance is a special case of incomprehension. At Lysis 218a2—-b1, he notes that people can have
incomprehension and be affected by it in two ways. On the one hand, they can merely have
incomprehension without becoming deficient in comprehension (&yvdpovec), ignorant (apadeic), and
accordingly vicious. Because they are keenly aware of their lack of knowledge about things that they do not
know, they in fact love wisdom. On the other hand, people can have incomprehension in such a way that
they become ignorant (padeic) and vicious. Because they mistakenly take themselves to know things that
they do not know (Alcibiades 1 118a4-5), they lack desire for wisdom. Ignorance (apabia) is a noun that is
cognate with the adjective ‘ignorant (Gpafeic)’. So it is not far-fetched to infer that ignorance stands for a
state of being affected by incomprehension in such a way that the subjects, mistaking themselves for
knowing what they do not know, are vicious. Therefore, ignorance is a special case of incomprehension. I
thank an anonymous referee for encouraging me to clarify the distinction between ignorance and
incomprehension.

8 In this chapter, 1 often attribute views to Socrates and Protagoras, who are main characters in Plato’s
Protagoras. Nevertheless, it is worth emphasizing that in doing so, I do not assume that the views of those
characters represent the views of the corresponding historical figures. My aim is to reconstruct the
philosophical positions that the characters in Plato’s Protagoras espouse rather than figure out the
philosophical views that the actual historical figures defended.
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Socrates makes references to ignorance (duofin)’ in both stages of his challenge to
Protagoras. In the first stage, he does so by refuting a popular account of the phenomena
that are nowadays called akrasia,'? according to which akratic agents act contrary to their
knowledge (when it is possible for them to act otherwise) because they are overcome by
pleasure, pain, anger, or some other passions (V0 T®v NdovdV NrracOor, 352b3-353a6).
In Socrates’ view, akratic agents, insofar as they act badly, cannot act contrary to their
knowledge. Rather, they lack knowledge and are ignorant. But, as we will see, this should
be understood as leaving open the possibility that some cases of lacking knowledge will
not be ignorance. In any case, akratic agents act akratically because of their ignorance
(357c6—e8). In the second stage, Socrates infers further claims about ignorance from his
arguments in the previous stage. Being weaker than oneself is nothing other than
ignorance (008& 10 fjTTo £ivor avTod ALo T TodT dotiv | duadia, 358c1-2). Ignorance is
like this (Gpadiov dpa 1o T016vSe):!! having false beliefs and having been deceived about
matters of great importance (10 yevdi] Exetv d0&av kai &yedobot Tepl TOV TPAYUATOV
TV ToAAoD a&imv, 358c4-5).

In sum, the Protagoras contains at least the following claims about ignorance.

% duodia is used interchangeably with dppociivn, meaning ignorance or folly. Both of them are identified
as the opposites of copia or ppoévnoig (wisdom). At 332a2—-333b6, dppootvn is identified as the opposite
of wisdom. At 358d6-360e5, dpabia is taken to be the opposite of wisdom. Between dpobio and
agppocvvn, the former seems to be the primary one, since it figures in Socrates’ diagnosis of his
contemporaries, such as Alcibiades (Alcibiades 1 116e2—118c2), the reputedly wise (4dpology 21b1-22e5),
and the majority (Apology 29a7-b6).

10 The phenomena that Socrates focuses on are paradigmatic cases of what are nowadays called akratic
actions: one voluntarily pursues what one deems to be bad. These phenomena are often called ‘akrasia’ or
‘weakness of will” by contemporary scholars (Tenenbaum 1999).

11358¢4-5: dpodiav dpa to TO10VSEe Aéyete, 1O Wwevdi) Exetv S6Eav kai Syedodot mepi TdY TPUYUITOY TV
moAoD GElov. Notably, the phrase ‘ignorance is like this (Gpadiav dpo 0 To16v8e)’ is in indirect discourse,
with the copulative verb eivon omitted. The definite article ©6 before the demonstrative pronoun to16vde
strongly suggests that they, as a whole, function as the subject of the infinitive object of that indirect
discourse, whereas apadiav is in the predicate position. So the phrase ‘ignorance is like this (dupadiov dpo
10 T01ovde)’ literally means that the thing like this is ignorance.

10



(1) Some people who lack knowledge are ignorant (357c6—eS).

(i1) Being weaker than oneself is nothing other than ignorance (358c1-2).

(ii1))  Ignorance is like this: having false beliefs and having been deceived about

matters of great importance (358c4-5).

In the following sections, I offer a comprehensive analysis of Socrates’ account of
ignorance in the Protagoras by examining claims (i)—(iii) in order. To begin with, I show
that (i) and its immediate context cast light on the impoverished intellectual and practical
nature of ignorance by contrasting it with the achievement that features more prominently
in philosophical discussions, i.e., knowledge. Then, I argue that (ii), connecting ignorance
with being weaker than oneself, illuminates the nature of ignorance. From there, I
contend, by outlining what ignorant people are like, that (iii) offers a more concrete

picture of ignorance.

3 The Impoverished Intellectual and Practical Nature of Ignorance

The claim that (i) some people who lack knowledge are ignorant (357c6—e8) occurs as
Socrates concludes his refutation of a defense for a popular account of akrasia. This
popular account of akrasia is put into the mouths of the ‘many’, imaginary interlocutors
who stand for the average Athenians.!? After its initial formulation—akratic agents act
contrary to their knowledge because they are overcome by pleasure, pain, anger, or some

other passions—is shown to be ridiculous at 355a3-356a5,'? a possible defense on the

12 Callard highlights the kinship between the views of many and the views of sophists like Protagoras.
Protagoras ‘comes to endorse hedonism when and as a result of the fact that’ the many do (Callard 2014, n.
9).

13 T will not delve into how the many’s initial formulation of akrasia is shown to be ridiculous at 355a3—
356a5. For recent discussions, see Wolfsdorf 2006; Clark 2012; Callard 2014.
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many’s behalf is proposed at 356a5—7. This defense can be unpacked as follows. Among
passions, what is immediately pleasant has a uniquely potent effect on motivation and
action. While other passions cannot mislead people who both know what is good for
them to do and are able to act accordingly to act contrary to their knowledge, what is
immediately pleasant can get them to do so. In the latter kind of cases, akratic agents act
contrary to their knowledge, because they are overcome by what is immediately pleasant.

To discharge that defense for the many’s account of akrasia, Socrates resorts to the
antithesis between appearance and knowledge, or more precisely, between the power of
appearance (1) o0 @ovopévov ddvauic) and the knowledge of measurement'* at 356¢3—
357b5. At this point, we might naturally raise the following questions. What is an
appearance? What power does it have? What is the knowledge of measurement?

Let us start with appearances. An appearance is a representation of how, from a
certain perspective, something strikes one to be. In the current context, Socrates notes
that an appearance can represent sensory objects and properties. For instance, a visible
object can appear to be (paiveton)!® larger or smaller; a sound may appear to be louder or
softer (356¢5-8). An appearance can also represent evaluative properties: things can

appear to be more or less pleasant and good (356a5-7, 357a5-b3).!¢ Notably, Socrates

14 In the context, Socrates does not distinguish the art of measurement (¥ petpntikn téyvn, 356d4 and e€3-4)
from the knowledge of measurement (1] petpntikn Emotiun, 357al). In fact, he even calls it ‘an art and a
(branch of) knowledge (téyvn xai émotiun)’ at 357b4-5. The looseness with his language is consistent
with the preliminary nature of his account: it is a sketch of the power that an expertise with regard to
measurement has over motivation and actions. For the sake of clarity and brevity, I will call the expertise in
question ‘the knowledge of measurement’, or, more briefly, ‘knowledge’.

15 As Moss points out, in addition to paivesOot and its cognates, okeiv, &ikdg, and their nominal cognates
can mean ‘to appear’ or ‘appearances’ (Moss 2021, 147).

16 In the context, Socrates operates with the hypothesis that long-term pleasantness is the good, a version of
hedonism that the many are revealed to be endorsing (353c1-354¢2; see Moss 2014, 296). In addition, he
does not dispute with the many that things can appear to be more or less pleasant. Hence, under the
hypothesis that long-term pleasantness is the good, things can appear to be more or less pleasant and
accordingly good.
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ties appearances!’ to perspectives, by which I mean the points of view that people adopt
as a result of their standing in certain relationships with the objects that appear to them.
As one’s perspective changes, appearances change accordingly. For example, an object
appears to be larger when seen near at hand and smaller when seen from a distance; a
sound appears to be louder when one is closer by and softer when one is further away.!®
Therefore, an appearance represents how, from a certain perspective, something strikes
one to be.

Appearances are associated with, but distinct from, belief and knowledge. People
often believe what appears to them, unless they think that their appearances are
misleading. One’s knowledge can agree with appearances, when the latter happen to be
veridical. In spite of those connections, an appearance is distinct from belief and
knowledge. As Socrates puts it, one cannot voluntarily act contrary to one’s occurrent
belief and knowledge about goods and bads: ‘no one who knows or believes there is
something else better than what he is doing, something possible, will go on doing what he
had been doing when he could be doing what is better’ (358b7—c1). By contrast, one
could voluntarily act contrary to one’s occurrent appearances. To give an example,
feasting on pastries may appear to be particularly good for me, even though I, alert to its
health risks, refrain from following my appearance.

In the following passage, Socrates casts the power of appearance and the knowledge

of measurement side by side.

17 Elsewhere in the Platonic corpus, an appearance can represent non-sensory, non-evaluative entities, such
as ideas, hypotheses, and claims. At Protagoras 351b8—c3, Protagoras insists that it seems (doxel) to him
that there is a distinction between that justice is pious and that piety is just, even though he fails to
challenge Socrates’ arguments, according to which there is no such distinction. See also Euthyphro 12b4-7,
Charmides 167d7—e2, and Protagoras 360e4-5.

18 These examples are adapted from Socrates’ claim at 356c4-38.
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If then our well-being depended upon this, doing and choosing large things,
avoiding and not doing small ones, what would we see as our salvation in life?
Would it be the art of measurement or the power of appearances? While the

power of appearance makes us wander all over the place in confusion, often
changing our minds about the same things and regretting our actions and
choices with respect to things large and small, the art of measurement, in
contrast, would make the appearances lose their power by showing us the
truth, would give us peace of mind firmly rooted in truth and would save our
life.” Therefore, would these men agree, with this in mind, that the art of
measurement would save us, or some other art? (356¢8—¢4)!”

At 356d8, Socrates claims that the knowledge of measurement renders appearances
powerless, or not in charge (dxvpov). His claim indicates that succumbing to the power
of appearance amounts to the domination of appearances. But what does the domination
at issue consist in? To answer that question, it is worth noting that according to Socrates,
the power of appearance makes people ‘wander all over the place in confusion’ (356d4—
5). In the Platonic corpus, the word ‘to wander (mAavav)’ often characterizes the
cognitive instability of individuals who, lacking knowledge, attempt to judge in
accordance with appearances. For instance, at Hippias Minor 372d3—e3, Socrates

confesses that he, in the absence of knowledge, wanders with regard to whether people

19 Ei odv &v 1o0Tm fpiv v 10 €0 TpaTTety, v 16 o PV neydio unkm kol mpdrtey kol Aoppévery,

10 8& opukpd Kol PevYEY Kol pry TpdTTEY, TiC AV MUV cwTnpio £pévn Tod Piov; dpa 1

peTpnTikT TéVN 1 1 T0D eovopévon dvvouts; 1 abdtn pev Nudg Emidva Kol £moist Gvo te Kol KAtm

TOMAKIG peToAopPAve ToOTa Kol HETAUEAEY Kal &V TOIG TPAEEotY KOl £V ToiC alpECESY TAV PEYGA®DY
T€ KOl GUIKP®V, 1 0& UETPNTIKT| dkvpov Pev av Enoinoe todTo TO Pavtacua, MNAdoaca 8¢ TO dANOEg
fovyioy v émoincey & Ty yoymv pévovoay &mi 6 dAn0el kol Ecwoev dv tov Blov; ap” dv dpoloyoiey
ot avOpwmot Tpog TadTo NUAS THY HETPNTIKNY o®eW v TéE(VNV 7 GAANY;

Translations of the Protagoras are by Stanley Lombardo and Karen Bell, from Cooper 1997.
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who go wrong voluntarily are better than those who do so involuntarily, as the issue
appears differently to him from time to time.?° Thus, that the power of appearance makes
people wander hints that under the domination of appearances, people try to judge in
accordance with their ever changing appearances.?! On top of that, Socrates asserts that
the power of appearance oftentimes makes people ‘change their minds about the same
things and regret their actions and choices (356d6—7)’. That is to say, under the
domination of appearances, people not only judge in accordance with appearances but
also often revise their appearance-based judgments, presumably because, in line with
their shifting perspectives, appearances are subject to changes. And the fact that changes
in appearance-based judgments lead to regret about earlier actions and choices strongly
suggests that those judgments urge individuals who are under the domination of
appearance to act accordingly.?? In sum, the power of appearance consists in
appearances’ domination over judgments and actions.

The knowledge of measurement makes appearances powerless by enabling its
possessors to judge and act in accordance with truth, thereby doing well. To see this
point, let us focus on the visual domain. Just like those who lack the knowledge of
measurement in the visual domain, namely, optics, people who are equipped with that

knowledge have visual appearances, which can be veridical or misleading, depending on

20 See also Alcibiades 1 117b2-8. For an illuminating discussion of the relationship between wandering,
appearance, and belief, see Moss 2021, 213.

2l This, as a matter of course, does not mean that the judgments of people who are dominated by
appearances cannot latch onto truth: when appearances are veridical, those people can form correct
judgments on the basis of appearances. But in such cases, their access to truth is mediated by
appearances—they form correct judgments because of how things appear to them.

22 More specifically, it hints that earlier, appearance-based judgments have led to corresponding actions,
which one, having revised one’s judgments, regrets. Thus, appearance-based judgments induce individuals
who are under the domination of appearances to act accordingly. This inference agrees with the theory of
human motivation that Socrates puts forward later at 358b6—d4. Human beings voluntarily pursue what
they believe or know to be good for them in relevant situations.
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individuals’ perspectives. For example, for both those who lack the knowledge of optics
and those who have that knowledge, two objects of equal size at the same distance appear
to be equal in size, whereas two objects of equal size at different distances can appear to
be unequal in size. So the possession of knowledge does not make appearances disappear
altogether. What knowledge does, according to Socrates, involves ‘showing truth’ and
‘giving one peace of mind firmly rested in truth’. That is to say, it allows one to reliably
grasp truth as truth. To put it differently, knowledge enables one to not only judge in
accordance with truth?® but also hold on to correct judgments in spite of the presence of
conflicting appearances. In addition, knowledge is acclaimed to be the salvation of
human life (356d8—e4). In the context, Socrates identifies the salvation of human life
with that which doing well depends on. Under the hypothesis that long-term pleasantness
is the good, a version of hedonism that the many are revealed to be accepting (353c1—
354e2; see Moss 2014, 296), doing well amounts to pursuing what is pleasant in the long
term and thus good instead of what merely appears to be so. Hence, by calling knowledge
the salvation of life, Socrates holds that it enables its possessors to act in accordance with
truth, thereby doing well.

The antithesis between appearance and knowledge allows Socrates to refute the
possible defense for the many’s account of akrasia at 356a5—7, according to which akratic
agents act contrary to their knowledge because they are overcome by what is immediately
pleasant. The antithesis indicates that as long as one has knowledge, one judges and acts

in accordance with truth and, as a result, does well. Akratic agents, pursuing what is

23 By characterizing a knowledgeable person as judging in accordance with truth, I do not mean to make
any further claim about the metaphysics of truth, which the Socratic dialogues do not seem to contain a
concrete account of.
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actually bad rather than good, act badly. Thus, they cannot be equipped with knowledge.
Contrary to the many’s claim, akratic agents do not know what is good or bad for them to
do.

Socrates’ refutation of the possible defense for the many’s account of akrasia, paving
the way for claim (i) that some people who lack knowledge are ignorant (357d3—e2),
illuminates the impoverished intellectual and practical nature of ignorance. According to
him, akratic agents, lacking knowledge about what is good or bad for them to do, are
ignorant (357d1—e2). The knowledge at issue, as I have shown in this section, enables its
possessors to judge and act in accordance with truth. Thus, the ignorant, lacking that
knowledge, cannot judge and act in accordance with truth. They have to rely on
appearances, i.e., representations about how things strike them to be from certain
perspectives. Appearances can misrepresent reality, when one happens to stand in
suboptimal perspectives. For instance, two apples of equal size can appear to be unequal
in size, if one happens to be at different distances from them. Accordingly, the ignorant

are liable to be misled by appearances and, as a consequence, judge and act badly.

4 The Nature of Ignorance
Claim (ii) is that being weaker than oneself is nothing other than ignorance (ovo¢
70 Tt eivar odtod dAko L TodT’EoTiv §f dpadio, 358¢1-2).2* What does this claim say
about ignorance?
The first step to unpack claim (ii) is noting that it establishes common ground between

the popular account and the Socratic proposal of akrasia. The claim occurs at the

24 A similar formulation occurs at 359d6: 10 fitt® eivon avtod NOPEdn dpadia odoa.
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beginning of the second stage of Socrates’ two-stage challenge to Protagoras. In the first
stage, Socrates paves the way for his eventual rebuttal of Protagoras by presenting and
refuting the popular account of akrasia. According to that account, akratic agents act
contrary to their knowledge (when it is possible for them to act otherwise) because they
are overcome by pleasure, pain, anger, or some other passions (V70 T@V 1100VAV
nrracor, 352b3-353a6), which can be cashed out as being weaker than oneself

(10 fitto sivon adtod).?> Against the popular account, Socrates argues that knowledge
enables one to judge and act in accordance with truth, thereby doing well. Akratic agents,
pursuing what is actually bad rather than good, act badly. Thus, they cannot be equipped
with knowledge. Instead, they lack knowledge and are ignorant. They act akratically
because of their ignorance. Recall that claim (ii), occurring at the beginning of the second
stage of Socrates’ challenge to Protagoras, states that being weaker than oneself is
nothing other than ignorance. So in claim (i), Socrates can be seen as establishing
common ground between the popular account and his own proposal of akrasia, after he
has refuted the former. In spite of their disagreement on whether akratic agents can have
knowledge, the popular account and the Socratic proposal converge on what they

conceive to be the cause of akratic actions. What the former takes to be the cause of

25 At 352d7-¢l, Socrates declares that according to the popular account, the cause of akratic actions is
being overcome by pleasure, pain, or some of the things that he said (070 f|doviig pactv TTOPEVOLE §
Mmme § GV vovdn &yd Eleyov Do Tvog Tovtwv). The things that he said refer to passions including anger,
pleasure, pain, pain, love, and fear, which are representative of passions that can lead one to knowingly and
voluntarily pursue what is bad, according to the popular account. That which is identified as the cause of
akratic actions is abbreviated as being overcome by pleasure (10 ndOnua f60viig frracbor) at 353a5 and
357¢7. At 357¢2, Socrates picks up the same condition as being weaker than pleasure (10 1doviig Tt
givar). This interchange between being overcome by and being weaker than strongly suggests that the
phrase being weaker than oneself at 358c1-2 is meant to cash out what the popular account takes to be the
cause of akratic actions, i.e., being overcome by pleasure, pain, anger, or some other passions. In Laws,
Plato also uses being weaker than oneself and being overcome by passions interchangeably. For the
relevant discussion, see Wilburn 2012, n. 3. For an insightful discussion of the rule of knowledge in the
Protagoras, see Lane 2020.
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akratic actions, i.e., being weaker than oneself, turns out to be what the latter regards as
the cause of those actions, viz., ignorance.

The fact that claim (ii))—being weaker than oneself is nothing other than ignorance—
establishes common ground between the popular account and the Socratic proposal of
akrasia strongly suggests that it can be understood in the following ways. First, the claim
could mean that being weaker than oneself is defined as ignorance.?® Second, it could
mean that being weaker than oneself is identical to ignorance.?” Admittedly, the
immediate context of Socrates’ comments on ignorance in the Protagoras does not give
us a decisive reason to favor either of those interpretations of claim (ii).?® A moment of
reflection tells us that no matter whether being weaker than oneself is defined as or

identical to ignorance, being weaker than oneself can be seen as ignorance, and vice

26 The claim that being weaker than oneself is nothing other than ignorance is a case of the proposition that
A is nothing other than B. In the Platonic corpus, that proposition often means that A is defined as B. For
example, at Theaetetus 160d5—6, Socrates paraphrases Theaetetus’ first attempted definition of knowledge
at 151d7-e3—knowledge is perception—as that knowledge is nothing other than perception (émotiun ovx
dAo ti éotv i aioBnoig). See also Phaedo 64d4-5, Cratylus 413e3—-4, and Republic 338¢2-3.

27 The proposition that A is nothing other than B can also mean that A is identical to B. At Phaedrus
245e7-246al, Socrates asserts that only the soul can move itself by saying that whatever moves itself, to
wit, the self-mover, is nothing other than the soul (u1) &ALo Tt givar 16 adTd £avTO KIvodv § yoyrv). Both
Hackforth and Rowe hold that Socrates identifies the self-mover with the soul at Phaedrus 245e—
246al(Hackforth 1952, 64; Rowe 1986, 177). So the self-mover is just the soul. For a similar use of the
proposition that A is nothing other than B, see Charmides 164e5—6.

28 A third possible way of construing claim (ii)—it means that being weaker than oneself exemplifies
ignorance—should be ruled out in the current context for the following reasons. First, a careful look at the
Greek text tells us that the proposition that A is nothing other than B, which is constitutive of claim (ii),
barely means that A exemplifies B in the Socratic dialogues, a group of dialogues to which the Protagoras
belongs. The proposition only means that A exemplifies B at Hippias Major 296e8, a work that is of
dubious authenticity (for debates about the authenticity of Hippias Major, see Woodruff 1982 and Kahn
1985). Second, throughout the Socratic dialogues, all cases of ignorance can be cashed out as being weaker
than oneself, which, as [ will argue in the rest of this section, amounts to the soul’s domination by
appearances, which makes one judge and act in accordance with appearances. For example, persistently
taking oneself to know what one does not know (4pology 21b1—e2) can be understood as holding fast to
distorted appearances about oneself, as a result of being stuck in suboptimal perspectives. False beliefs
about evaluative matters (Protagoras 358d5-360d5) can be seen as judging in accordance with misleading
appearances. Nevertheless, if claim (ii}—being weaker than oneself is nothing other than ignorance—
means that being weaker than oneself exemplifies ignorance, some cases of ignorance might not be cashed
out as being weaker than oneself. For those reasons, claim (ii) is unlikely to mean that being weaker than
oneself exemplifies ignorance.
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versa. An inquiry into being weaker than oneself provides insight into the nature of
ignorance. What, then, is being weaker than oneself?

Being weaker than oneself, I propose, indicates the lack of a natural, normative
psychic order. Admittedly, as many scholars have argued, the moral psychology
operative in Plato’s works has witnessed significant changes. While the Socratic
dialogues assume that the human soul is a simple entity which desires what it believes or
knows to be the best,?” the middle and late dialogues conceive of the human soul as a
composite of distinct parts, each of which is the subject or the host of a certain kind of
desire.’® Nevertheless, the following theme runs through the entire Platonic corpus: some
psychic states, activities, or parts are by nature fit to be ruled. Whenever they are properly
ruled, one is stronger than oneself; whenever they are left without proper regulation, one
is weaker than oneself. For example, in the Gorgias, where the theory of soul in the
middle and late dialogues is not operative in full force,*! control and being stronger than

oneself amount to ruling pleasures and desires, which are naturally fit to be ruled.*

2% Both commentators who deny the existence of non-rational motivation and those who argue for its
existence in the Socratic dialogues agree that the human soul is a simple entity which desires what it judges
to be the best. They disagree on whether non-rational states can influence the soul’s judgments of what is
best and thus have independent motivational forces. While commentators who deny the existence of non-
rational motivation think that non-rational states have no independent motivational forces (Frede 1992,
xxix—xxx; [rwin 1995, 209; Penner 1997, 129), those who support the existence of non-rational motivation
argue to the contrary (Devereux 1995; Brickhouse and Smith 2000, 179-81; 2010, ch. 2; Singpurwalla
2006).

30 Bobonich 2003; Lorenz 2006; Moss 2009; Kamtekar 2017.

31 While Socrates’ examination of Callicles involves consideration of motivational states that arise
independently from reason, it falls short of arguing that the human soul is a composite of distinct parts, as
Plato does in the middle and late dialogues. For a comprehensive discussion of the topic, see Cooper 1999,
ch. 2.

32 According to Socrates, a ruler of the city must be ruling herself—she is moderate and self-controlled,
ruling the pleasures and desires within her (cd@pova dvta kai ykpatii avTOV £0VTOD, TV H1BOVDY KOl
EmBuudv Gpyovro v &v Eavtd, 491d10—e2). The word ‘control (€ykpartii)’in the phrase ‘self-controlled’
is cognate with ‘stronger (kpeicowv)’. In fact, the phrases ‘self-controlled’ (or more literally, ‘control
oneself’) and ‘being stronger than oneself” are used interchangeably (see Wilburn 2012). Thus, Socrates
holds that control and being stronger than oneself amount to ruling one’s pleasures and desires. Pleasures
and desires, left without proper regulation, become inflamed and insatiable (493a1-494a5), so they are by
nature fit to be ruled.
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Instead of acting in accordance with one’s pleasures and desires indiscriminately, one
should only satisfy those that will make one better, thereby being stronger than oneself
(503c4—d3). In the Republic, the locus classicus of the theory of the human soul in the
middle and late dialogues, being weaker than oneself is being overpowered by non-
rational parts, which are naturally fit to be ruled. One who is weaker than oneself acts in
accordance with non-rational desires (431a3—d3). Hence, the phrase being weaker than
oneself, in all likelihood, refers to the lack of a natural, normative psychic order: psychic
states, activities, or parts that are naturally fit to be ruled, left without proper regulation,
dominate the human soul by making one act in accordance with them.3?

In the Protagoras and other Socratic dialogues, the human soul is conceived to be
the subject or the host of various psychic states and activities. According to Socrates,
character virtues or vices, such as wisdom, justice, and ignorance, are excellent or poor
states of the human soul.** The human soul is the host of intellectual efforts and
accomplishments: one learns and obtains truth in virtue of one’s soul.’® Besides, the
human soul is the subject or the host of various cognitive, conative, and affective
activities or states. It judges; on account of it, one desires and experiences pleasure, pain,
or other passions.*® We might naturally wonder: among those psychic states or activities,
which are naturally fit to be ruled?

The antithesis between appearance and knowledge paves the way for the following

answer: appearances are by nature fit to be ruled. As we have seen, knowledge renders

33 The same theme features prominently in the Laws, which is commonly held to be the last work of Plato.
For a comprehensive discussion of its role in the Laws, see Wilburn 2012.

3 Gorgias 477b3-8 and 507a5—c7.

35 Protagoras 314b1—4 and Apology 29e1-3.

36 Gorgias 486e5-6, 493al—c2, and 496e4-9.

21



appearances not in charge (&xvpov, 356d8) by enabling its possessors to judge and act in
accordance with truth rather than appearances. So appearances are characteristically
dominant among those who are bereft of knowledge. The domination of appearances and
the possession of knowledge have opposite impact on human life. While the former
makes one susceptible to wrongdoings, regret, and other miseries (356d4—7), the latter is
essential to doing well (356d1-e4) and happiness,®” arguably the most important goals of
the human life,*® Therefore, appearances should not be dominant. Instead, they are
naturally fit to be ruled.

But one might want to know whether there are some other things that are fit to be
ruled in addition to appearances. As we have seen, the human soul is the subject or the
host of many psychic states and activities, such as desires, erotic love, and pleasure.
Among them, are appearances the only kind that are naturally fit to be ruled?

A closer look at the Protagoras, in light of other Socratic dialogues, brings forward
the following answer—while appearances might not be the only psychic states or
activities that are naturally fit to be ruled, they are the ul/timate ones on account of which
other states or activities call for regulation. The many’s initial formulation of akrasia at
352b3-353a6 vividly captures how passions, such as pleasure, anger, fear, and erotic
love, can lead one who lacks knowledge astray. At Gorgias 491d4-508a8, Socrates
contends that indiscriminate gratification of desires makes morally corrupted someone

who is yet to acquire knowledge and virtue. Most human beings, if not all, lack

37 At Gorgias 507¢c, Socrates claims that a person who does well (0 mpdrtovta) is blessed (poxépiov) and
happy (evdaipova).
38 See Bobonich 2011.
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knowledge and virtue.?® The fact that they are liable to be misled and corrupted by
passions strongly suggests that passions are naturally fit to be ruled. For most people,
passions consist of or are based on appearances. As the many exemplify, people, lacking
knowledge, tend to be pleased by what appears to be good, pained by what appears to be
bad. And when they are motivated by passions, their passions are or involve evaluative
judgments,*® which are based on appearances.*! Therefore, it is not far-fetched to infer
that other passions should be regulated because they consist of or are based on
appearances.

In this way, Socrates conceives of ignorance as the soul’s domination by
appearances, which makes one judge and act accordingly. As I have argued, being
weaker than oneself is the lack of a natural, normative order of the soul: psychic states,
activities, or parts that are naturally fit to be ruled, left without proper regulation,
dominate the human soul by making one act in accordance with them. Appearances are
the ultimate psychic states that are fit to be ruled—other psychic states or activities
should be ruled because they consist of or are based on appearances. Being weaker than
oneself accordingly comes down to appearances’ domination of the human soul, which

makes one act accordingly. In the immediate context, Socrates asserts that human beings

39 At Apology 21b1-22¢5, Socrates tells us that his examination of people who are reputedly wise, such as
politicians, poets, and craftspeople, reveals that they regard themselves as knowing things which they do
not know and are thus ignorant. That condition plagues not only the reputedly wise but also the ordinary
people. At Protagoras 357c1—e8, Socrates argues that the many, being ignorant, lack the knowledge that
they regard themselves as possessing.

40 At 358b3-d4, Socrates declares that one voluntarily acts in accordance with one’s judgments of good and
bad. Fear is a kind of expectation of something bad (mpocdoxia tig kakod, 358d6). Expectation literally
means anticipatory belief or judgment. Other passions can presumably be characterized as specific ways of
judging things to be good or bad. See Segvic 2000; Moss 2014.

4! This point can be inferred from the antithesis between appearance and knowledge. As I have argued,
knowledge makes appearance not in charge by enabling its possessors to judge and act on the basis of truth
instead of appearances. So the evaluative judgments of people who lack knowledge are characteristically
based on appearances.
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only voluntarily act in line with their judgments.** Thus, the fact that one who is
dominated by appearances acts according to appearances strongly suggests that one
judges in line with those appearances as well. Recall that being weaker than oneself can
be seen as ignorance, and ignorance can be seen as being weaker than oneself. Therefore,
Socrates conceives of ignorance as appearances’ domination over the soul, which makes

one judge and act in accordance with appearances.

5 Ignorance, False beliefs, and Deception

To have a more concrete picture of ignorance, let us now consider the following claim—
(ii1) ignorance is like this: having false beliefs and having been deceived about matters of
great importance (358c4-5).

We first need to get clear about the phrase ‘like this (10 T016voe)’. In the Platonic
corpus, ‘like this (10 To16vde)’ plays two primary roles. First, it can introduce something
that is co-extensive with the subject matter. For example, at Phaedo 78b4—7, Socrates
declares that we should ask ourselves something like this and then offers a list of
questions. The phrase ‘like this’ introduces the list of questions that are co-extensive with
the subject matter—the questions that we should ask ourselves.** Second, ‘like this’ can
introduce preliminary and somewhat tentative characterizations of the relevant subject
matter. For instance, at Phaedo 94b8—c1, the phrase ‘like this’ introduces sketches of

what the subject matter—the soul’s opposition to bodily affections—is like. When the

42 More precisely, one only voluntarily pursues what one knows or believes to be good (358b3—-d4). The
knowledge and the belief in question are token cases of knowledge and belief, as opposed to branches of
knowledge or sets of beliefs. At 354¢5 and 358e5, Plato refers to them as suppositions or judgments
(My€icbar). For an illuminating discussion on this topic, see Moss 2014, 200—1.

43 1 thank an anonymous referee for drawing my attention to this way of understanding the phrase ‘like
this’. For passages in which the phrase is used in the same way, see Euthyphro 10al-3, Cratylus 399a6-7,
429a3-5, and Theaetetus 181¢2-5.
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body is hot and thirsty, the soul draws one to not drinking; when the body is hungry, the
soul draws one to not eating.**

A moment of reflection allows us to see that at 358c4—5, the phrase ‘like this’ should
introduce preliminary characterizations of the relevant subject matter, i.e., ignorance.
According to Socrates, ignorant people characteristically take themselves to be
knowledgeable about things that they do not really know.*> They, as I have argued, judge
and act in accordance with appearances, which are representations of how, from certain
perspectives, things strike one to be. Thus, they suffer from suboptimal perspectives
about themselves, which subject them to misleading appearances about their psychic
conditions.*® The fact that ignorant people stand in suboptimal perspectives about
themselves strongly suggests that there is more to ignorance than having false beliefs and
having been deceived about matters of great importance. It follows that the phrase ‘like
this’ at 358c4-5 is unlikely to introduce something co-extensive with the subject matter,
viz., ignorance. Rather, it should introduce preliminary and somewhat tentative
characterizations of ignorance. In other words, having false beliefs and having been
deceived about matters of great importance give readers some basic sense of what
ignorance, conceived to be the soul’s domination by appearances, is like. An ignorant
person is characterized by having false beliefs and having been deceived about matters of

great importance.

4 For passages in which the phrase ‘like this’ is used in the same way, see Theaetetus 163d1-4 and
Alcibiades 1 107¢9-108a4. I thank an anonymous referee for encouraging me to clarify my interpretation.
“n. 39.

46 In the text to notes 5358, I argue that ignorant people not just stand in suboptimal perspectives about
themselves. They are embedded in those perspectives, as a result of their being parts of a corrupt society.
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But what, exactly, are having false beliefs and having been deceived about matters of
great importance? It is tempting to suppose that ‘having false beliefs’ and ‘having been
deceived about matters of great importance’ are synonymous or interchangeable.*’
Nevertheless, a closer look at the Greek text tells us that this is unlikely to be what
Socrates has in mind. In characterizing ignorance as having false beliefs and having been
deceived about matters of great importance, he shifts from the present infinitive ‘having’
to the perfect infinitive ‘having been deceived’.*® The present infinitive in the first half,
‘having (8yewv)’, indicates that having false beliefs is an ongoing condition.*® The perfect
infinitive in the second half, ‘having been deceived (€yedoBar)’, signals that the action at
stake, being deceived, has been completed with a lasting result that persists into the
present.>® When one has a false belief, one might realize one’s mistake soon after. In that
case, one is not enduringly deceived. Therefore, having false beliefs and having been
deceived about matters of great importance are neither synonymous nor interchangeable.
Instead, they stand for two distinct characterizations of ignorance.

At this point, it is not hard to see how ignorant people are characterized by having
false beliefs. Throughout the Socratic dialogues, ignorant people are often represented as
falling prey to false beliefs about evaluative matters in specific situations. For example,
Alcibiades, being ignorant, is liable to have false beliefs about what is just, admirable,

good, and advantageous for him in specific situations and, as a result, act badly.’! Akratic

47 Kamtekar, for example, glosses over the two conjuncts as ‘ignorance is having a false belief about the
most important things’ (Kamtekar 2017, 52-3).

48 A similar juxtaposition of the present and the perfect infinitives occurs at Republic 382b1-4. éyad 8¢ Aéyw
Ot T Wuydi mepi T dva weddeohod e kai dyedobot kol duadf elvan kai kextiicon 1 yeddog mévec
fikiot av dé€avto, Kai poodot Haloto, ovTo v Td Tolo0Te. Several commentators note that the infinitives
at issue characterize different aspects of true falsehood, i.e., ignorance (Adam 1902; Harte 2013.)

49 Smyth 1956, 1865a.

50 Smyth 1956, 1865c.

1 Alcibiades 1 117a3—118¢2.
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agents voluntarily pursue what is actually bad for them, as they, being ignorant, suffer
from false beliefs that confuse what is bad with what is good.>? So the false beliefs that
characterize ignorant people deal primarily with evaluative matters in specific
circumstances. Recall that ignorance is conceived to be appearances’ domination of the
human soul, which makes one judge and act in accordance with them. Appearances, as
representations of how things strike one to be from certain perspectives, misrepresent the
reality when one happens to be in suboptimal perspectives. The ignorant are not immune
from standing in suboptimal perspectives, especially when it comes to evaluative matters,
such as good and bad, fine and shameful, and just and unjust. This is why they are subject
to false beliefs about evaluative matters in specific situations and, as a result, act badly.
But in what sense are ignorant people characterized by having been deceived about
matters of great importance, which, as I have argued, amounts to an enduring deception
about those matters? To answer this question, I propose that by matters of great
importance (T®v Tpayudtov TdvV ToAAoD a&imv), Socrates refers to, most prominently,

one’s own psychic conditions.>® At Protagoras 313al-314a2, he asserts emphatically that

52 At Protagoras 358b6—d4, Socrates declares that human beings voluntarily pursue what they, at the
moment of action, know or believe to be good for them. Akratic agents pursue what is actually bad for
them. So they suffer from false beliefs about what is good for them. For comprehensive discussions about
akratic actions in the Protagoras, see Penner 1990 and Callard 2014.

53 An anonymous referee suggests that Socrates could be more dialectical than doctrinal about what
matters of great importance amount to in the context. More specifically, Socrates could get his interlocutors
to agree that ignorant people are characterized by being lastingly deceived about matters of great
importance without meaning to settle what, exactly, matters of great importance amount to. So his
interlocutors can continue mistaking wealth, honor, or some other things for being supremely important
while conceding that ignorant people are characterized by an enduring deception about matters of great
importance. Although that interpretative possibility is extremely thought-provoking, it does not seem to
square well with the context. Immediately after asserting that ignorant people are characterized by false
beliefs and an enduring deception about matters of great importance, Socrates contends that cowardice is a
form of ignorance about what inspires confidence or fear (358d5-360d6). It follows that cowards, on his
view, are characterized by having false beliefs about what inspires confidence or fear and being lastingly
deceived about matters of great importance. If Socrates does not mean to settle what matters of great
importance amount to, his interlocutors will be liable to arrive at counter-intuitive accounts of cowardice.
Suppose they take wealth to be supremely important. Then cowards will be characterized by having false
beliefs about what inspires confidence or fear and being lastingly deceived about what they take to be
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the soul is the dearest thing to a person. At Apology 29d7-30a5, he encourages his
audience to care for wisdom or truth, or the best possible state of their souls, which is of
great importance (td mAgiotov d&wa). The same exhortation is rephrased later as ‘caring
that one should be as good and wise as possible’(36¢c5—d1). Accordingly, by matters of
great importance, Socrates seems to have in mind, first and foremost, one’s soul, and,
more specifically, whether it is as good and wise as possible.’* A closer look at
individuals who are diagnosed as being ignorant by Socrates confirms this interpretation:
they suffer from deception about their own psychic conditions. Alcibiades takes himself
to know evaluative matters, including what is just and unjust, admirable and shameful,
good and bad, which he lacks knowledge about (4lcibiades 1 117a3—118c2). People who
fear death, being ignorant, mistake themselves for knowing that death is exceedingly bad,
even though no living human being can have that knowledge (4pology 28d5-29c1). The
majority assume that their education and upbringing equip them with civic virtue, even
though they are revealed to lack it under closer scrutiny (Protagoras 319a4—-320c1).
Therefore, the enduring deception about matters of great importance, which ignorant
people are characterized with, deals prominently with their psychic conditions, such as

the possession or the lack of knowledge and virtue.>

supremely important, viz., wealth. But what does cowardice have to do with wealth, as well as other things
that Socrates’ interlocutors may mistakenly take to be of the highest importance, such as honor, success,
and power? Therefore, Socrates, in all likelihood, has a settled view about what matters of great importance
amount to in the context.

54 By arguing that an enduring deception about matters of great importance deals prominently with one’s
own psychic conditions, I do not mean to rule out the possibility that matters of great importance can
include other issues, such as evaluative matters.

55 My interpretation of the phrase ‘having false beliefs and having been deceived about matters of great
importance’ at 358c4-5 is compatible with two possible ways of taking what ‘matters of great importance’
qualifies. On the one hand, ‘matters of great importance’ could qualify only ‘having been deceived’. On
this interpretation, ‘matters of great importance’ prominently refers to one’s own psychic conditions. On
the other hand, ‘matters of great importance’ could qualify both ‘having been deceived’ and ‘having false
beliefs’. On this interpretation, ‘matters of great importance’, albeit prominently referring to one’s own
psychic conditions, must include evaluative matters in specific situations as well.
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Why are ignorant people characterized by an enduring deception about their own
psychic conditions? Socrates’ comments on the nature of appearance paves the way for
the following answer: ignorant people suffer from an enduring deception about their own
psychic conditions because they are disposed to remain in suboptimal perspectives about
those conditions. Recall that the ignorant, being dominated by appearances, i.e.,
representations about how things strike them to be from certain perspectives, judge and
act accordingly. Their appearances and corresponding judgments thus misrepresent the
reality whenever they are in suboptimal perspectives. The fact that ignorant people’s
deception about their psychic conditions is enduring strongly suggests that they cling to
misguided judgments and appearances about those issues. Hence, they are disposed to
remain in suboptimal perspectives about their own psychic conditions.

But we might wonder: why are ignorant people disposed to remain in suboptimal
perspectives about their own psychic conditions? Here, the textual evidence seems to run
out: Socrates does not offer a conclusive diagnosis of the phenomena in question. But it is
worth pointing out that he oftentimes associates the enduringness of ignorant people’s
deception about their own psychic conditions with their corrosive social context. For
example, in the Gorgias, he asserts that Callicles is unable to properly appreciate his
flaws due to a love for the common people (513al—¢7),>® who, being ignorant, regard
those who are adroit at gratifying their appetites as good.>” He also observes that the

common people can hardly recognize their lack of civic virtue since they, as a powerful,

56 Callicles is ignorant. In taking indiscriminate gratification of appetites to be preeminently good and
undertaking to live accordingly (489b7-492¢8), he makes his soul deprived of organization, correctness,
and order, which are characteristic of a wise and virtuous soul. Instead, he is ignorant and vicious (506¢5—
507c7).

57 According to Socrates, the common people (3fjpog) are ignorant. They mistake pleasures, which appear
to be good, for being truly good (521d6-522b1). For an illuminating discussion of the relationship between
pleasure and good in the Gorgias, see Moss 2006.
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collective agent that dominates their cities, vehemently resist and even punish individuals
who dare to reveal their deficiency.>® In both cases, Socrates implies that a corrosive
social context obstructs human beings from properly discerning their defects and, as a
result, perpetuates their deception about their own psychic conditions.

In this way, we arrive at a more concrete picture of ignorance. Ignorant people,
dominated by appearances, are characterized by the following features. First, they are
subject to false beliefs about evaluative matters in specific situations.> Second, they
suffer from an enduring deception about their own psychic conditions: for example, they
could take themselves to know things that they do not know or regard themselves as

instantiating virtues that they lack.

6. Conclusion
In closing, let us return to the case of Socrates, which we have encountered at the very
beginning. Socrates famously professes to lack the knowledge that he is dedicated to
pursuing. Is he thereby ignorant?

If my interpretation is correct, Socrates is far from ignorant despite his lack of

knowledge. Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge, as many commentators have convincingly

58 The common people’ vehement resistance to individuals who dare to reveal their deficiency is often
noted by Socrates. For example, in the Apology, he tells his audience that if he had attempted to take part in
politics in the past, which presumably requires him to challenge the common people’ claim to civic virtue,
he would have died long ago (31d2-32a3). In the Republic, he also notes that the common people refuse to
accept individuals who reveal their mistakes (492d5-493e1): they might even want to kill those people
(517a1-6).

59 Some readers might wonder whether only the ignorant are subject to false beliefs about evaluative
matters in specific circumstances. In my view, Plato does not mean to deny the possibility that the
knowledgeable and those who are neither knowledgeable nor ignorant suffer from those beliefs. But for
those people, such mistakes are atypical. Under normal circumstances, the knowledgeable make correct
judgments, and those who are neither knowledgeable nor ignorant refrain from making judgments about
subject matters on which they have an inadequate grip (4lcibiades 1 117a3—118c2).
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argued, is sincere. He conceives of knowledge to be a comprehensive understanding of
evaluative matters, which gives its possessors a systematic, reliable guidance to life.
Even though he has a grip on some truth, he lacks that knowledge.®! But Socrates’ lack of
knowledge in no way implies that he is ignorant. Ignorance, conceived to be the human
soul’s domination by appearances, is characterized by both false beliefs about evaluative
matters in specific situations and an enduring deception of one’s psychic conditions. In
the Apology, Socrates suggests that through the practice of philosophy, which involves
discussing virtue and other evaluative matters and examining oneself and others,®? he has
an accurate grasp of his own psychic conditions. For example, he can correctly tell what
he knows and what he does not know. Thus, while Socrates might experience occurrent
false beliefs, he is free from an enduring deception of his own psychic conditions. In
other words, he is not afflicted with one of the two paradigmatic manifestations of
ignorance. Therefore, even though he lacks knowledge, he is not ignorant. This inference
coheres with Socrates’ self-characterizations. While he labels himself as not knowing
(oVk €i8m¢) the nature of virtues and related qualities,®® he never concludes that he is

ignorant (Gpadfg or dopwv).®

%0 Nussbaum 1986; Woodruff 1990; Vlastos 1994; Bett 2011.

¢! Brickhouse and Smith 1994; Vlastos 1994; Bett 2011.

62 At 28d5-30b4, Socrates suggests that he cares for the souls of his own and his fellow citizens through the
practice of philosophy. At 38al1-7, he notes that the care at issue is achieved through discussing virtue and
its kindred matters and examining oneself and others.

63 For example, at Meno 71b1-8, Socrates asserts that since he does not know (oVx £i8®¢) virtue, he does
not know what qualities it possesses. At Apology 21d4—6, he declares that he does not know what is fine
and good (006&v kahov KayaBov gidévar).

% See n. 7: ignorance should not be confused with incomprehension (&yvota): an ignorant person is
necessarily vicious, whereas a person who is afflicted with incomprehension is not (Lysias 218a2-b1). See
also n. 9: auabia is used interchangeably with dppocvvrn, meaning ignorance, folly. He only claims that he
will be ignorant if Hippias is wise at Hippias Minor 372c2-373a8. But since Hippias is not wise, Socrates
does not conclude that he is ignorant.
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There is accordingly a middle ground between knowledge and ignorance, occupied
by individuals who are undazzled by appearances. As Socrates exemplifies, one, who
lacks the knowledge that enables its possessors to judge and act on the basis of truth, does
not have to be dominated by appearances and thus ignorant. Instead, one can be alert to
the deceptive nature of appearances and refrain from confusing them with truth. With the
help of philosophy, which allows one to discuss virtue and other evaluative matters and
examine oneself and others, one gradually discovers some pieces of truth, such as that it
is wicked and shameful to do wrong, to disobey one’s superior, be he god or man
(Apology 29b6-7). Those pieces of truth, guiding one’s judgments and actions, lead one

closer to knowledge and virtues.®

%5 Some readers might wonder whether non-philosophers can fall into the middle ground between
knowledge and ignorance. While the Platonic corpus does not offer a decisive answer to that question, it
points to the following direction: some promising young people could well fall into that middle ground.
They lack knowledge, but they, unlike the ignorant, are not enduringly deceived about their psychic
conditions—they do not hold fast to the misguided conviction that they know what they in fact have no
knowledge about. But that condition is far from stable. As Socrates notes deploringly, young people are
liable to be corrupted and, as a result, become ignorant (Theaetetus 150b6—151a5).
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Chapter 2. Vice is Ignorance

1.Introduction
In the previous chapter,® I have argued that the Socratic dialogues, in particular the
Protagoras, contain a rich account of ignorance. Contrary to the predominant
assumption,’” ignorance cannot be fully captured in terms of a lack of knowledge. Rather,
it is conceived to be a substantive, structural psychic flaw: the soul’s domination by
inferior elements that are by nature fit to be ruled instead of ruling. The inferior elements
at issue are appearances—representations of how things strike one to be from certain
perspectives. Understood in this way, ignorance is characterized by both occurrent false
beliefs about evaluative matters in specific circumstances and an enduring deception
about one’s psychic condition, such as mistaking oneself as knowing what one does not
know. There is accordingly a middle ground between knowledge and ignorance, occupied
by individuals like Socrates who, albeit lacking knowledge, are alert to the deceptive
nature of appearances and thus not enduringly deceived about their own psychic
conditions.

This rich, Socratic account of ignorance invites a host of questions about the darker
side of humanity.®® First, according to one of the most celebrated theses of the Socratic

moral psychology, virtue is knowledge.® The opposites of virtue and knowledge are vice

% The Contents of Chapter 1 and much of Chapter 2 appear in my paper in Phronesis 67, pp. 309-337. 1
thank the editors and anonymous readers of the journal for extremely helpful comments and discussions.

7 See Mackenzie 1988, 333—4; Brickhouse and Smith 2000, 58—68; Matthews 2006, 103; Bett 2011, 215.
%8 T am grateful to Melissa Lane’s suggestion about the inappropriateness of characterizing those defects as
constituting ‘the darker side of humanity’. At the moment, I am struggling to find a better phrase that can
capture ignorance, individual vices, political vices, and psychic illness. But as soon as I find it, I will
change the phrase.

 The Protagoras is the locus classicus of this thesis. To refute Protagoras’ assertion that a part of virtue—
courage—is separable from the rest, Socrates contends that like all other moral virtues, courage is a form of
knowledge (349d—361a). The thesis that virtue is knowledge has attracted an immense amount of scholarly
attention. For recent discussions of the topic, see Pangle 2014; Glasscock 2020.
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and ignorance respectively. It follows that on the Socratic theory, vice is ignorance.” So
one might naturally ask whether the Socratic account of ignorance lays the foundation for
a theory of vice. And if so, what kind of theory does Socrates develop? Second, as I have
touched on in the previous chapter, ignorance, in Socrates’ view, is pervasive: most
human beings, no matter whether they are average citizens, renowned craftspeople, or
prominent politicians, are ignorant. Since vice is ignorance, vice is similarly pervasive.
The Socratic position on the pervasiveness of vice is out of sync with commonsensical
views in both Democratic Athens’! and contemporary world, according to which only a
small group of people, who are much more pernicious than average population, are
lambasted as vicious.” How does the Socratic position square with commonsensical
views?

In this chapter, I will argue that the Socratic theory of ignorance paves the way for
one of the first systematic accounts of vice in the history of western philosophy.
According to this account, not just defects that are nowadays dubbed as moral vices, such
as cowardice and injustice, are forms of ignorance. But, to the omission of many scholars

in their passing comments on vice in the Socratic dialogues, defects that are nowadays

70 Moss makes this observation as well and calls it a particular instance of Socrates’ intellectualism. See
Moss 2007.

"I By Democratic Athens, I refer to the city of Athens that was organized around a democratic constitution,
lasting between 508 BC and 332 BC (apart from 411410 and 404—403). See Ober 2008, 40—41. I am
grateful to Melissa Lane for pointing out that Democratic Athens broke down between 411-410BC and
404—403BC.

2 In Nicomachean Ethics V11, Aristotle asserts that there are six character states, which human beings
could fall into. These states, listed from the best to the worst, are godlikeness, virtue, self-control, akrasia,
vice, and bestiality. Most people are somewhere between self-control and akrasia (1152a25-7). So Aristotle
takes vicious people to be much more pernicious than average population. Aristotle is famous for his efforts
to illuminate and be in harmony with commonsensical views, so his view about the pervasiveness is likely
to be representative of average Athenians and Greeks in Classical Greece. The same view about the
pervasiveness of vice holds in the contemporary world. When it comes to characterizing individuals’
characters, most of us reserve ‘vice’ and other kindred words for a small group of people who are clearly
worse than average population.
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labeled as epistemic vices, such as closed-mindedness and gullibility, are forms of
ignorance as well. In fact, an epistemic defect—wishful thinking about one’s cognitive
conditions—is the common core of all other epistemic and moral defects. Moreover,
contrary to commonsensical views in both Democratic Athens and contemporary world,
Socrates conceives vice to be pervasive. He substantiates his position with two sets of
resources. On the one hand, he illustrates the pervasiveness of vice by putting forward a
more expansive conception of physical illness and an extended analogy between illness
and vice. On the other hand, he justifies the pervasiveness of vice with the help of a
thoroughgoing socio-political critique, according to which most existing political
communities, being sustained by and perpetuating vices at the individual level, are
vicious.

My plan for the chapter is as follows. In Section 2, I argue that defects that are often
called epistemic vices these days are forms of ignorance. And one epistemic defect, i.e.,
wishful thinking about one’s cognitive conditions, lays the foundation for other epistemic
defects. In Section 3, I contend that Socrates conceives of moral defects that are
nowadays called moral vices, such as intemperance and cowardice, as ignorance about
specific domains of responses that are integral to human flourishing. In Section 4, I show
that while Socrates does not accept the unity of vices, he identifies wishful thinking about
one’s own cognitive conditions as the common core of all other vices. In Section 5, I
suggest how Socrates illuminates the pervasiveness of vice with the help of an extended

analogy between physical illness and vice and a thorough-going socio-political critique.
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2. Epistemic Vices are Forms of Ignorance

The first step to see how Socrates’ theory of ignorance paves the way for the first
systematic account of vice is to take a closer look at the Greek word for ignorance and its
role in the Socratic dialogues. The Greek word for ignorance, apabfia, is composed of a
negative prefix, o, and a noun root, pafic. And the noun root is derived from the verb
pavOavelv, which means to learn. So in Attic Greek, the word ‘ignorance’ literally means
a lack of learning. According to Socrates, learning is an intellectual activity that human
beings by nature partake of.”® Thus, by attributing ignorance to people, he strongly
suggests that they suffer from some epistemic defects. In other words, ignorance crucially
involves epistemic defects.

What are the epistemic defects that ignorance involves? To answer this question, let
us begin by noting that according to Socrates, ignorant people are characterized as
suffering from a wishful thinking about their own cognitive conditions. They mistake
themselves as having an adequate grasp of something, even though they lack such a
grasp. On the one hand, the reputedly wise, such as politicians, poets, craftspeople, hold
fast to distorted appearances that represent them as knowledgeable about what is good for
human beings in general and insist that they possess that knowledge. But upon closer
scrutiny, none of them actually have the knowledge in question.” On the other hand,
while common people do not regard themselves as knowing what is good for human

beings in general, they tend to assent to certain skewed appearances. By their own lights,

3 Scott thinks that in Plato’s view, human beings by nature partake of learning, which can occur at
different levels of cognitive accomplishment (Scott 1995, 15-23). At Republic 436a, Plato has Socrates
suggest that human beings can learn in virtue of their possession of the rational soul part.

% Apology 21b-22e. At 21c, Socrates notes that the reputedly wise, such as politicians, suffer from
misleading appearances that represent themselves as being knowledgeable and wise about what is good for
human beings in general.
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their upbringing and education equip them with a solid grip on some all-important
evaluative matters, such as whether a certain war is just. As a matter of fact, however,
they lack such a grip on those matters.”> In a word, ignorant people suffer from a wishful
thinking about their cognitive conditions by holding fast to misleading but presumably
gratifying appearances, which represent them as having an adequate grasp of something
even though they lack such a grasp. So the wishful thinking in question can be seen as
their souls’ domination by gratifying appearances about their cognitive accomplishments.
Recall that in chapter 1, I have argued that ignorance is the soul’s domination by
appearances. It follows that the wishful thinking that ignorant people characteristically
suffer from is a form of ignorance.

Since Socrates takes ignorant people be characterized by a wishful thinking about
their cognitive conditions, he strongly suggests that most human beings, being ignorant,
are more likely to have inflated instead of deflated views about their cognitive conditions.
Why is this the case?

To answer that question, it is worth drawing our attention to a prevalent assumption
about political virtues in Democratic Athens. All citizens partake of political virtues and
thus have a solid grip on some all-important evaluative matters. This assumption is
brought to light by Protagoras with the help of a myth in the eponymous dialogue.”®
According to the myth, Prometheus and Epimetheus were in charge of equipping mortal

races with abilities that are essential to their survival. Nevertheless, due to the neglect of

5 Protagoras 322¢-323c and 357d—e.

76 As Melissa Lane has acutely pointed out, Protagoras is not an Athenian. Plato's portrayal of him doesn't
automatically show that the assumption that all citizens partake of political virtues was prevalent among the
Athenians. But Plato often characterizes sophists like Protagoras as being adroit at discerning what strikes
the majority as good (Gorgias 517b-519b; Republic 493a—e). This should suggest that many of Protagoras’
claims reflect the convictions of the democratic majority. I am grateful to Melissa’s comments, and I will
explore this question further in the future. For a helpful reference, see Farrar 1989.
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Epimetheus, who used up all abilities on non-rational animals, human beings were left
unequipped. Practical arts and the use of fire, which Prometheus ventured to steal from
Athena and Hephaestus, were not enough to protect the human race from extinction. In
the absence of political virtues, human beings were unable to maintain political entities,
which are indispensable to their fighting against wild animals. It was only as a result of
Zeus’ distribution of political virtues among all human beings that political entities can
be sustained. From this myth, Protagoras indicates that the preservation of political
entities depends on a universal share of political virtues. So all citizens, because of their
being members of existing political entities, possess political virtues. And this possession
equips them with a solid grip on some all-important evaluative matters, such as whether a
certain war is just (Protagoras 320d—323d). According to Socrates, sophists like
Protagoras and Prodicus observe and teach the convictions of the majority.”” Therefore, it
is apt to infer that Protagoras’ claim—that all citizens partake of political virtues and thus
have a solid grip on some all-important evaluative matters—reflects the conviction of the
majority in Democratic Athens.”

In the Protagoras, Plato has Protagoras illuminate how the prevalent assumption
about the universal partaking of political virtues comes to be endorsed by individual
citizens. On the one hand, an emphasis on political virtues penetrates every stage of
education and upbringing in Democratic Athens, as well as many other cities in Ancient
Greece. At home, parents, nurses, and tutors seize every opportunity to instill their views
about evaluative matters to their children. In school, teachers inspire students to emulate

for exemplars of virtue in music and poetry. In public, the city compels young people to

"7 Republic 493a—c.
8 Or at least what Plato takes Socrates to regard as the conviction of the democratic majority.
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learn and model their lives on the laws, which contain ordinances and prescriptions about
how to act in accordance with political virtues (Protagoras 325d-326¢). On the other
hand, there is social pressure against admitting one’s lack of political virtues. As
Protagoras observes, if one dares to confess one’s lack of political virtues in public, one
will be deemed to be mad (Protagoras 323a—c). Presumably, as a result of the emphasis
on political virtues in education and upbringing and the social pressure against admitting
one’s lack of those virtue, individuals come to adopt the prevalent assumption that all
citizens, including themselves, partake of political virtues and thus have a solid grip on
some all-important evaluative matters.

In spite of the widespread conviction that all citizens partake of political virtues, the
social environment in Democratic Athens is inimical to the acquisition of virtues. As
Socrates observes, politicians, lacking knowledge about what is truly good for human
beings, fail to instill virtues in people. Instead, they are preoccupied with providing what
is most pleasant for their subjects (Gorgias 513e—-519b). Blind gratification gives rise to
incorrect desires and misguided views about evaluative matters.” Accordingly, most
people are subject to incorrect desires and misguided views about evaluative matters.
What’s worse, they not only live in accordance with those desires and views but also

attempt to pass them on to their children and associates (Protagoras 325d —326¢). As a

7 As I will discuss in Sections 4 and 5, Socrates operates with an extended analogy between the well-being
and malfunction of human bodies, souls, and cities. At Gorgias 518c—519a, Socrates notes that in the cases
of human bodies and cities, blind gratification leads to illness and corruption. Accordingly, in the cases of
human souls, blind gratification leads to vices. Notably, ill bodies are characterized by incorrect desires and
perspectives: they are susceptible to be attracted to and enjoy things that are in fact harmful (505a).
Likewise, vicious souls are characterized by incorrect desires and views about evaluative matters: they are
liable to desire and admire things that turn out to be detrimental.
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powerful, collective agent that dominates their cities, the majority vehemently resist and
even punish individuals who dare to reveal their deficiency.®

It is accordingly not hard to see why Socrates holds that most human beings, being
ignorant, are more likely to have inflated instead of deflated views about their cognitive
conditions. Because of the emphasis on political virtues in education and upbringing and
the social pressure against admitting one’s lack of those virtues in Democratic Athens,
individuals come to adopt the prevalent assumption about the universal share of political
virtues. However, their social environment is inimical to their acquisition of these virtues.
Hence, most people lack political virtues, and, as a result, are devoid of a solid grip on
some all-important evaluative matters. In a word, being subject to the corrosive
influences of their society, most people in Democratic Athens come to adopt inflated
views about their cognitive conditions.?!

At this point, one might raise the following question. Besides the wishful thinking
about one’s cognitive conditions, does Socrates touch on other epistemic defects?

I have to concede that in the Socratic dialogues, only wishful thinking about one’s

own cognitive conditions is explicitly and emphatically associated with ignorance.

8 The common people’s vehement resistance to individuals who dare to reveal their deficiency is often
noted by Socrates. For example, in the Apology, he tells his audience if he had attempted to take part in
politics in the past, which presumably requires him to challenge the common people’s claim to civic virtue,
he should have died long ago (31d2—32a3). In the Republic, he also notes that the common people refuse to
accept individuals who reveal their mistakes (492d5-493el): they might even to kill those people (517al-
6).

81 At this point, one might raise the following question. Is wishful thinking about one’s own cognitive
conditions, which amounts to having an inflated view about our cognitive conditions, limited to the Ancient
Athenians? I have to admit that a complete answer to this question is beyond the scope of this chapter. But I
would like to draw our attention to some similarities between contemporary people and the Ancient
Athenians. Along with the development of Internet and social media, many people assume that they have a
solid grip on some weighty, evaluative matters, such as climate change and racial injustice. The reality,
however, is likely to be more complicated than they assume. In this way, they are susceptible to an inflated
view about their cognitive conditions. If that is the case, having an inflated view about one’s own cognitive
conditions will not be limited to Ancient Greeks alone. And a careful study of the Socratic account of
ignorance will cast light on our individual and collective challenges.
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Nevertheless, in his characterizations of ignorant people, Socrates hints that other
epistemic defects, such as closed-mindedness and gullibility, are forms of ignorance as
well. Consider closed-mindedness first. According to Socrates, the reputedly wise,
including politicians, poets, and craftspeople, are closed-minded. They, albeit being
ignorant, resist to consider reasonable challenges to their positions. For them, those
challenges do not appear to be as valuable or relevant as they actually are (4pology 21b—
e). So closed-mindedness is the soul’s domination by appearances that downplay the
value or relevance of reasonable challenges to one’s positions. As for gullibility, Socrates
draws a vivid image of gullible persons in the Gorgias. As he puts it, the majority, being
ignorant, are liable to mistake individuals, who are adroit at providing what appears to be
good, for genuine politicians, who alone can offer what is truly good for a political
entity.®? So gullibility is the soul’s domination by appearances about who is in an
epistemically authoritative condition. Ignorance, as we have seen, is the human soul’s
domination by appearances. Therefore, closed-mindedness and gullibility are forms of
ignorance.®?

How do other epistemic defects stand in relation to wishful thinking about one’s
cognitive conditions? To answer this question, I propose to attend to the following
asymmetry within Socrates’ discussions. As we have seen, wishful thinking about one’s
cognitive conditions, which takes the shape in mistaking oneself as having an adequate
grasp of something even though one lacks such a grasp, features prominently in Socrates’

discussions of ignorance. By contrast, accounts of other epistemic defects, such as

82 Gorgias 517b-519b, 521¢-522c.

8 T do not mean to offer a comprehensive list of epistemic vices that are touched on in the Socratic
dialogues. I only mean to offer a few examples, which allows us to see more clearly what epistemic vices
are like according to Socrates.
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closed-mindedness and gullibility, can only be extracted from Socrates’ discussions upon
a closer scrutiny. Why does this asymmetry occur?

Admittedly, Socrates does not explicitly explain why he pays an asymmetrical
amount of attention to different epistemic defects. But the nature of those vices points to
the following answer: wishful thinking about one’s own cognitive conditions, being
central to ignorance, lays the foundation for other epistemic defects. Consider again the
reputedly wise, including politicians, poets, and craftspeople. According to Socrates, the
reputedly wise suffer from wishful thinking about their cognitive conditions: they
mistakenly regard themselves as knowing what is good or bad for human beings in
general, even though they lack that knowledge. Because of that wishful thinking, they
resist to consider reasonable challenges to their positions. In other words, the reputedly
wise are closed-minded due to their affliction with wishful thinking about their own
cognitive conditions. As for the majority, they, as I have noted, are afflicted with wishful
thinking about their cognitive conditions in the following way. They think that they have
a solid grip on some all-important evaluative matters, such as whether a certain war is
just, even though they lack such a grip. Because of this wishful thinking, they are liable
to be deceived by individuals who appear to be without actually being in an epistemically
authoritative position. That is to say, the majority are gullible as a result of their affliction
with wishful thinking about their own cognitive conditions. In sum, other epistemic vices
occur because of wishful thinking about one’s own cognitive conditions. The wishful
thinking in question lays the foundation for other epistemic vices. And this, I suppose, is

why Socrates pays so much attention to examining it.
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The inference that the wishful thinking about one’s cognitive conditions lays the
foundation for other epistemic defects casts light on why Socrates characterizes the
wishful thinking at issue as the most disgraceful form of ignorance.* If only one is free
from this wishful thinking, one will be free from other epistemic defects, such as closed-
mindedness and gullibility, which, in one way or another, obstruct one from pursuing
truth and knowledge.? So wishful thinking about one’s own cognitive conditions is the
most disgraceful form of ignorance in part because of its epistemic harmfulness.

It is worth pointing out that epistemic defects that ignorant people suffer from, such
as a wishful thinking about one’s cognitive conditions, closed-mindedness, and
gullibility, belong to what are nowadays called epistemic vices. If one is closed-minded,
one will resist considering and accepting reasonable challenges to one’s views, which
prevents one from pursuing truth and knowledge. If one is gullible, one will be liable to
be deceived by specious claims, which impedes one from obtaining truth and knowledge.
According to an influential contemporary account, epistemic vices are character traits,
ways of thinking, or attitudes that obstruct the pursuit of knowledge.?¢ So the epistemic
defects that ignorant people suffer from belong to what are nowadays called epistemic

vices.

8 Apology 29b and Alcibiades 118a.

85 At Sophist 229c, Plato has the Eleatic Visitor make a similar point: wishful thinking about one’s
cognitive conditions, which takes the shape of mistaking oneself as knowing what one does not know, leads
to all mistakes in thinking.

86 Cassam 2019, 1-27.
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3. Moral Vices are Forms of Ignorance

In the Socratic dialogues, ignorance is not just tied to epistemic defects that are nowadays
called epistemic vices, such as closed-mindedness and gullibility. It is associated with
moral defects as well. Ignorant people are oftentimes described as cowardly, unjust,
intemperate, or impious (Gorgias 477b, 505b). How does Socrates understand the
relationship between ignorance and moral defects?

In order to examine the relationship between ignorance and moral defects, let us
begin by zeroing in on Socrates’ discussion of ignorance and a particular kind of moral
defect, i.e., cowardice, towards the end of the Protagoras.

Socrates’ discussion about ignorance and cowardice is embedded in his refutation of
Protagoras, according to whom people can be exceptionally courageous but unjust,
impious, intemperate, and ignorant (320c2—-328d2 and 349d2-8). To establish his
argument, Socrates draws our attention to the contrast between cowardly and courageous
people. According to him, they differ primarily with regard to their responses in a
specific domain, i.e., what is and is not to be feared. This conclusion rests on the
following theory of human motivation, which is operative in the context: whenever one
voluntarily pursues something, one judges that it is good; whenever one voluntarily
avoids something, one judges that it is bad (Protagoras 358b—d).}” Fear, which urges one
to run away from an object, is some sort of judgment that a forthcoming thing is bad

(Protagoras 358d—¢).3% From there, Socrates argues that the contrast between cowardly

87 More precisely, whenever one pursues something voluntarily, one knows or believes that it is good
(358b3—d4). The knowledge and the belief in question are token cases of knowledge and belief, as opposed
to branches of knowledge or sets of beliefs. At 354c5 and 358e5, Plato refers to them as suppositions or
judgments (1iyeloBor). For an illuminating discussion on this topic, see Moss 2014, 200-1.

88 By implication, the opposite of fear, confidence, is some sort of judgment that a forthcoming thing is
good.
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and courageous people does not lie in that only the latter voluntarily pursue what they
take to be fearful. In fact, they both voluntarily avoid what they regard as fearful. What
sets the cowardly and the courageous apart is whether their fear is misguided or correct.
More specifically, while the cowardly are liable to mistake what is not fearful for being
fearful, the courageous are free from those mistakes. For example, suppose going to a
war is honorable and good. Then, this venture should not inspire fear. The cowardly and
the courageous have different responses to the venture in question. While the former find
the venture fearful and accordingly want to escape from it, the latter confront it with
confidence (Protagoras 359a-360b). In a word, the cowardly are susceptible to err with
regard to what is and is not to be feared, whereas the courageous are characterized by
correct responses in that domain. According to Socrates, the cowardly’s habitual,
misguided responses to what is and is not to be feared occur because of cowardice
(Protagoras 360c). In other words, cowardice is a moral defect that disposes one to err
with regard to what is and is not to be feared.
In the following passage, Socrates argues that cowardice, the moral defect that

disposes one to err with regard to what is and is not to be feared, is a form of ignorance.

S: Now then; that through which cowardly people are cowardly, do you call it

cowardice or courage?
P: Cowardice.
S: And aren’t cowards shown to be so through their ignorance of what is to be
feared?
P: Absolutely.

S: So they are cowards because of that ignorance?
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He agreed.

S: You agreed that it is through cowardice that they are cowards?

He said he did.

S: So, can we conclude that cowardice is ignorance of what is and is not to be
feared?

He nodded.

S: Now, courage is the opposite of cowardice.

He said yes.

S: So then, wisdom about what is and is not to be feared is the opposite of
ignorance?

He nodded again.

S: And this ignorance is cowardice?

He nodded again, very reluctantly.

(Protagoras 360c—d)%

In the passage above, he connects cowardice to ignorance. According to him, a particular

form of ignorance, i.e., ignorance about what is and is not to be feared, is responsible for

habitual mistakes concerning what is and is not to be feared. So cowardice is ignorance of

what is and is not to be feared. In other words, cowardice is a form of ignorance about the

relevant domain of responses, i.e., what is and is not to be feared.

89 Eyet, Eon i 0Vv; ToDTO 817 O Sethoi giowy o1 Sethoi, Sethiav §| dvdpeiavialeic; Sekiav Eywy’, Eon.
de1hol 8& oV dia TV TAV dev®dv apabiav épdvnoay Gvieg; vy v, Epn. 61 TavTny dpa v duabiov
de1hol giotv; dpoloyeL. 81’ O 8¢ dethol giot, deihia OpOAOYETTOL TOPA GOT; GUVEPT). OVKODV 1] TV dEWVAV
Kad pn) Sewvdv dpodia Seikio dv ein;énévevce. dAAGL uv, v & &yd, dvavtiov avdpeia Setkiq. Eon.
00KODV 1) TV dev®dV Kol [ detv®dv cogia Evavtia Tiitovtev auadig éotiv; kai éviadba 11 énévevoey.

1M 0& 100tV auabdio dekia; Tavy poyig Evtadba Enévevoey.
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How does the identification of cowardice with a specific form of ignorance cast light
on the nature of cowardice? Let us recall what we have learned about ignorance in
Chapter 1. Ignorance is not a mere lack of knowledge. Instead, it is a substantive,
structural psychic flaw—the soul’s domination by inferior elements that are by nature fit
to be ruled instead of ruling. The inferior elements at issue are appearances, i.e.,
representations of how things strike one to be from certain perspectives. Understood in
this way, ignorant people are characterized by false beliefs about evaluative matters in
specific situations and an enduring deception about their own psychic conditions.

By identifying cowardice with ignorance about what is and is not to be feared,
Socrates avails us of the resources to draw a more concrete picture of cowardice. First of
all, cowardice is the soul’s domination by appearances with regard to what is and is not to
be feared. Appearances, as representations of how things strike one to be from certain
perspectives, may hit upon reality. So cowardice does not make people err with regard to
what is and is not to be feared all the time. What distinguishes cowardly people is that
they judge and act in accordance with appearances concerning what is and is not to be
feared, even when they, standing in suboptimal perspectives, suffer from misleading
appearances. Moreover, cowardly people are characterized by two features. On the one
hand, they suffer from false beliefs about what is and is not to be feared in specific
situations. For instance, they might judge that going to a noble war is fearful and thus
want to escape from it, since they are misled by a distorted appearance that represents the
venture as particularly bad. On the other hand, cowardly people are afflicted with an
enduring deception about their own psychic conditions in relation to what is and is not to

be feared.
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Besides cowardice, Socrates oftentimes portrays a vicious person as victims of three
other moral defects—impiety, injustice, and intemperance.®® In a nutshell, these moral
defects are character traits that dispose one to err with regard to the relevant domains of
responses. Socrates’ discussions of moral vices, by and large, occur in his inquiries into
their opposite virtues. At Gorgias 505a—507c¢, he contrasts individuals who have orderly
souls with those whose souls are disorderly and corrupt. The former, being virtuous, have
correct responses in various domains of responses. For example, they, being pious,
appropriately respond to their superiors, and, in particular, gods; being just, they properly
treat and interact with other human beings. Hence, moral virtues like piety and justice are
character traits that dispose one to have correct responses in the relevant domains. By
contrast, individuals whose souls are disorderly and corrupt suffer from moral vices such
as impiety, injustice, and intemperance.’! Instead of having correct responses in the
relevant domains of responses, those people are characterized by wrong responses.
Presumably, an impious person is disposed to respond inappropriately to one’s superior,
and, in particular, gods; an unjust person is disposed to treat or interact with other human
beings in improper manners. From here, it is not far-fetched to infer that impiety,
injustice, and intemperance are moral defects that dispose one to have inappropriate
responses with regard to the relevant domains.*?

Impiety, injustice, and intemperance are forms of ignorance with regard to their

corresponding domains of responses. At Protagoras 360d—361b, Socrates asserts that

% Gorgias 477b, 505b.

oL Gorgias 477b, 505b.

92 Note that the domains of different vices do not have to be entirely distinct. The same behavior could be
inappropriate with respect to multiple domains of responses, which correspond to different moral vices. For
example, running away from a noble war can be seen as an inappropriate response with regard to not only
what is and is not to be feared and how to treat and interact with other human beings.
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moral virtues, such as courage, justice, and temperance, are all knowledge. More
specifically, he demonstrates that courage is a form of knowledge about a relevant
domain of responses, i.e., what is and is not to be feared. So other moral virtues are
presumably forms of knowledge about their corresponding domains of responses as well.
The opposite of courage, i.e., cowardice, is a form of ignorance—ignorance about what is
and is not to be feared. Accordingly, the opposites of other moral virtues, namely,
impiety, injustice, and intemperance, are forms of ignorance about their corresponding
domains of responses. Moreover, in light of the Socratic theory of ignorance, we can
infer that each moral vice is the soul’s domination by appearances in the relevant
domains. One who is afflicted with a given moral defect, say, impiety, is characterized by
the following pair of features. First, one is subject to false evaluative beliefs about
specific situations in the relevant domain. Second, one suffers from an enduring
deception about one’s own psychic conditions in relation to the domain at issue. For
instance, one might mistake oneself as having an adequate grasp of some issues in the
relevant domain even though one lacks that knowledge.

At this point, we might raise the following questions. Does Socrates think that there
can be moral defects other than cowardice, impiety, injustice, and intemperance? If so,
why does he put so much emphasis on those four kinds?

A closer reading tells us that Socrates touches on moral defects other than
cowardice, impiety, injustice, and intemperance. For example, in the argument where he
identifies cowardice with ignorance about what is and is not to be feared, he puts his
finger on rashness, another moral vice that falls into the same domain of responses. While

cowardice disposes one to be excessive in fear—one is liable to fear what is not to be
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feared, rashness disposes one to be deficient in fear—one is liable to lack fear about what
is to be feared (Protagoras 360b). To give an example, suppose that a financial
investment is highly risky and thus should inspire fear instead of confidence. A rash
person is liable to lack fear about the adventure and rush into it. In addition, Callicles is
diagnosed as being afflicted with greed, or, more literally, p/eonexia. This defect urges
him to get more than what he should get with regard to what he takes to be good, such as
power and money. According to Socrates, greed arises from a neglect of justice and
temperance.”

Socrates puts more emphasis on cowardice, impiety, injustice, and intemperance
presumably because they give rise to particularly troublesome kinds of responses in
domains that are central to human flourishing. To see this point, it is worth noting at the
outset that while Socrates does not explicitly explain why he puts so much emphasis on
cowardice, impiety, injustice, and intemperance, his discussions of those defects often
occur in his inquiries into their opposites. So a closer look at the context in which he
decides to examine a certain moral virtue can cast light why he is especially interested in
a given set of moral virtues and defects. In the Charmides, temperance becomes the focal
point of inquiry because it is taken to be central to the well-being of individuals, both
their souls and bodies.”* In the Euthyphro, Socrates examines Euthyphro’s claims about
piety in order to see whether the latter has knowledge about it, which makes one a
competent judge of many dilemmas in life.”> As we have touched on, cowardice, impiety,

injustice, intemperance, along with their opposite moral virtues, demarcate domains of

9 Gorgias 483c—d, 490b—492c.
9 Charmides 156d-157c.
5 Euthyphro 3b-5d.
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responses. For example, cowardice and courage mark off what is and is not to be feared,
piety and impiety demarcate what is appropriate to one’s superior, and, in particular,
gods. So cowardice, impiety, injustice, and intemperance, along with their opposite
virtues, mark off domains of responses that are generally deemed to be integral to human
flourishing. Moreover, Socrates thinks that those moral defects give rise to particularly
troublesome kinds of responses in their corresponding domains. Consider cowardice and
rashness. Both are moral defects with regard to what is and is not to be feared. But it is
not hard to see that in Socrates’ eyes, the responses that cowardice gives rise to constitute
more prominent obstacles to human flourishing. Because of cowardice, which disposes
them to fear what is not to be feared, people obey unjust orders, run away from defending
their cities, and try to defend their lives by all possible means.”® Hence, cowardice,
impiety, injustice, and intemperance are emphasized because they give rise to particularly
troublesome kinds of responses in domains that are central to human flourishing.

Let us take stock. In this section, I have sketched out how Socrates’ theory of
ignorance paves the way for his accounts of moral defects, which are often dubbed as
moral vices in contemporary discussions. Taking impiety, cowardice, intemperance, and
injustice to be primary, he characterizes them as moral defects, or vices if you like, that
dispose one to have inappropriate responses with regard to the corresponding domains,
which are integral to human flourishing. Conceived in this way, each moral defect is a
form of ignorance—the soul’s domination by appearances—in the relevant domain. A

person who suffers from a moral defect is characterized by false evaluative beliefs about

% Apology 32a—d, 34b-35d; Protagoras 359¢-360e.
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specific situations and an enduring deception about their own psychic conditions in the

domain at issue.

4. The (Dis)unity of Vices?

The Socratic account of moral vices that I have sketched out points to an asymmetry
between virtues and vices: while there is a unity of virtues, there is not a comparable sort
of unity among vices. Socrates is famous for endorsing the unity of virtues, even though
the exact nature of the unity has been a matter of controversy among scholars.’” In spite
of the controversy, most scholars agree that Socrates, at the minimum, accepts the
following sort of unity among virtues: a person, who truly and fully possesses one of the
following virtues, i.e., wisdom, courage, piety, justice, and temperance, necessarily has
all the other virtues.”® As I have argued in the previous section, cowardice, impiety,
injustice, and intemperance are forms of ignorance about their corresponding domains of
responses, which are integral to human flourishing. A person who suffers from one of
these vices is characterized by false evaluative beliefs about specific situations and an
enduring deception about their own psychic conditions in the relevant domain. It is not
hard to imagine that someone who is susceptible to false beliefs and an enduring
deception about their psychic conditions in the domain of treating and interacting with
other human beings does not err as much with regard to the domain of what is and is not

to be feared. In other words, the Socratic account of moral vices seems to suggest that an

7 For a clear summary of the existing controversies about the unity of virtues, see Glasscock 2020, 44-45.
%8 See Vlastos 1972; Wooldruff 1976; Irwin 1977; Ferejohn 1984; Cooper 1999; Brickhouse and Smith
2010; Clark 2015.
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unjust person does not have to be cowardly.”® Accordingly, someone who has one of the
following vices, i.e., ignorance, cowardice, impiety, injustice, and intemperance, does not
necessarily suffer from all the other vices.!? So while there is a unity of virtues, there is
no comparable sort of unity among vices.

In spite of their lack of unity, vices, according to Socrates, share a common core—
mistaking oneself as having an adequate grasp of something even though one lacks such a
grasp. To see this point, let us zero in on the following passage from the Alcibiades 1.

S: Don’t you realize that the errors in our conduct are caused by this kind of

incomprehension, of thinking we know when we don’t know?

A: What do you mean by that?

S: Well, we don’t set out to do something unless we think we know what we
are doing, right?

A: Right.

S: But when people don’t think they know how to do something, they hand it
over to somebody else, right?

A: Of course.

S: So the sort of people who don’t think they know how to do things make no

% The separation of cowardice from other moral vices is hinted in the Gorgias. At 477b, Socrates asserts
that psychic corruption can be called injustice, ignorance, cowardice, and the like. So a cowardly soul is
corrupt. At 505b, he claims that as long as a soul is corrupt, it is ignorant, intemperate or undisciplined,
unjust, and impious. Cowardice is omitted from the list of vices that characterize a corrupt human soul. In
this way, Socrates can be seen as implying that some corrupt souls, being ignorant, intemperate, unjust, and
impious, are not afflicted with cowardice. If that is the case, he will put his finger on the separability of
cowardice from other moral vices.

100 The fact that one who suffers from a moral vice with regard to one domain of responses might not suffer
from moral vices with regard to other domains does not imply that one is virtuous with regard to those
domains. After all, Socrates endorses the unity of virtues. So if one is virtuous with regard to one domain,
one will necessarily be virtuous in other domains. So one who is virtuous in one domain cannot be vicious
in any other domains.
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mistake in life, because they leave those things to other people.

A: You’ re right.

S: Well, who are the ones making mistakes? Surely not the ones who know?

A: Of course not.

S: Well, since it’s not those who know, and it’s not those who don’t know
and know they don’t know, is there anyone left except those who don’t
know but think they do know?

A: No, they are the only ones left.

S: So this is the incomprehension that causes bad things; this is the most
disgraceful sort of ignorance.

(Alcibiades 1117d-118a)'0!
At the outset, Socrates asserts that only when people think they know what they are
doing, they set out to do something. In the context, knowing something is not limited to
having an expert understanding. One sets out to do something whenever one thinks that
one has an adequate grasp of what one is doing. Having an expert understanding is a

special case of having an adequate grasp. In light of this more expansive conception of
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knowing. Socrates sketches out three possible cognitive conditions that one can be in
with regard to a certain subject matter. First, one has an adequate grasp of the subject
matter. Second, one lacks an adequate grasp but correctly recognizes one’s deficiency.
Third, one lacks an adequate grasp but mistakes oneself as having that grasp. One does
not err in the first two scenarios. In the first one, one’s grasp prevents one from making
mistakes. In the second case, one hands the issue over to someone else who has an
adequate grasp. Only the third scenario—mistaking oneself as having about an adequate
grasp even though one lacks that grasp—makes one err. Because one does not have an
adequate grasp, one is subject to wrong judgments. And since one mistakes oneself as
having the relevant grasp, one acts in accordance with one’s judgments, even when they
are misguided. In this way, Socrates contends that mistaking oneself as having an
adequate grasp about something even though one lacks that grasp is the cause of bad
things. And in the current context, bad things amount to incorrect responses and actions.
So mistaking oneself as having an adequate grasp when one lacks it is the cause of
incorrect responses and actions.

Socrates accordingly takes moral vices to share a common foundation—mistaking
oneself as having an adequate grasp of something even though one lacks such a grasp.
Recall that the moral vices that Socrates deems to be primary—cowardice, impiety,
injustice, and intemperance—are defects that dispose one to respond inappropriately with
regard to the relevant domains of responses, which are integral to human flourishing. For
example, cowardice disposes one to fear what is not to be feared. Injustice disposes one
to treat and interact with others in an improper manner. So at the heart of moral vices are

inappropriate responses in domains that are integral to human flourishing. As I have
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argued, mistaking oneself as having an adequate grasp of something even though on lacks
such a grasp is the cause of incorrect responses and actions. Therefore, moral vices share
a common foundation: mistaking oneself as having an adequate grasp when one lacks
such a grasp. And this common foundation gives rise to inappropriate responses in
domains that are integral to human flourishing, which are at the heart of moral vices.

It is worth reminding ourselves that the common foundation of moral vices—
mistaking oneself as having an adequate grasp of something even though one lacks that
grasp—is wishful thinking about one’s cognitive conditions. As I have argued in Section
2, this wishful thinking is lambasted as the most disgraceful form of ignorance in part
because of its epistemic harmfulness: it paves the way for other epistemic defects, such as
closed-mindedness and gullibility. The fact that the wishful thinking in question is the
common foundation of moral vices allows us to understand its being lambasted as the
most disgraceful form of ignorance from another angle. In giving rise to inappropriate
responses and actions that are at the heart of moral vices, it is practically harmful.

In this way, Socrates strongly suggests that at the very bottom of defects on the
darker side of humanity is an epistemic defect. More specifically, it is wishful thinking
about one’s own cognitive conditions, which takes the shape of mistaking oneself as
having an adequate grasp of something even though one lacks such a grasp.

We are now in a better position to appreciate Socrates’ perennial preoccupation
with examining his interlocutors’ epistemic states. In his view, most human beings, being
ignorant and thereby vicious, suffer from wishful thinking about their own cognitive
conditions: they mistake themselves as having an adequate grasp of something even

though they lack such a grasp. Since this wishful thinking is the epistemic defect that lays
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the foundation of other epistemic and moral defects, attending to and overcoming it is the

first step to escape from ignorance and vice.

5. Ignorance, Political Vices, and a Socratic Socio-political Critique

To close this chapter, I would like to draw our attention to the following mismatch
between the Socratic theory and commonsensical views. As I have mentioned in Section
1, ignorance, according to the Socratic theory, is pervasive. Since vice is ignorance, vice
is similarly pervasive: most people are ignorant and thereby vicious. The Socratic
position on the pervasiveness of vice is out of sync with commonsensical views,
according to which only a small group of people, who are much more pernicious than
average population, are lambasted as vicious.!%? At this point, we might wonder: does
Socrates avail himself of resources to illuminate and justify the mismatch between his
theory and commonsensical views?

In the rest of this chapter, I argue that Socrates offers us two sets of resources to
unpack the mismatch between his theory and commonsensical views in both Ancient
Greece and contemporary world. First, he illuminates the pervasiveness of vice by putting
forward a more expansive conception of bodily disease and an extended analogy between
disease and vice. Second, he justifies the pervasiveness of vice with the help of a
thoroughgoing socio-political critique, according to which most existing political
communities, being sustained by and perpetuating vices at the individual level, are

vicious.

102 This does not mean that we rarely use words for vices, such as ‘vicious’, ‘unjust’, and ‘close-minded’ to
describe specific actions, ways of thinking, and other episodic psychic events. My point is rather that when
it comes to describe individuals’ characters, we use those words more restrictively.
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Let us begin by taking a closer a look at Socrates’ conception of bodily disease.
According to him, the goodness of something consists in the order and organization
among its constitutive elements. For example, a house is good whenever its constitutive
elements are properly arranged so that they fit with one another and the whole. So the
goodness of a body, i.e., health, consists in the order and organization among its
constitutive elements. Disease,' as the opposite to health, amounts to substantive
deviation from the order and organization among constitutive bodily elements, which in
turn consists in the disorder and disorganization among those elements (503d—504¢). In
Socrates’ view, a healthy and a sick body characteristically differ in their desires: while
the former desires things that are beneficial to it, the latter is susceptible to desire things
that are detrimental to it (505a). Not only bodies that are clearly sick but also bodies that
are commonly deemed to be well are susceptible to desire things that are detrimental to
themselves. For instance, some apparently well bodies crave for pastries, whereas others
are drawn to heavy drinking.!* By including bodies that desire harmful things as sick,
Socrates thus puts his finger on an expansive conception of disease.

Socrates operates with an extended analogy between bodily disease and vice. As |
have noted, he claims that the goodness of something consists in the order and

organization among its constitutive elements. Accordingly, the badness of something,

103 Admittedly, Socrates characterizes physical corruption as weakness, illness, ugliness, and the like at
477b. A few lines later at 478c—e, he calls the corruption illness.

104 At Gorgias 464d—465a, Socrates notes that children, as well as adults who are similarly foolish, tend to
mistakenly regard pastry-bakers who are adroit at providing food that is pleasant instead of good for bodies,
as experts who have knowledge about what is good for bodies. By saying so, he strongly suggests that
many people regard pastries as good and accordingly desire them. One way in which people desire pastries
is though the impulses or urges of their bodies. In other words, their bodies desire pastries. Although
pastries are pleasant for bodies, they can be harmful. So the bodies of children, as well as adults who are
similarly foolish, are susceptible to desire things that are detrimental to them. Presumably, many of those
bodies are commonly deemed to be well. So bodies that are oftentimes deemed to be well can desire things,
such as pastries, feast, and heavy drinking, which are harmful to themselves.
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amounting to substantive deviation from the order and organization among its
constitutive elements, comes down to the disorder and disorganization among those
elements. He takes his account of goodness and, by implication, badness, to apply to both
bodies and human souls. So their badness, i.e., illness and vice, comes down to states of
disorder and disorganization among their constitutive elements. Moreover, Socrates
asserts that for both bodies and souls, states of disorder and disorganization are
characterized by susceptibility to wrong desires. Just as a sick body is susceptible to
desire things that are harmful to it, so a vicious soul is susceptible to desire things that
can make it worse instead of better. In this way, he operates with an extended analogy
between disease and vice: both of them are states of disorder and disorganization, which
make the subjects susceptible to wrong desires.

Building on his conception of bodily disease and the extended analogy between
disease and vice, Socrates puts his finger on a more expansive conception of vice. Recall
according to the extended analogy between disease and vice, both of them are states of
disorder and disorganization, which make the subjects susceptible to wrong desires.
Socrates operates with an expansive conception of disease: not only bodies that are
clearly sick but also bodies that are commonly deemed to be well are susceptible to desire
things that are detrimental to themselves. It follows that he should have in mind an
expansive conception of vice: not only souls that are obviously vicious but also souls that
are commonly regarded as decent are susceptible to desire things that are detrimental to
themselves and accordingly vicious.

That Socrates has an expansive conception of vice is substantiated by his discussion

about the appropriate treatments for disease and vice. In line with his expansive
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conception of disease, Socrates thinks that appropriate treatments for disease are not
limited to more familiar medical procedures, such as surgery and cauterization (479a).
They can take the shape of recommendations for lifestyle changes, which are suitable to
address minor discomfort, uneasiness, fatigue, and other kindred conditions that are not
typically regarded as diseases.!? In a similar vein, he holds that appropriate treatments
for vice are not limited to what are nowadays called punishments, such as imprisonment
and fines (480c—d), which are suitable for individuals who are much more pernicious than
average population. They can take milder forms, such as persuading the souls to keep
away from what they mistakenly desire,'% which Socrates uses extensively to address
individuals who are apparently decent. So these measures are appropriate for minor moral
or epistemic blemishes that are not typically regarded as vices.

Although Socrates takes vice to include minor, even apparently innocuous
blemishes, he does not think that all instances of vice are on a par. Instead, he suggests
that viciousness can occur at different degrees. To see this point, it is worth noting that in
Socrates’ view, the more severe a bodily disease is, the more intensive its treatment
should be. To treat minor diseases, keeping bodies away from what they desire is
sufficient. To treat more severe diseases, more intensive procedures, such as surgery and
cauterization, are needed. When a body is afflicted with incurable disease, death is the
best treatment (512a—b). In a similar vein, Socrates holds that the more vicious a soul is,
the more intensive its treatment should receive. For souls that are mildly vicious,

admonishments can be enough (478¢). For more vicious souls, punishments like fines and

105 By doing so, Socrates takes disease to include what are nowadays called suboptimal health.
196 Gorgias 505b, 517b—c.
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imprisonments are appropriate. For incurably vicious souls, death is the best treatment
(512a-b).

One might now raise the following question. While we can concede to Socrates that
most people suffer from epistemic or moral blemishes to some extents, why does he
lambaste individuals whose blemishes are mild and apparently innocuous as vicious?

In the Gorgias, Socrates can be seen as working towards a conception of political
vice. At 518¢c—519a, he notes that like human bodies, cities, which stand for socio-
political entities that are comparable to what we call societies and political regimes
nowadays, can become sick, and, by implication, healthy. Recall that Socrates operates
with an extended analogy between bodily disease and vice: both of them are states of
disorder and disorganization, which make the subjects, i.e., bodies and human souls,
susceptible to wrong desires. A sick city is in states of disorder and disorganization,
which subject it to wrong desires.!%” In this way, Socrates puts his finger on a state of
disorder and disorganization of cities, or political vice, which is analogous to vice in
human souls.

According to Socrates, most cities are politically vicious. A virtuous city is
characterized by politicians who have the knowledge to seek and offer what is truly good
for citizens.!% Nevertheless, even cities that are regarded as best, such as Athens under
the rule of Pericles, lack such knowledgeable politicians. In most cities, politicians

assimilate into the ethos of the crowd and work hard to bring about what is pleasant for it,

197 At Gorgias 517b—c, Socrates hints that whenever a city is in a state of disorder and disorganization, it is
subject to wrong desires.

108 According to Socrates, a virtuous city is marked by its order and organization, which only politicians
who have the knowledge to seek and offer what is truly good for it and its citizens can bring about (507d—e,
517c-518a).
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which, nonetheless, oftentimes diverges from what is truly good.!® Over time, just as
pursuit of bodily pleasures gives rise to and exacerbates diseases, pursuit of what pleases
the crowd gives rise to and exacerbates political vices.!!?

The existence and the pervasiveness of political vice pave the way for a Socratic
justification of the pervasiveness of individual ignorance and vice. As I will show,
political vice, being pervasive, depends on and perpetuates the ignorance and vice of
individuals. Thus, it is apt to infer that the ignorance and vice of individuals are pervasive
as well.

At the heart of political vice is political flattery, a craft-like practice which,
purporting to bring about what is good for citizens, in fact seeks what appears to be good.
In the Gorgias, Socrates distinguishes genuine political knowledge from political flattery.
According to him, political knowledge, which can be further divided into legislative and
judicial knowledge, equips one with an understanding of what is good for citizens. Based
on this understanding, one is able to provide care for citizens, which amounts to offering
what is truly good for their souls (464b—c). By contrast, political flattery, constituted by
sophistry and (conventional) oratory,'!! makes one adroit at discerning what appears to
be good to citizens, which, in Socrates’ view, comes down to what is most pleasant at the
moment. Because of this adroitness, one is capable of flattering citizens, which is
essentially offering what is most pleasant for them, even though pleasure and goodness

oftentimes diverge (464c—465a).

199 Gorgias 513a—c, 517b—c.

19 Gorgias 518¢c-519b.

1 At Gorgias 465c¢, Socrates asserts that political flattery is divided into sophistry and oratory. At 480c—d,
he suggests that oratory can be practiced in a non-conventional way—revealing the wrongdoings and vices
of oneself and one’s family. In this way, they can receive appropriate treatments, which restore their souls
to order and organization.
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Political flattery is rooted in the ignorance and vice of politicians. Throughout the
Socratic dialogues, practitioners of political flattery—sophists and (conventional)
orators—are characterized by professing themselves to have what is tantamount to
political knowledge, i.e., knowledge about what is good for human beings in general.!!?
But upon closer examination, Socrates reveals that they lack the knowledge that they
profess to have: they are only adroit at discerning what is most pleasant at the moment,
which appears to be preeminently good.'!3 Thus, they confuse between apparent
goodness and goodness. This confusion attests to their ignorance, which, as I have argued
in Chapter 1, is the soul’s domination by appearances. Epistemic and moral vices are
forms of ignorance. Accordingly, political flattery is rooted in the ignorance and vice of
politicians.

Political flattery fosters the growth of misguided views, desires, and ways of
thinking within people, thereby perpetuating and exacerbating individual and political
vices. Practitioners of political flattery, i.e., sophists and (conventional) orators, claim to
offer what is good for citizens, even though they, in the absence of political knowledge,
only provide what is most pleasant at the moment. According to Socrates, pleasure is not
merely liable to deceive people who lack knowledge about good and bad into thinking

that it is good.!'* It, when being enjoyed indiscriminately, sows the seed of distorted

112 At Gorgias 517¢-518c, Socrates notes that practitioners who flatter instead of care bodies, such as
pastry-chefs and weavers, regard themselves as providing care for bodies. In a similar vein, practitioners
who flatter instead of care human souls, i.e., sophists and (conventional) orators, take themselves to
providing what is good for human beings in general, which is what political knowledge is tasked for.

13 Gorgias 464b—465d, 517b—.

114 To illustrate this point, Socrates offers an example of how practitioners who offer what is pleasant for
bodies can deceive people who lack the relevant knowledge into thinking that what they offer is genuinely
good. In the eyes of children, who lack knowledge about what is good for their bodies, pastry-chefs, who
offer what is pleasant for their bodies, offer what is good for their bodies (521e—522a). They are able to
accomplish that because for people who lack the relevant knowledge, pleasure strikes them to be
preeminently good.
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desires.!'®> By providing what is most pleasant at the moment rather than what is truly
good, political flattery thus fosters the growth of misguided views and desires. Moreover,
it, as Socrates hints, afflicts people with incorrect ways of thinking. The rhetorical
prowess of sophists and (conventional) orators lends, for example, an impression that to
be refuted is to maintain a position that no other people maintain.!'® Misguided views,
desires, and ways of thinking are the building blocks of ignorance and vice at the
individual level. Hence, by fostering the growth of misguided views, desires, and ways of
thinking, political flattery perpetuates and exacerbates citizens’ vices. A vicious city is
constituted by citizens who are by and large ignorant and vicious.!'” Accordingly,
political flattery perpetuates and exacerbates political vice.

Political flattery not only perpetuates and exacerbates individual and political vices
but also is sustained by them. Practitioners of political flattery, i.e., sophists and
(conventional) orators, develop their practice as a result of their assimilating into
individual and political vices. From the very beginning of their lives, people are instilled
with views about evaluative matters by their parents, nurses, tutors, teachers, as well as
many others with whom they associate with, who are likely to be ignorant and vicious.'!®
In order to rise to power in the city, people have to internalize the ethos of the crowd,
which constitutes the backbone of political vice.!'® Over time, they develop political
flattery, which is essentially an adroitness at seeking what pleases the majority people, as

well as the city that they constitute. Moreover, the practice of political flattery becomes

15 Gorgias 518¢c-519b.

16 Gorgias 473e-474b.

7 At Gorgias 517b-519b, Socrates suggests that making a vicious city amounts to corrupting the majority
of'its citizens. So a vicious city is constituted by citizens who are by and large vicious.

18 Protagoras 325¢-326¢.

19 Gorgias 512d-513c.
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dominant because of individual and political vices. If a city is not vicious, most citizens
will be free from ignorance and vices. As a result, they will not be readily attracted to and
gratified by political flattery, which seeks what appears to be good rather than what is
truly good.

Socrates’ pioneering critique of existing socio-political contexts allows us to
understand his decision to lambaste individuals whose epistemic or blemishes are mild
and apparently innocuous as vicious in the following way. Ignorance and vice,
understood as disorder and disorganization of the human psyche, are intertwined with
political vices, which constitute disorder and disorganization on a grander scale. Most
existing socio-political entities are vicious to some extent. At the heart of political vice is
political flattery, a practice that, albeit purporting to offer what is good for human beings
in general, in fact seeks what is most pleasant for the majority and the city that they
constitute. Rooted in the ignorance and vices of its practitioners, i.e., politicians, political
flattery not only perpetuates and exacerbates but also is sustained by individual and
political vices. By lambasting minor epistemic and moral blemishes as vices, Socrates
can be seen as alluding to the intricate relationship between individual and political vices.
Even though one’s vice can be mild and apparently innocuous, it is deeply entrenched in
one’s socio-political context in such a way that it, arising from one’s immersion in a

corrupt city, constitutes and contributes to the latter’s degeneration in one way or another.
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Chapter 3. Ignorance in Plato’s Republic

1.Introduction
In the first two chapters, I have argued that Socrates, as the main interlocutor of the
Socratic dialogues, does not endorse the commonplace assumption that ignorance is just a
lack of knowledge. Instead, he conceives of ignorance as a substantive, structural psychic
flaw: the soul’s domination by inferior elements that are by nature fit to be ruled instead
of ruling. The inferior elements at issue are appearances—representations of how things
strike one to be from certain perspectives. Understood in this way, defects that are
prominent on the darker side of humanity, such as cowardice and wishful thinking, which
are nowadays called moral vices and epistemic vices, are forms or products of ignorance.

In the rest of my dissertation, I show that Plato operates with a different theory of
ignorance and vice in the Republic. In the current chapter, I propose to focus on the
Platonic conception of ignorance. What is ignorance according to Plato?'?° How does it
stand in relation to vices?

Ignorance, in Plato’s view, is pervasive and hard to overcome. This point is nicely

illustrated by the cave allegory in the Republic. According to the allegory, most human

beings, lacking the appropriate education and thereby being ignorant (&podeic),'?! are just

120 One might note that in the first two chapters, 1 attribute views in the Socratic dialogues to Socrates,
whereas in the current chapter, I attribute claims in the Republic to Plato. This shift does not imply that the
claims in the Socratic dialogues is more representative of the historical Socrates rather than Plato. Instead, I
only mean to distinguish the accounts of ignorance and vice in the Socratic dialogues from those in the
Republic and associated dialogues.

121 According to Plato, appropriate upbringing and education are integral to the establishment and
preservation of a good city (423e—424b). Most cities, nevertheless, are vicious to some extents: even
Sparta, which is widely regarded as one of the best cities, instantiates one of the four major types of vice
(544c). So most people lack appropriate upbringing and education. In the cave allegory, Plato compares
people who lack appropriate upbringing and education to prisoners who have been confined in a dark,
underground cave. Those prisoners are described as being ignorant (515c; 518a). It follows that most
people are ignorant.
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like prisoners who have been confined in a dark, underground cave from birth. With their
necks and legs being fettered, the prisoners can only see shadows that are cast on the wall
in front of them and accordingly become convinced that truth is nothing other than those
shadows. Freeing the prisoners and curing them of their ignorance is extremely
challenging. Even if they are released from the fetters, they have to be compelled in order
to stand up and leave the cave. What’s worse, the pain and irritation that they experience
might urge them to kill their liberator, should opportunities arise (514a—519a).!22

Since Plato takes ignorance to be pervasive, his account of it casts light on his
diagnosis of our day-to-day epistemological defects. Since he finds ignorance hard to
overcome, his account of it points to what he takes to be the main challenges to
ameliorate, correct, or prevent ignorance. Hence, understanding Plato’s conception of
ignorance is integral to a better grip on the epistemological and the educational projects
of the Republic.

In spite of its significance, there are as yet few substantial accounts of Plato’s
conception of ignorance in the Republic. Most scholars who talk about it only do so in
passing, in defense of their interpretations of knowledge, belief, or virtue.!?* According to

some scholars, ignorance is just a matter of having false beliefs.!>* This proposal,

however, falls short of illuminating why ignorance is hard to overcome. Nothing internal

122 At 515¢—¢, Plato notes that in their ascension from the cave, prisoners are subject to pain and irritation.
A 517a, he adds that if prisoners have the opportunity to kill their liberator, they will do that. Thus, it is not
far-fetched to infer that the pain and irritation that are associated with the ascension urge prisoners to kill
their liberator, should opportunities arise.

123 The only exceptions are Nicholas Smith and Verity Harte, whose groundbreaking discussions about
ignorance in Plato’s Republic encourage me to dig deeper in this topic. In spite of the nuanced differences
in their accounts, both of them hold that ignorance, or auadia, is just dyvoia, which I will translate as
‘incomprehension’ in this dissertation (Smith 2012; Harte 2013). In Section 2, I will argue against their
position. For discussions about my decision to render éyvoia as ‘incomprehension’, see n. 124.

124 Kamtekar 2017, 105.
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to the nature of false beliefs explains why at least some of them, and, more specifically,
those that are identified with ignorance, often resist efforts to correct them. According to
other scholars, ignorance (duodia) is identical to incomprehension (&yvoia).!?> And
incomprehension consists in either, as Gail Fine and Nicholas Smith hold, a complete

absence of cognition or utterly misguided beliefs,!2°

or, as Verity Harte argues, a
complex, standing psychological condition in virtue of which a human soul fails to get at
truth.!?” This proposal, as I will discuss in greater details in Section 2, neglects to
accommodate the fact that ignorance and incomprehension do not always co-occur. For
instance, at 506a Plato has Socrates, who is by no means ignorant,'?® admit that he is in a
state of incomprehension about how fine and just things are good.

In this chapter, I will develop a new interpretation of Plato’s conception of

ignorance!?’ in the Republic. Ignorance is the vice specific to reason and thus different

125 Throughout this chapter, I translate dpodia and éyvoto as ignorance and incomprehension respectively.
In the Republic, apabio is the opposite to copia, which is the virtue of the rational part of human soul
(444b; cf. 442¢). So apoebia stands for the vice of the rational soul part. Admittedly, apofio can be
rendered as ignorance or stupidity according to LSJ. But in Plato’s view, a person who suffers from dpoadio
can be very clever: as the cave allegory illustrates, she can be adroit at navigating day-to-day situations
(516¢—d). For this reason, I render apofia as ignorance. As for dyvoua, it is composed of a negative prefix
&, which means a lack of, and a noun root yvoia, which comes from the verb yryviookw. That verb covers a
range of cognitive successes, such as knowing, discerning, and perceiving. Therefore, dyvoia literally
means a lack of cognitive successes and thus encompasses various kinds of cognitive deficiencies. This
point is substantiated by a closer examination of the occurrences of dyvouwn and its cognates in the Republic,
which I will offer in Section 2. Hence, in order to preserve the whole range of cognitive deficiencies that
dryvoua can stand for, I render it as incomprehension.

126 Fine 1977; Smith 2012.

127 Harte 2013. As it will become clearer later in this chapter, my disagreement with Harte lies primarily in
two points. First, while she thinks that ignorance is just incomprehension, I argue that they are different.
Second, while she holds that ignorance makes a human soul fail to grasp truth, I contend that in addition to
failing to grasp truth, ignorance makes reason fail to rule the entire soul.

128 In Plato’s works, Socrates is represented as an exemplar of admirable words and actions (4pology 28d-¢,
32c—e; Symposium 220e-221b; Laches 181a—b). Accordingly, Socrates is far from vicious by Plato’s lights.
At 350d, injustice is identified as ignorance and vice. So ignorance and vice presumably co-occur: an
ignorant person is vicious, and a vicious person is ignorant. Since Socrates is not vicious, he is by no means
ignorant.

129 More specifically, I will focus on the ignorance of individual human beings. At 427¢, Plato notes that a
completely good city is wise, courageous, moderate, and just. Ignorance is the substantive, vicious
counterpart of wisdom. Hence, he holds that both an individual human being and a collective agent, for
example, a city, can be ignorant. I will explore the ignorance of an collective agent on a future occasion.
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from incomprehension, which covers a variety of cognitive deficiencies, such a lack of
familiarity and true opinions. In my view, Plato operates with what I call the functional
model of ignorance: ignorance is a state of reason because of which reason performs its
function poorly.!3° The function of reason consists of a cognitive aspect, i.e., grasping
truth, and a structural aspect, i.e., ruling the entire human soul. Accordingly, ignorance
consists of a cognitive defect and a structural defect. I will further suggest that while the
cognitive defect is attested to by genuine falsehood—a cognitive deficiency that involves
a complex of ongoing and enduring mistakes about evaluative matters, the structural
defect can manifest itself in a distinctive form of self-deception—a disposition to
maintain incorrect views about evaluative matters, even when one has access to facts to
the contrary.

My plan for this chapter is as follows. In Section 2, I show that in the Republic,
ignorance, conceived to be the vice of reason, is distinct from incomprehension. In
Section 3, I argue that Plato operates with the functional model of ignorance. On this
model, ignorance consists of a cognitive defect and a structural defect. From Section 4 to
Section 6, I present a more concrete picture of ignorant people by inquiring into how
those defects can manifest themselves and what implications they have for Plato’s
conception of ignorance. In Section 7, I close the chapter by suggesting how my

interpretation casts light on the epistemological and educational projects of the Republic.

130T use the word ‘function’ and its cognates to pick up the Greek word &pyov, which, to a first
approximation, refers to activities that are characteristic of something. The function of eyes, for instance, is
seeing; the function of a pruning knife is pruning. For a more detailed discussion of Plato’s conception of
function in the Republic, see Section 3. It is worth pointing out that by saying that Plato operates with a
functional model of ignorance. I do not mean that he offer a functional analysis of ignorance in terms of its
characteristic activities. Rather, ignorance is defined in terms of poor performances of reason’s function.
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2. Ignorance vs. Incomprehension
Ignorance and its cognates feature at many crucial junctures throughout the Republic. For
example, one of the arguments to refute Thrasymachus’ assertion that injustice can be
more profitable than justice in Book 1 is that an unjust person is ignorant (épabfic) and
vicious (348b—350d).!3! In his inquiry into what a good city is like, Plato contends that
people become ignorant if they lack a proper immersion in music and poetry (411c—e). In
the allegory of the cave, he compares ignorant people to prisoners, who, having been
fettered in a dark, underground cave from birth, hold that truth is nothing other than
shadows that are cast on the wall in front of them.!*? In the myth of Er, the concluding
myth that summarizes and elevates the central messages that the Republic as a whole
conveys, he declares that in the interval between two consecutive incarnations,
individuals make bad choices about their next lives because of ignorance and greed.!??

It is not hard to see that ignorance is a vice. When refuting Thrasymachus’ assertion
that injustice can be more profitable than justice towards the end of Book 1, Plato notes
that a good and wise man (6 dyaf6g te kai c6@og) and a vicious and ignorant man (6

Kakog te Kai apabiic) differ in their attitudes towards outdoing (mheovekteiv) others.

131 Plato notes that someone who is in a state of dvemiotnuocdvn suffers from a misguided sense of
competitiveness and is accordingly vicious (kdkoc): she wants to outdo (Tleovexteiv) everyone else, not
only those who are similarly in a state of dvemotnpocvvn but also those who are knowledgeable and wise
(350a—b). The competitiveness at issue is the root of many wrongdoings (586a—d). Notably, the same
person who is afflicted with that competitiveness is picked up as being apadng at 350b10. This move
strongly suggests that dpabio and dvemotnpootvn can be used interchangeably to refer to the criticizable
epistemic defect that vicious persons are afflicted with.

132 Plato compares individuals who lack appropriate education and training to prisoners who have been
confined in a dark, underground cave from birth in the cave allegory. The prisoners, in a state of dppocivn
(515c5), vehemently resist efforts that are meant to lead them to see truth. At 518a7, their conditions are
picked up by the word audabio. Accordingly, audbuo can be used interchangeably with not only
avemotnpoovvn but also appocivn.

133 619b8—c1: vmd dppocvvNg Te Kol Aatpapyiog. In n. 131, I argue that Guéio can be used interchangeably
with not only dvemotnpoovvn but also appoctvr. Hence, Plato can be seen as asserting that individuals
make bad choices about their next lives because of ignorance and greed.
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While the former does not want to outdo those who are similarly good and wise but only
those who are unlike and opposed to him, the latter wants to outdo both his like and his
opposite. From there, Plato infers that unjust persons, wanting to outdo both their like and
their opposite, are ignorant and vicious. Injustice can accordingly be identified as
ignorance and vice (350b—d). The close connection between ignorance and vice is
reaffirmed in later parts of the Republic. For example, at 444b, Plato asserts that the
turmoil and straying of soul parts (tr)v ToOtoV Topaynv Koi TAdvnv) come down to
ignorance, injustice, licentiousness, cowardice, and, in sum, the whole of vice (v 1¢
aokiov kai akoAaciov kai dethiav kai apodiov Koi cuAAMPBONV ooy Kakiov). At 609b,
ignorance, injustice, licentiousness, and cowardice are identified as things that make
human souls bad. Therefore, ignorance is a vice.

More specifically, ignorance is the vice of the rational soul part. According to Plato,
a good human soul is characterized by wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice (442a—
444a). Each of those virtues constitutes a distinctive psychic condition that is integral to a
good human soul. As the virtue specific to the rational part, wisdom consists in this part’s
ruling the entire soul in accordance with the relevant kind of knowledge (441c—442c).
Notably, ignorance is picked out as the substantive, vicious counterpart to wisdom. It is
to wisdom as cowardice, intemperance, and injustice to courage, temperance, and justice
(444b). Accordingly, ignorance is the vice of the rational part.

A closer look at Plato’s comments on incomprehension (&yvota) and its cognates in
the Republic strongly suggests that these words refer to a variety of cognitive
deficiencies, many of which do not co-occur with ignorance. Admittedly,

incomprehension is sometimes associated with ignorant people. At 382a—b, a passage that
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we will zero in on in Sections 4 and 5, Plato indicates that genuine falsehood is the
incomprehension about the things that are (t&. 6vta) that afflicts the ignorant.'**
Nevertheless, incomprehension and its cognates often refer to a variety of cognitive
deficiencies that do not co-occur with ignorance. For example, in sketching out how a
virtuous city becomes vicious, Plato notes that its rulers, albeit being wise and virtuous,
might fail to comprehend (dyvoncavtec) the geometrical number that controls better and
worse births and thus preside civic marriages at the wrong time (546a—d). So
incomprehension and its cognates can stand for mere misjudgments. In addition, Plato
describes a pedigree dog as being gentle to those with which it is familiar and harsh to
those which it fails to comprehend (&yvoficat or dyvoig) at 376a—b.!3% In the context,
failing to comprehend, or, if you like, incomprehension, picks up the opposite to being
accustomed to and familiar with (cvvi0eig te kKol yvopipovc) something. And the
pedigree dog is presumably not expected to be acquainted with everyone. So
incomprehension and its cognates can refer to an innocuous lack of familiarity.
Moreover, Plato’s Socrates confesses that he is in a state of incomprehension about how

just and fine things are good at 506a.!3° Being in a state of incomprehension about those

134 In the context, Plato means to explain what genuine falsehood amounts to. At 382b1-4, he declares that
it is to lie /be deceived and to have lied/been deceived about things that are, to be ignorant, and to have and
to have acquired falsehood there (tf] yoyf| mepi 1d dvio yendecOai te kol dyedobon kai dpoadfi sivar

Koi évtabba Exewv te Kol

kektiiofan 10 yeddog mavteg kot av déEawvto). So ignorant people are characterized by genuine
falsehood, which deals with the things that are. At 382b7-8, he adds that genuine falsehood is the
incomprehension in the soul of someone who has lied/been deceived (1] v tf] yoyfj dyvoia 1 Tod
gyegvopuévov). It follows that genuine falsehood is the incomprehension about things that are, which afflicts
ignorant people. I will come back to this point in greater details in Section 4.

135 More specifically, Plato asserts that a pedigree dog is friendly with or hostile to something solely on the
basis of whether it is familiar with or fails to comprehend (dyvofjoa) that thing at 376b4-5. At 376b6, he
summarizes the characteristic in question as ‘defining what is its own and what is alien to it in terms of
familiarity and incomprehension (éyvoiq).” So incomprehension and its cognates are used interchangeably.
136 §ikond € 1ai kKaAd dyvoovpeva &mn

ot Ayadd 6Ty, 00 ToALOD Tvog d&lov ghAaKe kekticbot Gv EavTdv

TOV 10070 dyvooivTa.
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things, however, does not prevent him from addressing the joint challenge of Glaucon
and Adeimantus by arguing that justice is always better than injustice.!>” As some
scholars have pointed out, the vision that the argument exhibits indicates that Socrates,
albeit lacking knowledge, has highly accurate opinions!3® or thoughts.!** In light of the
divergent meanings that incomprehension and its cognates have, it is apt to infer that
these words cover a variety of cognitive deficiencies, such as mere misjudgments, a lack
of familiarity, and true opinions that nonetheless fall short of knowledge, many of which
do not co-occur with ignorance.!*

At this point, it is not hard to see that ignorance is not identical to incomprehension.
Incomprehension can be innocuous. There is nothing shameful about being in a state of
incomprehension about entities that one does not have to be familiar with. By contrast,
ignorance is the vice specific to the rational part. It, along with cowardice, intemperance,
and injustice, makes a human soul bad (609b—c). So ignorance is far from innocuous. For

those reasons, ignorance is not identical to incomprehension.!4!

137 From Book 2, 368a to the end of Book 9, Plato refutes Glaucon and Adeimantus’ joint challenge that
injustice can sometimes be better than justice.

138 Fine 1990; Vogt 2012, 53.

139 Moss 2021, 186-7.

149 One implication of my interpretation is that incomprehension and opinion (86&w) are not entirely
distinct: opinions can be cases of incomprehension, and vice versa. This implication seems to go against
Plato’s three-fold division between knowledge, opinion, and incomprehension at 475¢c—480a. According to
many scholars, knowledge (émiotun), opinion (86&a), and incomprehension (dyvow) are different
cognitive powers, each of which enables one to engage in a distinct activity over a specific domain.
Knowledge, for example, enables one to know what is (t0 &v); opinion enables one to opine that which
both is and is not (Gua &v e kai pn dv) (see, for instance, Smith 2012; Wedgwood 2018). But a closer look
at that passage indicates that while Plato labels knowledge and opinion as powers and specifies the
activities that they enable one to engage in (477c—478a), he neither explicitly calls incomprehension a
power nor specifies the activities that it enables one to perform. So it is dubious whether incomprehension
is a distinct cognitive power. If, unlike knowledge and opinion, incomprehension is not a cognitive power,
opinion and incomprehension could overlap. Therefore, although Plato seems to invoke a three-fold
division between knowledge, opinion, and incomprehension, only the first two are distinct cognitive
powers.

141 A similar distinction between ignorance and incomprehension can also be found in the Socratic
dialogues. For a detailed discussion, see Liu 2022, n. 7.
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3. The Functional Model of Ignorance
If ignorance is not identical to incomprehension, what does it amount to? In this section, I
argue that in the Republic Plato operates with what I call the functional model of
ignorance: ignorance is a state of reason because of which reason performs its function
poorly. The function of reason consists of a cognitive aspect, i.e., grasping truth, and a
structural aspect, i.e., ruling the entire soul. Accordingly, ignorance consists of a
cognitive defect and a structural defect.

As it will become clear in this section, the functional model of ignorance belongs to
a general, functional model of vice: the vice of something that has a function is a state of
that thing because of which it performs its function poorly. Therefore, I propose to
consider the functional model of vice first. From 339a5 to the end of Republic 1, Plato
has Socrates examine and refute Thrasymachus’ assertion that injustice can be more
profitable than justice. In the last of his five arguments against Thrasymachus,'#? Socrates
resorts to the functional model of vice. The model crucially rests on the notion of
function (€pyov). As some scholars keenly observe, this Platonic conception of function
is an important predecessor to the Aristotelian one,'*? which has an enduring influence in
the history of Western philosophy. !+

According to Plato, the function of something amounts to its characteristic

activities, i.e., activities that are peculiar—that only it can accomplish—or proper to it—

142 For an insightful discussion of these arguments, see Barney 2006.

143 See Vlastos 1973, 111-139; Cooper 1986, 145; Barney 2008, 298-302; Korsgaard 2008, 129; Baker
2015.

144 Aquinas, for example, commented on the function argument in Aristotle’s NE 1.7. See 1bl 1¢10 n2 in
Sententia libri Ethicorum. Korsgaard draws heavily from the notion of function in Aristotle to address
some contemporary issues about the ontology of reasons and the nature of rational motivation. See
Korsgaard 2008, 207-230.
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that it can accomplish better than anything else does. He establishes this account of
function by examining two sets of examples. First, he considers bodily organs, such as
eyes and ears, and their functions. Among all things, eyes alone allow one to see; ears
alone allow one to hear. Accordingly, seeing and hearing are activities that are peculiar to
eyes and ears. By calling seeing and hearing the functions of eyes and ears respectively,
one refers to activities that are peculiar to eyes and ears—only they can accomplish those
activities (352e6-11). So the function of something can include activities that are peculiar
to it. Then, Plato examines tools, such as knives and daggers, and their functions. A
variety of tools, for example, a dagger and a carving knife, enable one to prune vines.
Nevertheless, a pruning knife that is made for the purpose of pruning vines enables one to
prune better than other things do. That is to say, pruning is the activity that is proper to a
pruning knife. By labelling pruning as the function of a pruning knife, one accordingly
picks out the activity that is proper to it—it can accomplish this activity better than other
things do (353a1-8). So the function of something can involve activities that are proper to
it. In sum, Plato holds that the function of something amounts to its characteristic
activities, and, more specifically, activities that are peculiar or proper to it.
In light of his conception of function, Plato proposes a general, functional model of

vice, which applies to everything that has a function.

S: Does each thing to which a particular function is assigned also have a

virtue?
S: And could eyes perform their function well if they lacked their peculiar

virtue and had the vice instead?
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T: How could they, for don’t you mean if they had blindness instead of sight?
S: Whatever their virtue is, for I am not now asking about that but about
whether anything that has a function performs it well because of its virtue
and badly because of its vice?
T: That’s true, it does.
(353b—)'%
Everything with a function has virtue, and, by implication, vice. An eye, for example, has
a function, i.e., seeing. The virtue of an eye is a state of the eye, because of which it sees
well. The vice of an eye is a state of the eye, because of which it sees poorly. That is to
say, the virtue of an eye is a state of it because of which it performs its function well,
whereas the vice of an eye is a state of it because of which it performs its function poorly.
The same holds for all other things that have their functions, such as an ear and a pruning
knife. In this way, Plato arrives at the functional model of vice:'#¢ the vice of something
that has a function is a state of that thing, because of which it performs its function

poorly.!47

145 Eiev, v 8” &y®- odkodv kai Gpeth) Sokel cot elvan £KAGTM GTEP KoL EPYOV TL TPOGTETAKTAL,

"Bye 81 dp’ &v mote dppata O adTédv Epyov KaAdS

amepydoavto pr Exovia v avT®dV oikeiay apetny, GAN

vt thic dpetic kaxiov; Kai méc &v; Epn: toelotta yap iomg Aéyelc dvti tiic dyemc. “Huig, fjv 8’ €y,
aOT@V 1) APETH 00 Yap T TodTO EpWT®, GAN €1 Tfi oixelq uEv dpeth TO avTdV Epyov eD EpydoeTon T
Epyalopeva, koxig 68 Kak®dg._AAnOEg, £pmn, To0T6 Ye Aéyelc.

Translations of the Republic are by G. M. A. Grube and C. D. C. Reeve, from Cooper 1997. I make minor
revisions at some places.

146 Plato also proposes a functional model of virtue in the same context: the virtue of something is a state of
that thing because of which it performs its function well.

147 Some readers might worry that since the functional model of vice is introduced in Book 1, where Plato
sometimes makes claims without fully establishing them, it might not hold true for the rest of the dialogue.
I agree that

much of what Plato says in Book 1 is preliminary. For instance, he asserts that justice is a virtue (353¢)
without fully establishing it in the immediate context. But a closer look at the rest of the Republic allows us
to see that his claims in Book 1 are in line with and even substantiated by his discussions in later parts of
the dialogue. To give an example, in book 4, Plato expands on his earlier claim that justice is a virtue by
locating and characterizing it first in a virtuous city and then in a virtuous human soul. Hence, the fact that
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Plato explicitly attributes function to reason. In Book 10, he argues that imitative
poetry should be banned in a well-governed city. To substantiate his argument, he points
out that most poets, such as Homer and Hesiod, lack not only knowledge but also correct
opinions about the subject matters of their works. They are merely adroit at discerning
and reproducing how those matters appear to the majority, who similarly lack knowledge
and right opinions. In other words, they are proficient imitators of appearances (595a—
602c). Appearances, however, are susceptible to distorting truth. For example, a stick,
albeit being straight, appears to be crooked when seen in water; excessive lamentation,
albeit shameful, can strike people to be innocuous (602¢—d, 605¢-606b).!* Being
confronted with the deceptive power of appearances, rational activities, such as
measuring, counting, and weighing, give people ‘most welcome assistance’. As Plato
puts it, those activities are the function (§pyov) of the rational part of the soul (602d).
Therefore, reason has its own function.

The function of reason involves a cognitive aspect, which, consisting in activities
such as measuring and deliberating, enables one to grasp truth. As I have noted, Plato
identifies measuring, counting, and weighing, as belonging to the function of reason in
his argument that imitative poetry should be banned in a well-governed city. What is
common among those activities is that they enable one to grasp truth, instead of being
confused by appearances. For example, because of measuring, one can discern that a stick
that is submerged in water is in fact straight, even though it appears to be bent; with the

help of weighing, one can correctly notice that a smaller object is actually heavier than a

the function model is extracted from a context where Plato sometimes makes claims without fully
establishing them does not imply that the model itself fails to hold true for the rest of the dialogue.
148 For a thorough and insightful discussion of Plato’s criticism of imitative poetry, see Moss 2007.
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larger one. So the function of reason involves a cognitive aspect, which enables one to
grasp truth. Notably, reason is sometimes dubbed as the deliberative part (BovAgvtucov;
cf. 441al, 442a7) in the Republic. This move strongly suggests that deliberating is a
characteristically rational activity: it is either peculiar to reason—that only reason allows
one to deliberate—or proper to reason—that reason enables one to deliberate better than
anything else does. As a result of deliberating, one can grasp what is truly good for a city,
what is bad and fearful for a human soul, and, in a word, truth in the evaluative
domain.'* Therefore, besides measuring, counting, and weighing, the cognitive aspect of
reason’s function includes deliberating. Those activities enable one to grasp truth.

The function of reason also involves a structural aspect, which amounts to reason’s
ruling the entire human soul. At the end of Book 9, Plato compares a human soul, which
is constituted by reason, spirit, and appetite, to a composite of a person, a lion, and a
multi-headed, multi-colored beast. A lion and a beast not just lack the ability to seek what
is truly good for themselves and the entire composite. Left to themselves, they become
savage, biting and killing other parts. So when either of them rules the composite,
disorder arise and persist. Only a person can make the lion her ally and tame the beast,
thereby pursuing what is good for the entire composite. So the person should rule!>° the

composite (588c—589b). The comparison of a human soul to a composite of a person, a

149 At 442b—c, Plato notes that as a result of deliberation, one can grasp what is good for each soul part and
the entire soul. At 428b—429a, he suggests that deliberation enables one to find out what is good for a city.
150 At 444d3-5, Plato declares that to produce health is to establish the components of the body in a natural
relation of control and being controlled, one by another (kpateilv t€ kai kpateicOotr v” AAAA®VY). Its
opposite, i.e., to produce disease, is to establish a relation of ruling and being ruled contrary to nature (rtopd
Qoo dpyewv t€ kai dpyecBar dAro vi” dAlov). Thus, establishing a natural relation of control and being
controlled is the opposite to establishing a relation of ruling and being ruled contrary to nature. So the word
‘controlling’ is interchangeable with the word ‘ruling’. Similar cases can be found at 431a3—d6 and 444d6—
10. Having drawn the image of the human soul, which compares it to a composite of a person, a lion, and a
multi-headed, multi-colored beast, Plato concludes that the person should has the most control
(éyxpotéotatog). Thus, he thinks that the person should rule the entire composite.
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lion, and a multi-headed, multi-colored beast accordingly conveys the following message:
reason can rule a human soul better than other soul parts do. Remarkably, reason is
sometimes called the ruling part in the Republic.'>' The idea is presumably that reason is
naturally fit to rule the entire human soul. So it is apt to infer that ruling the entire human
soul is a characteristically rational activity and accordingly belongs to the function of
reason. Whenever a soul part rules (dpyewv) the entire soul, it, first and foremost,
determines the latter’s long-term, dominant values. More specifically, it directs the soul
as a whole to routinely value what it is naturally attracted to and values. To give an
example, a timocratic soul, ruled by the victory-loving, spirited part, routinely values
what spirit is naturally attracted to and values, i.e., victory and honor, more than
everything else (548¢-550b).!52 To sum up, the function of reason has a structural aspect,
which amounts to reason’s ruling the entire human soul by directing the latter to routinely
value what it is naturally attracted to and values.

Plato’s characterization of the four major types of corrupt character strongly
suggests that the rational part of an ignorant person is characterized by poor
performances of both the cognitive and the structural aspects of its function. In Books 8
and 9, Plato inquires into human vice by examining the four major types of corrupt
character, i.e., the timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical. Each of

these characters represents a distinctive way in which a human soul is improperly

151 At 442b, Plato asserts that for a virtuous soul, spirit follows its ruler (t® &pyovtt). Here, the ruler refers
to reason. This idea is picked up at 443b: reason is characterized as the ruling part. At 444b, he suggests
that reason is fit for rule (pyucod yévoug).

152 As Mark Johnstone correctly points out, this enduring, value-shaping kind of rule of the soul by one of
its parts is Plato’s main concern when writing about psychic rule in the Republic. The value-shaping kind
of psychic rule is contrasted with rule by force: a soul part rules by force when it triumphs in some
particular instances of motivational conflicts. For comprehensive discussions of psychic rule in Plato’s
Republic, see Kraut 1973; Klosko 1988; Johnstone 2020.
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structured and as a result lives badly.!>* A closer look at individuals who instantiate one
of the four major types of corrupt character allows us to see that that each of them, being
ignorant,!>* has a rational part that is characterized by poor performances of both the
cognitive aspect and the structural aspect of its function. For example, a tyrannical man'>
is bereft of any sense of shame or moderation, so his reason fails to see what is wrong
with lawless actions. On top of that, he is enslaved by a mad, erotic love, which urges
him to satisfy bad appetites by all possible means (572d—575a). In fact, even a timocratic
man, who instantiates the least pernicious case among the four major types of corrupt
character, is characterized by poor performances of the cognitive aspect and the structural
aspect of reason’s function. His rational part not merely fails to grasp what is truly good:
it mistakes honor and victory for the highest good. It also fails to rule non-rational parts:
it is dominated by spirit, which directs the entire soul to routinely value honor and victory

more than anything else (548e—549b). While Plato does not deny the existence of other

types of corrupt character, he thinks that they are not entirely distinct from the four major

153 More specifically, the timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical characters are
dominated by distinctive kinds of non-rational elements, i.e., spirited desires for honor and victory,
appetitive desires for wealth, necessary and unnecessary appetites, and erotic love. In the absence of
reason’s proper guidance, those non-rational elements are ill-equipped to discern and pursue what is truly
good for the entire soul. Instead, they are preoccupied with obtaining what they are naturally attracted to.
As aresult, those corrupt characters live badly. For a comprehensive discussion, see Scott 2020.

154 In Books 8 and 9, Plato inquires into human vice by examining four major types of corrupt character. So
each of those characters represent a fundamental way in which a human being is vicious. At 350d, injustice
is identified as ignorance and vice. So ignorance and vice presumably co-occur: an ignorant person is
vicious, and a vicious person is ignorant. This point coheres with by Plato’s account of human vice in the
Republic. According to him, the function of a human being, or, more precisely, a human soul, is living a
human life, which comes down to rational activities such as deliberating, ruling, and taking care of things
(353d-354a). Thus, the human function is living a reason-guided life. In light of the general, functional
model of vice, it is apt to infer that human vice is a state of human soul, because of which the soul performs
its function—Iliving a reason-guided life—poorly. It follows that ignorance is sufficient and necessary for
human vice. An ignorant person is vicious, and a vicious person is ignorant. Since people who instantiate
one of the four major types of corrupt character are vicious, they are ignorant.

1351 choose to use men to refer to individuals who instantiate the four major types of corrupt character for
the following reasons. First, Plato himself keeps calling those individuals men (e.g., 549d, 553a, 561e, and
573b). Second, the fact that Plato’s paradigmatic examples of corrupt characters are men hints women are
played a more marginal role in their socio-political context.
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kinds: they are either partial instantiations or mixtures of the major ones.!>® Thus,
features that are common to the four major types should occur to all corrupt characters. It
follows that vicious people, being ignorant, have rational soul parts that are characterized
by poor performances of both the cognitive and the structural aspects of their function.

So far, I have argued that the rational soul part has its own function, which
consists of a cognitive aspect and a structural aspect. Recall that ignorance is the vice of
the rational soul part. And Plato proposes a general, functional model of vice, which
applies to everything that has its own function. We are now ready to see that in the
Republic, Plato operates with what I call the functional model of ignorance, in line with
his general, functional model of vice. Ignorance is a state of reason because of which
reason performs its function poorly. The function of reason consists of a cognitive aspect,
i.e., grasping truth, and a structural defect, i.e., ruling the entire soul.'®” An ignorant
person is characterized by poor performances of both the cognitive and the structural
aspects of its function. So it is apt to infer that ignorance consists of a cognitive defect
and a structural defect. Because of the cognitive defect, reason fails to grasp truth;

because of the structural defect, reason fails to rule the entire human soul.!>®

156 At 544c¢—d, Plato argues that corrupt constitutions other than the four major ones are somewhere
intermediate of those four. Thus, he suggests that other corrupt constitutions are partial instantiations or
mixtures of the four major ones. In his view, a city and a human soul are structurally parallel, so they share
parallel accounts of virtue and vice (435¢—441d). It follows that corrupt characters other than the four major
ones are partial instantiations or mixtures of the four major ones.

157 John Cooper puts his finger on the same point. According to him, ‘Plato assigns to reason a double job:
to know the truth and to rule in light of it.” See Cooper 1984, 6-8.

158 Plato’s characterizations of the four major types of corrupt character strongly suggest that poor
performances of the cognitive and the structural aspects of reason’s function amount to reason’s failing to
grasp truth and rule the entire soul. For instance, the rational part of a timocratic man not merely fails to
grasp what is truly good: it mistakes honor and victory for the highest good. It also fails to rule the entire
soul: it is dominated by spirit, which directs the entire soul to routinely value honor and victory more than
anything else (548e—549b). Likewise, the rational parts of the oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical
characters fail to grasp truth and rule the entire soul. As I have said in n. 36, corrupt characters other than
the four major ones are partial instantiations or mixtures of the four major ones. It follows that all corrupt
characters, being ignorant, have rational parts that fail to grasp truth and rule the entire soul. Hence, the
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4. Genuine Falsehood
At this point, some of us might naturally wonder: what is it like for a human being to be
ignorant—having her rational part in a state, because of which it performs its function
poorly? To answer this question, let us turn to Plato’s discussion of genuine falsehood.!’

A little bit of context at the outset. Plato’s discussion of genuine falsehood occurs in
his inquiry into the upbringing and education of guardians, who are indispensable to the
preservation of a well-governed city. From early childhood, guardians should listen to
music and poetry that have appropriate contents, styles, rhythms, and modes (377a—
403c). Between 377e and 392e, Plato inquires into the appropriate contents of music and
poetry, which are based on fundamental patterns about how gods and heroes should or
should not be represented. His discussion of ignorance and genuine falsehood belongs to
the second pattern. According to this pattern, gods should not be portrayed as either
changing themselves or misleading people with falsehood, which prominently involve
genuine falsehood and falsehood in words. In the following passage, Plato has Socrates
explain what he means by genuine falsehood to Adeimantus.

S: Don’t you know that a genuine falsehood, if one may call it that, is hated by
all gods and humans?

A: What do you mean?

cognitive defect that ignorance involves makes reason fail to grasp truth, and the structural defect that
ignorance involves makes reason fails to rule the entire soul.

1591t is common to render mg GAn0G peddog (382a4, 382b7) as true falsehood (see, for instance, Woolf
2009; Baima 2017). While this rendering is correct, it might sound on the edge to an oxymoron. Notably,
Plato switches between ¢ dAn0dg peddog (382a4, 382b7) and @ Gvt weddog (382¢4) in the context. So
¢ GANOG®C eebdog and @ Gvti Wweddog are used interchangeably. Literally, the phrases that qualify
falsehood (peddog), i.e., g GAnOdG and t® Gvti, mean truly and really. And Plato aims to contrast that
which is truly or really falsehood with that which is an image which comes after it and is not a pure
falsehood (botepov yeyovog idwlov, 0 mavy dxpatov yebdog, 382¢1-2), such as falsehood in word. So
that which is truly or really falsehood means real or genuine falsehood as opposed to impure falsehood. For
those reasons, I decide to render a¢ dAnO&c @ebdoc and T® Gvt Wweddog as genuine falsehood.
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S: I mean that no one is willing to lie/be deceived in the most authoritative
part of himself about the most authoritative things, but of all places, he is
most afraid of having acquired falsehood there.

A: I still don’t understand.

S: That’s because you think I’m saying something deep. I simply mean that to
lie/be deceived and to have lied /have been deceived in one’s soul about
the things that are, to be ignorant, and to have and to have acquired

falsehood there, is what everyone would least of all accept, for everyone

hates a falsehood in that place most of all.

A: That’s true.

S: Surely, as I said just now, this would be most correctly called genuine
falsehood—incomprehension in the soul of someone who has lied/ has
been deceived. Falsehood in words is a kind of imitation of this affection in

the soul, an image of it that comes into being after it and is not a pure
falsehood. Isn’t that so?

A: Certainly.

S: And the thing that is really a falsehood is hated not only by the gods but by
human beings as well.

A: It seems to me.

(382a-382¢)!6°

160 Oty oicBo, v 8 &y, 611 16 Ye O AANODS Yeddog, £l 010V & ToDTO ineiv, mhvteg 0ol T& Koi EvOpwmor

g, Egn, Aéyerg;
Obtwg, v & £ym, OTL T KUPLOTATH TOL ENVTAV Yeddechat Kol TePL T KLPLOTATO OVOELG KMV E0ENEL,

GAAG TAVTOV piiota @ofeitat kel avto kektijobat.
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Before digging into the relationship between ignorance and genuine falsehood, I
would like to make a linguistic comment about the passage above. The passage hinges on
the verb yeddm, which, meaning to deceive or cheat, have identical forms in the middle
voice and the passive voice when it comes to the present and the perfect tenses. More
specifically, ye0decau can serve as either a present middle infinitive, meaning to lie,'®!
or a present passive infinitive, meaning to be deceived; &yedobat can serve as either a
perfect middle infinitive, meaning to have lied, or a perfect passive infinitive, meaning to
have been deceived. It is sometimes difficult to tell whether a particular occurrence of the
verb functions as a middle infinitive or a passive infinitive.!6? In order to be faithful to
this underdeterminacy, I choose to render yevdesOar and EyedoBon at 382b2 as ‘to lie/be
deceived’ and ‘to have lied/have been deceived’ respectively.

In the passage above, Plato makes a somewhat surprising claim about falsehood:

genuine falsehood is a cognitive deficiency that afflicts ignorant people. According to

OV8E ViV o, 1} & 8¢, povidvo.

Ofel yap ti pe, Epnv, oepvov Aéyew. &ya 08 Aéyw &ti Tf) oyl mepi 0 dvta yevdeohai te kai Eyedobot kai &
nadf eivon kod Eviodoa Exetv Te ko kextficOon To yeddog mhvteg fikiot’ dv S&&avto, kol oodot

UEMGTO 0OTO €V TG TOOVT.

IToAY ve, Eon.

AMG v 0pBoTaTad Y’ dv, 6 vovon Eleyov, To0To (g AANOGC WeddOg KaAoTTo, 1) &V Tf Yoy dyvola 1 ToD
EYELOUEVOL” ETEL TO YE &V TOTlG Adyolg pipnpd Tt tod &v Tiiwuyii éoTv mabnuatog Kol VoTEPOV YEYOVOG
€10mA0V,00 VY GKpaToV YeDSOC. 1} 0VY OUT;

II6vo PV ovv.

To pev 6m 1@ dvtt webdog ov povov 1o Bed®v AAAG Kol VT’ AVOPOTWV LuoETToL.

AoKel pot.

1611 choose to follow Malcom Schofield, who suggests that if we0dec0ar is in the middle voice, it should be
rendered as to lie; if it is in the passive voice, it should be rendered as to be deceived. See Schofield 2007,
144,

162 For instance, at 382b2, Socrates characterizes ignorant people as ‘to lie/be deceived and to have
lied/have been deceived in their souls about the things that are (1] woyi] mepl td 6vta yevdechai te Kol
&yedobar).” Some scholars try to determine the exact voice of the present infinitive yevdeoBai at 382b2. On
the one hand, Schofield, rendering it as ‘to lie’, implies that the infinitive is in the middle voice. On the
other hand, Harte holds that it is in the passive voice (Schofield 2007; Harte 2013). It seems unclear to me
whether the immediate context offers any conclusive clue to rule out either possibility. In fact, Plato might
have both possibilities in mind: an ignorant person, suffering from genuine falsehood, both lies to herself
and, as a result, is deceived.

84



him, genuine falsehood is an affection (wéOnpa) of the human soul. More specifically, it
is the incomprehension (&yvouwn) that afflicts someone who has lied/been deceived
(8yevopévov, 382b7-8) in her soul about things that are (td dvta). And this person is
ignorant (apodi)) (382b1-4). Incomprehension, as I have argued, encompasses a variety
of cognitive deficiencies, such as misjudgments, a lack of familiarity, and true opinions
that nonetheless fall short of knowledge. Hence, genuine falsehood, to a first
approximation, is a cognitive deficiency that characterizes ignorant people. At 382b8—cl,
Plato distinguishes genuine falsehood from falsehood in word. The latter is not a pure
falsehood. Instead, it is some sort of imitation (puipunud 1) and image that comes after
(botepov yeyovog €idwiov) genuine falsehood. In this way, he departs from modern
theories of truth, which take the primary bearer of truth and falsehood to be propositions
or propositional items, such as sentences and utterances.!® In his view, the primary
bearer of falsehood is the soul of an ignorant person.

If genuine falsehood is a cognitive deficiency that afflicts ignorant people, what
does this deficiency amount to? The first step to answering this question is noting that the
deficiency in question deals prominently with evaluative matters. At 382a8, Plato claims
that genuine falsehood is concerned with ‘the most authoritative things (1o KvpidToTa).’
A few lines later, he calls the same things ‘the things that are (td dvta)’ at 382b2. Recall
that Plato’s discussion of genuine falsehood occurs in his elaboration on the fundamental
patterns on which the contents of music and poetry should be based. Those patterns deal
primarily with how gods and heroes, as exemplars of excellence which ordinary human

beings emulate, should be represented. In a nutshell, gods and heroes are and should be

163 Harte’s discussion on this point is particularly illuminating. See Harte 2013, 147. For a comprehensive
discussion of modern theories of truth, see Glanzberg 2009.
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represented as truthful, courageous, moderate, and free from bad actions and violent
passions. It is accordingly apt to infer that ‘the most authoritative things (td kvpiotoTa)’
and ‘the things that are (td 6vta)’ refer prominently to evaluative matters. At 392a—b,
Plato seems to pick up a similar idea with a slightly different phase—the most important
matters (td péyiota). According to him, what poets and prose-writers tell about the most
important matters (td péyiota) concerning human beings is wrong. The matters in
question crucially involve evaluative ones, such as that justice is another’s good but one’s
own loss and that injustice is profitable. Therefore, genuine falsehood deals prominently
with evaluative matters.!¢*

A closer look at the context allows us to see that genuine falsehood, as the
cognitive deficiency that afflicts ignorant people, crucially involves having incorrect
views about evaluative matters. In the context where Plato discusses what genuine
falsehood amounts to, he aims to establish that gods do not deceive human beings by
making the latter believe that gods can appear in all sorts of ways. To substantiate his
position, he contends that genuine falsehood is hated by all gods and human beings. One
idea behind this contention is that genuine falsehood, as the cognitive deficiency that
afflicts ignorant people, is bad simpliciter. According to Plato, gods, being really good,
are not the cause of anything bad (379b—c). It follows that gods not only are free from

genuine falsehood but also refrain from presenting misleading images about themselves

164 Woolf holds that the phrases ‘the most authoritative things (t& kvpidtate)’ and ‘the things that are (td
6vta)’ refer to the Platonic Forms. Nevertheless, these phrases occur in the context where Plato has
Socrates explain what

genuine falsehood amounts to to Adeimantus and other interlocutors. By this stage of the argument, Plato
has not started his discussion of the Forms, which his interlocutors are utterly unfamiliar with. But they
seem to understand what Plato means by genuine falsehood. So the phrases in question are unlikely to stand
for the Forms. My interpretation is in line with Baima, who calls the things that ‘the most authoritative
things (ta kupuwtata)’ and ‘the things that are (td 6vta) refer to ‘normative commitments.” See Woolf
2009; Baima 2017.
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and thus making human beings suffer from it. Had gods presented misleading images
about themselves, human beings would have had incorrect views. As I have argued,
genuine falsehood deals primarily with evaluative matters. Accordingly, the cognitive
deficiency that afflicts ignorant people crucially involves having incorrect views about
evaluative matters.

Notably, genuine falsehood is operative not only at the moment but also in the long
run. As we have seen, at 382b, Plato characterizes genuine falsehood as follows: ‘to
lie/be deceived and to have lied /have been deceived in one’s soul about the things that
are, to be ignorant, and to have and to have acquired falsehood there (6t T} yoyf mepi
0 dvta yevdechoi e kol SyedoBou koi duadf eivol kai évradda Eyetv te Kai kexticOat
10 yeddog).” He twice switches from a present infinitive to a perfect infinitive. More
specifically, he first switches from ‘to lie/be deceived (ye0decbai)’ to ‘to have lied/have
been deceived (éyedoBar)’, and then from ‘to have (€yetv)’ to ‘to have acquired
(xextnoBan)’. It is worth pointing out that a present infinitive and a perfect infinitive have
different connotations. While the former indicates that the activity in question is
ongoing,'® the latter indicates that the activity in question has been completed with a
lasting result that persists into the present.!®® Accordingly, the juxtaposition of present
infinitives and perfect infinitives at 382b points to two stages in which genuine falsehood
affects ignorant people.'®” On the one hand, present infinitives indicate that genuine

falsehood afflicts ignorant people at the moment. Accordingly, ignorant people are

165 Smyth 1956, 1865a.

166 Smyth 1956, 1865c.

167 A similar juxtaposition of present and perfect infinitives occurs in Socrates’ account of ignorance at
Protagoras 358c. Ignorance, as Socrates puts it, is to have false belief and to have been deceived about
matters of great importance (10 yevdij Exev 60Eav kai Eyedobat Tepl TOV TpaypdTov TOV ToALD d&imv).
See Liu 2022.
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characterized by ongoing, incorrect views about evaluative matters. On the other hand,
perfect infinitives indicate that genuine falsehood has been affecting ignorant people over
such a long time that it becomes entrenched. So ignorant people routinely err with regard
to evaluative matters.

Our inquiry into Plato’s discussion of genuine falsehood allows us to have a better
grasp of what an ignorant person is like. An ignorant person is characterized by genuine
falsehood, which turns out to involve a complex of ongoing and enduring mistakes about
evaluative matters. That is to say, she is characterized by not only incorrect views about
evaluative matters at the moment but also a deep-seated susceptibility to err with regard
to those matters. Recall that ignorance involves a cognitive defect, because of which
reason fails to grasp truth, So genuine falsehood testifies to the cognitive defect.

But ignorance consists of not only a cognitive defect but also a structural defect.
Because of the latter, reason fails to rule the entire human soul. At this point, one might
naturally wonder: how does the structural defect that ignorance involves manifest itself?

Let us turn to this question in the next section.

5. Self-deception

A closer look at Plato’s discussion of genuine falsehood allows us to see that an ignorant
person actively maintains her mistakes about evaluative matters. As we have seen, Plato
unpacks what he means by genuine falsehood as follows: to lie/be deceived and to have
lied/have been deceived in one’s soul about the things that are, to be ignorant, and to have
and to have acquired falsehood there (tf} yoyf mepi td dvta yeddeohai te Kai Eyedobat

kad apadf eivar kol EvradBo Exetv € kai kektiioOar 1O yeddog; 382b). The perfect active
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infinitive, ‘to have acquired (kektficBat)’, which occurs in the culminating phrase ‘to
have acquired falsehood there’, is significant. On the one hand, it, being active in voice,
indicates that an ignorant person plays a somewhat active role in her experience with
falsehood: she acquires it, or, more literally, procures it for herself. On the other hand, the
fact that it is in the perfect tense strongly suggests that the activity that it refers to has
been completed with a lasting result that persists into the present.'®® An ignorant person
not just obtains and is thus misled by falsehood on some particular occasions. She also
keeps on being misled by falsehood in the long run. Recall that the falsehood in question
is concerned with ‘the most authoritative things (td kvpudtata)’ and ‘the things that are
(ta dvta)’. These phrases refer prominently to evaluative matters, such as that justice is
another’s good but one’s own loss and that injustice is profitable. Hence, by
characterizing an ignorant person as having acquired falsehood, Plato hints that she
actively maintains her misguided views about evaluative matters in the long run. How
does she manage to do that?

The cave allegory points to the following answer: an ignorant person actively
maintains her misguided views about evaluative matters in the long run by keeping on
adhering to them, even when she has access to facts to the contrary. In the allegory,
ignorant people are likened to prisoners, who have been confined in a dark, underground
cave from birth. With their heads and legs being fettered, they can only see shadows of
artefacts that are cast on the wall in front of them. In the cave, social interactions among
prisoners are centered on those shadows; rewards, such as honors, praises, and political

power, are distributed on the basis of individuals’ competence to discern or predict

168 ¢f. n. 165.
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shadows. Under these circumstances, prisoners become convinced that shadows
constitute the entire truth. Their convictions about the truth of shadows are so firm that
even when they are liberated and revealed that what they regard as the entire truth are
mere shadows of artefacts, they insist that shadows are truer and clearer than artefacts.
What’s worse, the liberation and revelation make prisoners feel painful, dazzled, and
even angry. They tend to run away towards shadows and, if possible, try to kill their
liberator (514a—517a).1% In this way, the cave allegory vividly illustrates how an ignorant
person actively maintains her misguided views about evaluative matters in the long run.
Just as prisoners stick to their conviction that shadows constitute the entire truth, in spite
of their accessibility to facts to the contrary, so an ignorant person keeps on adhering to
her misguided views about evaluative matters, even when she has access to facts to the
contrary.

The message from the cave allegory is substantiated by Plato’s descriptions of the
four major types of corrupt character, i.e., the timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic,
and the tyrannical. These characters, being ignorant, adhere to their misguided views
about evaluative matters, even when their grip is shown to be lacking. For instance, an
oligarchic man, being dominated by appetitive desires for money, erroneously values
money more than anything else. In spite of his mistakes, he does not allow reason and
spirit, which in principle have the relevant cognitive resources, to question the real value

of money. Instead, he only allows reason and spirit to engage in activities under the

169 At Phaedo 82d-83e, Plato similarly compares ignorant people to prisoners. Unlike the cave allegory in
the Republic, where interactions among fellow prisoners are featured, the Phaedo passage focuses on how
the desires of a prisoner contributes to and perpetuates her incarceration. In other words, the Phaedo
passage focuses on how the desires of an ignorant person contributes to and perpetuates her own ignorance.
In spite of that difference, Plato claims that ignorant people play an active role in the acquisition and
maintaining of their ignorance in both the cave allegory in the Republic and Phaedo 82d—83e.
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assumption that money is the most valuable thing. More specifically, he only allows
reason to deliberate about or examine how to make more money; he only allows spirit to
value or admire wealth or wealthy people or to have ambition about the acquisition of
wealth or that which contributes to getting it (553¢c—d).!”® Accordingly, his reason and
spirit become unadapted to question the real value of money. So even if he is shown that
money is not the most valuable thing, he is likely to adhere to rather than readily give up
his misguided view.!”! A similar adherence to misguided views about evaluative matters
also occurs to other types of corrupt character. A timocratic man stubbornly attaches
himself to pursuits of honor and victory (548e—549a); a democratic man, putting all
pleasures on an equal footing, refuses to listen to the truth that while some pleasures are
beneficial, others are harmful (561b—c); a tyrannical man is enslaved by a mad, erotic
love, which makes him single-mindedly devoted to gratifying appetitive desires,
regardless of the arguments, criticisms, or protests that he might encounter (572e—
575a).!7? The four major types of corrupt character are representative of other types,
which are partial instantiations or mixtures of the major ones.!”® From here, it is not far-
fetched to infer that an ignorant and vicious person keeps on adhering to her misguided

views about evaluative matters, even when she has access to facts to the contrary.

170 As Dominic Scott has convincingly argued, this description actually occurs in the development of an
oligarchic youth, but it is still highly relevant to the man that he becomes. See Scott 2020, 89—90.

171 A similar point can be found in an oligarchic constitution. According to Plato, it, though either forces of
arms or terrorization, institutes a wealth qualification: those whose property does not each the stated
amount are not qualified to rule (551a-b). The fact that an oligarchic constitution resorts to forces of arms
or terrorization to institute a wealth qualification hints that it is ready to suppress or even silence contrary
voices, even if the latter turn out to be reasonable.

172 Corrupt characters keep on adhering to evaluative matters at different degrees. For instance, by
characterizing a timocratic man as simply being more stubborn than a virtuous man, Plato does not deny
that the former could be move moved by truth. By contrast, a democratic man refuses to listen to the truth
that while some pleasures are beneficial, others are harmful.

173 See n. 155.
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At this point, we are ready to see that Plato conceives of ignorant people as
suffering from a distinctive form of self-deception. They keep on adhering to misguided
views about evaluative matters, even when they have access to facts to the contrary. In
fact, as the cave allegory illustrates, their attachment to those misguided views can only
be weakened if they are constantly under the influence of someone, who has the power to
somewhat compel them to attend to truth.!”* Thus, it is apt to infer that ignorant people
are disposed to maintain misguided views about evaluative matters, even when they have
access to facts to the contrary. This characterization captures the gist of what is labeled as
self-deception today: a self-deceiver maintains incorrect views, even though she has
access to evidence to the contrary.!”® Therefore, ignorant people fall prey to what is
nowadays called self-deception.!’® Nevertheless, it is worth bearing in mind that the kind
of self-deception that ignorant people suffer from is distinctive in the following ways. For
ease of presentation, I will call the self-deception in question the Platonic self-deception
from now on. First, while the Platonic self-deception is concerned primarily with

evaluative matters, that which we call self-deception today covers not just evaluative

174 In the cave allegory, ignorant people are compared to prisoners, who have been confined in a dark,
underground cave from birth and thus regard shadows that are cast on the wall in front of them as the entire
truth. The revelation that what they regard as the entire truth are mere shadows of artefacts makes them feel
painful, dazzled, and even angry. They, insisting that the shadows are truer, tend to run away towards those
shadows and, if possible, try to kill their liberator. The tendency at issue can only be curbed if the prisoners
are constantly under the control of someone else, who, in spite of their resistance, has the power to compel
them to get closer to and see things that have more truth. In light of the cave allegory, we can infer that the
ignorant’s attachment to misguided views about evaluative matters can only be weakened if they are under
the influence of someone for a long time, who has the power to somewhat compel them to attend to truth.
175 For a nice survey of contemporary discussions on self-deception, see Deweese-Boyd 2021.

176 In her article, Harte insightfully draws our attention to the close connection between ignorance and self-
deception.

As she puts it, ignorance is a form of (self-) deception. But she does not elaborate on the differences
between the Platonic notion of self-deception and paradigmatic cases of self-deception in contemporary
discussions. In addition, while I agree that in the Republic ignorance is closely connected with self-
deception, I don’t think that ignorance is a form of self-deception. As I will argue in the rest of this chapter,
the kind of self-deception that characterizes ignorant people is rooted in ignorance. More specifically, it is
rooted in the structural defect that ignorance involves.
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matters but also other aspects of reality, such as historical facts and natural facts. For
instance, a self-deceiving holocaust denier refuses to acknowledge the occurrence of the
Holocaust, in spite of being confronted with facts to the contrary. Hence, the Platonic
self-deception has a narrower domain of subject matters. Second, as I have argued, an
ignorant person, suffering from the Platonic self-deception, is disposed to maintain
misguided views about evaluative matters. Thus, it is apt to infer that the Platonic self-
deception is a disposition of the ignorant. By contrast, the focal point of contemporary
discussions on self-deception consists in token cases of doxastic or quasi-doxastic
attitudes, such as the belief that the Holocaust never happened and the pretense that not
getting enough exercise does not harm one’s long-term health.!”’

The Platonic self-deception is rooted in the impotence of reason over non-rational
parts: instead of ruling non-rational parts, reason becomes subordinated to them. Plato’s
discussion of the four major types of corrupt character—the timocratic, the oligarchic, the
democratic, and the tyrannical—is again illuminating. These characters, being ignorant,
suffer from the Platonic self-deception. For instance, an oligarchic man, albeit
erroneously desiring and valuing money over anything else, does not make enough room
for doubts about the real value of money (553c—d). A democratic man, putting all
pleasures on an equal footing, refuses to listen to the truth that while some pleasures are
beneficial, others are harmful (561b—c). Those cases of the Platonic self-deception occur
because the subjects are, instead of ruled by reason, in the grip of non-rational desires. An

oligarchic man has trouble taking in doubts about the real value of money because

177 Many contemporary philosophers hold that self-deception deals primarily with token cases of doxastic
attitudes, and in particular, beliefs, see, for instance, Davidson 1986; Johnston 1988; Recently, some
scholars contend that the focal points of self-deception are quasi-doxastic attitudes, such as pretense and
besires. See Gendler 2007; Egan 2009.
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the dominant, appetitive desires for money only allow reason and spirit to engage in
activities under the assumption that money is the most valuable thing. A democratic man
refuses to listen to truth about pleasures because his unnecessary appetites for potentially
harmful indulgences

do not permit it to enter his soul.!”® Hence, the Platonic self-deception is rooted in the
impotence of reason over non-rational parts.!”

We are now ready to see how the structural defect that ignorance involves can
manifest itself. Recall that because of the structural defect, reason fails to rule the entire
soul. The Platonic self-deception—a disposition to maintain misguided views about
evaluative matters, even when one has access to facts to the contrary—is rooted in the
impotence of reason over non-rational parts. Accordingly, the Platonic self-deception
attests to the structural defect that ignorance involves. That is to say, the structural defect

that ignorance involves can manifest itself in the Platonic self-deception.

178 Plato’s account of how a full-fledged democratic man emerges is illuminating. As he puts it, even after a
democratic youth comes to find it shameful to gratify unnecessary appetites for potentially harmful
indulgences, his poor upbringing still nurtures some of those appetites, which, over time, become dominant.
Those appetites carry along kindred, misguided thoughts and beliefs, which ‘close the gates of the royal
wall within him’ (560a—¢). That is to say, the dominance of unnecessary appetites implants kindreds
thoughts, which do not permit truth about evaluative matters to enter his soul. As Dominic Scott
convincingly argues, appetites are ultimately responsible for frustrating any attempt to persuade the young
man otherwise (Scott 2020, 96).

179 Admittedly, the rational parts of manual workers, who presumably stand for the majority of
craftspeople, are weak by nature (590c). But Plato suggests that in a good city, those people can be ruled by
reason in an extended sense. As he puts it, law is the ally of everyone precisely because it ensures that
everyone is ruled by divine wisdom (590c—591a). Thus, people who lack divine wisdom can be ruled by it
by adhering to law that is drafted in accordance with divine wisdom. Divine wisdom is presumably the
consummate achievement of reason, which requires a comprehensive understanding of the Forms. In this
way, Plato hints that people, who fall short of wisdom, can be ruled by reason in an extended way by
adhering to law that is drafted in accordance with divine reason. Therefore, manual workers and other non-
philosophers are ruled by reason in an extended sense. Their rational parts, with the support of law, do not
have to be impotent over non-rational parts. One interesting implication is that in a good city, non-
philosophers are not necessarily ignorant. If this is the case, Plato operates with a less pessimistic view
about the cognitive conditions of non-philosophers in a good city than some scholars, for example, Chris
Bobonich, have attributed to him. I will come back to this point in Section 6.
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One might ask: how does the impotence of reason over non-rational parts occur? I
have to concede that in the Republic, Plato does not offer an explicit and conclusive
answer to this question. But his comments on the development of corrupt characters point
to a salient possibility.'®® The impotence of reason occurs largely because of one’s
continuous association with the deeply concerning socio-political contexts. To see this
point, consider how a timocratic youth becomes a full-fledged, timocratic man. As Plato
puts it, a timocratic youth is constantly subject to a mix of beneficial and harmful
influences. On the one hand, his virtuous father dedicates himself to learning and avoids
unjust deeds at all costs. Accordingly, his father can be seen as a living exemplar of what
reason desires and values, i.e., learning and truth. On the other hand, his mother
complains that her husband should care more about money and political power; in his
city, just people are scorned and disrespected, whereas unjust ones are honored and
praised. Thus, the rest of household and society, to which a timocratic youth belongs,
cohere with the values and desires of non-rational parts. According to Plato, while the
virtuous father nourishes and strengthens the youth’s reason, the rest of his household and
society nourish and strengthen his non-rational parts. Hence, each soul part is nourished
and strengthened as a result of continuous association with things that are in line with its
desires and values. Plato has a rather gloomy picture about the socio-political contexts
that most human beings belong to. As the cave allegory illustrates, most human beings
lack the appropriate education and are thus ignorant and vicious.'®! Most political

constitutions are vicious: even the best among existing ones, such as Sparta and Crete, are

139 T don’t mean to deny other possible ways in which reason becomes impotent. My point is only that
continuous association with the deeply concerning socio-political contexts is a particularly prominent and
worrisome way.

181 See n.120.
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corrupt.'®? Vicious human beings and political constitutions are dominated by non-
rational elements, which, lacking the cognitive resources to seek and pursue what is truly
good, are erroneously attracted to things that often turn out to be harmful, including, for
example, honor, money, and bodily pleasures. Human beings are almost inescapably
embedded in their socio-political contexts: from there, they obtain many things that are
integral to their survival and well-being, such as sustenance, education, and
companionship. Therefore, it is not far-fetched to infer that the impotence of reason
occurs largely due to continuous association with the deeply concerning socio-political
contexts.

In this section, I have argued that ignorant people suffer from a distinctive form of
self-deception, which I label as the Platonic self-deception. It is a disposition to maintain
incorrect views about evaluative matters, even when one has access to facts to the
contrary. The Platonic self-deception is rooted in the impotence of reason over non-
rational parts, so it attests to the structural defect that ignorance involve. This impotence
occurs largely due to one’s continuous association with the deeply concerning socio-

political contexts.

6. Two Implications: Degrees of Ignorance and Pessimism

Before closing, I would like to sketch out two implications that our discussions on
genuine falsehood and the Platonic self-deception have for Plato’s conception of
ignorance. First, ignorance can occur at different levels of severity. As I have argued,

ignorance consists of a cognitive defect and a structural defect. While the cognitive defect

182 At 544a, Plato claims that the constitutions of Sparta and Crete, albeit praised by most people, are still
corrupt.
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is attested to by genuine falsehood, which involves a complex of ongoing and enduring
mistakes about evaluative matters, the structural defect is evinced by the Platonic self-
deception, which is a disposition to maintain incorrect views about evaluative matters.
The nature of genuine falsehood and the Platonic self-deception points to two dimensions
in which ignorance can occur at different levels of severity. The first dimension, call it
the errancy of views, stands for the extents to which incorrect views about evaluative
matters depart from what is genuinely fine and good. The second dimension, call it
stubbornness, i.e., the degrees at which one is likely to maintain those views. Those
dimensions are nicely illustrated by Plato’s characterizations of the four major types of
corrupt character. For ease of presentation, let us focus on a timocratic man and a
democratic man. Consider first the errancy of views. Both a timocratic man and a
democratic man have misguided views about evaluative matters. Nevertheless, while the
former, valuing honor and victory more than anything else, finds it unseeming to indulge
in appetitive pleasures,'®* the latter puts all pleasures on an equal footing (561b—c). In
comparison with honor and victory, appetitive pleasures are further away from what is
genuinely fine and good.'®* So a democratic man’s views about evaluative matters are

more errant. Let us now turn to stubbornness. As we have seen, a democratic man refuses

133 To see this point, consider the timocratic constitution, which is structurally parallel to a timocratic
character. A timocratic city, such as Sparta and Crete, is keen on physical training and military stratagems,
which are conducive to victory in the battlefield. Indulgence in bodily pleasures presumably leads to
unhealthy bodies and soft characters, which are unfit for military success. So it should be despised in a
timocratic city. In light of the structural parallel between a timocratic constitution and a timocratic soul, it is
apt to infer that a timocratic man finds indulgence in appetitive pleasures unseeming.

184 At 586e-587e, Plato argues that the life of a philosopher ruler is seven hundred and twenty-nine times
more pleasant than that of a tyrant. In this argument, he implicitly appeals to a ranking of different ways of
living, along with their characteristic values and desires. The best life is the philosophical life, which is
characterized by truth, order, and law. Other ways of living are ranked on the basis of their distance from
the philosophical life. A timocratic life, valuing and desiring honor and victory more than anything else, is
better than a democratic life, which is dominated by appetitive pleasures and desires. Hence, in comparison
with honors and victory, appetitive pleasures are further away from what is genuinely fine and good.
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to listen to sound arguments that some pleasures are harmful. By contrast, a timocratic
man, albeit being more obstinate than a virtuous man, is not described as so resistant to
sound arguments. Thus, a democratic man is more likely to maintain incorrect views
about evaluative matters and is thus more stubborn. '8

Moreover, Plato has a less pessimistic picture about the epistemological conditions
of non-philosophers in a good city than some scholars have attributed to him. According
to the pessimists’ picture, even the best non-philosophers in a good city, i.e., warrior-
auxiliaries, instantiate a corrupt, timocratic character. They, unable to examine the Forms
and appreciate what is genuinely fine and good, are vicious and ignorant.'3¢ Our
discussions on genuine falsehood and the Platonic self-deception militate against the
pessimists’ picture. Recall that genuine falsehood and the Platonic-self-deception, which
testify to the cognitive defect and the structural defect that constitute ignorance, deal
primarily with incorrect views about evaluative matters. A closer look at a good city
strongly suggests that non-philosophers there, and in particular, warrior-auxiliaries, are
not particularly susceptible to incorrect views about evaluative matters. According to
Plato, in such a city, poetry, paintings, and other works of art are full of truthful

representations of what is fine and good.!®” Laws aim to instill correct patterns of

135 Towards the end of the cave allegory, Plato contends that one is unable to discern things that surround
oneself in two different sets of scenarios. On the one hand, one is adjusting from a brighter life—a life of
contemplation, for instance—to a dimmer one—such as a life of politics and a life of money-making. On
the other hand, one comes from greater ignorance into greater light and is dazzled by the increased
brilliance (518a). The phrase ‘greater ignorance’ hints that ignorance can occur at different levels of
severity.

136 Bobonich develops a rich and nuanced picture of the epistemological conditions of non-philosophers in
a good city along the line of pessimists. According to him, even the best non-philosophers, i.e., warrior-
auxiliaries, are unable to examine the Forms and appreciate what is genuinely fine and good. In fact, they
are dominated by spirit and accordingly have the timocratic character. Timocratic people, instantiating one
of the four major types of corrupt character, are vicious. A vicious person is necessarily ignorant. In this
way, Bobonich should agree that warrior-auxiliaries are vicious and ignorant. See Bobonich 2002, 42-58.
137 At 401b—d, Plato asserts that in a good city, besides music and poetry, other works of art, such as
paintings and architecture, should contain truthful representations of what is genuine fine and good.
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responses.'®® As a result, people, including non-philosophers, are likely to internalize
correct views about evaluative matters.'®® At 430a—b, Plato asserts in the case of warrior-
auxiliaries, these views are so entrenched that they are almost inerasable. Therefore, in a
good city, non-philosophers, albeit falling short of wisdom and virtue, are not necessarily

ignorant and vicious.

7. Conclusion

In closing, I would like to consider how Plato’s conception of ignorance illuminates his
epistemological and educational projects in the Republic. Since Plato thinks that most
human beings are ignorant, his conception of ignorance points to what he regards as the
fundamental epistemological defects of the majority. Their reason is a corrupt state, i.e.,
ignorance, which makes reason perform its function poorly. The state at issue consists of
a cognitive defect, because of which reason fails to grasp truth, and a structural defect,
because of which reason fails to rule the entire human soul. The cognitive defect is
attested to by genuine falsehood, a cognitive deficiency that involves a complex of
ongoing and enduring mistakes about evaluative matters. That is to say, most human
beings fall prey to incorrect views about evaluative matters not just at some specific
moments but also in the long run. The structural defect is attested to by the Platonic self-
deception, which is a disposition to maintain incorrect views about evaluative matters. In
other words, most human beings keep on adhering to incorrect views about evaluative

matters, even when they have access to facts to the contrary.

138 At 604a—d, Plato suggests that in a good city, laws aim to instill correct patterns of responses, such as
that it is best to keep as quiet as possible in misfortunes and not get excited about them.

139 A 377a-378e, Plato argues that the opinions about evaluative matters that are developed at a young age
are hard to erase and apt to become unalterable.
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But why are ignorant people so attached to incorrect views about evaluative
matters as to be somewhat unresponsive to facts? Plato’s answer to this question casts
light on what he takes to be the main challenges to ameliorate, correct, or prevent
ignorance. The unresponsiveness in question is a manifestation of the Platonic self-
deception, i.e., a disposition to maintain incorrect views about evaluative matters. This
disposition is rooted in the impotence of reason over non-rational parts, which occurs
largely because of one’s continuous association with the deeply concerning socio-
political contexts. In Plato’s view, the socio-political contexts that most people belong to
are corrosive. And human beings are almost inescapably embedded in their socio-
political contexts: from there, they obtain many things that are integral to their survival
and well-being, such as sustenance, education, and companionship. Hence, the main
challenge to alleviate, correct, or prevent ignorance is the pervasive and continuous
association with the deeply concerning socio-political contexts. To overcome ignorance,
we need to not only cultivate our reason but also work together to improve our socio-

political contexts.!*

190 The discussion of the ideal city can be seen as containing a somewhat radical proposal along this line—
creating a new socio-political context that is entirely free from corrosive elements. To be frank, the
practicality of such an ambitious proposal is open to doubt (472d—473b). But it is not hard to imagine that
some less ambitious plans, such as better education system and some sort of meritocracy, can make a
difference to the existing socio-political contexts.
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Chapter 4. Human Vice in the Republic

1.Introduction

So far, we have seen that the Socratic dialogues and the Republic operate with two
different conceptions of ignorance. According to the former, ignorance is a substantive,
structural psychic flaw: the human soul’s domination by inferior elements that are by
nature fit to be ruled instead of ruling. The inferior elements at issue are appearances—
representations of how things strike one to be from certain perspectives. According to the
latter, ignorance is the vice specific to the rational part of a human soul. More
specifically, ignorance is a state of reason because of which reason performs its function
poorly. And this function consists of a cognitive aspect, i.e., grasping truth, and a
structural aspect, i.e., ruling the entire human soul. Moreover, I have argued that the
conception of ignorance in the Socratic dialogues paves the way for a distinctive account
of human vice. Defects that are nowadays called epistemic vices and moral vices are
forms of ignorance. An epistemic vice—wishful thinking about one’s cognitive
conditions—is the common core of all other epistemic and moral vices. At this point, we
might naturally wonder: does the Republic contain a different account of human vice? If
s0, what is it? How does human vice stand in relation to ignorance, according to this
account?

I propose to answer those questions in the current chapter. A little bit of context at
the outset. Throughout the Republic, Plato makes extensive comments on human vice,
sometimes in connection with ignorance. Those comments seem to point to two groups of
human vices. On the one hand, his extended discussion on human vice in Books 8 and 9
focuses on four major types of corrupt character, namely, the timocratic, the oligarchic,

the democratic, and the tyrannical. Each of them, standing in parallel to a corrupt political
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constitution, represents a progressively graver deviation from the order and harmony that
are characteristic of a virtuous human soul and the corresponding political constitution.
On the other hand, Plato occasionally refers to ignorance, injustice, licentiousness, as
well as many other particular defects. For instance, he notes that in traditional music and
poetry, Achilles, a hero whom human beings emulate, is represented as slavish and
arrogant (391c); a lavish way of living, marked by banquets, pastries, and delicacies,
leads to licentiousness and physical illness (404b—e). Those two groups of human vices—
the four major types of corrupt character and particular defects, such as licentiousness
and ignorance—are inter-connected. For instance, a tyrannical person, who happens to be
a tyrant in a city, is characterized as being untrustworthy, unjust, friendless, impious, and
host and nurse to every kind of vice (580a). Just as human virtue is characterized as
health of a human soul, so human vice is characterized as illness of a human soul (444b—
e).!9!

Existing discussions in the secondary literature deal almost exclusively with the
first group of human vices, i.e., four major types of corrupt character. The majority of
them examine one of those types.!”> A small group inquire into the transition as a result

of which someone acquires a worse type of character.!”> While those discussions provide

191 Those characterizations seem to run throughout the Republic. At 544c, Plato calls a corrupt political
constitution, which stands in parallel to a corrupt human soul, an ill constitution. So it is not far-fetched to
infer that a corrupt human soul is an ill soul. At 392c, slavishness and arrogance—particular defects that are
sometimes dubbed as human vice—are called illnesses of soul.

192 For a comprehensive study of the tyrannical constitution and character, see Arruzza 2019. For papers
that focus on the tyrannical character, see Johnstone 2015; Nielsen 2019. For discussions of the democratic
character, see Scott 2000; Johnstone 2013. For studies of oligarchic constitution and character, see
Jorgenson 2021; Sikkenga 2002; For discussions of the timocratic character, see Wilberding 2009.

193 Irwin, 1995; Johnstone 2012. In his latest book, Dominic Scott inquires into both the four major types of
corrupt character and the transition as a result of which a person acquires a worse type of soul. See Scott
2020. For a comprehensive discussion of the four major types of corrupt character and the transition, see
also Lane, forthcoming.
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us with an invaluable insight into the nature and the coming-to-be of major types of
corrupt character, they do not automatically address the following questions, which are
integral to uncovering the account of human vice that is developed in the Republic. As 1
have noted, human vice stand for both major types of corrupt character and particular
defects in the Republic. So it is natural to wonder what kind of account of human vice
does Plato offer there. More specifically, how do the four major types of corrupt
character, which serve as the focal point of discussions of human vice in Books 8 and 9,
stand in relation to that which Plato takes to be human vice? In addition, how do
particular defects that Plato occasionally refers to, such as ignorance, injustice, and close-
mindedness, stand in relation to that which he takes to be human vice as well as the four
major types of corrupt character?

In this chapter, I will argue that the Republic is a home to a rich and distinctive
account of human vice. In my view, Plato operates with what I call the functional model
of human vice: it is a psychic state because of which a human soul performs its
function—living a reason-guided life—poorly. I will contend that the state in question
consists primarily in corrupt characters, i.e., deep-seated misalignments among soul parts,
because of which a human soul fails to live a reason-guided life. The four major types of
corrupt character are paradigmatic cases of human vice. Particular defects, such as
licentiousness and ignorance, are human vices because they are aspects of corrupt
characters. On this account, while human vice is not defined in terms of ignorance,
ignorance is still a necessary and sufficient aspect of it.

My plan in this chapter is as follows. In Section 2, I will argue that in the

Republic, Plato operates with what I call the functional model of human vice. In Sections
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3 and 4, I will inquire into how the four major types of corrupt character and particular
defects stand in relation to one another and human vice. In Section 5, I will examine the

relationship between ignorance and human vice.

2.The Functional Model of Human Vice
In Chapter 3, I have argued that Plato’s account of ignorance belongs to a general,
Sfunctional model of vice: the vice of something that has a function is a state of that thing
because of which it performs its function poorly. The function of something amounts to
its characteristic activities, i.e., activities that are peculiar—that only it can accomplish—
or proper to it—that it can accomplish better than anything else does. For example, the
function of an eye is seeing: eyes alone allow one to see; the function of a pruning knife
is pruning vines: a pruning knife that is designed for the purpose of pruning vines enables
one to do so better than other things do. Everything that has a function has its virtue and
vice. The vice of an eye is a state of the eye because of which it sees poorly; the vice of a
pruning knife is presumably a state of the knife because of which it enables one to prune
vines poorly. In sum, the vice of something that has its own function is a state of that
thing, because of which it performs its function poorly. And this is what I call the
functional model of vice.

According to Plato, human beings have their own function, which amounts to the
function of embodied human souls.

Socrates: Come then, and let’s consider this: Is there some function of a soul that

you couldn’t perform with anything else, for example, taking care of things,
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ruling, deliberating, and the like? Is there anything other than a soul to which

you could rightly assign these, and say that they are its peculiar function?

Thrasymachus: No, none of them.

S:

T:

T:

S:

T:

What of living? Isn’t that a function of a soul?

It certain is.

: And don’t we also say that there is a virtue of a soul?
: We do.

: Then, will a soul ever perform its function well, Thrasymachus, if it is deprived

of its own peculiar virtue, or is that impossible?

: Impossible.

: Doesn’t it follow that a bad soul rules and takes care of things badly and that a

good soul does all these things well?

: It does.
: Now, we agreed that justice is a soul’s virtue, and injustice its vice?
: We did.

: Then, it follows that a just soul and a just man will live well, and an unjust one

badly.

: Apparently so, according to your argument.

: And surely anyone who lives well is blessed and happy, and anyone who

doesn’t is the opposite.
Of course.
Therefore, a just person is happy, and an unjust person is wretched.

So be it.
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S: It profits no one to be wretched but to be happy.

T: Of course.

S: And so, Thrasymachus, injustice is never more profitable than justice.

(353d-354a)'%*

In the context of the previous passage, Plato refutes Thrasymachus’ assertion that
injustice can be more profitable than justice. To do that, he argues that a just person lives
well and is happy, whereas an unjust person lives badly and is wretched. Until 353¢9, he
focuses on embodied human souls and their function. A vicious human soul performs its
function badly, and a virtuous soul performs its function well. From there, he
immediately asserts that while a just soul and a just person will live well, an unjust soul
and an unjust person will live badly at 353e10. Presumably, a just soul and a just person

are virtuous, and an unjust soul and an unjust person are vicious. In this way, he implies
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that insofar as a human soul is just and virtuous, the person whom it constitutes is just
and virtuous; insofar as a human soul is unjust and vicious, the person whom it
constitutes is unjust and vicious. Hence, that which makes a human soul virtuous or
vicious makes the human being whom it constitutes virtuous or vicious as well. Recall
that according to the general, functional model of vice, the vice of something is a state of
that thing because of which it performs its function poorly. It follows that the psychic
states because of which human souls perform their function badly also make human
beings perform their function badly. The human function is essentially the function of
embodied human souls.

The function of an embodied human soul consists prominently of rational
activities, such as deliberating, ruling, and taking care of things. At the beginning of the
previous passage, Plato declares that the function of an embodied human soul consists of
activities that one can only perform with one’s soul. These activities include, for
example, taking care of things, ruling, and deliberating. The activities in question are
distinctively rational. On the one hand, in order to take care of or rule something
properly, one must examine (ckomgicOat) what is best for it.!> The rational soul part
enables one to examine better than anything else does.!® So taking care of things and
ruling, both of which entail examination, are done best with the rational part. On the other

hand, deliberation is identified as belonging to the function of the rational part. So

195 At 345d5-¢1, Plato declares that every kind of rule, insofar as it rules, doesn’t consider anything other
than what is best for the thing it rules and takes care of. Thus, to rule or take care of something properly,
one must examine what is best for it.

19 In his discussion of degenerate characters, Plato characterizes an oligarchic person as someone who does
not allow her rational part to calculate about (AoyiCecBar) or examine (ckoneiv) anything except how a little
money can be made into great wealth (553d2-4). The idea behind his claim is presumably that while reason
enables one to calculate and examine better than anything else does, it is directed at wrong issues in the
case of an oligarchic person.
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deliberation is an activity that is peculiar or proper to the rational part: either only the
rational part enables one to perform it, or the rational part enables one to perform it better
than anything else does.!” Therefore, the function of an embodied human soul consists
prominently of rational activities.

Rational activities are integral to a distinctively human way of living, which turns
out to be the function of an embodied human soul. Having identified rational activities,
such as taking care of things, deliberating, and ruling, as belonging to the function of a
human soul, Plato adds that living is also a function of a human soul at 353d9.!® A good
human soul engages in those rational activities well, thereby living well. A bad soul, by
contrast, engages in those activities badly, thereby living badly. Thus, for human souls,
living well or badly depends on engaging in the rational activities at issue well or badly.
From here, it is natural to infer that the human function is living a reason-guided life,
characterized by rational activities such as deliberating, taking care of things, and ruling.

We are now ready to see that Plato operates with the functional model of human
vice, in line with his general, functional model of vice in the Republic. According to the
general, functional model of vice, the vice of something is a state of that thing because of
which it performs its function poorly. The function of human beings amounts to the
function of their souls, which consists in living a reason-guided life, characterized by
rational activities such as deliberating, taking care of things, and ruling. Thus follows the

functional model of human vice—human vice is a psychic state, because of which an

197 In Book 10, Plato asserts that calculation, along with measuring and weighing, is a function of the
rational part of the soul (tod Aoyiotikod) (602d6-¢2). As Moss notes, in this context, Plato uses the word
calculation interchangeably with deliberation. So deliberation is a paradigmatically rational activity. See
Moss 2008.

198 T am grateful to Hendrik Lorenz for pointing out that at 353d9, living is identified as a function of a
human soul instead of the function of a human soul.
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embodied human soul performs its function badly. More specifically, it is a psychic state

that makes the soul live a reason-guided life poorly (353e).

3.Vice and Corrupt Holistic Characters

At this point, we might want to gain more traction on the nature of human vice, which, as
I have argued, is a psychic state that makes an embodied human soul live a reason-guided
life poorly. What does this state consist in?

As I have mentioned in the introduction, throughout the Republic, Plato makes
extensive comments on human vice, and those comments seem to point to two groups of
human vices. On the one hand, his extended discussion on human vice in Books 8 and 9
focuses on the four major types of corrupt character, namely, the timocratic, the
oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical. On the other hand, he occasionally refers
to ignorance, injustice, licentiousness, as well as many other particular defects.

Between the two groups of human vice, corrupt characters play a far more
important role in Plato’s discussion of human vice. To begin with, they receive much
more emphasis in the relevant discussion. From 368a, Book 2 to the end of Book 9, Plato
refutes the joint challenge that Glaucon and Adeimantus raise, namely that a vicious and
unjust life can be better than a virtuous and just life. Having offered a detailed account of
human virtue, he inquires into the four major types of corrupt character, i.e., the
timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical, as well as their parallel
types of political constitutions. In his discussion of each corrupt character, he considers
not only what a man who instantiates the character in question is like but also how such a

man develops. By contrast, Plato’s comments on particular defects are cursory and
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scattered. Admittedly, he occasionally touches on some particular defects, such as
slavishness and licentiousness, as he refutes the challenge that Glaucon and Adimantus
raise. For example, he notes that Achilles is misrepresented as being slavish and arrogant
(391b—c). But he does not elaborate on what those defects are in the immediate context.
Moreover, Plato suggests that a solid grip on the four major types of corrupt character
enables one to grasp what human vice amounts to. Having examined the four major types
of corrupt character, Plato takes himself to have offered enough resources to establish
that a vicious and unjust life can never be better than a virtuous and just life (588a). In
this way, he implies that a solid grip on the four major types of corrupt character enables
one to grasp what a vicious and unjust life is like. Recall that human vice is a state that
makes one perform the human function badly, and human function amounts to a
distinctively human way of living. Accordingly, a solid grip on the four major kinds of
corrupt characters enables one to grasp what human vice amounts to. By contrast, it is
only until Plato has finished examining the four major types of corrupt character and thus
convinced his interlocutors that a vicious and unjust life can never be better than a
virtuous and just life that he offers a more focused account of some particular defects,
such as slavishness and licentiousness. So he does not rely on explicating the nature of
particular defects in order to show what human vice amounts to. Therefore, in
comparison with particular defects, corrupt characters play a far more important role in
Plato’s discussion of human vice.

Since corrupt characters are central to Plato’s discussion of human vice, it is apt to
infer that a better grip on them is conducive to a better grip on the psychic state that

human vice is. So I propose to focus on corrupt characters in this section.
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A little bit of context at the outset. In order to refute Glaucon and Adeimantus’
joint challenge that an unjust and vicious life can be better than a just and virtuous life,
Plato proceeds to examine what an unjust and vicious life and a just and virtuous life are
like. Having offered a detailed discussion of human virtue and its cultivation, he turns to
human vice at the beginning of Book 8. From there until the end of Book 9, he focuses on
the four major types of corrupt character, i.e., the timocratic, the oligarchic, the
democratic, and the tyrannical, and their corresponding types of political constitutions. In
a nutshell, each of those characters represents a progressively graver deviation from the
order and harmony that are characteristic of a virtuous human soul. As Plato puts it, a
timocratic character is ruled by the spirited part, which directs the entire soul to routinely
value and desire honor and victory (548d-549b). An oligarchic character is ruled by the
appetitive part, which directs the soul to routinely value and desire money over anything
else (553d-555a). A democratic character lacks a ruling part. It, valuing freedom above
everything else, is dominated by a succession of desires of a full range of different kinds
(561a—e). A tyrannical character is enslaved by a mad, erotic love, which urges it to
satisfy unnecessary appetites, some of which are lawless, by all possible means (572d—
579e).

Notably, that which Plato calls a character is not exclusively moral, as opposed to
intellectual or epistemic. Rather, he conceives of a character (10oc) as a holistic, deep-
seated structure of the entire human soul, because of which the soul lives in a certain
way. To see this point, it is worth pointing out that a character is sometimes referred to as
a constitution of the individual soul (katackevn; cf. 449a, 544e). According to LSJ, the

word constitution (katackein) has a connotation of being permanent or fixed rather than
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movable or temporary. The same word is sometimes used to pick up the entire
fundamental framework of a city (455a, 462a). So a character, as the constitution of a
human soul, presumably stands for the holistic, deep-seated structure of the entire human
soul. This line of reasoning coheres with Plato’s characterization of the four major types
of corrupt character. For example, an oligarchic character is ruled by the appetitive part,
which values money over anything else. The rule of appetite puts constraints on the
activities that reason and spirit can engage in. Reason is allowed to deliberate about or
examine only how a little money can be made into great wealth; spirit is allowed to value
or admire only wealth and wealthy people. A tyrannical character is enslaved by a mad,
erotic love, which erases senses of decency and shame that reason and spirit might have.
Notably, when examining the virtuous character and the four major types of corrupt
character, Plato not just takes pains to uncover how each soul part stands in relation to the
other parts. He also sketches out the consequent way of living that the soul as a whole
adopts. For example, since an oligarchic character is ruled by the appetitive part, which
values money more than anything else, it lives the life of a money-lover. More
specifically, it, attaching the greatest importance to money, strives to make a profit from
everything. It cares for honor and victory only if they conduce to its acquisition and
accumulation of wealth. Since it neglects education, it experiences bad appetites. When a
reputation for being just is profitable, it holds those appetites in check by compulsion and
fear; when such a reputation does not bring about more profits, it unleashes those
appetites with impunity (553d-555a). Hence, a character amounts to a holistic, deep-
seated structure of the entire human soul, because of which a human soul lives in a

certain way.
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Corrupt characters, such as the timocratic character and the tyrannical character,
accordingly consist in holistic, deep-seated misalignments of the entire human soul,
because of which the soul fails to live a reason-guided life. In Plato’s view, there is a
normative structure among soul parts. A human soul should be ruled by reason, which
alone can seek what is truly good for not only itself but also the entire soul. Spirit, as the
natural ally of reason, should assist reason’s rule (588b—590b). A virtuous character
embodies this normative psychic structure. As a result, it lives a reason-guided life,
which, valuing what is genuinely good above everything else, avoids things that might
obstruct its pursuit of goodness.!”” A closer look at the four major types of corrupt
characters indicates that each of them consists in a holistic, deep-seated misalignment of
the entire human soul, because of which the soul fails to live a reason-guided life. For
instance, instead of being ruled by reason, the timocratic character is ruled by spirit,
which values honor and victory more than anything else. Because of this psychic
misalignment, the soul fails to live a reason-guided life. Instead, it lives the life of a lover
of honor and victory. In particular, it does not shun from honor and victory, even when
they might obstruct its obtainment of what is genuinely good (548e—549a).

At this point, one might naturally wonder: why does Plato hold that there are four
and only four major types of corrupt character? Admittedly, in addition to the four
primary types, he recognizes the existence of other corrupt characters. But he thinks that
the latter are not completely distinct from the four major ones. Instead, they lie
somewhere among the four (544c—d). That is to say, they are imperfect exemplifications

or mixtures of the four major kinds—they share some but not all paradigmatic features of

199 For example, the father of a timocratic youth lives such a reason-guided, virtuous life (549c).
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at least one of the four. Hence, the four major types of corrupt character reveal four
fundamental ways in which the deep-seated psychic structure becomes flawed. Under the
dominance of some non-rational elements, those corrupt characters are preoccupied with
four distinct groups of objects that non-rational soul parts are attracted to: honor or
victory, money, freedom, and unnecessary appetites. In this way, Plato puts his finger on
the following point. While there are many ways of in which one’s soul is improperly
structured and thus lives badly, a vicious person must to some extent partake of at least
one of the four major kinds of corrupt character.

We are now ready to see that the psychic state that human vice is consists primarily
in corrupt characters—holistic, deep-seated misalignments of the entire human soul,
because of which the soul fails to live a reason-guided life. Recall that according to the
functional model of human vice, human vice is a psychic state of the entire embodied
human soul, because of which the soul performs its function—living a reason-guided
life—poorly. Admittedly, Plato mentions two groups of human vice—corrupt characters
and particular defects. Between those groups, corrupt characters play a far more
important role in Plato’s discussion of human vice. In particular, Plato hints that a solid
grip on the four major types of corrupt character enables one to grasp what human vice
amounts to. A closer look at those characters reveals that a corrupt character consists in a
holistic, deep-seated misalignment of the entire human soul, because of which the soul
fails to live a reason-guided life. Hence, it is apt to infer that the psychic state that human
vice is consists in corrupt characters. The four major types of corrupt character—the

timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical—indicate four fundamental
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ways in which the deep-seated psychic structure becomes flawed. So they are
paradigmatic cases of human vice.

But how do particular defects, such as cowardice and licentiousness, stand in
relation to human vice and corrupt characters? Let us examine this question in the next

section.,

4.Vice and Particular Defects
Throughout the Republic, Plato’s comments on particular defects are somewhat cursory
and scattered. Admittedly, he sometimes refers to particular defects to illustrate the harms
of traditional education and upbringing. According to him, part and parcel of traditional
education and upbringing are music and poetry that misrepresent gods and heroes.
Instead of being fine and good, gods and heroes are portrayed as being subject to
particular defects. Achilles, for instance, is characterized as slavish and arrogant (391b—
c). As a result of bad education and upbringing, young people become cowardly and
savage (411a). Most of his comments on particular defects are too succinct to give us a
good grip on those defects. It is only until the end of Book 9, where Plato, having shown
that an unjust and vicious life can never be better than a just and vicious life, provides us
with a more detailed account of particular defects. Hence, I propose to begin our
examination of particular defects by zeroing in on that discussion.

To illustrate the nature of particular defects, such as slavishness and stubbornness,
Plato refers to a metaphor of the human soul. A human soul, which is constituted by
reason, spirit, and appetite, is compared to a composite of a human being, a lion, and a

multi-headed, multicolored beast under the covering of a human being. This metaphor
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casts light on the normative condition and structure of soul parts. Reason, as the inner
person, should obtain an insight into what is truly good and the strength to rule the entire
composite. Spirit, as the inner lion, should be cultivated to become the ally of reason and
jointly watch over appetite. Appetite is compared to the multi-headed, multicolored beast,
so appetitive desires can be diverse and oftentimes at variance with one another. While
gentler appetitive desires should be domesticated, more savage ones should be prevented
from growing. In light of the metaphor in question, Plato discusses what a variety of
particular defects amount to in the following passage.

S: And don’t you think that licentiousness has long been condemned for just
these reasons, namely, that because of it, that terrible, large, and multiform
beast is let loose more than it should be?

G: Clearly.

S: And aren’t stubbornness and irritability condemned because they
inharmoniously increase and stretch the lionlike and the snakelike part?

G: Certainly.

S: And aren’t luxury and softness condemned because the slackening and
loosening of this same part that produce cowardice in it?

G: Of course.

S: And aren’t flattery and slavishness condemned because they subject the
spirited part to the moblike beast, accustoming it from youth on to being
insulted for the sake of money needed to satisfy the beast’s insatiable
appetites, so that it becomes an ape instead of a lion?

G: They certainly are.
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(590a—)?%

A closer look at the passage allows us to see that particular defects can be further
divided into two sub-kinds. On the one hand, some particular defects are responsible for
deviating from the normative condition of a particular soul part. For example, because of
licentiousness, the multi-headed, multi-colored beast, i.e., appetite, is improperly relaxed.
Stubbornness and irritability inappropriately strengthen and strain spirit. Luxury and
softness, by contrast, unduly slacken and relax spirit. On the other hand, some particular
defects are responsible for disrupting the normative structure between multiple soul parts.
For instance, flattery and slavishness make appetite dominate over spirit instead of being
watched over by the latter. Particular defects are states of the human soul. It follows that
both sub-kinds of particular defects—deviation from the normative condition of a
particular soul part and disruption of the normative structure between multiple soul
parts—are psychic states that are responsible for some sorts of malfunction and

misalignment within soul parts.2!
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201 Hendrik Lorenz points out to me that malfunctions and misalignments within soul parts could be
responsible for the psychic states that particular defects consist in. Plato does not explicitly deny this
possibility. It might well be that the psychic states that particular defects consist in and the relevant
malfunctions and misalignment within soul parts are mutually reinforcing.
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It is not hard to see that particular defects are human vices because they are
aspects of corrupt holistic characters, which human vice consists primarily in. According
to Plato, licentiousness is blamed because it lets loose the multi-headed, multi-colored
beast, i.e., appetite. Stubbornness and irritability are condemned because they
inappropriately strengthen and strain spirit. Recall that human vice is a psychic state,
because of which the entire human soul performs its function poorly. And the psychic
state in question consists primarily in corrupt holistic characters—deep-seated
misalignments among soul parts, because of which a human soul fails to live a reason-
guided life. Hence, particular defects are bad because they are aspects of corrupt
characters, which human vice consists in. It is worth pointing out that Plato sometimes
calls particular defects vices (444b). And the badness of particular defects deserves blame
or censure (yéyecOar)—responses that are associated with human vices. Consequently, it
is apt to infer that particular defects are human vices because they are aspects of corrupt
characters, which human vice consists primarily in.

Notably, different particular defects could be responsible for the same malfunction
or misalignment within soul parts. Consider stubbornness and irritability. They are
apparently different. Being stubborn is presumably a matter of sticking to one’s
convictions, even when better counter evidence is available. Being irritable, by contrast,
is being liable to be provoked at minor or even non-existent offense. Nevertheless, Plato
diagnoses stubbornness and irritability as being responsible for the same psychic
malfunction—the inappropriate strengthening and straining of spirit. In addition, he
characterizes flattery and slavishness as being responsible for the same misalignment

within soul parts, i.e., the domination of appetite over spirit. But flattery and slavishness
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are apparently different. Being a flatterer is presumably being disposed to please others to
an objectionable extent. Being slavish, however, is being preoccupied with unworthwhile
things, such as money and pleasure.?®? In this way, Plato strongly suggests that different
particular defects are sometimes responsible for the same psychic malfunction or
misalignment. But why does he conceive of particular defects in this way?

I have to admit that throughout the Republic, Plato does not explicitly explain
why he thinks that different particular defects are sometimes responsible for the same
psychic malfunction or misalignment. But a closer look at the previous passage on
particular defects points to a promising explanation: by taking different particular defects
to be responsible for the same psychic malfunction or misalignment, Plato implies that
particular defects can be context-relative. Consider stubbornness and irritability again.
They are responsible for the same psychic malfunction, i.e., the inappropriate
strengthening and straining of spirit. But they constitute different particular defects since
they involve divergent contexts, in which the same underlying psychic malfunction
manifests as distinct patterns of responses. Stubbornness deals primarily with one’s
cognitive states, such as beliefs and convictions. With regard to one’s cognitive states, the
inappropriate strengthening and straining of spirit manifests as sticking to one’s own
beliefs or convictions. By contrast, irritability is concerned chiefly with offenses. With
regard to offenses, the inappropriate strengthening and straining of spirit manifests as
being liable to be provoked at minor or even non-existent offenses. Thus, across different
contexts, the same psychic malfunction or misalignment can manifest as different

patterns of responses and thereby constitute different particular defects. Therefore, some

20239]¢c; 486a-b.
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particular defects are necessarily embedded in certain sorts of context. In other words,
particular defects can be context-relative.

The context-relativeness of some particular defects hints that new contexts could
bring about novel kinds of particular defects. Social, cultural, and environmental changes
sometimes generate new contexts for human beings to live. For example, without
advanced means of transportation, many ancient societies were ethnically homogenous.
So most members of those societies did not have the chance to engage in extensive
interaction with individuals of other ethnicities. Racism was accordingly rare or even
nonexistent. But the fear about and the hostility towards outsiders, which are arguably at
the heart of racism, were not entirely absent in ancient societies. They were instead
expressed in military aggression and political cliques. By contrast, modern societies,
thanks to the significant progress in transportation, are more ethnically heterogenous.
And this social change engenders a new context of human living: individuals of different
ethnicities become members of the same society and accordingly have ampler
opportunities to interact with one another. As a result, the fear about and the hostility
towards outsiders can be channeled in misguided perception, attitudes, and behaviors
with regard to individuals of other ethnicities. Driven by the fear about and the hostility
towards outsiders, people might, for instance, be disposed to perceive people of a certain
ethnicity as being unintelligent and treat the latter with condescension. These patterns of
responses are characteristic of racism. Thus, it is not far-fetched to infer that new contexts
of human living, engendered by social, cultural, and environmental changes, could bring

about novel patterns of misguided responses and particular defects. Therefore, the
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Platonic account of particular defects is open-ended enough to cover vices that were

absent in ancient societies.

5. Vice and Ignorance

Let us consider how human vice stands in relation to ignorance, which, as I have argued
in Chapter 3, is the vice specific to the rational soul part. More specifically, according to
the general, functional model of vice, ignorance is a state of reason because of which
reason performs its function poorly.

It is not hard to see that ignorance is a particular defect. As we have seen, human
vice consists primarily in corrupt characters. And these characters are deep-seated
misalignments among soul parts, because of which a human soul fails to live a reason-
guided life. Particular defects, such as cowardice and close-mindedness, are responsible
for particular sorts of malfunction or misalignment within soul parts. Accordingly, they
are aspects of corrupt characters. Ignorance is responsible for the malfunction of the
rational part. It follows that ignorance is a particular defect, which is an aspect of corrupt
characters that human vice consists primarily in.

Ignorance is a necessary aspect of human vice. Recall that ignorance is a state of
reason, which makes reason perform its function badly. And the function of reason
consists of a cognitive aspect, i.e., grasping truth, and a structural aspect, i.e., ruling the
entire soul. A closer look at Plato’s discussion of the timocratic, the oligarchic, the
democratic, and the tyrannical characters reveals that people who instantiate these
characters are ignorant. On the one hand, their reason struggles to grasp the relevant

practical truth. Even a timocratic person, whose instantiates the least pernicious among
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the four major kinds of corrupt character, mistakenly thinks that honor and victory are
preeminently good. On the other hand, the reason of timocratic, oligarchic, democratic,
and tyrannical persons bungles in their ruling over the entire souls. Instead of directing
the souls to seek what is truly good, it is subordinated to non-rational parts. As a result, it
is susceptible to fail to prevent the souls from pursuing what is in fact harmful. As I have
argued, the timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical characters
represent fundamental ways in which a human soul is improperly structured and thus
performs its function badly. Other vicious characters are partial instantiations or mixtures
of those four. Since people with timocratic, oligarchic, democratic, and tyrannical
characters are ignorant, other vicious people are presumably vicious as well. Therefore,
all vicious people are ignorant. In other words, ignorance is a necessary aspect of human
vice.

Plato’s characterization of the human function strongly suggests that ignorance is a
sufficient aspect of human vice as well. The human function is characteristically rational.
As I have argued, the function of something is the activity that is characteristic of it:
either the thing in question alone can perform that activity or it performs the activity
better than anything else does. The human function is essentially the function of a human
soul. And the function of a human soul is living a reason-guided life, which are
characterized by rational activities such as taking care of things, deliberating, and ruling.
In other words the function of a human soul, which amounts to the human function, is
characteristically rational. As I have argued, Plato operates with the function model of
vice in the Republic: the vice of something that has a function is a state of that thing

because of which it performs its function badly. Since the human function is
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characteristically rational, if reason is in a poor state, which makes it perform its function
badly, a human being to which it belongs will engage in the rational activities that are
integral to her function badly. Therefore, ignorance is a sufficient aspect of human vice.
The fact that ignorance is necessary and sufficient for human vice does not imply
that human vice is defined in terms of ignorance. As I have argued, the function of a
human being is essentially the function of an embodied human soul, which is living a
reason-guided life. Living a reason-guided life entails the contribution of both reason and
non-rational parts. Spirit gives one a sense of honor and shame; appetite enables one to
respond to bodily needs. In fact, the four major types of character, which are
paradigmatic cases of human vice, represent four fundamental ways in which a human
soul is dominated by non-rational elements. Therefore, human vice cannot be defined in

terms of ignorance.

6.Conclusion

Let us take stock. So far, I have argued that in the Republic, Plato operates with the
functional model of human vice. The function of a human being is essentially the activity
an embodied human soul, which turns out to be living a reason-guided life. Human vice
is a psychic state because of which a soul performs its function badly. The psychic state
in question consists primarily in corrupt holistic characters, which are deep-seated
misalignments of the entire human soul. The four major types of corrupt character—the
timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical—are paradigmatic cases of
human vice. Particular defects, such as irritability and licentiousness, are responsible for

particular sorts malfunction or misalignment within soul parts. Hence, they are aspects of
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corrupt characters, which human vice consists primarily in. Ignorance, as a particular
defect, is necessary and sufficient for human vice.

To close this chapter, I would like to draw our attention to the following contrast
between the account of human vice in the Socratic dialogues and the account in the
Republic. In the Socratic dialogues, defects that are nowadays called moral and epistemic
vices are forms of ignorance. So human vice is ignorance at its very heart. By contrast, in
the Republic, human vice is a psychic state because of which a human soul performs its
function—Iliving a reason-guided life—poorly. The psychic state at issue consists
primarily in corrupt holistic characters—deep-seated misalignment of the entire human
soul, because of which the soul fails to live a reason-guided life. Ignorance is a necessary

and sufficient aspect of human vice.
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Chapter 5. Plato on Becoming Vicious
1.Introduction
In the previous chapters, I have argued that the Socratic dialogues and the Republic
contain two different pictures of the darker side of humanity. In the Socratic dialogues,
human vice is ignorance, which amounts to the soul’s domination by psychic elements
that are by nature fit to be ruled instead of ruling. Defects that are nowadays called moral
and epistemic vices are forms of ignorance. By contrast, in the Republic, human vice is a
psychic state because of which the soul performs its function—living a reason-guided
life—badly. The psychic state in question consists in corrupt holistic characters, i.e.,
deep-seated misalignments of the entire human soul, because of which the soul fails to
live a reason-guided life. Ignorance, conceived to be the vice of reason, is a necessary and
sufficient aspect of human vice.

Despite their differences, the pictures of the darker side of humanity that the
Socratic dialogues and the Republic draw converge on the following point: ignorance and
vice are pervasive. Most adult human beings, no matter whether they are popular
politicians, reputable craftspeople, or ordinary members of a community, are to some
extent ignorant and vicious. Most political regimes, constituted by ignorant and vicious
people, are ignorant and vicious. This pervasiveness of ignorance and vice indicates that
in our everyday life, the phenomena of becoming vicious are rampant.

The Republic is home to a rich account of how one becomes vicious. In Books 8-9,
Plato offers a series of vivid, thought-provoking vignettes about how people settle in four
major types of corrupt character, i.e., the timocratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, and

the tyrannical. Elsewhere in the Republic, he illuminates how in most political regimes,
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bad cultural, political, and social institutions corrupt individual human beings.?’* From a
philosophical perspective, Plato’s discussion of becoming vicious?** contains the
following verdict on the human condition: while becoming virtuous is extremely difficult,
becoming vicious is easy and commonplace. The verdict at issue in part goes against our
modern intuition. Although many of us would agree that becoming virtuous is not easy,
fewer would be ready to accept that becoming vicious is commonplace—most human
beings either have become vicious or are on their way to become vicious. So a better grip
on Plato’s view allows us to see where he and we are at variance. From a practical
perspective, Plato’s account of becoming vicious reveals corrosive influences in a
community. And this revelation prepares us to unpack his proposal for preventing vice.
Therefore, a better understanding of Plato’s account of becoming vicious is
philosophically and practically fruitful.

Nevertheless, much less scholarly attention has been given to Plato’s account of
becoming vicious than that of becoming virtuous in the Republic.?*® Existing works about
Plato’s account of becoming vicious often focus on a particular stage of the process,

namely, the transition as a result of which one settles in a corrupt character 2% It is

203 At 400e-401d, Plato illustrates how bad music and poetry distort the perception, evaluation, and
affection of young people. At 494c—e, he argues that an uneducated crowd in public gatherings like
assemblies, courts, and theaters somewhat compel individuals to conform to misguided values and
behaviors, which pave the way for corruption.

204 By becoming vicious, I refer to the process as a result of which a person settles in a deviant character.
don’ t mean to trace the metaphysical origin of vice in the human race.

205 There are a huge number of discussion on Plato’s account of becoming virtuous in the Republic. For
example, see Irwin 1995; Lear 2006; Vasiliou 2008.

208 In her forthcoming book, Melissa Lane she offers a comprehensive discussion of coming-to-be of the
four major types of corrupt character rather than focus narrowly on the transitional stage. Have learned a lot
from her work, I would like to highlight two further points. First, one becomes vicious as a result of bad
habituation, which amounts to coming to adopt a way of living (émttndedpa) that inappropriately
strengthens non-rational parts. There are two basic mechanisms underlying the adoption of shameful ways
of living, acculturation and conformity, as I call them. Each mechanism represents a different form of
interaction among a bad community, individuals’ mental life, and actions. In both cases, a bad community
is the ultimate source of corruption. Second, in general, the worse community one belongs to, the less
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generally agreed that one settles in a corrupt character as the power struggles among soul
parts are resolved, in accordance with the relative strength and alignment of those
parts.?” T agree with the predominant interpretation about how one eventually settles in a
corrupt character. Becoming vicious involves power struggles among soul parts. But a
complete account of the process also requires explaining the mechanisms underneath
those power struggles. This is precisely what I aim to accomplish in this chapter.

In this chapter, I inquire into the mechanisms underlying the entire process of
becoming vicious in Plato’s Republic. On my reading, one becomes vicious as a result of
bad habituation, which amounts to coming to adopt a way of living (émttndedpa) that
inappropriately strengthens non-rational parts. There are two basic mechanisms
underlying the adoption of shameful ways of living, acculturation and conformity, as |
call them. Each mechanism represents a different form of interaction among a bad
community, individuals’ mental life, and actions. In both cases, a bad community is the
ultimate source of corruption. Despite those similarities, cases of becoming vicious are
not entirely homogenous. The Republic is home to one of the first accounts of autonomy
in the history of Western Philosophy. Autonomy, in its most complete form, amounts to a
competence to form rational desires in light of a comprehensive grip on the evaluative
matters and act in accordance with those desires. Autonomy can be cultivated and

obtained at many different degrees. In general, the worse community one belongs to, the

autonomy one tends to have over the development of her character. So cases of becoming vicious are, in an
important sense, different.

207 One exception is Terence Irwin. According to [rwin, every transition into a degenerate character is
settled by a rational choice to cede control over the soul to a non-rational part (Irwin 1995). This position,
as Mark Johnstone and Dominic Scott have convincingly argued, overly intellectualizes the transitional
stage. It is implausible to assume that all cases of transition into degenerate characters are settled by
rational choices to cede control over the soul to a non-rational part. For recent discussion on this topic, see
Johnstone 2012; Scott 2020.
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less autonomy one tends to have over the development of her character. So cases of
becoming vicious are, in an important sense, different.?

My plan for this chapter is as follows. In Section 2, I argue that one becomes
vicious as a result of bad habituation, underlying which are two basic mechanisms. In
Section 3, I contend that that the worse community one belongs to, the less autonomy one
tends to have over the development of one’s eventual, holistic character. In Section 4, |

close the chapter with some preliminary thoughts on how Plato’s account of becoming

vicious in the Republic casts light on his proposal for preventing vice.

2.Becoming Vicious and Habituation

In a nutshell, Plato thinks that one becomes vicious as a result of bad habituation, which
amounts to coming to adopt a shameful way of living. As he puts it, people can acquire
virtues as a result of good habituation (518d, 619¢). The opposite process, bad
habituation, leads one to become vicious (562¢, 590b). In other words, one becomes
vicious as a result of bad habituation. In addition, Plato asserts that fine ways of living
lead one to become virtuous; shameful ways of living lead one to become vicious (444e).
It follows that one becomes vicious as a result of bad habituation, which amounts to

coming to adopt a shameful way of living (émtndedpa).

208 In his recent book, Dominic Scott suggests that cases of becoming vicious are not entirely homogenous.
His suggestion hinges what he labels as evaluative reason. As he puts it, evaluative reason stands for the
impartial activity of reason, as opposed to instrumental or calculative reason, which can serve to find out
the means to realize non-rational ends. See Scott (2020), Chapter 5. According to Scott, while a timocratic
youth sometimes engage in evaluative reasoning in the development of his character, oligarchic,
democratic, and tyrannical youths hardly engage in that kind of reasoning. I am largely sympathetic to
Scott’s suggestion, but I would like to highlight the differences between the development of oligarchic,
democratic, and tyrannical youths.
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This sketch of becoming vicious immediately invites two questions. First, what is a
way of living? Second, how does one come to adopt a shameful way of living?

In the Republic, Plato mentions different ways of living that citizens of good and
bad communities follow, for example, the life of philosophers, the life of sophists, and
the life of farmers. To see what a way of living is, let us contrast the life of philosophers
and the life of sophists. According to Plato, even though those two ways of living appear
to be very similar, they are entirely different. Individuals who adopt the philosophical
way of living—the philosophers—not just attend to and readily discern the ultimate,
intelligible reality, which consists in the Forms. They also enjoy and value the Forms
more than anything else. In addition, philosophers are unique in their dedication to
studying the Forms (500b—d). By contrast, sophists attend to and value the convictions
that the majority express in public gatherings. As a result, they acquire a knack for
dealing with the majority, which they call wisdom. Sophists are characterized by teaching
their knack to anyone who is willing to pay. In this way, they impart specious claims
about evaluative matters to others (493a—c). Based on the contrast between the
philosophical way of living and the sophistical way of living, it is not far-fetched to infer
that a way of living is a holistic pattern of mental life, actions, and communal impact.

A shameful way of living is accordingly a holistic pattern of mental life, actions,
and communal impact that inappropriately strengthens non-rational parts or debilitates
reason. As I have argued in the previous chapter, there is a normative hierarchy among
soul parts: reason, which alone can seek what is truly good for the entire soul, should rule
the soul with the help of spirit. Human vice consists primarily of corrupt characters,

which crucially involve misalignments among soul parts. That is to say, reason, which
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should rule, becomes subordinated to some non-rational element. This condition can be
achieved due to the inappropriate strengthening of non-rational parts or the weakening of
the rational one. It follows that shameful ways of living, by coming to adopt which
people become vicious, are holistic patterns of mental life, actions, and communal impact
that inappropriately strengthen of non-rational parts or weaken of the rational one.
Therefore, the question about how one comes to adopt a shameful way of living comes
down to how one settles in a holistic pattern of mental life, actions, and communal impact
that inappropriately strengthens non-rational parts or weakens the rational one.

In the rest of this section, I want to explore two basic mechanisms underlying one’s
coming to adopt a shameful way of living. These mechanisms, which I label as
acculturation®”® and conformity respectively, represent two ways in which a bad
community, one’s mental life, and actions interact and jointly contribute to one’s eventual
settlement in a shameful way of living. Admittedly, the mechanisms in question
oftentimes overlap and interrelate with each other in real life. I propose to examine them
separately, in order to have an unobstructed look at how one becomes vicious.

Let us start with acculturation. This process begins with absorbing bad ideologies
from one’s community. By bad ideologies, I mean the networks of misguided but
dominant public conceptions about evaluative matters.?!? In the Republic, Plato discusses
two primary sources of bad ideologies in the community. The first is a bad culture. To see
how a bad culture carries bad ideologies, let us focus on bad music and poetry, which are,

in Plato’s view, prominent components of a bad culture. In the following pair of

209 1 am grateful to Ben Morison for suggesting this label. I used to call the mechanisms that it refers to
apprenticeship.
219 For a recent discussion of ideology, see Haslanger (2017)
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passages, Plato illustrates how bad stories, constituting an important element of bad
music and poetry, become vehicles of corrosive ideologies.

When a story gives a bad image of what the gods and heroes are like, the way a painter
does whose picture is not at all like the things he’s trying to paint (377¢)......

Since a god is good, he is not—as most people claim, the cause of everything that
happened to human beings but of only a few things, for good things are fewer than bad

things in our lives. He alone is responsible for good things (379¢).2!!

According to Plato, bad music and poetry carry bad ideologies primarily by
misrepresenting moral exemplars, such as gods and heroes. As moral exemplars whom
individual human beings look up to for guidance, gods and heroes should embody correct
values. Nevertheless, in bad music and poetry, they are oftentimes represented as
subscribing to misguided values and acting wrongly. For example, the goddess Thetis is
described as regarding death as a terrible suffering and consequently lamenting the loss
of her son, Achilles (388b). Odysseus, the wisest hero, is portrayed as valuing banquet
more than anything else and praising it glowingly (390a—b). Based on Plato’s account of
bad music and poetry, it is apt to infer that other elements of a bad culture, such as
paintings, embroidery, and architecture, carry bad ideologies primarily by containing

distorted representations of moral exemplars (401a—c).

11 Otav ikdln Tic koxdS T Aoyw, mepi Odv Te Kai Npdovoiol eioty, Gomep ypapedc undev

goucTo, Ypapav ol &v dpota BovAndf ypdyar (379e1-3).

Ovd’ dpa, v & &yd, 6 Bedc, Emeldn dyaddc, mavtov dv e oitiog, Mg ol ToAlol Aéyovoty, dALL OAlymV
UEV TOIG AVOPOTOIC 0iTIOC, TOAADY OE AVaiTIOS: TTOAD YOp EAGTTM TAYaOd TAV KaKDV NIV, Kol TV HEV
ayoBadv 00déva GALov aitiatéov (379¢2-6).
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In addition to a bad culture, families, friends, associates, and in a word, social
connections, constitute another chief source of bad ideologies. In Books 8 and 9, Plato
offers vivid images of how in a corrupt community, one’s social connections jointly carry
bad ideologies. Consider a timocratic youth. Even though he has a virtuous father, the
rest of his community is corrupt. His mother complains that her virtuous husband, who is
not overly obsessed with honor, power, and money, is unmanly. His servants also urge
him to become more manly by taking revenge on people who have wronged him. The rest
of his city honors and praises those who meddle in other people’s affairs. In a word, the
entire community to which a timocratic youth belongs is steeped with an ideology that
puts an undue emphasis on honor and power, and, to a lesser extent, money.

Absorbing bad ideologies from a corrupt community, people, especially the youth,
become afflicted with a distorted mental life. According to Plato, children and young
people readily internalize the ideologies that they are frequently exposed to (377a—b). So
if they are exposed to culture and social connections that carry correct ideologies, they
will gradually develop a sound mental life.?!2 By contrast, if children and young people
are associated with culture and social connections that carry bad ideologies, they will
develop a distorted mental life. As those who are born and raised in degenerate
communities indicate, they not only struggle to properly attend to and discern evaluative
matters but also are subject to incorrect evaluation and affection. For example, they could
neglect virtue and education, while mistaking honor, money, or pleasure for the highest

good and enjoying those things more than they should. In this way, their souls deviate

212 More specifically, they can not only correctly attend to and discern what is fine and good but also praise
and enjoy it; when they encounter what is shameful and bad, they can notice, object to, and hate it (401d—
402a).
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from the normative psychic order: reason struggles to exert control over non-rational
parts, which become inappropriately strong.

Suffering from a distorted mental life, young people who are born and raised in a
corrupt community engage in the corresponding, bad actions, which exacerbate and
perpetuate their mental affliction. To see this point, let us zero in on Plato’s discussion of
how an honor-loving, timocratic city degenerates into a money-loving, oligarchic city. As
the dominant class of a timocratic city, honor-lovers accumulate a surplus of money from
their pursuits of honor. They accordingly venture to spend money, which induces them to
value and desire money more and more. Over time, honor-lovers become full-fledged
money-lovers, who value and desire money more than everything else. And their city
degenerates from being honor-loving and timocratic to being money-loving and
oligarchic (550d—551b). The degeneration of a timocratic city into an oligarchic city
reveals the following psychological fact: one normally pursues what one values, which
makes one value and desire it even more. Recall that young people who are born and
raised in a corrupt community are afflicted with a distorted mental life: they not only
struggle to properly attend to and discern evaluative matters but also are subject to
incorrect evaluation and affection. Accordingly, they act on their incorrect values, which
strengthens the relevant evaluation and desires. In the end, their attachment to incorrect
values and desires becomes so entrenched that they structure their entire lives around
those values and desires and are, as a result, dominated by the corresponding, non-

rational parts.
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Let us now turn to the second basic mechanism underlying one’s coming to adopt a
shameful way of living, which I call conformity. In the following passage, Plato offers a
vivid image of conformity by challenging the majority’s view about sophists.

S: Or do you agree with the general opinion that certain young people are
corrupted by sophists—that there are certain sophists with significant
influence on the young, who corrupt them through private teaching? Isn’t it
rather the very people who say this who are the greatest sophists of all, since
they educate most completely, turning young and old, men and women, into
precisely the kind of people they want them to be?

A: When do they do that?

S: When many of them sitting together in assemblies, courts, theaters, army
camps, or in some other public gathering of the crowd, they object very loudly
and excessively to some of the things that are said or done and approve others
in the same way, shouting and clapping, so that the very rocks and
surrounding echo the din of their praise or blame and double it. In
circumstances like that, what is the effect, as they say, on a young person’s
heart? What private training can hold out and not be swept away by that kind
of praise or blame and be carried by the flood wherever it goes, so that he’ll
say the same things as beautiful or ugly as the crowd does, follow the same
ways of life as they do, and be the same sort of persons as they are?

(492a—c)*13

213§ kai o0 MyR, Gomep ol moAhot, Stapdeipopévoug Tviig elvar VIO GoPIoTAY VEoug, Stapdeipovtag 8¢
TIVOG 6OPIOTAG W81WTIKOVE, &TL Kol GEL10V AdYoV, AL’ 00K avTovg TOVG TadTa AEyovTag HeyioTovg
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The majority regard sophists as private teachers like Protagoras and Prodicus who sell
their teachings from cities to cities. By contrast, Plato contends that the biggest sophists
are precisely the majority in a bad community: they have the power to corrupt all sorts of
individuals, no matter whether they are young or old, men or women. The majority
corrupt individuals primarily by expressing the distorted, dominant ideologies
vehemently in public gatherings, such as assemblies, courts, and theaters. When
individuals encounter such expressions, their private training, according to Plato, is
‘washed away by that kind of praise or blame and carried by the flood wherever it goes.’
Notably, individuals’ private training is washed away and carried by the flood of praise
or blame instead of being completely demolished. This characterization strongly suggests
that the majority’s vehement expressions of distorted ideologies do not immediately
destroy one’s existing views about evaluative matters. Rather, they often start off by
making one’s views ineffective in actions. That is to say, in spite of contrary beliefs, one
is somewhat compelled to match one’s actions with those of the majority, in line with the
distorted, dominant ideologies.

Notably, Plato declares that besides matching their actions with those of the majority
in public gatherings, individuals in a bad community follow the majority’s shameful

ways of living and eventually become the same sorts of persons as the majority are.
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Nevertheless, merely matching one’s actions with those of the majority in public
gatherings does not amount to following the majority’s shameful ways of living. It is not
hard to imagine that one may only match one’s actions with those of the majority in
public gatherings without following the majority’s ways of living. So by asserting that
individuals not only match their actions with those of the majority in public gatherings
but also follow the majority’s ways of living, Plato strongly suggests that conformity to
the majority’s actions in public gatherings paves the way for adopting the corresponding,
shameful ways of living. How does that transition occur?

The first step to answering that question is noting that engaging in bad actions
gradually distorts one’s mental life. Plato’s account of how people settle in major types of
corrupt, holistic characters in Books 8-9 nicely illustrates that point. Consider the
oligarchic youth, who is trained to value honor and victory more than anything else by his
honor-loving, timocratic father. After his father’s sudden downfall, the oligarchic youth,
partly disillusioned about the quest for honor and victory, partly under economical
pressure, turns to money-making. Money-making little by little distorts his mental life: he
enjoys, attends to, and values money more and more. Accordingly, he gets readier to
engage in money-making. In the end, he becomes a full-fledged money-lover, who,
dominated by appetite, values and desires money more than anything else (553b—d).

Public gatherings, such as theaters, festivals, and assemblies, constitute an integral
component of civic life in ancient Greece. Through regular participation in those
gatherings, individual members of a society learn their duties and rights, enjoy collective
glories and successes, and fulfill their civic responsibilities. Frequent absences from

public gatherings indicate that one is not a full-fledged member of a society.
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In this way, we can infer how conformity to the majority’s actions in public
gatherings paves the way for adopting their shameful ways of living. As a result of
regular participation in public gatherings, one often finds oneself somewhat compelled to
match one’s actions with those of the majority, in line with the distorted, dominant
ideologies. Bad actions gradually distort one’s mental life: one, little by little, comes to
enjoy, attend to, and value what the majority mistakenly enjoy, attend to, and value. In
the end, one becomes so attached to the misguided values and desires of the majority that
one structures one’s life around them and, as a result, is dominated by the corresponding,
non-rational parts.

So far, we have seen that there are two basic mechanisms underlying one’s coming
to adopt a shameful way of living, i.e., acculturation and conformity. They constitute two
ways in which a bad community, one’s mental life, and actions interact and jointly
contribute to one’s settlement in a shameful way of living. On the one hand, acculturation
begins with a bad community’s corrosion of one’s mental life: having absorbed distorted
ideologies from the community, one not only struggles to properly attend to and discern
evaluative matters but also is subject to incorrect evaluation and affection. A distorted
mental life induces one to act accordingly, which in turn strengthens the relevant,
misguided evaluation and desires. In the end, one’s attachment to incorrect values and
desires becomes so entrenched that one structures one’s entire life around those values
and desires and is, as a result, dominated by the corresponding, non-rational parts. On the
other hand, conformity starts off by a bad community’s putting pressure on one’s actions:
in public gatherings, one often finds oneself somewhat compelled to follow the majority,

in line with the distorted, dominant ideologies. Bad actions gradually distort one’s mental
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life. In the end, one becomes so attached to the misguided values and desires of the
majority that one structures one’s life around them and, as a result, is dominated by the
corresponding, non-rational parts.

It is worth noting that the two basic mechanisms underlying one’s coming to adopt
a shameful way of living—acculturation and conformity—could simultaneously occur to
the same people. For instance, a young person can both, as an apprentice, absorb bad
ideologies from the community and, under the pressure of the majority, act in line with
the dominant ideologies. In both mechanisms, a corrupt community, carrying bad
ideologies, is the ultimate source of corruption, even though it can also be influenced by
individuals’ mental life and actions.

Let us take stock. In this section, I have argued that a person becomes vicious as a
result of bad habituation, which amounts to coming to adopt a shameful way of living. A
shameful way of living is a holistic pattern of mental life, actions, and communal impact
that inappropriately strengthens non-rational parts or weakens the rational one. There are
two basic mechanisms underlying coming to adopt shameful ways of living: acculturation
and conformity. Each of them stands for a distinct form of interaction among a bad
community, one’s mental life, and actions. A corrupt community is the ultimate source of

corruption,

3.Autonomy and Becoming Vicious

Admittedly, all cases of becoming vicious share two underlying mechanisms, i.e.,

acculturation and conformity. They are different in the following way. The worse

138



community one belongs to, the less autonomy one tends to have over the establishment of
one’s character.

3.1 Self-Control and Autonomy in the Republic

To see how cases of becoming vicious differ in the degrees of autonomy that people have
over the development of their characters, let us begin by turning to Plato’s discussion of
self-control. As I will show, in sketching out what a self-controlled person is like, he can
be seen as offering an account of autonomy.

To a first approximation, self-control at the individual level is reason’s control over
non-rational parts. In the Republic, Plato resorts to the notion of self-control as he
inquires into what a virtuous person is like. One way of being a virtuous person is being
moderate. According to Plato, moderation is largely interchangeable with self-control?!#
in everyday usage. So an inquiry into what a moderate person is like comes down to an
inquiry into what self-control at the individual level is.2!> Within the soul of each person,
there are a naturally better element and a naturally worse element, which presumably
stand for the rational and the non-rational parts respectively. Whenever the naturally
better element controls the naturally worse element, which amounts to reason’s control
over non-rational parts, a person is self-controlled and moderate. Whenever the naturally
better element is controlled by the naturally worse element, a person is self-defeated
(fitto €avtod) and licentious (axdractov) (430e-431b). Hence, self-control at the

individual level is reason’s control over non-rational parts.

214 Plato makes this point at 430e. 10 kpeittm ovtod, which means self-control, or, more literally, being
stronger than oneself, is often used to refer to moderation. For a more detailed discussion of self-control
and its opposite, see Chapter 1.

2151 don’t mean to say that moderation and self-control are identical. In fact, as it will become clearer in
this section, self-control can be instantiated at different degrees. People who are not virtuous can
instantiate self-control to some extent. By contrast, moderation is a cardinal virtue and can only be
instantiated by virtuous persons or constitutions.
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But what exactly does reason’s control over non-rational parts amount to? Recall
that Plato’s discussion of self-control occurs in his inquiry into what a virtuous person is
like. In this inquiry, he proceeds by first examining what a virtuous city is like and then
inferring what a virtuous person is like. The inference at issue is based on his contention
that a city and a person, who is tantamount to her soul, are structurally parallel. Each of
them is constituted by reason and non-rational parts, which can be further divided into
spirit and appetite.?!® Hence, a closer look at a self-controlled city paves the way for a
more concrete picture of a self-controlled person.

In the following passage, Plato asserts that a self-controlled city involves the
inferior majority and the superior few. And these groups are characterized by different
kinds of desires.

S: Take a look at our new city, and you’ll find one of these in it. You’ll say that
it is rightly called self-controlled, if indeed something in which the better
rules the worse is properly called moderate and self-controlled.

G: I am looking, and what you say is true.

S: Now, one finds all kinds of diverse desires, pleasures, and pains, mostly in
children, women, household slaves, and in those of the inferior majority who
are called free.

G: That’s right.

S: But you meet with the desires that are simple, measured, and directed by
calculation in accordance with understanding and correct belief only in the

few people who are born with the best natures and receive the best education.

216 427e-441d.
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G: That’s true.

S: Then, don’t you see that in your city, too, the desires of the inferior many are
controlled by the wisdom and desires of the superior few?

G: I do.

S: Therefore, if any city is said to be in control of itself and of its pleasures and
desires, it is this one.

G: Absolutely.

(431b-d)2

In a self-controlled city,?!® the inferior majority, who constitute the non-rational parts, are
host to all sorts of desires, pleasures, and pains (movtodomdg émBopiog Koi 1oovag te Kol
Aomoc). In the Republic, the adjective ‘all sorts of, manifold (mavtodana)’ is closely

associated with the appetitive part. Plato compares the appetitive part to a manifold
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213 To illustrate what self-control amounts to, Plato turns to ‘our new city’. The city in question is equipped

with the correct education and upbringing that he and his interlocutors have just looked into. It is

accordingly wise, courageous, moderate, just, and, in a word, completely good (427¢). Since moderation is
largely interchangeable with self-control in everyday usage, the city is moderate and thereby self-
controlled.
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beast?!” when he reiterates the overarching thesis of his discussion from 368a, Book 2 to
the end of Book 9: a just and virtuous life is always better than an unjust and vicious life.
And when the adjective ‘all sorts of, manifold’ qualifies the appetitive part, it often
captures a specific group of appetitive desires, i.e., unnecessary appetites. These desires
are desires for bodily satisfaction which are neither necessary—that they can be get rid of
as a result of appropriate education and training—nor beneficial—that they could
obstruct our various projects (559b—d). According to Plato, the drones, who lure young
people to adopt more deviant ways of living and become more vicious, are full of
unnecessary appetites, which are manifold.??° Hence, by identifying the inferior majority
as hosts to manifold desires, pleasures, and pains, Plato implies that those people are
characterized by appetitive desires, many of which are unnecessary. By contrast, the
superior few, who constitute the rational part of a self-controlled city, are distinguished
by simple and measured desires. These desires, as Plato puts it, are directed by
calculation (Aoyiou® éyovtar). In the context, calculation stands for practical reasoning,
or if you like, deliberation, about what is good in particular circumstances.??! Thus, the

desires of the superior few follow their deliberation about what is good in particular

219 When Plato first invokes the comparison of the appetitive part to the beast at 588¢c, he characterizes it as
multi-colored (moiktiov) and multiheaded (moAvképarov). A few lines later at 588e6, he picks up this
comparison by calling the beast manifold.

220 At 559¢, Plato notes that the drones are full of unnecessary pleasures and desires. A few lines later at
559d, he hints that unnecessary pleasures are manifold and multicolored. So the desires that those pleasures
satisfy, i.e., unnecessary appetites, are presumably manifold as well. Moreover, in his discussion of a
fevered city, Plato suggests that it is full of desires and pleasures that he will later classify as unnecessary.
The entities that can satisfy those appetites and lead to pleasures, such as delicacies, incense, and
prostitutes, are also characterized as manifold (373a).

22! In the Republic, Plato uses rational calculation (hoyiopdc) to stand for either arithmetic (510¢3, 525d1,
526d7. 536d4) or practical reasoning about what is good in particular circumstances (439d1, 440b1, 496d5,
546b2). In the latter case, rational calculation can be used interchangeably with deliberation (0
BovAevucBat) (604c5-d4). A moment of reflection tells us that in the current context, rational calculation
refers to reasoning about what is good in particular circumstances rather than arithmetic.
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circumstances.??? On top of that, Plato claims that the desires of the superior few are in
accordance with understanding and correct belief (ol o1 petd vod 1e Kai S6ENG OpOBTiC).
His idea is presumably that for the superior few, their desires are rooted in understanding
and correct belief. Understanding is the highest cognitive achievement, which equips one
with a consummate insight into evaluative matters.??*> Therefore, the superior few are
characterized by desires which, rooted in a consummate insight into evaluative matters,
follow their deliberation about what is good in particular circumstances.

In a self-controlled city, the desires of the superior few dictate the actions of the
entire city. As we have seen, Plato holds that a self-controlled city involves the inferior
majority and the superior few, who are characterized by distinct kinds of desires. At
431c—e, he adds that the desires of the inferior majority are controlled by the wisdom and
desires of the superior few. All members of a self-controlled city share the following
belief: the superior few should rule the city. By characterizing a self-controlled city in
this way, Plato strongly suggests that it is not entirely free from unnecessary appetites

and pleasures, which the inferior majority are susceptible to. But all members, even the

222 By dubbing the desires of the superior few as directed by calculation, Plato does not mean that those
people form desires only as a result of deliberation. His point is rather that they routinely desire what their
deliberation would indicate as good. And if their non-rational impulses conflict with their practical
reasoning, their desires will conform to the latter. In a word, the desires at issue follow the deliberation of
subjects, i.e., the superior few.

223 In a controlled person, her correct, reason-based desires for what is good in particular circumstances are
in accordance with understanding and correct belief. Between understanding and correct belief, the
emphasis is on the former. After all, correct, reason-based desires for what is good in particular
circumstances require correct judgments about the perceptibles. In Plato’s view, while knowledge normally
deals with the intelligibles, belief or opinion is normally concerned with the perceptibles (477b4-478d9).
So the correct judgments about the perceptibles that a controlled person’s correct, reason-based desires
require are correct beliefs. And Plato notes that people who fall short of being controlled and moderate, for
example, slaves, can have correct beliefs (430b6-9). Thus, what sets a controlled person apart from others
who have correct, reason-based desires in accordance with correct beliefs is her partaking of understanding.
Her correct, reason-based desires for what is good in particular circumstances are predicated on
understanding. According to Plato, understanding equips its possessors with a consummate insight into
evaluative matters. Only philosophers who is equipped with understanding is best at ruling a city, which
requires a comprehensive grasp of evaluative matters.
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inferior majority themselves, agree that those appetites should not affect the operation of
the city. Rather, the appetites in question should be constantly kept in check by the
superior few, who alone should rule. Therefore, a self-controlled city as a whole acts in
accordance with the desires of the superior few.

From Plato’s portrayal of a self-controlled city, we can infer a more concrete
picture of a self-controlled person. Since a city and a human soul are structurally parallel,
the same account of self-control applies to them both. Like a self-controlled city, a self-
controlled person, or, more precisely, her soul, has a larger, inferior part, i.e., appetite,
and a smaller, superior part, i.e., reason. Her reason is characterized by desires which,
rooted in a consummate insight into evaluative matters, follow its own deliberation about
what is good in particular circumstances. And while she is not entirely free from
appetitive desires and pleasures, it is the rational desires that dictate her actions. In a
word, self-control at the individual level is a competence to form rational desires about
what is good in particular circumstances in light of a consummate grasp of evaluative
matters and to act in accordance with those desires.

Plato suggests that human beings can obtain two levels of authority over their
voluntary actions. And a self-controlled person enjoys both levels. To begin with, all
human beings are authoritative over their voluntary actions in the following sense. These
actions spring from and are in accordance with the agents’ own desires, unconstrained by

coercion, pain, or suffering.?>* But in Plato’s view, a person who is authoritative over her

224 In the Republic, Plato contrasts the voluntary (1o ékovciov) and the forced (to Plaiov). At 399b, he notes
that the voluntary is not forced. A mental state or an action can occur by force in the following ways. On
the one hand, it occurs because of the coercive power that is imposed by something else. For instance, at
515e, Plato suggests that people who lack appropriate education and training can only be led to observe the
intelligible reality by force. One the other hand, a mental state or an action can occur by force because of
suffering or pain. At 412e—413d, Plato notes that one is deprived of true beliefs as a result of theft, magic
spells, or force. Someone loses her true beliefs as a result of force, when she changes her mind because of

144



voluntary actions in the preceding sense could still lack power over those actions. For
example, even though a tyrant acts in accordance with his desires, he is full of slavery
and unfreedom (577d). In fact, most human beings, lacking the appropriate education and
upbringing exemplified by the ideal city, are compared to prisoners who have been
confined in a dark, underground cave from birth (514a—516d). Only a perfectly virtuous
person, who has a complete understanding of the Forms, truly lives (490b). In this way,
Plato puts his finger on a more elevated form of authority over one’s voluntary actions.
The form of authority in question is nicely illustrated by the characterization of a self-
controlled person. As we have seen, such a person not just acts in accordance with her
own desires. She is competent to form and act on rational desires, which are rooted in a
consummate insight into the evaluative matters. This competence owes its existence and
efficacy to her reason, the part that makes her soul human.??’

Accordingly, Plato can be seen as offering one of the first accounts of autonomy in
the history of Western Philosophy.??¢ Like Plato, many other philosophers, such as Kant

and Frankfurt, have noted that human beings could obtain two levels of authority over

pain or suffering. Therefore, a mental state or an action that occurs by force is constrained by coercion,
pain, or suffering.

225 Towards the end of Book 9, Plato concludes his overarching argument that justice is always more
profitable than injustice by resorting to the following image of the human soul. An embodied human soul,
constituted by reason, spirit, and appetite, is compared to a composite of a person, a lion, and a multi-
headed, multi-colored beast under the covering of a human being. This comparison strongly suggests that
among the three constitutive soul parts, reason is what makes an embodied soul human.

226 Melissa Lane has helpfully pointed out further questions. Is what I call autonomy synonymous with
freedom? And how do I situation my interpretation of the Platonic notion of autonomy with related
discussions on freedom in Plato? I have to concede that I cannot do full justice to those questions in the
current chapter. But I would like to sketch out some preliminary thoughts. As Myles Burnyeat, Andre Laks,
and Melissa Lane has noted, while Plato prepares the ground for a new conception of freedom as virtuous
self-mastery, he stops short of asserting it as such. Freedom is not an absolute value in Plato. It can become
excessive, as evinced by the case of democratic cities and individuals. Autonomy, or as other scholars put
it, self-mastery, is always good. My reading brings to light the following feature in Plato’s account of
autonomy: it can be instantiated at many different degrees. So while a virtuous person instantiates a
superlatively high degree of autonomy, non-virtuous people and even vicious ones can instantiate it to
some extent. For insightful discussions on Plato’s conception of freedom, see Burnyeat 1996; Laks 2007,
Lane 2018, de Nicolay 2022.
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their voluntary actions. The first level is commonplace: people are authoritative over their
voluntary actions, since those actions spring from and are in accordance with their
desires. But individuals who have authority in this sense might still lack an elevated form
of authority. For instance, a victim of brainwashing can form desires on the basis of her
inculcated convictions and act accordingly. But the actions in question do not arise from
and testify to the power that makes her a human agent. Scholars often label this more
elevated form of authority as autonomy, in spite of their nuancedly different views about
what autonomy consists in.??’ The affinity between the Platonic conception of self-
control at the individual level and the conception of autonomy strongly suggests that in
sketching out what a self-controlled person is like, Plato can be seen as offering a
pioneering account of autonomy. Autonomy, in its most complete form, is a competence
to form rational desires in light of a consummate insight into evaluative matters and to act
in accordance with those desires.??8

Admittedly, only an unqualifiedly virtuous person is fully self-controlled and

thereby autonomous. Plato hints that autonomy can be instantiated at many different

227 According to one prominent conception of autonomy, an agent governs her own action if and only if she
is motivated to act as she does because this motivation coheres some mental state that represents her point
of view on the action (Watson 1977; Frankfurt 1988; Bratman 2007). According to another conception, an
agent does not really govern herself unless her motives, or the mental processes that produce them, are
responsive to a sufficiently wide range of reasons for and against behaving as she does (Wolf 1990; Nelkin
2007). Some other scholars argue that the essence of self-government is the capacity to evaluate one’s
motives on the basis of whatever else one believes and desires, and to adjust these motives in response to
one’s evaluations. It is the capacity to discern what “follows from” one’s beliefs and desires, and to act
accordingly (Mele 1993). In spite of the differences between those accounts, they all think that autonomy is
more than engaging in actions that spring from and in accordance with one’s voluntary desires. Thus,
autonomy stands for a more elevated form of authority over one’s voluntary actions.

228 At the first sight, my interpretation of autonomy in Plato’s Republic is very close to what Fred Miller
dubs as psychological freedom, which amounts to the rule of reason over the soul, unimpeded by desires.
While the ideas that we are getting at are close, I disagree with him with respect to the following point.
Miller thinks that psychological freedom is always good. But as the disorder of democratic persons and
constitutions indicates, freedom is not an absolute value in Plato. This might be why Plato stops short of
labeling virtuous self-mastery as freedom. See Miller 2016.
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degrees. As we have seen, a fully self-controlled and autonomous person is competent to
form rational desires about what is good in particular circumstances in light of a
consummate grasp of evaluative matters and to act in accordance with those desires. Such
a person is the polar opposite of a tyrannical person, who, according to Plato, is
uncontrolled (£avtod OV dkpdtwp 579¢7-8). In other words, a tyrannical person is
completely deprived of self-control and autonomy. The mad, erotic love that enslaves
him not just replaces his remanent sense of appropriateness with lawless beliefs and
desires. It also drags him to gratify extremely virulent appetitive desires (572e-574¢).
Thus, he is utterly inept at forming rational desires about what is good in particular
circumstances in light of a consummate grasp of evaluative matters and acting in
accordance with those desires. Between being fully self-controlled and being completely
deprived of control, self-control, I presume, can be instantiated at many different degrees.
For example, people can, to different extents, fail to be competent to form rational desires
about what is good in particular circumstances in light of a consummate grasp of
evaluative matters. While a person fails to form those desires once in a while, another
person regularly fails to do so. In addition, people can, at different degrees, fall short of
acting in accordance with their rational desires. One person might fail to act on rational
desires only at the face of intense passions, another person usually fails to follow her

rational desires.??” Recall that in sketching out what a self-controlled person is like, Plato

229 The presumption that self-control can be instantiated at different degrees coheres with Plato’s
illustration of why acting justly is always better than acting unjustly at the end of Book 9. Based on an
image that compares the human soul, which is constituted by reason, spirit, and appetite, to a composite of
a person, a lion, and a multi-headed, multi-colored beast, he asserts that just actions ensure that within the
composite, the person has as much control as possible. Since reason is likened to a person, just actions
ensure that reason has as much control as possible over the entire soul, and, in particular, non-rational parts.
Recall that self-control, to a first approximation, amounts to reason’s control over non-rational parts. Thus,
just actions ensure that one, no matter whether one is fully virtuous or not, is as self-controlled as one can
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can be seen offering an account of autonomy. Therefore, autonomy, in his view, can be
instantiated at different degrees. A person instantiates autonomy to some extent if and
only if she can form rational desires about what is good in particular circumstances in
light of a correct grasp of evaluative matters and act in accordance with those desires to
that extent.?3°

3.2 Autonomy and Community

To discover how the Platonic conception of autonomy casts light on the non-homogeneity
among cases of becoming vicious, let us compare the development of young people who
eventually settle in five major types of character, i.e., the virtuous, the timocratic, the
oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical.

It is worth noting at the outset that a certain degree of autonomy is not an
accomplishment that human beings are born with. As I have argued, a person instantiates
autonomy at some degree if and only if she can form rational desires about what is good
in particular circumstances in light of a correct grasp of evaluative matters and act in
accordance with those desires to that extent. Infants and small children, however, hardly
possess a solid grasp of evaluative matters or the ability to act in accordance with rational
desires.?3! Accordingly, they are not apt for autonomy. So a certain degree autonomy is

not an innate accomplishment.

be. Therefore, between being fully self-controlled and being completely deprived of self-control, self-
control can be instantiated at many different degrees.

2301 am extremely grateful to Hendrik Lorenz, Ben Morison, and Melissa Lane for discussions on
autonomy in Plato’s Republic. Given the limited scope of this chapter, I cannot fully address many
important questions about autonomy, which I hope to answer more fully in the future. Some of those
questions are whether Plato has a notion of freedom, what does he mean by calling guardians the craftsmen
of the city’s freedom (395c), how does freedom stand to autonomy, and how does a corrupt community
erode individuals’ autonomy.

21 To have a solid grasp of evaluative matters, one need to have an extensive exposure to them. Infants and
small children lack such an exposure. Hence, they hardly possess a solid grasp of evaluative matters. At
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As future guardians in a virtuous community exemplify, human beings can be
cultivated to acquire certain degrees of autonomy before settling in their eventual
characters. According to Plato, the young people in question are immersed in salutary
music and poetry, which represent moral exemplars, such as gods and heroes, as
instantiating correct patterns of responses. Emulating the excellence of moral exemplars,
future guardians are habituated to not only praise and enjoy fine things but also object to
and hate shameful ones (401e—402a). In this way, their immersion in salutary music and
poetry offers a solid grip on evaluative matters. Moreover, the early education of future
guardians embodies the appropriate proportion between music and poetry, which aim to
cultivate reason, and physical training, which aims to arouse spirit. As a result, these
young people acquire a preliminary case of psychic harmony: reason, leading and
working together with spirit, watches over appetitive pleasures and desires (410d—411a).
This preliminary psychic harmony hints that future guardians are ready to follow their
rational desires in actions. Accordingly, Plato’s portrayal of future guardians shows that
young people who are born and raised in a virtuous community are cultivated to acquire a
high level of autonomy before settling in their eventual characters.

In comparison with future guardians, a timocratic youth belongs to a worse
community. Future guardians come from a virtuous community, which, ruled by
philosophers, is structured around correct values and desires. By contrast, the community
of a timocratic youth is a mixture of correct and incorrect values. Admittedly, the youth
has a virtuous father, whose words and deeds are impeccable. The rest of his community,

such as his mother, associates, and other citizens, is marked by misguided values. Being

441a-b, Plato notes that while small children are full of spirit from birth, they do not partake of rational
deliberation. So it seems that infants and small children barely act on rational desires.
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born and raised in a worse community, a timocratic youth has less autonomy than future
guardians during the stage of development at which he, albeit not yet settling in a
character, reaches the requisite maturity to instantiate some degree of autonomy. As Plato
puts it, the youth’s grip on evaluative matters is somewhat compromised. Although the
words and deeds of his virtuous father acquaint him with what is truly fine and good, he
cannot fully appreciate its value. For example, he might think that doing his own work is
admirable yet hesitate to act accordingly, due to the disadvantages that his father suffers
from. Moreover, a timocratic youth is torn between reason, which his virtuous father
cultivates, and spirit and appetite, which the rest of his degenerate community jointly
nourish. The psychic tension suggests that a timocratic youth sometimes struggles to
carry out the orders of reason in his actions.?*? Therefore, in comparison with future
guardians in a virtuous community, a timocratic youth, who is born and raised in a worse
community, has less autonomy.

An oligarchic youth, who is born and raised in a worse community than a timocratic
youth is, has even less autonomy. In comparison with a timocratic youth, whose father is
virtuous, an oligarchic youth has a worse father: his father is a timocratic man, who,
controlled by spirit, values and desires honor and victory more than anything else. So an
oligarchic youth belongs to a worse community. Under its corrosive influences, he has a
worse grasp of evaluative matters than a timocratic youth does. As I have noted, a
timocratic youth can tell what is truly fine and good, even though he cannot fully
appreciate its value. By contrast, an oligarchic youth, albeit having inherited some half-

hearted taste for virtue from his timocratic father, does not have as much exposure to

232 See 549¢—550b for Plato’s discussion of how a timocratic youth becomes a full-fledged timocratic
person.
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virtuous words and deeds. As a result, it is more difficult for him to discern what is truly
fine and good. On top of that, compared to a timocratic youth, an oligarchic youth is less
apt at acting in accordance with his rational desires. According to Plato, the development
of an oligarchic youth is marked by two stages—before the sudden downfall of his
timocratic father and after that downfall. During those stages, his soul is dominated by
non-rational parts. Reason only serves to find out the best means to accomplish the
pursuits that the dominant, non-rational part favors.?*3 By contrast, a timocratic youth
often acts on his rational desires. Therefore, an oligarchic youth, being born and raised in
a worse community, has even less autonomy than a timocratic youth.

By this time, we have discovered the following pattern. The worse community a
young person belongs to, the less autonomy she has during the stage of development at
which she, albeit not having settled in a holistic character, reaches requisite maturity to
instantiate some degree of autonomy. This progressive decline of autonomy manifests
along two dimensions: first, a diminishing likelihood to form rational desires in light of a
correct grasp of evaluative matters, second, a diminishing readiness to act in accordance
with one’s rational desires.

This pattern also holds true in the cases of democratic and tyrannical youths. In
comparison with an oligarchic youth, a democratic youth is born and raised in a worse
community.?** Hence, he not just lacks a reliable exposure to virtuous words and deeds,
like an oligarch youth does. He becomes associated with virulent drones in his

community. These people are full of unnecessary appetites, such as the appetite for heavy

233 For Plato’s discussion of how an oligarchic youth becomes a full-fledged oligarchic person, see 553a—.
234 For one thing, while the father of an oligarchic youth, being timocratic, still has some regard for virtues,
the father of a democratic youth is an oligarchic man, who values money above everything else.
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drinking and the appetite for luxury, which are oftentimes harmful. As a result of this
association, a democratic youth becomes affected and then dominated by unnecessary
appetites. Indulging in these appetites erodes the sense of appropriateness that his
oligarchic father tries to impart on.?*> Therefore, in comparison with an oligarchic youth,
a democratic youth is less apt at forming rational desires in light of a correct grasp of
evaluative matters and acting in accordance with those desires. That is to say, a
democratic youth is less autonomous than an oligarchic youth. Compared to a democratic
youth, a tyrannical youth belongs to an even worse community. His father, being a
democratic man, has even less regard for virtue than the oligarchic father of a democratic
youth. Under the influences of his corrupt community, a tyrannical youth is enslaved by a
mad, erotic love. This love erases his beliefs and desires that still have some sense of
appropriateness and replaces them with madness and lawlessness, which go against
existing norms and conventions. What’s worse, it drags him to gratify his unnecessary
and even lawless appetites by all possible means. Hence, a tyrannical youth is less likely
to form rational desires in light of a correct grasp of evaluative matters and acting in
accordance with those desires than a democratic youth is.?3¢ Therefore, a tyrannical youth
has even less autonomy than a democratic youth.

So far, I have argued that even though all cases of becoming vicious share common
underlying mechanisms, they are, in an important sense, different. The worse community
a person belongs to, the less autonomy she has during the stage of development at which
she, albeit not having settled in a holistic character, reaches the requisite maturity to

instantiate some degree of autonomy.

235 See 559d-561a for how one becomes a democratic person.
236 See 572d-575a for how a youth becomes a full-fledged tyrannical person.
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3.3 Autonomy and Becoming Vicious

In the rest of this section, I am going to make a further point about the non-homogeneity
among cases of becoming vicious. The worse community a person belongs to, the less
autonomy she tends to have over the development of her character.

To see this point, let us take a closer look at the myth of Er, the eschatological myth
about the soul’s journey after life that concludes the Republic. According to the myth, the
disembodied souls, having received appropriate rewards or penalties for their deeds in the
previous lives, are led to choose their next embodiment. Each of them is randomly
assigned a lot, which determines the order in which it makes the selection. When its turn
comes, a disembodied soul picks up from the available life models the one that it favors
most. These models include not only different kinds of human life, such as the life of a
tyrant and the life of a male athlete, but also the lives of non-human animals, like the life
of a swan and the life of a lion. The number of models far outweighs the number of the
disembodied souls that are about to make the choice, so even the soul that gets the last lot
can find a satisfactory life if it chooses in a proper way (617d-620d). Since a life model
constitutes a distinctive way of living, which in turn shapes one’s character, each soul can
be said to choose its character. Recall that a person is essentially her soul. Hence, by
claiming that each disembodied soul chooses its next embodiment, Plato amounts to
saying that each person chooses her character. At this point, we might naturally wonder:
what does Plato mean by noting that each person chooses her character?

It is worth pointing out that according to Plato, the life choices that disembodied
souls make about their next embodiment are essentially of the same kind as the specific

choices that a living being makes in its current incarnation.
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S: And from all this he will be able, by considering the nature of soul, to reason
out which life is better and which worse and to choose accordingly, calling a
life worse if it leads the soul to become more unjust, better if it leads the soul to
become more just, and ignoring everything in between. We have seen that this
is the best way to choose, whether in life or death......
And we must always know how to choose the mean in such lives and how to
avoid either of the extremes, as far as possible, both in this life and in all those
beyond it. This is the way that a human being becomes happiest.
(618d5-619b1)>*7
The best way to choose both in this life (év t@d¢ 1® Biw) and in all those beyond it
(v movti T® Emerra) is to reason out whether something is better or worse in light of the
nature of soul. The choices in this life stand for specific choices that a living being makes
in its current incarnation, such as the choice of engaging in physical exercises and the
choice of listening to music and poetry. All those beyond it presumably represent choices
that a disembodied soul makes in the interlude between two consecutive lives. And these
choices include a /life choice, i.e., the choice about the disembodied soul’s next
incarnation, which shapes its character. In this way, Plato suggests that the best way to
make both specific choices and life choices is to deliberate about the effects that things
have on one’s soul, calling things better if they make the soul more just and calling them

worse if they make the soul more unjust. That is to say, the same methods and criteria

27 Bote £ amaviov odTdv Suvatov eivor cuAloyicduevoy aipgicOo, Tpdg TV Thig Wuxiic oV
amoPAénovta,tov te XEip® Kol TOV dueive Blov, yeipm pev kelodvta d¢ avtnyv éxeioe GEel,

€lg 10 adkmTépay yiyveohar, dueive 88 HoTIC €i¢ TO dkanoTéPav. TO 08 dAAN TAvTa Yaipew £doel
Eopbrxapey yap 6t {@vri te Kol tehevtnoavtt abtn kpatiot aipeois. . ....

GAAG YV® TOV pécoV el TV TolovToV Pilov alpeicbar Kol eevyey T0 DIEPPAALOVTA EKATEPMGE KOl £V TROE
1@ Bio katd 0 duvatov Kol &v TavTi @ Enerta oVTo Yop eVd0UOVESTATOS YiyveTal GvOpwTog.
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govern both life choices and specific choices. Therefore, it is not far-fetched to infer that
these choices are essentially of the same kind.

A plausible way to understand the striking similarity between life choice and
specific choice is that the latter can be seen as the microscopic version of the former. In
the myth of Er, Plato notes that whenever a disembodied soul chooses a model of life, it
not only desires to select that model but also acts on its desire. So choices presumably
consist in desires and corresponding actions. Human beings, in spite of differences in
their innate endowments, can make specific choices, for example, that they should spend
more time in study and physical exercises instead of drinking parties. Over time, these
specific choices shape people’s bodies, minds, and belongings in such a profound way
that they can be said to cumulatively bring about people’s characters. Recall that in the
myth of Er, a life choice controls the character that a disembodied soul adopts in its next
incarnation. So specific choices can be seen as the microscopic version of a life choice.
From this perspective, each person chooses her character in a mediated way .3

It is accordingly not far-fetched to infer that one who is born and raised in a worse
community has less autonomy over the development of one’s own character. As I have
noted, a person instantiates autonomy to some extent if and only if she can form rational
desires in light of a correct grasp of evaluative matters and act in accordance with those

desires to that extent.

238 A closer look at the choices that disembodied souls make about their next incarnations suggests that
many of them do not choose on the basis of proper exercise of reason. For instance, the one who is the first
to choose rushes to (000¢ €mdvta) the greatest tyranny in greed (Aorpapyiog) and folly (Gppoocivng)
without adequate examination (619b-c). Hence, the choices that cumulatively determine the person’s moral
profile do not have to be rational.
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So degrees of autonomy are, first and foremost, measures for the degrees of influence that
one has over one’s desires and actions. A more autonomous person has more control over
her desires and actions. Recall that the worse community one belongs to, the less
autonomy one has during the stage of development at which one, albeit not having settled
in a holistic character, reaches the requisite maturity to instantiate some degree of
autonomy. So during the development of character, one who belongs to a worse
community has less control over one’s desires and actions. In the myth of Er, Plato
conveys the following message. Specific choices, which come down to desires for what is
good in particular circumstances and their corresponding actions, cumulatively shape
one’s character. So specific choices can be seen as the microscopic version of a life
choice, which a disembodied soul makes about the its next incarnation. Therefore, one
can be said to choose one’s character. Accordingly, in a mediated way, the worse
community one belongs to, the less autonomy one has over the development of one’s

character.

4.Preventing Vice

Let us take stock. In this paper, I have argued that underlying one’s becoming vicious are
two basic mechanisms: acculturation and conformity. Each of them stands for a distinct
form of interaction among a bad society, one’s mental life, and actions. This, however,
does not imply that all cases of becoming vicious are homogenous. Cases of becoming
vicious are different in the following way. The worse community one belongs to, the less

autonomy one has over the development of one’s character.

156



To close this chapter, I would like to sketch out some preliminary thoughts about
how Plato’s account of becoming vicious informs us about his proposal for preventing
vice. At the outset, it is worth noting that most human beings, even if they have not
settled in corrupt, holistic characters, are somewhat affected by bad communities. As we
have seen, Plato examines four major types of corrupt character—the timocratic, the
oligarchic, the democratic, and the tyrannical—and their parallel kinds of regime.
Timocracy, as the least deviant one among corrupt characters and constitutions, is
superior to most characters and constitutions.?*® Thus, most communities are corrupt. So
human beings are, by and large, born and raised in bad communities. Recall that the two
basic mechanisms underlying becoming vicious, namely, acculturation and conformity,
stand for different forms of interaction among a bad community, one’s mental life, and
actions. In both mechanisms, a bad community is the ultimate source of corruption. So
the ultimate source of corruption, i.e., a bad community, is ubiquitous. It follows that
even if people have not settled in corrupt, holistic characters, they tend to be somewhat
affected by bad communities.

Accordingly, preventing vice involves, first and foremost, protecting individuals
from the ultimate source of corruption, i.e., a bad community. How can this protection be
obtained? As we have seen, the two basic mechanisms underlying becoming vicious, i.e.,
acculturation and conformity, stand for different forms of interaction among a bad
community, one’s mental life, and actions. According to acculturation, having absorbed
misguided ideologies from bad communities, people become afflicted with a distorted

mental life. As a result, they engage in the corresponding, bad actions, which exacerbate

239 At 544c, Plato notes that timocratic constitutions like Sparta are praised by most people, so they are
better than most constitutions.
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and perpetuate their mental affliction. In the end, their attachment to incorrect values and
desires becomes so entrenched that they structure their entire lives around those values
and desires and are, as a result, dominated by the corresponding, non-rational parts.
According to conformity, due to regular participation in public gatherings, one oftentimes
matches one’s actions with those of the majority, in line with the distorted, dominant
ideologies. Bad actions gradually distort one’s mental life: one, little by little, comes to
enjoy, attend to, and value what the majority mistakenly enjoy, attend to, and value. In
the end, one becomes so attached to the misguided values and desires of the majority that
one structures one’s life around them and, as a result, is dominated by the corresponding,
non-rational parts. In light of those basic mechanisms underlying becoming vicious, it is
not far-fetched to infer that to protect themselves from the ultimate source of corruption,
i.e., a bad community, people should see to it that the community in question does not
affect their mental life and actions. More specifically, they should refrain from absorbing
misguided ideologies from their communities. On top of that, they should make sure that
they do not match their actions with those of the majority in public gatherings.

Communities oftentimes serve to guide our daily lives: many of us consult famous
stories and our social connections when we are at a loss about what to do. As we have
seen, most human beings belong to bad communities. If, in order to prevent vice, people
need to insulate their mental life and actions from their communities, what should they
consult in order to guide their daily lives?

Plato suggests that aspiring individuals can use the Republic to guide their daily
lives. The Republic not only offers a vivid image of a virtuous person but also proposes a

detailed program for cultivating such a person. Admittedly, the program is embedded in a
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virtuous community, which most, if not all, existing communities fall short of. Plato hints
that readers can shape their lives in light of the relevant discussions in the Republic. In
Book 10, he declares that individuals who happen to find themselves in bad communities
can resist the temptation of imitative music and poetry by repeating the Republic’s
arguments that such music and poetry are harmful like an incantation. In other words,
people can use the relevant discussions in the Republic as antidotes to fend off the spells
of imitative music and poetry (607e—608a). Presumably, the same strategy can be adopted
to protecting people from being misled by other external goods, such as honor, money,
and rule, in their pursuit of virtue (608a—b). Therefore, the Republic can be used as a
manual to structure the daily lives of individuals who are born and raised in corrupt
communities.

Nevertheless, not everyone in bad communities can be reliably helped by arguments
in the Republic. First, it is dubious whether all people can be moved by those arguments.
Consider a democratic man. He refuses to accept any challenge to his conviction that all
pleasures are on a par. Thus, even if he avails himself of the Republic, he can hardly
protect himself from being distracted by external goods such as money, poetry, and feast.
Second, people who are somewhat persuaded by arguments in the Republic might still
struggle to act accordingly. As we have seen, the worse community one belongs to, the
less autonomy one has over the development of one’s character. One is autonomous at
some degree if and only if one can form rational desires in light of a correct grasp of
evaluative matters and act in accordance with those desires at that degree. Hence, even if

some people can form rational desires in light of the arguments in the Republic,
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they might have difficulty in acting accordingly, because they are liable to be distracted
by external goods, such as honor, money, and rule. As a consequence, insofar as people
belong to bad communities, it is doubtful whether they can be helped by arguments in the
Republic.

To sum up, Plato’s account of becoming vicious points to the following proposal for
preventing vice. To prevent vice, we should, first and foremost, insulate ourselves from
the ultimate source of corruption, i.e., a bad community. More specifically, we should
refrain from both absorbing misguided ideologies from our communities and matching
our actions with those of the majority in public gatherings. We can instead use the
Republic as a manual to guide our daily lives. Nevertheless, people in bad communities
might fail to be persuaded by arguments in the Republic; even if they are persuaded, they
might have difficulty in acting accordingly. Therefore, a more effective strategy for
preventing vice, in Plato’s view, is improving the communities to which people

belong. 4

240 The proposal for preventing vice that I have sketched out in this section is preliminary. A thorough
treatment of this topic deserves a separate chapter, which I hope to include in the book manuscript that I
will work on after defending my dissertation. Another related topic that I would like to examine more
carefully is correcting or ameliorating vice.
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Chapter 6. Concluding Remarks
In this dissertation, I have argued that the Socratic dialogues and the Republic are home
to two different theories of human vice. In the Socratic dialogues, vice is ignorance. But
ignorance is not a mere lack of knowledge, as many scholars assume. Instead, it is a
substantive, structural psychic flaw: the soul’s domination by inferior elements that are
by nature fit to be ruled instead of ruling. The inferior elements at issue are
appearances—representations of how things strike one to be from certain perspectives.
On this picture, particular defects that are often labeled as epistemic vices and moral
vices in contemporary discussions, such as closed-mindedness and cowardice, are forms
of ignorance. An epistemic vice—wishful thinking about one’s cognitive conditions—is
the common core of all other epistemic and moral vices.

By contrast, in the Republic, Plato does not identify human vice with ignorance.
Instead, he operates with a functional model of vice, which applies to everything that has
its own function, i.e., activities that only it can perform or that it can perform better than
anything else does. According to the functional model, the vice of something is a state of
that thing because of which it performs its function badly. On this picture, human vice is
a psychic state, because of which the soul performs its function—Iliving a reason-guided
life—badly. The psychic state in question consists primarily in corrupt characters, such as
the timocratic character and the tyrannical character. These characters are deep-seated
misalignments of the entire human soul, because of which the soul fails to live a reason-
guided life. Particular defects, for example, cowardice and closed-mindedness, are

aspects of corrupt characters. Ignorance, as the vice of the rational soul part, is a
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particular defect that is necessary and sufficient for human vice. More specifically, it is a
state because of which the rational soul part performs its function badly.

In the Republic, Plato offers illuminating discussions of how individuals become
vicious. In a nutshell, one becomes vicious as a result of bad habituation, which amounts
to coming to adopt a way of living (émtndedpa) that inappropriately strengthens non-
rational parts. There are two basic mechanisms underlying the adoption of shameful ways
of living, apprenticeship and conformity, as I call them. Each mechanism represents a
different form of interaction among a bad community, individuals’ mental life, and
actions. In both cases, a bad community is the ultimate source of corruption. Despite
those similarities, cases of becoming vicious are not entirely homogenous. According to
Plato, autonomy, in its most complete form, amounts to a competence to form rational
desires in light of a comprehensive grip on the evaluative matters and act in accordance
with those desires. Autonomy can be cultivated and obtained at many different degrees.
In general, the worse community one belongs to, the less autonomy one tends to have
over the development of her character. So cases of becoming vicious are, in an important
sense, variegated.

In closing, I would like to sketch out a few related questions that I hope to explore in
the future, both in order to turn this dissertation into a book manuscript and develop my
research into other areas of philosophy.

First, why does Plato develop two different theories of human vice in the Socratic
dialogues and the Republic respectively? And relatedly, why does he conceive of the
relationship between vice and ignorance in two different ways? It seems to me that

Plato’s divergent theories of vice are rooted in his changing views about the self; i.e., the
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soul. In the Socratic dialogues, Plato thinks that the soul is a simple, non-composite
entity, even though it consists of both rational and non-rational elements. Thus, vice is
just ignorance, which amounts to the souls’ domination by appearances. By contrast, in
the Republic, he comes to see the soul as a composite of three parts, i.e., reason, spirit,
and appetite. In addition, he recognizes the continuity between virtue and vice for human
beings and virtue and vice elsewhere. They are tied to the function of things.
Accordingly, he characterizes human vice and ignorance as states because of which a
human soul and the rational soul part perform their function poorly.

Second, how does Plato understand badness in the political dimension? And how
does badness in the political domain stand in relation to human vice? In my view, he
proposes two different accounts of political vice in the Socratic dialogues and the
Republic. The Socratic dialogues suggest that at the heart of political vice is political
flattery, a practice that, albeit purporting to offer what is good for human beings in
general, in fact seeks what is most pleasant for the majority and the city that they
constitute. Rooted in the ignorance and vices of, politicians, political flattery not only
perpetuates and exacerbates but also is sustained by individual and political vices. The
Republic, by contrast, operates with a functional model of political vice, in line with its
adoption of the functional model elsewhere. Political vice is a state of a political entity
because of which the entity performs its function—collective human living—badly. A
deviant community, being politically vicious, is the ultimate source of individual
corruption.

Third, what does Plato’s characterization of human vice as psychic disease inform

us about his stance on human vice? While, as I have argued in Chapter 4, he does not
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conflate moral vices with mental illnesses, does he provide us with enough resources to
extract a distinctive account of mental illnesses? If so, how does mental illnesses stand in
relation to human vice?

Last but not least, how does Plato’s account of autonomy in the Republic
anticipate contemporary discussions on that topic? If the worse community one belongs
to, the less autonomy one has over the development of one’s character, do people have
different degrees of moral responsibility over their characters? Does Plato, as some
scholars assert, think that vicious people are not morally responsible for their characters?

Does he really have a notion of moral responsibility?
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