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Plato’s ring of Gyges

Republic c. 380 BCE (Socrates no longer Socrates, now mouthpiece for Plato)

The “back-story” … Socrates and Glaucon go to the Piraeus to see the festival.  (Parade good but no better than a Thracian parade.)  Heading home when stopped by Polemarchus, Adimantus, etc.  They enjoin him to stay and see the torchlight race.  Fight us or stay.  Persuasion?  Can’t persuade if we’re not listening.  Okay.  We’ll stay.  Arrive at Polemarchus’ house – his family (including father, Cephalus) and visitors (including sophist Thrasymachus) already there.  Conversation between Socrates and Cephalus.  Leads to a discussion of the good life.  Thrasymachus bursts in (See text).  Argument ensues.  It seems that Socrates has won, but Glaucon and Adimantus want a more decisive victory.  So, precisely because they are on Socrates’ side, they press him for a better argument for the intrinsic goodness of justice.

· Glaucon:  outlines three kinds of goods:  those we welcome for their own sake (harmless pleasures), those we welcome for their own sake and for the sake of their issue (knowing, seeing, being healthy); those we welcome for the sake of their issue (exercise, work, unpleasant-tasting medicine).  Socrates agrees.

· G to S:  Where do you put justice (in this classification)?  Among the finest goods – second category, above.

· Many people believe justice falls into the third category – onerous stuff you have to do for some other end.  Glaucon wants Socrates to isolate justice from its rewards to mount a stronger argument against this position.

· 3 stages to his argument:  origin of justice, ring of Gyges, defence of rationality of injustice.

Origin of justice
· justice’s origin – a kind of social contract (Hobbes, Rousseau).  Just conduct as a mean between two extremes – being unjust and getting away with it (good), suffering injustice at the hands of others (bad).  We negotiate so that all in society may choose the middle.

The test
· Suppose there was a ring… 

· Give this ring to both a just and an unjust person and they will behave in the same way, thereby demonstrating that we only behave justly for the sake of appearances.  “One is never just willingly but only when compelled to be.”

· Is this putting things too strongly?  We do seem to have an intuition that we would behave differently if we could be invisible, but would we altogether eschew injustice?  Most of us probably think that we would be good for the most part.  Some day-to-day tests:  tipping servers, attendance in giant lecture halls versus in small classes… 

·  LOTR – Tolkien’s strong intuition of the strong connection between invisibility and injustice.  Perhaps we would start off behaving well, but only at first, not later on once the “habit” of justice had worn off.  Perhaps, if you have the ring of invisibility long enough, you go eventually become like Gollum.

Socrates’ answer:

Being a just person always makes you happier than being an unjust person, regardless of any misfortunes or loss og reputation that may accrue to the just person.  That is, the good of justice does not reside in its utility in obtaining fortune or reputation.  It is itself a good.  

The soul as a state (as a republic) – tripartite.  Appetitive desires (material goods), spirited desires (power, reputation, etc.) and rational desires (knowledge, truth).  States are harmonious when these three (classes) are in their proper balance.  Likewise, the individual soul.  Cephalus paradigmatic of this, as illustrated by his love of philosophy, and his comparative disregard for wealth and reputation.  Ergo, his pleasant old age.

