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1. Justice, for Plato, consisted of a sort of harmony. Justice is the proper and harmonious interoperation of the three classes of people within a city, or in the case of the individual, of the three parts of the soul. According to Plato, the soul consisted of the desiring, or appetitive, part; the emotional, or spirited, part; and the rational part. If one has the proper upbringing, then the rational part will be in control of the soul; the spirited part will be its ally; and together, they “will govern the appetitive part, which is the largest part in each person’s soul…” (442a2-4). As for the city, Plato believed that there were three classes of people; the workers, which correspond to the appetitive part of the soul, the guardians, which correspond to the spirited part of the soul, and the rulers, which correspond to the rational part of the soul. The rulers, with the help of the guardians, will govern the workers. When these three components, of either the soul or the city, are in a proper balance with respect to each other, doing their own roles, and not meddling in the affairs of the other, then you will have a just entity. 


Plato’s sense of justice is vastly different than that of his interlocutors in Book I of the Republic. Cephalus, for instance, believed that justice was “speaking the truth and paying whatever debts one has incurred.” (331c) In other words, he believed that justice was following rules and conventions. Socrates showed that sometimes following the same rule could lead to a just or an unjust act. Thus, justice could not be simply following rules. Cephalus’ son, Polemarchus, states that justice is giving to each what is owed to them. He argues for a common conception of justice like his father. Socrates takes him on a long and winding road to show him “that justice and the just aren’t what such people say they are…” (336a) Thus, justice is not a matter of following rules and conventions.


In Plato’s sense of justice, people should be just because the worth of our lives depends on the worth of that to which we devote ourselves. If we devote ourselves to the proper “goods” by the exercise of reason, we will live a just, and valuable, life. If we mistakenly devote ourselves to the things that injustice can obtain for us, such as wealth or physical pleasure, then we assume that these things are the highest “goods.”

2. Human function, goodness, eudaimonia, and virtue are all interrelated in Aristotle’s ethical philosophy. Aristotle believed that all natural things have natural purposes. For humans, the natural purpose was the exercise of reason. If something has a purpose, then its goodness depends on that function. A good x is an x that achieves its purpose well. Thus, to be a good (virtuous) person, fulfill your purpose, or natural end, excellently. Thus, the virtuous person is one who reasons well. 


Aristotle believed that eudaimonia was complete and self-sufficient. That is, nothing important was missing. It was also a final end; desired for its own sake. Eudaimonia was a characteristic of a complete life; involving pleasure, virtue and external goods. It was acquired by our own actions, and was not “a gift of the gods.” Pleasure could complete an activity, and external goods were required “since we cannot, or cannot easily, do fine actions if we lack the resources,” but the central element in eudaimonia was virtue. (1099a30) 


Aristotle thought that there were two kinds of virtues. A virtue, in general, is a disposition, more or less stable, to choose actions in accordance with a mean, relative to us.  Intellectual virtues arose from teaching, and thus, took time and experience. Moral virtues resulted from habits, and did not arise in us naturally. Thus, for the moral virtues, a morally proper upbringing was tantamount. Habits can be set early; thus, we need a good example to follow. The intellectual virtues return as the highest good in Book X. If the exercise of reason is the function of the human soul, then the virtuous person will pursue a life of the intellect. The activity of understanding is done for its own sake, generates pleasure that increases the activity, and is self-sufficient. “Hence for a human being the life expressing understanding will be supremely best and pleasantest, if understanding above all is the human being. This life, then, will also be happiest.” (1178a5)  

3. Epicurus believed that the happy life could be obtained by the simple fulfillment of the necessary desires. The necessary desires are those that are for the health of the body and for peace of mind. The wise man is self-sufficient. That way, if he has little, he can be happy with it. The truest happiness, Epicurus believed, came, not from physical pleasures, but from the simple life. A life that is free from anxiety, and with the normal physical needs satisfied, is the fullest form of a happy life. 


Epicurus’ conception of pleasure is quite different from the normal one of “a sense or feeling of enjoyment.” Epicurus believed that pleasure was simply the absence of pain from the body and the mind. “For we are in need of pleasure only when we are in pain because of the absence of pleasure, and when we are not in pain, then we no longer need pleasure.” (454) “The removal of all feeling of pain is the limit of the magnitude of pleasures. Wherever a pleasurable feeling is present, for as long as it is present, there is neither a feeling of pain nor a feeling of distress, nor both together.” (456, PD III.) This is a very intriguing view, but I am concerned with whether Epicurus considered pleasure to be the complete removal of all pains from the body and mind, or whether pleasure was simply obtained upon the removal of pain within specific portions of the mind or body. In other words, is pleasure one or many? I clearly have pleasure, in Epicurus’ sense, in lacking pain in my stomach say, while simultaneously having pain in my knee. If pleasure is the complete removal of all pain in the body and soul, while a lofty goal, then not many people will obtain a pleasurable life, even if they attempt to live a simple life. This carries serious implications for any moral theory based upon something which is obtainable by only a few. 


Being happy, living the ‘good life’, and having pleasure were, for Epicurus, closely related to having virtue. He thought that prudence was the greatest good. One who is prudent can best be satisfied with the simple life. They are satisfied when they have fulfilled their desires which are both necessary and natural, they use reason to make correct choices, and to avoid and drive out the mere opinions of others. Epicurus believed that prudence is the principle which underlies all of these, and thus, that it is more valuable even than philosophy. “For prudence is the source of all the other virtues, teaching that it is impossible to live pleasantly without living prudently, honourably, and justly, and impossible to live prudently, honourably, and justly without living pleasantly.” (455) Thus, for Epicurus, prudence is the highest good, from which the other virtues arise, and which enables one to live pleasantly. 

4. Plato, Aristotle, and Epicurus all had conceptions of living well or happily. Within each of these philosophies, controlling one’s desires was paramount. 

For Plato, controlling one’s desires was the function of the reason, with the assistance of the spirit. But, learning to control one’s desires, to have the proper desires, and to be kept from many unhealthy desires, was the function of a proper education. A proper, or just, upbringing was required so that the appetitive part of the soul had the proper desires. Then, reason could be in control, and using the aid of the spirited part of the soul, could keep the appetites in line. Thus, a soul would be just.

For Aristotle, controlling one’s desire was simply a matter of moderation; nothing to excess, nothing to total absence; aim for the mean. This mean was relative to the talents and resources of the individual. “By the intermediate in the object I mean what is equidistant from each extremity; this is one and the same for everyone. But relative to us the intermediate is what is neither superfluous nor deficient; this is not one, and is not the same for everyone.” (1106a30-34). By aiming at the mean one may become virtuous. Aristotle defines virtue as “(a) a state that decides, (b) [consisting] in a mean, (c) the mean relative to us, (d) which is defined by reference to reason, (e) i.e., to the reason by reference to which the intelligent person would define it. It is a mean between two vices, one of excess and one of deficiency.” (1107a1-3). Thus, one may become virtuous by controlling one’s desires, aiming at the mean relative to oneself, with the aid of reason.

For Epicurus, controlling one’s desire was simply a matter of choosing the correct sorts of desires. Desires can be either natural or groundless, and can be either necessary or unnecessary. We must simply focus on the desires that are necessary and natural. Epicurus claims that “of the necessary, some are necessary for happiness, some for freeing the body from troubles and some for life itself.” (454) We must eat, but we do not need lobster and caviar. We must have shelter, but we do not need a mansion. By being in the present, and focusing on the small things, things that are natural and necessary, we can control our desires. This is the road to pleasure, or simply the lack of, or unawareness of, pain in the body.

6. Duty and virtue ethics are both types of supersocial ethics. That is, they arise from a source other than society. Although both are types of supersocial ethics, they differ greatly. They differ in (1) What it is to be a morally proper person; (2) What it is to be a good person; (3) Whether or not happiness matters in morality; and, (4) What the basic moral question for individuals should be.


(1) Duty ethics maintains that to be a morally proper person is a matter of following certain rules or principles. That is, to do one’s duty. Virtue ethics maintains that to be a morally proper person is a matter of having a virtuous character.


(2) Being a good person, or having a good moral character, for duty ethics, is a matter of being inclined to follow the rules. For virtue ethics, it is a matter of having a virtuous character. 


(3) In duty ethics, happiness is not essential or even necessarily linked to morality. Happiness is essential to morality in virtue ethics; in particular in relation to being a virtuous person.


(4) The basic moral question for individuals in duty ethics is “What should I do?” or “What are my duties?” In virtue ethics, the question becomes “What kind of person should I be?”


Virtue ethics dominated Western philosophy before the Renaissance, particularly in the philosophies of Plato, Aristotle and Epicurus. Duty ethics is a modern idea that is about 300 years old.
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