JUST
PROSPERING?

Y /\
3
4 -3
i S
\ s

W

Plato and the Soph
Debate about Justice

MERRICK ANDERSON






JUST PROSPERING?

PLATO AND THE SOPHISTIC DEBATE
ABOUT JUSTICE



A British Academy Monograph

The British Academy has a scheme for the selective publication of monographs
arising from its British Academy Postdoctoral Fellowships, British Academy
Newton International Fellowships and British Academy / Wolfson Fellowships.
Its purpose is to assist individual scholars by providing a prestigious publishing
opportunity to showcase works of excellence.

Merrick Anderson was born in Toronto, Canada in 1989. After studying
philosophy and political theory at the University of Toronto, he did his PhD in
classical philosophy at Princeton University. He then took up a British Academy
Postdoctoral Fellowship at University College London. In 2024, he moved
to Los Angeles to become an assistant professor at the University of Southern
California’s School of Philosophy. His research focuses on the moral philosophy
of the Ancient Greek philosophers, especially the sophists and Plato, though he is
broadly interested in the wider history of moral and political philosophy as well
as certain topics in contemporary value theory.



JUST PROSPERING?

PLATO AND THE SOPHISTIC DEBATE
ABOUT JUSTICE

Merrick Anderson

Published for THE BRITISH ACADEMY
by OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS



Oxford University Press, Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 6DP

© Author 2024
Some rights reserved.

This is an open access publication distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution Non Commercial No Derivatives 4.0 International licence (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0),
a copy of which is available at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

For any use not expressly allowed in the CC BY-NC-ND licence terms,
please contact the publisher.

You must not circulate this book in any other form
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available

Typeset by Newgen Publishing UK
Printed in Great Britain by CMP, Dorset

ISBN 978-0-19-726766-0 (hardback)
ISBN 978-0-19-892257-5 (ebook)
ISBN 978-0-19-892256-8 (UPDF)
ISBN 978-0-19-892258-2 (online)


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Hokpog ¢ kal §pBiog olpog kai TpnXLS TO TPOTOV
To all those who help along the way.






Contents

List of Tables
Acknowledgements

Introduction

PartI The 5th-Century Debate about Justice

1
2
3

The Traditional View of Justice
The 5th-Century Challenge to Justice

The 5th-Century Defence of Justice

PartII The Debate in Plato

4

Transition to Plato
A Challenge Old and New
The Division of Goods and the Defence of Justice

Further Sophistic Echoes
Conclusion
Bibliography

General Index
Index Locorum

viii
ix

13
15
31
60

99
101
130
153
178

201

206

219
221



List of Tables

2.1 Summary: The Challenge to Justice
3.1 Summary: The Defence of Justice

59
97



Acknowledgements

The central idea of this book was developed during my graduate studies at
Princeton University the better part of a decade ago. The book began to take
form when I wrote my dissertation, and it was completed during my Postdoctoral
Fellowship at University College London. Over the course of writing Just
Prospering? Plato and the Sophistic Debate about Justice I have benefited tremen-
dously from the help, advice and time of many friends and academics in different
countries.

I would like to thank my many teachers who were directly involved in my edu-
cation and this project. Rachel Barney at the University of Toronto first inspired
in me a love of the sophists and Plato. This book would not exist without her.
Hendrik Lorenz, my primary advisor at Princeton, guided me through the pro-
cess of writing a Ph.D. dissertation during our long meetings in his office. Even
while serving as the Director of Graduate Studies, Hendrik was generous with his
time and always incisive with his advice. For different reasons, I owe just as much
to Alexander Nehamas. Both in seminars and during our meetings, Alexander
trusted me to pursue my own insights and encouraged me to develop their results.
I would not have had the confidence to do the research I did without his trust and
encouragement. I am grateful also to Melissa Lane, who, though as busy as anyone
at Princeton could possibly be, still managed to help me with my first publication
and was especially sensitive to my emotional well-being when I lost my mother in
the midst of writing my dissertation. I am also grateful to Benjamin Morison, who
showed me what it is to be a good teacher and offered invaluable comments on my
dissertation chapters and papers. In addition to my formal advisors, Brad Inwood,
Jennifer Whiting, Clifford Orwin, André Laks and Christian Wildberg all helped
me grow early in my education. I am indebted to each one of them.

I benefited in different ways from my peers and mentors at University College
London and the London ancient philosophy scene. Fiona Leigh helped me find a
home in London and was always fiercely supportive of my work and independent
research. Fiona, Elena Cagnoli Fiecconi, Raphael Woolf and Shaul Tor all read
drafts of various papers. Partway through my time in London I won a British
Academy Postdoctoral Fellowship. The British Academy not only provided much-
needed financial support for me to live in London and study the manuscripts of



X Acknowledgements

the texts I was writing about. They also connected me with Ursula Coope, who,
though I did not know her at the time, very generously read a draft of the entire
book and offered helpful comments and advice. Thanks also to Joe Sibley, who
read the whole manuscript and offered invaluable editorial help. More people than
I can remember came to talks on various parts of the book and offered helpful
comments and criticisms. Thank you to all the audience members who asked
tough questions and alerted me to any errors or mistakes in my work. Despite all
the help I have received while writing this manuscript, it is far from perfect. Any
errors or uncritical interpretations that persist are due to my own shortcomings.

This book also would never have been finished were it not for the friends and
family who supported me while I was writing it. Thank you so much to all the
graduate students at Princeton who made my time there enjoyable and comforted
me when I felt down. Thank you to the students in the Classical Philosophy pro-
gramme: Yena, Emily, Ian, Daniel, Gabe, Claudia, Simon, Tom, Erik and Christen,
who all pressed me to develop and clarify my views. Thank you to all my friends
back home, especially Giorgio and Claire, who showed me love and remained in
close contact during my ten-year absence from Canada. Thank you to my family
as well. Your constant nagging about not seeing me reminded me that I will always
be loved and that there is more to life than just writing academic papers. A special
thank you to Masako, not only for her support and encouragement, but also for
the hours she put in editing and polishing early versions of this work.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge my mother, Iris Turcott, who died while
I was writing the dissertation that formed the basis of this book. I inherited from
her my drive to learn the truth and to be right about things. Although we often
fought and disagreed, she pushed me to be better and was always very proud of
me—probably too proud. 'm sorry that she did not live long enough to visit me at
Princeton or to see me graduate or start my career. It would have meant the world
to her.



Introduction

Midway through Book I of Plato’s Republic, the character Socrates attempts to pla-
cate a rather animated Thrasymachus: After making such a speech do you have
it in mind to leave before teaching us sufficiently or learning whether things are
as you say or otherwise? Or do you think it is some insignificant matter to try to
determine the whole course of living by which each of us would lead a most prof-
itable life?” (344d6-e3).! With this one question, Socrates introduces a number of
the central themes of the dialogue. In the first place, and notwithstanding his own
personal commitments, he appears to concede that it is an open question whether
the best and most satistying life that a human being can lead is a life of justice or
injustice. He is encouraging all those listening to wonder—or, at the very least, he
is recognising that they will wonder—whether they would do better for themselves
if they helped others or harmed them. But Socrates is also emphasising the para-
mount importance of finding an answer to his question. Because everyone wishes
to live the best life they can, Socrates believes that every intelligent individual
should be very interested in learning about justice, injustice and the respective
roles they play (if any) in the best possible human life. It becomes a practical
imperative for everyone, as well as the central project of the dialogue that follows,
to deliberate about the just and the unjust ways of life.

Despite what one sometimes reads in books on moral philosophy, the project
of Plato’s Republic is not entirely original.> Serious and sustained consideration

! Platos Greek comes from the relevant Oxford Classical Text throughout (Plato (2003 edn) for
Republic). Throughout the book I have standardised the Greek scripts used by the relevant texts I quote
from. Translations throughout are my own unless otherwise indicated.

? Bernard Williams opens Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (1985, 1) by claiming that ‘Socrates’
question” about how one should live in Republic opens ‘one of the first books written about this topic’
Williams does a fine job of analysing Socrates’ question and, in particular, of distinguishing the eth-
ical from the peculiarly (and uniquely modern) moral force of this question. That is to say, Williams
correctly points out that Socrates is asking about how it would be best and rational for an individual
to lead their life rather than what obligations or duties they have to others. Nevertheless, Williams
is wrong if he means to suggest that previous authors and texts had not been preoccupied with the
questions of how to live the best life or whether one should be just.
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about the value of justice was endemic to early Greek reflection about humanity
and our place in the world. For almost as far back as we can observe, given our lit-
erary evidence, the writers and thinkers that we now call Greek wrestled with the
question of whether morally upstanding behaviour improves the life of the moral
agent, or whether it somehow makes that life worse. Some of these writers and
thinkers were staunch advocates of the value of justice because they believed in
gods who intervened in the world to reward just people and punish unjust people.
Others were offended and confused by the example of their contemporaries who,
though evidently unjust and immoral, at least appeared to be content and satis-
fied with their lives. And still others came to the dangerous conclusion—no doubt
partly on the basis of their observations of how people behaved but also partly out
of dissatisfaction with the early defenders of justice—that they would live a better
life if they were selectively and intelligently unjust rather than scrupulously just.
Yet though these figures disagreed about the utility of justice, they were all united
in recognising the importance of investigating what it means to live a good human
life and of questioning the place of justice and injustice in that life.

The investigations these writers and thinkers engaged in were not always as
crisp, clean or systematic as what one finds in the texts of Plato and Aristotle, the
two towering philosophical figures of Classical Greece. But they could at times
be highly insightful, and they constitute the crucial background to Plato’s own
moral philosophy, especially as it is developed in Republic. Indeed, in this book
I shall try to show that this most famous of philosophical works must be under-
stood as a contribution to a long tradition of thinking about the value of justice.
Central to my argument will be an analysis of a debate about justice that raged
among a group of 5th-century BCE thinkers we now call ‘the sophists; an unfor-
tunate moniker because it incorrectly suggests that they were more interested in
fallacious arguments than serious philosophical reflection.’ In truth the sophists
were a disparate set of intellectuals and teachers who were at the forefront of
the 5th-century enlightenment and who made significant contributions to early
epistemology, theory of language, math, rhetoric, as well as ethics and politics.*
There is no hard and fast rule about how to define what it was to be a sophist,
but their ranks include at least Protagoras, Gorgias, Prodicus, Hippias, Antiphon,
Thrasymachus, Critias and some other authors who wrote important texts but
whose names are now lost to us. In Part I of this book I examine the sophists’

* Unless otherwise noted, all centuries mentioned throughout the book are BCE.

* Mercifully, enough has now been published on the sophists that it should no longer be necessary to
begin a book about them by defending their intellectual bona fides. Those interested in such defences
can consult any number of existing treatments of the sophists and their thought. These treatments
routinely push back against the bad reputation the sophists have inherited by highlighting how their
thought continues earlier intellectual traditions or by emphasising the various contributions they
made to Greek philosophy. See, for example, Guthrie (1971), Kerferd (1981), Wallace (1998), Broadie
(2003), Gibert (2003), Barney (2006b), Bonazzi (2019) and Billings and Moore (2023).
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contributions to ethics and politics by reconstructing what they had to say about
justice, virtue and the best human life. In Part II, I argue that the sophistic debate
about justice exerted a great deal of influence on Plato and that we cannot fully
understand his Republic without attending to that earlier debate.

Why Prospering?

Before going any further it will be helpful to address two preliminary points that
are liable to cause some confusion or consternation. The debate about justice as
I shall go on to reconstruct it revolves around the relationship between justice
(8ixn/Swatoovvn) and human prospering (evSaupovia). Although, as we shall see
later on, there was some room for disagreement about the precise meaning and
analysis of these terms, they were nevertheless very familiar in the Classical period.
Almost everyone would have known that dikn/Sikatoovvn was the social virtue
par excellence. The virtue had a very wide scope and was of the utmost importance
to the Greeks. It was one of the things without which cities or states simply could
not exist. To be just (8ikatog) was to follow the rules and regulations—most often,
the laws—that structured society and, additionally, to treat others with the respect
and fairness that they deserved. It was to act in ways that merited moral approval
from one’s fellow citizens, or at least that avoided any moral reprobation or con-
demnation. To be unjust (48kog) was to risk suffering the worst sanctions that
a city or community might impose. edSaupovia, on the other hand, was the best
thing a human being could aim for in practice. To live a prosperous (eddaipwv)
life was to lead a life that anyone should be satisfied and, indeed, thrilled to live. It
was to live a successful life, whatever exactly that meant.

Given what has been said so far, the reader might wonder why the Greeks seem
to have been so concerned about the relationship between justice and prospering.
This is especially likely to be the case if the reader has studied contemporary moral
philosophy, for philosophers now approach morality somewhat differently than
the Greeks of old. Two salient and sweeping differences should be mentioned here.
Firstly, contemporary philosophers are more interested in figuring out what justice
is and what, exactly, it demands of us than the Greeks of the Classical period were.
Contemporary authors spend a great deal of time trying to determine what our
specific obligations or duties are in specific situations; or, alternatively, what the
right thing to do is in those situations. As we shall see, ancient authors were not
uninterested in these questions. They did investigate the nature of justice and what
it demanded of us. But they also took it for granted that most people would be able
to identify what the just and unjust thing to do would be in most circumstances.
As a result, they spent relatively little time investigating what the individual
ought to do in specific situations. One question they were preoccupied with,
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however—and here we come to the second difference between contemporary and
ancient approaches to moral philosophy—was whether it was prudent and profit-
able to be just. No ancient author seriously doubted that justice and just behaviour
were good for others and society at large. But they also wanted to know whether it
would benefit the just individual as well. This particular question does not animate
philosophers today nearly as much. Most assume that following the demands of
morality and being just often requires us to make sacrifices, or at the very least
refrain from doing things that promote our selfish interests. But they mostly do
not think that this fact gives us any less reason to be moral or do the right thing.
Not so for the ancient authors. As Arthur Adkins (1960, 67) once memorably
claimed, ‘[t]he Greeks in general were too hard-headed to be just if it were not
visibly advantageous to do so. This is not quite right. We will see below that there
was a genuine wish among many Greeks that justice be vindicated and proven to
be ultimately advantageous, even when it sometimes appeared disadvantageous
in practice. We will also work to uncover the tremendous philosophical ingenuity
that went into showing that the virtuous life was as good as if not better than the
vicious life. Nevertheless, there is a sizeable kernel of truth in Adkins remark.
For it certainly was the case that if justice were shown to be positively harmful to
the just agent, and if injustice were shown to be positively beneficial to the unjust
agent, this would have dealt a devastating blow to morality in the eyes of many
ancient authors. That is to say, for these authors this would have constituted a
sufficient reason to reject the demands of justice. For many contemporary moral
philosophers this only goes to show that there was something fundamentally
wrong or misguided about the type of project in which the ancient Greeks were
engaged. It shows that they were not really doing moral philosophy.” Scholars of
ancient philosophy have, in response to such charges, attempted to show that the
Greeks really were doing moral philosophy, albeit moral philosophy done in a
different and possibly even better way.® I do not wish to wade into the controver-
sial waters of what it means to do moral philosophy correctly here. My purpose is,
rather, to lay out what the Greeks actually said and thought about the important
topic of justice (something which in any case needs to be done before we can fairly
endorse or reject their approach to morality). These remarks are simply meant

> Aversion of this criticism was famously made by Prichard (1912) in his essay ‘Does Moral Philosophy
Rest on a Mistake?’ His criticisms were further developed in his 1928 inaugural lecture ‘Duty and
Interest’ (reprinted in Prichard (2002)).

¢ See, in particular, the helpful discussion in Brown (2007). Brown discusses many different responses
ancient scholars have made to Prichard. She ends up judiciously accepting some of these responses but
also conceding that Prichard’s main claim has some merit to it. See also White (2003), whom Brown
draws upon, and who offers a lengthier discussion of many of the relevant issues. For the idea that
ancient moral philosophy may in certain respects be better off than contemporary moral philosophy,
see the introduction in Annas (1993b).



Introduction 5

to highlight that the ancient authors were doing something different than what
academics typically do today as well as to forestall any misunderstandings that
might arise from this fact.

There is, however, one upshot of the somewhat idiosyncratic way the Greeks
thought about justice: it allows us to characterise and distinguish their views using
somewhat unfamiliar but nevertheless instructive categories. Just as we now dis-
tinguish moral realists from anti-realists or naturalists from non-naturalists,” I will
suggest below that the thinkers discussed in this book can be helpfully divided into
those who (somehow) held the view that it is, all things considered, profitable and
prudent to lead a life of justice and those who held the view that it is profitable and
prudent to be selectively unjust and lead a life of calculated injustice instead.® I will
label the former type of theorist a ‘Friend of Justice] or simply a ‘Friend’ for short. The
latter type of theorist I will call a ‘Moral Cynic, or a ‘Cynic’ for short. (My use of the
term Cynic should not be confused with the anti-conventionalist group of figures
associated with Diogenes the Cynic.) We will put these categories to good use in a
moment. But first I must briefly address the second preliminary point.

But Why ‘Prospering’?

This second point strays into technical territory, and it may safely be skipped by those
who are not concerned with the difficulties of translating philosophical Greek into
intelligible English. But for those who are familiar with Greek and who have been
exposed to English translations of ancient moral philosophy, you are likely to have
noticed that I have been translating the noun ‘c08aupovia’ with the word ‘prospering’
and the adjective ‘e0daipwy’ with ‘prosperous. This is a deliberate choice on my part,
but it is decidedly non-standard practice. The majority of recent translators render
‘eddaupovia’ as ‘happiness’ and ‘evdaipwv’ as ‘happy.. I feel, therefore, that some dis-
cussion and justification of my choice to translate these terms as ‘prospering’ and
‘prosperous’ is warranted.

I begin by noting that, notwithstanding standard translation practices, it is well
known that the English words ‘happiness’ and ‘happy’ do not accurately capture

7 These metaethical categories can be applied to some ancient authors. On this, see Barney (1998).

8 As we shall see below, there are differences in how the various figures within these two groups
defended their commitments. The first Friend of Justice, Hesiod, thought that the gods rewarded just
acts and punished violations of injustice. For him, a single act of injustice might be enough to ruin a
life. Later Friends do not appeal to divine intervention. As a result, they have to tell a more complicated
story about how justice is, all things considered, better for us than injustice. And they each tell this
story in slightly different ways. What unites all the Friends is that they are committed to the just life
being better than the unjust life. They thus offer similar advice about how the intelligent individual
should live if they want to prosper. A similar dynamic holds for the Moral Cynics. They, too, have
slightly different explanations for the value of vice and injustice.
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the nuances of the Greek words ‘evdaipovia’ and ‘eddaipwy, especially as they
are used in 4th-century philosophical texts.’ Perhaps the greatest shortcoming of
English vocabulary is that our words are often used—as evdaipovia and evdaipwy
were not—to describe a transitory feeling. One can be happy one moment but sad
and unhappy the next. Likewise, it makes perfect sense to say that though someone
is sad today, they will be happy tomorrow. None of this is true of evSaipovia. One
cannot fail to be eddaipwv at one moment only to become it a moment later when
a favourite sports team scores a goal at the last minute to eke out a victory. The
tradition is clear about this, and Aristotle makes the point explicitly in a famous
passage of the Nicomachean Ethics. He explains that just as one swallow cannot
make a spring, so one day cannot make for evdatpovia; eddatpovia is, rather, an
accomplishment that characterises a complete life (1098a18-20). Here, then, is
one clear way in which the English words ‘happiness’ and ‘happy’ fall short. They
fail to capture the fact that eddaupovia is something that characterises a whole
life, or at least a large part of that life. Another related way in which these English
words fail is that they are typically used to describe a subjective feeling which
implies little about the objective quality of that life. When schoolchildren around
the world clap while singing, ‘If you're happy and you know it clap your hands/if
youre happy and you know it and you really want to show it/if youre happy and
you know it clap your hands;, they are not taking a stand about the objective value
of their lives relative to others. They simply clap to indicate that they feel pleased.
And the fact that they feel this way is thought to be sufficient to show that they are
(at least at that moment) happy.'” Even those who resist this idea and insist that
a person cannot find true happiness without actually accomplishing their life’s
goals will typically concede that each individual may set their own goals. That is to
say, even these people will admit that the standards by which I measure my own
happiness are my own. I do not have to satisfy any external, objective standards
to be happy. But once again, this is not quite true of edSaupovia. So far as we can
tell from Aristotle, Plato and the earlier authors, an individual must meet cer-
tain objective standards in addition to being subjectively pleased in order to be
counted as evdaipwv."! That is because evdaupovia is the highest human good, and
to achieve it one needs to succeed in one’s role as a human being, not merely in
one’s role as an individual.

° Most of the discussion around ed8atpovia has occurred in connection with Aristotle’s ethics. I draw
freely from this literature as most of the points made about Aristotle’s use of the term hold for earlier
authors. I have especially profited from reading Cooper (1975, 89-90) and Kraut (1979).

10 Aristotle denies that children can properly be called evdaipwyv at all. He says that we only call chil-
dren evdaipwv in the expectation that their whole life will be a success (1100a1-4). Of course, today
we all call children happy. This is done without issue and need not express anything about the future.
' Admittedly, several contemporary authors accept that one’s life must meet certain objective measures
to be properly called happy. Perhaps unsurprisingly, these authors have often been influenced by Plato
or Aristotle. See, for one famous example, Foot (2001, 81-98).
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As I mentioned above, these problems are already well known. There is,
however, a third reason to avoid using ‘happiness’ and ‘happy’ as translations of
‘ev8atpovia’ and ‘evdaipwy, which I do not think has been widely appreciated in
the past. That is: another Greek word is closer in sense and meaning to our word
happiness. That word is evBvpin. We will see in Chapter 3 that Democritus uses
this word to refer to a subjective psychological condition characterised by a jus-
tifiably confident disposition and a robust, pleasant attitude about one’s place in
the world. It is a joyful and cheerful condition. Moreover, Democritus also clearly
believes that the amount of edBvpin we experience can and will vary from moment
to moment depending on what happens to us and how we react (DK68 B191).
Whether he places strict and general standards about achieving e0Quyin is, admit-
tedly, difficult to tell from his fragments. But it is by no means obvious that he
does not. And he explicitly claims the best thing for a human being is to live life
experiencing as much evQvpin as possible and as little of its opposite as possible
(B189). Given these facts and others to be discussed later, this term seems closer
in meaning to our happiness than evdatpovia.

These three reasons explain why I reject ‘happiness’ and ‘happy’ as translations
of ‘evdarpovia’ and ‘evdaipwv. But why have I chosen prospering and pros-
perous when other alternatives—such as flourishing and well-being—have been
suggested in the past?'”> Three considerations suggest to me that prospering and
prosperous are the most apt translations available. The first is that these terms do
a fine job of conveying the sense that eddaipovia is something that characterises
a whole life. We do not normally say such and such a person flitters in and out
of prospering from one moment to the next. To prosper is to achieve something
significant, and it is an achievement that takes time. Similarly—and secondly—
when we say that someone prospers or is prospering we typically imply that they
are succeeding by using their natural gifts and talents for some useful or higher
purpose. The term, therefore, can convey the idea that there are standards out-
side of our mere preferences that must be met in order to achieve evSaupovia.
These first two considerations apply to flourishing and perhaps also well-being.
But the third and principal consideration for choosing prospering is unique to
that term. In English this word carries a strong connotation of material wealth or
riches. This is important because, as the present study will highlight, when Plato
wrote about evdaupovia and the evdaipwv person, he was employing terms that
had long histories. These words featured prominently in early Greek debates about
justice, and in studying those debates we learn that they carried with them cer-
tain connotations. One of the most prominent connotations was that of wealth
or an abundance of external goods. Many early Greeks believed that wealth was a
fundamental part of the successful and good life. Indeed, in one striking passage

12 Cooper (1975, 89-90) suggests ‘flourishing’; Ross (1959, 186-8) suggests ‘well-being’
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from Herodotus ‘the e0daipoveg’ are contrasted with poor people, highlighting
the very clear perceived link between evdatpovia and wealth (1.133.1). Of course,
Plato and the later philosophical tradition came to resist the idea that wealth was
especially important to living a e0daipwyv life. But in trying to show that the best
human life was not necessarily the one blessed with external goods, Plato and
this tradition had to struggle against the pre-theoretical convictions of their con-
temporaries. They were, as we might say, fighting an uphill battle. By choosing to
translate ‘evaupovia’ and ‘eddaipwv’ with ‘prospering’ and ‘prosperous’ we cap-
ture the pre-philosophical connotations of the Greek words and remind ourselves
that there was a war being fought not just around justice and injustice, but also
around what it meant to live the best life.”

The Plan Going Forward

This book falls into two distinct but related parts. Part I evaluates the extant texts of
the 5th-century sophists concerned with justice and virtue. I endeavour to restrict
myself as much as possible to 5th-century, pre-Platonic sources in reconstructing
these authors’ views. This practice is—perhaps surprisingly—not typical for books
on the sophists, which often help themselves to Plato’s later testimony. However,
because I ultimately aim to show that the sophists influenced Plato’s philosophy, it
would be tendentious in the extreme for me to draw on his philosophical works in
reconstructing their thinking. And, in any case, we have enough material to paint
a very interesting picture of Greek moral and political philosophy in the closing
decades of the 5th century without Plato. The picture that I hope to paint is one of
an especially lively debate that occurred among the sophistic authors. On the one
side, we have the Moral Cynics, who challenged the traditional ideas about mor-
ality and came to believe that injustice was better for the individual concerned to
prosper than justice. On the other, we have the Friends of Justice, who attempted
to respond to the Cynics and used new arguments to defend the traditional view
that justice is better for us than injustice. In spirit, if not in details, this puts me
in the tradition of Jacqueline de Romilly, whose The Great Sophists in Periclean
Athens divides the sophists up into goodies and baddies."

'3 There are, of course, downsides to adopting the translation ‘prospering’ and ‘prosperous and
rejecting the standard translations of ‘happiness’ and ‘happy’. The principal weakness is that the former
pair of English words is not common. One rarely hears a person claim that another is prospering. This
is not true of the Greek words evdaupovia and eddaipwy, which were used frequently by philosophers
and (as far as we can tell) by regular folk too. While there is no denying this is problematic for my pro-
posal, I do not think it is an insurmountable problem. We will be using these terms so frequently that
no reader will doubt how common they were for the Greeks.

!4 At one point, Romilly (1992, 176) suggests: [ T]here were two kinds of Sophist: to put it simply, the
good ones and the bad ones, on the one hand those determined to reconstruct a new kind of justice
for which man himself was the measure, on the other the purely destructive critics who took delight
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Part I is intended to be an interesting contribution to existing scholarship in
its own right. By carefully analysing the texts of the sophists, I aim to show that
they developed arguments and ideas about justice and prospering that were sig-
nificant to the history of moral and political philosophy. I also hope to show that
there was a genuine debate among these authors by highlighting the ways in which
their texts appear to be responding to one another. However, Part I also lays the
groundwork for Part II, which transitions to Plato. The second half of the book
argues that Plato was very much aware of the sophistic debate about justice and,
more than that, he consciously engaged with it. In particular, I argue that Plato
clearly diagnosed an important shortcoming of the 5th-century Friends of Justice
and that he structured the central argument of his Republic in the light of his
diagnosis of how their arguments failed. It will be necessary to have the findings
of Part I at hand to argue for this. Ultimately, I hope to convince the reader that
Plato was himself a Friend of Justice and that his Republic represents the most sig-
nificant contribution to the debate about justice from the ancient period. We shall
see that part of the philosophical genius of this work lies in the innovative strategy
Plato develops for defending justice’s value. But to truly appreciate the power and
innovation of the dialogue’s argument, we must first understand his Republic as a
contribution to a long philosophical tradition of addressing justice and its value.

Reading Platos Republic in the light of the 5th-century background will
also shed new light on this most seminal of philosophical works and lead us to
question existing scholarly interpretations. Perhaps most importantly, the final
two chapters of this book will argue that a dominant interpretation of the famous
division of goods and the argument that follows, according to which Socrates is to
praise justice as both intrinsically and instrumentally valuable, is not quite right.
Attention to the historical background allows us to appreciate that the real con-
trast Plato intends to draw is between the value justice possesses all on its own,
independently of the goods that the just individual receives on account of being
recognised as just, and the value it possesses in virtue of the good things that come
to be through being recognised as just. Unlike what many commentators think,
then, we shall find that Plato’s Republic is not the first text to draw the familiar
contrast between intrinsic and instrumental value. The relevant contrast is, rather,
an ethically salient manifestation of the fundamental Platonic distinction between
something’s being—that is to say, its true reality—and its mere appearance. Our

in underlining its weaknesses. According to this hypothesis, the “good” Sophists would be headed by
Protagoras, the oldest of them, the most moderate, the closest to Socrates. After him, attitudes became
increasingly critical’ The picture I paint in Part I nevertheless differs from Romilly’s because I do not
believe we can say much about what Protagoras thought with any degree of certainty. I am, therefore,
less confident than Romilly that sophistic thinking about justice began and evolved in the manner she
suggests. Additionally, I am more inclined to think of the naughty sophists’ critiques of justice as genu-
inely prescriptive and action-guiding. Romilly seems to me to leave the group I call the Moral Cynics
with mostly bark and very little bite.
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dialogue aims to show that we should not be primarily concerned with the benefits
that we get from appearing to be just to others. It wants to prove that possessing
the actual thing—justice itself—contributes to the prosperous and successful
human life, even if this is never recognised and responded to by any other agent.

Chapter 1 begins with a close reading of didactic poetry to lay some important
historical groundwork. I analyse the relevant sections of Hesiod’s Works and Days
in order to articulate the five theses of what I call the “Traditional View of Justice,
according to which being just is profitable and prudent because the gods reward
just behaviour and punish unjust behaviour. I then briefly survey two historical
developments that resulted in some tension for the Traditional View and set the
stage for the 5th-century sophistic challenge to justice—namely, the growing
influence of Hesiod’s work on Greek culture and a growing religious scepticism
among the intellectual elite.

Chapter 2 turns to the sophists and a 5th-century challenge to the Traditional
View of Justice. The focus is on two sophistic texts, the ‘Sisyphus Fragment’ of
unknown authorship and fragment B44 from Antiphon's On Truth. The authors of
these texts—the Moral Cynics—denied Hesiod’s belief that the gods could be counted
on to support justice and, as a result, almost systematically objected to the five theses
of the Traditional View. I show how their secular and naturalistic assumptions led
them to reject the value of justice and instead conclude that an individual concerned
to prosper would do better to be selectively unjust. With the interventionist gods out
of the picture, these sophists realised that other people were the only agents around to
punish violations of injustice. They therefore encouraged a calculated and secret sort
of injustice that could win for the individual money, power and pleasure, which are
naturally good for human beings, without any subsequent punishment. The chapter
ends with a brief discussion of two non-sophistic texts that attest to the broad impact
the Moral Cynics’ challenge had on Greek thought.

Chapter 3 turns to the second half of this sophistic debate. I offer a selective
analysis of the ‘Anonymous Iamblichi, Prodicus’ ‘Choice of Heracles, and the
ethical and political fragments of Democritus, which aims to do three things.
Firstly, it shows that the authors of these texts—the Friends of Justice—were con-
sciously responding to Cynical ideas and thus understood themselves to be con-
tributing to a debate about the value of justice. This plausibly explains why, as
I next show, they do not rely on the existence of interventionist gods. In contrast
to the earliest defenders of justice, these Friends accept the secular assumptions
of the Cynics and still argue that justice is more profitable than injustice. Their
innovative arguments fall into two broad strategies. The first denies that the goods
of money, power and pleasure purportedly won through unjust behaviour make
significant contributions to our prospering. Instead, a different set of goods is
posited as important for our prospering. The second strategy attempts to show
that the proper functioning of society, upon which everyone, including the unjust
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individual, depends, requires that all citizens be just. These arguments represent
a significant development in Greek philosophy, for in them prospering becomes
an explicit object of critical analysis for the first time. Finally, because the 5th-
century Friends object to the Cynics and argue that justice is more profitable than
injustice, I show that they should be seen as advancing a modernised version of
the Traditional View of Justice.

Part II transitions to the 4th century and Plato. Chapter 4 begins by summing
up the results of the 5th-century debate and highlighting its philosophical sig-
nificance. Despite offering very impressive responses to the Cynics, the Friends
failed to prove that justice is more profitable and prudent than injustice. Yet the
antagonistic character of the debate resulted in significant theoretical advances
in our understanding of human prospering, which are briefly surveyed. I next
argue that Plato was keenly aware of this debate. Not only was he interested in
the sophists and what they had to say about moral philosophy in general, but also
two dialogues in particular include arguments very much like those made by the
Moral Cynics and Friends of Justice. Gorgias features a pair of interlocutors who
believe that injustice is more profitable and prudent than justice, one of whom also
advocates an extreme sort of hedonism reminiscent of certain Cynics. Protagoras
includes a sophist who offers a defence of justice so close to the one found earlier
in the ‘Anonymous Iamblichi’ that they must be two iterations of the same argu-
ment. Demonstrating Plato’s awareness of the 5th-century debate sets the stage for
the argument in the rest of the book.

Chapter 5 offers a close reading of the first two books of Republic to argue that
they draw from the debate about justice discussed in Part I. Socrates’ interlocutors
in these books contend that one should not be just and claim that it better serves
one’s self-interest to be unjust instead. I analyse the principal arguments used by
these interlocutors and show that most of them have substantive and methodo-
logical similarities to those made by the Moral Cynics. One argument used by
Socrates’ opponents is, however, genuinely new and not anticipated by any text
from the 5th century. I nevertheless show that this argument was informed by the
debate as well. Plato uses this argument to identify and highlight a weakness in
past defences made by the Friends of Justice. Whereas they had assumed that only
genuine justice and virtue can win the agent a reputation for justice and virtue,
Plato has his interlocutors argue that an intelligent, unjust agent can win the good
reputation earlier highlighted as the great reward of justice by past moralists. I end
the chapter by arguing that Plato’s identification of this fatal weakness in past
defences of justice pointed the way towards a better and more satisfying defence
of justice. This new defence promised to respond to the Moral Cynics and finally
vindicate the central claims of the Traditional View of Justice.

Chapter 6 argues that the central argument of Republic is designed to demon-
strate the value of justice in a way that avoids the problems faced by the 5th-century
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Friends of Justice. My focus is on Glaucon’s division of goods as well as the sub-
sequent challenge that gives rise to and structures the central argument of the
dialogue. Scholars often claim that Glaucon’s distinction between the value some-
thing possesses ‘because of itself’ (8" ad16) and the value it possesses ‘because
of the things that arise from it’ (St& t& yryvopeva &’ avtod) is (at least roughly)
equivalent to the contemporary distinction between something’s intrinsic and
instrumental value. This is incorrect. I argue that the distinction between the
value something possesses ‘because of itself’ and the value it possesses ‘because
of the things that arise from it’ in fact distinguishes between one type of value
that depends on something’s intrinsic features as well as the inevitable effects it
produces by its nature and another type of value, which is realised only when
that thing is recognised and responded to by other agents. The significance of this
distinction becomes clear against the historical background discussed earlier in
the book. When Plato has Socrates demonstrate that justice is valuable ‘because
of itself” in the remainder of Republic, he is not having Socrates show that justice
is intrinsically valuable. Instead, he is having Socrates argue that justice will con-
tribute to the prospering of the just individual even if it is never recognised. That
is to say, he is having Socrates argue that justice will contribute to the prospering
of the just individual for reasons other than those problematically adduced by the
5th-century moralists. Plato consciously advances upon the project of the sophists
and offers a new and better defence of the Traditional View of Justice.

After demonstrating that the central argument of Republic is structured in
such a way as to avoid the problems faced by past Friends, Chapter 7 argues that
two specific interventions Socrates makes later in the dialogue are informed by
earlier sophistic defences of justice. I first evaluate Socrates’ response to Glaucon
and his speculative historical narrative about justice’s origins. By offering a
similarly speculative account of the development of justice—and, in particular,
by stepping back further in time to a point before humans gathered together—
Socrates was adopting a sophistic style of discourse and employing a particular
philosophical strategy developed by one earlier Friend of Justice. Next I turn to
the choice of lives that Socrates uses in Book IX to establish that justice is more
profitable than injustice. By tracing this argument back through Glaucon to the
earlier sophists, I suggest that Plato here was adopting an argumentative method
prominent among the earlier defenders of justice. This gives us further reason to
conclude that Plato understood himself to be a Friend in the tradition of those
who defended the Traditional View of Justice.



Part 1

The 5th-Century Debate about Justice






The Traditional View of Justice

The focus in Part I of this book is a sophistic debate about justice that emerged in the
second half of the 5th century. As we shall see, the central question animating this
debate was: is it beneficial for an individual to behave justly or does it profit them to
practise injustice instead? The debate did not, however, emerge in a vacuum. In order
to properly understand our 5th-century debate we must go back several centuries to
the early didactic poetry of Hesiod. Thus, in what follows I present a close reading
of one of his poems that articulates the Traditional View of Justice, which holds that
being just is profitable and prudent. Beginning near the beginning of extant Greek
literature is important because the authors discussed in the following chapters react
to the early poetic tradition and develop their own views about justice in part by
engaging with this tradition. The current chapter ends with a discussion of two his-
torical developments that set the stage for the 5th-century challenge to justice: the
growing influence of the Traditional View on Greek culture at large and the growing
religious scepticism among the intellectual elite.

The Works and Days (WD)

We begin with Hesiod, one of the two foundational poets of ancient Greece, who is
normally thought to have lived and worked in Boeotia sometime in the 8th or 7th
century.' Though Hesiod is most well known for his Theogony, it is the Works and
Days that lays much of the foundation for the 5th-century discussions of justice
and the central debate about its value.” Unlike its more famous counterpart, the

! There is a great deal of uncertainty concerning the details of Hesio