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BOOK REVIEWS
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Philosophy Department, University College Iondon 06.2019
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How Does Justice Pay? An Analysis of Plato’s Republic
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Classical Philosophy Works in Progress Seminar, Princeton University 10.2017
Democritus on Eudaimonia

S Biannual International Association of Presocratic Studies, Austin 06.2016
Immorality or Immortality? An Argument for Virtue

Princeton Philosophical Society, Princeton University 10.2015
Comments on Mi-Kyoung Lee’s “The Sophists on Greek Morality”
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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Justice and Prospering: Ancient Debates, Disagreements and Dilemmas

My dissertation is about justice and the nature of its value. In what way is justice
valuable? Is it absolutely valuable, such that its very existence makes the wotld a
better place? Or is it only valuable as a means to living a satistying and happy life?
Perhaps neither of these categories capture the value it possesses or, then again,
perhaps cynics are correct to suggest that real virtue has no value and only the
appearance of virtue does us any good. These questions preoccupied the ancient
Greeks and they were the first to engage in a theoretical debate about the nature
of justice’s value. In my dissertation, I offer an historically informed interpretation
of several important works to show that the earliest philosophers had diverse,
sophisticated and relevant insights into the nature of justice’s value.

The culminating chapters present a new interpretation of Plato’s Republic.
Engaging with a thorny scholarly debate about the division of goods in Book 11, 1
argue against the now-standard interpretation that Plato understands justice to be
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an intrinsic good, valuable totally independently of its effects. I show instead that,
according to Plato, justice is valuable in virtue of the fact that it contributes to
human happiness through its unique dunamis — its power or capacity — which has
specific effects on the just agent’s soul. The idea that justice has a unique power
or capacity, the effects of which contribute to our happiness in specific and
determinate ways, was an important innovation in moral philosophy at the time
the Republic was written. Moreover, the account of justice’s value that Plato
develops in this seminal text remains compelling and philosophically profound.

The beginning chapters of the dissertation set the stage for my analysis of the
Republic by surveying an earlier debate regarding justice. I begin 300 years before
the time of Plato with what I call the Traditional View of Justice as articulated by
the didactic poet Hesiod. I then show that a group of sophists sought to
undermine the Traditional View by arguing that justice does not truly exist and, to
the extent that it does, it does not serve the happiness of the intelligent agent.
Finally, I show that yet another group of sophists responded to the first group and
argued that the life of justice was in fact the best and happiest life. Not only are
the arguments of the second group of sophists interesting, but Plato incorporates
insights from them into his own defense of justice in the Republic. For this reason,
understanding the earlier debate is important for fully appreciating Plato’s
philosophy.
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