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Rafael Ferber

The absolute Good and the human goods

By the absolute Good I understand the Idea of the Good, by the 'h'uman
goods I understand pleasure and reason, which have been disqualified as
candidates for the absolute good (cf. R. 505b-d). I will first say something on
the Idea of the Good, then I will go on to the human goods and the relation
between the human goods and the absolute good. Thereby I will defend two
theses: (1) The absolute good is a third item between and above knowledge
and the known. (2) To mediate between the absolute good and the human
goods Plato introduced in the "Politicus’ and ‘Philebus’ an intermediate
principle, the appropriate (pétpiov).

I

As we all know Plato characterizes his Idea of the Good as beyond being,
‘surpassing it in dignity and power’ (éxéxewve Tig obolag npeoPeiq xai
Suvéyier drepéyovog) (cf. R. 509b9-10). Concerning this famous fo;‘m.ul.a we
may distinguish a ‘minimal” and a ‘maximal’ interpretation. Tl}e minimal

interpretation has been advanced by F. M. Cornford: ‘But can it be proved
that these words mean anything more than that, whereas you can always
ask the reason for a thing’s existence and the answer will be that it exists for
the sake of its goodness, you cannot ask for a reason for goodness; the good
is an end in itself; there is no final cause beyond it?"! This teleological
interpretation of F. M. Cornford has been accepted by H. Cherniss, R. E.
Allen, M. Isnardi-Parente, L. Brisson and others who reject the esoteric
interpretation advanced by the Tiibingen school? The ‘maximal’ inter-
pretation has been advanced especially by the Tiibingen School, e.g. Hans
Krimer in his article ‘ETIEKEINA THEZ OYZIAZ'2 The Idea of the Good is
the One of the “so-called unwritten doctrines’ (Aristotle, Phys. A2.209b14-
15). This position has now been accepted by G. Reale, J. Halfwassen and
others who read Plato in the esoteric way.* Esoteric means here not only,
that we have to acknowledge the existence of these ‘so-called unwritten
doctrines’ as they are reported mainly by Aristotle, but that they give the
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decisive clue how we ought to interpret some difficult passages such as the
simile of the sun.

It is important to note, that both interpretations go back to Aristotle. In the
Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle characterizes the Good in a very platonic mode
(cf. Lys. 220b6-8) as that which is an end in itself, if desire shall not be empty
and in vain (cf. NE. A1.1094a18-22). Therefore — we may conclude - "you
cannot ask for a reason for goodness’ (F. M. Cornford). It is in this sense that
the good or the end in itself is beyond any reason. The Good is a final word.
On the other hand the Good has been characterized by Aristotle as the One
(cf. Metaph. N4.1091b13-15. EE. A8.1218a18-20): The decisive testimony we
find in the Metaphysics: “Some say that the One itself is the Good itself; in fact
they believe that the essence of it is primarily the One’ (Metaph. N4.1091b13-
15).5 Since for Plato the Idea of the Good is also the Good itself (cf. R. 507a3,
534c4) the ‘maximal’ interpretation has inferred that the essence of the
Platonic Good is the One. This Aristotelian interpretation has been expanded
by Plotinus for whom the Idea of the Good is the transcendent One and
therefore also beyond knowledge and being (cf. e.g. Plot. Enn. V.1.8, V.3.12-
13, V4.1, V9.2, V1.7.37, V1L7.40). The aristotelian interpretation points
toward to the neoplatonic one, as has been remarked long ago by L. Robin.¢

Now against both interpretations, the ‘minimal” and the “maximal’ one,
there are objections: If Plato says with the ‘formula’ that the Idea of the
Good is beyond being only that there is no final cause beyond the Good, we
may ask why he uses the analogy of the sun to express this idea. As the sun
makes things not only visible, but brings them also into existence and gives
them growth and nourishment, so the Good gives to the objects known not
only their power of being known, but their very being and reality (cf. R.
509b2-8). This epistemological and ontological function does not consist only
in the teleological one that the Good is an end in itself and that there is no
point of asking what is the end of the end in itself. If Plato had only wanted
through the simile of the sun to underline the finality of the Good, he could
have said it also without the analogy of the sun. It would have been enough
to say that the good itself is a thing "that every soul pursues as the end of all
its actions’ (R. 505d11), a remark we find in the early (cf. Hp. mai. 297b, Grg.
468b, 499e-500a), middle (cf. Symp. 205e-206a) and late dialogues (cf. Phib.
20d), and that there is no point in asking what is the end of this final end.
We find this argument already implied in the Lysis, applied to the friendly
(pidov): ‘With that, then, to which we are truly friendly, we are not friendly
for the sake of any other thing to which we are friendly’(Lys. 220b6-7, tr. J.
Wright ). Therefore it does not make sense to ask, what is the reason for the
truly friendly. Although the ‘minimal’” interpretation is not excluded by the
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text, it is not a sufficient interpretation since it plays down the
epistemological and ontological function of the Good.

On the other hand, the ‘maximal’ interpretation is not mentioned by Plato in
any dialogue. Nowhere does Plato say, that the essence of the Good is
primarily the One. So we cannot be sure that Plato meant this. Of course the
platonic Socrates says: ‘I only wish it were within my power to offer, and
within yours to receive, a settlement of the whole account. But you must be
content now with the interest only; and you must see to it that, in describing
this offspring of the Good, I do not inadvertently cheat you with false coin’
(R. 507al1-5. tr. G. M. A. Grube, rev. C. D. C. Reeve). So Socrates makes
explicit that he does not say everything about the Good, and that what he
says may be not adequate or may be even false. In fact what he has to offer is
just only an ‘opinion without knowledge’, i. e. an opinion without
argument: ‘One who holds a true belief without intelligence is just like a
blind man who happens to take the right road, isn’t he?” (R. 506c7-9). But
Socrates seems not even to be sure that he happens to take the right road:
"Whether it's true or not, only the god knows. But this is how I see it (517b6-
7. tr. G. M. A. Grube, rev. C. D. C. Reeve). So even if the truth of the
‘maximal’ interpretation is supported by Aristotle’s evidence, this inter-
pretation has also to accomodate the ’epistemic modesty’ (Ch. Kahn) of
Socrates, which is here probably not ironic but genuine. This modesty
regards God as the objective criterion of truth (cf. R. 517b6-7).

But in fact Plato never says directly that the essence of the Good is the One.
He says only that the Good is similar to the sun and that the sun is the
source of the light, and the light is a third thing (vévog tpitov) without which
the eye will not see and colours will remain invisible (507e1-2). Therefore
also the sun is a fortiori a third thing. In similar vein the Good is a third item
between and above knowledge and the known, without which knowledge
cannot know and the known cannot be known. For this transcendence above
knowledge and the known in the simile of the sun speaks that the idea of the
Good is something “other and more beautiful” (&A\Ao xai x&Aiiov) (R. 508e5-
6) than both and that it would be a category-mistake to subsume the aitia
under the aitiatov.” Since the platonic Socrates deliberately gives no more
information on the Good, it seems to be wise to stop here and to see how far
we can go simply with what Socrates says about the Good. But for Socrates it
is just the third item between and above knowledge and the known. This
means: If the Good is the One, then it is the One in the sense of this third
item between and above knowledge and being. This is, in my opinion, the
starting point for any interpretation of the One and the reports of Aristotle
on the One, the &bpiotog dbag and the ideal numbers. The &bpiotog ddag or
the great and the small may be symbolized by the divided line, and the ideal

o
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numbers by a continuation of the bisections of the upmost part of the line
which represents the £idn abté (510b8) — in my opinion, the ideal numbers. I
have developed this interpretation which is based strictly on the written
texts in my book Platons Idee des Guten.®

II

I'may be forgiven for not going into the details of this complicated story but
I now go on to make a connection to two late dialogues which I did not
discuss in my book. In this way I hope to give something like Plato’s reply to
an old criticism of this Idea of the Good and to say something on the relation
between the absolute good and the human goods. For Socrates characterizes
the Idea of the Good not only as beyond being, but also says: "Without
having had a vision of this Form no one can act with wisdom, either in his
own life or in matters of state” (R. 517c4-6, Cornford’s tr.). Now the question
arises, how it is possible to have an intellectual vision of an idea in order to
act with wisdom either in private or in public life. The old criticism which
dates back to Aristotle is that it is not humanly possible to realize or to
possess the Idea of the Good (odx &v ein mpaxtdv 008 kTnTdv dvBpdrw)(EN.
A4.1096b34). This criticism has been repeated by K. Popper and others who
speak of ‘the emptiness of the Platonic Idea or Form of the Good'? It is
something of a commonplace and also a non trivial truth. But it is only one
side of the coin.

Since even in the new collaborative commentary on the Republic, ed. by
Otfried Hoffe, we cannot find any acknowledgment of the other side of the
story, it may be worthwhile to identify the weak point of this old reproach to
Plato and his Idea of the Good.!® What these critics seem to overlook is that
Plato anticipated Aristotle’s criticism, though not in the Republic, but in the
Politicus and Philebus — in the Politicus as regards matters of state, in the
Philebus as regards one’s own life.

In the middle of the Politicus he speaks of the exact itself: ‘'That at any rate
what is stated now will some time be necessary for the exposition of the
exact itself (mepi od1d 7thxpBeg Gnddelv) (284d1-2. Tr. R. Ferber).
Regarding the “exact itself’ it is at least a plausible hypothesis that it is the
Idea of the Good. What speaks for this hypothesis is that in the Republic the
Idea of the Good is the aim which the politician (i.e. the philosopher king)
must have in view in his public and private actions (cf. R. 519c2-4), the
exposition (3uiynowg)(R. 506e7) of which, however, is left out already in the
Republic (cf. R. 506d-e). Now it would indeed be improbable that Plato
would have cancelled this aim in the Politicus. The "royal man with insight’
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(&vSpa 16V petd gpoviioemg PBaoiiikdv) (Plt. 294a8) who rules without laws,
could this be anybody other than the philosopher-king? It is true that the
statesmen may — horribile dictu — “also kill or chase away some people and
thus purify the state for its best (¢n" &y08®), ..., as long as they maintain it by
using only science and right and from a bad one make of it as much as
possible a better one’ (Plt. 293d4-5), just as the physician may do what he
wants ‘provided it is only for the best of the body’ (¢n' &ya8®d t® tdV
copdtov) (PIt. 293b6-7). But at what should this acting “to the good” direct
itself, if not at the Idea of the Good? Thus we nevertheless may presume: As
‘the royal man with insight” signifies the philosopher-king, so "the exact
itself” signifies the Idea of the Good."' Now about this Idea of the Good
which seems to be the ultimate aim of Plato’s ethics, we read nothing in the
Politicus and of course no character is able to realize this idea of the good,
since notwithstanding its special status the idea of the good transcends the
empirical world. To this extent the criticism of Aristotle and Popper is
completely justified.

On the other hand, Plato develops in the Politicus the concept of the
appropriate or ©0 pétpov. All arts and also the art of the statesman
presuppose something which is appropriate in itself and not in relation to
others. This appropriate is not an idea, since it is indeed paraphrased as "the
graceful (10 mpénov), the opportunity (tov xoupédv), the right (w0 déov)” and
“all that has its seat in the middle between two extreme ends’ (284e6-8). How
could an idea have its seat ‘in the middle between two extreme ends’? But
the appropriate is also not a sensible phenomenon, since it functions as an
absolute standard for what is relatively more or less: ‘For if this has not been
agreed, it is certainly not possible for either the statesman or anyone else
who possesses knowledge of practical subjects to acquire an undisputed
existence’ (Plt. 284c1-3. Rowe’s tr.). Since the appropriate is neither an idea
nor a phenomenon, the hypothesis suggests itself that the appropriate is
somehow an intermediate between phenomena of the senses and ideas,
namely a standard for judging the realization of an idea — here presumably
of "the exact itself’ — in the inexact world of the senses.

Likewise, as an ideal temperature takes up the middle between the two
extremes of a temperature that is too cold and one that is too warm and thus
functions as the basis of judgment about whether a temperature is too warm
or too cold, thus the appropriate is not the idea of measure or "the exact
itself’, but functions as a criterion of judgment for concrete phenomena in
the world of senses.’? The appropriate is a standard of judging whether
political actions in the phenomenal world are appropriate, etc.

But as an ideal temperature is not everywhere the same, so the appropriate
is not the same everywhere, since it is indeed also characterised as the
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graceful, the opportunity, the right, and ‘all that has its seat in the middle
between two extreme ends” (284e). Also for this reason it cannot be exact.
But this appropriate does not “imply’,'® but rather copies (we may assume ) -
even though inexactly — an exact itself, namely the idea of ‘the exact itself’
or the good itself. Therefore also the standard of judgment still does have
something of the exact itself or the good itself, especially when the good
itself has to be identified with the most exact measure, as Syrianus reports as
regards the Aristotelian dialogue Politicus (névtov Yop dxpiBéortatov pétpov
TayoBov éoTv)(in Met. 168, 33-35), in which Aristotle seems to refer to the
Platonic Politicus. So between ideas and phenomena we have something
which is an non-mathematical intermediate — non-mathematical because it is
not to be identified with the padnpétika as petald between ideas and
phenomena which Aristotle ascribes to Plato (cf. Metaph. A6.987b14-18) —
and gives a standard for the application of the exact itself in the world of
senses. It is a regulative principle comparable to the aristotelian mean
(cf.NE. 1108b11-1109a19) which has to direct our ability to make judgements
in the phenomenal world. This point constitutes an addition to the
commonplace of Plato as the philosopher of the ideas and the Idea of the
Good. It shows also that the criticism of Aristotle has in some sense been
anticipated by Plato because at least this appropriate can be realized and
possessed by men (npaxtdv xai KTnTOV GvOpOR®).

But Plato has also become well aware of the fact that not only no state, but
also no character can realize the Idea of the Good in his soul and that the
Idea of the Good is not the "human good’ or the good for man. In the
Philebus he tried to find also a remedy for this, since the theme of the Philebus
is what is good for man, pleasure or reason (cf. Phil. 11 b). But what is Good
for man, is in the final analysis, neither pleasure nor reason: "Pleasure is not
the first of all possessions, nor yet the second; rather, the first has been
secured for everlasting tenure somewhere in the region of measure (uétpov)
or what is measured (pétplov) or appropriate (xaipiov), or whatever term
may be deemed to denote the quality in question’ (Phil. 66a. Tr. Hackforth).
Since measure is the good for man, neither reason alone nor pleasure alone,
but a measured or appropriate mixture of pleasure and reason is the good
for man. For neither reason nor pleasure have the decisive characteristic of
the "‘Good itself’ (Phil. 67a6): to be an end in itself or to be self-sufficient: "...
they came short of self-sufficiency (adropxeiag) and the quality of being
satisfying (ixavo®) and perfect (tehéov)?” (Phil. 67a7-8. tr. Hackforth). So we
may say: as in politics the very objective, although not quantifiable, standard
to which the statesman has to orient himself is the ‘appropriate, the graceful,
the opportunity, the right and all that has its seat in the middle between two
extreme ends’ (Plt. 284e6-8)," so in the human soul the standard to which
one has to orient oneself is ‘measure (pétpov) or what is measured (pétpiov)
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or appropriate (xaipiov), or whatever term may be deemed to denote the
quality in question.” (Phb. 66a6-8. tr. Hackforth). And this appropriate
determines the right proportions between reason and pleasure. More exactly
the “quasi-unity” of the good (tobto olov &v) (Phil. 65a3), i. e. the conjunction
of the three ‘beauty, symmetry and truth’ (Phb. 65a2) "may most properly be
held to determine the qualities of the mixture, and that — because that is
good - the mixture itself has become so’ (65a2-5, tr. Hackforth with a small
alteration by R. F.). So the three ‘beauty, symmetry and truth or reality” are
the criteria of the qualitiy of the mixture between reason and pleasure.
Probably ‘beauty, symmetry and truth or reality” determine the quality of
the different acts of reason and the different pleasures insofar as they
determine the “degree’ of participation in the good of those acts. Although it
is not spelled out how we have to apply these three criteria and we don’t get
much further detail,’® we may assume that the Platonic Good in this
threefold form may also be realized and possessed by men (rpaxtov xai
KoV avBpdne). But this accommodation of the Good to reality (in the
ordinary sense of the word) is not the final word of Plato on the Good. On
the one hand, we stand only “upon the threshold of the Good and of that
habitation where all that is like thereto resides’ (Phil. 64c1-3). From this it
follows, that ‘beauty, symmetry and truth or reality” are not the Good itself
any more than the habitation of a person is the person itself. And Protarchus
says that the discussion goes on: “There is only a little still left to be done,
Socrates. I am sure you won't give up sooner than we do; so I will remind
you of the tasks that remain.” (Phil. 67b11-13). Although it is again not
spelled out, what are the tasks that remain,’6 we may assume that in the
famous oral lecture or lectures On the Good, Plato did give more information
about the Good than in the dialogues, although in these famous lectures the
relation between the absolute Good and the human goods, such as wealth,
health and strength seems also not spelled out, as we may guess from the
famous remark of Aristoxenos in his Elementa harmonica (vgl. Elem. harm., I,
30-31).7 But we may be pretty sure that what he really thought to be fit to be
written down and what he thought realizable in his later years by human
souls on the one hand and human politics on the other he did indeed write
down in the dialogues, especially in the Politicus and the Philebus. But this
does not by itself imply that Plato gave up the theme of the Idea of the Good
or ‘the exact itself’ just as he did not give up the ideal of the philosopher-
king or of the ‘royal man with insight’ (&vdpa tOv petd @povicewg
Baoihucédv) (Plt. 294a8) who rules without laws (cf. Leg. 711d-e, 739b-€, 875c¢),
although he admits in his last work: ‘But, as things are, such insight is
nowhere to be met with, except in faint vestiges” (| katé Bpay®) (Leg. 875d1-
2, tr. A. E. Taylor).
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described in the Laws.” But neither the Timaeus nor the Laws leads us much
beyond the ‘threshold’ into the house of the Good and themselves leave
important things out, f. Ti,, 53d6-8, Leg., 968e 2-4, despite the fact that it is hard
to determine, whether Plato really intended the Philebus to be read as a "preface’
to the Timaeus or the Laws.

17 Cf. the new reconstruction of Ferber, 1989, 154-216. My sincere thanks go to Ch.
Gill for some helpful comments and stylistic improvements.

The article uses %artiall materials published in E. Ostenfeld, Essays on Plato’s
Republic, ed. by E.N. Ostenfeld, 53-58. For a fuller reply to Luc Brisson’s
contribution in this volume, of. R. Ferber, ‘Ist die Ixfee des Guten nicht
transzendent oder ist sie es doch? Nochmals Platons ETIEKEINA THX OYZIAY',
in Méthexis, 14, 2001, 7-21.
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