
 
 

Knowing justice and acting justly 
What is the source of virtue in philosopher-rulers? In Plato’s account of the education of 
the rulers, there is much discussion of how to best form the characters of the guardians 
to make them virtuous. We could argue that justice is a character trait, and so the motive 
to be just – if not the knowledge of what justice is – is created through this early 
education. This childhood training creates the right balance between the parts of the 
soul, so that, when the person comes to know what justice is, his spirit and desires are 
ready to be obey his reason. All the guardians, the ones who don’t become philosophers 
as well as the ones who do, are motivated to act justly, i.e. to do their particular task in 
the city. There is no need, then, for a separate account of why philosophers would be 
motivated to be just. Knowledge of justice (which only philosophers have) plays no 
special role. 
 
However, if being motivated to be just is not the result of knowing what is just, Plato can 
still argue that knowing what is just is still necessary for the virtue of justice. To be just, 
one must also know what justice is. And to know what justice is, Plato has argued, 
involves knowing the Form of Justice. So philosophy is relevant for knowing what justice 
is. This isn’t the same as being motivated to act justly, so philosophy doesn’t produce 
virtue in the sense of motivating someone to be just. But Plato can argue that it is only 
philosopher-rulers who have both qualities, the motivation from their training as 
guardians and knowledge from their training as philosophers. So he can still argue that it 
is only philosopher-rulers who should rule the republic. 
 
Doing two things at once 
Plato argues that justice consists in each person doing their own, specialist thing (433-
434a). But there is an obvious tension with suggesting that philosophers should rule, viz. 
that this involves one person being both philosopher and ruler, thereby doing two things. 
If philosophy and ruling two separate tasks, according to Plato’s principle of justice, they 
should be done by different people. 
 
Plato must argue that these two things necessarily go together, and we have seen his 
argument that philosophy is necessary for knowledge of the Good, and knowledge of the 
Good is necessary for expert and virtuous rule. 
 
However, we have questioned whether Plato succeeds in connecting the very abstract 
knowledge of the Good to political expertise. Furthermore, the education that 
philosophers receive must be sufficient to become good rulers; but we have also 
questioned whether there are really two types of education necessary, one to make them 
virtuous and practical (their education as guardians) and another to make them 
philosophers. This again suggests that ruling and doing philosophy are separate tasks. 
Finally, the fact that philosophers are reluctant to rule and would prefer to do philosophy 
also suggests philosophy and ruling are two distinct tasks. 



 
 

philosophers are both experts (they have the knowledge necessary to rule) and virtuous 
(7). Only philosophers have both the necessary knowledge and virtue; so only 
philosophers should rule (8).  
 
So Plato’s argument that philosophers should be rulers depends on his arguments about 
how knowledge and virtue are linked. In the handout on ‘Philosophers, knowledge, and 
virtue’, we raised the objection that it is not certain that studying philosophy and the 
Forms will make someone virtuous. A second objection is to the alleged link between 
knowledge and virtue in ruling. 
 
Knowledge of the Good 
Is Plato right when he argues that philosophers have the knowledge necessary to rule? 
His argument is that they have knowledge of the Form of the Good, and knowledge of 
what is good is necessary to rule. But is knowledge of the Form of the Good knowledge 
that helps with the practical matter of politics? We do not have an account of how 
knowledge of the Form of the Good could help with practical affairs of state, which 
requires knowledge of how a good life for people should be organized. When Plato talks 
about the Form of the Good, it is as the source of all knowledge, truth and reality. How 
is this helpful in knowing how to make good practical decisions? 
 
Plato is not unaware of the gap between the knowledge philosophers gain and the 
practical world. It emerges in the simile of the Cave; when the philosopher returns to the 
cave, he is initially blinded, unable to make things out. But Plato suggests this will only 
last a while, and argues that his knowledge will be useful in the cave. But he never argues 
how, except to say that knowledge never loses its power (519a).  
 
In the handout on ‘Philosophers, knowledge and virtue’, we suggested the solution that 
the Form of the Good is related to harmony, and we saw above that the virtuous state is 
in harmony. Knowledge of the Good, then, may enable the philosopher to bring about 
harmony in the state. But it is unclear how abstract knowledge of the Good could help 
the philosopher to achieve this harmony, or even recognise it in real life. 
 
Do philosophers want to rule? 
A further objection to Plato’s theory is suggested by a particular claim of Plato’s which 
indicates that, even in the perfect republic, philosophers may not be completely virtuous. 
At the end of his discussion of the Cave, he remarks that ‘a necessary consequence of 
what we have said [is] that society will never be properly governed… by those who are 
allowed to spend all their lives in purely intellectual pursuits… the intellectuals will take 
no practical action of their own accord’ (518c). Plato says philosophers would prefer to 
spend their time engaged in philosophy – after all, they love wisdom! However, they will 
rule because the law compels them to, and it is for the greater good of the city. 
Compelling them to rule is not an injustice, since justice relates to the harmony of the 
whole.  
 
If true philosophers are virtuous, why won’t they be motivated to rule, i.e. to fulfil their 
role in society, which is what justice consists in? Doesn’t virtue involve being motivated 
by the demands of justice, not just submitting to them? Yet perfectly virtuous 
philosophers lack this motivation independently of the requirements of law. 
 



 
 

Second, in the case of understanding how a good state is organized, we need to 
understand the role that each person in the state needs to play. A good citizen is 
someone who plays their role in the good state. So we need knowledge of the Good in 
order to know how to organize a state (this argument is discussed in the next section). 
 
Third, the Good and all the Forms do not change, which is why they can be known. 
Since the Good does not change, the state will also not change. There is one absolute 
standard for being good, and the purpose of politics is to bring about the good state. 
Once this is achieved, the purpose of politics is just to maintain that state, not to allow it 
to keep changing. 
 

THE PHILOSOPHER RULER’S SUITABILITY TO RULE 
Plato says that the only way the republic can come about is if philosophers become rulers 
or rulers become philosophers (473d). And after discussing the simile of the Cave, he 
says that ‘a necessary consequence of what we have said [is] that society will never be 
properly governed… by the uneducated, who have no knowledge of the truth’ (518c). 
 
The ultimate purpose of a philosophical education, in the perfect republic, is to gain 
knowledge of the Form of the Good. Until this has been achieved, the education is not 
complete. The rest of knowledge has little point, especially if you are a ruler, unless you 
know what is useful, valuable and good. 
 
The argument and challenge in outline 
Pappas (Plato’s The Republic, p. 111) identifies Plato’s central argument for philosopher-
rulers as follows: 
 
1. The good state is possible if and only if virtuous and expert rule by its leaders is 

possible (484d). 
2. Virtuous and expert rule is possible if and only if the rulers are philosophers. 
 
As (1) is relatively uncontentious, the rest of the argument offers support to (2): 
 
3. Philosophers, as lovers (philo-) of wisdom (sophia), love every kind of learning 

(475c). 
4. No one else loves every kind of learning (475c-480a). 
5. The love of every kind of learning produces knowledge of ethical matters. 
6. The love of every kind of learning produces virtue (485d). 
7. Therefore, the love of every kind of learning makes one a virtuous and expert ruler. 
8. Therefore, since only philosophers love every kind of learning, only philosophers can 

be virtuous and expert rulers. 
 
Each of these premises, (3)-(6), need further defence, and this is the challenge Plato faces 
in making his case for the philosopher-ruler. Arguments for these premises are discussed 
in the handout on ‘Philosophers, knowledge, and virtue’. First, philosophers and only 
philosophers love every kind of learning. Second, knowledge of the Good is needed for good rule; 
without it, a ruler does not know what is useful or valuable (505a), so he cannot think 
coherently about the good plan for human life. But only philosophers have knowledge of 
the Form of the Good. This defends premise (5) and links – if only in an abstract way – 
philosophers’ knowledge and the justification of their rule. Third, Plato defends (6) when 
he argues that the love of wisdom and knowledge of the Good produce virtue. So 
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Philosopher rulers  
 
This handout follows the handout on ‘Philosophers, knowledge and virtue’. You should 
read that handout first. 
 

POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE THEORY OF THE FORMS 
Plato’s argument in the Republic as a whole develops an account of what the perfect state 
would be like. How would it be organized? In the next section, we will see that Plato 
argues that in the perfect state, philosophers must be rulers. This is the main political 
implication of the theory of the Forms. But to understand it, we need to understand the 
type of state that they are to rule. 
 
The perfect state has, by definition, all the virtues. Plato accepts the idea that the four 
main virtues are wisdom, courage, temperance or moderation (being self-controlled 
about pleasure), and justice. If he can describe a state that has all these, he will have 
described the perfect state (427e). 
 
The state has its origins in the fact that human beings are not individually self-sufficient, 
so we naturally group together. First, Plato assumes that we are also naturally disposed to 
different types of task, we each perform well in different areas of life (370b). This needs 
to be respected in a successful city, so we need a division of labour. Second, to defend 
itself against attack, or to launch attacks in order to become more prosperous, the city 
will need professional soldiers, ‘guardians’. By the division of labour, these will be 
separate people from the farmers and traders. Good soldiers need to be both fierce in 
battle and gentle towards their fellow citizens. Third, the city’s leaders, who should be 
selected from the guardians, will obviously need intelligence, and they will need to know 
what is good for the state as a whole. So they will be educated as philosophers, so that 
they come to have knowledge of the Good. 
 
Plato then argues this state is perfect. Wisdom lies with the rulers – their knowledge 
benefits the whole city; courage lies with the guardians; temperance, involving traits of 
restraint and self-control, Plato understands as the acceptance of the social order – all 
parts of society are in agreement about who should rule (432a). Justice must, by 
elimination, be the remaining organizing principle of the city (427e); and this is the 
assumption that got us started – that everyone does their own job, making their own 
distinctive contribution to the good of the whole, functioning as they should, and not 
interfering with the functions of the others (433a). So a perfectly good society is one in 
which everyone fulfils their task, which creates harmony. 
 
We should note three points about this account. First, philosophers again turn out to be 
fully virtuous. They have wisdom, courage (because they were first trained as guardians), 
temperance and justice, as they accept their role as rulers and preserve the just 
organization of society. 
 


