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Abstract: Aspiring for a good society has been a philosophical debate down through the century. Leading a good life 

is invariably associated with the idea of a good society. Two thousand five years back Greek philosopher Plato pondered 

over this subject deeply. Plato depicted a picture of human personality according to his psychological trait and social 

acumen. He invented the innate merits of people and techniques to improve upon them. Accordingly he devised his 

famous theory of virtue. 

 

Today, when people are wrestling to garner success in their personal as well as professional life, Plato’s theory of virtue 

seems relevant. The Bhagavad Gita in Indian tradition also validates this idea and principle of specialisation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Virtues are perceived as good qualities of a person. These are moral dispositions of a person. We say someone is 

very kind by nature or very benevolent. We say someone virtuous when he exhibits certain good qualities which are 

approved by a society. Suppose someone is very punctual to his work or someone is honest, we say he is a virtuous 

person. So virtue is generally understood as a character trait. The opposite of virtue is called vice. Morally unacceptable 

qualities are generally termed as vice. We appreciate virtuous person whereas denounce vicious person. 

 

Sometimes virtues are compared and contrasted with the idea of duty. Duties are regarded as perfect obligation. 

Perfect obligation means it is ensured and guaranteed by the state. It means if someone does not perform his duty he is 

banished or punished by the state. For example, paying tax in time is a duty of citizens. Therefore, if a person does not pay 

tax he will be punished by the state. Whereas, duties of imperfect obligation is called virtue. This cannot be exacted by the 

state. For example the state cannot force a person to donate clothing to the poor. A rich person ought to make a gift. This 

is a duty of imperfect obligation or a virtue. There are of course lots of disagreements regarding the notion of imperfect 

obligation. Here imperfect obligation should not refer to any negative or inferior quality but only refers to state recognition 

or not. 

There are many interesting philosophical questions regarding virtue. Whether virtues as moral dispositions are 

natural instincts or acquired habits? Some might argue that virtues are natural like human instincts and impulses. We say 

someone as angry by nature or brave by heart. By this we mean that these qualities are naturally bestowed on him. He 

cannot but be brave. So, virtues like vices are natural. On the other hand some people argue that virtues are acquired 

habits. Virtue is the habit of deliberate choice of right actions. Vice is the habit of deliberate choice of wrong actions. 

Virtue is the habit of controlling instincts and impulses and realising the good of the self as a whole. Vice is the habit of 

yielding to instincts and impulses and realising the partial good. If they are natural or innate qualities inherited by people, 

what is the meaning of moral teaching? So J. N. Sinha believes that virtues are not natural dispositions. He writes, “Virtue 

is not good nature. It is not an innate good disposition which is natural. It is an acquired disposition due to the habit of 

controlling and regulating impulses and instincts by reason. Duty leads to virtue through habit.”i These questions are 

widely debated in philosophical circle down through the century. The most ancient debate regarding the nature of virtue 

can be seen in the writings of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. 

 

 

 

IAETSD JOURNAL FOR ADVANCED RESEARCH IN APPLIED SCIENCES

VOLUME 5, ISSUE 4, APRIL/2018

ISSN NO: 2394-8442

http://iaetsdjaras.org/392



 

 

 

Plato’s Theory of Virtue 
 

Plato, the most famous Greek mind owes much to his teacher Socrates in order to develop a theory of virtue. Socrates the 

first systematic moral philosopher did not write anything. He preached moral subjects in the market, among the public. 

Socrates believed that knowledge is virtue. Socrates believed that if one person knows what is good he cannot but do 

‘good’. Good is what is there. This is objective, universal and unchangeable. Therefore, knowing good is virtue.  

 

From this Plato developed his theory of cardinal virtues. Cardinal virtues are the fundamental virtues on which other 

virtues are based. According to Plato, there are four such cardinal virtues. These are wisdom, courage, temperance and 

justice. In fact, Plato considers the former three as basic cardinal virtues whereas the last one i. e. Justice as tertiary virtue. 

Plato’s theory of virtue is based on his metaphysical conception of a tripartite soul. Plato believed that human souls are 

determined by three basic dispositions. Those are reason, instinct and appetite. Each of these dispositions has certain kind 

of moral expressions. Reason gives rise to intellectual activities or wisdom. Instinct gives rise to courage. Appetite gives 

rise to temperance. This tripartite distinction can be also seen in Indian philosophical system. The Sankhya school of 

Indian tradition depicts threes qualities of prakriti i.e. sattva, rajas and tamas. These are called as trivarga guna. 

  

As depicted in Indian tradition, Plato also characterised the society into three major classes – ruling class, the warriors and 

the crafts men. In fact, his theory of virtue is meant to establish a good society – an ideal state. In order to establish an 

ideal society, functions must be clearly demarcated. Plato believed that an ideal society can be created only when people 

realise their excellence. Consequently, Plato defined virtue in terms of excellence; consequently, whoever by birth excels in 

one of the three aspects of the soul by possessing a preponderance of it, attains its corresponding virtue: (1) excellence in 

reason with its intelligence gives him the virtue of wisdom; (2) excellence in the activity of the will gives him the virtue of 

courage; and (3) excellence in the activity of the sensuous appetite gives him the virtue of self control, moderation, or 

temperance. Temperance is the ordering or controlling of certain pleasures and desires.ii 

 

Accordingly, classes inherit their corresponding virtue. Wisdom is the special virtue of ruling class. It is deliberative and 

directive and indispensible for wise government. The ruling class must be judicious, rational, prudent as well as 

benevolent. It must have access to higher knowledge like geometry and philosophy. It must be well versed in the idea of 

good. We can find such people among ourselves too. Some of our friends are found to be studious. They like to study, 

acquire new knowledge, and disseminate acquired knowledge. They are calm and quite in nature. In the Gita, these types of 

people are called sthitapragyna. They are not easily moved. They do not become too much excited in instances of pleasure 

or depressed in cases of sorrow. They are men of patience. They will rule the ideal state. 

 

Courage or fortitude is the power of resisting the fear of pain and temptation of pleasure. It is the special virtue of the 

fighting class. People of courage have instincts predominate in them. They are men of action. They exhibit passion, 

leadership. They are active always, restless in nature having great energy. The energy inherent in them can be best utilised 

in making them part of warrior class. They will protect the ideal state. 

 

Temperance or moderation is the special virtue of traders. They are crafts men, artisans. They can moderate their emotion. 

They are creative people. They are producing class. Appetite is predominating in them. They produce for the ideal state. 

 

Justice is another cardinal virtue which emerged from the bonhomie of all other virtues. Justice includes all other virtues. It 

is realised when the rulers govern wisely, the soldiers fight bravely, and the craftsmen and traders work with energy and 

thrift. When these three virtues (wisdom, courage and temperance) function harmoniously together and are ordered and 

ruled by reason, then justice emerges as the concomitant virtue.  
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These are also common cardinal virtues of an individual. Wisdom is the virtue of the rational part of the soul. Courage or 

fortitude is the virtue of the emotional part. Temperance is the obedience of the desires to reason. Justice is the 

harmonious functioning of intellect, emotion and desire under the guidance of reason. 

 

But at the same time Plato warns that each person should practise one virtue at a particular time. This is known as Plato’s 

principle of specialisation. Everyone should excel in their own virtue. No one should meddle upon other’s virtue. “One 

man should practise one thing only, the thing for which his nature was best adapted – now justice this principle.... Justice 

(is) doing one’s own business.”iii Wisdom and justice in their higher aspects merge as one, wisdom. The other two virtues 

reflect wisdom at work, wisely ordering the activity of the soul; accordingly, they are aspects of wisdom. “Being perfect is 

therefore wise and valiant and temperate and just.”iv  

  

CONCLUSION 
 

Thus Plato aspired to establish an ideal society by the principle of specialisation (PS). Each person should be an expert in a 

particular specialisation according to his merit. He should excel in that which he is good at. He should not intrude to 

other’s arena. In Indian tradition also this kind of theory is depicted in the Bhagavad Gita. According to the Gita one must 

indulge in one’s swadharma or one’s own guna or quality even though he fails in it. And at the same time one must refrain 

from doing paradharma or duties of others even though that is attractive. Plato however, thinks that a person will yield 

good result only when he is confined to his specialisation. He will be frustrated only when he intrudes others’. In case of a 

good society also the principle of specialisation works well. This brings justice.  

 

                                                             
i Sinha, J. N. A Manual of Ethics, New Central Book Agency,  Kolkata, 2004, p-277. 
ii Plato Philebus 6.430 
iii Plato Philebus 6.433. 
iv Ibid., 4.427. 
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