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WHAT  IS  SOCIAL  PHILOSOPHY?  (1) 
 
 
 
 
 A. Introduction. Social philosophy and Social Doctrine of the Church. Ethics or 
morals? Social philosophy and sociology. Social philosophy as practical philosophy: ethics, 
economics and politics. 
 
 B. The fundamental intuition of organicism: man as micropolis and society as 
macroanthropos. 
 
 
 
A. Introduction 
 
 Upon embarking on the study of this subject matter, the first thing that calls our 
attention is the diversity of names with which presumably, one and the same field is 
designated: «Ethics», «Morals», «Special or Applied Ethics», «Social Ethics», «Social 
Philosophy», «Political Philosophy», etc. The variety of nomenclatures likewise has a 
repercussion on the particular view adopted with regard to related disciplines such as law, 
politics, sociology, (political) economy, and even what in the past century has come to be 
called the «Social Doctrine of the Church». Although such a variety and the apparent 
arbitrariness with which these denominations are used may, indeed, lend itself to confusion, 
what lies beyond doubt is that authors have the same references for their discourse: in 
broadest terms, they consider the (human) person, the family and other social groups, and 
society as a whole. The «reference of discourse» or «material object» is one of the principal 
criteria with which a specific science or body of knowledge is defined; it is that which we 
examine, the terminus of our findings and conclusions. 
 
(1) Technical note of the Research Department at IESE. 
 Prepared by Professor Alejo José Sison. June 1993. 
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 The other criterion used to differentiate one discipline from another is the «formal 
object». Thanks to the formal object we may distinguish, for example, among the sciences 
concerned with man, medicine from anthropology or rational psychology, etc. The formal 
object may in turn may be divided into the formal object quod –a peculiar aspect, dimension 
or point of view of the material object– and the formal object quo –the «light» that somehow 
determines the method one is to follow-. In this regard, we may point out to the social 
dimension of human beings as the formal object quod of our discipline. We do not refer 
exclusively to social events or social phenomena; but rather, in the first place, to the essential 
and constitutive tendency, need, exigency or demand of the human being to engage in such 
relationships. In a very important sense it is this social inclination –which issues into 
empirically verifiable relations– that which characterizes human beings, as something 
common and proper to his or her nature, thereby elevating it to the statute of personhood. 
Correspondingly, the formal object quo of this science is that proper to philosophy: with the 
aid of reason we seek to find the «way» or «path» –as the etymological value of «method» 
suggests– from the first principles and ultimate causes of human sociability to its immediate 
manifestations. 
 
 
 
Social Philosophy and Social Doctrine of the Church 
 
 This last century has been marked by the development of a body of propositions that 
has come to be known as the «Social Doctrine of the Church» (hence, SDC). Its historical 
origin may be traced to the document Rerum novarum of Leo XIII in which he explains the 
teaching of the Church in the social and economic fields. Although the recourse to quotations 
from the Gospels and to other books of Sacred Scripture and Tradition as arguments of 
authority is frequent; nevertheless, its contents and injunctions are, in principle, acceptable to 
anyone who believes or has successfully reasoned out the existence of natural law. 
 
 Various interpretations of the SDC have ever since arisen. Some authors make of it the 
same controversial case, in analogous lines, as that of a «Christian philosophy» in the terms 
expounded by Leo XIII in the encyclical Aeterni Patris. They claim that the SDC is nothing 
else but a set of historically-updated indications or guidelines exclusively for the use of 
Catholics involved in socioeconomic activities, and therefore irrelevant or unbinding for men 
of other faith. Others believe that the SDC is a full- fledged ideology, a rival option between 
liberal-capitalism and marxist-socialism, a result of the Church's authoritative and imposing 
stance on areas until then left to the free discussion and activity of men in the world. The 
acceptance of any of the above positions would lead to the conclusion that the SDC as such 
must be abandoned; or at the most, that it could only be pursued as a prejudiced and therefore 
invalid form of inquiry, never to be cultivated as an honest intellectual secular task. 
  
 With the advent of the encyclical Sollicitudo rei socialis by John Paul II, the peculiar 
nature of the SDC has at last been magisterially established. The SDC is unequivocally stated 
to form part of Moral Theology: faith in a supernatural and at the same time, historical 
Revelation is required and it counts on the reality of grace -the redemptive merits of Christ- to 
lead each and every man to a full union with God. That the proper comprehension of the SDC 
demands faith in its very origin is not tantamount to saying that it is irrational; after all, a 
«well- founded» faith is one that rests on sound rational prolegomena or preambles. There 
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cannot be any contradiction whatsoever between truths of the supernatural and the natural 
order. The former presuppose, «heal», assume and elevate or perfect the latter. To deny this 
would be equivalent to claiming, for example, that the unity and indissolubility of marriage 
only holds for Christian or Catholic couples, while it is, in fact, a truth even in the natural 
order. The only difference lies in that for believers marriage acquires the status of a 
sacrament. Similarly, we may infer that the authority with which the SDC bears on us resides 
not only in supernatural Revelation but also in the very nature of human beings and 
institutions. Finally, the document teaches that the SDC is not, in and by itself, an 
independent science. Rather, it represents an evolving body of doctrine, of principles of social 
justice and peace contained in the writings of the Pontiffs, from Leo XIII to our day. Put even 
more positively, the SDC is the result of an attentive reflection –guided by the light of faith 
and of ecclesial tradition– on the complex realities of human life within the contexts of civil 
and international society. Its primary objective is to analyze and interpret these realities as to 
their conformity or incomformity with the Gospel teachings on man, thus effectively leading 
him to his transcendent end. 
 In summary, the SDC may be distinguished from social philosophy, above all, on the 
same grounds as theology from philosophy; that is, from the viewpoint of the formal object 
quo, faith in contrast with reason. This does not all mean, however, that the precepts of one 
necessarily run counter to the other. In the ultimate analysis, the principle of no-contradiction 
holds for both; and perhaps theology –mutatis mutandis, the SDC– simply affords a further-
reaching justification, or one of a different nature, as compared to philosophy, of one and the 
same truth. 
 
 
 
Ethics or morals?  
 
 A first and almost obligatory step towards the introduction of a particular science 
consists in a etymological study of its name. The very word «etymology» comes from etymos, 
closely related to eteos, which means «that which is true» or «that which is real», or as Zubiri 
puts it (Naturaleza, Historia, Dios), «that which (a thing) really is». An etymological study is 
the nexus that leads us from the name of a thing to the thing itself. 
 
 The philosophical science that presently concerns us has two names of quite common 
and extended usage: «ethics» and «morals» (as in «moral philosophy»). The first comes from 
Greek, while the second comes from Latin. Let us begin with the Greek etymology which, 
from the point of view of the history of this science, is previous to the Latin one. 
 
 Heidegger dedicates a significant portion of his Brief über den Humanismus to the 
Greek root of the word «ethics». Initially, there are two Greek terms which rival each other in 
being the authentic root of «ethics»; that is, êthos and ethos. Although the direct origin of the 
term is the first, its mediate root is the second one. 
 
 êthos means «residence», «dwelling» or «habitat». It was originally used to designate 
places where animals are found and raised. By extension, it was applied later on to the homes, 
towns and countries of human beings. This is the meaning that Heidegger strives to recover 
through his work in affirming that ethics -confused here with ontology- studies the in-
dwelling of man in being. As may be observed, there is an interiorization of êthos as 
compared to its original meaning of an external place. Zeno the Stoic held this same opinion 
and insisted, besides, that êthos refers to something in the origin: it is the «fountain of life» 
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from which singular acts issue, it is the principle of action (praxis), it is the ground from 
which human acts spring forth. Zubiri specifies even more the meaning of this term as applied 
to a philosophical discipline. In a broad sense, êthos embraces, above all, man's dispositions 
in life, his character, and of course, whatever is moral -good or bad- in him. It denotes the 
form or manner of living, thinking, feeling, etc.; it indicates one's temperament both in what is 
biologically and psychologically given, as well as in what may be purposively acquired. 
Finally, Millán-Puelles (Léxico filosófico) points out that êthos is a word reserved for innate –
in the sense of «natural»– inclinations. 
 
 In the following passage from the Nicomachean Ethics (II, 1, 1103a17-18) Aristotle 
shows the connection between êthos and ethos: «Ethics –he êthike–, in turn, proceeds from 
custom –ex ethous–; and its very name is formed through a slight modification of custom -
ethos–.» The former derives from the latter; which means to say that one's character is 
achieved through custom, habit or practice. In like manner, ethos may be differentiated form 
pathos (that which one suffers, that with respect to which one is passive or what is given in 
nature) because it refers to something acquired by force of habit.  Character (êthos) is 
acquired through habit (ethos), which in turn arises from the repetition of similar acts. But 
given that habits are precisely an internal principle of singular acts, therefore, a certain 
circularity may be found among the acts (praxeis, erga, energeiai), habits (ethos, hexis) and 
character: character8 habits8acts. This circularity may very well be the central idea to the 
science of ethics. êthos, which is the immediate etymological origin of the word «ethics», 
possesses a double value as an original principle which, through habit (ethos) becomes the 
source of singular acts, and as the resulting character (êthos), forged and impressed in one 
through habit. 
 
 As we have earlier seen, another way of saying «habit» in Greek is hexis. Hexis has a 
«natural» primary sense, as referred to one's bodily constitution, his manner of being, his 
properties or his temperament. Secondarily, it has a «moral» sense as the habit or mode of 
behavior that we come to acquire. After all, hexis comes from echô (to have) –as habitus 
comes from habeo in Latin–, thereby indicating a more intense and frequent or reiterative 
form of having or possessing. Finally, it would be useful to insist that hexis signifies 
something acquired -and therefore, neither natural nor original-; in contrast with êthos or 
ethos. 
  
 We shall now discuss briefly the Latin etymology. Both êthos and ethos are translated 
into a single Latin word, mos. In Ciceronian Latin (De officiis), three different semantic fields 
corresponding to three different levels of appropriation are attributed to this term. In the 
lowest level, mos is equivalent to the Greek pathos, that is, to feelings or sentiments which I 
may recognize as mine, but are fleeting and hardly dependent on my own will. In the next 
level –which is also the more common one– mos equates to custom. And in the highest level, 
mos signifies character traits: one's character is the «personality» that he has developed 
throughout his life; that which he has come to be, or made of himself, through purposeful 
living. As can be gleaned, in no single case is mos taken to mean a manner of being positively 
moral –as neither arete nor virtus initially were–. Feelings, habits and characters, either good 
or bad,  equally fill the definition of feelings, habits and characters, that is, independently of 
their moral qualification. 
 
 Thus far the rationale behind the choice between «ethics» and «morals» as the proper 
name for our field of study from the standpoint of classical philosophy. In the philosophical 
tradition of German idealism, nevertheless, some completely-changed meanings have been 
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attached to these two terms. Both Immanuel Kant and G.W.F. Hegel clearly distinguish 
between «ethics» and «morals» as two autonomous sciences. 
 
 There are three main sources for Kant's ethical-political theory: the Kritik der 
praktischen Vernunft, (Critique of Practical Reason), the Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der 
Sitten (Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals), and the Metaphysik Anfangsgründe der 
Rechtslehre (Philosophy of Right). As against traditional moral philosophy, Kant believes that 
the unconditional good does not consist in the supreme object of the will –as eudaimonia or 
happiness in Aristotle, for example– but in the good will itself. Kant explains the concept of 
«good will» making use of the notion of «duty». «Duty» represents what is ethical in the form 
of a command or an imperative. Duty therefore bears only upon those subjects whose  will is 
not a priori, in and by itself, necessarily good. (There is only one subject whose will fulfills 
these conditions –the Purely Rational Being or «God», whose Will is not, strictly speaking, 
good, but rather, Holy–). Duty appeals exclusively to those who are not pure rational beings, 
those who are finite and subject to "natural" inclinations as the members of the human-kind. 
  
 Granted the premise that whoever performs his duty behaves ethically, according to 
Kant, there are three possible ways of fulfilling such a duty. Firstly, by following the demands 
of empirical reason as concretized in one's desire for pleasure or whatever might seem useful 
to one's interests. This would be the case, for example, of a storekeeper who, for fear of losing 
customers, does not engage in fraudulent transactions even with unexpert buyers. Secondly, 
one may fulfill his duty by following the lead of a spontaneous altruistic tendency, regardless 
and even contrary to what others might consider a "natural" inclination. An example of this 
would be the behavior of one who helps the needy out of pure benevolence or sympathy. And 
thirdly, one may –theoretically– fulfill his duty for the sake of duty alone and without paying 
attention to any other end  aside from this. While all three forms of conduct externally 
conform to what is required by duty (i.e., they all qualify as ethical), the first one is simply 
limited to the realm of custom (Sitten), the second one surpasses the realm of custom to arrive 
at the field of rights or law (Recht), and only the third one may be properly called a morally 
good or virtuous behavior (Tugend). Virtuous behavior is then made extensive to individual 
as well as to institutional actions (e.g. legal precepts imposed by the state upon its citizens). 
 
 Hegel's doctrines referring to sociocultural reality may be found in the realm of the 
Objective Spirit (Geist, Mind or Reason), the middle term between the Subjective and the 
Absolute Spirits. The Objective Spirit is, from a certain standpoint, a supra- individual reality 
without a Consciousness of its own, which only acquires such a Consciousness eventually in 
and through individuals. It may be identified with Freedom itself, in its quest to create a world 
of its own, a world of Culture, apart from the natural world. Universal or World History, 
therefore, is nothing else but the life of the Objective Spirit, through the different phases of its 
birth, flourishing and decay. 
 
 The unraveling of the Objective Spirit occurs in three different stages: that of law 
(Recht), that of morality (Moralität) and that of the ethical life (Sittlichkeit). 
 
 The sphere of law represents the possibility condition for the self-realization or 
actualization of Freedom. Law does not restrict Freedom, but rather, it restricts arbitrariness 
or caprice. By «law» Hegel means the juridical order of rights and duties, basically. 
Nevertheless, it still is an imperfect manifestation of the Objective Spirit, because it does not 
refer to the concrete individual, but to mankind in a general and abstract manner. In other 
words, it merely focuses on the legal person, understood as a subject of rights and duties in 
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contrast with inanimate and unconscious things. As a legal person, each man has a right to 
property, to contracts and to punishment. Property represents the external sphere of a person's 
freedom, at the same time that it expresses his superiority over things. The establishment of 
contracts completes the right to property in the measure that it constitutes an intersubjective 
order. Contracts arise from the coexistence of various proprietors who mutually recognize 
each other as legal persons. In a certain sense, contracts limit one's right over his property; 
and in another -dialectically- it assures each proprietor a space for the exercise of his rights. 
Punishments originate from the infraction of law or the transgression of rights; as when an 
individual will opposes itself to the general Will embodied in positive Law. An individual 
subject's right to punishment is equivalent to his right to be once more considered –after 
committing a crime– as a legal person. Each man is considered formally, in these rights, as an 
equal to the rest of his kind. 
 
 In the sphere of morality (Moralität), it is the individual –and not the abstract legal 
person– he who intervenes and acts, with his own consciousness and decisions. There is a 
greater insistence on duties, than on rights; in the same manner that a greater weight is put on 
the self-reflection of the Free Will or Subjectivity, instead of the impact of the external norms. 
Therefore, moral behavior is one based on good intentions; but these «good intentions» or 
«noble ends» cannot seem to justify whatever means employed. Hence, the need to move on 
to another stage of the Objective Spirit that would provide a firmer and more objective 
criterion for our actions. 
 
 The ethical life (Sittlichkeit) differs from the moral one in that it embodies the 
structures, habits and customs of a particular society. It represents the synthesis of the two 
previous moments: the identification of the good (the rule of law) with the subjective will (the 
morally good intention). The individual consciousness finds its realization in the «spirit of a 
people» (Volksgeist), or from a different standpoint, in an ethos or culture of a human group 
resulting from the union of the universal will (right, law) and the individual one (duty). 
Similarly, the ethical life progresses through three different stages: that of the family, that of 
civil society, and that of the State. The family is a group forged by emotional bonds of 
sympathy, in which the individual understands his existence by virtue of those bonds (i.e., his 
natural generation itself results from those sentiments). Civil Society encompasses the relative 
totality of the relationships of individuals taken as autonomous legal persons. It is formed 
through a system of interdependence –as for example, the division of labor or the 
administration of distributive justice– with a view to the satisfaction of the basic needs and 
the guaranteeing of the welfare of individuals. Finally, the State is the self-conscious ethical 
substance par excellence. In and through the State, individuals –without renouncing to their 
civil personhood– live and experience a universal benevolence and sympathy, until then only 
to be found in the bosom of families. It is the reconciliation of abstract Reason with concrete 
Will, of necessity and freedom; it is the Incarnation of God in the World. Hence, Hegelian 
social philosophy may be rightfully called a «theodicy of the State».  
 
 In summary, according to the Hegelian conception, law (Recht) provides us 
exclusively with an external criterion to determine the goodness or evil of an act, morality 
(Moralität), merely an internal criterion, whereas ethics (Sittlichkeit) –especially in its 
incarnation in the State– is the only one that guarantees virtue or excellence in our actions. 
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Social philosophy and sociology 
 
 Sociology is a distinctly modern science which may be often confused with Social 
philosophy. Its recognized founder is Auguste Comte, a IXth century French philosopher, 
whose main preoccupation was to achieve, both theoretically and in practice, the unity of 
humankind through history. Although he accepts that man is, by nature, a social being –that 
is, that man in the «state of nature» already is a social being–; he nevertheless believes that 
such a nature lends itself to development and flourishing in history necessarily through 
«positivism». From a mere alternative scientific method akin to empiricism, positivism has 
turned out to be the only acceptable scientific paradigm for all forms of research and for every 
body of knowledge. 
 
 The gist of Comte's doctrine may be found in his second period of philosophical 
production corresponding to the Cours de philosophie positive. Here he formulates the two 
essential laws which conform or configure European History, uncritically taken to be 
Universal World History or the History of the whole of Mankind. This World History 
culminates, of course, in the industrial society of Western Europe, with its «exemplary» 
scientific organization of work as a remedy for all social ills. The first, the «Law of the Three 
States», enounces and describes the successive phases through which the «human spirit» has 
passed: the theological state, wherein all the different phenomena are explained by means of 
forces somewhat comparable to man himself (with the accompanying critique that religion is, 
in the final analysis, anthropomorphic and superstitious); the metaphysical state, in which 
abstract entities such as «nature», «cause» and «substance» are invoked to provide an 
explanation for these phenomena; and the final positive state, where man limits himself to 
observe phenomena and to establish regular links –equivalent to «laws»– among them at any 
given time. The positive scientist renounces to look for the «causes» of the facts and contents 
himself simply with pointing out to the laws that govern them. The second one is the «Law 
for the Classification of the Sciences». It establishes the order in which the mind acquires a 
positivist character in the different fields of learning. According to this law, the first to 
succumb would be mathematics, physics and chemistry; next would be the life sciences, such 
as biology, by way of the analytic method (explaining phenomena by isolating them as 
elements from the whole); and lastly, politics or sociology as the "positive science of society", 
by virtue of synthesis, i.e., offering a comprehensive explanation of a phenomenon -as 
religion and metaphysics, for example- from the point of view of the whole or «positive 
history», in this case. 
 
 Apart from variances in method, sociology has multiple underlying assumptions 
which differentiate it from social philosophy. First of all, in Comtean sociology determinism 
is imported from the «abstract» (mathematics) and natural sciences (physics and chemistry) 
and introduced into the anthropological and social sciences, to the neglect and detriment of 
freedom, as the utmost principle of significant human acts. Secondly, a strange form of 
«causality» is attributed to numbers, so much so that whatever happens in the majority of 
cases is taken to be the norm, even for personal actions, in their individual and social 
dimensions. The sociologist is concerned primarily with describing, classifying and 
«measuring» human actions, by means of statistics and surveys, in order to arrive inductively 
at laws or rules. Obviously, social philosophy, on the other hand, cannot limit itself to 
reflecting individual or social customs. It likewise has an ethical or moral import –that goes 
beyond what in fact goes on– and requires an atemporal and disinterested look into human 
ends and human nature. 
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Social philosophy as practical philosophy: ethics, economics and politics 
 
 In dealing with social philosophy as practical philosophy, we shall jointly address 
issues such as the division into «fundamental or general ethics» and «special or applied 
ethics» proper to decadent scholastic philosophy as well as the classical Greek conception of 
the triad formed by ethics, economics and politics. Let us now begin with this second one. 
 
 Practical philosophy shares with theoretical philosophy in that both are concerned 
with the first principles and the ultimate causes of reality as such on the whole; and it differs 
from the other on account of its object and of its goal or objective. Put simply, whereas 
theoretical philosophy considers the universal –that which remains the same regardless of 
accidental changes in time and place– and the necessary –that which cannot be otherwise– 
with a view to contemplation, that is, understanding and admiring reality without any 
intention of changing it; practical philosophy considers the particular –the concrete existent– 
and the contingent –that which could be or not be, and granted that it is, be one way or 
another– with a view to action, that is, changing the world as it here and now stands. 
 
 In classical Greece, there were three recognized branches of practical philosophy: 
ethics, economics and politics. Politics is the «kingly craft or science», the aim of which is the 
highest end any man can aspire for, eudaimonia or happiness. But eudaimonia, for its part, 
rests on at least two constituents –the external and the internal goods. Here precisely is where 
economics and ethics set in. Economics deals with the proper administration of the external 
goods (previously acquired through the craft of chrematistics) for the achievement of well– 
being. Ethics, on the other hand, deals with the pursuit and exercise of arete or virtue, 
considered as foremost among the internal goods. The reason behind the subordination of 
both economics and ethics to politics is that eudaimonia, as man's final end according to 
nature, could only be achieved «politically» or socially –that is, in a concerted effort with 
other men– and never in solitary. 
 
 In as far as the division into general and applied ethics is concerned, it definitely is 
alien to the Aristotelian frame of mind, or to classical Greek thought, for that matter. Several 
clues lead to the suspicion that it is a device invented by the decadent scholastics –those 
heavily influenced by modern rationalist doctrines, despite their maintenance of scholastic 
terminology. At least two fallacies are immediately detected: firstly, that man is, before 
anything else, a fully-constituted individual being (fundamental ethics) who, for some 
important reason as the demands of his nature, decides to engage in social relationships 
(special ethics); and secondly, that there is no substantial difference between ethical theory 
(general ethics) and political practice (applied ethics), except for the applicatio n. Obviously, 
the whole concept of a practical philosophy, of a thought that issues into the realm of action, 
of a unified thought- in-action has been lost in such a framework. Likewise, the original 
relationship between politics and ethics has been inverted; ethics has usurped the place of 
politics as the «kingly craft», and politics itself has been degraded, first of all into «political 
theory» and later on, to pure «politicking». 
 
 Where does all of this lead us to? Briefly, to face bravely and if it needs be, to 
redefine, presently and for ourselves, the problem of political or social philosophy. As Leo 
Strauss remarked, every political action brings with it a propensity towards the knowledge of 
the good –of the «good life» or of the «just society»– precisely because the «just society» is 
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the complete expression of the political good. Nevertheless, this thought about the «good life» 
or the «just society» almost always, initially at least, takes the form of a more or less qualified 
opinion (doxa). It then demands a considerable amount of fine-grain reflection and dialogue 
in order to be converted into authentic political   philosophy (episteme or scientific 
knowledge). At the same time, this social philosophy must recognize its intrinsic bent towards 
action, as in the case of Aristotelian politics. Perhaps what we need is to re(dis)cover an 
integrated scheme wherein ethics, economics and politics belong, adjusted to the present 
historical situation of our society. 
 
 
 
B. Man as micropolis and society as macroanthropos 
 
 The organicist interpretation of the relationship between man and society has proven 
to be a fundamental and at the same time, incredibly fecund intuition for social philosophy. 
Way back in the Vth century B.C. a certain Menenius Agrippa reconciled the patricians with 
the plebeians in Rome making use of a metaphor in which all were represented as members 
constituting a single body. Perhaps the philosopher who has best known how to make use of 
this allegory is Plato, in his dialogue entitled «The Republic» (or «On the Just State»). 
Retaining theories previously expounded in his biological writings, Aristotle likewise made 
use of the organism in order to learn about the structure and dynamics of society in his 
ethical-political works. Almost a contemporary of Christ was the Latin philosopher Seneca -
born in Cordoba, he received an early formation in Stoicism, although later on, he developed 
quite an eclectic line of thought. He taught that all human beings are members of one body, 
since nature has engendered us as relatives, and made us social beings. Even St. Paul applies 
the analogy of the organism to the visible Church, structured as a social entity, when he calls 
it the «body of Christ». Finally, St. Thomas Aquinas used this parallelism systematically in 
elaborating his doctrine on society, which is, «like a body» or «like a man» (Summa 
Theologiae I-II, 81, 1). 
 
 Let us have a closer look on the Platonic version of this doctrine as elaborated in the 
IVth Book of «The Republic». It is easy to see, beyond the political teachings, an underlying 
psychology or theory of the soul. In fact, several authors take the formulation of a 
psychological theory as the the primordial aim of Plato. On this account, he simply would 
have been faithful to the counsel of his master, Socrates: «know thyself». He is conscious that 
his true «self», rather than his body, is his soul, with its rational and irrational faculties. Since 
introspection is amazingly difficult, he diverts his attention from his soul to the city, or to 
society in general. He professes a firm conviction that man is a «small city» (micropolis) and 
that society is a «big man» (macroanthropos). Besides, Plato had a strongly Pythagorean 
concept of justice, understood to be the harmony or the proper ordering of parts within a 
whole. 
 
 Scholars of Platonic psychology usually talk of a tripartite soul (viz. «The Republic», 
«Phaedrus», «Timaeus»): they distinguish among the intellectual soul, the irascible soul and 
the concupiscible or appetitive soul. Depending on which part predominates in a human 
being, he shall choose one or the other kind of life: an intellectual or contemplative life, a life 
dedicated to the pursuit of honor, or a life determined by the desire to satisfy the economic 
and physiological necessities of man thus obtaining pleasure. Transposed to the city, then, we 
may differentiate among three distinct social estates. The first is that of governors or rulers 
(«philosopher-kings»), dedicated to the quest of wisdom, and whose proper virtue is that of 
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prudence (phronesis or practical intelligence). The second is that of police and military forces, 
those who consider courage and honor as the most important thing in life. The virtue proper to 
them is that of fortitude (andreia). Thirdly, we have the estate of the producers –farmers, 
artisans and traders– who are characterized by their constant activity to acquire property. 
Their corresponding virtue is that of temperance (sophrosune). Justice or dikaiosune is 
precisely achieved when each member of society occupies his proper place, or fulfills the task 
for which nature (understood broadly as to include circumstances of family and of education) 
has best endowed him. We should, of course, include among the rulers' major concerns that of 
looking after the fulfillment of the demands of justice; in the same way that it corresponds to 
the rational soul to exercise a political dominion over the appetites. 
 
 To such an extent has the idea of society as an organism penetrated everyday 
language, that we refer to the state as a «social body»; we talk of associations in terms of 
«corporations»; we designate citizens or the integral parts of society as its «members»; and 
we say that the various social functions are exercised by its «organs». As we have previously 
mentioned, the term «organism» is borrowed from the field of the biological sciences, and it 
indicates «a being composed of a body and an internal principle of immanent activity or 
soul». Society, nevertheless, does not form any bodily unity. It does not possess a «life-
principle» which acts with the same necessity as the soul. Society, therefore, could only be 
called an «organism» in an analogous sense. We may find operating in society some 
correlative vital force which impulses and coordinates the different activities of its members 
in a unitary process. Such is the function of the «common good». Thus we may say that 
society is some form of a «spiritual organism», a «moral entity» whose members freely 
harmonize their activity to intentionally achieve a common end. 
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