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INTRODUCTION

Plato, son of Ariston and Perictione, was born in 428/7 b.c. and 
died, at the age of eighty or eighty-one, in 348/7. Both parents 
came of distinguished families. His elder brothers, Glaucon and 
Adeimantus, appear as young men in the Republic. In his youth 
Plato became closely attached to Socrates, who by that time was 
wholly engaged in the mission to his fellow citizens described in 
the Apology} Socrates was the one man in Athens who, in those 
distracting days of war and revolution, stood aloof from active 
life to inquire, with anyone who cared to talk with him, what 
men should live for. Under this influence Plato’s thought, from 
first to last, was chiefly bent on the question how society could be 
reshaped so that man might realize the best that is in him. This 
is, above all, the theme of his central work, the Republic.

All Plato’s childhood and youth were spent under the shadow 
of the Peloponnesian War. The death of Pericles in 429 had 
marked the close of the golden age (as it must have seemed in 
retrospect) of fully developed democracy under the personal guid
ance of a disinterested statesman. Born in the year of the revolu
tion at Corcyra and the revolt of Mitylene, Plato, as a child of 
twelve, had seen the Athenian fleet set sail on the disastrous ex
pedition against Syracuse, and he was twenty-three when Athens 
capitulated and lost her empire to Sparta. The steps by which this 
empire had grown out of a defensive league of maritime states, 
formed after the repulse of the Persian invader at Salamis (480)) 
are traced in the first book of Thucydides. The rule of Periclean 
democracy over subjects who had once been allies had not been 
oppressive; but die Athenians themselves, as represented by their 
envoys at Sparta on’the eve of the war, can find no better excuse 
than the plea that empire was forced upon them by the three 
most powerful motives, ambition, fear, and interest.

1 See Sir R. Livingstone’s Portrait of Socrates in this series and F. M. Cornford, 
Before and after Socrates, Cambridge, 1932.



XVI INTRODUCTION

‘We are not the first who have aspired to rule; the world has ever 
held that the weaker must be kept down by the stronger. And we 
think that we are worthy of power; and there was a time when you 
thought so too; but now when you mean expediency you talk about 
justice. Did justice ever deter anyone from taking by force whatever 
he could? Men who indulge the natural ambition of empire deserve 
credit if they are in any degree more careful of justice than they need 
be. How moderate we are would speedily appear if others took our 
place.’1

The same philosophy of imperialism is even more frankly ex
pressed by the Athenian representatives in the dialogue with the 
Melians which Thucydides prefixed to his story of Athens’ aggres
sion against Syracuse. It is also the philosophy of Thrasymachus 
in the first Part of the Republic.

The Peloponnesian War was, to a greater extent than Thucy
dides seems to have realized, a struggle between the business in
terests of Athens and Corinth for commercial supremacy in the 
West: all wars, Plato remarked, are made for the sake of getting 
money. And, as at other times in the world’s history, the same 
all-powerful motive was inflaming, within the several states, the 
ever-present, conflict between oligarch and democrat or, in simpler 
terms, between rich and poor—the conflict which it was one of 
Plato’s chief aims to extinguish.2 Thucydides, in his famous re
flections on the massacre of the oligarchs at Corcyra in 427, ob
serves that ‘in peace and prosperity both states and individuals 
are actuated by higher motives, because they do not fall under the 
dominion of imperious necessities; but war, which takes away the 
comfortable provision of daily life, is a hard master, and tends to 
assimilate men’s characters to their conditions’ (iii. 82, Jowett). 
He notes how the motives of party-strife, greed, and ambition 
were masked by specious names, ‘the one party professing to up
hold the constitutional equality of the many, the other the wisdom 
of an aristocracy, while they made the public interests, to which 
in name they were devoted, in reality their prize.’ Both parties went

1 Thucydides i. 76 (Jowett), written perhaps when Sparta had taken the place of 
Athens and set up a much worse tyranny over the subject cities.

2 See chap. xxx.
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to extremes of violence and treachery. At Athens the revolutions 
which occurred during the war were comparatively peaceful. Some 
of Plato’s relations on his mother’s side were active in the oli
garchic reaction against the misconduct of the war by the demo
cratic leaders. A letter written near the end of his long life recalls 
his state of mind when his friends were trying to enlist a recruit 
whose gifts of character and intellect were so remarkable.

When I was young, I had the same experience that comes to so 
many: I thought that, as soon as I should be my own master, I should 
enter public life. This intention was favoured by certain circumstances 
in the political situation at Athens. The existing constitution was gen
erally condemned, and a revolution took place.1 . . . Some of the lead
ers were relatives and friends of mine, and they at once invited me to 
co-operate, as if this were the natural course for me to take. No won
der that, young as I was, I imagined they would bring the state under 
their management from an iniquitous to a right way of life. Accord
ingly I watched closely to see what they would do. It was not long be
fore I saw these men make the former constitution seem like a para
dise. In particular they tried to send Socrates, my friend, then advanced 
in years—a man whom I should not hesitate to call the most righteous 
man then living—with other persons, to arrest one of the citizens by 
violence for execution.2 Their purpose, no doubt, was to implicate 
Socrates, with or without his will, in their proceedings. He refused, 
preferring to face any danger rather than be a party to their infamous 
deeds. Seeing all this and other things as bad, I was disgusted and drew 
back from the evils of the time.

Not long afterwards the Thirty fell and the whole constitution was 
changed.8 Once more I was attracted, though less eagerly, towards tak
ing an active part in politics. In these unquiet times much was still go
ing on that might move one to disgust, and it was no wonder that, 
during the revolutionary changes, some took savage vengeance upon

1 The oligarchic revolution of 404 b.c. when Plato was 23, too young to hold 
office under Cleisthenes’ law. A body known as the Thirty seized supreme power. 
Among the leaders were Plato’s uncle Charmides and his cousin Critias.

2 Plato’s Apology 32 c gives a fuller account of this attempt to make Socrates an 
accomplice in the arrest of Leon of Salamis.

3 The Thirty, after about a year and a half of power, were superseded by the 
exiled democrats in 403 b.c. A prominent man in the restored democracy was 
Anytus, the chief accuser of Socrates on the charge of ‘not believing in the gods of 
Athens and demoralizing the young men. Socrates was executed in 399.
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their enemies; but on the whole the returning exiles showed great mod
eration. Unfortunately, however, some of the men in power brought my 
friend Socrates to trial on an abominable charge, the very last that could 
be made against Socrates—the charge of impiety. He was condemned 
and put to death—he who had refused to share the infamy of arresting 
one of the accusers’ own friends when they themselves were in exile 
and misfortune.

‘When I considered these things and the men who were directing 
public affairs, and made a closer study, as I grew older, of law and 
custom, the harder it seemed to me to govern a state rightly.-Without 
friends and trustworthy associates it was impossible to act; and these 
could not readily be found among my acquaintance, now that Athens 
was no longer ruled by the manners and institutions of our fore
fathers; and to make new associates was by no means easy. At the 
same time the whole fabric of law and custom was going from bad 
to worse at an alarming rate. The result was that I, who had at first 
been full of eagerness for a public career, when I saw all this happen
ing and everything going to pieces, fell at last into bewilderment. I did 
not cease to think in what way this situation might be amended and 
in particular the whole organization of the state; but I was all the 
while waiting for the right opportunity for action.’

This passage reveals much of Plato’s character. Neither he nor 
his friends had yet seen that his extraordinary gifts were not those 
of a man of action, who knows that, if he is to get anything done, 
he must put up with associates who are not to his liking, lay aside 
ideal aspirations, and stoop to opportunism and compromise. He 
is already dreaming of the perfect society, and capable of imagin
ing that the ‘Thirty Tyrants,’ of all men, might effect a moral 
reformation. It is not surprising that an occasion which he would 
consider ‘the right opportunity for action’ never presented itself. 
He stood between two powerful forces, pulling opposite ways: the 
importunities of his political friends, appealing to his natural am
bition, and the influence of Socrates, deepened by the recent im
pression of his trial and death. Among the promising young men 
pictured in the early dialogues as conversing with Socrates, one 
figure is missing, the most important of all, Plato himself. But 
perhaps his position may be illustrated from a dialogue in which 
Alcibiades, on the threshold of public life, is convinced that he
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will not be fit to advise his country until he has attained self- 
knowledge, or the knowledge of good and evil.1 Socrates’ moral 
discovery had opened a gulf at Plato’s feet. His conception of the 
meaning and end of life was revolutionary and far-reaching in its 
implications. And he had died sooner than yield an inch to men 
who asked no more of him than that he should hold his tongue. 
If his companions had been disposed to treat some of his conversa
tion as paradox and to discount his humour and irony, here was 
the indisputable proof that he meant what he said. The whole bear
ing of what he meant on the exigencies of practical life would 
need some thinking out. After his death, a few of his closest friends, 
including Plato, withdrew to Megara, resolved to defend his mem
ory and to continue his work. Plato chose to do this by writing 
imaginary conversations, showing how very far Socrates had been 
from ‘demoralizing the young men.’ The scenes were laid in Plato’s 
childhood, or in some cases before his birth. This method enabled 
him to formulate the essentials of Socrates’ philosophy, without 
obtruding himself or departing from his master’s practice of ask
ing questions and criticizing die answers. The outward serenity of 
these pictures of a past generation completely masks the personal 
searchings of heart revealed in the letter above quoted. But the re
flection whose results are distilled in this exquisite form may have 
been undertaken partly to clear Plato’s own mind, before coming 
to a decision on the problem whether it was possible, without a 
degrading surrender, to serve Athens as an active statesman, even 
if the opportunity should come.

The calm surface is broken in the Gorgias, written probably just 
about the time of Plato’s first visit to Sicily, when he was forty 
(388/7). Between the lines we can read here his final answer to the 
friends who had sought to draw him into politics. The rival claims 
of the contemplative and the active life are represented by the con
trast between philosophy and rhetoric., Rhetoric is the art of the 
public speaker, the ‘orator,’ who in a democracy exercised his power 
by persuading the Assembly, a mass meeting of irresponsible indi
viduals, to approve his measures. Also, under constant threat of

1Plato(?), Alcibiades I. Compare the allusion to Alcibiades on p. 202 below.
- ....
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impeachment by his enemies, his political existence might depend 
on being able to defend himself in a court of law. Reduced to its 
simplest terms, rhetoric means the art of persuading a crowd that 
a certain course of action is the right one to take, or a certain per
son has the right on his side. But where is the assurance that the 
persuasive orator knows what is right, what ends are worth achiev
ing by public policy, or what are the means to individual happi
ness? Philosophy, to Socrates and Plato, meant precisely the pursuit 
of that wisdom which can assess the true value of all the things 
we desire. So the discussion broadens into a survey of the whole 
field of public life. Gorgias’ hot-headed pupil, Polus, claims that 
the orator wields the despot’s power to do whatever he likes. 
Socrates replies that unlimited power without the knowledge of 
good and evil is at the best unenviable, and that the tyrant who 
uses it to exterminate his enemies and rivals is the most miserable 
of men—a theme to be further developed in the Republic (chap, 
xxxiii). It is better to suffer wrong than to do it; better to be chas
tised for wrong-doing than to escape punishment by the arts of the 
forensic orator.

Polus cannot challenge these paradoxes, because he has not re
nounced conventional morality. So at this point Callicles breaks in. 
He is not, so far as we know, an historical person; he is the man 
of the world, whose view of life is to be set in contrast with the 
philosopher’s, represented by Socrates. The universal character of 
this confrontation is marked where Socrates begs Callicles to be 
serious:

‘There is_no question which a man of any sense could take more 
seriously than this which we are now discussing: what course of life 
one ought to follow—whether it is to be those manly activities, as you 
call them, in which you urge me to take part, speaking in the Assem
bly and engaging in public business like you and your friends, or this 
life of mine, spent in the pursuit of wisdom’ (500 c).

Callicles opens his case with a vigorous profession of the faith 
which underlies the ‘manly activities’ of the politician. It is sub
stantially the doctrine of Thrasymachus, a eulogy of ‘injustice.’ To 
get more than one’s equal share of the world’s advantages is the
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natural right of the strong man. It is conventionally called ‘unjust’; 
but - conventions are made by the multitude of the inferior, who 
praise equality, the watchword of democracy, because they cannot 
get the lion’s share for themselves. Callicles appeals to the example 
of the lower animals and to the unmitigated selfishness which at 
all times governs international relations. In private life he believes 
himself to be a whole-hearted hedonist.

T. he discussion which follows is marked by a bitterness of tone 
rarely found elsewhere in the dialogues. The explanation may be 
sought in the conflict which had distracted Plato’s own mind. The 
voice of his political friends is to be heard in the speech where 
Callicles contrasts the two lives of public activity and philosophic 
study. After asserting the strong man’s right to burst the bonds of 
convention, he continues:

‘That, then, is the truth, as you will find out if you will have done 
with philosophy and turn to things of more importance. Philosophy, 
you know, Socrates, is well enough if it is taken up with moderation 
at the proper age; but to spend too long a time over it spoils a man 
for life.1 Pie may have quite good natural gifts, but if he goes on with 
such study too late in life, it must end in his missing all that experi
ence which a man of good position ought to possess, if he is to make 
his mark. Such people know nothing about the institutions of their 
country, nothing of the language of ordinary social relations, public or 
private, nothing of the pleasures and ambitions of common humanity; 
in a word, they prove to be completely ignorant of the ways of the 
world. So, as soon as they make an appearance in any public transac
tion or business of their own, they become ridiculous, just as, I dare 
say, men of affairs cut a ludicrous figure in these arguments of yours. 
The fact is, as Euripides says, that

“a man shows best
Where he outshines himself; to climb that height 
He’ll spend in labour more than half his days.”

He fights shy of the points where he shows at a disadvantage and gives 
them a bad name, while he cries up his strong points out of loyalty to 
himself, hoping in that way to be singing his own praises.

1 Cf. Adeimantus’ objection at Rep. 487 b (p. 194).
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‘But, no doubt, the best course is to have something of both. Just for 
purposes of education it is a good thing to take up-philosophy; there 
is no disgrace in it for a young lad; but when a man who is getting on 
in years still sticks to it, the thing becomes ridiculous. I feel towards 
philosophers, Socrates, much as I do towards people who lisp and be
have like children. When I see a child who is still young enough to 
talk in that way naturally, lisping at his play, I like it, as a charming 
trait of gentle breeding, which suits his age; whereas, when I hear a 
small child speaking distinctly, it offends my ear and seems to me only 
fit for a slave. But when you find a grown man lisping and behaving 
childishly, the effect is contemptible; you want to beat him for being 
so unmanly. Now that is how I feel towards philosophers. I like to 
see a young lad at such studies; they seem suitable and are evidence of 
good breeding; if he neglected them, I should set him down as a low
born fellow, who would never have the spirit to play an honourable 
part in the world. But when I see an older man unable to get away 
from his philosophising, then, Socrates, I begin to think that there is 
a man who needs a good beating. For, as I was saying, such a person, 
however gifted, is bound to lose his manly qualities, if he keeps away 
from the centres of public resort—the market-place, as the poet says, 
where famous men are made—and creeps away to spend the rest of 
his life whispering with three or four youngsters in a corner, and never 
makes his voice heard on any matter worthy of a free man’s utterance.’

The choice between philosophy and a political career was not one 
that a younger man could possibly have put before the Socrates 
we know from the dialogues, at any time in the last twenty years 
of his life, when he was wholly occupied with his mission. It is 
noteworthy that no dramatic date can be fixed for the conversation 
in the Gorgias, and even the scene is left unspecified. This vague
ness is intentional. When Plato wishes to make us feel as if we 
were living again at some fifth-century time and place, he does so; 
notably in the Laches, the Protagoras, or the Symposium. But in 
the Gorgias the impression is deliberately blurred by anachronisms,1 
with the result that transparent allusions to Socrates’ trial and

1 The death of Pericles (429 b.c.) is described as recent. Nicias is spoken of in 
terms which could not have been used after the Sicilian expedition (415-413). Yet 
Archelaus has become tyrant of Macedon (414/413), and Euripides’ 'Antiope (about 
408). is quoted.
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death do not seem out of place. The problem is Plato’s own. Cal
licles is the devil’s advocate, standing for those men of the world 
who had tried to enlist him, and also for the impulse in Plato him
self which had tempted him to yield. Even now the trouble was 
not laid to rest by his refusal. Some twenty years later (367), when 
he was invited to Sicily a second time, he was tormented by the 
fear of being taken for a mere dreamer, if he should decline the 
opportunity, however unpromising, of carrying his ideas into 
practice.1 His conclusion, when he wrote the Gorgias, was that to 
enter politics without sacrificing the ideals he had learnt from 
Socrates would be to court Socrates’ fate and to incur a useless 
martyrdom. This is indicated where Socrates, after claiming to be 
the one man in Athens who understands true statesmanship, adds 
that if he were called before a tribunal, he would have no more 
chance of acquittal than a doctor arraigned before a jury of chil
dren by a pastry-cook. In the letter already quoted {Ep. vii. 331 d), 

among some general reflections on the giving of political advice, 
Plato defines the prudent man’s attitude towards his own country. 
He should express his disapproval, unless he thinks that no one 
will listen or it will cost him his life. He must not use revolution
ary violence; if that is the only expedient, he should refrain from 
action and pray for the best both for himself and for his country. 
All these passages find an echo in the Republic, where the philoso
pher, in his enforced inaction, is compared to the traveller taking 
shelter under a wall from a driving storm of dust and hail, ‘con
tent if he can keep his hands clean from iniquity while this life 
lasts, and when the end comes take his departure, with good hopes, 
in serenity and peace’ (496 d, p. 204).

Callicles quotes from Euripides’ Antiope a passage where Zethus 
urges his twin brother Amphion, who had ‘built the walls of 
Thebes with ravishing sounds of his melodious lute,’ to abandon 
his art and take to the active life. It is significant that this contrast 
should occur in a play written towards the close of the war. In the 
sixth century the wise man had been a man of affairs, like Solon

1 Ep. vii. 327-8.
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the lawgiver and others of the Seven Sages. The death of Pericles 
at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War had marked the mo
ment when the men of thought and the men of action began to 
take different paths, destined to diverge more and more widely 
until the Stoic sage renounced his local allegiance to become a 
citizen of the universe., Pericles had been the last philosophic states
man. His loftiness of spirit, as Socrates remarks in the Phaedrus, 
was due to his converse with Anaxagoras, whose speculations gave 
Pericles an insight and a breadth of view which he carried into his 
practical work as leader of the democratic Assembly. Under the 
stress of war, men of thought, like Thucydides and Euripides, went 
into exile, voluntary or enforced. Socrates just fulfilled his civic 
duties, but kept clear of politics. The task of winning the war was 
left to business men like Cleon, or ambitious egoists like Alcibiades. 
To Plato, this drifting apart of the men of thought and the men of 
action was a disastrous calamity, indeed the root of the social evils 
of his time. His problem, as presented in the Gorgias, was not to 
be solved merely by dropping out of public life to become absorbed 
in abstract speculation. Philosophy meant to him what it had meant 
to his master. The Socratic philosophy, analysed and formulated in 
the early dialogues, was not the study of nature or logic or meta
physics; it was the pursuit of wisdom, and to achieve wisdom 
would be to achieve human perfection, well-being, happiness. This 
again meant not merely ‘caring for one’s own soul’ as an isolated 
individual, saving himself and leaving society to its fate. Human 
excellence, as Plato and Aristotle after him always maintained, is 
the excellence of an essentially social creature, a citizen. To produce 
this experience and consequent well-being is the true end of the 
‘Royal Art’ of statesmanship. Hence the life of philosophy and the 
life of the active statesman ought not to be, as they appeared to 
Callicles, alternative careers, but a single life in which all the high
est powers of man would find full expression. Society could be 
saved only by reuniting the two elements which had been drifting 
apart. This is the theoretical or perfect solution, which Plato says he 
had formulated before his first visit to Sicily. The long passage 
above quoted from the seventh Letter continues as follows:

l‘At last I perceived that the constitution of all existing states is bad 
and their institutions all but past remedy without a combination of radi
cal measures and fortunate circumstance; and I was driven to affirm, in 
praise of true philosophy, that only from the standpoint of such phi
losophy was it possible to take a correct view of public and private 
right, and that accordingly the human race would never see the end of 
trouble until true lovers of wisdom should come to hold political power, 
or the holders of political power should, by some divine appointment, 
become true lovers of wisdom.

‘It was in this mind that I first went to Sicily and Italy.’

So, towards his fortieth year, Plato arrived at the paradox which 
was to be explained and defended in the central part of the 
Republic. The bitter tone of the Gorgias suggests that he then saw 
no way of carrying this theoretical solution into practice. The path 
to power in democratic Athens was definitely closed. But the first 
visit to the court of Dionysius I at Syracuse opened up the prospect 
of intervening, directly or indirectly, in the affairs of a state under 
a different type of constitution, which might conceivably be re
formed from above. If the multitude can hardly be won over to 
Socratic principles, the conversion of a despot, in full control of a 
city-state, might lead to a reformation remotely comparable to 
Calvin’s theocracy at Geneva. Socrates alludes to this prospect 
where he says (Rep. 502 a, p. 210):

‘No one will dispute that kings and hereditary rulers might have sons 
with a philosophic nature, and these might conceivably escape corrup
tion. . . . One would be enough to effect all this reform that now 
seems so incredible, if he had subjects disposed to obey; for it is surely 
not impossible that they should consent to carry out our laws and cus
toms when laid down by a ruler.’

Dionysius I was a self-made and entirely unscrupulous despot, 
who, after coming to terms with the Carthaginian invaders of 
Sicily, had established his personal rule at Syracuse, enslaved or 
devastated the neighbouring Greek cities, and was now trying to 
add lower Italy to his dominions. His career has probably contri
buted several traits to the portrait of the despot in chapter xxxii. 
In the seventh Letter Plato says nothing of his intercourse with
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Dionysius, but only of the friendship he formed with the despot’s 
brother-in-law, Dion, whom he came to regard with passionate at
tachment as an ideal disciple.

‘I became acquainted with Dion, then a young man, and without 
knowing it began to work for the future overthrow of a despotism, by 
telling him what I thought was best for mankind and advising him to 
act upon it. Dion, with his ready understanding, was quick to grasp 
the arguments I put before him. He listened with keener attention than 
any young man I have ever met with; and he determined to live for 
the future a different life from that of the Greeks in Italy and Sicily, 
preferring virtue to pleasure and luxury. So he continued until the 
death of Dionysius (twenty years later, 368 b.c.), earning thereby the 
dislike of those who led the usual life of a despot’s court’ (Ep. vii. 
327 a).

Plato tells us no more of what happened on this first visit. 
Plutarch, in his Life of Dion, repeats anecdotes of doubtful au
thenticity. Dion is said to have persuaded Dionysius to hear Plato 
discourse on the theme that despots least of all men possess the 
qualities of true manhood and that the life of justice is alone happy. 
It is certain, at any rate, that Plato’s friends soon found it necessary 
to arrange for his departure. It may be true that, on the prompt
ing of Dionysius, Pollis, a Spartan emissary who sailed on the 
same ship, landed Plato on Aegina, which was then at war with 
Athens; that he was sold as a slave and redeemed by Anniceris of 
Gyrene; and that the purchase-money, refunded by Plato’s friends, 
was used to buy the land on which the Academy was founded.

The Academy was, for the remaining half of his long life, the 
centre of Plato’s interest and his means of indirectly influencing the 
course of politics. It was primarily a school of philosophic states
men, which was to attract from foreign states young men whose 
position and prospects were more fortunate than those of Plato’s 
own youth, and to train them for the exercise of the Royal Art. 
Some of its features were modelled on the Pythagorean communi
ties, which had been dispersed in the second half of the previous 
century, but had found a rallying-point at Tarentum. This city 
presided over a confederacy of Greek colonies in South Italy, and
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was itself under the personal ascendancy of the Pythagorean 
Archytas, who, being also a notable mathematician, was a success
ful example of the philosophic ruler in a moderate democracy. The 
Republic (600 a, p. 330) mentions Pythagoras as having surrounded 
himself with a band of intimate disciples, who loved him for the 
inspiration of his society and handed down a ‘way of life’ distin
guishing them from the rest of the world. If Plato could never hope 
to rule Athens, he could aspire, as president of the first university, 
to animate with his ideals the future rulers of other states. At the 
same time he would continue to write Socratic dialogues, setting 
forth his own development of the Socratic philosophy in a form 
which would reach the educated public throughout the Greek 
world and attract pupils to the Academy.

The School owed its name to the grove of a hero Academus (or 
Hecademus) in the garden where it was built. The legal ownership 
was probably vested in the School as a corporate cult-society, pre
sided over by the Muses and their leader Apollo, who had their 
altar and regular offerings. The students must have contributed to 
the cost of maintenance. A wider circle was admitted tq_Plato’s 
lectures; but in the actual teaching the conversational method of 
Socrates was, so far as possible, perpetuated. Some already accred
ited teachers, like Eudoxus of Cnidos, joined the society. Aristotle 
came at the age of seventeen and remained till Plato’s death twenty 
years later.

Among the chief dialogues which may, with some probability, 
be assigned to the two decades following the foundation of the 
Academy are the Meno, Phaedo, Symposium, Republic, Phaedrus. 
These works reveal clearly, for the first time, the characteristically 
Platonic philosophy, whose twin pillars are the belief ill a world of 
intelligible Forms or ‘Ideas’ existing independently of the things 
we see and touch, and the belief in an immortal soul existing in 
separation from the body, both before birth and after death. It is 
die philosophy of a spirit which turns away from this mortal region 
to set its hopes on things beyond the reach of time and change. 
Within the Republic itself, the more completely Plato discloses all 
that is meant by the pursuit of wisdom, the farther recedes the pros-
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pect that the evils of human life will ever be cured by the en
thronement of reason in any possible form of society. There is no 
facile optimism in the programme here laid down for the philo
sophic statesmen to be trained at the Academy, no compromise be
tween existing conditions and those enduring and unquestionable 
principles on which reform must be based, if reform is to produce 
a stable and harmonious order. And when the outline of the per
fect society has been traced, the doubt is confessed, whether the 
perfection of any human institutions can withstand the disinte
grating touch of time. The Muses themselves pronounce the doom 
of the ideal state before it has even seen the light: ‘Hard as it may 
be for a state so framed to be shaken, yet, since all that comes into 
being must decay, even a fabric like this will not endure for ever, 
but will suffer dissolution’ (546 a, p. 269).

These words preface an account of the decline of society and 
of the individual soul, as if it were written in man’s fate that every 
attempt to scale the heavens should be followed by a descent into 
hell. The lowest depth to which the state can fall is despotism; and 
in the soul of the despotic man, whom the Greeks called ‘tyrant,’ 
the three most powerful motives, ambition, fear, and greed, have 
finally triumphed over reason and humanity. The startling resem
blance between the portrait of this character in chapter xxxii and 
some of the present rulers of mankind warns us that Thrasyma
chus’ doctrine, professing as it does to lay bare the real truth about 
human nature in politics, is still very much alive.

Socrates’ arguments with Thrasymachus in the first Part may 
strike the reader as scholastic and abstract in form and too remote 
from our modern habits of thought. They are, no doubt, of a kind 
that Socrates would use in dealing with the professionally clever 
disputants known as Sophists. His two young friends refuse to ac
cept them as conclusive. At the beginning of Part II they reopen 
Thrasymachus’ case with an earnestness which calls for a more 
profound analysis and defence of justice. The reply fills the re
mainder of the Republic. It rests ultimately on the conviction that 
materialistic egoism misconceives that good ‘which every soul pur
sues as the end of all her actions, dimly divining its existence, but 
perplexed and unable to grasp its nature with the same clearness
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and assurance as in dealing with other things, and so missing what
ever value those other things might have’ (505 e, p. 216). To pos
sess this good would be happiness; to know it would be wisdom; 
to seek the knowledge of it is what Plato means by philosophy. If it 
is true that this knowledge can be gained only by highly gifted na
tures after a long course of intellectual discipline and practical ex
perience, then it is hard to deny the central paradox of the Republic, 
that the human race will never see the end of troubles until po
litical power is entrusted to the lover of wisdom; who has learnt 
what makes life worth living and who will ‘despise all existing 
honours as mean and worthless, caring only for the right and the 
honours to be gained from that, and above all for justice as the one 
indispensable thing in whose service and maintenance he will re
organize his own state’ (540 d, p. 262).

In such terms the author of the earliest Utopia in European lit
erature confronts the modern reader with the ultimate problem of 
politics: How can the state be so ordered as to place effective con
trol in the hands of men who understand that you cannot make 
either an individual or a society happy by making them richer or 
more powerful than their neighbours? So long as knowledge is val
ued as the means to power, and power as the means to wealth, the 
helm of the ship will be grasped by the ambitious man, whose 
Bible is Machiavelli’s Prince, or by the man of business, whose 
Bible is his profit and loss account. It is Plato’s merit to have seen 
that this problem looms up, in every age, behind all the super
ficial arguments of political expediency. Every reader will find 
something to disagree with in Plato’s solution, even when trans
posed into terms appropriate to modern conditions; but if he will 
seriously ask himself why he "disagrees and what alternative he can 
propose, the effort will help him to clear his own mind. Plato’s 
purpose will then be achieved, at least in part; for he never forgot 
the lesson of Socrates, that wisdom begins when a man finds out 
that he does not know what he thinks he knows.



PART I (Book I)

SOME CURRENT VIEWS OF JUSTICE

The main question to be answered in the Republic is: What does Justice 
mean, and how can it be realized in human society? The Greek 
word for ‘just’ has as many senses as the English ‘right.’ It can mean: 
observant of custom or of duty, righteous; fair, honest; legally right, 
lawful; what is due to or from a person, deserts, rights; what one ought 
to do. Thus it covers the whole field of the individual’s conduct in so 
far as it affects others—all that they have a ‘right’ to expect from him 
or he has a right to expect from them, whatever is right as opposed 
to wrong. A proverbial saying declared that justice is the sum of all 
virtue.

The demand for a definition of Justice seems to imply that there is 
some conception in which all these applications of the word meet like 
lines converging to a common centre; or, in more concrete terms, that 
there is some principle whereby human life might be so organized 
that there would exist a just society composed of just men. The justice 
of the society would secure that each member of it should perform his 
duties and enjoy his rights. As a quality residing in each individual, 
justice would mean that his personal life—or as a Greek would say, 
his soul—was correspondingly ordered with respect to the rights and 
duties of each part of his nature.

A society so composed and organized would be ideal, in the sense 
that it would offer a standard of perfection by which all existing so
cieties might be measured and appraised according to the degrees in 
which they fell short of it. Any proposed reform, moreover, might be 
judged by its tendency to bring us nearer to, or farther from, this goal. 
The Republic is the first systematic attempt ever made to describe this 
ideal, not as a baseless dream, but as a possible framework within which 
man’s nature, with its unalterable claims, might find well-being and 
happiness. Without some such goal in view, statecraft must be either 
blind and aimless or directed (as it commonly is) to false and worthless 
ends.
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If a man of sceptical and inquiring mind were to ask, in any mixed 
company of intelligent people, for a definition of ‘right’ or ‘justice,’ 
the answers produced would be likely to be superficial and to cover 
only some part of the field. They might also reveal fundamental dif
ferences of conviction about what Socrates calls the most important of 
all questions: how we ought to live. In the first Part of the Republic 
Socrates opens up the whole range of inquiry by eliciting some typical 
views of the nature of justice and criticizing them as either inadequate 
or false. The criticism naturally reveals some glimpses of the principles 
which will guide the construction that is to follow.

CHAPTER I (1. 327-331 d)

cephalus: justice as honesty in word and deed

The whole imaginary conversation is narrated by Socrates to an un
specified audience. The company who will ta\e part in it assemble 
at the house of Cephalus, a retired manufacturer living at the 
Piraeus, the harbour town about fve miles from Athens. It in
cludes, besides Plato’s elder brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus, 
Cephalus’ sons, Polemarchus, Lysias, well \nown as a writer of 
speeches, and Euthydemus; Thrasymachus of Chalcedon, a noted 
teacher of rhetoric, who may have formulated the defnition of 
justice as ‘the interest of the stronger,’ though hardly any evidence 
about his opinions exists outside the Republic; and a number of 
Socrates’ young friends. The occasion is the festival of Bendis, a 
goddess whose cult had been imported from Thrace. Cephalus em
bodies the wisdom of a long life honourably spent in business. He 
is well-to-do, but values money as a means to that peace of mind 
which comes of honesty and the ability to render to gods and men 
their due. This is what he understands by ‘right’ conduct or justice.

Socrates. I walked down to the Piraeus yesterday with Glaucon, 
the son of Ariston, to make my prayers to the goddess. As this was 
the first celebration of her festival, I wished also to see how the 
ceremony would be conducted. The Thracians, I thought, made as



cephalus: justice as honestyI- 329] 5

my time of life would have the same experience; but in point of 
fact, I have met many who felt quite differently. For instance, I 
remember someone asking Sophocles, the poet, whether he was 
still capable of enjoying a woman. ‘Don’t talk in that way,’ he an
swered; ‘I am only too glad to be free of all that; it is like escap
ing from bondage to a raging madman.’ I thought that a good 
answer at the time, and I still think so; for certainly a great peace 
comes when age sets us free from passions of that sort. When they 
weaken and relax their hold, most certainly it means, as Sophocles 
said, a release from servitude to many forms of madness. All these 
troubles, Socrates, including the complaints about not being re
spected, have only one cause; and that is not old age, but a man’s 
character. If you have a contented mind at peace with itself, age is 
no intolerable burden; without that, Socrates, age and youth will 
be equally painful.

I was charmed with these words and wanted him to go on talk
ing; so I tried to draw him out. I fancy, Cephalus, said I, most 
people will not accept that account; they imagine that it is not 
character that makes your burden light, but your wealth. The rich, 
they say, have many consolations.

That is true, he replied; they do not believe me; and there is 
something in their suggestion, though not so much as they suppose. 
When a man from Seriphus1 taunted Themistocles and told him 
that his fame was due not to himself but to his country, The
mistocles made a good retort: ‘Certainly, if I had been born a Seri- 
phian, I should not be famous; but no more would you, if you had 
been born at Athens.’ And so one might say to men who are not 
rich and feel old age burdensome: If it is true that a good man 
will not find it easy to bear old age and poverty combined, no more 
will riches ever make a bad man contented and cheerful.

And was your wealth, Cephalus, mostly inherited or have you 
made your own fortune?

Made my fortune, Socrates? As a man of business I stand some
where between my grandfather and my father. My grandfather, 
who was my namesake, inherited about as much property as I have

1 An insignificant island, among the Cyclades.
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now and more than doubled it; whereas my father Lysanias re
duced it below its present level. I shall be content if I can leave 
these sons of mine not less than I inherited, and perhaps a litde 
more.

I asked, said I, because you strike me as not caring overmuch 
about money; and that is generally so with men who have not 
made their own fortune. Those who have are twice as fond of 
their possessions as other people. They have the same affection for 
the money they have earned that poets have for their poems, or 
fathers for their children: they not merely find it useful, as we 
all do, but it means much to them as being of their own creation. 
That makes them disagreeable company; they have not a good 
word for anything but riches.

That is quite true.
It is indeed, I said; but one more question: what do you take 

to be the greatest advantage you have got from being wealthy?
One that perhaps not many people would take my word for. I 

can tell you, Socrates, that, when the prospect of dying is near at 
hand, a man begins to feel some alarm about things that never 
troubled him before. He may have laughed at those stories they 
tell of another world and of punishments there for wrongdoing 
in this life; but now the soul is tormented by a doubt whether 
they may not be true. Maybe from the weakness of old age, or per
haps because, now that he is nearer to what lies beyond, he begins 
to get some glimpse of it himself—at any rate he is beset with 
fear and misgiving; he begins thinking over the past: is there 
anyone he has wronged? If he finds that his life has been full of 
wrongdoing, he starts up from his sleep in terror like a child, and 
his life is haunted by dark forebodings; whereas, if his conscience 
is clear, that ‘sweet Hope’ that Pindar speaks of is always with 
him to tend his age. Indeed, Socrates, there is great charm in those 
lines describing the man who has led a life of righteousness:

Hope is his sweet companion, she who guides 
Man’s wandering purpose, warms his heart 
And nurses tenderly his age.
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these can tell us what is meant by justice, the name of the quality 
they have in common. Also what is superficially the same action, 
e.g. repayment of a loan, may completely change its character when 
we tafe into account the antecedents and consequences which form 
its wider context.

Polemarchus can only meet this objection by citing a maxim 
borrowed from a famous poet. In Greece, where there was no 
sacred boo\ like the Bible, the poets were regarded as inspired 
authorities on religion and morals; but Socrates, when he questioned 
them, found them unable to give any rational account of their teach
ing (Apology, 22 b). Polemarchus, too, has never thought out the 
implications of defining justice as ‘giving every man his due! 
What is it that is due, and to whom?

Socrates’ first object is to bring home to Polemarchus the vague
ness of his ideas by leading him on to an absurd conclusion. In 
approaching a very large and obscure question, the first step is to 
convince one who thinks he can answer it with a compact formula 
that he knou,s much less than he imagines and cannot even under
stand his own formula. ,

Plato often, as here, compares the practice of morality to the use
ful {not the fine) arts or crafts: medicine, navigation, shoemaking. 
He even speaks of an ‘art of justice! He adopted Socrates’ belief 
that there should be an art of living, analogous to the craftsman’s 
knowledge and consequent ability to achieve a purposed end. A 
builder, building a house, knows what he is setting out to do and 
how to do it; he can account for all his actions as contributing to 
his end. This know^e^Se and ability constitute the craft embodied 
in the builder and his special excellence or ‘virtue’ (arete), qua 
builder. Similarly a man can live well only if he knows clearly 
what is the end of life, what things are of real value, and how they 
are to be attained. This knowledge is the moral virtue of man, qua 
man, and constitutes the art of living. If a man imagines that the 
end of life is to gain wealth or power, which are valueless in them
selves, all his actions will be misdirected. This doctrine is funda
mental in the Republic. It leads to the central thesis that society 
must be ruled by men who have learnt, by long and severe train

POLEMARCHUS: SIMONIDES’ VIEWI- 332] 9
ing, not only the true end of human life, but the meaning of good
ness in all its forms.

Then, said I, if you are to inherit this discussion, tell me, what is 
this saying of Simonides about right conduct which you approve?

That it is just to render every man his due. That seems to me a 
fair statement.

It is certainly hard to question the inspired wisdom of a poet 
like Simonides; but what this saying means you may know, Pole
marchus, but I do not. Obviously it does not mean what we were 
speaking of just now—returning something we have been entrusted 
with to the owner even when he has gone out of his mind. And yet 
surely it is his due, if he asks for it back ?

Yes.
But it is out of the question to give it back when he has gone 

mad?
True.
Simonides, then, must have meant something different from that 

when he said it was just to render a man his due.
Certainly he did; his idea was that, as between friends, what one 

owes to another is to do him good, not harm.
I see, said I; to repay money entrusted to one is not to render 

what is due, if the two parties are friends and the repayment proves 
harmful to the lender. That is what you say Simonides meant?

Yes, certainly.
And what about enemies? Are we to render whatever is their 

due to them?
Yes certainly, what really is due to them; which’means, I sup

pose, what is appropriate to an enemy—some sort of injury.
It seems, then, that Simonides was using words with a hidden 

meaning, as poets will. He really meant to define justice as render 
ing to everyone what is appropriate to him; only he called that his 
‘due.’

Well, why not?
But look here, said I. Suppose we could question Simonides about 

the art of medicine—whether a physician can be described as ren-
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dering to some object what is due or appropriate to it; how do 
you think he would answer?

That the physician administers the appropriate diet or remedies 
to the body.

And the art of cookery—can that be described in the same way ?
Yes; the cook gives the appropriate seasoning to his dishes.
Good. And the practice of justice?
If we are to follow those analogies, Socrates, justice would be 

rendering services or injuries to friends or enemies.
So Simonides means by justice doing good to friends and harm 

to enemies?
I think so.
And in matters of health who would be the most competent to 

treat friends and enemies in that way ?
A physician.
And on a voyage, as regards the dangers of the sea?
A ship’s captain.
In what sphere of action, then, will the just man be the most 

competent to do good or harm?
In war, I should imagine; when he is fighting on the side of 

his friends and against his enemies.
I see. But when we are well and staying on shore, the doctor 

and the ship’s captain are of no use to us.
True.
Is it also true that the just man is useless when we are not at 

war?
I should not say that.
So justice has its uses in peace-time too?
Yes.
Like farming, which is useful for producing crops, or shoemak- 

ing, which is useful for providing us with shoes. Can you tell me 
for what purposes justice is useful or profitable in time of peace?

For matters of business, Socrates.
In a partnership, you mean?
Yes.
But if we are playing draughts, or laying bricks, or making
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provokes a violent protest from Thrasymachus, who represents the 
doctrine that might is right in an extreme form. He holds that 
justice or right is nothing but the name given by the men actually 
holding power in any state to any actions they enjoin by law upon 
their subjects; and that all their laws are framed to promote their 
own personal or class interests, ‘fust’ accordingly means what is for 
the interest of the stronger, ruling party. Right and wrong have no 
other meaning at all. This is not a theory of social contract: it is 
not suggested that the subject has ever made a bargain with the 
ruler, sacrificing some of his liberty to gain the benefts of a social 
order. The ruler imposes his ‘rights’ by sheer force. The perfect ex
ample of such a ruler is the despot (the Greek ‘tyrant’), whose po
sition Thrasymachus regards as supremely enviable. He is precisely 
the man who has the will and the power to ‘do good to himself and 
his friends and to harm his enemies!

The discussion begins by clearing up the ambiguities of Thrasy
machus’ formula. The word translated ‘stronger’ commonly means 
also ‘superior’ or ‘better’; but ‘better’ has no moral sense for 
Thrasymachus, who does not recognize the existence of morality. 
The superiority of the stronger lies in the skill and determination 
which enable them to seize and hold power. ‘Interest,’ again, means 
the personal satisfaction and aggrandizement of the ruling indi
viduals.

All this time Thrasymachus had been trying more than once to 
break in upon our conversation; but his neighbours had restrained 
him, wishing to hear the argument to the end. In the pause after 
my last words he could keep quiet no longer; but-gathering him
self up like a wild beast he sprang at us as if he would tear us in 
pieces. Polemarchus and I were frightened out of our wits, when 
he burst out to the whole company:

What is the matter with you two, Socrates? Why do you go on 
in this imbecile way, politely deferring to each other’s nonsense? 
If you really want to know what justice means, stop asking ques
tions and scoring off the answers you get. You know very well it is 
easier to ask questions than to answer them. Answer yourself, and 
tell us what you think justice means. I won’t have you telling us
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it is the same as what is obligatory or useful or advantageous or 
profitable or expedient; I want a clear and precise statement; I 
won’t put up with that sort of verbiage.

I was amazed by this onslaught and looked at him in terror. If 
I had not seen this wolf before he saw me, I really believe I should 
have been struck dumb;1 but fortunately I had looked at him 
earlier, when he was beginning to get exasperated with our argu
ment; so I was able to reply, though rather tremulously:

Don’t be hard on us, Thrasymachus. If Polemarchus and I have 
gone astray in our search, you may be quite sure the mistake was 
not intentional. If we had been looking for a piece of gold, we 
should never have deliberately allowed politeness to spoil our chance 
of finding it; and now when we are looking for justice, a thing 
much more precious than gold, you cannot imagine we should 
defer to each other in that foolish way and not do our best to bring 
it to light. You must believe we are in earnest, my friend; but I 
am afraid the task is beyond our powers, and we might expect a 
man of your ability to pity us instead of being so severe.

Thrasymachus replied with a burst of sardonic laughter.
Good Lord, he said; Socrates at his old trick of shamming igno

rance! I knew it; I told the others you would refuse to commit 
yourself and do anything sooner than answer a question.

Yes, Thrasymachus, I replied; because you are clever enough 
to know that if you asked someone what are the factors of the 
number twelve, and at the same time warned him: ‘Look here, you 
are not to tell me that 12 is twice 6, or 3 times 4, or 6 times 2, or 
4 times 3; I won’t put up with any such nonsense’—you must surely 
see that no one would answer a question put like that. He would 
say: ‘What do you mean, Thrasymachus? Am I forbidden to give 
any of these answers, even if one happens to be right? Do you 
want me to give a wrong one?’ What would you say to that?

Humph! said he. As if that were a fair analogy!
I don’t see why it is not, said I; but in any case, do you suppose 

our barring a certain answer would prevent the man from giving 
it, if he thought it was the truth?

1 A popular superstition, that if a wolf sees you first, you become dumb.

Do you mean that you are going to give me one of those an
swers I barred?

I should not be surprised, if it seemed to me true, on reflection.
And what if I give you another definition of justice, better than 

any of those? What penalty are you prepared to pay? 1
The penalty deserved by ignorance, which must surely be to re

ceive instruction from the wise. So I would suggest that as a suit
able punishment.

I like your notion of a penalty! he said; but you must pay the 
costs as well.

I will, when I have any money.
That will be all right, said Glaucon; we will all subscribe for 

Socrates. So let us have your definition, Thrasymachus.
Oh yes, he said; so that Socrates may play the old game of ques

tioning and refuting someone else, instead of giving an answer 
himself!

But really, I protested, what can you expect from a man who 
does not know the answer or profess to know it, and, besides that, 
has been forbidden by no mean authority to put forward any no
tions he may have? Surely the definition should naturally come 
from you, who say you do know the answer and can tell it us. 
Please do not disappoint us. I should take it as a kindness, and I 
hope you will not be chary of giving Glaucon and the rest of us 
the advantage of your instruction.

Glaucon and the others added their entreaties to mine. Thrasy
machus was evidently longing to win credit, for he was sure he had 
an admirable answer ready, though he made a show of insisting 
that I should be the one to reply. In the end he gave way and ex
claimed :

So dais is what Socrates’ wisdom comes to! He refuses to teach, 
and goes about learning from others without offering so much as 
thanks in return.

I do learn from others, Thrasymachus; that is quite true; but

1 In certain lawsuits the defendant, if found guilty, was allowed to propose a 
penalty alternative to that demanded by the prosecution. The judges then decided 
which should be inflicted. The ‘costs* here means the fee which the sophist, unlike 
Socrates, expected from his pupils.
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you are wrong to call me ungrateful. I give in return all I can— 
praise; for I have no money. And how ready I am to applaud any 
idea that seems to me sound, you will see in a moment, when you 
have stated your own; for I am sure that will be sound.

Listen then, Thrasymachus began. What I say is that ‘just’ or 
‘right’ means nothing but what is to the interest of the stronger 
party. Well, where is your applause? You don’t mean to give it me.

I will, as soon as I understand, I said. I don’t see yet what you 
mean by right being the interest of the stronger party. For in
stance, Polydamas, the athlete, is stronger than we are, and it is to 
his interest to eat beef for the sake of his muscles; but surely you 
don’t mean that the same diet would be good for weaker men and 
therefore be right for us?

You are trying to be funny, Socrates. It’s a low trick to take my 
words in the sense you think will be most damaging.

No, no, I protested; but you must explain.
Don’t you know, then, that a state may be ruled by a despot, or 

a democracy, or an aristocracy?
Of course. ^
And that the ruling element is always the strongest?
Yes.
Well then, in every case the laws are made by the ruling party 

in its own interest; a democracy makes democratic laws, a despot 
autocratic ones, and so on. By making these laws they define as 
‘right’ for their subjects whatever is for their own interest, and 
they call anyone who breaks them a ‘wrongdoer’ and punish him 
accordingly. That is what I mean: in all states alike ‘right’ has the 
same meaning, namely what is for the interest of the party estab
lished in power, and that is the strongest, So the sound conclusion 
is that what is ‘right’ is the same everywhere: the interest of the 
stronger party.

Now I see what you mean, said I; whether it is true or not, I 
must try to make out. When you define right in terms of interest, 
you are yourself giving one of those answers you forbade to me; 
though, to be sure, you add ‘to the stronger party.’

An insignificant addition, perhaps!

76
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Its importance is not clear yet; what is clear is that we must find 
out whether your definition is true. I agree myself that right is in a 
sense a matter of interest; but when you add ‘to the stronger party,’ 
I don’t know about that. I must consider.

Go ahead, then.
I will. Tell me this. No doubt you also think it is right to obey 

the men in power?
I do.
Are they infallible in every type of state, or can they sometimes 

make a mistake?
Of course they can make a mistake.
In framing laws, then, they may do their work well or badly? 
No doubt.
Well, that is to say, when the laws they make are to their own 

interest; badly, when they are not?
Yes.
But the subjects are to obey any law they lay down, and they 

will then be doing right?
Of course.
If so, by your account, it will be right to do what is not to the 

interest of the stronger party, as well as what is so.
What’s that you are saying?
Just what you said, I believe; but let us look again. Haven’t you 

admitted that the rulers, when they enjoin certain acts on their 
subjects, sometimes mistake their own best interests, and at the 
same time that it is right for the subjects to obey, whatever they 
may enjoin?

Yes, I suppose so.
Well, that amounts to admitting that it is right to do what is not 

to the interest of the rulers or the stronger party. They may un
wittingly enjoin what is to their own disadvantage; and you say 
it is right for the others to do as they are told. In that case, their 
duty must be the opposite of what you said, because the weaker 
will have been ordered to do what is against the interest of the 
stronger. You with your intelligence must see how that follows.

Yes, Socrates, said Polemarchus, that is undeniable.
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No doubt, Cleitophon broke in, if you are to be a witness on 
Socrates’ side.

No witness is needed, replied Polemarchus; Thrasymachus him
self admits that rulers sometimes ordain acts that are to their own 
disadvantage, and that it is the subjects’ duty to do them.

That is because Thrasymachus said it was right to do what you 
are told by the men in power.

Yes, but he also said that what is to the interest of the stronger 
party is right; and, after making both these asserdons, he admitted 
that the stronger sometimes command the weaker subjects to act 
against their interests. From all which it follows that what is in 
the stronger’s interest is no more right than what is not.

No, said Cleitophon; he meant whatever the stronger believes 
to be in his own interest. That is what the subject must do, and 
what Thrasymachus meant to define as right.

That was not what he said, rejoined Polemarchus.
No matter, Polemarchus, said I; if Thrasymachus says so now, 

let us take him in that sense. Now, Thrasymachus, tell me, was that 
what you intended to say—that right means what the stronger 
thinks is to his interest, whether it really is so or not?

Most certainly not, he replied. Do you suppose I should speak 
of a man as ‘stronger’ or ‘superior’ at the very moment when he 
is making a mistake?

I did think you said as much when you admitted that rulers 
are not always infallible.

That is because you are a quibbler, Socrates. Would you say a 
man deserves to be called a physician at the moment when he 
makes a mistake in treating his patient and just in respect of that 
mistake; or a mathematician, when he does a sum wrong and just 
in so far as he gets a wrong result? Of course we do commonly 
speak of a physician or a mathematician or a scholar having made 
a mistake; but really none of these, I should say, is ever mistaken, 
in so far as he is worthy of the name we give him. So strictly 
speaking—and you are all for being precise^—no one who practises 
a craft makes mistakes. A man is mistaken when his knowledge 
fails him; and at that moment he is no craftsman. And what is
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true of craftsmanship or any sort of skill is true of the ruler: he is 
never mistaken so long as he is acting as a ruler; though anyone 
might speak of a ruler making a mistake, just as he might of a 
physician. You must understand that I was talking in that loose 
way when I answered your question just now; but the precise state
ment is this. The ruler, in so far as he is acting as a ruler, makes 
no mistakes and consequenflyTnjoins what is best for himself; and 
that is what the subject is to do. So, as I said at first, ‘right’ means 
doing what is to the interest of the stronger.

Very well, Thrasymachus, said I. So you think I am quibbling?
I am sure you are. ,
You believe my questions were maliciously designed to damage 

your position?
I know it. But you will gain nothing by that. You cannot outwit 

me by cunning, and you are not the man to crush me in the open.
Bless your soul, I answered, I should not think of trying. But, 

to prevent any more misunderstanding, when you speak of that 
ruler or stronger party whose interest the weaker ought to serve, 
please make it clear whether you are using the words in the ordi
nary way or in that strict sense you have just defined.

I mean a ruler in the strictest possible sense. Now quibble away 
and be as malicious as you can. I want no mercy. But you are no 
match for me.

Do you think me mad enough to beard a lion or try to outwit 
a Thrasymachus?

You did try just now, he retorted, but it wasn’t a success.

[Thrasymachus has already shifted his ground. At first 'the 
stronger’ meant only the men ruling by superior force; but now 
their superiority must include the knowledge and ability needed to 
govern without making mistakes. This knowledge and ability con
stitute an art of government, comparable to other useful arts or 
crafts requiring special s\ill. The ruler in his capacity as ruler, or 
the craftsman qua craftsman, can also be spo\en of as the craft per
sonified, since a craft exists only in the man who embodies it, and 
we are considering the man only as the embodiment of this special
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capacity, neglecting all personal characteristics and any other capac
ities he may chance to have. When Socrates tal\s of the art or craft 
in this abstract way as having an interest of its own, he means the 
same thing as if he spo\e of the interest of the craftsman qua crafts
man. Granted that there is, as Thrasymachus suggested, an art of 
government exercised by a ruler who, qua ruler, is infallible and so 
in the full sense ‘superior! the question now is, what his interest 
should be, on the analogy of other crafts.]

Enough of this, said I. Now tell me about the physician in that 
strict sense you spoke of: is it his business to earn money or to 
treat his patients? Remember, I mean your physician who is 
worthy of the name.

To treat his patients.
And what of the ship’s captain in the true sense? Is he a mere 

seaman or the commander of the crew?
The commander.
Yes, we shall not speak of him as a seaman just because he is on 

board a ship. That is not the point. He is called captain because 
of his skill and authority over the crew.

Quite true.
> And each of these people has some special interest?1

No doubt.
And the craft in question exists for the very purpose of discover

ing that interest and providing for it?
Yes.
Can it equally be said of any craft that it has an interest, other 

than its own greatest possible perfection?
What do you mean by that?
Here is an illustration. If you ask me whether it is sufficient for 

the human body just to be itself, with no need of help from with
out, I should say, Certainly not; it has weaknesses and defects, and 
its condition is not all that it might be. That is precisely why the art

1 All the persons mentioned have some interest. The craftsman qua craftsman 
has an interest in doing his work as well as possible, which is the same thing as 
serving the interest of the subjects on whom his craft is exercised; and the subjects 
have their interest, which the craftsman is there to promote.
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of medicine was invented: it was designed to help the body and 
provide for its interests. Would not that be true?

It would.
But now take the art of medicine itself. Has that any defects 

or weaknesses? Does any art stand in need of some further per- ,'Y c.qV 
fection, as the eye would be imperfect without the power of vision 
or the ear without hearing, so that in their case an art is required 
that will study their interests and provide for their carrying out 
those functions? Has the art itself any corresponding need of some 
further art to remedy its defects and look after its interests; and 
will that further art require yet another, and so on for ever? Or 
will every art look after its own interests? Or, finally, is it not true 
that no art needs to have its weaknesses remedied or its interests 
studied either by another art or by itself, because no art has in it
self any weakness or fault, and the only interest it is required to 
serve is that of its subject-matter? In itself, an art is sound and 
flawless, so long as it is entirely true to its own nature as an art in 
the strictest sense—and it is the strict sense that I want you to keep 
in view. Is not that true?

So it appears.
Then, said I, the art of medicine does not study its own interest, 

but the needs of the body, just as a groom shows his skill by caring 
for horses, not for the art of grooming. And so every art seeks, not 
its own advantage—for it has no deficiencies—but the interest of 
the subject on which it is exercised.

It appears so.
But surely, Thrasymachus, every art has authority and superior 

power over its subject.
To this he agreed, though very reluctantly.
So far as arts are concerned, then, no art ever studies or enjoins 

the interest of the superior or stronger party, but always that of 
the weaker over which it has authority.

Thrasymachus assented to this at last, though he tried to put up 
a fight. I then went on:

So the physician, as such, studies only the patient’s interest, not 
his own. For as we agreed, the business of the physician, in the 
strict sense, is not to make money for himself, but to exercise his

23
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power over the patient’s body; and the ship’s captain, again, con
sidered strictly as no mere sailor, but in command of the crew, 
will study and enjoin the interest of his subordinates, not his own.

He agreed reluctantly.
And so with government of any kind: no ruler, in so far as he is 

acting as ruler, will study or enjoin what is for his own interest. 
All that he says and does will be said and done with a view to what 
is good and proper for the subject for whom he practises his art.

{Thrasymachus can hardly challenge this last argument, based 
as it is on his own ‘precise’ distinction of the ruler acting in his. 
special capacity with knowledge and ability like the craftsman’s and 
impeccable. Accordingly he takes refuge in an appeal to facts. The 
ruler, from the Homeric king onwards, had been called the 
shepherd of the people. Thrasymachus truly remarks that these 
shepherds have commonly been less concerned with the good of 
their flock t^an shearing and butchering them for their own 
profit and aggrandizement. This behaviour is called ‘injustice’ be
cause it means getting more than one’s fair share; but the entirely 
selfish autocrat who practises it on a grand scale is envied and ad
mired; and Thrasymachus himself regards him as the happiest of 
men. Justice, fairness, honesty, he concludes, never pay; the life of 
injustice is always more profitable.

Socrates leaves this more general proposition to be challenged in 
the next chapter. Here he is still concerned with the art of govern
ment. He takes up the analogy of the shepherd and applies once 
more Thrasymachus’ own distinction of ‘capacities’ The shepherd 
qua shepherd cares for his flock; he receives wages in a different 
capacity, qua wage-earner. The fact that the rulers of mankind 
expect to be rewarded shows that the proper task of governing is 
commonly regarded as an irksome and unprofitable business.\

At this point, when everyone could see that Thrasymachus’ defi
nition of justice had been turned inside out, instead of making any 
reply, he said:

Socrates, have you a nurse?
Why do you ask such a question as that? I said. Wouldn’t it be 

better to answer mine?
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Because she lets you go about sniffling like a child whose nose 
wants wiping. She hasn’t even taught you to know a shepherd 
when you see one, or his sheep either.

What makes you say that?
Why, you imagine that a herdsman studies the interests of his 

flocks or cattle, tending and fattening them up with some other 
end in view than his master’s profit or his own; and so you don’t 
see that, in politics, the genuine ruler regards his subjects exactly 
like sheep, and thinks of nothing else, night and day, but the good 
fie can get out of them for himself. You are so far out in your 
notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice, as not to know 
that ‘right’ actually means what is good for someone else, and to be 
‘just’ means serving the interest of the stronger who rules, at the 
cost of the subject who obeys; whereas injustice is just the reverse, 
asserting its authority over those innocents who are called just, so 
that they minister solely to their master’s advantage and happiness, 
and not in the least degree to their own. Innocent as you are your
self, Socrates, you must see that a just man always has the worst of 
it. Take a private business: when a partnership is wound up, you 
will never find that the more honest of two partners comes off with 
the larger share; and in their relations to the state, when there are 
taxes to be paid, the honest man will pay more than the other on 
the same amount of property; or if there is money to be distributed, 
the dishonest will get it all. When either of them hold some public 
office, even if the just man loses in no other way, his private af
fairs at any rate will suffer from neglect, while his principles will 
not allow him to help himself from the public funds; not to men
tion the offence he will give to his friends and relations by re
fusing to sacrifice those principles to do them a good turn. Injustice 
has all the opposite advantages. I am speaking of the type I de- 
scribed just now, the man who can get the better of other people 
un a large scale: you must fix your eye on him, if you want to 
judge how much it is to one’s own interest not to be just. You can 
see that best in the most consummate form of injustice, which re
wards wrongdoing with supreme welfare and happiness and re
duces its victims, if they won’t retaliate in kind, to misery. That 
form is despotism, which uses force or fraud to plunder the goods 
of others, public or private, sacred or profane, and to do it in a
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wholesale way. If you are caught committing any one of these 
crimes on a small scale, you are punished and disgraced; they call 
it sacrilege, kidnapping, burglary, theft and brigandage. But if, be
sides taking their property, you turn all your countrymen into 
slaves, you will hear no more of those ugly names; your country
men themselves will call you the happiest of men and bless your 
name, and so will everyone who hears of such a complete triumph 
of injustice; for when people denounce injustice, it is because they 
are afraid of suffering wrong, not of doing it. So true is it, Socrates, 
that injustice, on a grand enough scale, is superior to justice in 
strength and freedom and autocratic power; and ‘right,’ as I said 
at first, means simply what serves the interest of the stronger party; 
‘wrong’ means what is for the interest and profit of oneself.

Having deluged our ears with this torrent of words, as the man 
at the baths might empty a bucket over one’s head, Thrasyma- 
chus meant to take himself off; but the company obliged him to 
stay and defend his position. I was specially urgent in my en
treaties.

My good Thrasymachus, said I, do you propose to fling a doc
trine like that at our heads and then go away without explaining 
it properly or letting us point out to you whether it is true or not P 
Is it so small a matter in your eyes to determine the whole course 
of conduct which every one of us must follow to get the best out 
of life?

Don’t I realize it is a serious matter? he retorted.
Apparently not, said I; or else you have no consideration for 

us, and do not care whether we shall lead better or worse lives for 
being ignorant of this truth you profess to know. Do take the 
trouble to let us into your secret; if you treat us handsomely, you 
may be sure it will be a good investment; there are so many of us 
to show our gratitude. I will make no secret of my own conviction, 
which is that injustice is not more profitable than justice, even 
when left free to work its will unchecked. No; let your unjust man 
have full power to do wrong, whether by successful violence or by 
escaping detection; all the same he will not convince me diat he 
will gain more than he would by being just. There may be others
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here who feel as I do, and set justice above injustice. It is for you 
to convince us that we are not well advised.

How can I ? he replied. If you are not convinced by what I have 
just said, what more can I do for you? Do you want to be fed 
with my ideas out of a spoon ?

God forbid! I exclaimed; not that. But I do want you to stand 
by your own words; or, if you shift your ground, shift it openly 
and stop trying to hoodwink us as you are doing now. You see, 
Thrasymachus, to go back to your earlier argument, in speaking 
of the shepherd you did not think it necessary to keep to that strict 
sense you laid down when you defined the genuine physician. You 
represent him, in his character of shepherd, as feeding up his flock, 
not for their own sake but for the table or the market, as if he 
were out to make money as a caterer or a cattle-dealer, rather than 
a shepherd. Surely the sole concern of the shepherd’s art is to do 
the best for the charges put under its care; its own best interest is 
sufficiently provided for, so long as it does not fall short of all that 
shepherding should imply. On that principle it followed, I thought, 
that any kind of authority, in the state or in private life, must, in its 
character of authority, consider solely what is best for those under 
its care. Now what is your opinion? Do you think that the men 
who govern states—I mean rulers in the strict sense—have no re
luctance to hold office?

I don’t think so, he replied; I know it.
Well, but haven’t you noticed, Thrasymachus, that in other po

sitions of authority no one is willing to act unless he is paid wages, 
which he demands on the assumption that all the benefit of his ac
tion will go to his charges? Tell me: Don’t we always distinguish 
one form of skill from another by its power to effect some particu
lar result? Do say what you really think, so that we may get on.

Yes, that is the distinction.
And also each brings us some benefit that is peculiar to it: medi

cine gives health, for example; the art of navigation, safety at sea; 
and so on.

Yes.
And wage-earning brings us wages; that is its distinctive prod

uct. Now, speaking with that precision which you proposed, you
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would not say that the art of navigation is the same as the art of 
medicine, merely on the ground that a ship’s captain regained his 
health on a voyage, because the sea air was good for him. No more 
would you identify the practice of medicine with wage-earning be
cause a man may keep his health while earning wages, or a physi
cian attending a case may receive a fee.

No.
And, since we agreed that the benefit obtained by each form of 

skill is peculiar to it, any common benefit enjoyed alike by all these 
practitioners must come from some further practice common to 
them all?

It would seem so.
Yes, we must say that if they all earn wages, they get that bene

fit in so far as they are engaged in wage-earning as well as in prac
tising their several arts.

He agreed reluctantly.
This benefit, then—the receipt of wages—does not come to a 

man from his special art. If we are to speak strictly, the physician, 
as such, produces health; the builder, a house; and then each, in 
his further capacity of wage-earner, gets his pay. Thus every art 
has its own function and benefits its proper subject. But suppose 
the practitioner is not paid; does he then get any benefit from his 
art?

Clearly not.
And is he doing no good to anyone either, when he works for 

nothing?
No, I suppose he does some good.
Well then, Thrasymachus, it is now clear that no form of skill 

or authority provides for its own benefit. As we were saying some 
time ago, it always studies and prescribes what is good for its sub
ject—the interest of the weaker party, not of the stronger. And 
that, my friend, is why I said that no one is willing to be in a posi
tion of authority and undertake to set straight other men’s trou
bles, without demanding to be paid; because, if he is to do his 
work well, he will never, in his capacity of ruler, do, or command 
others to do, what is best for himself, but only what is best for the 
subject. For that reason, if he is to consent, he must have his recom-
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pense, in the shape of money or honour, or of punishment in case 
of refusal.

What do you mean, Socrates? asked Glaucon. I recognize two of 
your three kinds of reward; but I don’t understand what you mean 
by speaking of punishment as a recompense.

Then you don’t understand the recompense required by the best 
type of men, or their motive for accepting authority when they do 
consent. You surely know that a passion for honours or for money 
is rightly regarded as something to be ashamed of.

Yes, I do.
For that reason, I said, good men are unwilling to rule, either 

for money’s sake or for honour. They have no wish to be called 
mercenary for demanding to be paid, or thieves for making a 
secret profit out of their office; nor yet will honours tempt them, 
for they are not ambitious. So they must be forced to consent under 
threat of penalty; that may be why a readiness to accept power 
under no such constraint is thought discreditable. And the heaviest 
penalty for declining to rule is to be ruled by someone inferior to 
yourself. That is the fear, I believe, that makes decent people accept 
power; and when they do so, they face the prospect of authority 
with no idea that they are coming into the enjoyment of a com
fortable berth; it is forced upon them because they can find no one 
better than themselves, or even as good, to be entrusted with power. 
If there could ever be a society of perfect men, there might well be 
as much competition to evade office as there now is to gain it; and 
it would then be clearly seen that the genuine ruler’s nature is to 
seek only the advantage of the subject, with the consequence that 
any man of understanding would sooner have another to do the 
best for him dian be at the pains to do the best for that other him
self. On this point, then, I entirely disagree with Thrasymachus’ 
doctrine that right means what is to the interest of the stronger.

^ -VO



CHAPTER IV (i. 347 E-354 c)

thrasymachus: is injustice more profitable than justice?

Socrates now turns from the art of government to Thrasymachus’ 
whole view of life: that injustice, unlimited self-seeding, pursued 
with enough force of character and shill to ensure success, brings 
welfare and happiness. This is what he ultimately means by the 
interest of the stronger.

Socrates and Thrasymachus have a common ground for argument 
in that both accept the notion of an art of living, comparable to the 
special crafts in which trained intelligence creates some product. 
The goodness, excellence, or virtue of a wor\man lies in his effi
ciency, the Greed arete, a word which, with the corresponding 
adjective agathos, ‘good,’ never lost its wide application to whatever 
does its word or fulfils its function well, as a good dnife is one that 
cuts efficiently. The wordman’s efficiency involves trained intelli
gence or sdill, an old sense of the word sophia, which also means 
wisdom. None of these words necessarily bears any moral sense; 
but they can be applied to the art of living. Here the product to be 
aimed at is assumed to be a man’s own happiness and well-being. 
The efficiency which mades him good at attaining this end is called 
‘virtue’; the implied knowledge of the end and of the means to it is 
life the craftsman s skill and may be called ‘wisdom.’ But as it 
sounds in English almost a contradiction to say that to be unjust 
is to be virtuous or good and wise, the comparatively colourless 
phrase ‘superior in character and intelligence’ will be used instead.

Where Socrates and Thrasymachus differ is in their views of the 
nature of happiness or well-being. Thrasymachus thinks it consists 
in getting more than your fair share of what are commonly called 
the good things of life, pleasure, wealth, power. Thus virtue and 
wisdom mean to him efficiency and skill in achieving injustice.

However, I continued, we may return to that question later. Much 
important is the position Thrasymachus is asserting now:

30
more
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that a life of injustice is to be preferred to a life of justice. Which 
side do you take, Glaucon? Where do you think the truth lies?

I should say that the just life is the better worth having.
You heard Thrasymachus’ catalogue of all the good things in 

store for injustice?
I did, but I am not convinced.
Shall we try to convert him, then, supposing we can find some 

way to prove him wrong?
By all means.
We might answer Thrasymachus’ case in a set speech of our 

own, drawing up a corresponding list of the advantages of justice; 
he would then have the right to reply, and we should make our 
final rejoinder; but after that we should have to count up and 
measure the advantages on each list, and we should need a jury 
to decide between us. Whereas, if we go on as before, each secur
ing the agreement of the other side, we can combine the functions 
of advocate and judge. We will take whichever course you prefer.

I prefer the second, said Glaucon.
Come then, Thrasymachus, said I, let us start afresh with our 

questions. You say that injustice pays better than justice, when 
both are carried to the furthest point?

I do, he replied; and I have told you why.
And how would you describe them? I suppose you would call 

one of them an excellence and the other a defect?
Of course.
Justice an excellence, and injustice a defect?
Now is that likely, when I am telling you that injustice pays, 

and justice does not?
Then what do you say?
The opposite.
That justice is a defect?
No; rather the mark of a good-natured simpleton.
Injustice, then, implies being ill-natured?
No; I should call it good policy.
Do you think the unjust are positively superior in character and 

intelligence, Thrasymachus ?
Yes, if they are the sort that can carry injustice to perfection and
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make themselves masters of whole cities and nations. Perhaps you 
think I was talking of pickpockets. There is profit even in that 
trade, if you can escape detection; but it doesn’t come to much 
as compared with the gains I was describing.

I understand you now on that point, I replied. What astonished 
me was that you should class injustice with superior character and 
intelligence and justice with the reverse.

Well, I do, he rejoined.
That is a much more stubborn position, my friend; and it is 

not so easy to see how to assail it. If you would admit that injus
tice, however well it pays, is nevertheless, as some people think, a 
defect and a discreditable thing, then we could argue on generally 
accepted principles. But now that you have gone so far as to rank 
it with superior character and intelligence, obviously you will say 
it is an admirable thing as well as a source of strength, and has 
all the other qualities we have attributed to justice.

You read my thoughts like a book, he replied.
However, I went on, it is no good shirking; I must go through 

with the argument, so long as I can be sure you are really speaking 
your mind. I do believe you are not playing with us now, Thrasy
machus, but stating the truth as you conceive it.

Why not refute the doctrine ? he said. What does it matter to you 
whether I believe it or not?

It does not matter, I replied.

[Socrates attacks separately three points in Thrasymachus’ posi
tion: (i) that the unjust is superior to the just in character (^vir
tue”) and intelligence; (2) that injustice is a source of strength; 
(3) that it brings happiness.

(1) The first argument (349 B-350 c) is omitted here, because 
only a very loose paraphrase could liberate the meaning from the 
stiff and archaic form of the original. Thrasymachus has upheld 
the superman who will try to outdo everyone else and go to any 
lengths in getting the better of his neighbours. Socrates attacks this 
ideal of unlimited self-assertion, relying once more on the admitted 
analogy between the art of living and other arts. The musician, 
tuning an instrument, \nows that there is for each string a certain
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that justice implies superior character and intelligence, injustice a 
deficiency in both respects, I went on:

Good; let us take that as settled. But we were also saying that 
injustice was a source of strength. Do you remember, Thrasyma
chus?

I do remember; only your last argument does not satisfy me, 
and I could say a good deal about that. But if I did, you would 
tell me I was haranguing you like a public meeting. So either 
let me speak my mind at length, or else, if you want to ask ques
tions, ask them, and I will nod or shake my head, and say ‘Hm?’ 
as we do to encourage an old woman telling us a story.

No, please, said I; don’t give your assent against your real 
opinion.

Anything to please you, he rejoined, since you won’t let me have 
my say. What more do you want?

Nothing. I replied. If that is what you mean to do, I will go on 
with my questions.

Go on, then.
Well, to continue where we left off. I will repeat my question: 

What is the nature and quality of justice as compared with in
justice? It was suggested, I believe, that injustice is the stronger 
and more effective of the two; but now we have seen that justice 
implies superior character and intelligence, it will not be hard to 
show that it will also be superior in power to injustice, which 
implies ignorance and stupidity; that must be obvious to anyone. 
However, I would rather look deeper into this matter than take 
it as settled off-hand. Would you agree that a state may be unjust 
and may try to enslave other states or to hold a number of others 
in subjection unjustly?

Of course it may, he said; above all if it is the best sort of state, 
which carries injustice to perfection.

I understand, said I; that was your view. But I am wondering 
whether a state can do without justice when it is asserting its su
perior power over another in that way.

Not if you are right, that justice implies intelligence; but if I am 
right, injustice will be needed.
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I am delighted with your answer, Thrasymachus; this is much 
better than just nodding and shaking your head.

It is all to oblige you.
Thank you. Please add to your kindness by telling me whether 

any set of men—a state or an army or a band of robbers or thieves 
who were acting together for some unjust purpose would be 

likely to succeed, jf they were always trying to injure one another. 
Wouldn’t they do better, if they did not?

Yes, they would.
Because, of course, such injuries must set them quarrelling and 

hating each other. Only fair treatment can make men friendly and 
of one mind.

Be it so, he said; I don’t want to differ from you.
Thank you once more, I replied. But don’t you agree that, if 

injustice has this effect of implanting hatred wherever it exists, it 
must make any set of people, whether freemen or slaves, split into 
factions, at feud with one another and incapable of any joint 
action?

Yes.
And so with any two individuals: injustice will set them at vari

ance and make them enemies to each other as well as to everyone 
who is just.

It will.
And will it not keep its character and have the same effect, if it 

exists in a single person?
Let us suppose so.
The effect being, apparently, wherever it occurs—in a state or a 

family or an army or anywhere else—to make united action im
possible because of factions and quarrels, and moreover to set what
ever it resides in at enmity with itself as well as with any opponent 
and with all who are just.

Yes, certainly.
Then I suppose it will produce the same natural results in an 

individual. He will have a divided mind and be incapable of ac
tion, for lack of singleness of purpose; and he will be at enmity 
with all who are just as well as with himself ?

Yes.
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ma\e it up; but does it not necessarily imply that the human soul, 
man’s vital activity as a whole, is in its best state, or is performing 
well the function it is made to perform? If by virtue and by hap
piness we mean what it seems we do mean, this consequence fol
lows: when men are agreed that a certain sort of conduct consti
tutes virtue, if they mean anything at all, they must mean that in 
that conduct man finds happiness. And if a man says that what he 
calls virtue has nothing to do with what he calls happiness or well
being, then either in calling the one virtue he does not really mean 
what he says, or in calling the other happiness he does not really 
mean what he says. This is substantially the position that Plato 
tabes up in this section! (Lectures on Plato’s Republic, p. 42.)]

You will make my enjoyment complete, I replied, if you will 
answer my further questions in the same way. We have made out 
so far that just men are superior in character and intelligence and 
more effective in action. Indeed without justice men cannot act 
together at all; it is not strictly true to speak of such people as 
ever having effected any strong action in common. Had they been 
thoroughly unjust, they could not have kept their hands off one 
another; they must have had some justice in them, enough to 
keep them from injuring one another at the same time with their 
victims. This it was that enabled them to achieve what they did 
achieve: their injustice only partially incapacitated them for their 
careeer of wrongdoing; if perfect, it would have disabled them for 
any action whatsoever. I can see that all this is true, as against 
your original position. But there is a further question which we 
postponed: Is the life of justice the better and happier life? What 
we have said already leaves no doubt in my mind; but we ought 
to consider more carefully, for this is no light matter: it is the 
question, what is the right way to live?

Go on, then.
I will, said I. Some things have a function;1 a horse, for instance,
1 The word translated ‘function’ is the common word for ‘work.’ Hence the need 

for illustrations to confine it to the narrower sense of ‘function,’ here defined for 
she first time.
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That is so.
And again, living—is not that above all the function of the soul?
No doubt.
And we also speak of the soul as having a certain specific ex

cellence or virtue?
Yes.
Then, Thrasymachus, if the soul is robbed of its peculiar virtue, 

it cannot possibly do its work well. It must exercise its power of 
controlling and taking charge well or ill according as it is itself in 
a good or a bad state.

That follows.
And did we not agree that the virtue of the soul is justice, and 

injustice its defect?
We did.
So it follows that a just soul, or in other words a just man, will 

live well; the unjust will not.
Apparently, according to your argument.
But living well involves well-being and happiness.
Naturally.
Then only the just man is happy; injustice will involve unhap

piness.
Be it so.
But you cannot say it pays better to be unhappy.
Of course not.
Injustice then, my dear Thrasymachus, can never pay better than 

justice.
Well, he replied, this is a feast-day, and you may take all dns 

as your share of the entertainment.
For which I have to thank you, Thrasymachus; you have been 

so gentle with me since you recovered your temper. It is my own 
fault if the entertainment has not been satisfactory. I have been 
behaving like a greedy guest, snatching a taste of every new dish 
that comes round before he has properly enjoyed the last. We began 
by looking for a definition of justice; but before we had found 
one, I dropped that question and hurried on to ask whether or not 
it involved superior character and intelligence; and then, as soon
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as another idea cropped up, that injustice pays better, I could not 
refrain from pursuing that.

So now the whole conversation has left me completely in the 
dark; for so long as I do not know what justice is, I am hardly 
Ijkely to know whether or not it is a virtue, or whether it makes 
a man happy or unhappy.
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natural man would be left only with purely egoistic instincts and 
desires, which he would indulge in all that Thrasymachus com
mended as injustice.

Adeimantus supplements Glaucon’s case by an attac\ on current 
moral education and some forms of mystery religion, as tacitly en
couraging immorality by valuing justice only for the rewards it 
brings. Since these can be gained in this life by seeming just with
out being so, and after death by buying the favour of heaven, the 
young conclude that the ideal is injustice mashed by a good repu
tation and atoned for by bribery. Both speakers accordingly de
mand that external rewards shall be ruled out of account and jus
tice proved to be worth having for its own sake. The prospect of 
rewards and punishments after death is reserved for the myth at 
the end of the dialogue.

I thought that, with these words, I was quit of the discussion; 
but it seems this was only a prelude. Glaucon, undaunted as ever, 
was not content to let Thrasymachus abandon the field.

Socrates, he broke out, you have made a show of proving that 
justice is better than injustice in every way. Is that enough, or do 
you want us to be really convinced?

Certainly I do, if it rests with me.
Then you are not going the right way about it. I want to know 

how you classify the things we call good. Are there not some which 
we should wish to have, not for their consequences, but just for 
their own sake, such as harmless pleasures and enjoyments that 
have no further result beyond the satisfaction of the moment?

Yes, I think there are good things of that description.
And also some that we value both for their own sake and for 

their consequences—things like knowledge and health and the use 
of our eyes?

Yes.
And a third class which would include physical training, medical 

treatment, earning one’s bread as a doctor or otherwise—useful, but 
burdensome things, which we want only for the sake of the profit 
or other benefit they bring.

Yes, there is that third class. What then?
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In which class do you place justice?
I should say, in the highest, as a thing which anyone who is to 

gain happiness must value both for itself and for its results.
Well, that is not the common opinion. Most people would say 

it was one of those things, tiresome and disagreeable in themselves, 
which we cannot avoid practising for the sake of reward or a good 
reputation.

I know, said I; that is why Thrasymachus has been finding fault 
with it all this time and praising injustice. But I seem to be slow 
in seeing his point

Listen to me, then, and see if you agree with mine. There was no 
need, I think, for Thrasymachus to yield so readily, like a snake 
you had charmed into submission; and nothing so far said about 
justice and injustice has been established to my satisfaction. I want 
to be told what each of them really is, and what effect each has, 
in itself, on the soul that harbours it, when all rewards and conse
quences are left out of account. So here is my plan, if you approve. 
I shall revive Thrasymachus’ theory. First, I will state what is 
commonly held about the nature of justice and its origin; secondly, 
I shall maintain that it is always practised with reluctance, not as 
good in itself, but as a thing one cannot do without; and thirdly, 
that this reluctance is reasonable, because the life of injustice is 
much the better life of the two—so people say. That is not what I 
think myself, Socrates; only I am bewildered by all that Thrasyma
chus and ever so many others have dinned into my ears; and I have 
never yet heard the case for justice stated as I wish to hear it. You, 
I believe, if anyone, can tell me what is to be said in praise of 
justice in and for itself; that is what I want. Accordingly, I shall 
set you an example by glorifying the life of injustice with all the 
energy that I hope you will show later in denouncing it and exalt
ing justice in its stead. Will that plan suit you?

Nothing could be better, I replied. Of all subjects this is one on 
which a sensible man must always be glad to exchange ideas.

Good, said Glaucon. Listen then, and I will begin with my first 
point: the nature and origin of justice.

What people say is that to do wrong is, in itself, a desirable 
thing; on the other hand, it is not at all desirable, to suffer wrong.

3 Sis
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and the harm to the sufferer outweighs the advantage to the doer. 
Consequently, when men have had a taste of both, those who have 
not the power to seize the advantage and escape the harm decide 
that they would be better off if they made a compact neither to do 
wrong nor to suffer it. Hence they began to make laws and cov
enants with one another; and whatever the law prescribed they 
called lawful and right. That is what right or justice is and how 
it came into existence; it stands half-way between the best thing 
of all—to do wrong with impunity—and the worst, which is to 
suffer wrong without the power to retaliate. So justice is accepted 
as £ compromise, and valued, not as good in itself, butjor lack of 
power to do wrong; no man worthy of the name, who had that 
power, would ever enter into such a compact with anyone; he 
would be mad if he did. That, Socrates, is the nature of justice ac
cording to this account, and such the circumstances in which it 
arose.

The next point is that men practise it against the grain, for Jack 
of power to do wrong. How true that is, we shall best see if we 
imagine two men, one just, the other unjust, given full licence to 
do whatever they like, and then follow them to observe where each 
will be led by his desires. We shall catch the just man taking the 
same road as the unjust; he will be moved by self-interest, the end 
which it is natural to every creature to pursue as good, until forc
ibly turned aside by law and custom to respect the principle of 
equality.

Now, the easiest way to give them that complete liberty of action 
would be to imagine them possessed of the talisman found by 
Gyges, the ancestor of the famous Lydian. The story tells how he 
was a shepherd in the King’s service. One day there was a great 
storm, and the ground where his flock was feeding was rent by an 
earthquake. Astonished at the sight, he went down into the chasm 
and saw, among other wonders of which the story tells, a brazen 
horse, hollow, with windows in its sides. Peering in, he saw a dead 
body, which seemed to be of more than human size. It was naked 
save for a gold ring, which he took from the finger and made his 
way out. When the shepherds met, as they did every month, to 
send an account to the King of the state of his flocks, Gyges came
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wearing the ring. As he was sitting with the others, he happened 
to turn the bezel of the ring inside his hand. At once he became 
invisible, and his companions, to his surprise, began to speak of 
him as if he had left them. Then, as he was fingering the ring, he 
turned the bezel outwards and became visible again. With that, he 
set about testing the ring to see if it really had this power, and al
ways with the same result: according as he turned the bezel inside 
or out he vanished and reappeared. After this discovery he con
trived to be one of the messengers sent to the court. There he se
duced the Queen, and with her help murdered the King and seized 
the throne.

Now suppose there were two such magic rings, and one were 
given to the just man, the other to the unjust. No one, it is com
monly believed, would have such iron strength of mind as to stand 
fast in doing right or keep his hands off other men’s goods, when 
he could go to the market-place and fearlessly help himself to any
thing he wanted, enter houses and sleep with any woman he chose, 
set prisoners free and kill men at his pleasure, and in a word_go 
about among men with the powers of a god. He would behave no 
better than the other; both would take the same course. Surely 
this would be strong proof that men do right only under compul
sion; no individual thinks of it as good for him personally, since 
he does wrong whenever he finds he has the power. Every man 
believes that wrongdoing pays him personally much better, and, 
according to this theory, that is the truth. Granted full licence to 
do as he liked, people would think him a miserable fool if they 
found him refusing to wrong his neighbours or to touch their be
longings, though in public they would keep up a pretence of prais
ing his conduct, for fear of being wronged themselves. So much 
for that.

Finally, if we are really to judge between the two lives, the only 
way is to contrast the extremes of justice and injustice. We can 
best do that by imagining our two men to be perfect types, and 
crediting both to the full with the qualities they need for their re
spective ways of life. To begin with the unjust man: he must be 
like any consummate master of a craft, a physician or a captain, 
who, knowing just what his art can do, never tries to do more,
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and can always retrieve a false step. The unjust man, if he is to 
reach perfection, must be equally discreet in his criminal attempts, 
and he must not be found out, or we shall think him a bungler; 
for the highest pitch of injustice is to seem just when you are not. 
So we must endow our man with the full complement of injustice; 
we must allow him to have secured a spotless reputation for virtue 
while committing the blackest crimes; he must be able to retrieve 
any mistake, to defend himself with convincing eloquence if his 
misdeeds are denounced, and, when force is required, to bear down 
all opposition by his courage and strength and by his command 
of friends and money.

Now set beside this paragon the just man in his simplicity and 
nobleness, one who, in Aeschylus’ words, ‘would be, not seem, the 
best.’ There must, indeed, be no such seeming; for if his character 
were apparent, his reputation would bring him honours and re
wards, and then we should not know whether it was for their sake 
that he was just or for justice’s sake alone. He must be stripped 
of everything but justice, and denied every advantage the other 
enjoyed. Doing no wrong, he must have the worst reputation for 
wrong-doing, to test whether his virtue is proof against all that 
comes of having a bad name; and under this lifelong imputation 
of wickedness, let him hold on his course of justice unwavering 
to the point of death. And so, when the two men have carried 
their justice and injustice to the last extreme, we may judge which 
is the happier.

My dear Glaucon, I exclaimed, how vigorously you scour these 
two characters clean for inspection, as if you were burnishing a 
couple of statues!1

I am doing my best, he answered. Well, given two such char
acters, it is not hard, I fancy, to describe the sort of life that each 
of them may expect; and if the description sounds rather coarse, 
take it as coming from those who cry up the merits of injustice 
rather than from me. They will tell you that our just man will be

1 At Elis and Athens officials called phaidryntai, ‘burnishers,’ had the duty of 
cleaning cult statues (A. B. Cook, Zeus, iii. 967). At 612 c (p. 339), where this 
passage is recalled, it is admitted to be an extravagant supposition, that the just and 
unjust should exchange reputations.
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thrown into prison, scourged and racked, will have his eyes burnt 
out, and, after every kind of torment, be impaled. That will teach 
him how much better it is to seem virtuous than to be so. In fact 
those lines of Aeschylus I quoted are more fitly applied to the un
just man, who, they say, is a realist and does not live for appear
ances: ‘he would be, not seem’ unjust,

reaping the harvest sown 
In those deep furrows of the thoughtful heart 
Whence wisdom springs.

With his reputation for virtue, he will hold offices of state, ally 
himself by marriage to any family he may choose, become a part
ner in any business, and, having no scruples about being dishonest, 
turn all these advantages to profit. If he is involved in a lawsuit, 
public or private, he will get the better of his opponents, grow rich 
on the proceeds, and be able to help his friends and harm his ene
mies.1 Finally, he can make sacrifices to the gods and dedicate of
ferings with due magnificence, and, being in a much better posi
tion than the just man to serve the gods as well as his chosen 
friends, he may reasonably hope to stand higher in the favour of 
heaven. So much better, they say, Socrates, is the life prepared foi 
the unjust by gods and men.

Here Glaucon ended, and I was meditating a reply, when his 
brother Adeimantus exclaimed:

Surely, Socrates, you cannot suppose that that is all there is to 
be said.

Why, isn’t it? said I.
The most essential part of the case has not been mentioned, he 

replied.
Well, I answered, there is a proverb about a brother’s aid. If 

Glaucon has failed, it is for you to make good his shortcomings; 
though, so far as I am concerned, he has said quite enough to put 
me out of the running and leave me powerless to rescue the cause 
of justice.

Nonsense, said Adeimantus; there is more to be said, and you
1To help friends and harm enemies, offered as a definition of Justice by Pole- 

marchus (p. 9), now appears as the privilege of the unjust.
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must listen to me. If we want a clear view of what I take to be 
Glaucon’s meaning, we must study the opposite side of the case, 
the arguments used when justice is praised and injustice con
demned. When children are told by their fathers and all their 
pastors and masters that it is a good thing to be just, what is com
mended is not justice in itself but the respectability it brings. They 
are to let men see how just they are, in order to gain high posi
tions and marry well and win all the other advantages which 
Glaucon mentioned, since the just man owes all these to his good 
reputation.

In this matter of having a good name, they go farther still: they 
throw in the favourable opinion of heaven, and can tell us ofTto 
end of good things with which they say the gods reward piety. 
There is the good old Hesiod,1 who says the gods make the just 
man’s oak-trees ‘bear acorns at the top and bees in the middle; and 
their sheep’s fleeces are heavy with wool,’ and a great many other 
blessings of that sort. And Homer 2 speaks in the same strain:

As when a blameless king fears the gods and upholds right judg
ment; then the dark earth yields wheat and barley, and the trees are 
laden with fruit; the young of his flocks are strong, and the sea gives 
abundance of fish.

Musaeus and his son Eumolpus3 enlarge in still more spirited 
terms upon the rewards from heaven they promise to the righteous. 
They take them to the other world and provide them with a 
banquet of the Blest, where they sit for all time carousing with 
garlands on their heads, as if virtue could not be more nobly recom
pensed than by an eternity of intoxication. Others, again, carry 
the rewards of heaven yet a stage farther: the pious man who 
keeps his oaths is to have children’s children and to leave a poster
ity after him. When they have sung the praises of justice in that 
strain, with more to same effect, they proceed to plunge the sinners 
and unrighteous men into a pool of mud in the world below, and 
set them to fetch water in a sieve. Even in this life, too, they give

1 Works and Days, 232.
2 Odyssey, xix. 109.
3 Legendary figures, to whom were attributed poems setting forth the doctrines 

of the mystery religion known as Orphism.
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them a bad name, and make out that the unjust suffer all those 
penalties which Glaucon described as falling upon the good man 
who has a bad reputation: they can think of no others. That is 
how justice is recommended and injustice denounced.

Besides all this, think of the way in which justice and injustice 
are spoken of, not only in ordinary life, but by the poets. All with 
one voice reiterate that self-control and justice, aclmirable as they 
may be, are difficult and irksome, whereas vice and injustice are 
pleasant and very easily to be had; it is mere convention to regard 
them as discreditable. They tell us that dishonesty generally pays 
better than honesty. They will cheerfully speak of a bad man as 
happy and load him with honours and social esteem, provided he 
be rich and otherwise powerful; while they despise and disregard 
one who has neither power nor wealth, though all the while they 
acknowledge that he is the better man of the two.

Most surprising of all is what they say about the gods and virtue: 
that heaven itself often allots misfortunes and a hard life to the 
good man, and gives prosperity to the wicked. Mendicant priests 
and soothsayers come to the rich man’s door with a story of a power 
they possess by the gift of heaven to atone for any offence that he 
or his ancestors have committed with incantations and sacrifice, 
agreeably accompanied by feasting. If he wishes to injure an enemy, 
he can, at a trifling expense, do him a hurt with equal ease, whether 
he be an honest man or not, by means of certain invocations and 
spells which, as they profess, prevail upon the gods to do their 
bidding. In support of all these claims they call the poets to witness. 
Some, by way of advertising the easiness of,vice, quote the words: 
‘Unto wickedness men attain easily and in multitudes; smooth is 
the way and her dwelling is very near at hand. But the gods have 
ordained much sweat upon the path to virtue’1 and a long road 
that is rough and steep.

Others, to show that men can turn the gods from their purpose, 
cite Homer: ‘Even the gods themselves listen to entreaty. Their 
hearts are turned by the entreaties of men with sacrifice and hum
ble prayers and libation and burnt offering, whensoever anyone

1 Hesiod, Work_s and Days, 287.
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transgresses and does amiss.’1 They produce a whole farrago of 
books in which Musaeus and Orpheus, described as descendants of 
the Muses and the Moon, prescribe their ritual; and they persuade 
entire communities, as well as individuals, that, both in this life 
and after death, wrongdoing may be absolved and purged away 
by means of sacrifices and agreeable performances which they are 
pleased to call rites of initiation. These deliver us from punishment 
in the other world, where awful things are in store for all who 
neglect to sacrifice.

Now, my dear Socrates, when all this stuff is talked about the 
estimation in which virtue and vice are held by heaven and by 
mankind, what effect can we suppose it has upon the mind of a 
young man quick-witted enough to gather honey from all these 
flowers of popular wisdom and to draw his own conclusions as to 
the sort of person he should be and the way he should go in order 
to lead the best possible life? In all likelihood he would ask him
self, in Pindar’s words: ‘Will the way of right or the by-paths of 
deceit lead me to the higher fortress,’ where I may entrench my
self for the rest of my life? For, according to what they tell me, I 
have nothing to gain but trouble and manifest loss from being 
honest, unless I also get a name for being so; whereas, if I am dis
honest and provide myself with a reputation for honesty, they 
promise me a marvellous career. Very well, then; since ‘outward 
seeming,’ as wise men inform me, ‘overpowers the truth’ and de
cides the question of happiness, I had better go in for appearances 
wholeheartedly. I must ensconce myself behind an imposing facade 
designed to look like virtue, and trail the fox behind me, ‘the cun
ning shifty fox’2—Archilochus knew the world as well as any man. 
You may say it is not so easy to be wicked without ever being 
found out. Perhaps not; but great things are never easy. Anyhow, 
if we are to reach happiness, everything we have been told points 
to this as the road to be followed. We will form secret societies to 
save us from exposure; besides, there are men who teach the art 
of winning over popular assemblies and courts of law; so that, one 
way or another, by persuasion or violence, we shall get the better

1 Iliad ix. 497.
2 An allusion to a fable by Archilochus.
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of our neighbours without being punished. You might object that 
the gods are not to be deceived and are beyond the reach of vio
lence. But suppose that there are no gods, or that they do not con
cern themselves with die doings of men; why should we concern 
ourselves to deceive them? Or, if the gods do exist and care for 
mankind, all we know or have ever heard about them comes from 
current tradition and from the poets who recount their family his
tory, and these same authorities also assure us that they can be 
won over and turned from their purpose ‘by sacrifice and humble 
prayers’ and votive offerings. We must either accept both these 
statements or neither. If we are to accept both, we had better do 
wrong and use part of the proceeds to offer sacrifice. By being just 
we may escape the punishment of heaven, but we shall be re
nouncing the profits of injustice; whereas by doing wrong we 
shall make our profit and escape punishment into the bargain, by 
means of those entreaties which win over the gods when we trans
gress and do amiss. But then, you will say, in the other world the 
penalty for our misdeeds on earth will fall either upon us or upon 
our children’s children. We can counter that objection by reckon
ing on the great efficacy of mystic rites and the divinities of abso
lution, vouched for by the most advanced societies and by the de
scendants of the gods who have appeared as poets and spokesmen 
of heavenly inspiration.

What reason, then, remains for preferring justice to the extreme 
of injustice, when common belief and the best authorities promise 
us the fulfilment of our desires in this life and the next, if only we 
conceal our ill-doing under a veneer of decent behaviour? The up
shot is, Socrates, that no man possessed of superior powers of mind 
or person or rank or wealth will set any value on justice; he is 
more likely to laugh when he hears it praised. So, even one who 
could prove my case false and were quite sure that justice is best, 
far from being indignant with the unjust, will be very ready to 
excuse them. He will know that, here and there, a man may re
frain from wrong because it revolts some instinct he is graced with 
or because he has come to know the truth; no one else is virtuous 
of his own will; it is only lack of spirit or the infirmity of age or 
some other weakness that makes men condemn the iniquities they
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have not the strength to practise. This is easily seen: give such a 
man the power, and he will be the first to use it to the utmost.

What lies at the bottom of all this is nothing but the fact from 
which Glaucon, as well as I, started upon this long discourse. We 
put it to you, Socrates, with all respect, in this way. All you who 
profess to sing the praises of right conduct, from the ancient heroes 
whose legends have survived down to the men of the present day, 
have never denounced injustice or praised justice apart from the 
reputation, honours, and rewards they bring; but what effect either 
of them in itself has upon its possessor when it dwells in his soul 
unseen of gods or men, no poet or ordinary man has ever yet ex
plained. No one has proved that a soul can harbour no worse evil 
than injustice, no greater good than justice. Had all of you said 
that from the first and tried to convince us from our youth up, 
we should not be keeping watch upon our neighbours to prevent 
them from doing wrong to us, but everyone would keep a far more 
effectual watch over himself, for fear lest by wronging others he 
should open his doors to the worst of all evils.

That, Socrates, is the view of justice and injustice which Thrasy
machus and, no doubt, others would state, perhaps in even 
stronger words. For myself, I believe it to be a gross perversion of 
their true worth and effect; but, as I must frankly confess, I have 
put the case with all the force I could muster because I want to 
hear the other side from you. You must not be content with prov
ing that justice is superior to injustice; you must make clear what 
good or what harm each of them does to its possessor, taking it 
simply in itself and, as Glaucon required, leaving out of account 
the reputation it bears. For unless you deprive each of its true 
reputation and attach to it the false one, we shall say that you are 
praising or denouncing nothing more than the appearances in 
either case, and recommending us to do wrong without being 
found out; and that you hold with Thrasymachus that right means 
what is good for someone else, being the interest of the stronger, 
and wrong is what really pays, serving one’s own interest at the 
expense of the weaker. You have agreed that justice belongs to 
that highest class of good things which are worth having not only 
for their consequences, but much more for their own sakes—things
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like sight and hearing, knowledge, and health, whose value is genu
ine and intrinsic, not dependent on opinion. So I want you, in 
commending justice, to consider only how justice, in itself, bene
fits a man who has it in him, and how injustice harms him, leav
ing rewards and reputation out of account. I might put up with 
others dwelling on those outward effects as a reason for praising 
the one and condemning the other; but from you, who have spent 
your life in the study of this question, I must beg leave to demand 
something better. You must not be content merely to prove that 
justice is superior to injustice, but explain how one is good, the 
other evil, in virtue of the intrinsic effect each has on its possessor, 
whether gods or men see it or not.

CHAPTER VI (11. 367 E-372 a)

THE RUDIMENTS OF SOCIAL ORGANIZATION

Socrates has been challenged to define justice and its effects in the 
individual soul. Since the life of a political society manifests the life 
of the men composing it on a larger scale, he proposes to loo\ first 
for the principle which ma\es a state just and then to see if the 
same principle has similar effects in a man. So he starts to build 
up a social structure from its necessary rudiments.

Plato is not here describing the historical development of any 
actual state. (In Laws iii he says that civilization has often been 
destroyed by natural cataclysms, and he traces its growth from a 
simple pastoral phase on lines quite unlife those followed here.) 
He takes the type of state in which he lived, the Greek city-state. 
The construction is based on an analysis of such a society into 
parts corresponding to fundamental needs of human nature. These 
parts are put together successively in a logical, not an historical, 
order.

As against the social contract theory, Plato denies that society is 
‘unnatural,’ either as being the artificial outcome of an arbitrary 
compact or as thwarting the individual’s natural instincts, which
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Thrasymachus assumed to be purely egoistic impulses to unlimited 
self-assertion. Men are not born self-sufficient or all alike; hence 
an organized society in which they are interdependent and special
ize according to innate aptitudes is, according to Plato, both nat
ural and advantageous to all the individuals.

In this chapter society is considered merely as an economic struc
ture providing for the lowest of needs, a healthy animal existence. 
This aspect is isolated by abstraction from the higher elements of 
civilization and culture that will soon be added. The purpose is to 
establish the principle of specialization or division of labour as dic
tated by Nature. This will turn out to be the form that justice takes 
on this lowest economic level.

Nothing is said here about slaves, perhaps because they would 
first appear in the luxurious state of the next chapter. In any case 
the slaves {who at Athens made up more than a third of the popu
lation) were not citizens and so formed no part of the state. The 
institution was universally recognized and Plato seems to assume 
that it will continue (for instance at 469 c, p. 172).

I was delighted with these speeches from Glaucon and Adeimantus, 
whose gifts I had always admired. How right, I exclaimed, was 
Glaucon’s lover to begin that poem of his on your exploits at the 
battle of Megara by describing you two as the

sons divine 
Of Ariston’s noble line!

Like father, like sons: there must indeed be some divine quality 
in your nature, if you can plead the cause of injustice so eloquently 
and still not be convinced yourselves that it is better than justice. 
That you are not really convinced I am sure from all I know of 
your dispositions, though your words might well have left me in 
doubt. But the more I trust you, the harder I find it to reply. How 
can I come to the rescue? I have no faith in my own powers, when 
I remember that you were not satisfied with the proof I thought I 
had given to Thrasymachus that it is better to be just. And yet I 
cannot stand by and hear justice reviled without lifting a finger. 
I am afraid to commit a sin by holding aloof while I have breath
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and strength to say a word in its defence. So there is nothing for 
it but to do the best I can.

Glaucon and the others begged me to step into the breach and 
carry through our inquiry into the real nature of justice and in
justice, and the truth about their respective advantages. So I told 
them what I thought. This is a very obscure question, I said, and 
we shall need keen sight to see our way. Now, as we are not re
markably clever, ! will make a suggestion as to how we should 
proceed. Imagine a rather short-sighted person told to read an in
scription in small letters from some way off. He would think it a 
godsend if someone pointed out that the same inscription was writ
ten up elsewhere on a bigger scale, so that he could first read the 
larger characters and then make out whether the smaller ones 
were the same.

No doubt, said Adeimantus; but what analogy do you see in 
that to our inquiry?

I will tell you. We think of justice as a quality that may exist in 
a whole community as well as in an individual, and the community 
isTHe bigger of the two. Possibly, then, we may find justice there 
in larger proportions, easier to make out. So I suggest that we 
should begin by inquiring what justice means in a state. Then 
we can go on to look for its counterpart on a smaller scale in the 
individual.

That seems a good plan, he agreed.
Well then, I continued, suppose we imagine a state coming into 

being before our eyes. We might then be able to watch the growth 
of justice or of injustice within it. When that is done, we may 
hope it will be easier to find what we are looking for.

Much easier.
Shall we try, then, to carry out this scheme? I fancy it will be 

no light undertaking; so you had better think twice.
No need for that, said Adeimantus. Don’t waste any more time.
My notion is, said I, that a state comes into existence because no 

individual is self-sufficing; we all have many needs. But perhaps 
you can suggest some different origin for the foundation of a com
munity ?

No, I agree with you.
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So, having all these needs, we call in one another’s help to satisfy 
our various requirements; and when we have collected a number 
of helpers and associates to live together in one place, we call that 
settlement a state.

Yes.
So if one man gives another what he has to give in exchange 

for what he can get, it is because each finds that to do so is for 
his own advantage.

Certainly.
Very well, said I. Now let us build up our imaginary state from 

the beginning. Apparently, it will owe its existence to our needs, 
the first and greatest need being the provision of food to keep us 
alive. Next we shall want a house; and thirdly, such things as 
clothing.

True.
How will our state be able to supply all these demands? We 

shall need at least one man to be a farmer, another a builder, and 
a third a weaver. Will that do, or shall we add a shoemaker and 
one or two more to provide for our personal wants?

By all means.
The minimum state, then, will consist of four or five men.
Apparently.
Now here is a further point. Is each one of them to bring the 

product of his work into a common stock ? Should our one farmer, 
for example, provide food enough for four people and spend the 
whole of his working time in producing corn, so as to share with 
the rest; or should he take no notice of them and spend only a 
quarter of his time on growing just enough corn for himself, and 
divide die other three-quarters between building his house, weav
ing his clothes, and making his shoes, so as to save the trouble 
of sharing with others and attend himself to all his own concerns?

The first plan might be the easier, replied Adeimantus.
That may very well be so, said I; for, as you spoke, it occurred 

to me, for one thing, that no two people are born exactly alike. 
There are innate differences, which fit them for different occupa
tions.

I agree.
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And will a man do better working at many trades, or keeping 
to one only?

Keeping to one.
And iKercT is another point: obviously work may be ruined, if 

you let the right time go by. The workman must wait upon the 
work; it will not wait upon his leisure and allow itself to be done 
in a spare moment. So the conclusion is that more things will be 
produced and the work be more easily and better done, when every 
man is set free from all other occupations to do, at the right time, 
the one firing for which he is naturally fitted.

That is certainly true.
We shall need more than four citizens, then, to supply all those 

necessaries we mentioned. You see, Adeimantus, if the farmer is 
to have a good plough and spade and other tools, he will not make 
them himself. No more will the builder and weaver and shoemaker 
make all the many implements they need. So quite a number of 
carpenters and smiths and other craftsmen must be enlisted. Our 
miniature state is beginning to grow.

It is.
Still, it will not be very large, even when we have added cow

herds and shepherds to provide the farmers with oxen for the 
plough, and the builders as well as the farmers with draught-ani
mals, and the weavers and shoemakers with wool and leather.

No; but it will not be so very small either.
And yet, again, it will be next to impossible to plant our city in 

a territory where it will need no imports. So there will have to be 
still another set of people, to fetch what it needs from other coun
tries.

There will.
Moreover, if these agents take with them nothing that those 

other countries require in exchange, they will return as empty- 
handed as they went. So, besides everything wanted for consump
tion at home, we must produce enough goods of the right kind 
for the foreigners whom we depend on to supply us. That will 
mean increasing the number of farmers and craftsmen.

Yes.
And then, there are these agents who are to import and export



THE LUXURIOUS STATEn. 37i] 59
I have no idea, Socrates; unless it be somewhere in their dealings 

with one another.
You may be right, I answered. Anyhow, it is a question which 

we shall have to face.

CHAPTER VII (11. 372 A-374 e)

THE LUXURIOUS STATE

The answer to Socrates’ last question—that justice on the level of 
economic relations lies in the principle of the division of labour 
according to natural aptitudes—will be given (433 a, p. 127) only 
when other aspects of justice have emerged. Here follows a picture 
of life in a society in which only physical needs are satisfied. It is 
partly a satire on sentimental nostalgia for a supposed primitive 
state of nature, to which, had it ever existed, there could, as Plato 
saw, be no return} But the economic organization of the last chap
ter {which included manufacture for export and overseas trade) 
was not a self-contained primitive society; it was only the lowest 
storey in the structure of a civilized state. To the necessaries of 
existence there provided are now added the refinements of civiliza
tion and culture. These satisfy higher needs, but have also en
tailed unhealthy elements of luxury. Hence, in contrast with the 
idyllic picture of the simple life, society as now existing appears 
morbidly ‘inflamed,’ needing to be purged until only the features 
of genuine culture remain. The further construction of the ideal 
state can thus be treated as a reformation of Athenian society in, 
Plato’s own day, ‘purging our commonwealth of luxurious excess 
(399 e, p. 87). His problem is not to build a Utopia in the air, but 
to discover the least changes which would radically cure the dis
tempers of Athens.

From this standpoint it is clear why he does not contemplate the 
abolition of war, which could cease only if all states were united in

1 A picture of primitive patriarchal society after the Deluge is given in Laws iii, 
678 If.
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a world-state or if every state were reformed on Plato’s principles. 
Neither of these issues is considered even as a possibility. He de
scribes a single city-state, surrounded by others which are unre
formed and by an outer world of non-hellenic nations. The state 
will need to be defended by specialists in the art of war. So we 
hear, for the first time, of a distinct order of Guardians.

Let us begin, then, with a picture of our citizens’ manner of life, 
with the provision we have made for them. They will be producing 
corn and wine, and malting clothes and shoes. When they have 
built their houses, they will mosdy work without their coats or 
shoes in summer, and in winter be well shod and clothed. For their 
food, they will prepare flour and barley-meal for kneading and 
baking, and set out a grand spread of loaves and cakes on rushes or 
fresh leaves. Then they will lie on beds of myrtle-boughs and 
bryony and make merry with their children, drinking their wine 
after the feast with garlands on their heads and singing the praises 
of the gods. So they will live pleasantly together; and a prudent 
fear of poverty or war will keep them from begetting children be
yond their means.

Here Glaucon interrupted me: You seem to expect your citizens 
to feast on dry bread.

True, I said; I forgot that they will have something to give it a 
relish, salt, no doubt, and olives, and cheese, and country stews of 
roots and vegetables. And for dessert we will give them figs and 
peas and beans; and they shall roast myrtle-berries and acorns at 
the fire, while they sip their wine. Leading such a healthy life in 
peace, they will naturally come to a good old age, and leave their 
children to live after them in the same manner.

That is just the sort of provender you would supply, Socrates, if 
you were founding a community of pigs.

Well, how are they to live, then, Glaucon?
With the ordinary comforts. Let them lie on couches and dine 

off tables on such dishes and sweets as we have nowadays.
Ah, I see, said I; we are to study the growth, not just of a state, 

but of a luxurious one. Well, there may be no harm in that; the 
consideration of luxury may help us to discover how justice and
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the Trojan war, either he must not speak of them as the work 
of a god, or, if he does so, he must devise some such explanation 
as we are now requiring: he must say that what the god did was 
just and good, and the sufferers were the better for being chastised. 
One who pays a just penalty must not be called miserable, and his 
misery then laid at heaven’s door. The poet will only be allowed 
to say that the wicked were miserable because they needed chas
tisement, and the punishment of heaven did them good. If our 
commonwealth is to be well-ordered, we must fight to the last 
against any member of it being suffered to speak of the divine, 
which is good, being responsible for evil. Neidier young nor old 
must listen to such tales, in prose or verse. Such doctrine would 
be impious, self-contradictory, and disastrous to our commonwealth.

I agree, he said, and I would vote for a law to that effect.
Well then, that shall be one of our laws about religion. The 

first principle to which all must conform in speech or writing is 
that heaven is not responsible for everything, but only for what is 
good.

I am quite satisfied.

Now what of this for a second principle? Do you think of a god 
as a sort of magician who might, for his own purposes, appear in 
various shapes, now actually passing into a number of different 
forms, now deluding us into believing he has done so; or is his 
nature simple and of all things the least likely to depart from its 
proper form?

I cannot say offhand.
Well, if a thing passes out of its proper form, must not the 

change come either from within or from some outside cause?
Yes.
Is it not true, then, that things in the most perfect condition are 

the least affected by changes from outside? Take the effect on the 
body of food and drink or of exertion, or the effect of sunshine 
and wind on a plant: the healthiest and strongest suffer the least 
change. Again, the bravest and wisest spirit is least disturbed by 
external influence. Even manufactured things—furniture, houses, 
clothes—suffer least from wear and tear when they are well made
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and in good condition. So this immunity to change from outside 
is characteristic of anything which, thanks to art or nature or both, 
is in a satisfactory state.

That seems true.
But surely the state of the divine nature must be perfect in every 

way, and would therefore be the last thing to suffer transforma
tions from any outside cause.

Yes.
Well then, would a god change or alter himself?

If he changes at all, it can only be in that way.
Would it be a change for the better or for the worse?
It could only be for the worse; for we cannot admit any imper

fection in divine goodness or beauty.
True; and that being so, do you think, Adeimantus, that anyone, 

god or man, would deliberately make himself worse in any respect?
That is impossible.
Then a god cannot desire to change himself. Being as perfect as 

he can be, every god, it seems, remains simply and for ever in his 
own form.

That is the necessary conclusion.
If so, my friend, the poets must not tell us that ‘the gods go to 

and fro among the cities of men, disguised as strangers of all sorts 
from far countries’; nor must they tell any of those false tales of 
Proteus and Thetis transforming themselves, or bring Hera on the 
stage in the guise of a priestess collecting alms for ‘the life-giving 
children of Inachus, the river of Argos.’1 Mothers, again, are not 
to follow these suggestions and scare young children with mis
chievous stories of spirits that go about by night in all sorts of 
outlandish shapes. They would only be blaspheming the gods and 
at the same time making cowards of their children.

No, that must not be allowed.
But are we to think that the gods, though they do not really 

change, trick us by some magic into believing that they appear in 
many different forms?

Perhaps.

1 The allusions are to the Odyssey and to a lost play of Aeschylus.
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We need not quarrel with Phocylides on that point. We had 
better assure ourselves whether the practice of virtue is the rich 
man’s business and his life is not worth living otherwise, or 
whether that valetudinarianism which prevents any craftsman from 
attending to his work, does not equally stand in the way of fol
lowing Phocylides’ advice.

Yes, he said. Surely there could be no worse hindrance than this 
excessive care of the body, over and above the exercise it needs 
to keep it in health. It becomes a nuisance to anyone who has to 
manage a household or serve in the field or hold any office at 
home.

Worst of all, I added, it is prejudicial to learning of all kinds 
and to thought and meditation. The constant apprehension of 
headaches and dizziness, for which study is held responsible, is a 
bar to any exercise or test of intellectual qualities, when a man is 
always fancying himself ill and never stops being anxious about 
his body.

Naturally.
Shall we say, then, that Asclepius recognized this and revealed 

the art of medicine for the benefit of people of sound constitution 
who normally led a healthy life, but had contracted some definite 
ailment? He would rid them of their disorders by means of drugs 
or the knife and tell them to go on living as usual, so as not to 
impair their usefulness as citizens. But where the body was dis
eased through and through, he would not try, by nicely calculated 
evacuations and doses, to prolong a miserable existence and let his 
patient beget children who were likely to be as sickly as himself. 
Treatment, he thought, would be wasted on a man who could not 
live in his ordinary round of duties and was consequently useless 
to himself and to society.

A statesmanlike person, your Asclepius!
Obviously; and because he was so, his sons, you may observe, 

not only fought bravely at Troy, but practised medicine in the 
way I am describing. You will remember how, when Menelaus 
was shot with an arrow by Pandarus, they sucked the blood and 
spread mild simples’ on the wound; but what he was to eat and 
drink afterwards they no more prescribed for him than for Eurypy
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are of the most precious quality; and he put silver in the Auxil
iaries, and iron and brass in the farmers and craftsmen. Now, since 
you are all of one stock, although your children will generally 
be like dieir parents, sometimes a golden parent may have a silver 
child or a silver parent a golden one, and so on with all the other 
combinations. So the first and chief injunction laid by heaven upon 
the Rulers is that, among all the things of which they must show 
themselves good guardians, there is none that needs to be so care
fully watched as the mixture of metals in the souls of the children. 
If a child of their own is born with an alloy of iron or brass, they 
must, without the smallest pity, assign him the station proper to 
his nature and thrust him out among the craftsmen or the farmers. 
If, on the contrary, these classes produce a child with gold or silver 
in his composition, diey will promote him, according to his value, 
to be a Guardian or an Auxiliary. They will appeal to a prophecy 
that ruin will come upon the state when it passes into the keeping 
of a man of iron or brass. Such is the story; can you think of any 
device to make them believe it?

Not in the first generation; but their sons and descendants might 
believe it, and finally the rest of mankind.1

Well, said I, even so it might have a good effect in making 
them care more for the commonwealth and for one another; for I 
think I see what you mean.

So, I continued, we will leave the success of our story to the care 
of popular tradition; and now let us arm these sons of Earth and 
lead them, under the command of their Rulers, to the site of our 
city. There let them look round for the best place to fix their camp, 
from which they will be able to control any rebellion against the 
laws from within and to beat off enemies who may come from 
without like wolves to attack the fold. When they have pitched 
their camp and offered sacrifice to the proper divinities, they must 
arrange their sleeping quarters; and these must be sufficient to 
shelter them from winter cold and summer heat.

1 Just as the tradition that the Athenians were ‘autochthonous’ in a literal sense 
was popularly believed, though Plato would suppose it to have been originally in
vented by some myth-making poet.
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We shall find one, I think, by keeping to the line we have fol
lowed so far. We shall say that, though it would not be surprising 
if even these people were perfectly happy under such conditions, 
our aim in founding the commonwealth was not to make any one 
class specially happy, but to secure the greatest possible happiness 
for the community as a whole. We thought we should have the 
best chance of finding justice in a state so constituted, just as we 
should find injustice where the constitution was of the worst pos
sible type; we could then decide the question which has been be
fore us all this time. For the moment, we are constructing, as we 
believe, the state which will be happy as a whole, not trying to se
cure the well-being of a select few; we shall study a state of the 
opposite kind presently. It is as if we were colouring a statue1 and 
someone came up and blamed us for not putting the most beauti
ful colours on the noblest parts of the figure; the eyes, for instance, 
should be painted crimson, but we had made them black. We 
should think it a fair answer to say: Really, you must not expect us 
to paint eyes so handsome as not to look like eyes at all. This ap
plies to all the parts: the question is whether, by giving each its 
proper colour, we make the whole beautiful. So too, in the present 
case, you must not press us to endow our Guardians with a happi
ness that will make them anything rather than guardians. We 
could quite easily clothe our farmers in gorgeous robes, crown 
them with gold, and invite them to till the soil at their pleasure; 
or we might set our potters to lie on couches by their fire, passing 
round the wine and making merry, with their wheel at hand to 
work at whenever they felt so inclined. We could make all the rest 
happy in the same sort of way, and so spread this well-being 
through the whole community. But you must not put that idea 
into our heads; if we take your advice, the farmer will be no 
farmer, the potter no longer a potter; none of the elements that 
make up the community will keep its character. In many cases 
this does not matter so much: if a cobbler goes to the bad and pre
tends to be what he is not, he is not a danger to the state; but, as 
you must surely see, men who make only a vain show of being

1 Greek statues were commonly tinted, wholly or in part.
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blow on whichever came up first? Suppose he kept on doing that 
under a burning sun, would he not get the better of even more 
than two?

It would certainly not be surprising.
Well, don’t you think that rich people know more of the theory 

and practice of boxing than of the art of war ?
I am sure they do.
In that case it will probably be an easy matter for our trained 

warriors to fight twice or three times their number.
I will grant you that; I believe you are right.
And now suppose they sent envoys to one of the two enemy 

countries to tell them what is in fact the truth: ‘We have no use 
for gold and silver; we are not allowed to possess them. But you 
are allowed; so join forces with us, and you may have the spoils 
of the other country.’1 After such an offer would anyone choose 
to fight against tough, wiry dogs sooner than join the dogs in at
tacking the fat and tender sheep?

I should say not. But if a single state amasses the wealth of all 
the others, will not that be a danger to a state that has none?

I congratulate you on your idea that any state other than the 
one we are constructing deserves the name.

Why, what should the others be called?
By some grander name, for each of them is not one state, but 

many: two at least, which are at war with one another, one of the 
rich, the other of the poor, and each of these is divided into many 
more. To treat them all as a single state is a complete mistake. If 
you treat them as many and offer to make over to one class the 
wealth and power and even the persons of the others, you will al
ways find that your allies outnumber your enemies. Consequently, 
so long as your commonwealth is ordered wisely on the lines we 
have laid down, it will be the greatest of all; I do not mean the 
most famous, but greatest in the literal sense, even though it have 
no more than a thousand men to fight in its defence. You will not 
easily find in Hellas or elsewhere a state of that size which is really 
one, though there are plenty which look like single states and are 
many times as large. Don’t you agree?

I do indeed.
1 This message is in the ‘laconic’ style of Spartan diplomacy.
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Don’t be so hard upon them, then. Surely there is something 
very amusing in the way they go on enacting their petty laws and 
amending them, always imagining they will find some way to put 
an end to fraud in business and in all those other transactions I was 
speaking of. They have no idea that really they are cutting off the 
heads of a hydra.

It is true; that is all they are doing.
I should have thought that laws and institutions of that order 

do not deserve the attention of a law-giver worthy of the name, 
no matter whether the constitution be good or bad. If it is bad, 
they are useless and effect nothing; if good, some are such as any
one could devise, and the rest will follow of themselves from the 
practices we have already instituted.

Then, what is there left for us to do in the way of legislation?
For us, nothing; but there are institutions of the highest worth 

and importance that must be left to the Delphian Apollo.
What are they?
The founding of temples, sacrifices, and the cults of gods, demi

gods, and heroes; the burial of the dead, and services to propitiate 
the powers of the other world. These are matters we do not under
stand ourselves, and in founding our commonwealth we shall be 
wise to consult no other religious authority than our national di
vinity. Indeed in religious matters, the authority of this god, from 
his seat at the very navel of the earth, may be said to extend to all 
mankind.1

Good. Let us do so.
1 Excavation at Delphi has brought to light in the temple of Apollo the omphalos 

(‘navel’), a conical stone which had been supposed to mark the centre of the earth 
when the earth was imagined to be a circular disk surrounded by the stream of 
Ocean. The oracle was in fact somedmes consulted by non-Greek states.

CHAPTER XII (iv. 427 c-434 d)

THE VIRTUES IN THE STATE

The original aim in constructing an ideal state was to find in it 
justice exemplified on a larger scale than in the individual. As
suming that four cardinal qualities ma\e up the whole of virtue, 
Plato now as\s wherein consist the wisdom, courage, temperance., 
and justice of the state, or, in other words, of the individuals com
posing the state in their public capacity as citizens.

Wisdom in the conduct of state affairs will be the practical pru
dence or good counsel of the deliberative body. Only the philosophic 
Rulers will possess the necessary insight into what is good for the 
community as a whole. They will have ‘right belief grounded on 
immediate knowledge of the meaning of goodness in all its forms. 
The Auxiliaries will have only a right belief accepted on the au
thority of the Rulers. Their functions will be executive, not de
liberative.

The Courage of the state will obviously be manifested in the 
fighting force. Socrates had defined courage as knowledge of what 
really is, or is not, to be feared, and he had regarded it as an 
inseparable part of all virtue, which consists in knowing what 
things are really good or evil. If the only real evil is moral evil, 
then poverty, suffering, and all the so-called evils that others can 
inflict on us, including death itself, are not to be feared, since, if 
they are met in the right spirit, they cannot make us worse men 
(cf. the Laches and the argument at 334 c ff., pp. 12 ff.). This 
knowledge only the philosophic Rulers will possess to the full. The 
courage of the Auxiliaries will consist in the power of holding fast 
to the conviction implanted by their education.

Temperance is not, as we might expect, the peculiar virtue of 
the lowest order in the state. As self-mastery, it means the sub
ordination of the lower elements to the higher', but government 
must be with the willing consent of the governed, and temperance
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will include the unanimous agreement of all classes as to who 
should rule and who obey} It is consequently li\e a harmony per
vading and uniting all parts of the whole, a principle of solidarity. 
In the Laws, which stresses the harmonious union of different and 
complementary elements, this virtue overshadows even Justice.

Justice is the complementary principle of differentiation, \eeping 
the parts distinct. It has been before us all through the construction 
of the state since it first appeared on the economic level as the 
division of labour based on natural aptitudes {Chap. VI). ‘Doing 
one’s own worf( now has the larger sense of a concentration on 
one’s peculiar duty or function in the community. This conception 
of 'doing and possessing what properly belongs to one’ is wide 
enough to cover the Justice of the law-courts, assuring to each man 
his due rights. Injustice will mean invasion and encroachment upon 
the rights and duties of others.

The virtue described in this chapter is what Plato calls ‘civic 
or ‘popular’ virtue. Except in the Rulers, it is not directly based 
on that ultimate \nowledge of good and evil which is wisdom, to 
be attained only at the end of the higher education of the philoso
pher.

So now at last, son of Ariston, said I, your commonwealth is es
tablished. The next thing is to bring to bear upon it all the light 
you can get from any quarter, with the help of your brother and 
Polemarchus and all the rest, in the hope that we may see where 
justice is to be found in it and where injustice, how they differ, 
and which of the two will bring happiness to its possessor, no 
matter whether gods and men see that he has it or not.

Nonsense, said Glaucon; you promised to conduct the search 
yourself, because it would be a sin not to uphold justice by every 
means in your power.

That is true; I must do as you say, but you must all help.
We will.
I suspect, then, we may find what we are looking for in this

1 At Statesman 276 e the true king is distinguished from the despot by the vol
untary submission of his subjects to his rule.
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company, die better part is overwhelmed by the worse, like a 
small force outnumbered by a multitude. A man in that condition 
is called a slave to himself and intemperate.

Probably that is what is meant.
Then now look at our newly founded state and you will find 

one of these two conditions realized there. You will agree that it 
deserves to be called master of itself, if temperance and self-mas
tery exist where the better part rules the worse.

Yes, I can see that is true.
It is also true that the great mass of multifarious appetites and 

pleasures and pains will be found to occur chiefly in children and 
women and slaves, and, among free men so called, in the inferior 
multitude; whereas the simple and moderate desires which, with 
the aid of reason and right belief, are guided by reflection, you 
will find only in a few, and those with the best inborn dispositions 
and the best educated.

Yes, certainly.
Do you see that this state of things will exist in your common

wealth, where the desires of the inferior multitude will be con
trolled by the desires and wisdom of the superior few? Hence, if 
any society can be called master of itself and in control of pleasures 
and desires, it will be ours.

Quite so.
On all these grounds, then, we may describe it as temperate. Fur

thermore, in our state, if anywhere, the governors and the governed 
will share the same conviction on the question who ought to rule.1 
Don’t you think so?

I am quite sure of it.
Then, if that is their state of mind, in which of die two classes 

of citizens will temperance reside—in the governors or in the gov
erned ?

In both, I suppose.
So we were not wrong in divining a resemblance between tem

perance and some kind of harmony. Temperance is not like cour-
1 This principle of freedom—government with consent of the governed—is thus 

recognized. The ‘democratic’ freedom to ‘do whatever you like’ will be condemned 
in Chap. XXXI.
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his proper function, only if the several parts of our nature fulfil 
theirs.

Certainly.
And it will be the business of reason to rule with wisdom and 

forethought on behalf of the entire soul; while the ^spirited element 
ought to act as its subordinate and ally. The twcTwrirbe brought 
into accord, as we said earlier, by that combination of mental and 
bodily training which will tune up one string of the instrument 
and relax the other, nourishing the reasoning part on the study 
of noble literature and allaying the other’s wildness by harmony 
and rhythm. When both have been thus nurtured and trained to 
know their own true functions, they must be set in command over 
the appetites, which form the greater part of each man’s soul and 
are by nature insatiably covetous. They must keep watch lest this 
part, by battening on the pleasures that are called bodily, should 
grow so great and powerful that it will no longer keep to its own 
work, but will try to enslave the others and usurp a dominion to 
which it has no right, thus turning the whole of life upside down. 
At the same time, those two together will be the best of guardians 
for the entire soul and for the body against all enemies from with
out: the one will take counsel, while the other will do battle, fol
lowing its ruler’s commands and by its own bravery giving effect 
to the ruler’s designs.

Yes, that is all true.
And so we call an individual brave in virtue of this spirited part 

of his nature, when, in spite of pain or pleasure, it holds fast to 
the injunctions of reason about what he ought or ought not to be 
afraid of.

True.
And wise in virtue of that small part which rules and issues 

these injunctions, possessing as it does the knowledge of what is 
good for each of the three elements and for all of them in com
mon.

Certainly.
And, again, temperate by reason of the unanimity and concord of 

all three, when there is no internal conflict between the ruling ele
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ment and its two subjects, but all are agreed that reason should be 
ruler.

Yes, that is an exact account of temperance, whether in the state 
or in the individual.

Finally, a man will be just by observing the principle we have 
so often stated.

Necessarily.
Now is there any indistinctness in our vision of justice, that 

might make it seem somehow different from what we found it to 
be in the state?

I don’t think so.
Because, if we have any lingering doubt, we might make sure 

by comparing it with some commonplace notions. Suppose, for in
stance, that a sum of money were entrusted to our state or to an 
individual of corresponding character and training, would anyone 
imagine that such a person would be specially likely to embezzle 
it?

No.
And would he not be incapable of sacrilege and theft, or of 

treachery to friend or country; never false to an oath or any other 
compact; the last to be guilty of adultery or of neglecting parents 
or the due service of the gods?

Yes.
And the reason for all this is that each part of his nature is exer

cising its proper function, of ruling or of being ruled.
Yes, exactly.
Are you satisfied, then, that justice is ihe power which produces 

states or individuals of whom that is true, or must we look further ?
There is no need; I am quite satisfied.
And so our dream has come true—I mean the inkling we had 

that, by some happy chance, we had lighted upon a rudimentary 
form of justice from the very moment when we set about found
ing our commonwealth. Our principle that the born shoemaker or 
carpenter had better stick to his trade turns out to have been an 
adumbration of justice; and that is why it has helped us. But in 
reality justice, though evidently analogous to this principle, is not a 
matter of external behaviour, but of the inward self and of attend

THE DEFINITION OF JUSTICE 141
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ing to all that is, in the fullest sense, a man’s proper concern. The 
just man does not allow the several elements in his soul to usurp 
one another’s functions; he is indeed one who sets his house in 
order, by self-mastery and discipline coming to be at peace with 
himself, and bringing into tune those three parts, like the terms 
in the proportion of a musical scale, the highest and lowest notes 
and the mean between them, with all the intermediate intervals. 
Only when he has linked these parts together in well-tempered 
harmony and has made himself one man instead of many, will he 
Be ready to go about whatever he may have to do, whether it be 
making money and satisfying bodily wants, or business transac
tions, or the affairs of state. In all these fields when he speaks of 
just and honourable conduct, he will mean the behaviour that 
helps to produce and to preserve this habit of mind; and by wis
dom he will mean the knowledge which presides over such con
duct. Any action which tends to break down this habit will be for 
him unjust; and the notions governing it he will call ignorance 
and folly.

That is perfectly true, Socrates.
Good, said I. I believe we should not be thought altogether mis

taken, if we claimed to have discovered the just man and the just 
state, and wherein their justice consists.

Indeed we should not.
Shall we make that claim, then?
Yes, we will.

So be it, said I. Next, I suppose, we have to consider injustice.
Evidently.
This must surely be a sort of civil strife among the three ele

ments, whereby they usurp and encroach upon one another’s func
tions and some one part of the soul rises up in rebellion against 
the 'whole, claiming a supremacy to which it has no right because 
its nature fits it only to be the servant of the ruling principle. Such 
turmoil and aberration we shall, I think, identify with injustice, 
intemperance, cowardice, ignorance, and in a word with all wicked
ness.

Exactly.
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And now that we know the nature of justice and injustice, we 
can be equally clear about what is meant by acting justly and again 
by unjust action and wrongdoing.

How do you mean?
Plainly, they are exactly analogous to those wholesome and un

wholesome activities which respectively produce a healthy or un
healthy condition in the body; in the same way just and unjust 
conduct produce a just or unjust character. Justice is produced in 
the soul, like health in the body, by establishing the elements con
cerned in their natural relations of control and subordination, 
whereas injustice is like disease and means that this natural order 
is inverted.

Quite so.
It appears, then, that virtue is as it were the health and comeli

ness and well-being of the soul, as wickedness is disease, deformity, 
and weakness.

True.
And also that virtue and wickedness are brought about by one’s 

way of life, honourable or disgraceful.
That follows.
So now it only remains to consider which is the more profitable 

course: to do right and live honourably and be just, whether or 
not anyone knows what manner of man you are, or to do wrong 
and be unjust, provided that you can escape the chastisement which 
might make you a better man.

But really, Socrates, it seems to me ridiculous to ask that ques
tion now that the nature of justice and'injustice has been brought 
to light. People think that all the luxury and wealth and power 
in the world cannot make life worth living when the bodily con
stitution is going to rack and ruin; and are we to believe that, when 
the very principle whereby we live is deranged and corrupted, life 
will be worth living so long as a man can do as he will, and wills 
to do anything rather than to free himself from vice and wrong
doing and to win justice and virtue?

Yes, I replied, it is a ridiculous question.
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This topic is introduced as if it were a digression. Socrates is in
terrupted as he starts upon a description of the degenerate types 
of constitution and human character, which is not resumed till 
Chapter XXIX.

Nevertheless, I continued, we are now within sight o£ the clearest 
possible proof of our conclusions, and we ought not to slacken our 
efforts.

No, anything rather than that.
If you will take your stand with me, then, on this point of 

vantage to which we have climbed, you shall see all the forms that 
evil takes, or at least all that it seems worth while to look at.

Lead the way and tell me what you see.
What I see is that, whereas there is only one form of excellence, 

imperfection exists in innumerable shapes, of which there are four 
that specially deserve notice.

What do you mean?
It looks as if there were as many types of character as there are 

distinct varieties of political constitution.
How many?
Five of each.
Will you define them?
Yes, I said. One form of constitution will be the form we have 

been describing, though it may be called by two names: monarchy, 
when there is one man who stands out above the rest of the Rulers; 
aristocracy, when there are more than one.1 

True.
That, then, I regard as a single form; for, so long as they observe 

our principles of upbringing and education, whether the Rulers be 
one or more, they will not subvert the important institutions in 
our commonwealth.

Naturally not.
Such, then, is the type of state or constitution that I call good 

and right, and the corresponding type of man. By this standard,
i The question whether wisdom rules in the person of one man or of several is 

unimportant. In the sequel the ideal constitution is called kingship or aristocracy 
(the rule of the best) indifferently. Cf. 540 n, p. 262, and 587 »> P- 315 f-
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like this. You want to start, all over again, on an enormous subject, 
just as I was rejoicing at the idea that we had done with this form 
of constitution. I was only too glad that my casual remark should 
be allowed to pass. And now, when you demand an explanation, 
you little know what a swarm of questions you are stirring up. I 
let it alone, because I foresaw no end of trouble.

Well, said Thrasymachus, what do you think we came here for— 
to play pitch-and-toss or to listen to a discussion?

A discussion, no doubt, I replied; but within limits.
No man of sense, said Glaucon, would think the whole of life 

too long to spend on questions of this importance. But never mind 
about us; don’t be faint-hearted yourself. Tell us what you think 
about this question: how our Guardians are to have wives and chil
dren in common, and how they will bring up the young in the 
interval between their birth and education, which is thought to be 
the most difficult time of all. Do try to explain how all this is to 
be arranged.

I wish it were as easy as you seem to think, I replied. These ar
rangements are even more open to doubt than any we have so far 
discussed. It may be questioned whether the plan is feasible, and 
even if entirely feasible, whether it would be for the best. So I 
have some hesitation in touching on what may seem to be an idle 
dream.

You need not hesitate, he replied. This is not an unsympathedc 
audience; we are neither incredulous nor hostile.

Thank you, I said; I suppose that remark is meant to be encour
aging.

Certainly it is.
Well, I said, it has just the opposite effect. You would do well 

to encourage me, if I had any faith in my own understanding of 
these matters. If one knows the truth, there is no risk to be feared 
in speaking about the things one has most at heart among intelli
gent friends; but if one is still in the position of a doubting in
quirer, as I am now, talking becomes a slippery venture. Not that 
I am afraid of being laughed at—that would be childish—but I am 
afraid I may miss my footing just where a false step is most to be

147
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They are expected to take their full share, except that we treat 
them as not quite so strong.

Can you employ any creature for the same work as another, if 
you do not give them both the same upbringing and education?

No.
Then, if we are to set women to the same tasks as men, we must 

teach them the same things. They must have the same two branches 
of training for mind and body and also be taught the art of war, 
and they must receive the same treatment.

That seems to follow.
Possibly, if these proposals were carried out, they might be ridi

culed as involving a good many breaches of custom.
They might indeed.
The most ridiculous—don’t you think?—being the notion of 

women exercising naked along with the men in the wrestling- 
schools; some of them elderly women too, like the old men who 
still have a passion for exercise when they are wrinkled and not 
very agreeable to look at.

Yes, that would be thought laughable, according to our present 
notions.

Now we have started on this subject, we must not be frightened 
of the many witticisms that might be aimed at such a revolution, 
not only in the matter of bodily exercise but in the training of 
women’s minds, and not least when it comes to their bearing arms 
and riding on horseback. Having begun upon these rules, we must 
not draw back from the harsher provisions. The wits may be asked 
to stop being witty and try to be serious; and we may remind them 
that it is not so long since the Greeks, like most foreign nations 
of the present day, thought it ridiculous and shameful for men 
to be seen naked. When gymnastic exercises were first introduced 
in Crete and later at Sparta, the humorists had their chance to 
make fun of them; but when experience had shown that naked
ness is better uncovered than muffled up, the laughter died down 
and a practice which the reason approved ceased to look ridiculous 
to the eye. This shows how idle it is to think anything ludicrous 
but what is base. One who tries to raise a laugh at any spectacle

149
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try if we can reach the shore, hoping for some Arion’s dolphin 
or other miraculous deliverance to bring us safe to land.1

I suppose so.
Come then, let us see if we can find the way out. We did agree 

that different natures should have different occupations, and that 
the natures of man and woman are different; and yet we are now 
saying that these different natures are to have the same occupations. 
Is that the charge against us?

Exactly.
It is extraordinary, Glaucon, what an effect the practice of de

bating has upon people.
Why do you say that?
Because they often seem to fall unconsciously into mere disputes 

which they mistake for reasonable argument, through being unable 
to draw the distinctions proper to their subject; and so, instead of 
a philosophical exchange of ideas, they go off in chase of contra
dictions which are purely verbal.

I know that happens to many people; but does it apply to us at 
this moment?

Absolutely. At least I am afraid we are slipping unconsciously 
into a dispute about words. We have been strenuously insisting 
on the letter of our principle that different natures should not have 
the same occupations, as if we were scoring a point in a debate; 
but we have altogether neglected to consider what sort of same
ness or difference we meant and in what respect these natures and 
occupations were to be defined as different or the same. Conse
quently, we might very well be asking one another whether there 
is not an opposition in nature between bald and long-haired men, 
and, when that was admitted, forbid one set to be shoemakers, if 
the other were following that trade.

That would be absurd.
Yes, but only because we never meant any and every sort of 

sameness or difference in nature, but the sort that was relevant 
to the occupations in question. We meant, for instance, that a man 
and a woman have the same nature if both have a talent for medi-

1 The musician Arion, to escape the treachery of Corinthian sailors, leapt into the 
sea and was carried ashore at Taenarum by a dolphin, Herod, i. 24.
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cine; whereas two men have different natures if one is a born 
physician, the other a born carpenter.

Yes, of course.
If, then, we find that either the male sex or the female is spe

cially qualified for any particular form of occupation, then that 
occupation, we shall say, ought to be assigned to one sex or the 
other. But if the only difference appears to be that the male begets 
and the female brings forth, we shall conclude that no difference 
between man and woman has yet been produced that is relevant 
to our purpose. We shall continue to think it proper for our Guard
ians and their wives to share in the same pursuits.

And quite rightly.
The next thing will be to ask our opponent to name any pro

fession or occupation in civic life for the purposes of which 
woman’s nature is different from man’s.

That is a fair question.
He might reply, as you did just now, that it is not easy to find 

a satisfactory answer on the spur of the moment, but that there 
would be no difficulty after a little reflection.

Perhaps.
Suppose, then, we invite him to follow us and see if we can con

vince him that there is no occupation concerned with the man
agement of social affairs that is peculiar to women. We will con
front him with a question: When you speak of a man having a 
natural talent for something, do you mean that he finds it easy to 
learn, and after a little instruction can find out much more for 
himself; whereas a man who is not so gifted learns with difficulty 
and no amount of instruction and practice will make him even re
member what he has been taught? Is the talented man one whose 
bodily powers are readily at the service of his mind, instead of being 
a hindrance? Are not these the marks by which you distinguish 
the presence of a natural gift for any pursuit?

Yes, precisely.
Now do you know of any human occupation in which the male 

sex is not superior to the female in all these respects ? Need I waste 
time over exceptions like weaving and watching over saucepans

<X' s-wJUA i-SAA-'v. O*. /
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was not impossible or visionary, since it was in accordance with 
nature. Rather, the contrary practice which now prevails turns out 
to be unnatural.

So it appears.
Well, we set out to inquire whether the plan we proposed was 

feasible and also the best. That it is feasible is now agreed; we 
must next settle whether it is the best.

Obviously.
Now, for the purpose of producing a woman fit to be a Guard

ian, we shall not have one education for men and another for 
women, precisely because the nature to be taken in hand is the 
same.

True.
What is your opinion on the question of one man being better 

than another? Do you think there is no such difference?
Certainly I do not.
And in this commonwealth of ours which will prove the better 

men—the Guardians who have received the education we de
scribed, or the shoemakers who have been trained to make shoes?

It is absurd to ask such a question.
Very well. So these Guardians will be the best of all the citizens?
By far.
And these women the best of all the women?
Yes.
Can anything be better for a commonwealth than to produce in 

it men and women of the best possible type?
No.
And that result will be brought about by such a system of men

tal and bodily training as we have described?
Surely.
We may conclude that the institution we proposed was not only 

practicable, but also the best for the commonwealth.
Yes.
The wives of our Guardians, then, must strip for exercise, since

I54

1 The elementary education of Chap. IX will be open to all citizens, but pre
sumably carried further (to the age of 17 or 18, see p. 259) in the case of those 
who show special promise.
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they will be clothed with virtue, and they must take their share in 
war and in the other social duties of guardianship. They are to 
have no other occupation; and in these duties the lighter part must 
fall to the women, because of the weakness of their sex. The man 
who laughs at naked women, exercising their bodies for the best of 
reasons, is like one that ‘gathers fruit unripe,’1 for he does not 
know what it is that he is laughing at or what he is doing. There 
will never be a finer saying than the one which declares that what
ever does good should be held in honour, and the only shame is 
in doing harm.

That is perfectly true.
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ABOLITION OF THE FAMILY FOR THE GUARDIANS

The principle, ‘Friends have all things in common’, is now applied 
by abolishing private homes and families for the Guardians {only), 
so that they may form a single family. The chief aims are: (1) to 
breed and rear children of the highest type by the eugenic methods 
used in breeding domestic animals; (2) to free the Guardians from 
the temptation to prefer family interests to those of the whole com
munity; (3) to ensure the greatest possible unity in the state? There 
must be no private property in women ai}d children. It is in this 
negative sense that wives and children are to be held in common; 
anything li\e promiscuity would defeat the eugenic purpose even 
more than it is now defeated where individuals are allowed free 
choice of partners. Hence sexual intercourse is to be more strictly 
controlled and limited by the Rulers than it has ever been in civ
ilized society—a fact which has escaped some hasty readers of in-

1 An adapted quotation from Pindar (frag. 209, Schr.).
2 Herodotus iv. 104 records that a northern people, the Agathyrsi, held their 

women in common, in order that they might all be brothers and kinsmen and have 
no envy or hatred towards one another. In the Laws, 739 b, Plato maintains that 
complete communism, extended to die whole state, would be ideal. But as a practical 
proposal he abandons it even for the Rulers.
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Clearly, then, we must have marriages, as sacred as we can make 
them; and this sanctity will attach to those which yield the best 
results.1

Certainly.
How are we to get the best results? You must tell me, Glaucon, 

because I see you keep sporting dogs and a great many game birds 
at your house; and there is something about their mating and 
breeding that you must have noticed.

What is that?
In the first place, though they may all be of good stock, are 

there not some that turn out to be better than the rest?
There are.
And do you breed from all indiscriminately? Are you not care

ful to breed from the best so far as you can?
Yes.
And from those in their prime, rather than the very young or 

the very old?
Yes.
Otherwise, the stock of your birds or dogs would deteriorate 

very much, wouldn’t it?
It would.
And the same is true of horses or of any animal?
It would be very strange if it were not.
Dear me, said I; we shall need consummate skill in our Rulers, 

if it is also true of the human race.
Well, it is true. But why must they be so skilful?
Because they will have to administer a large dose of that medi

cine we spoke of earlier.2 An ordinary doctor is thought good 
enough for a patient who will submit to be dieted and can do 
without medicine; but he must be much more of a man if drugs 
are required.

True, but how does that apply?
It applies to our Rulers: it seems they will have to give their sub

jects a considerable dose of imposition and deception for their good.
1In the Laws ‘Plato’s view of marriage is very far from being merely physical. 

It has its moral and even its religious side’ (Barker, Greek, Political Theory, 329).
2 At 389 b (p. 78).
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We said, if you remember, that such expedients would be useful 
as a sort of medicine.

Yes, a very sound principle.
Well, it looks as if this sound principle will play no small part 

in this matter of marriage and child-bearing.
How so?
It follows from what we have just said that, if we are to keep 

our flock at the highest pitch of excellence, there should be as 
many unions of the best of both sexes, and as few of the inferior, 
as possible, and that only the offspring of the better unions should 
be kept.1 And again, no one but the Rulers must know how all 
this is being effected; otherwise our herd of Guardians may be
come rebellious.

Quite true.
We must, then, institute certain festivals at which we shall bring 

together the brides and the bridegrooms. There will be sacrifices, 
and our poets will write songs befitting the occasion. The number 
of marriages we shall leave to the Rulers’ discretion. They will 
aim at keeping the number of the citizens as constant as possible, 
having regard to losses caused by war, epidemics, and so on; and 
they must do their best to see that our state does not become either 
great or small.2

Very good.

1 That is, ‘kept as Guardians* The inferior children of Guardians were to be
‘dirust out among the craftsmen and farmers’ (415 c, p. 107), and this is repeated 
at Timaeus 19A. A breeder of race-horses would (a common meaning of
TQEtpstv) the best foals, but not kill the rest.

2 Plato seems to forget that these rules apply only to Guardians. If the much 
larger third class is to breed without restriction, a substantial rise in their numbers 
might entail suspension of all childbirth among Guardians, with a dysgenic effect. 
Plato, however, feared a decline, rather than a rise, in the birth-rate. (The state de
scribed in the Laws is always to have 5,040 citizens, each holding one inalienable 
lot of land.)

The ‘number of marriages’ may include both the number of candidates admitted 
at each festival and the frequency of the festivals. But it is perhaps likely that the 
festivals are to be annual, so that women who had borne children since the last 
festival would be re-marriageable. If so, at each festival a fresh group will be called 
up, consisting of all who have reached the age of 25 for men or 20 for women since 
the previous festival. Some or all of these will be paired with one another or with 
members of older groups. The couples will cohabit during the festival, which might
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I think they will have to invent some ingenious system of draw- 
ing lots, so that, at each pairing off, the inferior candidate may 
blame his luck rather than the Rulers.

Yes, certainly.
Moreover, young men who acquit themselves well in war and 

other duties, should be given, among other rewards and privileges, 
more liberal opportunities to sleep with a wife,1 for the further 
purpose that, with good excuse, as many as possible of the children 
may be begotten of such fathers.

Yes.
As soon as children are born, they will be taken in charge by of

ficers appointed for the purpose, who may be men or women or 
both, since offices are to be shared by both sexes. The children of 
the better parents they will carry to the creche to be reared in the 
care of nurses living apart in a certain quarter of the city. Those of 
the inferior parents and any children of the rest that are born de
fective will be hidden away, in some appropriate manner that must 
be kept secret.2

They must be, if the breed of our Guardians is to be kept pure.
These officers will also superintend the nursing of the children. 

They will bring the mothers to the creche when their breasts are 
full, while taking every precaution that no mother shall know 
her own child; and if the mothers have not enough milk, they will 
provide wet-nurses. They will limit the time during which the 
mothers will suckle their children, and hand over all the hard 
work and sitting up at night to nurses and attendants.

That will make child-bearing an easy business for the Guardians’ 
wives.

So it should be. To go on with our scheme: we said that chil-
last (say) for a month. The marriages will then be dissolved and the partners remain 
celibate until the next festival at earliest. This follows from the statement at 461 d 
(p. 162) that the resulting batch of children will all be born between 7 and 10 
months after the festival.

1 Not to have several wives at once, but to be admitted at more frequent intervals 
to the periodic marriage festivals, not necessarily with a different wife each time.

Infanticide of defective children was practised at Sparta; but the vague expres* 
sion used does not imply that all children of inferior Guardians are to be destroyed. 
Those not defective would be relegated to the third class. Promotion of children 
from that class was provided for at 415 c (p. 107).
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This, then, Glaucon, is the manner in which the Guardians of 
your commonwealth are to hold their wives and children in com
mon. Must we not next find arguments to establish that it is con
sistent with our other institutions and also by far the best plan?

Yes, surely.
We had better begin by asking what is the greatest good at which 

the lawgiver should aim in laying down the constitution of a state, 
and what is the worst evil. We can then consider whether our pro
posals are in keeping with that good and irreconcilable with the 
evil.

By all means.
Does not the worst evil for a state arise from anything that tends 

to rend it asunder and destroy its unity, while nothing does it more 
good than whatever tends to bind it together and make it one?

That is true.
And are not citizens bound together by sharing in the same 

pleasures and pains, all feeling glad or grieved on the same occa
sions of gain or loss; whereas the bond is broken when such feel
ings are no longer universal, but any event of public or personal 
concern fills some with joy and others with distress?

Certainly.
And this disunion comes about when the words ‘mine’ and ‘not 

mine,’ ‘another’s’ and ‘not another’s’ are not applied to the same 
things throughout the community. The best ordered state will be 
the one in which the largest number of. persons use these terms 
in the same sense, and which accordingly most nearly resembles a 
single person. When one of us hurts his finger, the whole extent 
of those bodily connexions which are gathered up in the soul and 
unified by its ruling element is made aware and it all shares as a

did not. If (as seems likely) they did know, they could avoid arranging such mar
riages without invoking an oracle to negative their own proposals. If they did not 
(though it would be folly to keep no registers if any incest was to be avoided), 
then how could the Oracle know? Granted that Plato did not hold marriage of 
brothers and sisters to be incestuous, the Rulers could sometimes knowingly arrange 
such marriages. The Oracle might be asked once for all to approve the whole scheme 
of marriage laws, or it might be formally invoked at each festival. If it raised no 
objection, the Rulers would be protected from any charge of violating religious law.
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whole in the pain of the suffering part; hence we say that the man 
has a pain in his finger. The same thing is true of the pain or 
pleasure felt when any other part of the person suffers or is re
lieved.

Yes; I agree that the best organized community comes nearest 
to that condition.

And so it will recognize as a part of itself the individual citizen 
to whom good or evil happens, and will share as a whole in his joy 
or sorrow.

It must, if the constitution is sound.
It is time now to go back to our own commonwealth and see 

whether these conclusions apply to it more than to any other type 
of state. In all alike there are rulers and common people, all of 
whom will call one another fellow citizens.

Yes.
But in other states the people have another name as well for 

their rulers, haven’t they?
Yes; in most they call them masters; in democracies, simply the 

government.
And in ours?
The people will look upon their rulers as preservers and pro

tectors.
And how will our rulers regard the people?
As those who maintain them and pay them wages.
And elsewhere?
As slaves.
And what do rulers elsewhere call one another?
Colleagues.
And ours?
Fellow Guardians.
And in other states may not a ruler regard one colleague as a 

friend in whom he has an interest, and another as a stranger with 
whom he has nothing in common?

Yes, that often happens.
But that could not be so with your Guardians? None of them 

could ever treat a fellow Guardian as a stranger.
Certainly not. He must regard everyone whom he meets as
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true character; and our present proposals will do still more to 
make them genuine Guardians. They will not rend the community 
asunder by each applying that word ‘mine’ to different things and 
dragging off whatever he can get for himself into a private home, 
where he will have his separate family, forming a centre of ex
clusive joys and sorrows. Rather they will all, so far as may be, 
feel together and aim at the same ends, because they are convinced 
that all their interests are identical.

Quite so.
Again, if a man’s person is his only private possession, law

suits and prosecutions will all but vanish, and they will be free 
of those quarrels that arise from ownership of property and from 
having family ties. Nor would they be justified even in bringing 
actions for assault and outrage; for we shall pronounce it right 
and honourable for a man to defend himself against an assailant 
of his own age, and in that way they will be compelled to keep 
themselves fit.

That would be a sound law.
And it would also have the advantage that, if a man’s anger can 

be satisfied in this way, a fit of passion is less likely to grow into 
a serious quarrel.

True.
But an older man will be given authority over all younger per

sons and power to correct them; whereas the younger will, natu
rally, not dare to strike the elder or do him any violence, except 
by command of a Ruler. He will not show him any sort of dis
respect. Two guardian spirits, fear and reverence, will be enough 
to restrain him—reverence forbidding him to lay hands on a par
ent, and fear of all those others who as sons or brothers or fathers 
would come to the rescue.

Yes, that will be the result.
So our laws will secure that these men will live in complete peace 

with one another; and if they never quarrel among themselves, 
there is no fear of the rest of the community being divided either 
against them or against itself.1

No.
1 Cf. 545 d (p. 269): ‘Revolution always starts from the outbreak of internal 

dissension in the ruling class.’
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ject, could reach perfection, they would only be realizing all that 
their nature aims at being and might conceivably be. Further, 
the realm of ideals is the real world, unchanging and eternal, which 
can be hjiown by thought. The visible and tangible things com
monly called real are only a realm of fleeting appearance, where 
the ideal is imperfectly manifested in various degrees of approxi
mation. This contrast will be drawn in Chapter XIX.

An ideal has an indispensable value for practice, in that thought 
thereby gives to action its right aim. So, instead of proving that the 
ideal state or man can exist here, it is enough to discover the least 
change, within the bounds of possibility, that would bring the 
actual state nearest to the ideal. This change would be the union, 
in the same persons, of political power and the love of wisdom, so 
as to close the gulf, which had been growing wider since the age 
of Pericles, between the men of thought and the men of action. 
The corresponding change in the individual is the supremacy of 
the reason, the divine element in man, over the rest of our nature.

But really, Socrates, Glaucon continued, if you are allowed to go 
on like this, I am afraid you will forget all about the question you 
thrust aside some time ago: whether a society so constituted can 
ever come into existence, and if so, how. No doubt, if it did exist, 
all manner of good things would come about. I can even add some 
that you have passed over. Men who acknowledged one another 
as fathers, sons, or brothers and always used those names among 
themselves would never desert one another; so they would fight 
with unequalled bravery. And if their womenfolk went out with 
them to war, either in the ranks or drawn up in the rear to intimi
date the enemy and act as a reserve in case of need, I am sure all 
this would make them invincible. At home, too, I can see many 
advantages you have not mentioned. But, since I admit that our 
commonwealth would have all these merits and any number more, 
if once it came into existence, you need not describe it in further 
detail. All we have now to do is to convince ourselves that it can

MA!
be brought into being and how.

This is a very sudden onslaught, said I; you have no mercy on 
my shilly-shallying. Perhaps you do not realize that, after I have
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barely escaped the first two waves,1 the third, which you are now 
bringing down upon me, is the most formidable of all. When you 
have seen what it is like and heard my reply, you will be ready to 
excuse the very natural fears which made me shrink from putting 
forward such a paradox for discussion.

The more you talk like that, he said, the less we shall be will
ing to let you off from telling us how this constitution can come 
into existence; so you had better waste no more time.

Well, said I, let me begin by reminding you that what brought 
us to this point was our inquiry into the nature of justice and 
injustice.

True; but what of that?
Merely this: suppose we do find out what justice is,2 are we go- 

ing to demand that a man who is just shall have a character which 
exactly corresponds in every respect to the ideal of justice? Or shall 
we be satisfied if he comes as near to the ideal as possible and has 
in him a larger measure of that quality than the rest of the world?

That will satisfy me.
If so,^whenjve set out to discover the essential nature of justice 

and injustice and what a perfectly just and a perfectly unjust man 
would be like, supposing them to exist,, our purpose was to use 
them as ideal patterns: we were to observe the degree of happiness 
or unhappiness that each exhibited, and to draw the necessary in
ference that our own destiny would be like that of the one we most 
resembled. We did not set out to show that these ideals could 
exist in fact.

That is true.
Then suppose a painter had drawn an ideally beautiful figure 

complete to the last touch, would you think any the worse of him, 
if he could not show that a person as beautiful as that could exist?

No, I should not.
Well, we have been constructing in discourse the pattern of an
1 The equality of women (Chap. XV) and the abolition of the family (Chap.

XVI). The wave metaphor was introduced at 457 b, p. 156.

2 Justice, as a ‘civic’ virtue, has been defined in Chaps. XII and XIV; but the 
wise man’s virtue, based on knowledge, has still to be described.«/ P f. mnc* ■
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ideal state. Is our theory any the worse, if we cannot prove it pos
sible that a state so organized should be actually founded?

Surely not.
That, then, is the truth of the matter. But if, for your satisfaction, 

I am to do my best to show under what conditions our ideal would 
have the best chance of being realized, I must ask you once more 
to admit that the same principle applies here. Can theory ever be 
fully realized in practice? Is it not in the nature of things that 
action should come less close to truth than thought? People may 
not think so; but do you agree or not? <{

I do.
Then you must not insist upon my showing that this construc

tion we have traced in thought could be reproduced in fact down 
to the last detail. You must admit that we shall have found a way 
to meet your demand for realization, if we can discover how a 
state might be constituted in the closest accordance with our de
scription. Will not that content you? It would be enough for me.

And for me too.

Xi ■

Then our next attempt, it seems, must be to point out what de
fect in the working of existing states prevents them from being so 
organized, and what is the least change that would effect a trans
formation into this type of government—a single change if possible, 
or perhaps two; at any rate let us make the changes as few and 
insignificant as may be.

By all means.
Well, there is one change which, as I believe we can show, 

would bring about this revolution—not a small change, certainly, 
nor an easy one, but possible.

What is it?
I have now to confront what we called the third and greatest 

wave. But I must state my paradox, even though the wave should- 
break in laughter over my head and drown me in ignominy. Now 
mark what I am going to say.

Go on.
Unless either philosophers become kings in their countries or 

/those who are now called kings and rulers come to be sufficiently
t

inspired widi a genuine desire for wisdom; unless, that is to say, 
political power and philosophy meet together, while the many na
tures who now go their several ways in the one or the other di
rection are forcibly debarred from doing so, there can be no rest 
from troubles, my dear Glaucon, for states, nor yet, as I believe, 
for all mankind; nor can this commonwealth which we have imag
ined ever till then see the light of day and grow to its full stature.
This it was that I have so long hung back from saying; I knew 
what a paradox it would be, because it is hard to see that there 
is no other way of happiness either for the state or for the indi
vidual.

Socrates, exclaimed Glaucon, after delivering yourself of such a 
pronouncement as that, you must expect a whole multitude of by 
no means contemptible assailants to fling off their coats, snatch 7 A 
up the handiest weapon, and make a rush at you, breathing fire 
and slaughter. If you cannot find arguments to beat them off and 
make your escape, you will learn what it means to be the target 
of scorn and derision.

Well, it was you who got me into this trouble.
Yes, and a good thing too. However, I will not leave you in 

the lurch. You shall have my friendly encouragement for what it 
is worth; and perhaps you may find me more complaisant than 
some would be in answering your questions. With such harking 
you must try to convince the unbelievers.

I will, now that I have such a powerful ally.
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CHAPTER XIX (v. 474 B-480)

DEFINITION OF THE PHILOSOPHER. THE TWO WORLDS

The word ‘philosophy’ originally meant curiosity, the desire for 
fresh experience, such as led Solon to travel and see the world 
(Herod, i. 30), or the pursuit of intellectual culture, as in Pericles’ 
speech: ‘We cultivate the mind (cpiAooocpo'upsv) without loss of 
manliness’ (Thuc. ii. 40). This sense has to be excluded: the Rulers
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are not to be dilettanti or mere amateurs of the arts. They are to 
desire \nowledge of the whole of truth and reality, and hence of 
the world of essential Forms, in contrast with the world of appear
ances.

The doctrine of Forms is here more explicitly invoked. Corre
sponding to the two worlds, the mind has two faculties: Knowl
edge of the real and Belief in appearances (doxa). Faculties can be 
distinguished only by (i) the states of mind they produce, and (2) 
their fields of objects. By both tests Knowledge and Belief differ. 
(1) Knowledge is infallible {there is no false knowledge')', Belief 
may be true or false. (2) Knowledge, by definition, is of unique, 
unchanging objects, fust in this respect the Forms resemble the 
laws of nature sought by modern natural science: a law is an un
seen intelligible principle, a unity underlying an unlimited multi
plicity of similar phenomena, and supposed to be unalterable. The 
Forms, however, are not laws of the sequence or coexistence of 
phenomena, but ideals or patterns, which have a real existence in
dependent of our minds1 and of which the many individual things 
called by their names in the world of appearances are like images 
or reflections. If we are disposed, with Aristotle, to deny that Pla
tonic Forms or ideals ‘exist apart from’ individual things in the vis
ible world, we should remember that the essence of the doctrine is 
the conviction that the differences between good and evil, right and 
wrong, true and false, beautiful and ugly, are absolute, not ‘rela
tive’ to the customs or tastes or desires of individual men or social 
groups. We can \now them or {as is commonly the case) not \now 
them; they cannot change or vary from place to place or from time 
to time. This conviction has been, and is, held by many who can
not accept, at its face value, Plato’s mode of expressing it.

A Form, such as Beauty itself, excludes its opposite, Ugliness: it 
can never be or become ugly. But any particular beautiful thing 
may be also ugly in some aspects or situations: it may cease to be 
beautiful and become ugly; it may seem beautiful to me, ugly to 
you; and it must begin and cease to exist in time. Such things can
not be objects of knowledge- Our apprehension of these many

1 Hence most modern critics avoid the term ‘Idea,’ though this is Plato’s word, 
because it now suggests a thought existing only ‘in our minds.’
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changing things is here called doxa and compared to dream ex
perience, which is neither wholly real nor utterly non-existent. 
Doxa is usually rendered by ‘Opinion: Here ‘Belief is preferred as 
having a corresponding verb which, unlike ‘opine; is in common 
use. But both terms are inadequate. Doxa and its cognates denote 
our apprehension of anything that ‘seems’: (1) what seems to exist, 
sensible appearances, phenomena; (2) what seems true, opinions, 
beliefs whether really true or false; (3) what seems right, legal 
and deliberative decisions, and the ‘many conventional notions’ of 
current morality (479 d, p. 188), which vary from place to place 
and from time to time. The amateur of the arts and the politician 
live m the twilight realm of these fluctuating beliefs.

Now, I continued, if we are to elude those assailants you have de
scribed, we must, I think, define for them whom we mean by 
these lovers of wisdom who, we have dared to assert, ought to be 
our rulers. Once we have a clear view of their character, we shall 
be able to defend our position by pointing to some who are natu
rally fitted to combine philosophic study with political leadership, 
while the rest of the world should accept their guidance and let phi
losophy alone. --------- -P

Yes, this is the moment for a definition.
Here, then, is a line of thought which may lead to a satisfactory 

explanation. Need I remind you that a man will deserve to be 
called a lover of this or that, only if it is clear that he loves that 
thing as a whole, not merely in parts?

You must remind me, it seems; for I do not see what you mean. 
That answer would have come better from someone less sus

ceptible to love than yourself, Glaucon. You ought not to have 
forgotten that any boy in the bloom of youth will arouse some 
sting of passion in a man of your amorous temperament and seem 
worthy of his attentions. Is not this your way with your favourites ? 
You will praise a snub nose as piquant and a hooked one as giving 
a regal air, while you call a straight nose perfectly proportioned; 
the swarthy, you say, have a manly look, the fair are children of 
the gods; and what do you think is that word ‘honey-pale,’ if not 
the euphemism of some lover who had no fault to find with sal-
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lowness on the cheek of youth? In a word, you will carry pretence 
and extravagance to any length sooner than reject a single one that 
is in the flower of his prime.

If you insist on taking me as an example of how lovers behave, 
I will agree for the sake of argument.

Again, do you not see the same behaviour in people with a pas
sion for wine? They are glad of any excuse to drink wine of any 
sort. And there are the men who covet honour, who, if they cannot 
lead an army, will command a company, and if they cannot win 
the respect of important people, are glad to be looked up to by no
bodies, because they must have someone to esteem them.

Quite true.
Do you agree, then, that when we speak of a man as having a 

passion for a certain kind of thing, we mean that he has an appe
tite for everything of that kind without discrimination?

Yes.
So the philosopher, with his passion for wisdom, will be one who 

desires all wisdom, not only some part of it. If a student is par
ticular about his studies, especially while he is too young to know 
which are useful and which are not, we shall say he is no lover 
of learning or of wisdom; just as, if he were dainty about his food, 
we should say he was not hungry or fond of eating, but had a poor 
appetite. Only the man who has a taste for every sort of knowl
edge and throws himself into acquiring it with an insatiable curi
osity will deserve to be called a philosopher. Am I not right?

That description, Glaucon replied, would include a large and ill- 
assorted company. It is;curiosity, I suppose, and a delight in fresh 
experience that gives sSme people a passion for all that is to be 
seen and heard at theatrical and musical performances. But they 
are a queer set to reckon among philosophers, considering that they 
would never go near anything like a philosophical discussion, 
though they run round at all the Dionysiac festivals in town or 
country as if they were under contract to listen to every company 
of performers without fail. Will curiosity entitle all these enthusi
asts, not to mention amateurs of the minor arts, to be called phi
losophers ?
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Certainly not; though they have a certain counterfeit resem- ^7 
blance.

And whom do you mean by the genuine philosophers?
Those whose passion it is to see the truth. ¥ Y /
That must be so; but will you explain?
It would not be easy to explain to everyone; but you, I believe, 

will grant my premiss.
Which is----- ?
That sinccjqeauty and ugliness are opposite, they are two things; 

and consequently "each of them is one. The same holds of justice 
and injustice, good and bad, and all the essential Forms: each in 
itself is one; but they manifest themselves in a great variety of 
combinations, with actions, with material things, and with one an
other, and so each seems to be many.1

That is true.
On the strength of this premiss, then, I can distinguish your 

amateurs of the arts and men of action from the philosophers we 
are concerned with, who are alone worthy of the name.

What is your distinction?
Your lovers of sights and sounds delight in beautiful tones and 

colours and shapes and in all the works of art into which these 
enter; but they have not the power of thought to behold and to 
take delight in the nature of Beauty itself. That power to approach 
Beauty and behold it as it is in itself, is rare indeed.

Quite true. c/-* '
Now if a man believes in the existence of beautiful things, but 

not of Beauty itself, and cannot follow a guide who would lead 
him to a knowledge of it, is he not living in a dream? Consider: 
does not dreaming, whether one is awake or asleep, consist in mis
taking a semblance for the reality it resembles?

I should certainly call that dreaming.
Contrast with him the man who holds that there is such a thing 

as Beauty itself and can discern that essence as well as the things
1 At 523 a 5., p. 239 f., it is explained how confused impressions of opposite quali

ties in sense-perception provoke reflection to isolate and define the corresponding uni- 
versals or Forms.

Zv



A f'

&

• cP I" e“’V " / tr~> <.< $ ,#**-

184 CHAPTER XIX [v. 476

that partake of its character, without ever confusing the one with 
the other—is he a dreamer or living in a waking state?

He is very much awake.
So may we say that he knows, while the other has only a belief 

in appearances; and might we call their states of mind knowledge 
and belief?

Certainly. ) 0 '? ^
But this person who, we say, has only belief without knowledge 

may be aggrieved and challenge our statement. Is there any means 
of soothing his resentment and converting him gently, without 
telling him plainly that he is not in his right mind?

We surely ought to try.
Come then, consider what we are to say to him. Or shall we ask 

him a question, assuring him that, far from grudging him any 
knowledge he may have, we shall be only too glad to find that 
there is something he knows? But, we shall say, tell us this: When 
a man knows, must there not be something that he knows? Will 
you answer for him, Glaucon?

My answer will be, that there must.
Something real or unreal?
Something real; how could a thing that is unreal ever be known? 
Are we satisfied, then, on this point, from however many points 

of view we might examine it: that the perfectly real is perfectly 
q, ! ' knowable, and the utterly unreal is entirely unknowable?

Quite satisfied.
Good. Now if there is something so constituted that it both is 

and is not, will it not lie between the purely real and the utterly
unreal ?

It will. ;, y, p c C S * V
Well then, as knowledge corresponds to the real, and absence 

of knowledge necessarily to the unreal, so, to correspond to this 
intermediate thing, we must look for something between ignorance 
and knowledge, if such a thing there be.

Certainly. j 0 jdU
Is there not a thing we call belief?
Surely.
A different power from knowledge, or the same?
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Different.
Knowledge and belief, then, must have different objects, answer

ing to their respective powers.
Yes.
And knowledge has for its natural object the real—to know the 

truth about reality. However, before going further, I think we need 
a definition. Shall we distinguish under the general name of ‘fac
ulties those powers which enable us—or anything else—to do 
what we can do? Sight and hearing, for instance, are what I call 
faculties, if that will help you to see the class of things I have in 
mind.

Yes, I understand.
Then let me tell you what view I take of them. In a faculty I 

cannot find any of those qualities, such as colour or shape, which, 
in the case of many other things, enable me to distinguish one 
thing from another. I can only look to its field of objects and the 
state of mind it produces, and regard these as sufficient to identify 
it and to distinguish it from faculties which have different fields 
and produce different states. Is that how you would go to work?

Yes.
Let us go back, then, to knowledge. Would you class that as a 

faculty ?
Yes; and I should call it the most powerful of all.
And is belief also a faculty?
TFcanbe nothing else, since it is what gives us the power of be

lieving.
But a little while ago you agreed that knowledge and belief are 

not the same thing.
Yes; there could be no sense in identifying the infallible with 

the fallible.2
Good. So we are quite clear that knowledge and belief are dif

ferent things ? ,

^2 

\ V
7o w

L

L

1 The Greek here uses only the common word for ‘power’ (dy.iamis), but Plato 
is defining the special sense we express by ‘faculty.’

2 This marks one distinction between the two states of mind. Further, even if 
true, belief, unlike knowledge, is (i) produced by persuasion, not by instruction; 
(2) cannot ‘give an account’ of itself; and (3) can be shaken by persuasion 
(Timaeus 51 e).
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They are.
If so, each of them, having a different power, must have a dif

ferent field of objects.
Necessarily.
The field of knowledge being the real; and its power, the power 

of knowing the real as it is.
Yes.
Whereas belief, we say, is the power of believing. Is its object 

the same as that which knowledge knows? Can the same things 
be possible objects both of knowledge and of belief? 1

Not if we hold to the principles we agreed upon. If it is of the 
nature of a different faculty to have a different field, and if both 
knowledge and belief are faculties and, as we assert, different ones, 
it follows that the same things cannot be possible objects of both.

So if the real is the object of knowledge, the object of belief must 
be something other than the real.

Yes.
Can it be the unreal? Or is that an impossible object even for 

belief? Consider: if a man has a belief, there must be something 
before his mind; he cannot be believing nothing, can he?

No.
He is believing something, then; whereas the unreal could only 

be called nothing at all.
Certainly.
Now we said that ignorance must correspond to the unreal, 

knowledge to the real.~So what he is believing cannot be real nor 
yet unreal.

True.
Belief, then, cannot be either ignorance or knowledge.
It appears not.
Then does it lie outside and beyond these two? Is it either more 

clear and certain than knowledge or less clear and certain than 
ignorance ?

No, it is neither.
1If ‘belief bore its common meaning, we might answer, yes. But in this context 

it is essentially belief in appearances. It includes perception by the senses, and these 
can never perceive objects of thought, such as Beauty itself.

5 ( Y<n'3)
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It rather seems to you to be something more obscure than knowl
edge, but not so dark as ignorance, and so to lie between the two 
extremes ?

Quite so.
Well, we said earlier that if some object could be found such 

that it both is and at the same time is not, that object would lie 
between the perfectly real and the utterly unreal; and that the 
corresponding faculty would be neither knowledge nor ignorance, 
but a faculty to be found situated between the two.

Yes.
And now what we have found between the two is the faculty we 

call belief.
True. t/f
It seems, then, that what remains to be discovered is that object 

which can be said; both do be and not to be and cannot properly 
be called either purely real or purely unreal, if that can be found, 
we may justly call it the object of belief, and so give the inter
mediate faculty the intermediate object, while the two extreme 
objects will fall to the extreme faculties.

Yes.
On these assumptions, then, I shall call for an answer from our 

friend who denies the existence of Beauty itself or of anything 
that can be called an essential Form of Beauty remaining un
changeably in the same state for ever, though he does recognize 
the existence of beautiful things as a plurality—that lover of things 
seen who will not listen to anyone who says that Beauty is one, 
Justice is one, and so on. I shall say to him, Be so good as to tell 
us: of all these many beautiful things is there one which will not 
appear ugly? Or of these many just or righteous actions, is there 
one that will not appear unjust or unrighteous?

No, replied Glaucon, they must inevitably appear to be in some 
way both beautiful and ugly; and so with all the other terms your 
question refers to.

And again the many things which are doubles are just as much 
halves as they are doubles. And the things we call large or heavy 
have just as much right to be called small or light.
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Yes; any such thing will always have a claim to both opposite 
designations.

Then, whatever any one of these many things may be said to be, 
can you say that it absolutely is that, any more than that it is not 
that? „

They remind me of those punning riddles people ask at dinner 
parties, or the child’s puzzle about what the eunuch threw at the 
bat and what the bat was perched on.1 These things have the 
same ambiguous character, and one cannot form any stable con
ception of them either as beings or as not being, or as both being 
and not being, or as neither.

Can you think of any better way of disposing of them than by 
placing them between reality and unreality? For I suppose they 
will not appear more obscure and so less real than unreality, or 
clearer and so more real than reality.

Quite true.
It seems, then, we have discovered that the many conventional 

notions of the mass of mankind about what is beautiful or honour
able or just and so on are adrift^ in a sort of twilight between 
pure reality and pure unreality. \ — / - ,1 We have.

And we agreed earlier that, if any such object were discovered, 
it should be called the object of belief and not of knowledge. Fluc
tuating in that half-way region, it would be seized upon by the 
intermediate faculty.

Yes.
So when people have an eye for the multitude of beautiful things 

or of just actions or whatever it may be, but can neither behold 
Beauty or Justice itself nor follow a guide who would lead them 
to it, we shall say that all they have is Reliefs, without any real 
knowledge of the objects of their belief. \ 'j , CYvcTYo-' 

That follows.
But what of those who contemplate the realities themselves as
1 A man who was not a man (eunuch), seeing and not seeing (seeing imperfecdy) 

a bird that was not a bird (bat) perched on a bough that was not a bough (a reed), 
pelted and did not pelt it (aimed at it and missed) with a stone that was not a stone 
(pumice-stone).

they are for ever in the same unchanging state? Shall we not say 
that they have, not mere belief, but knowledge?

That too follows.
And, further, that their affection goes out to the objects of knowl

edge, whereas the others set their affections on the objects of belief; 
for it was they, you remember, who had a passion for the spec
tacle of beautiful colours and sounds, but would not hear of Beauty 
itself being a real thing.

I remember.
So we may fairly call them lovers of belief rather than of wis

dom—not philosophical, in fact, but philodoxical. Will they be 
seriously annoyed by that description?

Not if they will listen to my advice. No one ought to take offence 
at the truth.

The name of philosopher, then, will be reserved for those whose 
affections are set, in every case, on the reality.

By all means.
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CHAPTER XX (vi. 484 A-487 a)

THE PHILOSOPHER’S FITNESS TO RULE

The above definition of the philosopher might suggest an unprac
tical head-in-air, unfit to control life in the state. But the qualities 
most valuable in a ruler will follow naturally from the master 
passion for truth in a nature of the type described earlier (Chap. 
X), when it is perfected by time and education.

So at last, Glaucon, after this long and weary way, we have come 
to see ..who are the philosophers and who are not.

I doubt if the way could have been shortened.
Apparently not. I think, however, that we might have gained a 

still clearer view, if this had been the only topic to be discussed; 
but there are so many others awaiting us, if we mean to discover 
in what wavs the just life is better than the unjust.
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Which arc we to take up now?
Surely the one that follows next in order. Since the philosophers 

are those who can apprehend the eternal and unchanging, while 
those who cannot do so, but are lost in the mazes of multiplicity 
and change, are not philosophers, which of the two ought to be in 
control of a state?

I wonder what would be a reasonable solution.
To establish as Guardians whichever of the two appear compe

tent to guard the laws and ways of life in society.
True.
Well, there can be no question whether a guardian who is to 

keep watch over anything needs to be keen-sighted or blind. And 
is not blindness precisely the condition of men who are entirely 
cut off from knowledge of any reality, and have in their soul no 
clear pattern of perfect truth, which they might study in every de
tail and constantly refer to, as a painter looks at his model, before 
they proceed to embody notions of justice, honour, and goodness 
in earthly institutions or, in their character of Guardians, to pre
serve such institutions as already exist?

Certainly such a condition is very like blindness.
Shall we, then, make such as these our Guardians in preference 

to men who, besides their knowledge of realities, are in no way 
inferior to them in experience and in every excellence of character?

It would be absurd not to choose the philosophers, whose knowl
edge is perhaps their greatest point of superiority, provided they do 
not lack those other qualifications.

What we have to explain, then, is how those qualifications can 
be combined in the same persons with philosophy.

Certainly! ~
The first thing, as we said at the outset, is to get a clear view 

if of their inborn disposition.1 When we are satisfied on that head, 
I think we shall agree that such a combination of qualities is pos
sible and that we need look no further for men fit to be in con- 
trol of a commonwealth. One trait of the philosophic nature we 
may take as already granted: a constant passion for any knowledge

1 The subject of the present chapter. The next will explain why the other quali
fications. of experience and character, are too often lacking.

//
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that will reveal to them something of that reality which endures 
for ever and is not always passing into and out of existence. And, 
we may add, their desire is to know the whole of that reality; 
they will not willingly renounce any part of it as relatively small 
and insignificant, as we said before when we compared them to the 
lover and to the man who covets honour.

True.
Is there not another trait which the nature we are seeking cannot 

fail to possess—truthfulness, a love of truth and a hatred of false- - 
hood that will not tolerate untruth in any form?

Yes, it is natural to expect that.
It is not merely natural, but entirely necessary that an instinctive 

passion for any object should extend to all that is closely akin to 
it; and there is nothing more closely akin to wisdom than truth.
So the, same nature cannot love wisdom and falsehood; the genu- j/T ? V 
ine lover of knowledge cannot fail, from his youth up, to strive 
after the whole of truth.

I perfectly agree.
Now we surely know that when a man’s desires set strongly in 

one direction, in every other channel they flow more feebly, like a 
stream diverted into another bed. So when the current has set to
wards knowledge and all that goes with it, desire will abandon 
those pleasures of which the body is the instrument and be con
cerned only with the pleasure which the soul enjoys independently 
—if, that is to say, the love of wisdom is more than a mere pre
tence. Accordingly, such a one will be temperate and no lover of 
money; for he will be the last person to care about the things for 
the sake of which money is eagerly sought and lavishly spent.

That is true.
Again, in seeking to distinguish the philosophic nature, you must 

not overlook the least touch of meanness. Nothing could be more 
contrary than pettiness to a mind constantly bent on grasping the 
whole of things, both divine and human.

Quite true.
And do you suppose that one who is so high-minded and whose 

thought can contemplate all time and all existence will count this 
life of man a matter of much concern?

/? ?p--c V 0 ^
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No, he could not.
So for such a man death will have no terrors.
None.
A mean and cowardly nature, then, can have no part in the 

genuine pursuit of wisdom.
I think not.
And if a man is temperate and free from the love of money, 

meanness, pretentiousness, and cowardice, he will not be hard to 
deal with or dishonest. So, as another indication of the philosophic 

■temper, you will observe whether, from youth up, he is fair-minded, 
gentle, and sociable.

Certainly.
Also you will not fail to notice whether he is quick or slow to 

learn. No one can be expected to take a reasonable delight in a 
task in which much painful effort makes little headway. And if he 
cannot retain what he learns, his forgetfulness will leave no room 
in his head for knowledge; and so, having all his toil for nothing, 
he can only end by hating himself as well as his fruitless occupa
tion. We must not, then, count a forgetful mind as competent to 
pursue wisdom; we must require a good memory.

By all means.
Further, there is in some natures a crudity and awkwardness 

that can only tend to a lack of measure and proportion; and there 
is a close affinity between proportion and truth. Hence, besides our 
other requirements, we shall look for a mind endowed with meas
ure and grace, which will be instinctively drawn to see every real
ity in its true light.

Yes.
Well then, now that we have enumerated the qualities of a mind 

destined to take its full part in the apprehension of reality, have 
you any doubt about their being indispensable and all necessarily 
going together?

None whatever.
Then have you any fault to find with a pursuit which none can 

worthily follow who is not by nature quick to learn and to remem
ber, magnanimous and gracious, the friend and kinsman of truth, 
justice, courage, temperance?
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No; Momus1 himself could find no flaw in it.
Well then, when time and education have brought such char

acters as these to maturity, would you entrust the care of your com
monwealth to anyone else?

CHAPTER XXI (vi. 487 B-497 a)

WHY THE PHILOSOPHIC NATURE IS USELESS OR CORRUPTED IN 

EXISTING SOCIETY

Adeimantus objects that the above description of the man of thought 
as gifted with all the qualities of a ruler is only an ideal. In actual 
fact the better sort of philosophers prove useless to the state, and 
others who have the natural gifts are demoralized.

Socrates replies: TJic better sort are useless because a democratic 
state has no use for men li\e Socrates and his companions (includ
ing Plato); and the corruption of promising natures, like Alcibi- 
ades, is ultimately the fault of the public itself.

Socrates was accused at his trial of having ‘demoralized the 
young men of the upper class, who were concerned in anti-demo
cratic movements during the Peloponnesian War. He was confused 
in the public mind with the Sophists, and both were thought to 
have undermined traditional morality and loyalty to the constitu
tion. The Sophists were travelling teachers, who met a growing 
need for advanced education by lecturing in private houses to 
young men rich enough to pay their fees. Socrates never taught in 
private or too\ fees; he conversed publicly with all comers. The 
name Sophist had originally meant an expert in any art or a man 
of special sagacity in practical life or in speculation. But in Plato 
it has acquired some of the modern meaning and stands for a tend
ency antagonistic to the Socratic philosophy. The Gorgias defines 
rhetoric, which many of the Sophists taught, as the art of influenc
ing public assemblies without any real \nowledge of right and

1 The spirit of faultfinding, one of the children of Night in Hesiod’s Theogony.
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wrong. The Sophist lives wholly in the world of appearances; he 
only echoes the conventional notions of the public and teaches the 
ambitious young how to get on in life by flattering and cajoling the 
Great Beast. The extreme consequences of such teaching are ex
pressed in Thrasymachus’ view of life.

So the disinterested pursuit of truth is abandoned by those prom
ising natures which corrupting influences have diverted to see\ 
power by flattery. Philosophy falls a prey to unworthy aspirants. 
(It is not \nown what sort of persons are typified by the ‘bald- 
headed tinker’ at 495 e, p. 203.) The faithful few, lihe Socrates and 
Plato himself, must stand aside, powerless to help society, and can 
only save their own souls.

Here Adeimantus interposed: No one could deny all that, Socrates; 
but, whenever you talk in this way, your hearers feel a certain mis
giving: they think that, because they are inexperienced in your 
method of question and answer, at each question the reasoning 
leads them a little farther astray, until at last these slight diver
gences amount to a serious error and they find themselves contra
dicting their original position. Just as in draughts the less skilful 
player is finally hemmed into a corner where he cannot make a 
move, so in this game where words take the place of counters 
they feel they are being cornered and reduced to silence, but that 
does not really prove them in the wrong. I say this with an eye to 
the present situation. Anyone might say now that at each ques
tion you ask there is no contradicting you, but that nevertheless, 
as a matter of plain fact, the votaries of philosophy, when they 
carry on the study too long, instead of taking it up in youth as a 
part of general culture and then dropping it, almost always be
come decidedly queer, not to say utterly worthless; while even the 
most respectable are so far the worse for this pursuit you are prais
ing as to become useless to society.

Well, I replied, do you think that charge is untrue?
I do not know, he answered; I should like to hear your opinion.
You shall; I think it is true.
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trouble until states are ruled by these philosophers whom we are 
now admitting to be of no use to them?

That is a question which needs to be answered by means of a 
parable.

Whereas you, of course, never talk in parables!
Ah, said I, mocking me, are you? after forcing upon me a thesis -W ^ 

that is so hard to prove. But never mind; listen to my parable, and 
you will see once more what an effort it costs me to scrape one to
gether. The better sort of philosophers are placed in such a cruel 
position in relation to their country that there is no one thing in 
nature to be compared to it; I can plead their cause only by col
lecting materials for my parable from more than one quarter,1 like 
an artist drawing a goat-stag or other such composite monster.

Imagine this state of affairs on board a ship or a number of 
ships. The master is bigger and burlier than any of the crew, but a 
little deaf and short-sighted and no less deficient in seamanship.
The sailors are quarrelling over the control of the helm; each \u^ • 
thinks he ought to be steering the vessel, though he has never 
learnt navigation and cannot point to any teacher under whom 
he has served his apprenticeship; what is more, they assert that 
navigation is a thing that cannot be taught at all, and are ready to 
tear in pieces anyone who says it can. Meanwhile they besiege the 
master himself, begging him urgently to trust them with the helm; 
and sometimes, when others have been more successful in gaining 
his ear, they kill them or throw them overboard, and, after some- 
how stupefying the worthy master with strong drink or an opiate, 
take control of the ship, make free with its stores, and turn the 
voyage, as might be expected of such .a crew, into a drunken 
carousal. Besides all this, they cry up as a skilled navigator and 
master of seamanship anyone clever enough to lend a hand in 
persuading or forcing the master to set them in command. Every 
other kind of man they condemn as useless. They do not under-

< a"UdeS t0 comedies> such as Aristophanes’ Knights, which repre-
.-.n/i hA bu5iy.De”os, Wlth the shameless politicians competing for his favour, 
and the Clouds, m which Socrates had been shown as a star-gazing head-in-air. In 

a os Parable the master of the ship is the sovereign people. Demos, and the crew 
are the politicians or demagogues, who have no idea that a ruler needs any moral 
or intellectual training.
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stand that the genuine navigator can only make himself fit to com
mand a ship by studying the seasons of the year, sky, stars, and 
winds, and all that belongs to his craft; and they have no idea that, 
along with the science of navigation, it is possible for him to gain, 
by instruction or practice, the skill to keep control of the helm 
whether some of them like it or not. If a ship were managed in 
that way, would not those on board be likely to call the expert in 
navigation a mere star-gazer, who spent his time in idle talk and 
was useless to them?

They would indeed.
I think you understand what I mean and do not need to have 

my parable interpreted in order to see how it illustrates the attitude 
of existing states towards the true philosopher.

Quite so.
Use it, then, to enlighten that critic whom you spoke of as aston

ished that philosophers are not held in honour by their country. 
You may try, in the first place, to convince him that it would be 
far more astonishing if they were; and you may tell him further 
that he is right in calling the best sort of^ philosophers useless to 
the public; but for that he must rather blame those who make no 
use of them. It is not in the natural course of things for the pilot 
to beg the crew to take his orders, any more than for the wise to 
waft on the doorsteps of the rich; the author of that epigram1 
was mistaken. What is natural is that the sick man, whether rich 
or poor, should wait at the door of the physician, and that all who 
need to be governed should seek out the man who can govern 
them; it is not for him to beg them to accept his rule, if there is 
really any help in him. But our present rulers may fairly be com
pared to the sailors in our parable, and the useless visionaries, as 
the politicians call them, to the real masters of navigation.

Quite true.
Under these conditions, the noblest of pursuits can hardly be 

thought much of by men whose own way of life runs counter to it. 
But by far the most formidable reproach is brought upon philoso-

1 Simonides was asked by Hiero’s queen whether it was better to be wise (a man 
of genius) or rich. He replied: Rich; for the wise are to be found at the court of 
the rich.
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phy by those professed followers whom your critic no doubt had 
in mind when he denounced almost all of its votaries as utterly 
worthless and the best of them as of no use. I admitted the truth 
of that, did I not?

Yes.
Well, we have explained why the better sort are of no use. Shall 

we now go on to the question why the majority cannot fail to be 
worthless, and try to show, if we can, that here again the fault 
does not lie with philosophy?

Yes, by all means.
Before we begin the discussion, let us recall the point from which 

we started in describing the inborn disposition required for the 
making of a noble character. The leading characteristic, if you re
member, was truth, which he must always and everywhere follow 
or else be an impostor with no part in true philosophy. This was 
one point where the current estimate of the philosopher is very 
much against us.

It is.
But might we not fairly plead in defence our account of the 

true lover of knowledge as one born to strive towards reality, who 
cannot linger among that multiplicity of things which men believe 
to be real, but holds on his way with a passion that will not faint, ; 
or fail until he has laid hold upon the essential nature of each ,rT , 
thing with that part of his soul which can apprehend reality be
cause of its affinity therewith; and when he has by that means ap-/ / 
proached real being and entered in,to union with it, the offspring ' 
of this marriage is intelligence nnd^truth; so that at last, having

L! fZ>

found knowledge and true life and nourishment, he is at rest from 
his travail?

No defence could be fairer. "
Well then, such a one cannot but hate falsehood and love the 

truth; and when\truth takes the lead, we may look to find in its / to 
train, not a whole company of defects, but a sound character, in 
which temperance attends on justice. Nor is there any need to prove 
once more that a whole array of other qualities must go with the 
philosophic nature; you will remember how it entailed courage, 
magnanimity, quickness to learn, and a good memory. Then you

7
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objected that, though everyone must assent to all this, yet, if he 
turned his attention from theory to fact, he would find the actual 
persons in question to be some of them useless, and most of them 
having every possible fault. Looking for tKeT grounds of this re
proach, we are now inquiring why the majority have these defects; 
and it was with a view to this problem that we have defined once 
more the qualities which the genuinely philosophic nature cannot 
fail to possess.

That is so.
Next then, we must study the influences that corrupt this nature 

and in many cases completely ruin it, though some few escape, 
who, as you remark, are said to be of no use, but not altogether 
worthless. Then we will consider the quality of those counterfeit 
natures which take to a pursuit too high and too good for them 
and by their manifold delinquencies have fastened upon philoso
phy, all the world over, the reputation you spoke of.

What are these corrupting influences?
I will describe them as well as I can. Everyone, I think, would 

agree that a nature with all the qualities we required to make the 
perfect philosopher is a rare growth, seldom seen among men.

Extremely rare.
Consider, then, how many grave dangers threaten to destroy 

these few. Strangest of all, every one of those- qualities which we 
approved—courage, temperance, and all the rest—tends to ruin its 

"possessor and to wrest his mind away from philosophy.
That does sound strange.
And, besides this, all the good things of life, as they are called, 

corrupt and distract the soul: beauty, wealth, strength, powerful 
connexions, and so forth—you know the sort of thing I mean.

Yes, but I should like you to explain in more detail.
The matter will be clear enough, and what I have just said will 

not seem so strange, when you have grasped the underlying princi
ple. We know it to be true of any seed or growing thing, whether 
plant or animal, that if it fails to find its proper nourishment or 
climate or soil, then the more vigorous it is, the more it will lack 
the qualities it should possess. Evil is a worse enemy to the good 
than to the indifferent; so it is natural that bad conditions of nur-

198 VI. 492] HOW PHILOSOPHIC NATURES ARE CORRUPTED I99
ture should be peculiarly uncongenial to the finest nature and 
that it should come off worse under them than natures of an in
significant order.

That is so. __ ___
Is not the same principle true of the mind, Adeimantus: if their 

early training is bad, the most gifted turn out the worst. Great 
crimes and unalloyed wickedness are the outcome of a nature full 
of generous promise, ruined by bad upbringing; no great harm, 
or great good either, will ever come of a slight or feeble disposition.

That is true. L/nStTc
So is it, then, with this'Temperament we have postulated for the 

philosopher: given the right instruction, it must grow to the full 
flower of excellence; but if the plant is sown and reared in the 
wrong soil, it will develop every contrary defect, unless saved by 
some miracle. Or do you hold the popular belief that, here and 
there, certain young men are demoralized by the private instruc
tions of some individual sophist? Does that sort of influence 
amount to much? Is not the public itself the greatest of all sophists, 
training up young and old, men and women alike, into the most 
accomplished specimens of the character it desires to produce?

When does that happen?
Whenever the populace crowds together at any public gathering, 

in the Assembly, the law-courts, the theatre, or the camp, and sits 
there clamouring its approval or disapproval, both alike excessive, 
of whatever is being said or done; booing and clapping till the 
rocks ring and the whole place redoubles the noise of their ap
plause and outcries. In such a scene what do you suppose will be 
a young man’s state of mind? What sort’of private instruction will 
have given him the strength to hold out against the force of such 
a torrent, or will save him from being swept away down the 
stream, until he accepts all their notions of right and wrong, does 
as they do, and comes to be just such a man as they are?

Yes, Socrates, such influence must be irresistible. /a-t ^ & j'A
And I have said nothing of the most powerful engines of per

suasion which the masters in this school of wisdom bring to bear 
when words have no effect. As you know, they punish the recalci
trant with disfranchisement, fines, and death.
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They do.
How could the private teaching of any individual sophist avail 

in counteracting theirs? It would be great folly even to try; for 
no instruction aiming at an ideal contrary to the training they give 
has ever produced, or ever will produce, a different type of charac
ter—on the level, that is to say, of common humanity: one must 
always make an exception of the superhuman; and you may be 
sure diat, in the present state of society, any character diat escapes 
and comes to good can only have been saved by some miraculous 
interposition.1

I quite agree.
Then I hope you will also agree to this. Every one of these indi

viduals who make a living by teaching in private and whom the 
public are pleased to call sophists and to regard as their rivals, is 
teaching nothing else than the opinions and beliefs expressed by 
the public itself when it meets on any occasion; and that is what 
he calls wisdom. It is as if the keeper of some huge and power
ful creature should make a study of its moods and desires, how it 
may best be approached and handled, when it is most savage or 
gentle and what makes it so, the meaning of its various cries and 
the tones of voice that will soothe or provoke its anger; and, hav
ing mastered all this by long familiarity, should call it wisdom, 
reduce it to a system, and set up a school. Not in the least know
ing which of these humours and desires is good or bad, right or 
wrong, he will fit all these terms to the fancies of the great beast 
and call what it enjoys good and what vexes it bad. He has no 
other account to give of their meaning; for him any action will 
be ‘just’ and ‘right’ that is done under necessity,2 since he is too 
blind to tell how great is the real difference between what must
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1This speech has been variously interpreted. Adam explains: ‘Cities are either 
actual or ideal. In the ideal city, education does not produce a type of character 
which conflicts with public opinion, because public opinion is itself formed by educa
tion. In actual cities, education must conform to the same standard if it is to exist 
at all.’ As things are, Plato accounts for the occasional appearance of a good states
man by suggesting (sometimes ironically) that, like poets and prophets, they are 
inspired by a sort of irrational genius or ‘divine’ afflaws.

2 From Socrates’ next speech it appears that the necessity of conforming to the 
Beast’s humours is meant.

be and what ought to be. It would be a queer sort of education that 
such a person could offer, would it not?

It would indeed.
And is there anything to choose between him and one who 

thinks it is wisdom to have studied the moods and tastes of the 
assembled multitude, either in painting and music or in politics? 
Certainly, no one can go into such mixed company and submit 
to their judgement a poem or a work of art or some service he 
would render to the state, thus going out of his way to make the 
public his masters, without falling under the fatal necessity to give 
them whatever they like and do whatever they approve; but have 
you ever heard any argument which was not beneath contempt to 
show that what they admire is really beautiful or what they ap
prove really good?

No; and I do not expect to hear one.
Now, with all this in mind, recall that distinction we drew 

earlier, between Beauty itself and the multiplicity of beautiful 
things. Is it conceivable that the multitude should ever believe in 
the existence of any real essence, as distinct from its many mani
festations, or listen to anyone who asserts such a reality?

Assuredly not. - , \ f r
If that is so, the multitude can never be philosophical. Accord

ingly it is bound to disapprove of all who pursue wisdom; and 
so also, of course, are those individuals who associate with the mob 
and set their hearts on pleasing it.

That is clear.
What hope can you see, then, that a philosophic nature should 

be saved to persevere in the pursuit until‘the goal is reached? Re
member how we agreed that the born philosopher will be distin
guished by quickness of understanding, good memory, courage, 
and generosity. With such gifts, already as a boy he will stand 
out above all his companions, especially if his person be a match 
for his mind; and when he grows older, his friends and his fel
low citizens will no doubt want to make use of him for their own 
purposes. They will fawn upon him with their entreaties and 
promises of advancement, flattering beforehand the power that will 
some day be his.
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Yes, that happens often enough.
What will become of a youth so circumstanced, above all if he 

belongs to a great country and is conspicuous there for his birth 
and wealth, as well as for a tall and handsome person? Will he not 
be filled with unbounded ambition, believing himself well able to 
manage the affairs of all the world, at home and abroad, and there
upon give himself airs and be puffed up with senseless self- 
conceit ?1

No doubt.
Now suppose that while this frame of mind is gaining upon 

him, someone should come and quietly tell him the truth, that 
^ rv' S there is no sense in him and that the only way to get the under

standing he needs is to work for it like a slave: will he find it easy 
to listen, surrounded by all these evil influences?

Certainly not.
Perhaps, however, because there is something in a fine nature 

l ’ rhat responds to the voice of reason, he might be sensitive to the 
force which would draw him towards philosophy and begin to 

; d ^ yield. But then those friends of his will see that they are in danger 
of losing one who might do so much for their party. Sooner than 
let him be won over, there is no engine of force or persuasion, from 
private intrigue to prosecution in the courts, that they will not 
bring to bear either upon him or upon his counsellor. How can 
he ever become a lover of wisdom?

He never will.
You see, then, I was not wrong in saying that, in a way, the 

very qualities which make up the philosopher s nature may, with 
a bad upbringing, be the cause of his falling away, no less than 
wealth and all other so-called advantages.

Yes, you were right.
These, then, are the dangers which threaten the noblest natures,
rThe description fits . Alcibiades, for whose disastrous career Socrates was held 

responsible by his enemies. In the dialogue Alcibiades I, Socrates takes him to task 
for his senseless conceit and ambition, and in the Symposium Alcibiades himself 
describes his admiration for Socrates’ character and the wisdom of his advice. At 
the same time Plato may well be thinking also of his own youth, distracted between 
the influence of Socrates and the importunities of his political friends (Introd., 
p. xviii).
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rare enough in any case, and spoil them for the highest of all pur
suits. And among men of this type will be found those who do 
the greatest harm or, if the current should chance to set the other 
way, the greatest good, to society and to individuals; whereas no 
great good or harm will come to either from a little mind.

Quite true.
So Philosophy is left forlorn, like a maiden deserted by her near

est kin; and while these apostates take to a life that is no true 
life for them, she, bereft of her natural protectors, is dishonoured 
by unworthy interlopers, who fasten on her the reproach you have 
repeated, that some who have to do with her are worthless and 
most of them deserve heavy punishment.

That is what people say.
Naturally enough; when any poor creature who has proved his 

cleverness in some mechanical craft, sees here an opening for a 
pretentious display of high-sounding words and is glad to break out 
of the prison of his paltry trade and take sanctuary in the shrine 
of philosophy. For as compared with other occupations, philosophy, 
even in its present case, still enjoys a higher prestige, enough to 
attract a multitude of stunted natures, whose souls a life of 
drudgery has warped and maimed no less surely than their seden
tary crafts have disfigured their bodies. For all the world they are 
like some little bald-headed tinker, who, having come into some 
money, has just got out of prison, had a good wash at the baths, 
and dressed himself up in a new coat as a bridegroom, ready to 
marry his master’s daughter, who has been left jx>or and friend
less. Could the issue of such a match ever be anything but pitiful 
base-born creatures? And, by the same token, what sort of ideas 
and opinions will be begotten of the misalliance of Philosophy with 
men incapable of culture? Not any true-born child of wisdom; the 
only right name for them will be sophistry.

Quite true.
So, Adeimantus, the remnant who are worthy to consort with 

Philosophy will be small indeed: perhaps some noble and well- 
nurtured character, saved by exile from those influences which 
would have impaired his natural impulse to be constant in her 
service; or it may be a great mind born in a petty state whose af-
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fairs are beneath its notice; and, possibly, a gifted few who have 
turned to philosophy from some other calling which they rightly 
disdain. Some, again, might be held back like our friend Theages, 
who, with every temptation to abandon study for a public life, 
has been restrained by ill health.1 Of my own case there is little 
need to speak; the warning of the divine sign, I dare say, has 
come to few men, if any, before me.2 One who has joined this 
small company and tasted the-happiness that is their portion; who 
has watched the frenzy of the multitude and seen that there is no 
soundness in the conduct of public life, nowhere an ally at whose 
side a champion of justice could hope to escape destruction; but 
that, like a man fallen among wild beasts, if he should refuse to 
take part in their misdeeds and could not hold out alone against 
the fury of all, he would be destined, before he could be of any 
service to his country or his friends, to perish, having done no 
good to himself or to anyone else—one who has weighed all this 
keeps quiet and goes his own way, like the traveller who takes 
shelter under a wall from a driving storm of dust and hail; and 
seeing lawlessness spreading on all sides, is content if he can keep 
his hands clean from iniquity while this life lasts, and when the 
end comes take his departure, with good hopes, in serenity and 
peace.3

Surely, said Adeimantus, that would be no small achievement.
Yes; but far less than he might achieve, if his lot were cast in a 

society congenial to his nature, where he could grow to his full
height and save his country as well as himself.

r< ii "c y A - tc/L^
1 The text here has the phrase ‘the bridle of Theages,’ which became proverbial.
2 One of those supernatural intimations which came to Socrates had forbidden 

him to take more than the necessary part in public life. At Apology 31 d Socrates 
says: ‘It is this sign which opposes my taking part in politics. And well for me that 
it does so; for you may be sure that, if I had, I should have perished long ago and 
done no good to you or to myself.’

3 This last sentence alludes to the position of Plato himself, after he had renounced 
his early hopes of a political career and withdrawn to his task of training philosophic 
statesmen in the Academy, See Introduction, p. xxiii.
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Yes, in all points but one: our state must always contain some 
authority which will hold to the same idea of its constitution that 
you had before you in framing its laws. We did, in fact, speak of 
that point before, but not clearly enough; you frightened me with 
your objections, which have shown that the explanation is a long 
and difficult matter; and the hardest part is still to come.

What is that?
The question how a state can take in hand the pursuit of philoso

phy without disaster; for all great attempts are hazardous, and the 
proverb is only too true, that what is worth while is never easy.

All the same, this point must be cleared up to complete your ac
count.

If I fail, it will not be for want of goodwill; ‘yoursdf shall see 
me do my uttermost.’1 In proof of which I shall at once be rash 
enough to remark that the state should deal with this pursuit, not 
as it does now, but in just the opposite way. As things are, those 
who take it up at all are only just out of their childhood. In the 
interval before they set up house and begin to earn their living, 
they are introduced to the hardest part—by which I mean abstract 
discussions—and then, when they have done with that, their philo
sophic education is supposed to be complete. Later, they think they 
have done much if they accept an invitation to listen to such a dis
cussion, which is, in their eyes, to be taken as a pastime; and as 
age draws on, in all but a very few the light is quenched more 
effectually than the sun of Heraclitus,2 inasmuch as it is never 
rekindled.

And what would be the right plan?
Just the opposite. Boys and youths should be given a liberal edu

cation suitable to their age; and, while growing up to manhood, 
they should take care to make their bodies into good instruments 
for the service of philosophy. As the years go on in which the 
mind begins to reach maturity, intellectual training should be in-

1 The iambic rhythm and the word JKXQtov, otherwise hard to account for, suggest 
a quotation from tragedy. Rep. 533 A, Symp. 210 a, and Meno 77 a (all associated 
with the revelation of a mystery) may allude to the same context, which perhaps 
also included the words ra yaQ 8fi (tEvaXa jtdvx’ Eitiocpcdfi (497 !>)•

2 Heraclitus said ‘there is a new sun every day,’ since all things change and noth
ing remains the same.

tensified. Finally, when strength fails and they are past civil and 
military duties, let them range at will, free from all serious busi
ness but philosophy; for theirs is to be a life of happiness, crowned 
after death with a fitting destiny in the other world.

You really do seem to be doing your uttermost, Socrates. But I 
fancy most of your hearers will be even more in earnest on the 
other side. They are not at all likely to agree; least of all Thrasy- 
machus.

Don’t try to make a quarrel between Thrasymachus and me, 
when we have just become friends—not that we were enemies be
fore. You and I will spare no effort until we convince him and 
the rest of the company, or at least take them some way with us, 
against the day when they may find themselves once more engaged 
in discussions like ours in some future incarnation.

Rather a distant prospect!
No more than a moment in the whole course of time. However, 

it is no wonder that most people have no faith in our pro
posals, for they have never seen our words come true in fact. They 
have heard plenty of eloquence, not like our own unstudied dis
course, but full of balanced phrases and artfully matched antithe
ses; 1 but a man with a character so finely balanced as to be a 
match for the ideal of virtue in word and deed, ruling in a society 
as perfect as himself—that they have never yet seen in a single in
stance.

They have not.
Nor yet have they cared to listen seriously to frank discussion of 

the nobler sort that is entirely bent on knowing the truth for its 
own sake and leaves severely alone those tricks of special pleading 
in the law-court or the lecture-room which aim only at influencing 
opinion or winning a case.

Quite true.
These, then, were the obstacles I foresaw when, in spite of my 

fears, truth compelled me to declare that there will never be a
1 Refers to the political speeches and tracts of Isocrates, whose school for future 

statesmen was a rival of Plato’s Academy, and who taught his pupils a very elegant 
style. Plato contrives to parody one of its artificial devices with a play upon words 
that defies translation.
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perfect state or constitution, nor yet a perfect man, until some 
happy circumstance compels these few philosophers who have es
caped corruption but are now called useless, to take charge, 
whether they like it or not, of a state which will submit to their 
authority; or else until kings and rulers or their sons are divinely 
inspired with a genuine passion for true philosophy. If either al
ternative or both were impossible, we might justly be laughed at 
as idle dreamers; but, as I maintain, there is no ground for saying 
so. Accordingly, if ever in the infinity of time, past or future, or 
even to-day in some foreign region far beyond our horizon, men 
of die highest gifts for philosophy are constrained to take charge 
of a commonwealth, we are ready to maintain that, then and there, 
the constitution we have described has been realized, or will be 
realized when once the philosophic muse becomes mistress of a 
state. For that might happen. Our plan is difficult—we have ad
mitted as much—but not impossible.

I agree to that.
But the public, you are going to say, think otherwise?
Perhaps.
My dear Adeimantus, you must not condemn the public so 

sweepingly; they will change their opinion, if you avoid contro
versy and try gently to remove their prejudice against the love of 
learning. Repeat our description of the philosopher’s nature and of 
his pursuits, and they will see that you do not mean the sort of 
person they imagine. It is only ill-temper and malice in oneself 
that call out those qualities in others who are not that way in
clined; and I will anticipate you by declaring that, in my belief, 
the public with a few exceptions is not of such an unyielding 
temper.

Yes, I agree with you there.
Will you also agree that, if it is ill-disposed towards philosophy, 

the blame must fall on that noisy crew of interlopers who are al
ways bandying abuse and spiteful personalities—the last thing of 
which a philosopher can be guilty? For surely, Adeimantus, a man 
whose thoughts are fixed on true reality has no leisure to look 
downwards on the affairs of men, to take part in their quarrels, 
and to catch the infection of their jealousies and hates. He con
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templates a world of unchanging and harmonious order, where 
reason governs and nothing can do or suffer wrong; and, like one 
who imitates an admired companion, he cannot fail to fashion 
himself in its likeness. So the philosopher, in constant companion
ship with the divine order of the world, will reproduce that order 
in his soul and, so far as man may, become godlike; though here, 
as everywhere, there will be scope for detraction.

Quite true.
Suppose, then, he should find himself compelled to mould other 

characters besides his own and to shape the pattern of public and 
private life into conformity with his vision of the ideal, he will not 
lack the skill to produce such counterparts of temperance, justice, 
and all the virtues as can exist in the ordinary man. And the pub
lic, when they see that we have described him truly, will be recon
ciled to the philosopher and no longer disbelieve our assertion that 
happiness can only come to a state when its lineaments are traced 
by an artist working after the divine pattern.

Yes, they will be reconciled when once they understand. But how 
will this artist set to work?

He will take society and human character as his canvas, and 
begin by scraping it clean. That is no easy matter; but, as you 
know, unlike other reformers, he will not consent to take in hand 
either an individual or a state or to draft laws, until he is given 
a clean surface to work on or has cleansed it himself.1

Quite rightly.
Next, he will sketch in the outline of the constitution. Then, as 

the work goes on, he will frequently refer to his model, the ideals 
of justice, goodness, temperance, and the rest, and compare with 
them the copy of those qualities which he is trying to create in 
human society. Combining the various elements of social life as a 
painter mixes his colours, he will reproduce the complexion of true 
humanity, guided by that divine pattern whose likeness Homer saw 
in the men he called godlike. He will rub out and paint in again 
this or that feature, until he has produced, so far as may be, a 
type of human character that heaven can approve.

1 At 540 e, p. 262, Plato proposes to rusticate the whole population above the 
age of ten. Contrast the piecemeal tinkering at reform satirized at 425 e, p. 116.
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sufficiently shown that our plan, if practicable, is the best. So, to 
conclude: our institutions would be the best, if they could be 
realized, and to realize them, though hard, is not impossible.

Yes, that is the conclusion.

CHAPTER XXIII (vi. 502 c-509 c)

THE GOOD AS THE HIGHEST OBJECT OF KNOWLEDGE

Granted that a Philosopher-King might possibly be produced, how 
is he to be trained? The rest of this Part describes the higher edu
cation in mathematics and moral philosophy which the prospective 
Rulers, after the elementary education of Chapter IX and two or 
three years of intensive physical training, will receive from the age 
of twenty to thirty-five (537 b, p. 259). The account may also be 
taken as a sort of ideal programme of studies at the Academy.

Plato first defines the ultimate goal, the knowledge of the Good. 
For the saviour of society the one thing needful is a certain and 
immediate knowledge of values, the ends which all life, private or 
public, should realize. Both Plato (Charmides, 173, Euthydemus, 
288 d If.) and Aristotle (Ethics, 1. i) picture social life as a domain 
in which all forms of ‘art’ or specialized skill have their several 
fields, each with its peculiar end: medicine producing health, the 
art of war victory, business wealth, and so on. Above them all is 
the Royal Art, or Art of Statesmanship (^.Politics’), which sees these 
special ends as means to, or elements in, the ultimate end or per
fection (telos) of life, human well-being or happiness, ‘the Good 
for man! All effort will be perverted and falsely orientated if this 
end is misconceived—if a statesman, e.g., believes that his nation 
should aim at imperial domination or unlimited wealth, or if an 
individual imagines that wealth or power or pleasure will suf
fice to make him happy. It is of this Human Good that Plato first 
speaks, as the most important object of knowledge. He rejects the 
popular belief that it is pleasure. The more refined view, that it 
is ‘knowledge’ (insight, wisdom) may be attributed to the Socrates
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pictured in Plato’s early dialogues. He held that man’s happiness 
consists in the full realization of his characteristic virtue and func
tion {Chap. IV), and that his virtue, as a rational being, is a clear 
insight into the true end of life, ‘knowledge of the Good! Such 
knowledge, once attained, cannot fail to determine will and action.

But in the latter part of this chapter (506 b ff., p. 216) ‘the Good’ 
receives the much wider meaning it bears in Plato’s own theory of 
Forms (‘Ideas’). In Greek ‘the Good’ is normally synonymous with 
'Goodness itself! This is the supreme Form or Essence manifested 
not only in the special kj-n^s °f moral goodness, Justice, Courage, 
gyc., but throughout all Nature (for every living creature has its 
own ‘good’) and especially in the beautiful and harmonious order 
of the heavenly bodies (592 b, p. 320). The knowledge of the Good, 
on which well-being depends, is now to include an understanding 
of the moral and physical order of the whole universe. As the object 
of a purpose attributed to a divine Reason operating in the world, 
this supreme Good makes the world intelligible, as a work °f ^u' 
man craftsmanship becomes intelligible when we see the purpose 
it is designed to serve. As thus illuminating and accounting for the 
rational aspect of the universe, the Good is analogous to the Sun, 
which, as the source of light, is the cause of vision and of visibility, 
and also of all mortal existence.

Socrates refuses to define this supreme Good. The apprehension 
of it is rather to be thought of as a revelation which can only fol
low upon a long intellectual training (540 a, p. 262). Neither 
Glaucon nor the readers of the Republic have been so prepared. 
Also Plato would never commit his deepest thoughts to writing 
(Epistle vii. 341 c).

One difficulty, then, has been surmounted. It remains to ask how 
we can make sure of having men who will preserve our constitu
tion. What must they learn, and at what age should they take up 
each branch of study?

Yes, that is the next point.
I gained nothing by my cunning in putting off those thorny 

questions of the possession of wives and children and the appoint
ment of Rulers. I knew that the ideal plan would give offence and
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be hard to carry out; none the less I have had to discuss these 
matters. We have now disposed of the women and children, but 
we must start all over again upon the training of the Rulers. You 
remember how their love for their country was to be proved, by 
the tests of pain and pleasure, to be a faith that no toil or danger, 
no turn of fortune could make them abandon.1 All who failed 
were to be rejected; only the man who came out flawless, like gold 
tried in the fire, was to be made a Ruler with privileges and re
wards in life and after death. So much was said, when our argu
ment turned aside, as if hoping, with veiled face, to slip past die 
danger that now lies in our path.

Quite true, I remember.
Yes, I shrank from the bold words which have now been spoken; 

but now we have ventured to declare that our Guardians in the 
fullest sense must be philosophers.2 So much being granted, you 
must reflect how few are likely to be available. The natural gifts 
we required will rarely grow together into one whole; they tend 
to split apart.

How do you mean?
Qualities like ready understanding, a good memory, sagacity, 

quickness, together with a high-spirited, generous temper, are sel
dom combined with willingness to live a quiet life of sober con
stancy. Keen wits are apt to lose all steadiness and to veer about in 
every direction. On the other hand, the steady reliable characters, 
whose impassivity is proof against the perils of war, are equally 
proof against instruction. Confronted with intellectual work, they 
become comatose and do nothing but yaWn.

That is true.
But we insist that no one must be given the highest education 

or hold office as Ruler, who has not both sets of qualities in due 
measure. This combination will be rare. So, besides testing it by 
hardship and danger and by the temptations of pleasure, we may 
now add that its strength must be tried in many forms of study,

1 Chap. X, pp. 103 ff.
2 The constancy of belief required of all Guardians in the earlier passage referred 

to (413, p. 105) is not enough for those few who will be the Rulers obeyed by the 
rest. They must have the philosopher’s immediate knowledge of the Good.
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to see whether it has the courage and endurance to pursue the 
highest kind o£ knowledge, without flinching as others flinch under 
physical trials.

By all means; but what kinds of study do you call the highest?
You remember how we deduced the definitions of justice, tem

perance, courage, and wisdom by distinguishing three parts of the 
soul ?

If I had forgotten that, I should not deserve to hear any more.
Do you also remember my warning you beforehand1 that in 

order to gain the clearest possible view of these qualities we should 
have to go round a longer way, although we could give a more 
superficial account in keeping with our earlier argument. You said 
that would do; and so we went on in a way which seemed to me 
not sufficiently exact; whether you were satisfied, it is for you to 
say.

We all thought you gave us a fair measure of truth.
No measure that falls in the least degree short of the whole 

truth can be quite fair in so important a matter. What is imper- 
_ feet can never serve as a measure; though people sometimes think 

enough has been done and there is no need to look further.
Yes, indolence is common enough.
But the last quality to be desired in the Guardian of a common

wealth and its laws. So he will have to take the longer way and 
work as hard at learning as at training his body; otherwise he will 
never reach the goal of the highest knowledge, which most of all 
concerns him.

Why, are not justice and the other virtues we have discussed the 
highest? Is there something still higher to be known?

There is; and of those virtues themselves we have as yet only 
a rough outline, where nothing short of the finished picture should 
content us. If we strain every nerve to reach precision and clear
ness in things of little moment, how absurd not to demand the 
highest degree of exactness in the things that matter most.

Certainly. But what do you mean by the highest kind of knowl
edge and with what is it concerned? You cannot hope to escape 
that question.

1 At 435 d, p. 131.

I do not; you may ask me yourself. All the same, you have been 
told many a time; but now either you are not thinking or, as I 
rather suspect, you mean to put me to some trouble with your in
sistence. For you have often been told that the highest object of 
knowledge is the essential nature of the Good, from which every- ■ 
thing that is good and right derives its value for us. You must have 
been expecting me to speak of this now, and to add that we have 
no sufficient knowledge of it. I need not tell you that, without that 
knowledge, to know everything else, however well, would be of 
no value to us, just as it is of no use to possess anything without 
getting the good of it. What advantage can there be in possessing 
everything except what is good, or in understanding everything 
else while of the good and desirable we know nothing?

None whatever.
Well then, you know too that most people identify the Good1 

with pleasure, whereas the more enlightened think it is knowledge.
Yes, of course.
And further that these latter cannot tell us what knowledge they 

mean, but are reduced at last to saying, ‘knowledge of the Good.’
That is absurd.
It is; first they reproach us with not knowing the Good, and 

then tell us that it is knowledge of the Good, as if we did after 
all understand the meaning of that word ‘Good’ when they pro
nounce it.

Quite true.
What of those who define the Good as pleasure? Are they any 

less confused in their thoughts? They are obliged to admit that 
there are bad pleasures; from which it follows that the same things 
are both good and bad.2

Quite so.
Evidently, then, this is a matter of much dispute. It is also evi

dent that, although many are content to do what jsggms. just or /l- 
honourable without really being so, and to possess a mere sem-

1 Here ‘the Good’ obviously means ’the Human Good’ or end of human life.
2 This admission is extracted in the Gorgias (499 b) from Callicles, who has 

maintained extreme hedonism.
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blance of these qualities, when it comes to good things, no one is 
satisfied with possessing what only seems good: here all reject the 
appearance and demand the reality.

Certainly.
A thing, then, that every soul pursues as the end of all her ac

tions, dimly divining its existence, but perplexed and unable to 
grasp its nature with the same clearness and assurance as in deal
ing with other dungs, and so missing whatever value those other 
things might have—a thing of such supreme importance is not a 
matter about which those chosen Guardians of the whole fortunes 
of our commonwealth can be left in the dark.

Most certainly not.
At any rate, institutions or customs which are desirable and 

right will not, I imagine, find a very efficient guardian in one who 
does not know in what way they are good. I should rather guess 
that he will not be able to recognize fully that they are right and 
desirable.

No doubt.
So the order of our commonwealth will be perfectly regulated 

only when it is watched over by a Guardian who does possess this 
knowledge.

That follows. But, Socrates, what is your own account of the 
Good? Is it knowledge, or pleasure, or something else? 1

There you are! I exclaimed; I could see all along that you were 
not going to be content with what other people think.

Well, Socrates, it does not seem fair that you should be ready 
to repeat other people’s opinions but not to state your own, when 
you have given so much thought to this subject.

And do you think it fair of anyone to speak as if he knew what 
he does not know?

No, not as if he knew, but he might give his opinion for what 
it is worth.

Why, have you never noticed that opinion without knowledge 
is always a shabby sort of thing? At the best it is blind. One who

1 Here it begins to appear that the discussion is not confined to the ‘Human 
Good’ but extends to the supreme Form, ‘Goodness itself.’
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holds a true belief without intelligence is just like a blind man who 
happens to take the right road, isn’t he?1 

No doubt.
Well, then, do you want me to produce one of these poor blind 

cripples, when others could discourse to you with illuminating elo
quence ?

No, really, Socrates, said Glaucon, you must not give up within 
sight of the goal. We should be quite content with an account of 
the Good like the one you gave us of justice and temperance and 
the other virtues.

So should I be, my dear Glaucon, much more than content! 
But I am afraid it is beyond my powers; with the best will in 
the world I should only disgrace myself and be laughed at. No, 
for die moment let us leave the question of the real meaning of 
good; to arrive at what I at any rate believe it to be would call for 
an effort too ambitious for an inquiry like ours. However, I will 
tell you, though only if you wish it, what I picture to myself as the 
offspring of the Good and the thing most nearly resembling it.

Well, tell us about the offspring, and you shall remain in our 
debt for an account of the parent.

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 con
tent now with the interest only;2 and you must see to it that, in 
describing this offspring of the Good, I do not inadvertently cheat 
you with false coin.

We will keep a good eye on you. Go on.
First we must come to an understanding. Let me remind you 

of the distinction we drew earlier and have often drawn on other 
occasions,3 between the multiplicity of things that we call good 
or beautiful or whatever it may be and, on the other hand, Good-

1 At Meno 97 the man who has a correct belief at second-hand about the way 
from Athens to Larisa is contrasted with one who has certain knowledge of the road 
from having travelled by it himself.

2 The Greek has a play on two meanings of the word tokps—‘offspring’ and 
‘interest’ on a loan, ‘a breed for barren metal.'

8 Perhaps an allusion to the Phaedo (especially 78 e ff.), where the theory of 
Forms was first explicitly stated in similar terms. The earlier passage in the Republic 
is at 475 e ff., p. 183.
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ness itself or Beauty itself and so on. Corresponding to each of 
these sets of many things, we postulate a single Form or real es
sence, as we call it.

Yes, that is so.
Further, the many things, we say, can be seen, but are not ob

jects of rational thought; whereas the Forms are objects of thought, 
but invisible.

Yes, certainly.
And we see things with our eyesight, just as we hear sounds 

with our ears and, to speak generally, perceive any sensible thing 
with our sense-faculties.

Of course.
Have you noticed, then, that the artificer who designed the senses 

has been exceptionally lavish of his materials in making the eyes 
able to see and their objects visible?

That never occurred to me.

— -V} -

Well, look at it in this way. Hearing and sound do not stand in 
need of any third thing, without which the ear will not hear nor 
sound be heard;1 and I think the same is true of most, not to say 
all, of the other senses. Can you think of one that does require 
anything of the sort?

No, I cannot.
But there is this need in the case of sight and its objects. You 

may have the power of vision in your eyes and try to use it, and 
colour may be there in the objects; but sight will see nothing and 
the colours will remain invisible in the absence of a third thing 
peculiarly constituted to serve this very purpose.

By which you mean----- ?
Naturally I mean what you call light; and if light is a thing of 

value, the sense of sight and the power of being visible are linked 
together by a very precious bond, such as unites no other sense with 
its object.

No one could say that light is not a precious thing.
And of all the divinities in the skies2 is there one whose light,
1 Plato held that the hearing of sound is caused by blows inflicted by the air 

(Timaeus 67 B, 80 a); but the air is hardly analogous to light.
2 Plato held that the heavenly bodies are immortal living creatures, i.e. gods.
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above all the rest, is responsible for making our eyes see perfectly 
and making objects perfectly visible?

There can be no two opinions: of course you mean the Sun.
And how is sight related to this deity? Neither sight nor the eye 

which contains it is the Sun, but of all the sense-organs it is the 
most sun-like; and further, the power it possesses is dispensed by 
the Sun, like a stream flooding the eye.1 And again, the Sun is not 
vision, but it is the cause of vision and also is seen by the vision 
it causes.

Yes.
It was the Sun, then, that I meant when I spoke of that offspring 

which the Good has created in the visible world, to stand there in 
the same relation to vision and visible things as that which the 
Good itself bears in the intelligible world to intelligence and to 
intelligible objects.

How is that? You must explain further.
You know what happens when the colours of things are no 

longer irradiated by the daylight, but only by the fainter lumi
naries of the night: when you look at them, the eyes are dim and 
seem almost blind, as if there were no unclouded vision in them. 
But when you look at things on which the Sun is shining, the 
same eyes see distinctly and it becomes evident that they do con
tain the power of vision.

Certainly.
Apply this comparison, then, to the soul. When its gaze is fixed 

upon an object irradiated by truth and reality, the soul gains un
derstanding and knowledge and is manifestly in possession of in
telligence. But when it looks towards that twilight world of things 
that come into existence and pass away, its sight is dim and it has 
only opinions and beliefs which shift to and fro, and now it seems 
like a thing that has no intelligence.

That is true.
1 Plato’s theory of vision involves three kinds of fire or light: (1) daylight, a body 

of pure fire diffused in the air by the Sun; (2) the visual current or ‘vision,’ a pure 
fire similar to daylight, contained in the eye-ball and capable of issuing out in a 
stream directed towards the object seen; (3) the colour of the external object, a 
flame streaming off from every body, having particles proportioned to those of the 
visual current, so as to yield sensation’ when the two streams meet and coalesce 
(Timaeus, 45 b, 67 c).
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This, then, which gives to the objects of knowledge their truth 
and to him who knows them his power of knowing, is the Form 
or essential nature of Goodness. It is the cause of knowledge and 
truth; and so, while you may think of it as an object of knowl
edge, you will do well to regard it as something, beyond truth and 
knowledge and, precious as these both are, of still higher worth. 
And, just as in our analogy light and vision were to be thought 
of as like the Sun, but not identical with it, so here both knowl
edge and truth are to be regarded as like the Good, but to identify 
either with the Good is wrong. The Good must hold a yet higher 
place of honour. ^ ^ ^ ,\ ^ j

You are giving it a position of extraordinary spldndour, if it is 
the source of knowledge and truth and itself surpasses them in 
worth. You surely cannot mean that it is pleasure.

Heaven forbid, I exclaimed. But I want to follow up our analogy 
still further. You will agree that the Sun not only makes the things 
we see visible, but also brings them into existence and gives them 
growth and nourishment; yet he is not the same thing as existence.1 
And so with the objects of knowledge: these derive from the Good 
not only their power of being known, but their very being and 
reality; and Goodness is not the same thing as being, but even be
yond being, surpassing it in dignity and power.

Glaucon exclaimed with some amusement at my exalting Good
ness in such extravagant terms. 1 fcvi

It is your fault, I replied; you forced me to say what i think. 
Yes, and you must not stop there. At any rate, complete your 

comparison with the Sun, if there is any more to be said.
There is a great deal more, I answered.
Let us hear it, then; don’t leave anything out.
I am afraid much must be left unspoken. However, I will not, 

if I can help it, leave out anything that can be said on this occasion. 
Please do not.
1 The ambiguity of genesis can hardly be reproduced. The Sun ‘gives things their 

genesis' (generation, birth), but ‘is not itself genesis' (becoming, the existence in 
time of things which begin and cease to exist, as opposed to the real being of eternal 
things in the intelligible world).

CHAPTER XXIV (vi. 509 D-511 e)

FOUR STAGES OF COGNITION. THE LINE

Chapter XIX contrasted the realm of sensible appearances and shift
ing beliefs with the realm of eternal and unchanging Forms, domi
nated (as we now \now) by the Good. The philosopher was he 
whose affections were set on hjiowledge of that real world. The 
Guardians’ primary education in literature and art was mainly con
fined to the world of appearance and belief, though it culminated 
in the perception of ‘images’ of the moral ideals, the beauty of 
which would excite love for the individual person in whose soul 
they dwelt (402, p. 91). The higher intellectual training now to be 
described is to detach the mind from appearances and individuals 
and to carry it across the boundary between the two worlds and all 
the way beyond to the vision of the Good. It thus corresponds to 
the ‘greater mysteries’ of which Diotima speakj in the Symposium 
(210), where Eros, detached from its individual object, advances 
to the vision of Beauty itself (the Good considered as the object of 
desire). The next chapter will give an allegorical picture of this 
progress.

The allegory is here prefaced by a diagram. A line is divided 
into two parts, whose inequality symbolizes that the visible world 
has a lower degree of reality and truth than the intelligible. Each 
part is then subdivided in the same proportion as the whole line, 
(thus A -\- B : C f- D — A : B = C : D). The four sections corre
spond to four states of mind or modes of cognition, each clearer and 
more certain than the one below.

The lower part (A -j- B) is at first called 'the Visible,’ but else
where the field of doxa in the wide sense explained above (p. 181); 
and so it includes the ‘many conventional notions of the multitude' 
about morality (479 n, p. 188). It is the physical and moral world 
as apprehended by those ‘lovers of appearance’ who do not recog
nize the absolute ideals which Plato calls real (p. 189).
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tains the subject-matter of the mathematical sciences (511 b, 

p. 225) ^ Two characteristics of mathematical procedure are men
tioned: (a) the use of visible diagrams and models as imperfect 
illustrations of the objects and truths of pure thought. Here is a 
sort of bridge carrying the mind across from the visible thing to 
the intelligible reality, which it must learn to distinguish, (b) 
Each branch of mathematics starts from unquestioned assumptions 
{postulates, axioms, definitions) and reasons from them deductively. 
The premisses may be true and the conclusions may follow, but the 
whole structure hangs in the air until the assumptions themselves 
shall have been shown to depend on an unconditional principle. 
{This may be conjectured to be Unity itself, an aspect of the 
Good.) Meanwhile the state of mind is dianoia, the ordinary word 
for ‘thought’ or ‘thinking! here implying a degree of understand
ing which falls short of perfect \nowledge (533 d, p. 254). Dianoia 
suggests^ discursive thinking or reasoning from premiss to conclu
sion, whereas noesis is constantly compared to the immediate act 
of vision and 7uggests rather the direct intuition or apprehension 
of its object.

{D) The higher method is called Dialectic, a word which since 
Hegel has acquired misleading associations. In the Republic it 
simply means the technique of philosophic conversation {dialogue) 
carried on by question and answer and seeking to render, or to 
receive from a respondent, an ‘account’ (logos) of some Form, 
usually a moral Form such as Justice in this dialogue. At this stage 
visible illustrations are no longer available, and the movement at 
first is not downward, deducing conclusions from premisses, but 
upward, examining the premisses themselves and seeking the ulti
mate principle on which they all depend. It is suggested that, if 
the mind could ever rise to grasp the supreme Form, it might then 
descend by a deduction confirming the whole structure of moral 
and mathematical knotvledge. The state of mind is called intelli
gence or rational intuition (noesis) and kn0W^e^Se (episteme, 
533 e, p. 254) in the full sense. The procedure of Dialectic will be 
further described in Chapter XX.VII.

1 The interpretation of the higher part of the Line is the subject of a long con- 
troversy which cannot be pursued here.
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Conceive, then, that there are these two powers I speak of, the 
Good reigning over the domain of all that is intelligible, the Sun 
over the visible world—or the heaven as I might call it; only you 
would think I was showing off my skill in etymology.1 At any rate 
you have these two orders of things clearly before your mind: the 
visible and the intelligible?

I have.
Now take a line divided into two unequal parts, one to repre

sent the visible order, the other the intelligible; and divide each 
part again in the same proportion, symbolizing degrees of com
parative clearness or obscurity. Then (A) one of the two sections 
in the visible world will stand for images. By images I mean first 
shadows, and then reflections in water or in close-grained, polished 
surfaces, and everything of that kind, if you understand.

Yes, I understand.
Let the second section (B) stand for the actual things of which 

the first are likenesses, the living creatures about us and all the 
works of nature or of human hands.

So be it.
Will you also take the proportion in which the visible world has 

been divided as corresponding to degrees of reality and truth, so 
that the likeness shall stand to the original in the same ratio as the 
sphere of appearances and belief to the sphere of knowledge?

Certainly.
Now consider how we are to divide the part which stands for 

the intelligible world. There are two sections. In the first (C) the 
mind uses as images those actual things which themselves had 
images in the visible world; and it is compelled to pursue its in
quiry by starting from assumptions and travelling, not up to a 
principle, but down to a conclusion. In the second (D) the mind 
moves in the other direction, from an assumption up towards a 
principle which is not hypothetical; and it makes no use of the 
images employed in the other section, but only of Forms, and con
ducts its inquiry solely by their means.

I don’t quite understand what you mean.
rSome connected the word for heaven (ougotvo?) with ogav ‘to see’ (Cratylus, 

396 b). It is sometimes used for the whole of the visible universe.
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Then we will try again; what I have just said will help you to 

understand. (C) You know, of course, how students of subjects 
like geometry and arithmetic begin by postulating odd and even 
numbers, or the various figures and the three kinds of angle, and 
other such data in each subject. These data they take as known; 
and, having adopted them as assumptions, they do not feel called 
upon to give any account of them to themselves or to anyone else, 
but treat them as self-evident. Then, starting from these assump
tions, they go on until they arrive, by a series of consistent steps, 
at all the conclusions they set out to investigate.

Yes, I know that.
You also know how they make use of visible figures and dis

course about them, though what they really have in mind is the 
originals of which these figures are images: they are not reasoning, 
for instance, about this particular square and diagonal which they 
have drawn, but about the Square and the Diagonal; and so in 
all cases. The diagrams they draw and the models they make are 
actual things, which may have their shadows or images in water; 
but now they serve in their turn as images, while the student is 
seeking to behold those realities which only thought can appre
hend.1

True.
This, then, is the class of things that I spoke of as intelligible, 

but with two qualifications: first, that the mind, in studying them, 
is compelled to employ assumptions, and, because it cannot rise 
above these, does not travel upwards to a first principle; and sec
ond, that it uses as images those actual things which have images 
of their own in the section below them and which, in comparison 
with those shadows and reflections, are reputed to be more palpable 
and valued accordingly.

I understand: you mean the subject-matter of geometry and of 
the kindred arts.

(D) Then by the second section of the intelligible world you
1 Conversely, the fact that the mathematician can use visible objects as illustra

tions indicates that the realities and truths of mathematics are embodied, though 
imperfectly, in the world of visible and tangible things; whereas the counterparts 
of the moral Forms can only be beheld by thought.
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may understand me to mean all that unaided reasoning apprehends 
by the power of dialectic, when it treats its assumptions, not as 
first principles, but as hypotheses in the literal sense, things ‘laid 
down’ like a flight of steps up which it may mount all the way 
to something that is not hypothetical, the first principle of all; and 
having grasped this, may turn back and, holding on to the conse
quences which depend upon it, descend at last to a conclusion, 
never making use of any sensible object, but only of Forms, mov
ing through Forms from one to another, and ending with Forms.

I understand, he said, though not perfectly; for the procedure 
you describe sounds like an enormous undertaking. But I see that 
you mean to distinguish the field of intelligible reality studied by 
dialectic as having a greater certainty and truth than the subject- 
matter of the ‘arts,’ as they are called, which treat their assumptions 
as first principles. The students of these arts are, it is true, com
pelled to exercise thought in contemplating objects which the senses 
cannot perceive; but because they start from assumptions without 
going back to a first principle, you do not regard them as gaining 
true understanding about those objects, although the objects them
selves, when connected with a first principle, are intelligible. And 
I think you would call the state of mind of the students of geometry 
and other such arts, not intelligence, but thinking, as being some
thing between intelligence and mere acceptance of appearances.

You have understood me quite well enough, I replied. And now 
you may take, as corresponding to the four sections, these four 
states of mind: intelligence for the highest, thinking for the sec
ond, beliej for the third, and for the last imagining} These you 
may arrange as the terms in a proportion, assigning to each a de
gree of clearness and certainty corresponding to the measure in 
which their objects possess truth and reality.

I understand and agree with you. I will arrange them as you say.
1 Plato never uses hard and fast technical terms. The four here proposed are not 

defined or stricdy employed in the sequel.

CHAPTER XXV (vn. 514 A-521 b)

THE ALLEGORY OF THE CAVE

The progress of the mind from the lowest state of unenlighten
ment to knowledge of the Good is now illustrated by the famous 
parable comparing the world of appearance to an underground 
Cave. In Empedocles religious poem the powers which conduct 
the soul to its incarnation say, ‘We have come under this cavern’s 
roof. The image was probably taken from mysteries held in caves 
or dark chambers representing the underworld, through which the 
candidates for initiation were led to the revelation of sacred objects 
in a olaze of light. The idea that the body is a prison-house, to 
which the soul is condemned for past misdeeds, is attributed by 
Plato to the Orphics.

One moral of the allegory is drawn from the distress caused by 
a too sudden passage from darkness to light. The earlier warning 
against plunging untrained minds into the discussion of moral 
problems (498 a, p. 206), as the Sophists and Socrates himself had 
done, is reinforced by the picture of the dazed prisoner dragged 
out into the sunlight. Plato’s ten years’ course of pure mathematics 
is to habituate the intellect to abstract reasoning before moral ideas 
are called in question (537 e, fT., p. 259).

Next, said I, here is a parable to illustrate the degrees in which 
our nature may be enlightened or unenlightened. Imagine the 
condition of men living in a sort of cavernous chamber under
ground, with an entrance open to the light and a long passage 
all down the cave.1 Here they have been from childhood, chained 
by the leg and also by the neck, so that they cannot move and 
can see only what is in front of them, because the chains will not 
let them turn their heads. At some distance higher up is the light 
of a fire burning behind them; and between the prisoners and the

1 The length of the ‘way in1’ {eisodos) to the chamber where the prisoners sit is 
an essential feature, explaining why no daylight reaches them.
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fire is a track 1 with a parapet built along it, like the screen at a 
puppet-show, which hides the performers while they show their 
puppets over the top.

I see, said he.
Now behind this parapet imagine persons carrying along vari

ous artificial objects, including figures of men and animals in wood 
or stone or other materials, which project above the parapet. Natu
rally, some of these persons will be talking, others silent.2

It is a strange picture, he said, and a strange sort of prisoners.
Like ourselves, I replied;/for in the first place prisoners so con

fined would have seen nothing of themselves or of one another, 
except the shadows thrown by die fire-light on the wall of the 
Cave facing them, would they?

Not if all their lives they had been prevented from moving their 
heads.

And they would have seen as little of the objects carried past.
Of course.
Now, if they could talk to one another, would they not suppose 

drat their words referred only to those passing shadows which 
they saw?3

Necessarily.
And suppose their prison had an echo from the wall facing 

them? When one of the people crossing behind them spoke, they 
could only suppose that the sound came from the shadow passing 
before their eyes.

No doubt.
1 The track crosses the passage into the cave at right angles, and is above the 

parapet built along it.
2 A modern Plato would compare his Cave to an underground cinema, where the 

audience watch the play of shadows thrown by the film passing before a light at 
their backs. The film itself is only an image of ‘real’ things and events in the world 
outside the cinema. For the film Plato has to substitute the clumsier apparatus of 
a procession of artificial objects carried on their heads by persons who are merely 
part of the machinery, providing for the movement of the objects and the sounds 
whose echo the prisoners hear. The parapet prevents these persons’ shadows from 
being cast on the wall of the Cave.

3 Adam’s text and interpretation. The prisoners, having seen nothing but shadows, 
cannot think their words refer to the objects carried past behind their backs. For 
them shadows (images) are the only realities.
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In every way, then, such prisoners would recognize as reality 
nothing but the shadows of those artificial objects.1

Inevitably.
Now consider what would happen if their release from the 

chains and the healing of their unwisdom should come about in 
this way. Suppose one of them set free and forced suddenly to 
stand up, turn his head, and walk with eyes lifted to the light; 
all these movements would be painful, and he would be too daz
zled to make out the objects whose shadows he had been used to 
see. What do you think he would say, if someone told him that 
what he had formerly seen was meaningless illusion, but now, 
being somewhat nearer to reality and turned towards more real 
objects, he was getting a truer view? Suppose further that he were 
shown the various objects being carried by and were made to say, 
in reply to questions, what each of them was. Would he not be 
perplexed and believe the objects now shown him to be not so 
real as what he formerly saw? 2

Yes, not nearly so real.
And if he were forced to look at the fire-light itself, would not 

his eyes ache, so that he would try to escape and turn back to the 
things which he could see distinctly, convinced that they really 
were clearer than these other objects now being shown to him?

Yes. xfy VaJ
And suppose someone were to drag him away forcibly up the 

steep and rugged ascent and not let him go until he had hauled 
him out into the sunlight, would he not suffer pain and vexation 
at such treatment, and, when he had come out into the light, find 
his eyes so full of its radiance that he could not see a single one of 
the things that he was now told were real?

Certainly he would not see them all at once.
He would need, then, to grow accustomed s before he could see 

things in that upper world.3 At first it would be easiest to make 
out shadows, and then the images of men and things reflected in

1 The state of mind called eikasia in the previous chapter.
2 The first effect of Socratic questioning is perplexity. Cf. p. 8.
3 Here is the moral—the need of habituation by mathematical study before dis

cussing moral ideas and ascending through them to the Form of the Good.
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water, and later on the things themselves. After that, it would be 
easier to watch the heavenly bodies and the sky itself by night, 
looking at the light of the moon and stars rather than the Sun and 
the Sun’s light in the day-time.

Yes, surely.
Last of all, he would be able to look at the Sun and contemplate 

its nature, not as it appears when reflected in water or any alien 
medium, but as it is in itself in its own domain.

No doubt.
And now he would begin tp draw the conclusion that it is the 

Sun that produces the seasons and the course of the year and 
controls everything in the visible world, and moreover is in a way 
the cause of all that he and his companions used to see.

Clearly he would come at last to that conclusion.
Then if he called to mind his fellow prisoners and what passed 

for wisdom in his former dwelling-place, he would surely think 
himself happy in the: change and be sorry for them. They may have 
had a practice of honouring and commending one anodier, with 
prizes for the man who had the keenest eye for the passing shad
ows and the best memory for the order in which they followed or 
accompanied one another, so that he could make a good guess as 
to which was going to come next.1 Would our released prisoner 
be likely to covet those prizes or to envy the men exalted to honour 
and power in the Cave? Would he not feel like Homer’s Achilles, 
that he would far sooner ‘be on earth as a hired servant in the 
house of a landless man’ 2 or endure anything rather than go back 
to his old beliefs and live in the old way?

Yes, he would prefer any fate to such a life.
Now imagine what would happen if he went down again to 

take his former seat in the Cave. Coming suddenly out of the 
sunlight, his eyes would be filled with darkness. He might be re
quired once more to deliver his opinion on those shadows, in com-

1 The empirical politician, with no philosophic insight, but only a ‘knack of re
membering what usually happens’ (Gorg. 501 a). He has eikasia = conjecture as to 
what is likely (eikps).

2 This verse (already quoted at 386 c, p. 76), being spoken by the ghost of 
Achilles, suggests that the Cave is comparable with Hades.
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petition with the prisoners who had never been released, while his / ;
eyesight was still dim and unsteady; and it might take some time 
to become used to the darkness. They would laugh at him and say 
that he had gone up only to come back with his sight ruined; it 
was worth no one’s while even to attempt the ascent. If they could 
lay hands on the man who was trying to set them free and lead 
them up, they would kill him.1

Yes, they would. A K Son ,
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Every feature in this parable, my dear Glaucon, is meant to fit 
our earlier analysis. The prison dwelling corresponds to the region 
revealed to us through the sense of sight, and the fire-light within 
it to the power of the Sun. The ascent to see the things in the 
upper world you may take as standing for the upward jour.ney of 
the soul into the region of the intelligible) then you will be in 
possession of what I surmise, since that is what you wish to be told. 
Heaven knows whether it is true; but this, at any rate, is how it 
appears to me. In the world of knowledge, the last thing to be 
perceived and only with great difficulty is the essential Form of 
Goodness. Once it is perceived, the conclusion must follow that, 
for all things, this is the cause of whatever is right and good; in 
the visible world it gives birth to light and to the lord of light, 
while it is itself sovereign in the intelligible world and the parent 
of intelligence and truth. Without having had a vision of this Form 
no one can act with wisdom, either in his own life of in matters 
of state.

So far as I can understand, I share your belief.
Then you may also agree that it is no wonder if those who have 

reached this height are reluctant to manage the affairs of men. 
Their souls long to spend all their time in that upper world—natu
rally enough, if here once more our parable holds true. Nor, again, 
is it at all strange that one who comes from the contemplation 
of divine things to the miseries of human life should appear awk
ward and ridiculous when, with eyes still dazed and not yet ac
customed to the darkness, he is compelled, in a law-court or else-

1 An allusion to the fate of Socrates.
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where, to dispute about the shadows of justice or the images that 
cast those shadows, and to wrangle over the notions of what is 
right in the minds of men who have never beheld Justice itself.1

It is not at all strange.
No; a sensible man will remember that the eyes may be con

fused in two ways—by a change from light to darkness or from 
darkness to light; and he will recognize that the same thing hap
pens to the soul. When he sees it troubled and unable to discern 
anything clearly, instead of laughing thoughtlessly, he will ask 
whether, coming from a brighter existence, its unaccustomed vision 
is obscured by the darkness, in which case he will think its condi
tion enviable and its life a happy one; or whether, emerging from 
the depths of ignorance, it is dazzled by excess of light. If so, he 
will rather feel sorry for it; or, if he were inclined to laugh, that 
would be less ridiculous than to laugh at the soul which has come 
down from the light.

That is a fair statement.
If this is true, then, we must conclude that education is not what 

it is said to be by some, who profess to put knowledge into a soul 
which does not possess it, as if they could put sight into blind eyes. 
On the contrary, our own account signifies that the soul of every 
man does possess the power of learning the truth and the organ 
to see it with; and that, just as one might have to turn the whole 
body round in order that the eye should see light instead of dark
ness, so the endre soul must be turned away from this changing 

t - vyorld, until its eye can bear to contemplate reality and that su
preme splendour'which we have called the Good. Hence there may 
wep pe an art whose aim would be to effect this very thing, the 

• .G. c,'> ?:»-5conversion of the soul, in the readiest way; not to put the power 
of sight into the soul’s eye, which already has it, but to ensure that, 
instead of looking in the wrong direction, it is turned the way it 
ought to be.

Yes, it may well be so.
It looks, then, as though wisdom were different from those or

dinary virtues, as they are called, which are not far removed from
1 In the Gorgias 486 a, Callicles, forecasting the trial of Socrates, taunts him with 

the philosopher’s inability to defend himself in a court.
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bodily qualities, in that they can be produced by habituation and 
exercise in a soul which has not possessed them from the first. 
Wisdom* it seems, is certainly the virtue of some diviner faculty, 
which never loses its power, though its use for good or harm de
pends on the direction towards which it is turned. You must have 
noticed in dishonest men with a reputation for sagacity the shrewd 
glance of a narrow intelligence piercing the objects to which it is 
directed. There is nothing wrong with their power of vision, but 
it has been forced into the service of evil, so that the keener its 
sight, the more harm it works.

Quite true.
And yet if the growth of a nature like this had been pruned 

from earliest childhood, cleared of those clinging overgrowths 
which come of gluttony and all luxurious pleasure and, like leaden 
weights charged with affinity to this mortal world, hang upon the 
soul, bending its vision downwards; if, freed from these, the soul 
were turned round towards true reality, then this same power in 
these very men would see the truth as keenly as the objects it is 
turned to now.

Yes, very likely.
Is it not also likely, or indeed certain after what has been said, 

that a state can never be properly governed either by the unedu
cated who know nothing of truth or by men who are allowed to 
spend all their days in the pursuit of cufture ? The ignorant have 
no single mark before-their Tey es at which they must aim in all 
the conduct of their own lives and of affairs of state; and the others 
will not engage in action if they can help it, dreaming that, while 
still alive, they have been translated to jdie Islands of the Blest.

Quite true.
It is for us, then, as founders of a commonwealth, to bring com

pulsion to bear on the noblest natures. They must be made to 
climb the ascent to the vision of Goodness, which we called the 
highest object of knowledge; and, when they have looked upon it 
long enough, they must not be allowed, as they now are, to remain 
on the heights, refusing to come down again to the prisoners or 
to take any part in their labours and rewards, however much or 
little these may be worth.

5~'P
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Shall we not be doing them an injustice, if we force on them 
a worse life than they might have?

You have forgotten again, my friend, that the law is not con
cerned to make any one class specially happy, but to ensure the 
welfare of the commonwealth as a whole. By persuasion or. c6n- 
straint it will unite the citizens in harmony, making them share
whatever benefits each class can contribute to the common good; 
and its purpose in forming men of that spirit was not that each 
should be left to go his own way, but that they should be instru
mental in binding the community into one.

True, I had forgotten.
You will see, then, Glaucon, that there will be no real injustice 

in compelling our philosophers to watch over and care for the other 
citizens. We can fairly tell them that their compeers in other states 
may quite reasonably refuse to collaborate: there they have sprung 
up, like a self-sown plant, in despite of their country’s institutions; 
no one has fostered their growth, and they cannot be expected to 
show gratitude for a care they have never received. ‘But,’ we shall 
say, ‘it is not so with you. We have brought you into existence 
for your country’s sake as well as for your own, to be like leaders 
and king-bees in.a hive; you have been better and more thoroughly 
educated than those others and hence you are more capable of play
ing your part both as men of thought and as men of action. You 
must go down, then, each in his turn, to live with the rest and let 
your eyes grow accustomed to the darkness. You will then see a 
thousand times better than those who live there always; you will 
recognize ^eyery_ image for what it is and know what it represents,
because you have seen justice, beauty, and goodness in their reality; 
and so you and we shall find life in our commonwealth no mere 
dream, as it is in most existing states, where men live fighting one 
another about shadows and quarrelling for power, as if that were a 
great prize; whereas in truth government can be at its best and 
free from dissension only where the destined rulers are least desir
ous of holding office.’

Quite true.
Then will our pupils refuse to listen and to take their turns at

A "~£ /<?% t~<>'

a. k
t
h ■ ■ / r , \>CA

vn. 521] APPLICATION OF THE CAVE ALLEGORY 235
sharing in the work of the community, though they may live to
gether for most of their time in a purer air?

No; it is a fair demand, and they are fair-minded men. No 
doubt, unlike any ruler of the present day, they will think of hold
ing power as an unavoidable necessity.

Yes, my friend; for the truth is that you can have a well-gov
erned society only if you can discover for your future rulers a bet
ter way of life than being in office; then only will power be in the 
hands of men who are rich, not in gold, but in the wealth that 
brings happiness, a good and wise life. All goes wrong when, 
starved for lack of anything good in their own lives, men turn 
to public affairs hoping to snatch from thence the happiness they 
hunger for. They set about fighting for power, and this internecine 
conflict ruins them and their country.1 The life of true philosophy 
is the only one that looks down upon offices of state: and access to' AT ' ^ • - 1 ' Vr.*'---' * ■ ■
power must be confined to men who are not in love with it; other
wise rivals will start fighting. So whom else can you compel to 
undertake the guardianship of the commonwealth, if not those 
who, besides understanding best the principles of government, en
joy a nobler life than the politician’s and look for rewards of a dif
ferent kind?

There is indeed no other choice.

CHAPTER XXVI (vn. 521 c-531 c)

HIGHER EDUCATION. MATHEMATICS

The Pythagorean Archytas, Plato’s contemporary, enumerates as 
sister subjects (mathemata) geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and 
music. Plato adopts these four, adding solid geometry. These 
sciences are here described and criticized with respect to their

1 Aristotle, Politics iii. 6: ‘Nowadays men seek to be always in office for the sake 
of the advantages to be gained from office and from the public revenues.’ Thucydides, 
iii. 82 (on the revolution at Corcyra): ‘The cause of all these things was tire pursuit 
of office for motives of greed and ambition.’
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In any case, Plato’s primary purpose here is not to advance physi
cal science, but to train the mind to thin\ abstractly. On the other 
hand, he seems to be feeling after a pure mathematical science of 
motion, much wider than astronomy and equal in exactness to 
geometry. But the laws of motion were not discovered in antiquity. 
The first steps towards a science of mechanics were tapen by his 
contemporary Archytas, but seem to have been limited to attempts 
to explain mathematically the surprising powers of a few very 
simple machines, li\e the lever or the capstan.

Then let us put astronomy fourth, assuming the subject now 
neglected to have been established, provided that the state will 
take it up.

That may well happen. And now, Socrates, I will praise astron
omy on your own principles, instead of commending its usefulness 
in the vulgar spirit for which you upbraided me. Anyone can see 
that this subject forces the mind to look upwards, away from this 
world of ours to higher things.

Anyone except me, perhaps, I replied. I do not agree.
Why not?
As it is now handled by those who are trying to lead us up to 

philosophy, I think it simply turns the mind’s eye downwards.
What do you mean?
You put a too generous construction on the study of ‘higher 

things.’ Apparently you would think a man who threw his head 
back to contemplate the decorations o^a ceiling was using his 
reason, not his eyes, to gain knowledge. Perhaps you are right and 
my notion is foolish; but I cannot think of any study as making 
the mind look upwards, except one which has to do with unseen 
reality. No one, I should say, can ever gain knowledge of any 
sensible object by gaping upwards any more than by shutting his 
eyes and searching for it on the ground, because there can be no 
knowledge of sensible things. His mind will be looking down
wards, though he may pursue his studies lying on his back or float
ing on the sea.

I deserve to be rebuked, he answered. But how did you mean
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self only an image as compared with the Sun. Now the whole 
course of study in the arts we have reviewed has the corresponding 
effect of leading up the noblest faculty of the soul towards the 
contempladon of the highest of all realities, just as in our allegory 
the bodily organ which has the clearest perceptions was led up 
towards the brightest of visible things in the material world.

I agree to what you are saying, Glaucon replied; I find it very 
hard to accept, but in anodier way no less hard to deny. How
ever, there will be many other opportunities to reconsider it; so 
let us assume for the moment that it is true, and go on to develop 
what you call the main theme as fully as we have treated the 
prelude. I want you to describe the function of philosophic dis
cussion, into what divisions it falls, and what are its methods; for 
here, it seems, we have come to the procedure which should lead 
to the resting-place at our journey’s end.

My dear Glaucon, said I, you will not be able to follow me 
farther, though not for want of willingness on my part. It would 
mean that, instead of illustrating the truth by an allegory, I should 
be showing you the truth itself, at least as it appears to me. I can
not be sure whether or not I see it as it really is; but we can be 
sure that there is some such reality which it concerns us to see. 
Is not that so?

No doubt.
And also that it can be revealed only to one who is trained in 

the studies we have discussed, and to him only by the power of 
dialectic?

That also we can assert.
At any rate, no one will maintain against us that there is any 

other method of inquiry which systematically attempts in every 
case to grasp the nature of each thing as it is in itself. The other 
arts are nearly all concerned with human opinions and desires, 
or with the production of natural and artificial things, or with 
the care of them when produced. There remain geometry and 
those other allied studies which, as we said, do in some measure 
apprehend reality; but we observe that they cannot yield any
thing clearer than a dream-like vision of the real so long as they 
leave die assumptions they employ unquestioned and can give no

253
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account of them. If your premiss is something you do not really 
know and your conclusion and the intermediate steps are a tissue 
of things you do not really know, your reasoning may be con
sistent with itself, but how can it ever amount to knowledge?

It cannot.
So, said I, the method of dialectic is the only one which takes 

this course, doing away with assumptions and travelling up to 
the first principle of all, so as to make sure of confirmation there. 
When the eye of the soul is sunk in a veritable slough of bar
barous ignorance,1 this method gently draws it forth and guides 
it upwards, assisted in this work of conversion by the arts we have 
enumerated. From force of habit we have several times spoken of 
these as branches of knowledge; but they need some other name 
implying something less clear than knowledge, though not so 
dim as the apprehension of appearances. ‘Thinking,’ I believe, was 
the term we fixed on earlier; but in considering matters of such 
high importance we shall not quarrel about a name.

Certainly not.
We shall be satisfied, then, with the names we gave earlier2 

to our four divisions: first, knowledge; second, thinking; third, 
belief; and fourth, imagining. The last two taken together consti
tute the apprehension of appearances in the world of Becoming; 
the first two, intelligence concerned with true Being. Finally, as 
Being is to Becoming, so is intelligence to the apprehension of ap
pearances; and in the same relation again stand knowledge to be
lief, and thinking to imagining. We had better not discuss the 
corresponding objects, the intelligible world and the world of ap
pearance, or the twofold division of each of those provinces and 
the proportion in which the divisions stand. We might be involved 
in a discussion many times as long as the one we have already had.

Well, I certainly agree on those other points, so far as I can fol
low you.3

1 This bold metaphor recalls mysteries in which sinners were dramatically repre
sented as plunged in a pool of mud in Hades (363 n, p. 48).

2 In the diagram of the Line, Chap. XXIV, p. 226.
3 The above passage seems to describe the special use of dialectical method to 

criticize and finally confirm the premisses of the mathematical sciences, thus ‘doing
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And by a master of dialectic do you also mean one who demands 
an account of the essence of each thing? And would you not say 
that, in so far as he can render no such account to himself or to 
others, his intelligence is at fault?

I should.
And does not this apply to the Good? He must be able to dis

tinguish the essential nature of Goodness, isolating it from all 
other Forms; he must fight his way through all criticisms, deter
mined to examine every step by the standard, not of appearances 
and opinions, but of reality and truth, and win through to the 
end without sustaining a fall. If he cannot do this, he will know 
neither Goodness itself nor any good thing; if he does lay hold 
upon some semblance of good, it will be only a matter of belief, 
not of knowledge; and he will dream away his life here in a sleep 
which has no awakening on this side of that world of Death where 
he will sleep at last for ever.

I do most earnestly agree with you.
Well then, if you should ever be charged in actual fact with the 

upbringing and education of these imaginary children of yours, 
you will not allow them, I suppose, to bear rule in your common
wealth so long as their minds are, as a mathematician might say, 
irrational quantities, not commensurate with the highest responsi
bilities.1 So you will make a law that they must devote themselves 
especially to the discipline which will make them masters of the 
technique of asking and answering questions.

Yes, I will, with your collaboration.
May we conclude, then, that our account’ of the subjects of study 

is now complete? Dialectic will stand as the coping-stone of the 
whole structure; there is no other study that deserves to be put 
above it.

Yes, I agree.
away’ with their hypothetical character. Socrates now passes on to the application 
of dialectic to moral ideas in the highest section of the intelligible realm.

1 Plato puns on the phrase ‘irrational (incommensurable) lines,’ commonly illus
trated by the diagonal and side of the square.
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Justice herself will have no fault to find with us and we shall en
sure the safety of our commonwealth and its institutions. We 
should only ruin it by choosing pupils of a different stamp; and 
moreover we should bring down upon philosophy an even greater 
storm of ridicule.

That would be a discreditable result.
It would. But at the moment I seem to be inviting ridicule my

self.
In what way?
By speaking with so much warmth and forgetting that these 

speculations are only an amusement for our leisure. As I spoke, I 
seemed to see Philosophy suffering undeserved insults, and was so 
vexed with her persecutors that I lost my temper and became too 
vehement.

I did not think so as I listened.
No, but I felt it myself. However, here is something we must 

not forget. When we spoke earlier of selecting Rulers, we said we 
should choose old men;1 but that will not do for the selection 
we are making now. We must not let Solon persuade us that a 
man can learn many things as he grows old;2 he could sooner 
learn to run. Youth is the time for hard work of all sorts.

Undoubtedly.
Arithmetic, then, and geometry and all branches of the prelimi

nary education which is to pave the way for Dialectic should be 
introduced in childhood; but not in the guise of compulsory in
struction, because for the free man there should be no element of 
slavery in learning. Enforced exercise does no harm to the body, 
but enforced learning will not stay in the mind. So avoid com
pulsion, and let your children’s lessons take the form of play. This 
will also help you to see what they are naturally fitted for.

That is a reasonable plan.
You remember, too, our children were to be taken to the wars 

on horseback to watch the fighting, and, when it was safe, brought 
close up like young hounds to be given a taste of blood.

I remember.
1 At 412 c, p. 103.
2 Solon, frag. 22 (Diehl): ‘I go on learning many things as I grow old.’
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Then we must make a select list including everyone who shows 
forwardness in all these studies and exercises and dangers.

At what age?
As soon as they are released from the necessary physical train- 

ing. This may take two or three years, during which nothing else 
can be done; for weariness and sleep are unfavourable to study. 
And at the same time, these exercises will provide not the least im
portant test of character.

No doubt.
When that time is over, then, some of those who are now twenty 

years old will be selected for higher privileges. The detached stud
ies in which they were educated as children will now be brought 
together in a comprehensive view of their connexions with one an
other and with reality.

Certainly that is the only kind of knowledge which takes firm 
root in the mind.

Yes, and the chief test of a natural gift for Dialectic, which is 
the same thing as the ability to see the connexions of things.

I agree.
You will keep an eye, then, on these qualities and make a fur

ther selection of those who possess them in the highest degree and 
show most steadfastness in study as well as in warfare and in 
their other duties. When they reach thirty they will be promoted 
to still higher privileges and tested by the power of Dialectic, to 
see which can dispense with sight and the other senses and follow 
truth into the region of pure reality. And here, my friend, you will 
need the greatest watchfulness.

Why in particular?
You must have seen how much harm is done now by philosoph

ical discussion—how it infects people with a spirit of lawlessness.
Yes, I have.
Does that surprise you? Can you not make allowances for them? 

Imagine a child brought up in a rich family with powerful con
nexions and surrounded by a host of flatterers; and suppose that, 
when he comes to manhood, he learns that he is not the son of 
those who call themselves his parents and his true father and 
mother are not to be found. Can you guess how he would feel
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of plunging the young into philosophical discussion, ought we not 
to make allowances, as I said before?

Yes, and be sorry for them too.
Then, if you do not want to be sorry for those pupils of yours 

who have reached the age of thirty, you must be very careful 
how you introduce them to such discussions. One great precaution 
is to forbid their taking part while they are still young. You must 
have seen how youngsters, when they get their first taste of it, treat 
argument as a form of sport solely for purposes of contradiction. 
When someone has proved them wrong, they copy his methods to 
confute others, delighting like puppies in tugging and tearing at 
anyone who comes near them. And so, after a long course of 
proving others wrong and being proved wrong themselves, they 
rush to the conclusion that all they once believed is false; and the 
result is that in the eyes of the world they discredit, not them
selves only, but the whole business of philosophy. An older man 
will not share this craze for making a sport of contradiction. He 
will prefer to take for his model the conversation of one who is 
bent on seeking truth, and his own reasonableness will bring credit 
on the pursuit. We meant to ensure this result by all that we said 
earlier against the present practice of admitting anybody, however 
unfit, to philosophic discussions, and about the need for 
and steadfast character.

Certainly.
If a man, then, is to devote himself to such discussion as con

tinuously and exclusively as he gave himself up earlier to the cor
responding training of his body, will twice as long a time be 
enough ?

Do you mean six years or four ?
No matter; let us say five. For after that they must be sent down 

again into that Cave we spoke of and compelled to take military 
commands and other offices suitable to the young, so that they may 
not be behind their fellow citizens in experience. And at this stage 
they must once more be tested to see whether they will stand firm 
against all seductions.

How much time do you allow for this ?
Fifteen years. Then, when they are fifty, those who have come

26l
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safely through and proved the best at all points in action and in 
study must be brought at last to the goal. They must lift up the 
eye of the soul to gaze on that which sheds light on all things; and 
when they have seen the Good itself, take it as a pattern for the 
right ordering of the state and of the individual, themselves in
cluded. For the rest of their lives, most of their time will be spent 
in study; but they will all take their turn at the troublesome dudes 
of public life and act as Rulers for their country’s sake, not re
garding it as a distinction, but as an unavoidable task. And so, 
when each generation has educated others like themselves to take 
their place as Guardians of the commonwealth, they will depart 
to dwell in the Islands of the Blest. The state will set up monu
ments for them and sacrifices, honouring them as divinities, if the 
Pythian Oracle approves, or at least as men blest with a godlike 
spirit.

That is a fine portrait of our Rulers, Socrates.
Yes, Glaucon, and you must not forget that some of them will 

be women. All I have been saying applies just as much to any 
women who are found to have the necessary gifts.

Quite right, if they are to share equally with the men in every
thing, as we said.

Well then, said I, do you agree that our scheme of a common
wealth and its constitution has not been a mere day-dream? Dif
ficult it may be, but possible, though only on the one condition 
we laid down, that genuine philosophers—one or more of them— 
shall come into power in a state; men who will despise all existing 
honours as mean and worthless, caring only for the right and the 
honours to be gained from that, and above all for justice as the 
one indispensable thing in whose service and maintenance they 
will reorganize their own state.

How will they do that?
They must send out into the country all citizens who are above 

ten years old, take over the children, away from the present habits 
and manners of their parents, and bring them up in their own 
ways under the institutions we have described. Would not that 
be the quickest and easiest way in which our polity could be estab-
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and then consider whether or not the best is also the happiest, the 
worst the most miserable. I was asking what these four constitu
tions were, when Polemarchus and Adeimantus interrupted us; 
and so you entered on the discussion which has brought us to this 
point.

Your memory is very accurate, I replied.
Let us be like wrestlers, then, who go back to the same grip 

after an indecisive fall. If I repeat my question, try to give me the 
answer you were going to make.

I will do my best.
Well, I am just as eager to hear what are the four types of gov

ernment you meant.
There is no difficulty about that; they are the types which have 

names in common use. First there is the constitution of Crete and 
Sparta, which is so commonly admired; second and next in esteem 
oligarchy, as it is called, a constitution fraught with many evils; 
next follows its antagonist, democracy; then despotism, which is 
thought so glorious and goes beyond them all as the fourth and 
final disease of society. Can you mention any other type of govern
ment, I mean any that is obviously a distinct species? There are, 
of course, types like hereditary monarchy, and states where the 
highest offices can be bought;1 but these are rather intermediate 
forms, to be found quite as frequently outside Greece as within it.

True, one hears of many strange varieties.
Do you see, then, that there must be as many types of human 

character as there are forms of government? Constitutions cannot 
come out of stocks and stones; they mtfst result from the prepon
derance of certain characters which draw the rest of the community 
in their wake. So if there are five forms of government, there must 
be five kinds of mental constitution among individuals.

Naturally.
Now we have already described the man whom we regard as 

in the full sense good and just and who corresponds to aristocracy, 
the government of the best. We have next to consider the inferior 
types: the competitive and ambitious temperament, answering to

1 This was so at Carthage, according to Aristotle, Pol. 1273 a 36, and Polybius 
vi. 56, 4. Plato confines himself to Greek institutions.



THE FALL OF THE IDEAL STATEvm. 546] 269

to be shaken, yet, since all that comes into being must decay, even 
a fabric like this will not endure for ever, but will suffer dissolu
tion. In this manner: not only for plants that grow in the earth, 
but also for all creatures that move thereon, there are seasons of 
fruitfulness and unfruitfulness for soul and body alike, which come 
whenever a certain cycle is completed, in a period1 short or long 
according to the length of life of each species. For your own race, 
the rulers you have bred for your commonwealth, wise as they are, 
will not be able, by observation and reckoning, to hit upon the 
times propitious or otherwise for birth; some day the moment will 
slip by and they will beget children out of due season. For the di
vine creature there is a period embraced by a perfect number;2 
while for the human there is a geometrical number determining the 
better or worse quality of the births.3 When your Guardians, from 
ignorance of this, bring together brides and bridegrooms out of 
season, their children will not be well-endowed or fortunate. The 
best of these may be appointed by the elder generation; but when 
they succeed to their fathers’ authority as Guardians, being un-

1 This period has been taken to be the period of gestation, at the end of which 
the seed of the living creature (‘soul and body’) either comes successfully to birth 
or miscarries. Aristotle (On the Generation of Animals, iv. 10, 777 b 16) remarks: 
‘In all animals the time of gestation and development and the length of life aim at 
being measured by naturally complete periods. By a natural period I mean, e.g. a day 
and night, a month, a year, and the greater times measured by these, and also the 
periods (phases) of the moon.’

2 The ‘divine creature’ is the visible universe, which is called a ‘created god’ in 
the cosmological myth of the Timaeus. The perfect number is probably the number 
of days in a Great Year, which is completed when, all the heavenly bodies come back 
to the same relative positions (Tim. 39 n).

3 The extremely obscure description of this number, which has been variously 
interpreted, is omitted. Ancient evidence points to some relation between two num
bers, both ultimately based on the factors 3, 4, 5. representing the ades of the^ ‘Pyth
agorean’ or ‘zoogonic’ right-angled triangle. (1) One is2i6 = 3”-l-4'' + 3 =6- 
This was called the ‘psychogenic cube,’ as expressing the number of days in the 
gestation period of the seven-months’ child. The period of the nine-months child 
was obtained by adding 60 = 3 X 4 X 5- G) The other number is 12,960,000 = 
3,600“ = (3 X 4 X 5)*. number of days in a Great Year, reckoned as 36,000 
solar years of 360 days each. If Plato does describe two numbers, and not (as some 
hold) the second only, he has not explained how the two should be brought into 
relation. The serious idea behind this seemingly fanciful passage is the affinity and 
correspondence of macrocosm and microcosm and the embodiment of mathematical 
principles in both.
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It will be like the earlier constitution in several ways. Authority 
will be respected; the fighting class will abstain from any form of 
business, farming, or handicrafts; they will keep up their common 
meals and give their time to physical training and martial exer
cises.

Yes.
On the other hand, it will have some peculiar characteristics. It 

will be afraid to admit intellectuals to office. The men of that qual
ity now at its disposal will no longer be single-minded and sin
cere; it will prefer simpler characters with plenty of spirit, better 
suited for war than for peace. War will be its constant occupation, 
and military tricks and stratagems will be greatly admired.

Yes.
At the same time, men of this kind will resemble the ruling class 

of an oligarchy in being avaricious, cherishing furtively a passion
ate regard for gold and silver; for they will now have private 
homes where they can hoard their treasure in secret and live en
sconced in a nest of their own, lavishing their riches on their 
women or whom they please. They will also be miserly, prizing 
the money they may not openly acquire, though prodigal enough 
of other people’s wealth for the satisfaction of their desires. They 
will enjoy their pleasures in secret, like truant children, in de
fiance of the law; because they have been educated not by gentle 
influence but under compulsion, cultivating the body in preference 
to the mind and caring nothing for the spirit of genuine culture 
which seeks truth by the discourse of reason.

The society you describe is certainly a mixture of good anu evil.
Yes, it is a mixture; but, thanks to the predominance of the 

spirited part of our nature, it has one most conspicuous feature: 
ambition and the passion to excel.

Quite so.
Such, then, is the origin and character of this form of govern

ment. We have given only an outline, for no more finished picture 
is needed for the purpose of setting before our eyes the perfect 
types of just and unjust men. It would be an endless task to go 
through all the forms of government and of human character 
without omitting any detail.
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family sometimes talk privately to the sons in the same way. If 
they see the father taking no action against a swindler or a default
ing debtor, they urge the son, when he is grown up, to stand up 
for his rights and be more of a man than his father. When the 
boy goes out, he sees and hears the same sort of thing: one man 
is made light of as a fool for minding his own business, whereas 
another who has a finger in every pie is praised and respected. All 
this experience affects the young man, and on the other hand he 
listens to his father’s conversation and can see at close quarters 
how his way of life compares with other people’s; and so he is 
pulled both ways. His father tends the growth of reason in his 
soul, while the rest of the world is fostering the other two ele
ments, ambition and appetite. By temperament he is not a bad 
man, but he has fallen into bad company, and the two contrary 
influences result in a compromise: he gives himself up to the con
trol of the middle principle of high-spirited emulation and becomes 
an arrogant and ambitious man.

That is a good account of his history, I think.
So now we have an idea of the second form of government and 

the corresponding individual.
Yes.

CHAPTER XXX (vm. 550 0-555 b)

OLIGARCHY (PLUTOCRACY) AND THE OLIGARCHIC MAN

In Timocracy the illegitimate institution of private property for the 
Guardians stimulated ambition, under cover of which the still lower 
passion for wealth was released from the control of reason. The 
love of money is the most reputable motive characterizing the third 
element in human nature, the ‘multifarious group of appetites for 
the satisfactions, necessary or unnecessary, which money can buy. 
Oligarchy, the ‘government of the few? or, as Xenophon (Mem. 
iv, 6, 12) calls it, Plutocracy, is the constitution which results when 
power passes into the hands of men for whom wealth is the end 
of life. The state now suffers a further loss of unity by the out-
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brea}^ of that class war of rich against poor which Plato sought 
to avert by denying all private property to the ruling order and 
limiting the acquisition of wealth by tradesmen and farmers {Chap. 
XI, p. 112). The plutocrat, as a mere consumer of goods, is com
pared to the drone; and when he has squandered his money he 
sinks into the dangerous class of paupers and criminals (sting- 
drones) .

In the oligarchic individual, the drone-li\e appetites have gained 
some ground against reason; but they are still held in chec\ by 
the dominant passion for wealth, which calls for an outward re
spectability.

Shall we go on then, as Aeschylus might say, to tell of ‘another 
man, matched with another state,’1 or rather keep to our plan of 
taking the state first?

By all means.
Then I suppose the next type of constitution will be oligarchy.
What sort of regime do you mean?
The one which is based on a property qualification, where the 

rich are in power and the poor man cannot hold office.
I see.
We must start, then, by describing the transition from timocracy 

to oligarchy. No one could fail to see how that happens. The down
fall of timocracy is due to the flow of gold into those private stores 
we spoke of. In finding new ways of spending their money, men 
begin by stretching the law for that purpose, until they and their 
wives obey it no longer. Then, as each keeps an envious eye on 
his neighbour, their rivalry infects the great mass of them; and as 
they go to further lengths in the pursuit of riches, the more they 
value money and the less they care for virtue. Virtue and wealth 
are balanced against one another in the scales; as the rich rise in 
social esteem, the virtuous sink. These changes of valuation, more
over, are always reflected in practice. So at last the competitive 
spirit of ambition in these men gives way to the passion for gain; 
they despise the poor man and promote to power the rich, who

1 Alludes to the messenger’s descriptions of the champions who appeared before 
the gates of Thebes in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes.
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then to go on living in a community where he plays no part as 
tradesman or artisan or as a soldier capable of providing his own 
equipment; he is only what they call a pauper. This is an evil 
which first becomes possible under an oligarchy, or at least there 
is nothing to prevent it; otherwise there would not be some men 
excessively wealthy and others destitute.

True.
Now think of this pauper in his earlier days when he was well 

off. By spending his money, was he doing any more good to the 
community in those useful ways I mentioned? He seemed to be
long to the ruling class, but really he was neither ruling the state 
nor serving it; he was a mere consumer of goods. His house might 
be compared to one of those cells in the honeycomb where a drone 
is bred to be the plague of the hive. Some drones can fly, and 
these were all created without stings; others, which cannot fly, are 
of two sorts: some have formidable stings, the rest have none.1 In 
society, the stingless drones end as beggars in their old age; the 
ones which have stings become what is known as the criminal class. 
It follows that, in any community where beggars are to be seen, 
there are also thieves and pickpockets and temple-robbers and other 
such artists in crime concealed somewhere about the place. And 
you will certainly see beggars in any state governed by an oligarchy.

Yes, nearly everywhere, outside the ruling class.
Then we may assume that there are also plenty of drones with 

stings, criminals whom the government takes care to hold down 
by force; and we shall conclude that they are bred by lack of edu
cation, bad upbringing, and a vicious form of government.

Yes.
Such, then, is the character of a state ruled by an oligarchy. It 

has all these evils and perhaps more.
Very likely.
1 Aristotle, Hist. Anim. ix. 40, describes drones as living on the honey made by 

the working bees. If the king-bee dies, drones are said to be reared by the workers 
in their own cells and to become more spirited; hence they are called sting-drones, 
though they really have no stings, but only the wish to use such weapons. Drones 
and robber-bees, if caught damaging the work of the other bees, are killed or driven 
from the hive.
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We have finished, then, with the constitution known as oligarchy, 

where power is held on a property qualification, and we may turn 
now to the history and character of the corresponding individual.

Yes, let us do so.
The transition from the timocratic type to the oligarchical hap

pens somewhat in this way. The timocratical man has a son, who 
at first emulates his father and follows in his steps. Then suddenly 
he sees him come up against society, like a ship striking a sunken 
rock, and founder with all his possessions; he may have held some 
high office or command and then have been brought to trial by in
formers and put to death or banished or outlawed with the loss 
of all his property.

All this might well happen.
The son is terror-stricken at the sight of this ruin, in which his 

own fortunes are involved. At once that spirit of eager ambition 
which hitherto ruled in his heart is thrust headlong from the throne. 
Humbled by poverty, he turns to earning his living and, little by 
little, through hard work and petty savings, scrapes together a 
fortune. And now he will instal another spirit on the vacant throne, 
the money-loving spirit of sensual appetite, like an eastern mon
arch with diadem and golden chain and scimitar girt at his side. 
At its footstool, on either hand, will crouch the two slaves he has 
forced into subjection: Reason, whose thought is now confined to 
calculating how money may breed more money, and Ambition, 
suffered to admire and value nothing but wealth and its possessors 
and to excel in nothing but the struggle to gain money by any and 
every means.

There is no swifter and surer way by which an ambitious young 
man may be transformed into a lover of money.

Is this, then, our oligarchical type?
Well, at any rate, the type from which he has developed cor

responded to the constitution from which oligarchy arose.
Let us see, then, whether he will not have the same sort of 

character. The first point of resemblance is that he values wealth 
above everything. Another is that he is niggardly and a worker 
who satisfies only his necessary wants and will go to no further 
expense; his other desires he keeps in subjection as leading no-
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where. There is something squalid about him, with his way of al
ways expecting to make a profit and add to his hoard—the sort of 
person who is much admired by the vulgar. Surely there is a like
ness here to the state under an oligarchy P

I think there is, especially in the way that money is valued above 
everything.

Because, I suspect, he has never thought of cultivating his mind.
Never; or he would not have promoted the blind god of Wealth 1 

to lead the dance.
Good; and here is another point. As a consequence of his lack 

of education, appetites will spring up in him, comparable to those 
drones in society whom we classified as either beggars or criminals, 
though his habitual carefulness will keep them in check. If you 
want to see his criminal tendencies at work, you must look to any 
occasions, such as the guardianship of orphans, where he has a 
chance to be dishonest without risk. It will then be clear that in 
his other business relations, where his apparent honesty gives him 
a good reputation, he is only exercising a sort of enforced modera
tion. The base desires are there, not tamed by a reasonable convic
tion daat it is wrong to gratify them, but only held down under 
stress of fear, which makes him tremble for the safety of his whole 
fortune. Moreover, you may generally be sure of discovering these 
drone-like appetites whenever men of this sort have other people’s 
money to spend.

That is very true.
Such a man, then, will not be single-minded but torn in two by 

internal conflict, though his better desires will usually keep the 
upper hand over the worse. Hence he presents a more decent ap
pearance than many; but the genuine virtue of a soul in peace 
and harmony with itself will be utterly beyond his reach.

I agree.
Further, his stinginess weakens him as a competitor for any per

sonal success or honourable distinction. He is unwilling to spend 
his money in a struggle for that sort of renown, being afraid to 
stir up his expensive desires by calling upon them to second his

1 Plutus is blind in Aristophanes’ play of that name and elsewhere.
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for which they are fitted. Fitness to govern is, he has argued, the 
last achievement of the highest natures.

Oligarchy, by ma\ing wealth the end of life and failing to chec\ 
the accumulation of property in a few hands and the ravages of 
usury, so wea\ens itself that the poor see their opportunity to 
wrest power from the degenerate rich.

In the democratic temperament the principle of freedom and 
equal rights for all is applied to the whole mob of appetites in the 
lowest part of the soul. Ignoring the distinction between the neces
sary, profitable desires, indulged by the thrifty plutocrat without 
loss of respectability, and the unnecessary, prodigal desires, the 
democratic man gives himself up to the pleasure of the moment, 
everything by turns and nothing long.

In a later dialogue, The Statesman, Plato regards even the more 
lawless type of democracy as superior to oligarchy, though not to 
timocracy.

Democracy, I suppose, should come next. A study of its rise and 
character should help us to recognize the democratic type of man 
and set him beside the others for judgement.

Certainly that course would fit in with our plan.
If the aim of life in an oligarchy is to become as rich as possible, 

that insatiable craving would bring about the transition to democ
racy. In this way: since the power of the ruling class is due to 
its wealth, they will not want to have laws restraining prodigal 
young men from ruining themselves by extravagance. They will 
hope to lend these spendthrifts money on their property and buy 
it up, so as to become richer and more influential than ever. We 
can see at once that a society cannot hold wealth in honour and 
at the same time establish a proper self-control in its citizens. One 
or the other must be sacrificed.

Yes, that is fairly obvious.
In an oligarchy, then, this neglect to curb riotous living some

times reduces to poverty men of a not ungenerous nature. They 
settle down in idleness, some of them burdened with debt, some 
disfranchised, some both at once; and these drones are armed and 
can sting. Hating the men who have acquired their property and
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so unhealthy that the least shock from outside will upset the bal
ance or, even without that, internal disorder will break out. It falls 
sick and is at war with itself on the slightest occasion, as soon as 
one party or the other calls in allies from a neighbouring oligarchy 
or democracy; and sometimes civil war begins with no help from 
without.

Quite true.
And when the poor win, the result is a democracy. They kill 

some of the opposite party, banish others, and grant the rest an 
equal share in civil rights and government, officials being usually 
appointed by lot.

Yes, that is how a democracy comes to be established, whether 
by force of arms or because the other party is terrorized into giv
ing way.

Now what is the character of this new regime? Obviously the 
way they govern themselves will throw light on the democratic 
type of man.

No doubt.
First of all, they are free. Liberty and free speech are rife every

where; anyone is allowed to do what he likes.
Yes, so we are told.
That being so, every man will arrange his own manner of life 

to suit his pleasure. The result will be a greater variety of indi
viduals than under any other constitution. So it may be the finest 
of all, with its variegated pattern of all sorts of characters. Many 
people may think it the best, just as women and children might 
admire a mixture of colours of every shade in the pattern of a 
dress. At any rate if we are in search of a constitution, here is a 
good place to look for one. A democracy is so free that it contains 
a sample of every kind; and perhaps anyone who intends to found 
a state, as we have been doing, ought first to visit this emporium 
of constitutions and choose the model he likes best.

He will find plenty to choose from.
Here, too, you are not obliged to be in authority, however com

petent you may be, or to submit to authority, if you do not like 
it; you need not fight when your fellow citizens are at war, nor
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remain at peace when they do, unless you want peace; and though 
you may have no legal right to hold office or sit on juries, you will 
do so all the same if the fancy takes you. A wonderfully pleasant 
life, surely, for the moment.

For the moment, no doubt.
There is a charm, too, in the forgiving spirit shown by some who 

have been sentenced by the courts. In a democracy you must have 
seen how men condemned to death or exile stay on and go about 
in public, and no one takes any more notice than he would of a 
spirit that walked invisible. There is so much tolerance and su
periority to petty considerations; such a contempt for all those fine 
principles we laid down in founding our commonwealth, as when 
we said that only a very exceptional nature could turn out a good 
man, if he had not played as a child among things of beauty and 
given himself only to creditable pursuits. A democracy tramples all 
such notions under foot; with a magnificent indifference to the sort 
of life a man has led before he enters politics, it will promote to 
honour anyone who merely calls himself the people’s friend.

Magnificent indeed.
These then, and such as these, are the features of a democracy, 

an agreeable form of anarchy with plenty of variety and an equal
ity of a peculiar kind for equals and unequals alike.

All that is notoriously true.

Now consider the corresponding individual character. Or shall 
we take his origin first, as we did in the^ase of the constitution?

Yes.
I imagine him as the son of our miserly oligarch, brought up 

under his father’s eye and in his father’s ways. So he too will en
force a firm control over all such pleasures as lead to expense rather 
than profit-unnecessary pleasures, as they have been called. But, 
before going farther, shall we draw the distinction between neces
sary and unnecessary appetites, so as not to argue in the dark ? 1

Please do so.
1A classification of appetites is needed because oligarchy, democracy, and despot

ism are based on the supremacy of three sorts of appetite: (1) the necessary, (2) the 
unnecessary and spendthrift, and (3) the lawless, distinguished later at 571 a, p. 297 ff.
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father, perhaps, or his friends, the opposing parties will soon be 
battling within him. In some cases the democratic interest yields 
to the oligarchical: a sense of shame gains a footing in the young 
man’s soul, and some appetites are crushed, others banished, until 
order is restored.

Yes, that happens sometimes.
But then again, perhaps, owing to the father’s having no idea 

how to bring up his son, another brood of desires, akin to those 
which were banished, are secredy nursed up until they become 
numerous and strong. These draw the young man back into clan
destine commerce with his old associates, and between them they 
breed a whole multitude. In die end, they seize the citadel of the 
young man’s soul, finding it unguarded by the trusty sentinels 
which keep watch over the minds of men favoured by heaven. 
Knowledge, right principles, true thoughts, are not at their post; 
and the place lies open to the assault of false and presumptuous 
notions. So he turns again to those lotus-eaters and now throws in 
his lot with them openly. If his family send reinforcements to the 
support of his thrifty instincts, the impostors who have seized the 
royal fortress shut the gates upon diem, and will not even come to 
parley with the fatherly counsels of individual friends. In the in
ternal conflict they gain the day; modesty and self-control, dishon
oured and insulted as the weaknesses of an unmanly fool, are thrust 
out into exile; and the whole crew of unprofitable desires take a 
hand in banishing moderation and frugality, which, as they will 
have it, are nothing but churlish meanness. So they take possession 
of the soul which they have swept clean, as if purified for initiadon 
into higher mysteries; and nothing remains but to marshal the 
great procession1 bringing home Insolence, Anarchy, Waste, and 
Impudence, those resplendent divinities crowned with garlands, 
whose praises they sing under flattering names: Insolence they call 
good breeding, Anarchy freedom, Waste magnificence, and Impu
dence a manly spirit. Is not that a fair account of the revolution 
which gives free rein to unnecessary and harmful pleasures in a

1 Using once more the imagery of the Eleusinian Mysteries, Plato alludes to the 
evening procession which conducted the image of lacchus from Athens home to 
Eleusis.
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young man brought up in the satisfaction only of the necessary 
desires ?

Yes, it is a vivid description.
In his life thenceforward he spends as much time and pains and 

money on his superfluous pleasures as on the necessary ones. If he 
is lucky enough not to be carried beyond all bounds, the tumult 
may begin to subside as he grows older. Then perhaps he may re
call some of the banished virtues and cease to give himself up en
tirely to the passions which ousted them; and now he will set all 
his pleasures on a footing of equality, denying to none its equal 
rights and maintenance, and allowing each in turn, as it presents 
itself, to succeed, as if by the chance of die lot, to the government 
of his soul until it is satisfied. When he is told that some pleas
ures should be sought and valued as arising from desires of a 
higher order, others chastised and enslaved because the desires are 
base, he will shut the gates of the citadel against the messengers 
of truth, shaking his head and declaring that one appetite is as 
good as another and all must have their equal rights. So he spends 
his days indulging the pleasure of the moment, now intoxicated 
with wine and music, and then taking to a spare diet and drink
ing nothing but water; one day in hard training, the next doing 
nothing at all, the third apparently immersed in study. Every now 
and then he takes a part in politics, leaping to his feet to say or 
do whatever comes into his head. Or he will set out to rival some
one he admires, a soldier it may be, or, if the fancy takes him, a 
man of business. His life is subject to no order or restraint, and he 
has no wish to change an existence which he calls pleasant, free, 
and happy.

That well describes the life of one whose motto is liberty and 
equality.

Yes, and his character contains the same fine variety of pattern 
that we found in the democratic state; it is as multifarious as that 
epitome of all types of constitution. Many a man, and many a 
woman too, will find in it something to envy. So we may see in 
him the counterpart of democracy, and call him the democratic 
man.

We may.
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Inevitably.
It will make its way into the home, until at last the very ani

mals catch the infection of anarchy. The parent falls into the habit 
of behaving like the child, and the child like the parent: the father 
is afraid of his sons, and they show no fear or respect for their par
ents, in order to assert their freedom. Citizens, resident aliens, and 
strangers from abroad are all on an equal footing. To descend to 
smaller matters, the schoolmaster timidly flatters his pupils, and the 
pupils make light of their masters as well as of their attendants. 
Generally speaking, the young copy their elders, argue with them, 
and will not do as they are told; while the old, anxious not to be 
thought disagreeable tyrants, imitate the young and condescend 
to enter into their jokes and amusements. The full measure of 
popular liberty is reached when the slaves of both sexes are quite 
as free as the owners who paid for them; and I had almost for
gotten to mention the spirit of freedom and equality in the mu
tual relations of men and women.

Well, to quote Aeschylus, we may as well speak ‘the word that 
rises to our lips.’

Certainly; so I will. No one who had not seen it would believe 
how much more freedom the domestic animals enjoy in a democ
racy than elsewhere. The very dogs behave as if the proverb ‘like 
mistress, like maid’ applied to them; and the horses and donkeys 
catch die habit of walking down the street with all the dignity of 
freemen, running into anyone they meet who does not get out of 
their way. The whole place is simply bursting with the spirit of 
liberty.

No need to tell me that. I have often suffered from it on my 
way out of the town.

Putting all these items together, you can see the result: the citi
zens become so sensitive that they resent the slightest application 
of control as intolerable tyranny, and in their resolve to have no 
master they end by disregarding even the law, written or unwritten.

Yes, I know that only too well.
Such then, I should say, is the seed, so full of fair promise, 

from which springs despotism.
Promising indeed. But what is the next stage?
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The same disease that destroyed oligarchy breaks out again 
here, with all the more force because of the prevailing licence, and 
enslaves democracy. The truth is that, in the constitution of so
ciety, quite as much as in the weather or in plants and animals, 
any excess brings about an equally violent reaction. So the only 
outcome of too much freedom is likely to be excessive subjection, 
in the state or in the individual; which means that the culmination 
of liberty in democracy is precisely what prepares the way for the 
cruellest extreme of servitude under a despot. But I think you were 
asking rather about the nature of that disease which afflicts democ
racy in common with oligarchy and reduces it to slavery.

Yes, I was.
What I had in mind was that set of idle spendthrifts, among 

whom the bolder spirits take the lead. We compared these leaders, 
if you remember, to drones armed with stings, the stingless drones 
being their less enterprising followers. In any society where these 
two groups appear they create disorder, as phlegm and bile do in 
the body. Hence the lawgiver, as a good physician of the body 
politic, should take measures in advance, no less than the prudent 
bee-keeper who tries to forestall the appearance of drones, or, fail
ing that, cuts them out, cells and all, as quickly as he can.

Quite true.
Then, to gain a clearer view of our problem, let us suppose the 

democratic commonwealth to be divided into three parts, as in 
fact it is. One consists of the drones we have just described. Bred 
by the spirit of licence, in a democracy this class is no less numer
ous and much more energetic than in an oligarchy, where it is 
despised and kept out of office and so remains weak for lack of 
exercise. But in a democracy it furnishes all the leaders, with a 
few exceptions; its keenest members make the speeches and trans
act the business, while the other drones settle on the benches round, 
humming applause to drown any opposition. Thus nearly the 
whole management of the commonwealth is in its hands.

Quite true.
Meanwhile, a second group is constantly emerging from the 

mass. Where everyone is bent upon making money, the steadiest 
characters tend to amass the greatest wealth. Here is a very con
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venient source from which the drones can draw an abundance of 
honey.

No doubt; they cannot squeeze any out of men of small means.
‘Thd rich,’ I believe, is what they call this class which provides 

provender for the drones.
Yes.
The third class will be the ‘people,’ comprising all the peasantry 

who work their own farms, with few possessions and no interest 
in politics. In a democracy this is the largest class and, when once 
assembled, its power is supreme.

Yes, but it will not often meet, unless it gets some share of the 
honey.

Well, it always does get its share, when the leaders are dis
tributing to the people what they have taken from the well-to-do, 
always provided they can keep the lion’s share for themselves.1 
The plundered rich are driven to defend themselves in debate be
fore the Assembly and by any measures they can compass; and 
then, even if they have no revolutionary designs, the other party 
accuse them of plotting against the people and of being reaction- 
ary oligarchs. At last, when they see the people unwittingly misled 
by such denunciation into attempts to treat them unjustly, then, 
whether they wish it or not, they become reactionaries in good 
earnest. There is no help for it; the poison is injected by the sting 
of those drones we spoke of. Then follow impeachments and trials, 
in which each party arraigns the other.

Quite so.
And the people always put forward a single champion of their 

interests, whom they nurse to greatness. Here, plainly enough, is 
the root from which despotism invariably springs.2

Yes.
1 Pericles had introduced the payment of a small fee to enable country people to 

come to Athens for service on juries. This was later increased to an amount com
pensating for the loss of a day’s work. After the Peloponnesian War, citizens were 
paid for attending the Assembly. There were also distributions of surplus revenue, 
corn-doles, and payments for festivals.

2 Aristotle {Politics, v. 5) observes that in the old days most despots had risen 
from being demagogues. Cf. Herod, iii. 82.
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of rivals and stands erect in the chariot of the state, no longer pro
tector of the people, but its absolute master.

Yes, it must come to that.

And now shall we describe the happy condition of the man and 
of the country which harbours a creature of this stamp?

By all means.
In the early days he has a smile and a greeting for everyone he 

meets; disclaims any absolute power; makes large promises to his 
friends and to the public; sets about the relief of debtors and the 
distribution of land to the people and to his supporters; and as
sumes a mild and gracious air towards everybody. But as soon as 
he has disembarrassed himself of his exiled enemies by coming to 
terms with some and destroying others, he begins stirring up one 
war after another, in order that the people may feel their need 
of a leader, and also be so impoverished by taxation that they will 
be forced to think of nothing but winning their daily bread, instead 
of plotting against him. Moreover, if he suspects some of cherishing 
thoughts of freedom and not submitting to his rule, he will find 
a pretext for putting them at the enemy’s mercy and so making 
away with them. For all these reasons a despot must be constantly 
provoking wars.

He must.
This course will lead to his being hated by his countrymen 

more and more. Also, the bolder spirits among those who have 
helped him to power and now hold positions of influence will begin 
to speak their mind to him and among themselves and to criticize 
his policy. If the despot is to maintain his rule, he must gradually 
make away with all these malcontents, until he has not a friend or 
an enemy left who is of any account. He will need to keep a 
sharp eye open for anyone who is courageous or high-minded or 
intelligent or rich; it is his happy fate to be at war with all such, 
whether he likes it or not, and to lay his plans against them until 
he has purged the commonwealth.1

1 At Gorg. 510 b Socrates remarks that a despot cannot make friends with his 
betters, whom he will fear, or with his inferiors, whom he will despise, but only 
with men of like character, who will truckle to him. In Ep. vii 332 c Plato says
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they will go the round of other states, where they will hire actors 
with fine sonorous voices to sway the inclination of the assembled 
crowd towards a despotic or a democratic constitution. Naturally 
they are honoured and well paid for these services, by despots 
chiefly, and in a less degree by democracies. But the higher they 
mount up the scale of commonwealths, the more their reputation 
flags, like a climber who gives in for lack of breath. However, we 
are wandering from our subject. Let us go back to the despot’s 
army. How is he to maintain this fine, ever-shifting array of non
descripts ?

No doubt he will spend any treasure there may be in the 
temples,1 so long as it will last, as well as the property of his vic
tims, thus lightening the war-taxes imposed on the people.

And when that source fails?
Clearly he will support himself, with his boon-companions, min

ions, and mistresses, from his parent’s estate.
I understand: the despot and his comrades will be maintained 

by the common people which gave him birth.
Inevitably.
But how if the people resent this and say it is not right for the 

father to support his grown-up son—it ought to be the other way 
about; they did not bring him into being and set him up in 
order that, when he had grown great, they should be the slaves 
of their own slaves and support them together with their master 
and the rest of his rabble; he was to be the champion to set them 
free from the rich and the so-called upper class. Suppose they 
now order him and his partisans to leave the country, as a father 
might drive his son out of the house along with his riotous friends?

Then, to be sure, the people will learn what sort of a creature 
it has bred and nursed to greatness in its bosom, until now the 
child is too strong for the parent to drive out.

Do you mean that the despot will dare to lay violent hands on 
this father of his and beat him if he resists?

Yes, when once he has disarmed him.
So the despot is a parricide, with no pity for the weakness of
1In the ancient world temples were to some extent used like banks for the safe 

deposit of valuables, since robbery would involve the additional guilt of sacrilege.
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age. Here, it seems, is absolutism openly avowed. The people, as 
they say, have escaped the smoke only to fall into the fire, ex
changing service to free men for the tyranny of slaves. That free
dom which knew no bounds must now put on the livery of the 
most harsh and bitter servitude, where the slave has become the 
master.

Yes, that is what happens.
May we say, then, that we have now sufficiently described the 

transition from democracy to despotism, and what despotism is 
like when once established?

Yes, quite sufficiently.

Last comes the man of despotic character. It remains to ask how 
he develops from the democratic type, what he is like, and whether 
his life is one of happiness or of misery.

Yes.
Here I feel the need to define, more fully than we have so far 

done, the number and nature of the appetites. Otherwise it will 
not be so easy to see our way to a conclusion.

Well, it is not too late.
Quite so. Now, about the appetites, here is the point I want to 

make plain. Among the unnecessary pleasures and desires,1 some, 
I should say, are unlawful. Probably they are innate in everyone; 
but when they are disciplined by law and by the higher desires 
with the aid of reason, they can in some people be got rid of 
entirely, or at least left few and feeble, although in others they 
will be comparatively strong and numerous.

What kind of desires do you mean?
Those which bestir themselves in dreams, when the gentler part 

of the soul slumbers and the control of reason is withdrawn; then 
the wild beast in us, full-fed with meat or drink, becomes rampant 
and shakes off sleep to go in quest of what will gratify its own 
instincts. As you know, it will cast away all shame and prudence 
at such moments and stick at nothing. In phantasy it will not 
shrink from intercourse with a mother or anyone else, man, god,

1 Distinguished at 558 n, p. 284 f.
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or brute, or from forbidden food or any deed of blood. In a word, 
it will go to any length of shamelessness and folly.

Quite true.
It is otherwise with a man sound in body and mind, who, be

fore he goes to sleep, awakens the reason within him to feed on 
high thoughts and questionings in collected meditation. If he has 
neither starved nor surfeited his appetites, so that, lulled to rest, 
no delights or griefs of theirs may trouble that better part, but leave 
it free to reach out, in pure and independent thought, after some 
new knowledge of things past, present, or to come; if, likewise, 
he has soothed his passions so as not to fall asleep with his anger 
roused against any man; if, in fact, he does not take his rest until 
he has quieted two of the three elements in his soul and awakened 
the third wherein wisdom dwells, then he is in a fair way to 
grasp the truth of things, and the visions of his dreams will not 
be unlawful. However, we have been carried away from our point, 
which is that in every one of us, even those who seem most re
spectable, there exist desires, terrible in their untamed lawlessness, 
which reveal themselves in dreams. Do you agree?

Remember, then, our account of the democratic man, how his 
character was shaped by his early training under a parsimonious 
father, who respected only the businesslike desires, dismissing the 
unnecessary ones as concerned with frivolous embellishments. Then, 
associating with more sophisticated people who were a prey to 
those lawless appetites we have just described, he fell into their 
ways, and hatred of his father’s miserliness drove him into every 
sort of extravagance. But, having a better disposition than his cor
rupters, he came to a compromise between the two conflicting ways 
of life, making the best of both with what he called moderation 
and avoiding alike the meanness of the one and the licence of the 
other. So the oligarchical man was transformed into the demo
cratic type.

Yes, I hold by that description.
Now imagine him grown old in his turn, with a young son 

bred in his ways, who is exposed to the same influences, drawn 
towards the utter lawlessness which his seducers call perfect free-
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dom, while on the other side his father and friends lend their 
support to the compromise. When those terrible wizards who 
would conjure up an absolute ruler in the young man’s soul begin 
to doubt the power of their spells, in the last resort they contrive 
to engender in him a master passion, to champion the mob of idle 
appetites which are for dividing among themselves all available 
plunder a passion that can only be compared to a great winged 
drone. Like a swarm buzzing round this creature, the other de
sires come laden with incense and perfumes, garlands and wine, 
feeding its growth to the full on the pleasures of a dissolute life, 
until they have implanted the sting of a longing that cannot be 
satisfied.1 Then at last this passion, as leader of the soul, takes 
madness for the captain of its guard and breaks out in frenzy; 
if it can lay hold upon any thoughts or desires that are of good 
report and still capable of shame, it kills them or drives them 
forth, until it has purged the soul of all sobriety and called in the 
partisans of madness to fill the vacant place.

That is a complete picture of how the despotic character de
velops.

Is not this the reason why lust has long since been called a 
tyrant? A drunken man, too, has something of this tyrannical 
spirit; and so has the lunatic who dreams that he can lord it over 
all mankind and heaven besides. Thus, when nature or habit or 
both have combined the traits of drunkenness, lust, and lunacy, 
then you have the perfect specimen of the despotic man.

Quite true.

Such, then, being his origin and character, what will his life be 
like?

I give it up. You must tell me.
I will. When a master passion is enthroned in absolute dominion 

over every part of the soul, feasting and revelling with courtesans 
and all such delights will become the order of the day. And every 
day and night a formidable crop of fresh appetites springs up,

i-The winged drone, it will be remembered, is naturally stingless (552 c, p. 277). 

The word translated by ‘passion’ is Eros, and Eros was commonly pictured with 
wings.
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all his waking life the man he used to be from time to time in 
his dreams, ready to shed blood or eat forbidden food or do any 
dreadful deed. The desire that lives in him as sole ruler in a waste 
of lawless disrule will drive him, as a tyrant would drive his coun
try, into any desperate venture which promises to maintain it with 
its horde of followers, some of whom evil communication has 
brought in from without, while others have been released from 
bondage by the same evil practices within. Is that a fair account 
of his manner of life?

Yes.
If there are a few such characters in a country where most men 

are law-abiding, they will go elsewhere to join some despot’s 
bodyguard or serve as mercenaries in any war that is toward. In 
quiet times of peace, they stay at home and commit crimes on a 
small scale, as thieves, burglars, pickpockets, temple-robbers, kid
nappers; or, if they have a ready tongue, they may take to selling 
their services as informers and false witnesses.

Such crimes will be a small matter, you mean, so long as the 
criminals are few in number.

Small is a relative term; and all of them put together do not, 
as they say, come within sight of the degradation and misery of 
society under a despot. When the number of such criminals and 
their hangers-on increases and they become aware of their strength, 
then it is they who, helped by the folly of the common people, 
create the despot out of that one among their number whose 
soul is itself under the most tyrannical despotism.

Yes, such a state of mind would naturally be his best qualifi
cation.

All goes smoothly if men are ready to submit. But the country 
may resist; and then, just as he began by calling his father and 
mother to order, so now he will discipline his once loved father- 
land, or motherland as the Cretans call it, and see that it shall live 
in subjection to the new-found partisans he has called in to en
slave it. So this man’s desires come to their fulfilment.

Yes, that is true.
In private life, before they gain power, men of this stamp either 

consort with none but parasites ready to do them any service, or,
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if they have a favour to beg, they will not hesitate themselves to 
cringe and posture in simulated friendliness, which soon cools off 
when their end is gained. So, throughout life, the despotic charac
ter has not a friend in the world; he is sometimes master, some
times slave, but never knows true friendship or freedom. There 
is no faithfulness in him; and, if we were right in our notion of 
justice, he is the perfect example of the unjust man.

Certainly.
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CHAPTER XXXIII (ix. 576 B-588 a)

THE JUST AND UNJUST LIVES COMPARED IN RESPECT OF HAPPINESS

By tracing the portraits of the philosopher-\ing and of the despot, 
Socrates has now set in contrast the ideally just man and the ideally 
unjust, in response to the original demand of Glaucon and Adei
mantus {Chap. V). It remains to point out which life is the hap
piest. Three arguments are advanced.

(1) The man whose soul is under the despotism of a master pas
sion is the unhappiest by three tests of well-being: freedom, wealth, 
and security from fear. His unlimited licence to ‘do what he h\es’ 
is not genuine freedom, which consists in doing what the true, i.e. 
the reasonable, self wills for the good of the whole man. (In the 
Gorgias 466 ff. Socrates argues against Bolus that the autocrat is 
least of all men able to do what he wills in this sense.) No man 
is rich whose desires can never be satisfied. The despot, moreover, 
as the enemy of mankind, must live haunted by fear.

(2) When the two lives are compared in respect of pleasantness, 
the best judge is the philosopher, who alone has experienced the 
peculiar pleasures of all three parts of the soul, and whose ex
perience is supported by insight and reasoning. (It appears here, 
more clearly than elsewhere, that each part of the soul has its 
characteristic desire, and that desires are defined by differences in 
their objects. This fits in with the suggestion at 485 d (p. 191)
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that desire is a single fund of energy which can be turned from one 
object to another ‘li\e a stream diverted into another bed!')

(3) The third proof turns on the distinction between pure or posi
tive pleasure and pleasure which is illusory because exaggerated by 
contrast with a preceding pain of want. Thus the pleasure of eat
ing is enhanced by the pain of hunger which it relieves; and this 
is said to be true of most sensual pleasures, but not (it is implied) 
of the pleasures enjoyed by the soul independently of the body. 
Intellectual satisfactions are also more real, in proportion as the 
mind and the truth it feeds on are more real than the body and its 
earthly food. The despot, being enslaved to the lowest of all desires 
and appetites, is at the farthest remove from the pure and real 
pleasures accessible to the philosophic ruler. (The distinctions be
tween true and false, or pure and mixed, pleasures are drawn in 
greater detail in the Philebus.)

To sum up, then: this worst type of man is he who behaves in 
waking life as we said men do in their dreams. The born despot 
who gains absolute power must come to this, and the longer he 
lives as a tyrant, the more this character grows upon him.

Inevitably, said Glaucon, who now took his turn to answer.
Now shall we find that the lowest depth of wickedness goes 

with the lowest depth of unhappiness, and that the misery of the 
despot is really in proportion to the extent and duration of his 
power, though the mass of mankind may hold many different 
opinions ?

Yes, that much is certain.
It is true, is it not? that each type of individual—the despotic, 

the democratic, and so on—resembles the state with the correspond
ing type of constitution, and will be good and happy in a corre
sponding degree.

Yes, of course.
In point of excellence, then, how does a state under a despotism 

compare with the one governed by kings, such as we first de
scribed ?

They are at opposite extremes: the best and the worst.
I shall not ask which is which, for that is obvious. Is your esti-
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part, which is also the most frenzied and corrupt, plays the master. 
Would you call such a condition of the soul freedom or slavery?

Slavery, of course.
And just as a state enslaved to a tyrant cannot do what it really 

wishes, so neither can a soul under a similar tyranny do what it 
wishes as a whole. Goaded on against its will by the sting of de
sire, it will be filled with confusion and remorse. Like the cor
responding state, it must always be poverty-stricken, unsatisfied, 
and haunted by fear. Nowhere else will there be so much lamen
tation, groaning, and anguish as in a country under a despotism, 
and in a soul maddened by the tyranny of passion and lust.

It cannot be otherwise.
These, I think, were the considerations that made you judge 

such a state to be the most unhappy of all.
Was I not right?
Certainly. But, in view of the same facts, what would you say 

of the despotic type of individual?
That he is by far the most miserable of men.
There I think you are wrong. You will perhaps agree that there 

is a still lower depth of misery, to be found in a man of this tem
perament who has not the good fortune to remain in a private 
station but is thrust by circumstance into the position of an actual 
despot.

Judging by what we have said already, I should think that must 
be true.

Yes; but this is the most important of all questions, the choice 
between a good and an evil life; and we must be content with 
nothing short of a reasoned conviction. Am I right in thinking 
that some light may be gained from considering those wealthy 
private individuals who own a large number of slaves? In that 
respect they are like the despot, though his subjects are still more 
numerous. Now, as you know, they do not live in terror of their 
servants.

No; what have they to fear?
Nothing. But do you see why?
Yes; it is because the individual is protected by the whole com 

munity.
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True; but imagine a man owning fifty or more staves, miracu
lously caught up with his wife and children and planted, along 
with all his household goods and servants, in some desert place 
where there were no freemen to come to his rescue. Would he 
not be horribly afraid that his servants would make away with 
him and his family? He would be driven to fawn upon some of 
the slaves with liberal promises and give them their freedom, much 
against his will. So he would become a parasite, dependent on his 
own henchmen.

That would be his only way to escape destruction.
Moreover, the place he was transported to might be surrounded 

by neighbours who would not tolerate the claims of one man to 
lord it over others, but would retaliate fiercely on anyone they 
caught in such an attempt.

In that case he would be in still more desperate straits, hemmed 
in on all sides by enemies.

Is not that a picture of the prison to which the despot is con
fined? His nature is such as we have described, infested with all 
manner of fears and lusts. However curious he may be, he alone 
can never travel abroad to attend the great festivals which every 
freeman wants to witness, but must live like a woman ensconced 
in the recesses of his house, envying his countrymen who can leave 
their homes to see what is worth seeing in foreign lands. You 
spoke just now of the despotic character, ill governed in his own 
soul, as the most miserable of men; but these disadvantages I have 
mentioned add to his wretchedness when he is driven by ill luck 
out of his private station to become an actual despot and under
take to rule others when he is not his own master. You might as 
well force a paralytic to leave the sheltered life of an invalid and 
spend his days in fighting or in trials of physical strength.

Quite true, Socrates; that is a fair comparison.
So the despot’s condition, my dear Glaucon, is supremely 

wretched, even harder than the life you pronounced the hardest 
of all. Whatever people may think, the actual tyrant is really the 
most abject slave, a parasite of the vilest scoundrels. Never able 
to satisfy his desires, he is always in need, and, to an eye that 
sees a soul in its entirety, he will seem the poorest of the poor.
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His condition is like that of the country he governs, haunted 
throughout life by terrors and convulsed with anguish. Add to 
this what we said before, that power is bound to exaggerate every 
fault and make him ever more envious, treacherous, unjust, friend
less, impure, harbouring every vice in his bosom, and hence only 
less of a calamity to all about him than he is to himself.

No man of sense will dispute that.
Then the time has come for you, as the final judge in this com

petition, to decide who stands first in point of happiness and to 
arrange in order all our five types of character, the kingly, the timo
cratic, the oligarchic, the democratic, the despotic.

The decision is easy. In respect both of goodness and of happi
ness I range them in the order in which they have entered the lists.

Shall we hire a herald, then, or shall I myself proclaim that, in 
the judgement of the son of Ariston, the happiest man is he who 
is first in goodness and justice, namely the true king who is also 
king over himself; and the most miserable is that lowest example 
of injustice and vice, the born despot whose tyranny prevails in 
his own soul and also over his country.

Yes, you may proclaim that.
May I add that it would make no difference if the true character 

of both should remain unknown to heaven and to mankind?
You may.

Very well, said I; that may stand as one of our proofs. But I 
want to consider a second one, which can, I think, be based on our 
division of the soul into three parts, corresponding to the three 
orders in the state. Each part seems to me to have its own form 
of pleasure and its peculiar desire; and any one of the three may 
govern the soul.

How do you mean?
There was the part with which a man gains knowledge and un

derstanding, and another whereby he shows spirit. The third was so 
multifarious that we could find no single appropriate name; we 
called it after its chief and most powerful characteristic ‘appetite,’ 
because of the intensity of all the appetites connected with eating 
and drinking and sex and so on. We also called it money-loving,
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because money is the principal means of satisfying desires of this 
kind. Gain is the source of its pleasures and the object of its af
fection; so ‘money-loving’ or ‘gain-loving’ might be the best single 
expression to sum up the nature of this part of the soul for the 
purpose of our discussion.

I agree.
The spirited element, again, we think of as wholly bent upon 

winning power and victory and a good name. So we might call it 
honour-loving or ambitious.

Very suitably.
Whereas the part whereby we gain knowledge and understand

ing is least of all concerned with wealth or reputation. Obviously 
its sole endeavour is to know the truth, and we may speak of it as 
loving knowledge and philosophic.

Quite so.
And the human soul is sometimes governed by this principle, 

sometimes by one of the other two, as the case may be. Hence we 
recognise three main classes of men, the philosophic, the ambitious, 
and the lovers of gain. So there will also be three corresponding 
forms of pleasure.

Certainly.
Now, if you choose to ask men of these three types, which of 

their lives is the pleasantest, each in turn will praise his own above 
the rest. The man of business will say that, as compared with 
profit-making, the pleasures of winning a high reputation or of 
learning are worthless, except in so far as they bring in money. 
The ambitious man will despise the pleasure derived from money 
as vulgar, and the pleasure of learning, if it does not bring fame, 
as moonshine. The philosopher, again, will think that the satis
faction of knowing the truth and always gaining fresh understand
ing is beyond all comparison with those other pleasures, which he 
will call ‘necessary’ in the fullest sense; for hc would have no use 
for them, if they were not unavoidable. In this dispute about the 
pleasures of each class and as to which of the three lives as a whole 
is not merely better and nobler but actually pleasanter or less pain
ful, how is one to know whose judgement is the truest?

I am not prepared to say.
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the best judge would be the man who lives for honour and victory; 
but since die tests are experience, insight, and reasoning—?

The truest values must be those approved by die philosopher, 
who uses reason for the pursuit of wisdom.

Of the three kinds of pleasure, then, the sweetest will belong 
to that part of the soul whereby we gain understanding and knowl
edge, and the man in whom that part predominates will have the 
pleasantest life.

It must be so; in praising his own life the wise man speaks with 
authority.

What life or form of pleasure will this judge rank second?
Obviously, that of the warlike and ambitious temperament. It 

comes nearer than the business man’s to his own.
And the pleasure of gain will come last, it seems.
Surely.

So now the just man has scored a second victory over the un
just. There remains the third round, for which the wrestlers at 
the Great Games invoke Olympian Zeus, the Preserver;1 and a 
fall in this bout should be decisive. I seem to have heard some wise 
man say that only the pleasures of intelligence are entirely true and 
pure; all the others are illusory.

That should settle the matter. But what does it mean?
I shall discover the meaning, if you will help me by answering 

my questions. We speak of pain as the contrary of pleasure. Is 
there not also a neutral state between the two, in which the mind 
feels neither pleasure nor pain, but is as it were at rest from both?

Yes.
Well, you must have heard people say, when they are ill, that 

nothing is pleasanter than to be well, though they never knew 
it until they were ill; and people in great pain will tell you that 
relief from pain is the greatest pleasure in the world. There are 
many such cases in which you find the sufferer saying that the

1 At banquets the third libation was offered to Zeus the Preserver. This passage 

seems to imply that competitors at the Olympic Games had a corresponding custom. 

Plato is fond of quoting the phrase ‘the third (libation) to the Preserver,’ where his 

arguments culminate at the third stage.
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reality—food-staffs like bread and meat and drink, or such things 
as true belief, knowledge, reason, and in a word all the excellences 
of the mind? You may decide by asking yourself whether some
thing which is closely connected with the unchanging and im
mortal world of truth and itself shares that nature together with 
the thing in which it exists, has more or less reality than some
thing which, like the thing which contains it, belongs to a world 
of mortality and perpetual change.

No doubt it is much more real.
And a higher or lower degree of reality goes with a greater or 

less measure of knowledge and so of truth ?1
Necessarily.
And is there not, to speak generally, less of truth and reality in 

the things which serve the needs of the body than in those which 
feed the soul?

Much less.
And, again, less in the body itself than in the soul?
Certainly.
And in proportion as the sustenance and the thing sustained 

by it are more real, the satisfaction itself is a more real satisfaction.
Of course.
Accordingly, if the appropriate satisfaction of natural needs con

stitutes pleasure, there will be more real enjoyment of true pleas
ure in such a case; whereas in the opposite case the satisfaction is 
not so genuine or secure and the pleasure is less true and trust
worthy.

Inevitably.
To conclude, then: those who have no experience of wisdom 

and virtue and spend their whole time in feasting and self-indul-
1 The text here is corrupt and much disputed. With tire slight change of si to fj 

at 585 c 12 the MS. text can be literally rendered as follows: ‘And does the substance 

of an always unchanging thing partake any more of reality than of knowledge?— 

No.—Or of truth?—No. (In other words, the substance of an always unchanging 

thing partakes of knowledge and so of truth just as much as it does of reality.) f| 8e 

(sc. ovaia) a?i/ryffsiag ?|Ttov (hete/ei), ou y.ai ouoiag (fj-rcov pETEXfi); And 
does not the substance which partakes less of truth, also partake less of reality?— 

Necessarily.’ (‘To partake of knowledge’ here seems to mean ‘to be knowable.’)
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This chapter ends with a doubt whether the ideal state can ever 
be founded on earth. There is more hope that, here and there, some 
man may come near to realizing the ideal of justice in the economy 
of his own soul. Plato had before him the example of Socrates him
self, the one man he knew who seemed to have found complete 
happiness in ‘living well.’

Good, said I. And now that the argument has brought us to this 
point, let us recall something that was said at the outset, namely, 
if I remember aright, that wrongdoing is profitable when a man 
is completely unjust but has a reputation for justice.

Yes, that position was stated.
Well, we are now agreed about the real meaning and conse

quences of doing wrong as well as of doing right, and the time 
has come to point out to anyone who maintains that position what 
his statement implies. We may do so by likening the soul to one of 
those many fabulous monsters said to have existed long ago, such 
as the Chimaera or Scylla or Cerberus, which combined the forms 
of several creatures in one. Imagine, to begin with, the figure of 
a multifarious and many-headed beast, girt round with heads of 
animals, tame and wild, which it can grow out of itself and trans
form at will.

That would tax the skill of a sculptor; but luckily the stuff of 
imagination is easier to mould than wax.

Now add two other forms, a lion and a man. The many-headed 
beast is to be the largest by far, and the lion next to it in size. 
Then join them in such a way that the three somehow grow to
gether into one. Lasdy, mould the outside into the likeness of one 
of them, the man, so that, to eyes which cannot see inside the out
ward sheath, the whole may look like a single creature, a human 
being.

Very well. What then?
We can now reply to anyone who says that for this human 

creature wrongdoing pays and there is nothing to be gained by 
doing right. This simply means, we shall tell him, that it pays to 
feed up and strengthen the composite beast and all that belongs 
to the lion, and to starve the man till he is so enfeebled that the
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other two can drag him whither they will, and he cannot bring 
them to live together in peace, but must leave them to bite and 
struggle and devour one another. On the other hand, to declare 
that justice pays is to assert that all our words and actions should 
tend towards giving the man within us complete mastery over 
the whole human creature, and letting him take the many-headed 
beast under his care and tame its wildness, like the gardener who 
trains his cherished plants while he checks the growth of weeds. 
He should enlist the lion as his ally, and, caring for all alike, should 
foster their growth by first reconciling them to one another and 
to himself.

Yes, such are the implications when justice or injustice is com
mended.

From every point of view, then, whether of pleasure or reputa
tion or advantage, one who praises justice speaks the truth; he who 
disparages it does not know what it is that he idly condemns.

I agree; he has no conception.
But his error is not wilful; so let us reason with him gently. 

We will ask him on what grounds conduct has come to be ap
proved or disapproved by law and custom. Is it not according as 
conduct tends to subdue the brutish parts of our nature to the hu
man—perhaps I should rather say to the divine in us—or to enslave 
our humanity to the savagery of the beast? Will he agree?

Yes, if he has any regard for my opinion.
On that showing, then, can it profit a man to take money un

justly, if he is thereby enslaving the best part of his nature to 
the vilest? No amount of money could make it worth his while 
to sell a son or daughter as slaves into the hands of cruel and evil 
men; and when it is a matter of ruthlessly subjugating all that is 
most godlike in himself to whatsoever is most ungodly and despic
able, is not the wretch taking a bribe far more disastrous than the 
necklace Eriphyle took as the price of her husband’s life? 1

Far more, said Glaucon, if I may answer on his behalf.
You will agree, too, with the reasons why certain faults have
1 Eriphyle was bribed with a necklace by Polynices to persuade her husband, the 

seer Amphiaraos, to become one of the seven champions who made war on Thebes 
and of whom all but one lost their lives.

JUSTICE IS PROFITABLE 317



CHAPTER XXXIV3l8 [ix. 590

always been condemned: profligacy, because it gives too much li
cence to the multiform monster; self-will and ill temper, when the 
lion and serpent1 part of us is strengthened till its sinews are 
overstrung: luxury and effeminacy, because they relax those sinews 
till the heart grows faint; flattery and meanness, in that the heart’s 
high spirit is subordinated to the turbulent beast, and for the sake 
of money to gratify the creature’s insatiable greed the lion is brow
beaten and schooled from youth up to become an ape. Why, again, 
is mechanical toil discredited as debasing? Is it not simply when 
the highest thing in a man’s nature is naturally so weak that it 
cannot control the animal parts but can only learn how to pamper 
them?

I suppose so.
Then, if we say that people of this sort ought to be subject to 

the highest type of man, we intend that the subject should be 
governed, not, as Thrasymachus thought, to his own detriment, 
but on the same principle as his superior, who is himself governed 
by the divine element within him. It is better for everyone, we 
believe, to be subject to a power of godlike wisdom residing within 
himself, or, failing that, imposed from without, in order that all of 
us, being under one guidance, may be so far as possible equal and 
united. This, moreover, is plainly the intention of the law in lend
ing its support to every member of the community, and also of the 
government of children; for we allow them to go free only when 
we have established in each one of them as it were a constitutional 
ruler, whom we have trained to take over the guardianship from 
the same principle in ourselves.

True.
On what ground, then, can we say that it is profitable for a man 

to be unjust or self-indulgent or to do any disgraceful act which 
will make him a worse man, though he may gain money and 
power? Or how can it profit the wrongdoer to escape detection 
and punishment? He will only grow still worse; whereas if he is 
found out, chastisement will tame the brute in him and lay it to 
rest, while the gentler part is set free; and thus the entire soul, 
restored to its native soundness, will gain, in the temperance and

1 The serpent, perhaps a symbol of cunning, occurs here only (if the text is sound).
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righteousness which wisdom brings, a condition more precious 
than the strength and beauty which health brings to the body, in 
proportion as the soul itself surpasses the body in worth. To this 
end the man of understanding will bend all his powers through 
life, prizing in the first place those studies only which will fashion 
these qualities in his soul; and, so far from abandoning the care 
of his bodily condition to the irrational pleasures of the brute and 
setting his face in that direction, he will not even make health his 
chief object. Health, strength, and beauty he will value only in so 
far as they bring soundness of mind, and you will find him keep
ing his bodily frame in tune always for the sake of the resulting 
concord in the soul.

Yes, if he is to have true music in him.
And in the matter of acquiring wealth he will order his life in 

harmony with the same purpose. He will not be carried away by 
the vulgar notion of happiness into heaping up an unbounded 
store which would bring him endless troubles. Rather, in adding 
to or spending his substance, he will, to the best of his power, be 
guided by watchful care that neither want nor abundance may un
settle the constitution set up in his soul. Again, in accepting power 
and honours he will keep the same end in view, ready to enjoy 
any position in public or private life which he thinks will make 
him a better man, and avoiding any that would break down the 
established order within him.

Then, if that is his chief concern, he will have no wish to take 
part in politics.

Indeed he will, in the politics of his own commonwealth, though 
not perhaps in those of his country, unless some miraculous chance 
should come about.

I understand, said Glaucon: you mean this commonwealth we 
have been founding in the realm of discourse; for I think it no
where exists on earth.

No, I replied; but perhaps there is a pattern set up in the heav
ens1 for one who desires to see it and, seeing it, to found one in

1 ‘The heavens’ probably means the visible order (cosmos) of the universe (some
times called ‘the heaven’) and in particular of the heavenly bodies, which preserves 
the stars from wrong and manifests, though imperfectly, the divine order which the
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himself. But whether it exists anywhere or ever will exist is no 
matter; for this is the only commonwealth in whose politics he can 
ever take part.

I suspect you are right.
philosopher tries to reproduce in himself (500 b ff., p. 208 f. Cf. the account of the 
Astronomer-Guardians in Laws xii. 965 ff.). The word has not the Christian 
associations of ‘heaven’ or of the kingdom of heaven. But this passage inspired both 
Stoics and Christians with the idea of the City of God.
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deeds, good or bad. Unlike Dante, he leaves the scenery and to
pography of the other world fluid and vague. Probably some de
tails are borrowed from dramatic representations or tableaux 
vivants shown to initiates in Orphic and other Mysteries.1 Features 
common to Plato’s myths and to Empedocles’ religious poem, 
Pindar’s Dirges, Orphic amulets found in graves, and Virgil’s sixth 
Aeneid, point to a common source, which may have been an 
Orphic apocalypse, a Descent of Orpheus to Hades. They include 
the divine origin of the soul; its fall to be incarnated in a cycle 
of births as a penalty for former sins; the guardian genius; the 
judgement after death; the torments of the unjust and the happi
ness of the just in the millennial intervals between incarnations; 
the hope of final deliverance for the purified; and certain topo
graphical features: the Meadow (probably adapted from the 
Homeric Meadow of Asphodel)-, the two Ways to right and left; 
the waters of Lethe (or of Unmindfulness, Ameles) and of 
Memory.

A new feature, interpolated by Plato, is the vision of the struc
ture of the universe, in which the 'pattern set up in the heavens’ 
(592 b, p. 320) is revealed to the souls before they choose a new 
life. Plato’s universe is spherical. At the circumference the fixed 
stars revolve in 24 hours from East to West, with a motion which 
carries with it all the contents of the world. Within the sphere are 
(1) the seven planets, including Sun and Moon, which all have 
also a contrary motion from West to East along the Zodiac. Their 
speeds differ. The Moon finishes its course in a month; the Sun, 
Venus, and Mercury in a year; while Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn 
have an additional motion (fcounter-revolution’, 617 b) which 
slows them down so that Mars takes nearly 2 years, Jupiter about 
12, and Saturn nearly 30. (2) The Earth at the centre rotates daily 
on its axis (which is also the axis of the universe) so as exactly 
to counteract the daily rotation in the opposite sense of the whole 
universe, with the result that the earth is at rest in absolute space,

1 Gilbert Murray, ‘The Conception of Another Life, Edin. Rev., 19*4, reprinted 
in Stoic, Christian and Humanist, 1940. A learned and sober account of Orphism 
will be found in W. K. C. Guthrie’s Orpheus and Greek Religion, 1935- Dieterich’s 
Nekyia contains a study of the eschatological myths.
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while the heavenly bodies revolve round it. (This interpretation 
of Plato’s astronomy is explained and defended in F. M. Cornford, 
Plato’s Cosmology, 1937.)

What the souls actually see in their vision is not the universe 
itself, but a model?- a primitive orrery in a form roughly resem
bling a spindle, with its shaft round which at the lower end is 
fastened a solid hemispherical whorl. In the orrery the shaft rep
resents the axis of the universe and the whorl consists of 8 hollow 
concentric hemispheres, fitted into one another ‘li\e a nest of 
bowls? and capable of moving separately. It is as if the upper halves 
of 8 concentric spheres had been cut away so that the internal 
‘wor\s’ might be seen. The rims of the bowls appear as forming 
a continuous fat surface; they represent the equator of the sphere 
of fixed stars and, inside that, the orbits of the 7 planets. The souls 
see the Spindle resting on the \nees of Necessity. The whole mech
anism is turned by the Fates, Clotho (the Spinner), Lachesis (She 
who allots), and Atropos (the Infexible). Sirens sing eight notes at 
consonant intervals forming the structure of a scale (harmonia), 
which represents the Pythagorean ‘music of the spheres!

All this imagery is, of course, mythical and symbolic. The un
derlying doctrine is that in human life there is an element of ne
cessity or chance, but also an element of free choice, which mafes 
us, and not Heaven, responsible for the good and evil in our lives.

Such then, I went on, are the prizes, rewards, and gifts that the 
just man may expect at the hands of gods and men in his life
time, in addition to those other blessings which come simply from 
being just.

Yes, the rewards are splendid and sure.
These, however, are as nothing, in number or in greatness, when 

compared with the recompense awaiting the just and the unjust 
after death. This must now be told, in order that each may be paid 
in full what the argument shows to be his due.

1 So J. A. Stewart, Myths of Plato, 165: ‘a vision within the larger vision of the 
whole Myth of Er.’ It appears that there were no diagrams in Plato’s MSS.; so he 
sometimes helpi the reader to imagine a complicated structure by reference to a
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Go on; there are not many things I would sooner hear about.
My story will not be like Odysseus’ tale to Alcinous;1 but its 

hero was a valiant man^Er, the son of Armenius, a native of Pam- 
phylia, who was killed in battle. When the dead were taken up 
for burial ten days later, his body alone was found undecayed. 
They carried him home, and two days afterwards were going to 
bury him, when he came to life again as he lay on the funeral 
pyre. He then told what he had seen in the other world.

He said that, when the soul had left his body, he journeyed 
with many others until they came to a marvellous place, where 
there were two openings side by side in the earth, and opposite 
them two others in the sky above. Between them sat Judges,2 
who, after each sentence given, bade the just take the way to the 
right upwards through the sky, first binding on them in front 
tokens signifying the judgement passed upon them. The unjust 
were commanded to take the downward road to the left, and these 
bore evidence of all their deeds fastened on their backs. When 
Er himself drew near, they told him that he was to carry tidings 
of the other world to mankind, and he must now listen and ob
serve all that went on in that place. Accordingly he saw the souls 
which had been judged departing by one of the openings in the 
sky and one of those in the earth; while at the other two openings 
souls were coming up out of the earth travel-stained and dusty, 
or down from die sky clean and bright. Each company, as if they 
had come on a long journey, seemed glad to turn aside into the 
Meadow, where they encamped like pilgrims at a festival. Greet
ings passed between acquaintances, and as either party questioned 
the other of what had befallen them, some wept as they sorrow
fully recounted all that they had seen and suffered on their journey
familiar object, such as the fish-trap in Timaeus 78 B. But here, of course, the 
Spindle is also symbolic.

1 Odysseus’ recital of his adventures to Alcinous, King of Phaeacia, fills four 
books of the Odyssey, including Odysseus’ voyage to the realm of the dead, which 
Plato would reject as a misleading picture of the after-life. It became proverbial for 
a long story.

2 In the myth of the Judgement of the Dead in the Gorgias, 523 e, Minos, 
Rhadamanthys, and Aeacus give judgement ‘in the Meadow at the parting of the 
two ways, one to the Islands of the Blest, the other to Tartarus.’
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under the earth, which had lasted a thousand years;1 while others 
spoke o£ the joys of heaven and" sights of inconceivable beauty. 
There was much, Glaucon, that would take too long to tell; but 
the sum, he said, was this. For every wrong done to any man sin
ners had in due course paid the penalty ten times over, that is to 
say, once in each hundred years, such being the span of human 
life, in order that the punishment for every offence might be ten
fold. Thus, all who have been guilty of bringing many to death or 
slavery by betraying their country or their comrades in arms, or 
have taken part in any other iniquity, suffer tenfold torments for 
each crime; while deeds of kindness and a just and sinless life are 
rewarded in the same measure. Concerning infants who die at 
birth or live but a short time he had more to say, not worthy of 
mention.2

The wages earned by honouring the gods and parents, or by 
dishonouring them and by doing murder, were even greater. He 
was standing by when one spirit asked another, ‘Where is Ardiaeus 
the Great?’ This Ardiaeus had been despot in some city of Pam- 
phylia just a thousand years before, and, among many other 
wicked deeds, he was said to have killed his old father and his 
elder brother. The answer was: ‘He has not come back hither, 
nor will he ever come. This was one of the terrible sights we saw. 
When our sufferings were ended and we were near the mouth, 
ready to pass upwards, suddenly we saw Ardiaeus and others with 
him. Most of them were despots, but there were some private per
sons who had been great sinners. They thought that at last they 
were going to mount upwards, but the mouth would not admit 
them; it bellowed whenever one whose wickedness was incurable 
or who had not paid the penalty in full tried to go up.8 Then cer
tain fierce and fiery-looking men, who stood by and knew what

1 This figure, probably taken from some Orphic or Pythagorean source, is repeated 
by Virgil, Aeneid, vi. 748.

2 This suggests that a limbo for infants was a feature of the Orphic apocalypse. 
It appears in Aeneid vi. 426 ff., discussed by Cumont, After-Life in Roman Paganism, 
128 ff.

3 So in Virgil, Georgia iv. 493, a roar is heard when Orpheus, returning from 
Hades with Eurydice, looks back, and Eurydice vanishes.
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the sound meant, seized some and carried them away; but Ardiaeus 
and others they bound hand and foot and neck and flinging them 
down flayed them. They dragged them along the wayside, carding 
their flesh like wool with thorns and telling all who passed by why 
this was done to them and that they were being taken to be cast 
into Tartarus. We had gone through many terrors of every sort, 
but none so great as the fear each man felt lest the sound should 
come as he went up; and when it was not heard, his joy was great.’ 
Such were the judgements and penalties, and the blessings re
ceived were in corresponding measure.

Now when each company had spent seven days in the Meadow, 
on the eighth they had to rise up and journey on. And on the 
fourdi day afterwards they came to a place whence they could 
see a straight shaft of light, like a pillar, stretching from above 
throughout heaven and earth, more like the rainbow than any
thing else, but brighter and purer. To this they came after a day’s 
journey, and there, at the middle of the light, they saw stretching 
from heaven the extremities of its chains; for this light binds the 
heavens, holding together all the revolving firmament, like the un
dergirths of a ship of war.1

And from the extremities stretched the Spindle of Necessity, by 
means of which all the circles revolve. The shaft of the Spindle 
and the hook were of adamant, and the whorl pardy of adamant 
and partly of other substances. The whorl was of this fashion. In 
shape it was like an ordinary whorl; but from Er’s account we 
must imagine it as a large whorl with the inside completely 
scooped out, and within it a second smaller whorl, and a third and 
a fourth and four more, fitting into one another like a nest of 
bowls. For there were in all eight whorls, set one within another, 
with their rims showing above as circles and making up the contin
uous surface of a single whorl round the shaft, which pierces right 
through the centre of the eighth. The circle forming the rim of the

1 Undergirths were ropes or braces used, either as fixtures or as temporary ex
pedients, to strengthen a ship’s hull. Acts xxvii. 17: ‘they used helps, undergirding 
the ship.’ It is disputed whether the bond holding the universe together is simply 
the straight axial shaft or a circular band of light, suggested by the Milky Way, 
girdling the heaven of Fixed Stars.

353



THE MYTH OF ERX. 617] 355

were seated, each on a throne, the three daughters o£ Necessity, 
the Fates, robed in white with garlands on their heads, Lachesis, 
Clotho, and Atropos, chanting to the Sirens’ music, Lachesis of 
things past, Clotho of the present, and Atropos of things to come. 
And from time to time Clotho lays her right hand on the outer 
rim of the Spindle and helps to turn it, while Atropos turns the 
inner circles likewise with her left, and Lachesis with either hand 
takes hold of inner and outer alternately.

The souls, as soon as they came, were required to go before 
Lachesis. An Interpreter first marshalled them in order; and then, 
having taken from the lap of Lachesis a number of lots and sam
ples of lives, he mounted on a high platform and said:

‘The word of Lachesis, maiden daughter of Necessity. Souls of 
a day, here shall begin a new round of earthly life, to end in death. 
No guardian spirit wHTcast lots for you,1 but you shall choose 
your own destiny. Let him to whom the first lot falls choose first 
a life to which he will be bound of necessity. But Virtue owns no 
master: as a man honours or dishonours her, so shall he have more 
of her or less. The blame is his who chooses; Heaven is blame
less.’ 2

With these words the Interpreter scattered the lots among them 
all. Each took up the lot which fell at his feet and showed what 
number he had drawn; only Er himself was forbidden to take 
one. Then the Interpreter laid on the ground before them the 
sample lives, many more than the persons there. They were of 
every sort: lives of all living creatures, a‘s well as of all conditions 
of men. Among them were lives of despots, some continuing in 
power to the end, others ruined in mid course and ending in pov-

4

sound, they account for it by saying that the sound is with us right from birth and 
has thus no contrasting silence to show it up; for voice and silence are perceived 
by contrast with each other, and so all mankind is undergoing an experience like 
that of a coppersmith, who becomes by long habit indifferent to the din around 
him’ (trans. W. K. C. Guthrie). Aristotle refutes this theory.

1 The idea that the daemon (guardian spirit, genius, personified destiny) has an 
individual allotted to it as its portion appears in Lysias, Epitaphius 78, Theocritus 
iv. 40, and Plato’s Phaedo (myth) 107 n.

2 These last words ‘became a kind of rallying-cry among the champions of the 
freedom of the will in the early Christian era’ (Adam). They are inscribed on a 
bust of Plato of the first century s.c. found at Tibur.
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erty, exile, or beggary. There were lives of men renowned for 
beauty of form and for strength and prowess, or for distinguished 
birth and ancestry; also lives of unknown men; and of women 
likewise. All these qualities were variously combined with one an
other and with wealth or poverty, health or sickness, or inter
mediate conditions; but in none of these lives was there anything 
to determine the condition of the soul, because the soul must needs 
change its character according as it chooses one life or another.

Here, it seems, my dear Glaucon, a man’s whole fortunes are 
at stake. On this account each one of us should lay aside all other 
learning, to study only how he may discover one who can give 
him the knowledge enabling him to distinguish the good life from 
the evil, and always and everywhere to choose the best within his 
reach, taking into account all these qualities we have mentioned 
and how, separately or in combination, they affect the goodness of 
life. Thus he will seek to understand what is the effect, for good 
or evil, of beauty combined with wealth or with poverty and with 
this or that condition of the soul, or of any combination of high 
or low birth, public or private station, strength or weakness, quick
ness of wit or slowness, and any other qualities of mind, native or 
acquired; until, as the outcome of all these calculations, he is able 
to choose between the worse and the better life with reference to 
the constitution of the soul, calling a life worse or better accord
ing as it leads to the soul becoming more unjust or more just. All 
else he will leave out of account; for, as we have seen, this is the 
supreme choice for a man, both while he lives and after death. Ac
cordingly, when he goes into the house of death he should hold this 
faith like adamant, that there too he may not be dazzled by wealth 
and such-like evils, or fling himself into the life of a despot or other 
evil-doer, to work irremediable harm and suffer yet worse things 
himself, but may know how to choose always the middle course 
that avoids both extremes, not only in this life, so far as he may, 
but in every future existence; for there lies the greatest happiness 
for man.

To return to the report of the messenger from the other world. 
The Interpreter then said: ‘Even for the last comer, if he choose 
with discretion, there is left in store a life with which, if he will
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ive strenuously, he may be content and not unhappy. Let not the 
first be heedless in his choice, nor the last be disheartened.’

After these words, he who had drawn the first lot at once seized 
upon the most absolute despotism he could find. In his thoughtless 
greed he was not careful to examine the life he chose at every point, 
and he did not see the many evils it contained and that he was 
fated to devour his own children; but when he had time to look 
more closely, he began to beat his breast and bewail his choice, for
getting the warning proclaimed by the Interpreter; for he laid the 
blame on fortune, the decrees of the gods, anything rather than 
himself. He was one of those who had come down from heaven, 
having spent his former life in a well-ordered commonwealth and ' 
become virtuous from habit without pursuing wisdom. It might 
indeed be said that not the least part of those who were caught in 
this way were of the company which had come from heaven, be
cause they were not disciplined by suffering; whereas most of those 
who had come up out of the earth, having suffered themselves and 
seen others suffer, were not hasty in making their choice. For this 
reason, and also because of the chance of the lot, most of the souls 
changed from a good life to an evil, or from an evil life to a good. 
Yet, if upon every return to earthly life a man seeks wisdom with 
his whole heart, and if the lot so fall that he is not among the last 
to choose, then this report gives good hope that he will not only 
be happy here, but will journey to the other world and back again 
hither, not by the rough road underground, but by the smooth path 
through the heavens.

It was indeed, said Er, a sight worth seeing, how the souls sev
erally chose their lives a sight to move pity and laughter and as
tonishment; for the choice was mostly governed by the habits of 
their former life. He saw one soul choosing the life of a swan; 
this had once been the soul of Orpheus, which so hated all woman
kind because of his death at their hands that it would not con
sent to be born of woman.1 And he saw the soul of Thamyras2

1 Orpheus was torn in pieces by the Maenads, the women-worshippers of Diony
sus.

2 Another singer, who was deprived of sight and of the gift of song for chal- 
lenging the Muses to a contest.
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take the life of a nightingale, and a swan choose to be changed 
into a man, and other musical creatures do the same. The soul 
which drew the twentieth lot took a lion’s life; this had been Ajax, 
the son of Telamon, who shrank from being born as a man, re
membering the judgement concerning the arms of Achilles.1 After 
him came the soul of Agamemnon,2 who also hated mankind be
cause of his sufferings and took in exchange the life of an eagle. 
Atalanta’s 3 soul drew a lot about half-way through. She took the 
life of an athlete, which she could not pass over when she saw the 
great honours he would win. After her he saw the soul of Epeius,4 
son of Panopeus, passing into the form of a craftswoman; and far 
off, among the last, the buffoon Thersites’ soul clothing itself in 
the body of an ape. It so happened that the last choice of all fell to 
the soul of Odysseus, whose ambition was so abated by memory 
of his former labours that he went about for a long time looking 
for a life of quiet obscurity. When at last he found it lying some
where neglected by all the rest, he chose it gladly, saying that he 
would have done the same if his lot had come first. Other souls in 
like manner passed from beasts into men and into one another, the 
unjust changing into the wild creatures, the just into the tame, in 
every sort of combination.

Now when all the souls had chosen their lives, they went in the 
order of their lots to Lachesis; and she gave each into the charge of 
the guardian genius he had chosen, to escort him through life and 
fulfil his choice. The genius led the soul first to Clotho, under her 
hand as it turned the whirling Spindle, thus ratifying the portion 
which the man had chosen when his lot was cast. And, after touch
ing her, he led it next to the spinning of Atropos, thus making 
the thread of destiny irreversible. Thence, without looking back, 
he passed under the throne of Necessity. And when he and all the

1 After Achilles’ death a contest between Ajax and Odysseus for his arms ended 
in the defeat and suicide of Ajax. The first mention is in Odyssey xi. 543, where 
the soul of Ajax, summoned from Hades, will not speak to Odysseus.

2 The conqueror of Troy, murdered by his wife Clytemnestra on his return home.
3 Atalanta’s suitors had to race with her for her hand and were killed if de

feated. Milanion won by dropping three golden apples given him by Aphrodite, 
which Atalanta paused to pick up.

4 Maker of the wooden horse in which the Greek chieftains entered Troy.
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rest had passed beyond the throne, they journeyed together to the 
Plain of Lethe through terrible stifling heat; for the plain is bare 
of trees and of all plants that grow on the earth. When evening 
came, they encamped beside the River of Unmindfulness, whose 
water no vessel can hold. All are required to drink a certain meas
ure of this water, and some have not the wisdom to save them 
from drinking more. Every man as he drinks forgets everything. 
When they had fallen asleep, at midnight there was thunder and 
an earthquake, and in a moment they were carried up, this way 
and that, to their birth, like shooting stars. Er himself was not al
lowed to drink of the water. How and by what means he came 
back to the body he knew not; but suddenly he opened his eyes 
and found himself lying on the funeral pyre at dawn.

And so, Glaucon, the tale was saved from perishing; and if we 
will listen, it may save us, and all will be well when we cross the 
river of Lethe. Also we shall not defile our souls; but, if you will 
believe with me that the soul is immortal and able to endure all 
good and ill, we shall keep always to the upward way and in all 
things pursue justice with the help of wisdom. Then we shall be 
at peace with Heaven and with ourselves, both during our so
journ here and when, like victors in the Games collecting gifts 
from their friends, we receive the prize of justice; and so, not here 
only, but in the journey of a thousand years of which I have told 
you, we shall fare well.
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