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PLATO (c. 427–347 BC) stands with Socrates and Aristotle as one of the shapers of the whole intellectual tradition of the West. He came from a family that had long played a prominent part in Athenian politics, and it would have been natural for him to follow the same course. He declined to do so, however, disgusted by the violence and corruption of Athenian political life, and sickened especially by the execution in 399 of his friend and teacher, Socrates. Inspired by Socrates’ inquiries into the nature of ethical standards, Plato sought a cure for the ills of society not in politics but in philosophy, and arrived at his fundamental and lasting conviction that those ills would never cease until philosophers became rulers or rulers philosophers. At an uncertain date in the early fourth century BC he founded in Athens the Academy, the first permanent institution devoted to philosophical research and teaching, and the prototype of all western universities. He travelled extensively, notably to Sicily as political adviser to Dionysius II, ruler of Syracuse.
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Introduction

Exiled from his native Austria during the Second World War, the philosopher Karl Popper sought to explain how Western society had arrived at the totalitarian ideas of fascism and communism. He came to believe that at the root of this malign development, behind the usual suspects – Nietzsche for Nazism, Hegel and Marx for communism – lay Plato’s Republic. In 1945 Popper indicted the Republic as the founding text of totalitarianism, for having advocated the rule of philosopher-kings and -queens without any institutional checks and balances. He charged in effect that the ideal city depicted in the Republicwas fatally unable to cope with the key insight of liberal politics, which is that ‘power corrupts.’1

In fact, the Republic does address the danger that power will corrupt. Yet at its core is a related but deeper insight: that the desire for power corrupts and, more than that, destroys. It destroys people, who in a never-ending pursuit of power undermine their psychological health. And it destroys politics, as rulers desiring power for self-gratification undermine political unity. Yet while the desire for power is dangerous, the use of power is necessary, if all but a very few rare individuals are to be able to achieve the stable order in their souls, which gives happiness, and in their polities, which gives unity.

Plato resolves the conundrum by imagining a new city governed by a rare breed of philosophers who, not wishing power for their own purposes, can use it to check and control the desire for it in their subjects. These philosophers are not only reluctant rulers; they are also capable of gaining knowledge of what is good, as opposed to the mere opinions and self-serving conventions that ordinary rulers value. In the service of this vision, the Republic invents a new understanding of knowledge; a new role for art and culture; and a new language for politics and psychology. It is this complex transformative vision of self, city, knowledge, world and culture which makes the Republic the fundamental text of Western philosophy. This introduction explores the Republic’s controversial perspective on the world of Plato himself, and the way in which that perspective is developed and defended in the main lines of its argument. The concluding section returns to the significance of the Republic through the ages and today.

POLITICS IN PLATO’S WORLD

Why was the desire for power, and its dangers for both individuals and societies, so evidently pressing a concern for Plato when he wrote the Republic in about 375 BC? Some thirty years earlier, his city-state, Athens, the greatest democracy in the ancient Greek world, had lost a catastrophic war to its rival, the militaristic oligarchy Sparta. In the aftermath of defeat, in 404 BC, the Athenian democracy suffered an oligarchic coup supported by Sparta which brought the contest between democracy and oligarchy from a matter of foreign affairs to one of pressing domestic concern. And in the aftermath of that coup, in 399 BC, the restored democracy executed Plato’s teacher Socrates. This terrible train of events led Plato to conclude that neither democracy nor oligarchy, nor any other existing order, could achieve happiness or political stability for its citizens, because all of them were founded on the inherently corrupting desire for power.

Most immediate for Plato were what he took to be the failings of the Athenian democracy. Democracy in ancient Athens was different from democracy today. It accorded all citizens the opportunity for equal political participation: most offices were assigned by lot; key decisions were made by the Assembly, where every citizen had the right to speak; and, without any professional judges or prosecutors, it was up to ordinary citizens to bring indictments and decide trials as juries. Political equality brought rivalry for power in its train, as people competed for influence. It brought tension between the few rich and the many poor: from ‘dēmos, [“people„]-kratia [from krattein, “rule„ in sense of “power„]’, ‘democracy’ can mean ‘all the people rule’, but it can also mean ‘the common people rule’, because the latter group were numerically and ideologically dominant, generating tension with the elite. And ironically, political equality at home allowed the democracy to create inequality abroad, by establishing an empire in which the democracy arguably came to tyrannize its client states and allies: according to Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War, the provocative politician Cleon told his fellow Athenians, ‘Your empire is now a tyranny’ (Hist. 3.37.2), and even the admired leader Pericles acknowledged that Athenian imperial rule ‘is now like a tyranny’ (Hist. 2.63.2).2

Despite, or rather because of, its imperial power, most ordinary Athenians were intensely proud of their democracy, which a century before had led the Greek world in defeating the mighty Persian Empire; had created a flowering of intellectual and artistic culture; and, despite defeat by Sparta and oligarchic coup, had restored its political structures to flourish for some seventy years more (a period during which Plato wrote the Republic and which would end only with the conquests of Alexander the Great). But Plato, like a small group of other elite observers, saw the system as crucially flawed. For him, democratic equality meant an abdication of specialized, qualified expertise and education; democratic rivalry, in particular the tension between rich and poor, undermined civic stability and unity; and the democratic encouragement of the desire for power and influence, both among individuals at home and in imperialism abroad, subverted the achievement of order and happiness.

At the time Plato was writing, the most widely established alternative to democracy was oligarchy (literally meaning ‘rule by a few’), in which the privileges of citizenship and political decision-making were restricted to a small elite group that dominated the majority made up of the working poor. Was oligarchy the solution for Athens? Plato’s uncle Critias and his cousin Charmides were among a small group of Athenian aristocrats who had thought so. With the connivance of the victorious Spartans in 404 BC, it was Critias who had led this group in a brutal coup against the democracy, installing themselves as a junta called ‘the Thirty’, using their power to murder and expropriate, and excluding the vast majority of Athenians from citizenship in the new oligarchy they set up. But on Plato’s criteria for good rule – expertise, stability and unity, order and happiness – the short-lived regime of the Thirty fared no better than the democracy had done.

The democracy had launched a foreign war; the Thirty had launched a civil war. Even at peace, neither democracy nor oligarchy was a unified or harmonious regime. Oligarchies were battlegrounds between the rich and the poor; democracies were in danger of being ruled by whim, mass ignorance and hysteria rather than by reason, making them fatally inconsistent over time. (The most flagrant instance of such inconsistency, which would give democracy a bad name for centuries, was when the Athenians voted one day to exterminate the men and enslave the women and children of a rebellious city, and the very next day to overturn this cruel decree (see Thucydides, Hist. 3.37–51 – though it should be remembered both that this was a rare case, and that the Athenians had the courage to change their minds and overturn a bad decision). Both democracies and oligarchies were in danger of being laid low by ambition for power, which blinded them to criticism. For Plato, preoccupied with civic unity and happiness, neither would serve.

In Sparta, however, where oligarchical rule was longer-lasting and ingrained in the customs and way of life, Plato did find one clue to political health. This was the unity of the Spartan ruling class, maintained through strict discipline, including common meals, demanding military training and what we have come to call a ‘spartan’ (materially austere) lifestyle. But the Spartan elite used the power of their unity to oppress and terrorize the ‘helots’ – the serfs who did all their manual labour – and they were notoriously hostile to culture and philosophy. Nevertheless, the Republic adapts a version of the Spartan idea of a ruling class unified through austerity and collective living. By choosing only philosophers as rulers, it seeks to ensure that the power of the ruling elite will be used not to oppress (as in Sparta) but to benefit the common people, so establishing the regime of expertise, unity and happiness that Plato found wanting in the polities of his own day.

WRITING A CONSTITUTION 

How could Plato demonstrate – against the views of the majority of his contemporaries, so proud of Athens despite her military defeat – the drastic flaws he perceived in her basic constitution? By writing a book entitled Constitution: a book that would reveal the deep and interconnected flaws in the way that psychological and political order had been conceived. The book would achieve this by imagining a new kind of city in which this alternative set of values could be realized while also meditating on what people should do in the absence of such a city, as its establishment could not be guaranteed. By writing, that is, the book you now hold. For Constitution was the original title of this book. In Greek, it is called Politeia, which means ‘constitution’, and can be understood in the broad sense of the fabric of a society and its ability to reproduce itself and its way of life.3

It has been observed that at the time Plato was writing, works entitled Constitution typically focused on Spartan culture, exploring the ways in which its political arrangements rested on its modes of social reproduction: the position of women, the education of children, athletics and games, even meals. In choosing to write a Constitution, Plato signalled that the Spartans were right to believe that the unity of their governing class was crucial to their society’s success, and that such unity rested on the details of the social interaction and formation of their citizens. But he was also doing something new: turning the lens of politeia analysis back onto Athens, forcing his contemporaries to think about whether their social practices supported or undermined their prized democratic institutions, and whether those institutions in turn supported or undermined the goal of making the citizens happy and virtuous. The vision of Plato’s Constitution would incorporate aspects of both Athens (especially its philosophy) and Sparta (especially the military training and communal lifestyle of its elite). But it would go beyond both, condemning them along with all other existing polities as sites of disunity and corruption, and calling for a new sort of politics: the reluctant rule of philosophers.

WRITING A CONSTITUTION FOR THE SOUL

If one shock in the Republic (as we will return to calling it, for the sake of familiarity) is its turning of the ‘constitution’ genre of anthropological curiosity into a devastating critique of one’s own society, a second shock lies in its novel extension of the notion of a ‘constitution’ from the city to the individual soul. Here politeia is discussed not only as a political order but also as a psychological one. Political unity and harmony – the highest political goals of the Republic – cannot be achieved without psychological unity and harmony in each citizen:

And this is plainly the intention of the law, in the support it gives to all citizens, and of the control we exercise over children, not letting them run free till we have established some kind of constitutional government [politeia] in them, and have educated the best in them to be their guardian and ruler and to take over from the best in us: then we give them their freedom. (Socrates, 590e–591a)

The comparison to children is telling. Plato appeals to widespread practices of raising children, which value the instilling of control of baser instincts by the better parts of the self, and suggests that democrats should acknowledge the value of such hierarchical governance and of standards of better and worse in adult life and politics as well as in childhood education. In that sense, the theme of the Republic is maturity. The very notion of self-governance, which is fundamental to enduring conceptions of law, religion and psychiatry, finds its normative articulation and force most powerfully in the pages of the Republic.

SOCRATES IN HIS TIME

It is time to introduce the setting and chief characters of this book. While it was written around 375 BC, it depicts an imaginary conversation set some fifty years earlier, at the height of the Peloponnesian War – sometime between 431 and 411 BC. The conversation is led by Socrates, Plato’s revered mentor. Its other significant participants are Thrasymachus, who argues that all rule and morality serves the interests of the ruling elite; and Plato’s brothers Glaucon and Adeimantus (portrayed as young men), who press Socrates to refute the popular idea that happiness lies in the power to overcome or evade conventional moral sanctions and indulge one’s every bodily desire. Meeting each of the min turn will lay out the principal elements of the dialogue.

Who was Socrates? By the normal standards of Athenian life, he was a non entity–he had achieved no elected office or political influence. But he had an extraordinarily magnetic effect on the city during and after his lifetime. He deliberately avoided the ordinary routes by which eminence was achieved. Although he served with all other male citizens in the city’s military expeditions, and although he volunteered himself for selection by lot for a year’s service on the Council, he did not speak in the Assembly nor bring prosecutions in the law courts as the most ambitious politicians did. Instead, he confined himself to conversations – with promising adolescents, leading Athenians and visiting intellectuals – that although sometimes taking place in public spaces, occurred outside the institutions of democratic political life. Long before Plato began to write, Socrates had become notorious in his own lifetime: the leading Athenian playwright Aristophanes lampooned him as a pedantic, useless intellectual in his comic plays Clouds (produced in 423 BC) and, more briefly, Frogs (in 405).

Socrates was not the only intellectual in Athens. This was a world without public or higher education, where memorizing Homer and Hesiod was the standard sign of cultivation. But in democratic Athens, ability to speak well in public was central to political success. Accordingly, a number of Athenians and foreigners styled themselves experts in rhetoric, offering instruction to the ambitious sons of the rich men who could afford to pay them. At the same time, some of these, and others, began to question the validity of the city’s laws and customs (nomos) by contrasting them with the supposed norm of nature (phusis). These latter men became known as ‘sophists’. To Aristophanes, as no doubt to many of his fellow Athenians, Socrates was indistinguishable from these other purveyors of discourse.

But to Plato and the other students of Socrates, there was a world of difference. They insisted that unlike the rhetoricians, Socrates took no pay for his conversation, and that he subordinated rhetoric to the knowledge gained by a distinct discipline of philosophy. Unlike the sophists, whom they saw as exploiting the gap between custom and nature for their own advantage, they portrayed Socrates as seeking to define objective good and knowledge. Beyond these broad points of agreement, however, it is impossible to be sure what was true of the historical Socrates (who left no writings) among the varying portraits drawn by each of his students and critics. For this reason, the remainder of this introduction will focus on the Socrates who appears in the twenty-five or so dialogues written by Plato: that is, Plato’s Socrates.4

SOCRATES’ DEATH

Before saying more about Socrates’ life and arguments, it is important to recognize that it was not only Socrates’ life which shaped Plato’s thought in the Republic. It was also his death. In 399, just a few years after the revolutionary coup by the Thirty and the subsequent counter-revolution that restored the democratic regime, Socrates had been put on trial by three of his fellow-citizens acting as democratic citizen-prosecutors. One of the accusations was that he had corrupted the youth of Athens. The other two hinged on the religious cult which Athens like other cities celebrated as a matter of civic patriotism: in this context, Socrates was accused of introducing new gods and not worshipping those of the city. He was convicted, sentenced to execution, imprisoned and put to death – events depicted in Plato’s dialogues Apology, Crito and Phaedo, as well as in works by other Socratic writers such as Xenophon.

Socrates’ death was a turning point in Plato’s life. After it, he left Athens and travelled for some fifteen years before returning and beginning to write dialogues in which Socrates was almost always the leading figure. Socrates’ death showed that his constant philosophical questioning had not benefited his city, nor saved himself. What was wrong with Athens that it had not been able to recognize or benefit from the value of Socrates? That is the question which Plato eventually put to himself in the Republic. Understanding the question, and the answer, depends on knowing more about what Socrates had stood for (as Plato saw it) in his lifetime.

SOCRATES’ ARGUMENTS

The son of a humble artisan-sculptor, Socrates took his bearings from the models of everyday crafts like shoemaking and carpentry, as well as from the respected sciences of medicine and navigation. For the Greeks, all of these came under the heading of skill-knowledge, or technē (pronounced ‘TEK-nay’). While they respected the experts in each technē in their own fields, however, the Athenian democrats held that there was no specialized technē of politics or of living well as an individual. These were matters in which the democracy deferred to no experts: it treated all men as equally entitled to have a say.

Socrates agreed with the democrats that ‘living well’ both individually and collectively was the highest aim: this was the goal enshrined in the Greek word eudaimonia, which means ‘happiness’ in the sense of overall flourishing and well-being. The crucial question was: how does one achieve eudaimonia? Traditionally, the answer was by cultivating virtue (aretē, pronounced ‘AR-et-ay’). Aretē meant more than moral virtue: it could refer to excellence in many domains, such as the aretē of a knife (being sharp). But the four leading, or ‘cardinal’, virtues were broadly ethical: they comprised wisdom, courage, self-discipline5 and justice, while others included such qualities as piety and magnanimity. ‘Justice’ (dikaiosunē) meant more than administration of law or legal rights; it could mean broadly what is right, as well as more specifically what is justly owed or justly expected.

In many of Plato’s dialogues, we see Socrates insisting on the unity of the virtues: that it is not possible to possess one without the others – in particular, to possess any of the others without wisdom or knowledge. In the Laches, for example, the generals Laches and Nicias are unable to define courage because they fail to realize that it is inseparable from knowledge. But Socrates implies that such knowledge of how to live well cannot be gained from rhetorical flourishes or democratic debate. It must be a matter of genuine expertise, comparable to a technē like medicine or navigation. Socrates does not claim to have that expertise himself, but he insists that life is not worth living without seeking it, because only with it (or by following the orders of someone who has it) can one be sure of living well.

THRASYMACHUS’ CHALLENGE

The traditional account of achieving eudaimonia by cultivating aretē, however, was vulnerable to attack by the sophists. Perhaps the virtues were simply a mug’s game. Happiness might be gained by behaving immorally instead of virtuously. This is the attack launched by Thrasymachus in Book I.

Thrasymachus embodies the new, coming intellectual in Athens. He is a sophist who is scornful of those who bow to law and convention. Such complacent, and compliant, men are represented in Book I by Cephalus, a wealthy resident foreigner at whose home the dialogue takes place; Cephalus’ conventional piety about giving gods and men what is owed starts off the discussion, but he is unwilling to follow Socrates into a philosophical exploration of justice; they are also represented by Cephalus’ son Polemarchus, who gives in to Socrates’ prodding and accepts that justice can’t be defined as harming one’s enemies and benefiting one’s friends. Impatient with these milquetoasts, Thrasymachus violently interjects himself into the conversation ‘like a wild beast’ (336 b). His assertion is that justice ‘is simply what is in the interest of the stronger party’ (338 c). The strong control the cities, setting the rules of morality and law so that they themselves benefit from their subjects’ obedience. Like shepherds fattening up their sheep, everything they do as rulers – including the rules they set up for the sheep to follow – is designed not for the benefit of their subjects but for their own advantage.

Thrasymachus’ challenge to Socrates links ethics and politics by denying that any non-exploitative political regime can exist. His intervention turns a discussion about justice as an individual virtue (enabling Cephalus to settle his accounts) and a social virtue (enabling Polemarchus to reward his allies and punish his enemies, a common stance in competitive Athenian politics and business) into a discussion about political regimes and their implications for individual virtue. If all regimes are like greedy shepherds, then the conventional virtues they establish are bad for their sheep.

GLAUCON AND ADEIMANTUS’ REFORMULATION

By the end of Book I, Socrates has rebutted Thrasymachus’ argument that injustice would be more profitable than justice for the ordinary person, though there are hints that Thrasymachusis not really convinced. Certainly Glaucon and Adeimantus, Plato’s youthful brothers, who have been listening in to the conversation, are not satisfied. They contend that most people hold justice to be necessary for the good reputation that it brings in its train of consequences but do not value it as good in itself. This is not as extreme as Thrasymachus’ view. The brothers allow that justice does benefit the ordinary person, but the benefit it brings is second-best. In other words, a regime and the virtues it celebrates may not be exploitative, but it may not be wholly beneficial for the individual either. Best would still be injustice – getting goods and sex and power beyond one’s allotted share (pleonexia, from a verb meaning ‘out compete’) – if only one could be sure of getting away with it.6

Telling the story of a magic invisibility ring that has become known as the ‘ring of Gyges’ story, Glaucon speculates that anyone shielded by such a ring from the consequences of injustice would rush to satisfy his lust and greed, acquiring as much power as possible to satisfy his desires. In fact, ring in hand, he would end up becoming a tyrant, achieving maximum power to rule a city unfettered. This story introduces the central theme of tyranny, a theme that dominates the long arc of the dialogue from Book II to Book IX.

Tyranny is rule by one man, connoting mastery and absolute power; although it could originally be used as a neutral term, by the time of Socrates and Plato it had come to be reviled as a political regime in which one man would appropriate all the wealth and power of the state to satisfy his own impious and dishonorable desires. Athens had been governed by a tyrant about two centuries before the Republic was written, and the memory of the tyrannicides who had founded Athenian liberty was cherished in civic culture (comparable to the memory of the American Revolution and its Declaration of Independence in 1776 against the ‘tyrant’ King George III). Tyranny as a regime that denied liberty and political participation was a common object of hatred for the democratic masses and the disaffected Athenian elite. Whereas the central axis of Greek politics in Plato’s day, and even in Socrates’ lifetime, was the choice between oligarchy and democracy, tyranny was seen by partisans of both sides as the paradigmatically bad political regime.7

Yet despite the official hatred of tyranny, the appeal of the ‘ring of Gyges’ story to Glaucon implies that it had secret attractions for ambitious young men in Athens. Indeed, at this very time, another young associate of Socrates – Alcibiades, the most charismatic and glamorous politician in Athens – was suspected of wishing to overturn the democracy and become a tyrant. He failed but ended by turning traitor. Glaucon and Adeimantus has ten to insist that they themselves are not tempted by injustice or tyranny, despite what most people say and think; their concern is just that they have never heard anyone satisfactorily prove injustice and tyranny to be harmful. Nevertheless, in recounting the attractions of the ring of Gyges, Glaucon hints that those, like him, educated within a democracy may be only half-heartedly committed to its self-proclaimed norms of equality and justice. As a democracy pursues power and desire abroad in its imperial wars, its citizens start to wish for more power and desire-satisfaction at home than the constraints of equality allow. In other words, the attraction of the ring for Glaucon and Adeimantus implies that democracy is unstable. At its heart are dreams of tyranny.

The brothers beg Socrates to dispel the attractions of the ring by proving that justice is good in itself, inherently beneficial for those who possess it as a virtue rather than worth having for its usual consequences only so long as one lacks any magic ring. This request sets the agenda for the rest of the Republic. And it makes this dialogue significantly different from many of the other Platonic dialogues in which Socrates devotes his energies to refuting ideas proposed by the people to whom he is talking. The bulk of the Republic consists of him leading the inquiry himself, outlining the ideas for which the dialogue has become famous, and finally persuading Glaucon and Adeimantus (who remain his interlocutors for the rest of the it, occasionally resisting or asking questions) that what benefits the soul is justice, not the supreme injustice of tyranny. Simultaneously, Socrates’ inquiry also serves to give a more decisive refutation of Thrasymachus. For justice can only be proven to be positively and inherently beneficial to the agent if it is the fruit of a non-exploitative political regime.

Plato’s strategy here is audacious. It is to persuade the democrats that their regime – which was legendarily founded by the killing of a tyrant – actually has an instability tending towards tyranny at its heart; while persuading the elite that oligarchy too is potentially tyrannical. Eliminated by their affinity to what all agree is an evil regime (tyranny), neither democracy nor oligarchy is the solution for a good politics: the only solution is the new regime Plato will now proceed to invent. To do so, justice and the other virtues have to be redefined.

REDEFINING JUSTICE IN THE SOUL

In suggesting that justice is ordinarily thought of as a compromise between the desire to act unjustly and the constraints of reputation, Glaucon and Adeimantus reduce justice to its manifestation in specific actions. On this view, to be just is simply a matter of not stealing, not bribing, not murdering. It has no intrinsic motivation or benefit for the agent; the only thing determining whether stealing or not stealing is better for me is the threat of being caught. Against this contention, Socrates wants to show that acting justly has intrinsic motivation and benefit. To do this, he has to broaden the picture, to show that justice is a matter not only of actions but, more fundamentally, of the relationships that underpin those actions. The most important set of those relationships are the ones each person experiences among the elements of her own mind or soul (literally, psuchē: roughly to be understood as the mind in its broadest sense, the interior psychological realm of the individual). These are reason, indignation or spirit (a complex notion in Greek called thumos: combining indignation or anger, love of honour, pride and combativeness) and appetite.

In Books II–IV of the Republic, these elements – later vividly personified as tiny images of human, lion and beast all struggling for dominance (588–9) – are portrayed as ideally organized in a hierarchy in which reason, with spirited indignation as its ally, governs appetite. Each of the virtues is then redefined in relation to this hierarchy. Wisdom is the rule of reason; courage is the virtue of appropriate indignation; self-discipline and justice consist in harmony among the elements, with self-discipline resulting from their mutual agreement that reason should rule, and justice from each element’s restricting itself to its proper task. Justice as psychic harmony is achieved when a person’s actions are governed by his or her reason, which in healthy people is the part of the soul with which they identify their sense of self.

Indignation and appetite have to be subordinated to reason but not by force or suppression. Instead, they must be shaped by education so as to be receptive to appropriate rational decisions, with spirited indignation trained to support the rule of reason rather than rebel against it, and the appetites pruned to avoid excessive indulgence going beyond what reason prescribes. Much of the Republic – in particular, the latter part of Book II; Book III; the beginning of Book IV; and the beginning of Book X – details the radical surgery which the existing methods and content of Greek education and culture would need in order to be suitable for making people just. Stories about the gods themselves behaving unjustly – raping, lying, stealing – would have to be expurgated from myth and poetry, the staple arts of Greek culture that functioned somewhat like television and movies today. Popular forms of drama, as well as other rituals such as those of exhibitionistic grief in mourning, would have to be prohibited in order to prevent people from accustoming themselves to imitating vice rather than virtue. This aspect of the Republic has won notoriety for its remark on the ‘ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy’, and has been described as Plato exiling the poets.8

By redefining justice in terms of psychic harmony, is Socrates guilty of changing the subject away from the original challenge, which was to show that justice in the everyday sense of just actions is intrinsically good for the just person? The answer is no. The ring of Gyges has already shown that many people perform ‘just actions’ for the wrong reasons. On the new understanding of justice as psychic harmony, these people no longer qualify as just: their actions are calculated, not flowing from a harmonious state of soul. The only people who will count as ‘just’ are those with harmonious souls. And they will have no reason to act unjustly – that is, to perform the actions that both Athenian society and Socrates accept as unjust: their appetites will be in check, their indignation under control, so that they do not experience the greed, lust or arrogance that prompt people to steal, cheat, bribe or murder.

We can go further. Socrates argues that unjust actions – stealing, cheating, bribing, murdering and so forth – actually have the effect of disarranging the soul: ‘[C]an it possibly pay any one to make money by doing wrong, if the result of his doing so is to enslave the best part of himself to the worst?’ (589 d–e, emphasis added). Such actions not only stem from a disordered soul; they reinforce and heighten its disorder (by encouraging and strengthening appetite or indignation to overflow their proper limits). So while someone may begin by thinking that his or her decision to act unjustly is a rational one, it will turn out on the contrary to contribute to the overturning of reason’s rule. In other words, injustice is self-undermining. Only psychic justice is self-sustaining.

Is everyone capable of psychic justice? The Republic does not say clearly whether everyone can achieve full psychic justice. It does maintain that the rational element in most people is incapable of doing the job. Ordinary people are not wise – the Republic rests on this controversial assumption, one harking back to the Socratic insistence in many other dialogues that wisdom is a matter of expertise and so not accessible to the many. Here Plato is directly countering the democratic insistence that all citizens can in principle contribute to political decision-making. The Republic depends on, and seeks to make plausible, the opposite contention: that the ordinary person’s reason is too ignorant and weak to establish harmonious order governing their indignation and their appetites. For most people, the only chance of even approximating psychic justice is to be governed from the outside, by someone in whom reason does rule. The rule of such surrogate reason is a key to the argument of the Republic, for it ties ethics and politics together. If psychic justice is in everyone’s interest, so too is being ruled by reason: if not one’s own reason, then the reason of someone else. Political rule is necessary to make up for the inevitable ethical deficiency of most people.

This vision of reason, indignation and appetite was a radical challenge to existing understandings of human psychology, and in particular to the practices and assumptions of Athenian democratic culture. Athenian democrats tended to exalt indignation and anger as key to the demand for legitimate equality of respect,9 and, as we saw in the story of the ring of Gyges, they were easily tempted by the dream of satisfying their bodily appetites without restraint. (Nor were the oligarchs any better, though they prided themselves on having more self-discipline than they ascribed to the masses.) The Republic has to deploy a host of persuasive strategies to try to make it seem correct, even natural, to its characters Glaucon and Adeimantus – and to its readers – that happiness comes from reason’s restraining of indignation and appetite, not the unleashing of them in pursuit of maximum satisfaction.

THE ANALOGY BETWEEN SOULS AND CITIES

Central to those persuasive strategies is the analogy between the soul and the city, which is introduced in the middle of Book II, dominates the dialogue through Book IV and returns to prominence in Books VIII–IX. We saw earlier that Plato introduces the notion of a ‘constitution’ into this account of the soul. We can now appreciate the details of that notion. The ‘constitution’ of the soul is its enjoyment of an order in which reason governs indignation and appetite, with indignation as reason’s ally. When that constitution breaks down, the soul falls into a state of civil war, each of its elements fighting to dominate the other two.

In Books II–IV, this new and radical account of the soul is made plausible by first articulating a parallel account of the city. It is easier to see that cities have elements than that souls do: we can actually see distinct groups of people fulfilling distinct functions, whereas Socrates has to use complicated indirect reasoning to develop the idea that souls are divided into distinct if intangible parts. But the question of which elements a city should have was highly controversial in Plato’s time. In democratic Athens, although there were groups of rich and poor, and the rich had certain specific civic and military roles (in funding and organizing festivals, for example, and providing their own ‘hoplite’ armour in the army), there was no separate ruling elite or military caste. All male citizens could occupy the major positions of power, speak in the Assembly, and speak and vote in the law courts; all fought in the city’s battles, rowing in the fleet if they had no money to buy hoplite armour. In the Republic, Socrates proposes a division of political labour antithetical to the equality of democratic Athens. Initially, the principle of division of labour depends on the specialization of roles which Socrates insists is the most sensible way to organize any city. The most primitive city will be largely self-sufficient, engaging in peaceful trade but not war, with each person keeping to a certain craft or function (shoemaker, merchant, farmer). But Glaucon objects that this city is too primitive and rustic. The introduction of luxury is what makes justice necessary, for it makes war necessary: trade will no longer be merely peaceful, as greed leads the city to seek enlargement by force. So a class of ‘guards’ is introduced, who will defend the city against external attack as well as serving in its offensive warfare, and who, it is argued, will serve a distinct function in the division of labour, separate from the class of workers, artisans and others who supply the city’s material needs. Socrates then slips in a crucial move: he subdivides the guards into two. These are a younger military group who will be the military supporters (called ‘auxiliaries’) of a separate, older ruling group (who come to be called ‘guards’ in the sense of ‘guardians’, though the same word is used for both, and who will later be identified as the philosophers). This three-part distinction sets up the parallel with the soul: the guardians correspond toreason; the auxiliaries to the element animated by indignation and anger; and the workers, merchants, doctors and so on to the bodily appetites.

Books VIII–IX take the city–soul parallel further by showing that it holds not only in Kallipolis (the ‘excellent city’, from kalos, ‘beautiful’ or ‘fine’ or ‘excellent’, and polis, ‘city’) but also in the four kinds of imperfect cities into which Kallipolis is in danger of degenerating, as nothing human can be perfect or remain unchanging. The first of these is ‘timocracy’, the rule of honour, in which the soldiers dominate rather than being governed by reason; the other three are the types of alternative regimes we have met already: oligarchy, democracy and tyranny. In tyranny, the city and the man coincide, because the city’s political structure consists of only a single ruler. It is in Book IX that the ‘ring of Gyges’ problem of Glaucon and Adeimantus is finally resolved, when it is demonstrated that the tyrant – the epitome of the unjust person whom the Gyges story suggests we all secretly want to be – is not supremely happy (as the story had suggested) but actually supremely unhappy. His injustice does not benefit him because it corrupts and destroys his soul; by contrast, justice would make his soul ordered and therefore happy, and so be of intrinsic benefit to him, whether or not rewarded externally with positive consequences as well.

Already at the end of Book IV, Glaucon seems to be convinced that the health of the soul, like that of the city, depends on its having a unified constitutional order in which reason rules. But Socrates is keenly aware of the danger that such an order could be corrupted. Thrasymachus had spoken of the shepherd fattening up his sheep for his own advantage as an inevitable characteristic of every political regime. Socrates denies that corruption is inevitable: he replaces the image of the shepherd with that of the sheepdog, who is bred to protect rather than eat its charges. Yet his fear is that the guards might come to act not as protective sheepdogs but as rapacious wolves: using their power not even for an orderly sheep-fattening but simply to batten on the corpses of their unfortunate subjects. How can such a fate be prevented?

Two aspects of Kallipolis are carefully designed to prevent the abuse of power by preventing the rulers from conceiving the desire for it. One aspect is institutional: having been selected by an arduous and testing process of education, they are to be forced to have a common and austere lifestyle (in this respect like the Spartan elite). This protects them from conceiving the desire for power by preventing them from having anything material to gain by doing so: they would not be allowed to use their power to accumulate or enjoy great wealth. The other aspect of preventing the desire for power is psychological: the rulers’ virtue of wisdom. In Book IV, both of these elements are presented in broad-brush terms – Socrates glosses over just how they will live, and just what they must know. And the Book IV account makes it sound as if preventing the desire for power is simply a matter of constraint: constraint exercised by the laws against owning private property or wealth, and constraint exercised by wisdom upon the desires. The transformation effected in Books V–VII is twofold: to explain just how radical the institutional constraints must be and, even more radically, to explain why rulers who are natural philosophers will not even experience non-necessary material desires. The full story of Kallipolis as developed through Book VII provides double protection: rulers who genuinely do not desire material satisfaction and therefore do not desire power, so that they will rule only reluctantly, and rulers who are anyway protected against the corruption of their souls by a drastically austere institutional order.

THE ATTACK ON CONVENTION

A great turn in the Republic takes place at the beginning of Book V, when, although the story of Kallipolis had appeared complete at the end of Book IV, Socrates’ interlocutors (Adeim-antus, Polemarchus, Glaucon and even Thrasymachus) tax him to explain what he meant in offhandedly referring to the guardians having common meals, no private wealth and their families in common. Only now does Socrates reveal just how radical Kallipolis will have to be. First, its meritocracy of rule cannot afford to do without those women who are qualified to become guardians. Against the Athenian convention that women should not play political roles, Kallipolis will exaggerate the Spartan practice of girls exercising naked alongside boys in certain ritual contexts by applying it to all adults, and turning it to functional use by making qualified women serve as warriors and guardians alongside the men. This aspect of the text demands comparison with another comic play by Aristophanes, his Assembly of Women, in which he had imagined women taking over the Athenian Assembly in protest at the male failure to end the war with Sparta.

Next, Socrates makes even more radical proposals. The guardians must be deprived of private property, wealth, houses and meals – this is often called communism but is strictly the deprivation of property rather than its being held in common, and is applied here only to the guardian class. Its purpose is to deprive the guardians not just of property but also of the desire for property – that is, for something which is privately their own. For the same reason, they must also be deprived of private families. The older guardians will give orders to the younger auxiliaries to have sex with each other in couplings carefully designed to maximize the chance of producing healthy and morally sound children. The childrenso produced will not know or be known by their biological mothers and fathers; they will be raised communally, taught to regard all the guardians as their parents. The purpose of these extraordinary arrangements is to create a guardian group which feels wholly united, with no private familial ties (of the sort which divided citizens even in the equal, democratic culture of Athens) to detract from their civic identity.

These proposals for sexual equality, deprivation of property and abolition of the family among the guardians have occasioned enormous controversy and strange bedfellows in later readings of the Republic. On the basis of them, the Republic has been proclaimed by proponents, and condemned by critics, as a model of feminism and communism (and even of sexual liberation) for the political left; it has also been proclaimed by proponents, and condemned by critics, as a model of racist eugenics for the political right. These proclamations and condemnations were enormously influential in the later history of political thought and argument. But they have too often ignored the positioning of the proposals in the context of the hierarchical role and purpose of the guardians.

Equality of the sexes is restricted to the guardians alone: it is justified not by the rights of women but by the need of the guardians for all who merit that role. Property is not to be owned in common by the guardians, let alone by the rest of the society – the workers will continue to enjoy private property, giving the guardians what they need to live on rather than according them rights in property. As for state-sanctioned eugenics for the guardians and auxiliaries, that cannot be doubted; it is part of a perception of continuity between humans and animals, with breeding being applicable to both even though the divine element of reason is found only in the former. (This also rebuts charges of promiscuity: whereas in Aristophanes’ fantasy the women will choose their male sexual partners freely, in the Republic the guardians are to prescribe sexual partners for the auxiliaries.) But it is not racist, as the text clearly envisions the possibility that some guardian-born children will not merit inclusion as guardians themselves, as well as the converse possibility that some children born to workers will be found worthy of being educated as guardians. Clearly, the city is to be tightly controlled. What is striking, however, is that the most austere and stringent prescriptions are restricted to the guardians alone. In Plato’s Kallipolis, it is the rulers who are to be most heavily controlled, for the benefit (including the beneficial control) of the ruled.

PHILOSOPHERS MUST RULE

For all the shock intended by the proposals just described, Socrates reserves what he calls the most shocking for last. This is the claim that evils will not cease in cities until philosophers rule them: ‘… there will be no end to the troubles of states, or indeed, my dear Glaucon, of humanity itself, till philosophers become kings in this world, or till those we now call kings and rulers really and truly become philosophers, and political power and philosophy thus come into the same hands… there is no other road to real happiness either for society or for the individual’ (d–e). Why is this said to be so outrageous? Recall that Socrates, the philosopher par excellence in Plato’s eyes, had been executed by Athens some twenty-five years before the writing of the Republic. This was the antithesis of the rule of philosophy: it could be represented as a judgement that philosophy had nothing of value to offer the city at all. In Plato’s Gorgias (484 c–485 e) we see another sophist, Callicles, proclaiming that philosophy is useless in politics; it may be fine as something for young men to play around with, but it is not a serious occupation for men of affairs. This is why the proposal that philosophers must rule is said to be so controversial. In a society that had executed the historical Socrates for being inimical to the democracy, Plato’s character Socrates is made to envision a society in which people like him are the only ones morally and intellectually capable of being rulers.

This is because, as we learn in Book VI, philosophers are not simply people of ordinary wisdom of the sort that Book IV might have seemed to envisage as rulers. Philosophers can only be made by education if they are first born: born with an inherent, driving passion to learn, which naturally lessens and subdues all of their other desires (including desires for material and physical satisfaction, as well as for honour) so as not to interfere with that overriding passion. This means that philosophers by nature have no reason to act unjustly or without self-discipline or in a cowardly way: they have no desire for excessive physical satisfaction, nor fear of death, strong enough to detract from their love of learning. So they are naturally capable of becoming virtuous. And they are also naturally capable, given their love of learning, of being educated. Their nature is to become philosophers; the task that will be assigned them as a matter of necessity is to rule.10

The key issue then becomes: who are the philosophers, and how are they to be educated? In giving an answer to these questions in Books V–VII, the account of Kallipolis also gives a more convincing answer to Thrasymachus than Book I had achieved. For the city ruled by philosophers turns out to be a uniquely non-exploitative regime. Philosophers are inherently reluctant rulers, because they are so powerfully motivated by their love of knowledge that their pride and appetites are minimal, and so they are never motivated to seek or exploit power for the sake of self-gratification. If they find themselves in power, either through chance, necessity, or being born into a Kallipolis that educates them to take power, they will not use that power to exploit. They will instead use it in the light of their knowledge, to benefit and heal. The goods of political rule that Plato seeks – unity, stability and the other goods considered earlier – can thus and only thus be achieved.

WHAT THE PHILOSOPHERS MUST KNOW

The philosophers who are to serve as guardians must be doubly qualified to do so. They must rule reluctantly, as we have seen, but they must also rule knowledgeably, in order to establish their surrogate reason in the souls of those who are ruled, who are unable to do so for themselves. To rule knowledgeably has two requirements. First, the philosophers must have a natural love of knowledge, which leads them to abstain from interesting themselves in physical appetites, and so enables them to get the rule of reason off the ground, where it would otherwise risk being stultified in a mass of hitherto ungoverned desires. And second, their reason must have attained its own proper object: knowledge of what is good.

In the Republic, as contrasted with other Platonic dialogues such as the Theaetetus, knowledge is portrayed as having an entirely different set of objects from mere opinion. Opinion or belief (in Greek, doxa) deals with what is changeable, either in time or depending on context; knowledge deals with what is unchanging in the double sense of being eternal and being independent of context. The Republic names these objects of knowledge the ‘Forms’ (eidos, in the singular). And significantly, the highest Form is said to be not the Form of Justice (although justice has been the main focus of the inquiry) but the Form of the Good. This is because, for Plato, goodness defines the aim and purpose of all action and of all existence insofar as it is intelligible. All people naturally desire the good, and pursue what they believe to be the good, even though they are normally (lacking knowledge) mistaken about what is actually good. Only philosophers are capable of loving and, through education, ultimately achieving knowledge of what is authentically and fully good. Thus only they are capable of governing action according to its true end; without such knowledge, political and ethical decisions are doomed to be mistaken, perhaps catastrophically so. At the same time, the love of knowledge and the Good gives philosophers ‘other rewards and a better life than the politician’s’ (521 b). With a greater Good in view than the ordinary ‘goods’ sought by the greedy and ambitious, philosophers are able to bring unity, harmony and order to the city and those within it.

Socrates does not claim in the Republic to have achieved this knowledge of the Good himself (though he does not deny it either). Instead of providing a full account of it, he offers in Books VI and VII three famous analogies: the Sun, the Line and the Cave. It is only the light of the Sun which makes ordinary things visible, and which enables them to grow; analogously, it is only the light of the Good which makes intellectual matters intelligible, and which enables us to grow by acting purposefully. The Line places the Forms at the apex of a ladder of knowledge, the penultimate rung of which is occupied by mathematical objects, which are unchanging and intelligible but which depend on axioms, and so are not as fundamental as the Forms. And the great image of the Cave shows first the democratic city, and then all cities, to be places governed by political manipulators who systematically exclude the light of the Good and replace it with unhealthy illusions: these cities are afflicted with ‘shadow battles and… struggles for political power, which they treat as some great prize [or “good„]’ (520 c). Only the ideal city can cultivate virtue and actions in light of the philosopher-rulers’ knowledge of what is authentically and genuinely good.

Why will the philosophers return to the Cave, as it were, in order to rule? And how will they rule? The Republic gives contradictory indications as to the first question and remarkably little information on the second. The remarks about why the philosophers will return – to avoid being ruled by any one worse, in Book I (347 a–d); to repay the debt owed for their education (applicable only to those educated within Kallipolis) in Book VII (520 a–c); out of necessity but also to grow and save the city as well as themselves, in Book VI (518 c; 497 a) – may be contradictory in order to indicate the paradox at its heart: that philosophers must be brought to rule, but reluctantly. Yet in an unreformed city, only they understand how important it is that they should rule, so only they are capable of bringing themselves to do it: ‘… [t]he state whose prospective rulers come to their duties with least enthusiasm is bound to have the best and most tranquil government, and the state whose rulers are eager to rule is the worst’ (520 d). This may be why Socrates appeals to divine chance (translated here as a ‘miracle’ (IX, 592 a), although one must remember the pagan context) or necessity as two of the possible ways in which philosophers could be brought to rule.

ETHICS OR POLITICS?

The focus of the argument returns from political to individual justice at the end of Book IX, when, after making the point about the law establishing constitutions in the souls of its citizens which we quoted earlier, Socrates returns to the challenge of the ring of Gyges. He asks Glaucon rhetorically whether ‘we can possibly argue that it pays a man to be unjust or self-indulgent or do anything base that will bring him more money and power but make him a worse man’ (591 a). Glaucon agrees that an intelligent man will realize that nothing of the sort pays, and so focus his attention on studies to attune his body and his possession of money and honours so that they improve, rather than destroy, the order within him. Glaucon goes so far as to say that such a man would not enter politics at all. Socrates corrects him. He would enter politics in ‘the society where he really belongs’ – that is, Kallipolis. But he would not do so in any other society, short of a ‘miracle’ that would make such a society invite his rule. The pattern of Kallipolis can be thought of as a divine one which a man can found as a constitution within his own heart, whether or not it is founded externally as a city, something which depends on chance or necessity.

Socrates’ remark that Kallipolis can be founded as a constitution in the soul, even if not necessarily made into political reality, has given rise to a reading of the Republic as primarily an ethical rather than a political text.11 One intention of this introduction has been to show that such a division is misplaced. The initial problematic posed by Thrasymachus in Book I is political: it is because he views all regimes as exploitative that he sees all codes of justice as being exploitative also. Glaucon and Adeimantus focus on codes of justice as they apply to individuals, asking whether they can be not only non-exploitative but also intrinsically beneficial for the individual. The answers to the two challenges are linked. For most people – all but the philosophers – the possibility of ethics (having a just and well-ordered soul) will hinge on the politics of Kallipolis being established.

It is true that the text does return in conclusion to dwell on the importance and value of ethics for the individual, without specifying that only natural philosophers can fully succeed in being ethical. Its overall rhetorical purpose is to encourage Glaucon, Adeimantus and the Republic’s readers to devote themselves to having well-ordered souls, and to the (philosophical) studies which that requires, without predetermining the question of whether this is something they are able to achieve or not. The purpose is to persuade and exhort, not to judge. The same is true of the closing tale of the myth of Er in Book X, in which Socrates tells the story of a man, Er, who travelled in the underworld before coming back to life, and describes the moment of transition which (immortal) souls make from one embodied life to the next. In a Christian context, one would expect the emphasis in such a story to be on divine judgement. Here, however, in a challenge to the culturally dominant mythic poetry of Homer and Hesiod, the emphasis is on individual choice. The Fates offer each soul in turn a choice of possible lives, from hero to tyrant to woman to animal, each either virtuous or vicious in its own characteristic ways. Because the soul must choose, its future happiness depends on its past life having been morally ordered enough so that it makes a clear-eyed assessment of the moral value of each possible future life. Socrates concludes the story, and the Republic, by advising Glaucon and his friends that they should believe the soul to be immortal and so pursue justice with wisdom. The closing admonition of the Republic is ethical. Yet its argumentative journey has been political from the outset, showing that ordinary people have no chance of even approximating these ethical aspirations except in Kallipolis: the one city whose code of ethics is wholly designed to benefit its subjects rather than its rulers.

THE IMPACT AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE REPUBLIC 

This introduction has explored how Plato viewed his world (something we know only from his writings), and how as a consequence he conceived of his project as a writer and marshalled his ideas to carry it out. That world-view was highly controversial and challenging to the views and judgements of most of his contemporaries.12 Where Plato saw disunity and ignorance in the Athenian democracy, his contemporaries saw pluralistic freedom and practices of gathering and testing the widest range of views in decision-making. Where Plato insisted that constitutional order must be hierarchical, with reason at the top and indignation firmly subordinated, his contemporaries respected those who engaged in manly and even angry contests for esteem, and saw nothing contradictory in a constitution based on equality. Where Plato insisted that democracy had no way of bridling the appetites, and was driven by its appetite for power, the democrats believed themselves to have a complex system of deliberation and value in which appetite figured but did not dominate.

The measure of Plato’s success is the fact that for centuries, the Athenian democrats largely appeared to history as they appeared to him: as an incoherent, greedy, ignorant mob.13 Today we must recognize this image as Plato’s creation, one which does respond to certain inherent tensions and contradictions in the democratic polis (its striving for external power and domination, for example) but which also overlooks the sources of judgement and balance which that polis enjoyed and which help to explain its remarkable successes (despite some spectacular failures) over nearly two centuries. Yet the value of the Republic is not limited by the extent to which its critique of Athenian democracy was justifiable. The lineaments it establishes for a political philosophy that is also an ethics and an epistemology (theory of knowledge) have become those followed by all the greatest works in any of these genres since.

The very notion of writing a ‘Republic’ or ‘Constitution’ inspired the works of Cicero and Thomas More. With More’s Utopia (1516), two further offshoots crystallized, of utopian writing (in a line leading to Henry David Thoreau’s Walden of 1854) and of a distinctively Greek form of republicanism (in a line leading to John Milton’s Paradise Lost of 1667).14 The centrality of education to politics has become an indispensable part of politics and ethics; what Plato accomplished in a single book would take the eighteenth-century writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau two (his Social Contract for the politics, his Emile for the ethics and education, both published in 1762).15 The image of the soul and the city as ideally hierarchical, governed by reason which subordinates lesser impulses and classes to itself, proved immensely influential. Variations on it inform Augustine’s founding of Christian psychology and, much later, Freud’s founding of psychoanalysis. The vision of knowledge as pertaining only to what is immutable, certain and universal was likewise crucial for subsequent philosophy: it informs important traditions in Jewish, Christian and Muslim thought alike, views which in turn helped to shape modern science and philosophy. Perhaps even more fundamental are the links which the Republic forges between psychology, knowledge and metaphysics (the study of the world’s fundamental structure). Here are the roots of Western philosophy intertwined in a single casing. Neither the interest nor the significance of the Republic will be soon exhausted.
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S. Bernadete, Socrates’ Second Sailing (Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 1989), which has a commentary;
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Note on the Translation

The translation is made from the Oxford text, except when noted. I have constantly consulted Adam’s edition (The Republic of Plato, CUP, second edition, 1965).

It is customary to refer to Plato’s works by reference to the pages of an early edition (that of Stephanus, 1578), each page being subdivided into approximately equal segments, designated a–e. These numbers and letters are printed in the margin of this translation, and in the Table of Contents the first number occurring in each Part is printed in brackets after the title.

This revision of the Penguin Republic owes much to the readers and critics of the previous version. To its readers who have bought enough copies to require a resetting of the type; to its critics for suggesting the lines which the revision should follow. Criticism can be summed up in the comment of a student who said to me – in effect, but she did not use the words – ‘I can’t use it as a crib’. It was not, of course, intended to be so used. Dr Rieu’s instructions to me were to aim at the ‘general reader’. Though this is not a very definite description, it clearly relegates to the background any use for more strictly academic purposes. As things have turned out, however, many of the readers of the translation have been students or others engaged in academic work, and for them the earlier version, with its many abbreviations and its lapses into paraphrase, was not entirely suitable. In this revision I have tried to bring the English more severely close to the Greek, though still aiming to produce what one critic called ‘a swift, natural version’; I have also tried to give the reader further help by expanding and revising notes and section headings. I cannot hope to have succeeded completely, and perhaps the main impression which the revision has left on me is that of the extreme difficulty of transferring the thought of even so lucid a writer as Plato from one language to another without some damage in the process. All too often I have been conscious of the alternatives open, and unsure whether I have chosen the most suitable.
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The Republic

CHARACTERS IN THE DIALOGUE

SOCRATES, narrator.

GLAUCON and ADEIMANTUS, sole respondents in the dialogue after Book 1. Elder brothers of Plato.

POLEMARCHUS, a resident in Piraeus, the port of Athens: the dialogue takes place at his house.

CEPHALUS, a Syracusan by birth, Polemarchus’ father and apparently resident with him. Respondent in the early part of the dialogue until his place is taken by Polemarchus.

THRASYMACHUS OF CHALCEDON, sophist and orator, the main respondent in Book 1.

LYSIAS and EUTHYDEMUS, Polemarchus’ brothers. Lysias became an orator and speech-writer, noted for the purity of his style; a number of his speeches are still extant (e.g. ‘Against Eratosthenes’ in Greek Political Oratory , trans. A. N. W. Saunders: Penguin, 1970). NICERATUS, son of Nicias the Athenian statesman and general. CHARMANTIDES and CLEITOPHON, of whom we otherwise know nothing. The only one of this last group to speak in the dialogue is Cleitophon, and his is the briefest interjection (340).

The dramatic date of the dialogue is commonly supposed to be just before 420 BC, when Socrates would be about fifty.






PART I
 INTRODUCTION

1. Prelude

The scene set and the characters introduced. The subject of the BK I dialogue, justice or right conduct 1is introduced in a preliminary discussion with Cephalus who, in effect, describes it as telling the truth and paying one’s debts. 

I went down yesterday to the Piraeus with Glaucon, son of 327(a) Ariston. I wanted to say a prayer to the goddess and also to see what they would make of the festival,2 as this was the first time they were holdingit. I must say that I thought that the local contribution to the procession was splendid, though the Thracian contingent seemed to show up just as well. We had said our prayers and seen the show and were on our way back to town when Polemarchus, son of Cephalus, noticed us in the (b) distance making our way home and sent his slave running on ahead to tell us to wait for him. The slave caught hold of my coat from behind and said ‘Polemarchus says you are to wait.’ I turned and asked where his master was. ‘He’s comingalong behind you,’ he said. ‘Do wait.’ ‘We will,’ said Glaucon, and soon afterwards Polemarchus came up; with him were Adeimantus, Glaucon’s brother, Niceratus, son of Nicias, and others (c) who had all apparently been to the procession. ‘Socrates,’ said Polemarchus, ‘I believe you are startingoff on your way back to town.’ You are quite right,’ I replied. ‘Do you see how many of us there are?’ he asked. ‘I do.’ ‘Well, you will either have to get the better of us or stay here.’ ‘Oh, but there’s another alternative,’ said I. ‘We might persuade you that you ought to let us go.’ ‘You can’t persuade people who won’t listen,’ he replied. ‘No,’ said Glaucon, ‘you certainly can’t.’ ‘Well, you 328 (a) can assume we shan’t listen.’ ‘And don’t you know,’ added Adeimantus, ‘that there is going to be a torch race in the evening on horseback, in honour of the goddess?’ ‘On horseback?’ said I; ‘that’s a novelty. Do you mean a relay race, in which they carry torches on horseback and hand them on to each other?’ ‘Yes,’ answered Polemarchus, ‘and there’s to be an all-night carnival as well, which will be worth seeing. We will go out (b) after dinner and watch it; we shall meet a lot of youngmen there to talk to. So please do stay.’ To which Glaucon replied, ‘It looks as if we shall have to.’ ‘Well, if you think so,’ I said, ‘stay we must.’

So we went to Polemarchus’ house, where we found his brothers Lysias and Euthydemus, and besides them Thrasy-machus of Chalcedon, Charmantides of Paeania and Cleito-phon, son of Aristonymus. Polemarchus’ father, Cephalus, was (c) there too; a very old man he seemed to me, for it was a long time since I had seen him last. He was sittinggarlanded on some sort of an easy chair, as he had just been sacrificingin the courtyard. There were some chairs standinground about, so we sat down beside him. As soon as he saw me Cephalus welcomed me and said, ‘You don’t come down to the Piraeus to see us, Socrates, as often as you should. If I were still strongenough to (d) make the journey to town easily, there would be no reason for you to come here; I would visit you. As it is, you ought to come here more frequently: for I myself find that as age blunts one’s enjoyment of physical pleasures, one’s desire for rational conversation and one’s enjoyment of it increase correspondingly. So don’t refuse me, but come and talk to the youngmen here and visit us as if we were old friends.’ ‘As a matter of fact, Cephalus,’ I said, ‘I enjoy talkingto very old men, for they have (e) gone before us, as it were, on a road that we too may have to tread, and it seems to me that we should find out from them what it is like and whether it is rough and difficult or broad and easy. You are now at an age when you are, as the poets say, about to cross the threshold,3 and I would like to find out how it strikes you and what you have to tell us. Is it a difficult time of life, or not?’

‘I’ll certainly tell you how it strikes me, Socrates,’ he said. 329 (a) ‘For some of us old men often meet together, like the proverbial birdsofafeather. And whenwe domeet, most of them are full of woes; they hanker for the pleasures of their youth, remembering how they used to make love and drink and go to parties and the like, and thinkingit a great deprivation that they can’t do so any more. Life was good then, they think, whereas now they can hardly be said to live at all. And some of them grumble that(b) their families show no respect for their age, and proceed to harp on the miseries old age brings. But in my opinion, Socrates, they are puttingthe blame in the wrongplace. For if old age were to blame, my experience would be the same as theirs, and so would that of all other old men. But in fact I have met many whose feelings are quite different. For example, I was once present when someone was askingthe poet Sophocles about sex, and (c) whether he was still able to make love to a woman; to which he replied, “Don’t talk about that; I am glad to have left it behind me and escaped from a fierce and frenzied master.” A good reply I thought then, and still do. For in old age you become quite free of feelings of this sort and they leave you in peace; and when your desires lose their intensity and relax, you get (d) what Sophocles was talkingabout, a release from a lot of mad masters. In all this, and in the lack of respect their families show them, there is only one thingto blame; and that is not their old age, Socrates, but their character. For if men are sensible and good-tempered, old age is easy enough to bear: if not, youth as well as age is a burden.’

I was delighted by what he said, and tried to lead him on to say more by replying, ‘I’m afraid that most people don’t agree (e) with what you say, Cephalus, but think that you carry your years lightly not because of your character but because of your wealth. For they say that the rich have many consolations.’

‘Of course they don’t agree with me,’ he said, ‘and there’s somethingin what they say, though not as much as they think. The story about Themistocles is very much to the point. A Seriphian was abusinghim and sayingthat his reputation was 330 (a) due not to his personal merits but to his beingan Athenian, and Themistocles answered, “I certainly should not have been famous if I had been a Seriphian, but nor would you if you had been an Athenian.” The same remark applies to those who are not rich and find old age a burden: a good man may not find old age easy to bear if he’s poor, but a bad man won’t be at peace with himself even if he is rich.’

‘Did you inherit most of your fortune,’ I asked Cephalus, ‘or did you make it yourself?’

(b) ‘Did I make my fortune, Socrates?’ he said. ‘As a business man I rank somewhere between my grandfather and my father. For my grandfather, after whom I am named, inherited about as much as I now have and multiplied it several times over, while my father Lysanias reduced it to less than what it is now: for myself, I shall be pleased enough if I leave these boys of mine a little more than I inherited.’

‘The reason why I asked,’ I said, ‘was that you did not seem (c) to me over-fond of money. And this is the way in general with those who have not made it themselves, while those who have are twice as fond of it as anyone else. For just as poets are fond of their own poems, and fathers of their own children, so money-makers become devoted to money, not only because, like other people, they find it useful, but because it’s their own creation. So they are tiresome company, as they have a good word for nothingbut money.’ ‘That’s true,’ he said.

(d) ‘It is indeed,’ said I. ‘But I have another question. What do you think is the greatest advantage you have gained from being so rich?’

‘One,’ he replied, ‘which many will perhaps not credit. For you know, Socrates, when a man faces the thought of death there come into his mind anxieties that did not trouble him before. The stories about another world, and about punishment (e) in a future life for wrongs done in this, at which he once used to laugh, begin to torment his mind with the fear that they may be true. And either because of the weakness of old age or because, as he approaches the other world, he has some clearer perception of it, he is filled with doubts and fears and begins to reckon up and see if there is anyone he has wronged. The man who finds that in the course of his life he has done a lot of wrong often wakes up at night in terror, like a child with a nightmare, and his life is full of foreboding: but the man who is conscious 331 (a) of no wrongdoing is filled with cheerfulness and with hope, “the comfort of old age” as Pindar calls it. For I love that passage where he says of the man who has lived a just and godfearing life,

sweet hope,

Who guides men’s wandering purpose,

Treads at his side, gladdens his heart,

And comforts his old age.


Wonderful lines! Now it is chiefly for this that I think wealth is valuable, not perhaps to everyone but to good and sensible men. For wealth contributes very greatly to one’s ability to avoid (b) both unintentional cheatingor lyingand the fear that one has left some sacrifice to God unmade or some debt to man unpaid before one dies. Money has many other uses, but takingone thingwith another I reckon that for a reasonable man this is by no means its least.’

‘That’s fair enough, Cephalus,’ I said. ‘But are we really to (c) say that doingright4, consists simply and solely in truthfulness and returninganythingwe have borrowed? Are those not actions that can be sometimes right and sometimes wrong? For instance, if one borrowed a weapon from a friend who subsequently went out of his mind and then asked for it back, surely it would be generally agreed that one ought not to return it, and that it would not be right to do so, nor to consent to tell the strict truth to a madman?’

‘That is true,’ he replied. 

(d) ‘Well then,’ I said, ‘telling the truth and returning what we have borrowed is not the definition of doingright.’

‘Oh yes it is,’ said Polemarchus, interrupting, ‘at any rate if we are to believe Simonides.’5

‘Well,’ said Cephalus, ‘I bequeath the argument to the two of you, for I must go and see about the sacrifice.’

 ‘While I take over from you?’ asked Polemarchus.

‘You do,’ said Cephalus with a smile, and left for his sacrifice.






2. The Conventional View of Justice Developed

Polemarchus takes up the argument and maintains that justice is giving a man his due. Socrates draws a series of unacceptable conclusions in order to demonstrate the inadequacy of this conventional view. 

(e) ‘Well then,’ said I, ‘as heir to this argument, tell me, what is this saying of Simonides that you think tells us the truth about doing right?’

‘That it is right to give every man his due,’ he replied; ‘in that, I think, he puts the matter fairly enough.’

‘It is indeed difficult to disagree with Simonides,’ I said; ‘he had the poet’s wisdom and inspiration; but though you may know what he meant by what he said, I’m afraid I don’t. For he clearly does not mean what we were talking about just now, 332 (a) that we should return anything entrusted to us even though the person asking for it has gone mad. Yet what one has entrusted to another is surely due to one, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yet in no circumstances should one return it to a madman.’

‘True.’

‘So Simonides must mean something different from this when he says that it is right to give every man his due.’

‘He certainly must,’ he replied; ‘for his thought is that one friend owes it as a due to another to do him good, not harm.’

‘I see,’ I said; ‘then as between two friends one is not giving the other his due when he returns a sum of money the other has (b) entrusted to him if the return is going to cause harm – is this what Simonides means?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Well then, ought we to give our enemies too whatever is due to them?’

‘Certainly,’ he said, ‘what is due to them; and that is, I assume, what is appropriate between enemies, an injury of some sort.’

‘It looks,’ said I, ‘as if Simonides was talking about what is right with a poet’s ambiguity. For it appears that he meant that (c) it is right to give everyone what is appropriate to him, but he called this his “due”.’

‘Of course.’

‘Yes, but look here,’ I said, ‘suppose someone asked him “How then does medical skill6 get its name, Simonides? What does it supply that is due and appropriate and to whom?’ How do you suppose he would reply?’

‘Obviously that it is the skill that supplies the body with remedies and with food and drink.’

‘And if he were asked the same question about cookery?’

‘That it is the skill that supplies the flavour to our food.’ (d)

‘Then what does the skill we call justice supply and to whom?’

‘If we are to be consistent, Socrates, it must be the skill that enables us to help and injure one’s friends and enemies.’

‘So Simonides says that justice is to benefit one’s friends and harm one’s enemies?’

‘I think so.’

‘Who then is best able to benefit his friends and harm his enemies in matters of health?’

‘A doctor.’

‘And in the risks of a sea voyage?’ (e)

‘A navigator.’

‘And what about the just man? In what activity or occupation will he best be able to help his friends and harm his enemies?’

‘In war: he will fight against his enemies and for his friends.’

‘Good. Yet people who are healthy have no use for a physician, have they, Polemarchus?’

‘True.’

‘Nor those that stay on land of a navigator?’

‘No.’

‘Do you then maintain that those who are not at war have no use for a just man?’

‘No, I certainly don’t.’

 ‘So justice is useful in peacetime?’

333 (a) ‘It is.’

‘So too is agriculture?’

‘Yes.’

‘For providing crops?’

‘Yes.’

‘And shoemaking?’

‘Yes.’

‘Presumably for supplying shoes.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well then, what is the use of justice in peacetime, and what do we get out of it?’

‘It’s useful in business.’

‘And by that you mean some form of transaction between people?’

‘Yes.’

(b) ‘Well, if our transaction is a game of chess, is a just man a good and useful partner, or a chess player?’

‘A chess player.’

‘And if it’s a matter of bricks and mortar, is the just man a better and more useful partner than a bricklayer?’

‘No.’

‘Well, for what kind of transaction is the just man a better partner than the bricklayer or the musician? Where does he excel the musician as the musician excels him in music?’

‘Where money is involved, I suppose.’

‘Except perhaps,’ said I, ‘when it’s a question of buying or selling; if, for example, we are buying or selling a horse, a trainer would be a better partner, would he not?’

(c) ‘I suppose so.’

‘Or if it’s a ship, a shipbuilder or sailor?’

‘Presumably.’

‘Then in what financial transactions is the just man a better partner than others?’

‘When we want to put our money on deposit, Socrates.’

‘In fact when we don’t want to make use of it at all, but lay it by?’

‘Yes.’

 ‘So when we aren’t making any use of our money, we find (d) justice useful?’

‘It looks rather like it.’

‘And so when you want to store a pruning-knife, justice is useful both to the community and to the individual; but if you want to use it then you turn to the vine dresser.’

‘Apparently.’

‘And if you want to keep your shield or your lyre safe you need the just man, but if you want to use it the soldier or musician?’

‘That must follow.’

‘And so in all spheres justice is useless when you are using things, and useful when you are not?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Justice, then, can’t be a very serious thing,’ I said, ‘if it’s only (e) useful when things aren’t used. But there’s a further point. In boxing and other kinds of fighting, skill in attack goes with skill in defence, does it not?’

‘Of course.’

‘So, too, does not the ability to save from disease imply the ability to produce it undetected?’

‘I agree.’ 334 (a)

‘While ability to bring an army safely through a campaign goes with ability to rob the enemy of his secrets and steal a march on him in action.’

‘I certainly think so.’

‘So a man who’s good at keeping a thing will be good at stealing it?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘So if the just man is good at keeping money safe he will be good at stealing it too.’

‘That at any rate is the conclusion the argument indicates.’

‘So the just man turns out to be a kind of thief, a view you have perhaps learned from Homer. For he approves of (b) Odysseus’ grandfather Autolycus7 who, he says, surpassed all men in stealing and lying. Justice, in fact, according to you and Homer and Simonides, is a kind of stealing, though it must be done to help a friend or harm an enemy. Is that your meaning?’

 ‘It certainly isn’t,’ he replied, ‘but I don’t really know what I did mean. Yet I still think that justice is to help your friends and harm your enemies.’

(c) ‘But which do you reckon are a man’s friends or enemies? Those he thinks good, honest men and the reverse, or those who really are even though he may not think so?’

‘One would expect a man’s likes and dislikes to depend on what he thinks.’

‘But don’t men often make mistakes, and think a man honest when he is not, and vice versa?’

‘Yes, they do.’

‘In that case their enemies are good and their friends bad.’

‘Certainly.’

‘Then it’s only right that they should help the bad and harm (d) the good.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Yet good men are just and not likely to do wrong.’

‘True.’

‘So that by your reckoning it is right to injure those who do no wrong.’

‘Oh no, Socrates; it looks as if my reckoning was wrong.’

‘Well then,’ I said, ‘it must be right to harm wrongdoers and help those who do right.’8

‘That seems more reasonable.’

‘So when men are mistaken in their judgements, Polemarchus, (e) it will often be right for them to injure their friends, who in their eyes are bad, and help their enemies, who are good. Which is the very opposite of what we said Simonides meant.’

‘That is the conclusion that follows, certainly,’ he said. ‘But let us put the matter differently. For our definitions of friend and enemy were perhaps wrong.’

‘How wrong?’

‘When we said a friend was one who seemed a good, honest man.’

‘And how are we to change that?’

‘By defining a friend as one who both seems and is an honest 335 (a) man: while the man who seems, but is not, an honest man seems a friend, but really is not. And similarly for an enemy.’

 ‘On this reckoning the good man is a friend and the bad man an enemy.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you want us to add to our previous definition of justice (that justice was to do good to a friend and harm to an enemy) by saying that it is just to do good to one’s friend if he is good, and to harm one’s enemy if he is evil.’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that puts it very fairly.’ (b)

‘But does a just man do harm to anyone?’9

‘Oh yes,’ he replied: ‘one ought to harm bad men who are our enemies.’

‘If we harm a horse do we make it better or worse?’

‘Worse.’

‘Worse, that is, by the standard of excellence10 by which we judge horses, not dogs?’

‘Yes.’

‘And a dog if harmed becomes a worse dog by the standard of excellence by which we judge dogs, not horses?’

‘Surely.’

‘But must we not then say of a man that if harmed he becomes (c) worse by the standards of human excellence?’

‘Certainly.’

‘But is not justice human excellence?’

‘It surely must be.’

‘So men if harmed must become more unjust.’

‘So it would seem.’

‘Well, musicians will hardly use their skill to make their pupils unmusical, or riding masters to make their pupils bad horsemen.’

‘Hardly.’

‘Then will just men use their justice to make others unjust? Or, in short, will good men use their goodness11 to make others (d) bad?’

‘That cannot be so.’

‘For it is not the function of heat to cool things, but of its opposite.’

‘Yes.’

‘Nor the function of dryness to wet things, but of its opposite.’

 ‘True.’

‘Well then, it is not the function of the good man to do harm but of his opposite.’

‘Clearly.’

‘But is not the just man good?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then, Polemarchus, it is not the function of the just man to harm either his friends or anyone else, but of his opposite, the unjust man.’

‘What you say seems perfectly true, Socrates.’

(e) ‘So it wasn’t a wise man who said that justice is to give every man his due, if what he meant by it was that the just man should harm his enemies and help his friends. This simply is not true: for as we have seen, it is never right to harm anyone at any time.’

‘I agree.’

‘So you and I,’ said I, ‘will both quarrel with anyone who says that this view was put forward by either Simonides or Bias or Pittacus or any of the canonical sages.’12

‘For myself,’ he replied, ‘I am quite ready to join your side of the quarrel.’

336 (a) ‘Do you know whose I think this saying is that tells us it is right to help one’s friends and harm one’s enemies? I think it must be due to Periander or Perdiccas or Xerxes or Ismenias of Thebes,13 or someone else of wealth and arrogance.’

‘Very likely,’ he replied.

‘Well, well,’ said I; ‘now we have seen that this is not what justice or right is, will anyone suggest what else it is?’

It will be noticed that throughout the foregoing argument Socrates continually draws analogies from various human occupations, from cookery to horse-breeding. To describe all such occupations the Greeks had a single word , Technē, for which there is no equivalent in English that will bring out the variety of its meaning. It includes both the fine arts (music) and the practical arts (cookery); all forms of skilled craftsmanship (ship-building) and various professional activities (navigation and soldiering); besides activities calling for scientific skill (medicine). It may thus be said to cover any skilled activity with its rules of operation, the knowledge of which is acquired by training. But it is a very elusive word to translate, varying between art, craft, professional skill, and science according to the emphasis of the context. The principle followed in this translation is to give the meaning that seems best to suit the context rather than retain a single word throughout; but behind the group of words used (which are sufficiently indicated by what has been said) there lies only the one word Technē in the Greek. Whether or how far the analogy from skilled activity of this kind, from craft or profession or science, to morals and politics is a sound one, is one of the fundamental questions which the reader of Plato must constantly be asking himself. 






3. Thrasymachus and the Rejection of Conventional Morality

I. First Statement and Criticisms 

Socrates has shown that there are confusions in conventional morality: Thrasymachus rejects it altogether and maintains that human behaviour is and should be guided by self-interest. He represents a type of view that was not uncommon in the fifth century, among the Sophists in particular, and which has indeed always had advocates. The precise interpretation of Thrasymachus’ presentation of it is a matter of controversy (cf. Cross and Woozley, ch. 2) and Plato’s treatment of him is unsympathetic, making him noisy and offensive. He starts, after some introductory argumentative sparring with Socrates, by saying that Right is the ‘Interest of the Stronger’; and explains this to mean that the ruling class in any state will forcibly exact a certain type of behaviour from its subjects to suit its own interests. Morality is nothing more or less than the code of behaviour so exacted. Socrates first asks how this is affected by the fact that rulers may often be mistaken about their own interests; and then, when Thrasymachus replies that rulers, qua rulers, are never mistaken, uses the techne-analogy to show that rulers don’t pursue their own interests. Much of the detail of the argument is of questionable validity, but Socrates’ main point is, briefly, that the exercise of any skill is, as such, disinterested. 14

(b) While we had been talking Thrasymachus had often tried to interrupt, but had been prevented by those sitting near him, who wanted to hear the argument concluded; but when we paused and I asked my question, he was no longer able to keep quiet but gathered himself together and sprang on us like a wild beast, as if he wanted to tear us in pieces. Polemarchus and I were panic-stricken, as Thrasymachus burst out and said, ‘What (c) is all this nonsense, Socrates? Why do you go on in this childish way being so polite about each other’s opinions? If you really want to know what justice is, stop asking questions and then playing to the gallery by refuting anyone who answers you. You know perfectly well that it’s easier to ask questions than to answer them. Give us an answer yourself, and tell us what you (d) think justice is. And don’t tell me that it’s duty, or expediency, or advantage, or profit, or interest. I won’t put up with nonsense of that sort; give me a clear and precise definition.’

I was staggered by his attack and looked at him in dismay. If I had not seen him first I believe I should have been struck dumb; but I had noticed him when our argument first began (e) to exasperate him, and so I managed to answer him, saying diffidently: ‘Don’t be hard on us, Thrasymachus. If we have made any mistake in our consideration of the argument, I assure you we have not done so on purpose. For if we were looking for gold, you can’t suppose that we would willingly let mutual politeness hinder our search and prevent our finding it. Justice is much more valuable than gold, and you must not think we shall slacken our efforts to find it out of any idiotic deference to each other. I assure you we are doing our best. It’s the ability that we lack, and clever chaps like you ought to be sorry for us 337(a) and not get annoyed with us.’

Thrasymachus laughed sarcastically, and replied, ‘There you go with your old affection, Socrates. I knew it, and I told the others that you would never let yourself be questioned, but go on shamming ignorance and do anything rather than give a straight answer.

‘That’s because you’re so clever, Thrasymachus,’ I replied, ‘and you know it. You ask someone for a definition of twelve, and add “And I don’t want to be told that it’s twice six, or three (b) times four, or six times two, or four times three; that sort of nonsense won’t do.” You know perfectly well that no one would answer you on those terms. He would reply “What do you mean, Thrasymachus; am I to give none of the answers you mention? If one of them happens to be true, do you want me to (c) give a false one?” And how would you answer him?’

‘That’s not a fair parallel,’ he replied.

‘I don’t see why not,’ I said: ‘but even if it is not, we shan’t stop anyone else answering like that if he thinks it fair, whether we like it or not.’

‘So I suppose that is what you are going to do,’ he said; ‘you’re going to give one of the answers I barred.’

‘I would not be surprised,’ said I, ‘if it seemed to me on reflection to be the right one.’

‘What if I give you a quite different and far better reply about (d) justice? What do you think should be your penalty then?’

‘The proper penalty of ignorance, which is of course that those who don’t know should learn from those who do; which is the course I propose.’15

‘You must have your joke,’ said he, ‘but you must pay the fee for learning as well.’

‘I will when I have any cash.’

‘The money’s all right,’ said Glaucon; ‘we’ll pay up for Socrates.16 So give us your answer, Thrasymachus.’

‘I know,’ he replied, ‘so that Socrates can play his usual tricks, (e) never giving his own views and when others give theirs criticizing and refuting them.’

‘But, my dear man, what am I to do?’ I asked. ‘I neither know nor profess to know anything about the subject, and even if I did I’ve been forbidden to say what I think by no mean antagonist. It’s much more reasonable for you to say something, because you say you know, and really have something to say. Do please 338 (a) therefore do me a favour and give me an answer, and don’t grudge your instruction to Glaucon and the others here.’

Glaucon and the others backed up my request, and it was obvious that Thrasymachus was anxious to get the credit for the striking answer he thought he could give; but he went on pretending he wanted to win his point and make me reply. In (b) the end, however, he gave in, remarking, ‘So this is the wisdom of Socrates: he won’t teach anyone anything, but goes round learning from others and is not even grateful.’

To which I replied, ‘It’s quite true, Thrasymachus, to say I learn from others, but it’s not true to say I show no gratitude. I am generous with my praise – the only return I can give, as I have no money. You’ll see in a moment how ready I am to praise a good answer, for I’m sure the one you’re going to give me will be good.’

(c) ‘Listen then,’ he replied. ‘I say that justice or right17 is simply what is in the interest of the stronger party. Now where is your praise? I can see you’re going to refuse it.’

‘You shall have it when I understand what you mean, which at present I don’t. You say that what is in the interest of the stronger party is right; but what do you mean by interest? For instance, Polydamas the athlete is stronger than us, and it’s in his interest to eat beef to keep fit; we are weaker than him, but (d) you can’t mean that the same diet is in our interest and so right for us.’

‘You’re being tiresome, Socrates,’ he returned, ‘and taking my definition in the sense most likely to damage it.’

‘I assure you I’m not,’ I said; ‘you must explain your meaning more clearly.’

‘Well then, you know that some of our city-states are tyrannies, some democracies, some aristocracies?’

‘True enough.’

‘And that in each city power is in the hands of the ruling class?’

‘Yes.’

(e) ‘Each type of government enacts laws that are in its own interest, a democracy democratic laws, a tyranny tyrannical ones and so on; and in enacting these laws they make it quite plain that what is “right” for their subjects is what is in the interest of themselves, the rulers, and if anyone deviates from this he is punished as a lawbreaker and “wrongdoer”. That is 339 (a) what I mean when I say that “right” is the same thing in all states, namely the interest of the established government; and government is the strongest element in each state, and so if we argue correctly we see that “right” is always the same, the interest of the stronger party.’

‘Now,’ I said, ‘I understand your meaning, and we must try to find out whether you are right or not. Your answer is that “right” is “interest” (though incidentally this is an answer which you forbade me to give), but you add the qualification “of the stronger party”.’

‘An insignificant qualification, I suppose you will say.’ (b)

‘Its significance is not yet clear; what is clear is that we must consider whether what you say is true. For I quite agree that what is right is an “interest”; but you add that it is the interest “of the stronger party”, and that’s what I don’t know about and what we must consider.’

‘Go on,’ he said.

‘Very well,’ said I. ‘You say, do you not, that obedience to the ruling power is right ?’18

‘I do.’

‘And are those in power in the various states infallible or not?’ (c)

‘They are, of course, liable to make mistakes,’ he replied.

‘When they proceed to make laws, then, they may do the job well or badly.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘And if they do it well the laws will be in their interest, and if they do it badly they won’t, I take it.’

‘I agree.’

‘But their subjects must act according to the laws they make, for that is what right is.’

‘Of course.’

‘Then according to your argument it is right not only to do (d) what is in the interest of the stronger party but also the opposite.’

‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

‘My meaning is the same as yours, I think. Let us look at it more closely. Did we not agree that when the ruling powers order their subjects to do something they are sometimes mistaken about their own best interest, and yet that it is right for the subject to do what his ruler enjoins?’

‘I suppose we did.’

(e) ‘Then you must admit that it is right to do things that are not in the interest of the rulers, who are the stronger party; that is, when the rulers mistakenly give orders that will harm them and yet (so you say) it is right for their subjects to obey those orders. For surely, my dear Thrasymachus, in those circumstances it must follow that it is “right” to do the opposite of what you say is right, in that the weaker are ordered to do what is against the interest of the stronger.’

340 (a) ‘A clear enough conclusion,’ exclaimed Polemarchus.

‘No doubt,’ interrupted Cleitophon, ‘if we are to take your word for it.’

‘It’s not a question of my word,’ replied Polemarchus; ‘Thrasymachus himself agrees that rulers sometimes give orders harmful to themselves, and that it is right for their subjects to obey them.’

‘Yes, Polemarchus, that was because he asserted that it was right to obey the orders of the rulers.’

(b) ‘And that the interest of the stronger was right, Cleitophon. But having made both these assumptions he went on to admit that the stronger sometimes give orders which are not in their interest and which their weaker subjects obey. From which admission it follows that what is in the interest of the stronger is no more right than the reverse.’

‘But,’ objected Cleitophon, ‘what Thrasymachus meant by the interest of the stronger was what the stronger thinks to be in his interest; this is what the subject must do, and this was the position Thrasymachus took up about what is right.’

‘Well, it was not what he said,’ replied Polemarchus.

(c) ‘It does not matter, Polemarchus,’ I said. ‘If this is Thrasymachus’ meaning let us accept it. Tell me, Thrasymachus, was this how you meant to define what is right, that it is that which seems to the stronger to be his interest, whether it really is or not? Is this how we are to take what you said?’

 ‘Certainly not,’ he replied; ‘do you think that I call someone who is making a mistake “stronger” just when he is making his mistake?’

‘I thought,’ I said, ‘that that was what you meant when you agreed that rulers are not infallible but sometimes make mistakes.’

‘That’s because you’re so malicious in argument, Socrates. (d) Do you, for instance, call a man who has made a mistaken diagnosis a doctor by virtue of his mistake? Or when a mathematician makes a mistake in his calculations do you call him a mathematician by virtue of his mistake and when he makes it? We use this form of words, of course, and talk of a doctor or a mathematician or a teacher “making a mistake”; but in fact, I think, each of them, in so far as he is what we call him, is (e) infallible. And so to be precise (and precision is what you aim at) no skilled craftsman ever makes a mistake. For he makes his mistake because his knowledge fails him, and he is then no longer a skilled craftsman. So no craftsman or scientist ever makes a mistake, nor does a ruler so long as he is a ruler; though it’s true that in common parlance one may talk about the doctor or ruler making a mistake, and that’s how you should take the answer I gave you just now. To be really precise one must say that the ruler, in so far as he is a ruler, makes no mistake, and so infallibly enacts what is best for himself, which his subjects 341 (a) must perform. And so, as I said to begin with, “right” means the interest of the stronger party.’

‘Well,’ said I, ‘so you think I’m malicious, do you, Thrasymachus?’

‘I certainly do.’

‘You think my questions were deliberately framed to distort your argument?’

‘I know perfectly well they were. But they won’t get you anywhere; you can’t fool me, and if you don’t you won’t be able (b) to crush me in argument.’

‘My dear chap, I wouldn’t dream of trying,’ I said. ‘But to stop this sort of thing happening again, will you make this point clear; when you speak of the ruler and stronger party whose interest it is right that the weaker should serve, do you use the words in their more general sense or in the precise sense which you have just defined?’

‘I mean ruler in the precisest sense,’ he replied. ‘Try your low tricks on that if you can – I ask no mercy. But you are not likely to succeed.’

(c) ‘Surely,’ I said, ‘you don’t think I’m foolish enough to try to beard the lion and trick Thrasymachus?’

‘You tried just now,’ he answered, ‘but nothing came of it.’

‘Well, let us leave it at that,’ I said; ‘but tell me, this doctor in the precise sense you have just been talking about, is he a businessman or a medical practitioner? I mean the man who really is a doctor.’

‘A medical practitioner.’

‘And a ship’s captain? Is he a member of the crew or in command of it?’

‘In command.’

(d) ‘For it would, I take it, be wrong to take account of his mere presence on board to call him a member of the crew. For he is not captain by virtue of being on board, but because of his professional skill and command of the crew.’

‘True.’

‘And each one of these19 has his own particular interest.’

‘Yes.’

‘And in each case the purpose of the professional skill20 concerned is to further and provide for that interest?’

‘That is its object.’

‘Then has any form of professional skill any interest at which it aims over and above its own perfection?’

(e) ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Suppose, for example,’ I replied, ‘that you were to ask me whether the body were self-sufficient, with no needs beyond itself, I should answer “It certainly has needs. That is the reason why medicine has been discovered, because the body has its defects and is not self-sufficient; medical skill was, in fact, developed to look after the interests of the body.” Would that be a correct answer, do you think?’

‘It would.’

342 (a) ‘Then is the science or art of medicine itself defective? Does it or any other skilled activity21 need anything further to perfect22 it? I mean as the eyes need sight and the ears hearing, so they also need an art to look to their interests and provide them with what they need in this respect. But is it a characteristic of skilled activity as such to be defective, so that each activity needs another to look after its interests, and this one another, and so (b) ad infinitum ? Or does each look after its own interest? Is it not rather true that each has no need either of its own or another’s supervision to check its faults and watch its interests? For there is no fault or flaw in any science or art, nor is it its business to seek the interest of anything but its subject matter; each is faultless and flawless and right, so long as it is entirely and precisely what it is. Now consider, in your precise sense am I right or not?’

‘You are right,’ he said.

‘Medicine therefore looks to the interest not of medicine but (c) of the body.’

‘Yes.’

‘And training to the interest of the horse and not its owner. Nor does any form of skill23 seek its own interest (it needs nothing) but that of its subject-matter.’

‘It looks like it.’

‘Yet surely,’ I said, ‘all forms of skill rule and control their subject-matter.’

Thrasymachus only agreed to this very reluctantly.

‘Then no science24 studies or enforces the interest of the controlling or stronger party, but rather that of the weaker party subjected to it.’ (d)

He agreed to this, too, in the end, though he tried to make a fight of it. Having secured his agreement I proceeded, ‘Then it follows that the doctor qua doctor prescribes with a view not to his own interest but that of his patient. For we agreed that a doctor in the precise sense controlled the body and was not in business for profit, did we not?’

He assented.

‘And did we not also agree that a ship’s captain in the precise sense controlled the crew but was not one of them?’

He agreed. (e)

 ‘So that a captain in this sense is in control, but will not give his orders with his own interest in view, but that of the crew which he controls.’

He agreed reluctantly.

‘And therefore, my dear Thrasymachus,’ I concluded, ‘no ruler of any kind, qua ruler, exercises his authority, whatever its sphere, with his own interest in view, but that of the subject of his skill. It is his subject and his subject’s proper interest to which he looks in all he says and does.’

2. Second Statement and Final Refutation

To avoid a formal defeat in the argument Thrasymachus interrupts it with a restatement of his main position. What he says may be divided into two parts. First, he reiterates his opening contention (338c–e) that political power is merely the exploitation of one class by another. And (since Socrates has used the analogy from technē) he illustrates his view by comparing the shepherd who fattens his flock for his own and his master’s benefit. Ordinary morality is simply the behaviour imposed by exploiter on exploited, and is thus ‘someone else’s interest’. But, second, in addition to this political argument, he also maintains that, on the level of ordinary day-to-day behaviour, the pursuit of self-interest, in its narrowest and most obvious form, is both natural and right, and the course which pays the individual best.

Socrates deals first with the more strictly political part of Thrasymachus’ thesis, and argues that government, like any other form of professional skill, has its own standard of achievement, and is not merely a matter of profit-making or exploitation. The argument that ‘money-making’ or ‘profit-making’ is a separate activity may seem artificial to modern minds, for do we not exercise our profession to make our living? But what Plato is trying to say is that government is a job or profession like others, with specific tasks to perform, which it may perform well or ill, and that what the individual ‘makes out of it’ (as we should say) is to that extent irrelevant. This reinforces and extends the latter part of the argument of the preceding section. 

At this stage of the argument it was obvious to everyone that 343 (a) his definition of justice had been reversed, and Thrasymachus, instead of replying, remarked, ‘Tell me, Socrates, have you a nurse?’

‘What do you mean?’ I returned. ‘Why not answer my question, instead of asking that sort of thing?’

‘Well, she lets you go drivelling round and doesn’t wipe your nose, and you can’t even tell her the difference between sheep and shepherd.’

‘And why exactly should you say that?’ I asked.

‘Because you suppose that shepherds and herdsmen study the (b) good of their flocks and herds and fatten and take care of them with some other object in view than the good of their masters and themselves; and don’t realize that the rulers of states, if they are truly such, feel towards their subjects as one might towards sheep, and think about nothing day and night but how they can make a profit out of them. Your view of right and wrong, just (c) and unjust, is indeed wide of the mark. You are not aware that justice or right is really what is good for someone else, namely the interest of the stronger party or ruler, imposed at the expense of the subject who obeys him. Injustice or wrong is just the opposite of this, and rules those who are really simple and just, while they serve their ruler’s interests because he is stronger than they, and as his subjects promote his happiness to the complete exclusion of their own. I’m afraid you’re very simple-minded (d), Socrates; but you ought to consider how the just man always comes off worse than the unjust. For instance, in any business relations between them, you won’t find the just man better off at the end of the deal than the unjust. Again, in their relations with the state, when there are taxes to be paid the unjust man will pay less on the same income, and when there’s anything to be got he’ll get a lot, the just man nothing. Thus if it’s a question of office, if the just man loses nothing else he will (e) suffer from neglecting his private affairs; his honesty will prevent him appropriating public funds, and his relations and friends will detest him because his principles will not allow him to do them a service if it’s not right. But quite the reverse is true of the unjust man. I’m thinking of the man I referred to just now who can further his own advantage in a big way: he’s the man to 344 (a) study if you want to find how much more private gain there is in wrongdoing than in right. You can see it most easily if you take the extreme of injustice and wrongdoing, which brings the highest happiness to its practitioners and plunges its victims and their honesty in misery – I mean, of course, tyranny. Tyranny is not a matter of minor theft and violence, but of wholesale(b) plunder, sacred or profane, private or public. If you are caught committing such crimes in detail you are punished and disgraced: sacrilege, kidnapping, burglary, fraud, theft are the names we give to such petty forms of wrongdoing. But when a man succeeds in robbing the whole body of citizens and reducing (c) them to slavery, they forget these ugly names and call him happy and fortunate, as do all others who hear of his unmitigated wrongdoing. For, of course, those who abuse wrongdoing and injustice do so because they are afraid of suffering from it, not of doing it. So we see that injustice, given scope, has greater strength and freedom and power than justice; which proves what I started by saying, that justice is the interest of the stronger party, injustice the interest and profit of oneself.’

(d) After deluging our ears with this shower of words, Thrasymachus intended to leave; the others, however, would not let him, but insisted he should stay and answer for25 what he had said. I supported their pleas, saying, ‘My dear Thrasymachus, you can’t mean to throw a theory like that at us and then leave (e) us without explaining it or examining its truth. Surely it’s no small matter to define the course we must follow if we’re to live our lives to the best advantage?’

‘I never supposed it was,’ he countered.

‘You seemed to,’ I replied; ‘or perhaps it is that you have no consideration for us, and don’t care what sort of lives our ignorance of what you claim to know makes us lead. Come on, let us know your secret – it won’t be a bad investment to give 345 (a) so many of us the benefit of your knowledge. For as far as I am concerned, you have not convinced me, and I don’t think that injustice pays better than justice even if it has a clear field to do what it wants. No, my dear Thrasymachus; I grant you your unjust man and I grant him the ability to continue his wrongdoing by fraud or force, yet he still does not persuade me that (b) injustice pays better than justice. And there may be others who feel the same as I do. It is for you, therefore, to persuade us that we are wrong in valuing justice more highly than injustice.’

‘And how am I to persuade you?’ he retorted. ‘If you don’t believe what I have just said, what more can I do? Do you want ideas spoon-fed to you?’

‘Not by you at any rate,’ I replied. ‘But to begin with, do stick to what you say, or if you modify it, do so openly and above board. For instance, to look at what you have just been saying, (c) you started by defining what a true doctor is: yet when you came to the true shepherd you abandoned your former precision, and now suppose that the shepherd’s business is to fatten his flock, not with a view to its own good, but in the hope either of a good meal, like a prospective guest at a feast, or of making a sale, as if he were a businessman, not a shepherd. Yet the shepherd’s (d) skill is devoted solely to the welfare of the flock of which he is in charge; and so long as it succeeds in discharging its function, its own welfare is adequately provided for.26 And so I thought just now that we agreed that it followed that any kind of authority, public or private, pursued only the welfare of the subjects under its care. But tell me, do you think that the rulers (e) of states (rulers in the true sense, that is) really want to rule?’

‘I don’t think it, I know it,’ he replied.

‘Very well, Thrasymachus,’ I said; ‘but have you not noticed that no one really wants to exercise other forms of authority? At any rate, they expect to be paid for them, which shows that they don’t expect any benefit for themselves but only for their subjects. For tell me, don’t we differentiate between one art or 346 (a) profession27 and another by their different functions? And please tell me what you really think, so that we can get somewhere.’

‘That is how we differentiate them,’ he replied.

‘And so each one benefits us in a distinct and particular way; medicine brings us health, navigation a safe voyage, and so on.’

‘Certainly.’

‘So wage-earning brings us wages; for that is its function. For (b) you don’t identify medicine and navigation, do you? Nor, if you are going to use words precisely, as you proposed, do you call navigation medicine just because a ship’s captain recovers his health on a voyage because the sea suits him.’

‘No.’

‘Nor do you call wage-earning medicine if someone recovers his health while earning money.’

(c) ‘No.’

‘Well then, can you call medicine wage-earning, if a doctor earns a fee when he is curing his patient?’

‘No,’ he said.

‘We are agreed then that each professional skill28 brings its own peculiar benefit?’

‘I grant that.’

‘Any common benefit, therefore, that all their practitioners enjoy, must clearly be procured by the exercise of some additional activity common to all.’

‘It looks like it.’

‘And further, if they earn wages it is a benefit they get from exercising the profession of wage-earning in addition to their own.’

He agreed reluctantly.

(d) ‘This benefit of receiving wages does not therefore come to a man as a result of the exercise of his own particular profession; if we are to be precise, medicine produces health and wage-earning wages, and building produces a house while wage-earning, following in its train, produces wages. Similarly all other arts and professions each operate to the benefit of the subject which falls to their particular charge; and no man will benefit from his profession, unless he is paid as well.’

‘It seems not,’ he said.

(e) ‘But if he works for nothing, does he still confer no benefit?’

‘He surely does.’

‘In fact it is clear enough, Thrasymachus, that no profession or art or authority provides for its own benefit but, as we said before, provides and orders what benefits the subject of which it is in charge, thus studying the interest of the weaker party and not the stronger. That was why I said just now that no one really wants authority and with it the job of righting other people’s wrongs, unless he is paid for it; because in the exercise of his professional skill, if he does his job properly, he never does or 347 (a) orders what is best for himself but only what is best for his subject. That is why, if a man is to consent to exercise authority, you must pay him, either in cash or honours, or alternatively by punishing him if he refuses.’

‘What’s that, Socrates?’ said Glaucon; ‘I recognize your two kinds of reward, but I don’t know what the punishment is or in what sense you speak of it as pay.’

‘Then you don’t understand how the best men must be paid if they are to be willing to govern. You know that to be overambitious (b) or mercenary is reckoned, and indeed is, something discreditable?’

‘Yes.’

‘So good men will not consent to govern for cash or honours. They do not want to be called mercenary for exacting a cash payment for the work of government, or thieves for making money on the side; and they will not work for honours, for they aren’t ambitious. We must therefore bring compulsion to bear and punish them if they refuse – perhaps that’s why it’s commonly (c) considered improper to accept authority except with reluctance or under pressure; and the worst penalty for refusal is to be governed by someone worse than themselves. That is what, I believe, frightens honest men into accepting power, and they approach it not as if it were something desirable out of which they were going to do well, but as if it were something unavoidable, which they cannot find anyone better or equally (d) qualified to undertake. For in a city of good men there might well be as much competition to avoid power as there now is to get it, and it would be quite clear that the true ruler pursues his subjects’ interest and not his own; consequently all wise men would prefer the benefit of this service at the hands of others rather than the labour of affording it to others themselves.’

Socrates now turns to the other part of Thrasymachus’ argument, that the pursuit of self-interest or injustice pays better than that of justice. He deals with it in three stages. 

(A) In the first there are ambiguities in the Greek which it is difficult to render in English, and this section of the argument has been called ‘embarrassingly bad’. 29 The basis of the argument is again the Technē analogy. No two craftsmen or professional men are in disagreement about the standards of correctness in their own particular craft or profession, and in that sense are not in competition with each other; and since just men also do not compete with each other either, they are analogous to the skilled craftsman, and so the just man is ‘wise and good’, words which in Greek imply that he has both the knowledge and the effectiveness to lead the best kind of life, whatever that may be. 

(e) ‘You see, then, that I entirely disagree with Thrasymachus’ view that justice is the interest of the stronger; but the point is one that we can examine again later, and far more important is his recent statement30 that the unjust man has a superior life to the just. Which side are you on, Glaucon? And which of us seems to be nearer the truth?’

‘I think the just man’s life pays the better.’

348 (a) ‘Did you hear the list of good things in the unjust man’s life which Thrasymachus has just gone through?’ I asked.

‘I heard them,’ he replied, ‘but I’m not persuaded.’

‘Shall we then try and persuade him, if we can find any flaw in his argument?’

‘By all means,’ he said.

‘We might, then, answer his speech by a rival one of our own, setting out the advantages of justice, to which he would make a rejoinder, to which we again would reply; but we shall then (b) have to count and measure up the advantages put forward by either side, and shall soon be wanting a jury to decide between them. But if we proceed by mutual agreement, as we have done so far, we can ourselves be both counsel and jury.’

‘We can.’

‘Which course, then, do you prefer?’

‘The latter,’ he replied.

‘Well then,’ said I, turning to Thrasymachus, ‘let us begin again at the beginning. You say that perfect injustice pays better than perfect justice.’

(c) ‘That’s what I say,’ he replied, ‘and I’ve given you my reasons.’

 ‘Then what do you say about this: is one of them an excel-lence31 and one a fault?’32

‘Of course.’

‘Justice an excellence, I suppose, and injustice a fault?’

‘My dear man,’ he replied, ‘is that likely? When I am telling you that injustice pays and justice doesn’t.’

‘Then what do you think?’

‘The opposite,’ he answered.

‘You mean that justice is a fault?’

‘No; it’s merely supreme simplicity.’

‘And so injustice is duplicity, I suppose.’ (d)

‘No; it’s common sense.’

‘So you think that the unjust are good sensible men?’

‘If they can win political power over states and peoples, and their wrongdoings have full scope. You perhaps think I’m talking of bag-snatching; even things like that pay,’ he said, ‘if you aren’t found out, but they are quite trivial by comparison.’

‘I see what you mean about that,’ I said; ‘but what surprised (e) me was that you should rank injustice with wisdom and excellence, and justice with their opposites.’

‘Yet that is just what I do.’

‘That is a much tougher proposition,’ I answered, ‘and it’s not easy to know what to say to it. For if you were maintaining that injustice pays, but were prepared to admit that it is a fault and discreditable quality, we could base our argument on generally accepted grounds. As it is, having boldly ranked injustice with wisdom and excellence, you will obviously attribute to it all the strength of character that we normally attribute 349 (a) to justice.’

‘You’ve guessed my meaning correctly,’ he said.

‘Still, there must be no shirking,’ I rejoined, ‘and I must pursue the argument as long as I’m sure you are saying what you think. For I think you are really in earnest now, Thrasymachus, and saying what you think to be the truth.’

‘What’s it matter what I think?’ he retorted. ‘Stick to the argument.’

‘It doesn’t matter at all,’ was my reply; ‘but see if you can (b) answer me this further question. Will one just man want to get the better33 of another?’

‘Certainly not; otherwise he would not be the simple, agreeable man we’ve just seen him to be.’

‘And will he think it right and proper to do better than the unjust man or not?’

‘He’ll think it right and proper enough, but he’ll not be able to.’

‘That’s not what I’m asking,’ I said, ‘but whether one just (c) man thinks it improper to compete with another and refuses to do so, but will compete with an unjust man?’

‘Yes, that is so,’ he replied.

‘Then what about the unjust man? Will he compete with the just and want more than his share in an act of justice?’

‘Of course he will; he wants more than his share in everything.’

‘Will one unjust man, then, compete with another in an unjust action and fight to get the largest share in everything?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then let us put it this way,’ I said. ‘The just man does not compete with his like, but only his unlike, while the unjust man (d) competes with both like and unlike.’

‘That puts it very well.’

‘And the unjust man is a good sensible man, the just man not?’

‘Well said again.’

‘And so the unjust man is like the good sensible man, while the just man is not?’

‘Of course, being the kind of person he is, the unjust man must be like others of his kind, and the just man unlike them.’

‘Good. So each of them is of the same sort as those he is like.’

‘Well, what next?’

‘So far, so good, Thrasymachus. Do you recognize the distinction(e) between being musical and unmusical?’

‘Yes.’

‘And which of the two involves intelligence?’

‘Being musical; and being unmusical does not.’

‘And intelligence is good, lack of it bad.’

‘Yes.’

 ‘And the same argument applies to medicine.’

‘It does.’

‘Then does one musician who is tuning a lyre try to do better than another, or think that he ought to outdo him in tightening or loosening the strings?’

‘I think not.’

‘But he does try to do better than an unmusical layman?’

‘He must try to do that.’

‘What about a doctor then? In prescribing a diet is he trying 350 (a) to out do other doctors and get the better of them in medical practice?’

‘No.’

‘But he tries to do better than the layman?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then do you think that over the whole range of professional knowledge34 anyone who has such knowledge aims at anything more in word or deed than anyone with similar knowledge? Don’t they both aim at the same result in similar circumstances?’

‘I suppose there’s no denying that.’

‘But the man who has no knowledge will try to compete both with the man who has and with the man who has not.’ (b)

‘Maybe.’

‘And the man with professional knowledge is wise?’

‘I agree.’

‘And the wise man is good?’

‘I agree.’

‘So the good man, who has knowledge, will not try to compete with his like, but only with his opposite.’

‘So it seems.’

‘While the bad and ignorant man will try to compete both with his like and with his opposite.’

‘So it appears.’

‘But it was surely the unjust man, Thrasymachus, who, we found, competes both with his like and his unlike? That was what you said, wasn’t it?’

‘It was,’ he admitted.

‘While the just man will not compete with his like, but with (c) his unlike.’

 ‘True.’

‘The just man, then,’ I said, ‘resembles the good man who has knowledge, the unjust the man who is ignorant and bad.’

‘That may be.’

‘But we agreed that each of them is of the same kind as the one he is like.’

‘We did.’

‘Then,’ I concluded, ‘we have shown that the just man is wise and good and the unjust bad and ignorant.’

Thrasymachus’ agreement to all these points did not come as (d) easily as I have described, but had to be dragged from him with difficulty, and with a great deal of sweat – for it was a hot day. And I saw something then I had never seen before, Thrasymachus blushing. So when we had agreed that justice was goodness35 and knowledge and injustice their opposites, I said, ‘Well, we have settled that point, Thrasymachus; but you will remember that we also said that injustice was strength.’

‘I remember well enough,’ he replied; ‘but I still don’t accept your last arguments, and have more to say about them. Yet if I were to say it, I know you would accuse me of making speeches. (e) Either therefore let me say all I have to say, or else, if you prefer it, continue your cross-questioning; and I will answer “Very good”, “Yes”, and “No”, like someone listening to old wives’ tales.’

‘But don’t answer contrary to your real opinion,’ I replied.

‘Yes, I will, to please you,’ he said, ‘since you won’t let me speak freely. What more can you ask?’36

‘Nothing at all,’ said I. ‘Do as you suggest, and I will ask the questions.’

‘Ask away then.’

(B) Thrasymachus had claimed that injustice is a source of strength. On the contrary, says Socrates, it is a source of disunity and therefore of weakness. There must be cooperation among thieves if they are to achieve any common action. 

‘Well then, to proceed with the argument, I return to my 351 (a) question about the relation of justice and injustice. We said,37 I think, that injustice was stronger and more effective than justice, whereas if, as we have now agreed, justice implies excellence38 and knowledge it will not, I think, be difficult to show that it is stronger than injustice, which, as must by now be obvious to anyone, involves39 ignorance. But I don’t want to argue in general terms like this, Thrasymachus, but rather as follows. (b) Would you say that a state might be unjust and wrongly try to reduce others to subjection, and having succeeded in so doing continue to hold them in subjection?’

‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘And the most efficient state, whose injustice is most complete, will be the most likely to do so.’

‘I understood that that was your argument,’ said I. ‘But do you think that the more powerful state needs justice to exercise this power over its neighbour or not?’

‘If you are right and justice involves40 knowledge, it will need (c) justice; but if I am right, injustice.’

‘I am delighted that you are not just saying “yes” and “no”, but are giving me a fair answer, Thrasymachus.’

‘I’m doing it to please you.’

‘Thank you,’ said I. ‘Then will you be kind enough to tell me too whether you think that any group of men, be it a state or an army or a set of gangsters or thieves, can undertake any sort of wrongdoing together if they wrong each other?’

‘No.’

(d) ‘Their prospect of success is greater if they don’t wrong each other?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Because, of course, if they wrong each other that will breed hatred and dissension among them; but if they treat each other justly, there will be unity of purpose and friendly feeling among them.’

‘Yes – I won’t contradict you.’

‘That’s very good of you,’ I said. ‘Now tell me this. If it is a function of injustice to produce hatred wherever it is, won’t it cause men to hate each other and quarrel and be incapable of any joint undertaking whether they are free men or slaves?’ (e)

‘It will.’

‘And so with any two individuals. Injustice will make them quarrel and hate each other, and they will be at enmity with themselves and with just men as well.’

‘They will.’

‘And in a single individual it will not lose its power, will it, but retain it just the same?’

‘Let us assume it will retain it.’

‘Injustice, then, seems to have the following results, whether it occurs in a state or family or army or in anything else: it renders it incapable of any common action because of factions 352 (a) and quarrels, and sets it at variance with itself and with its opponents and with whatever is just.’

‘Yes.’

‘And it will produce its natural effects also in the individual. It renders him incapable of action because of internal conflicts and division of purpose, and sets him at variance with himself and with all who are just.’

‘Yes.’

‘And the gods, of course, are just.’

‘Granted.’

(b) ‘So the unjust man is an enemy of the gods, and the just man their friend.’

‘Go on, enjoy your argument,’ he retorted. ‘I won’t annoy the company by contradicting you.’

‘If you will go on answering my questions as you are at present,’ I replied, ‘you will complete my entertainment. We have shown that just men are more intelligent and more truly effective in action, and that unjust men are incapable of any (c) joint action at all. Indeed, when we presumed to speak of unjust men carrying out any effective joint action between them, we were quite wrong. For had they been completely unjust they would never have kept their hands off each other, and there must have been some element of justice among them which prevented them wronging each other as well as their victims, and brought them what success they had; they were in fact only half corrupted when they set about their misdeeds, for had their corruption been complete, their complete injustice would have made them incapable of achieving anything. All this seems to (d) me to be established against your original contention.’

(C) Finally, Socrates shows that the just man is happier than the unjust. Using the idea of ‘function’, he argues that a man needs justice to enable him to perform his own particular function and so to achieve happiness. Justice, however, remains undefined. ‘Happiness depends on conformity to our nature as active beings. What active principles that nature comprises, and how they are organized into a system we learn in the immediately following books’ (A. E. Taylor, The Mind of Plato (University of Michigan), p. 270). 

‘We must now proceed to the further question which we set ourselves, whether the just live better and happier lives than the unjust. It is, in fact, already clear, I think, from what we have said, that they do; but we must look at the question more closely. For it is not a trivial one; it is our whole way of life that is at issue.’

‘Proceed,’ he said.

‘I will,’ I replied. ‘So tell me, do you think a horse has a function?’

‘Yes.’ (e)

‘And would you define the function of a horse, or of anything else, as something one can only do, or does best, with the thing in question?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Look at it this way. Can you see with anything but eyes?’

‘No.’

‘Again, can you hear with anything but ears?’

‘Certainly not.’

‘So we can rightly call these the functions of eye and ear.’

‘Yes.’

‘So again, could you cut off a vine-shoot with a carving-knife or a chisel or other tool?’ 353 (a)

‘You could.’

‘But you would do the job best if you used a pruning-knife made for the purpose.’

‘True.’

‘Shall we then call this its “function”?’

‘Yes, let us.’

 ‘And I think you may see now what I meant by asking if the “function” of a thing was not that which only it can do or that which it does best.’

‘Yes, I understand,’ he replied, ‘and I think that is what we (b) mean by a thing’s function.’

‘Good,’ said I. ‘And has not everything which has a function its own particular excellence?41 Let me take the same examples again. The eyes have a function, have they not?’

‘They have.’

‘Have they also their own particular excellence?’

‘They have their excellence also.’

‘Then have the ears a function?’

‘Yes.’

‘And an excellence?’

‘And an excellence.’

‘And is not the same true of everything else?’

‘Yes, it is.’

(c) ‘Come, then; could the eyes properly perform their function if instead of their own peculiar excellence they had the corresponding defect?’

‘How could they? For you mean, I suppose, blindness instead of sight?’

‘I mean whatever their excellence may be. For I am not concerned with that yet, but only to find out whether a thing’s characteristic excellence enables it to perform its function well, while its characteristic defect makes it perform it badly.’

‘Yes, that is certainly true,’ he replied.

‘So we can say that the ears, if deprived of their own peculiar excellence, perform their function badly.’

‘Certainly.’

(d) ‘Then may we assume that the same argument applies in all other cases?’

‘I agree.’

‘Then the next point is this. Is there any function that it is impossible to perform with anything except the mind?42 For example, paying attention, controlling, deliberating, and so on: can we attribute any of these to anything but the mind, of which we should say they were particular characteristics?’

 ‘No.’

‘And what about life? Is not that a function of mind?’

‘Very much so,’ he said.

‘And the mind will surely have its peculiar excellence?’

‘It will.’

‘And if deprived of its peculiar excellence will it perform its (e) function well, or will it be incapable of so doing?’

‘Quite incapable.’

‘It follows therefore that a good mind will perform the functions of control and attention well, a bad mind badly.’

‘It follows.’

‘And we agreed,43 did we not, that justice was the peculiar excellence of the mind and injustice its defect?’

‘We did.’

‘So the just mind and the just man will have a good life, and the unjust a bad life?’

‘So it appears from your argument.’

‘But the man who has a good life is prosperous and happy, and his opposite the reverse?’

‘Of course.’ 354 (a)

‘So the just man is happy, and the unjust man miserable?’

‘So be it.’

‘But it never pays to be miserable, but to be happy.’

‘Of course.’

‘And so, my dear Thrasymachus, injustice never pays better than justice.’

‘This is your holiday treat,’ he replied, ‘so enjoy it, Socrates.’

‘If I do enjoy it, it’s thanks to you, Thrasymachus,’ I replied, ‘for you have been most agreeable since you stopped being cross with me. But I’m not enjoying it all the same; and it’s my own (b) fault, not yours. I’m like a greedy guest who grabs a taste of the next course before he has properly finished the last. For we started off to inquire what justice is, but gave up before we had found the answer, and went on to ask whether it was excellence and knowledge or their opposites, and then when we stumbled on the view that injustice pays better than justice, instead of letting it alone off we went in pursuit, so that I still know nothing44 after all our discussion. For so long as I don’t know what justice is I’m hardly likely to find out whether it is an excellence or not, or whether it makes a man happy or unhappy.’

This section claims to prove that the just man is happier than the unjust. Similarly at 361d Glaucon asks Socrates to answer the question whether the just or unjust man is happier; and the theme of happiness will recur throughout the dialogue, as e.g. on 419–421 C. The common Greek word for ‘happy’ ( eudaimōn ) has overtones rather different from those of the English word. It implies less an immediate state of mind or feeling (‘I feel happy today’) than a more permanent condition of life or disposition of character, something between prosperity and integration of personality, though of course feeling is involved too.
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