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INTRODUCTION


ADAM KIRSCH


Plato never wrote a book called The Republic. He couldn’t have, because republic is an English word—part of a language that didn’t even exist in the fourth century BCE, when Plato composed his famous dialogue in Greek. This may sound like a trivial objection; of course, Plato didn’t write The Republic, any more than he wrote La République or La Repubblica, as the book is known in France and Italy. But the word republic, like its cognates in other European languages, inevitably summons up a whole host of implications that may obscure Plato’s meaning more than they reveal it. Starting with its title, in other words, Plato’s book forces us to confront the problem of translation—the way it shapes, and misshapes, our experience of a text.


A republic, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is “a state in which power rests with the people or their representatives,” specifically “a state without a monarchy.” It is in this sense that the American founders used the word to describe the government they were establishing. An old story has it that when Benjamin Franklin was leaving the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787, he was asked whether the country now had a republic or a monarchy; to which he replied, “A republic—if you can keep it.” This is the sense of the word claimed by the early Democratic-Republicans in American politics, transmitted down the generations to today’s Republican Party.


It was the Roman philosopher Cicero, writing in the first century BCE, who wrote the first dialogue on politics with the title “The Republic”—De re publica. And it was by association with Cicero’s work that Plato’s began to be known by the same title, first in Latin, then in modern European languages. But the title Plato gave his book was a Greek word: politeia. Different scholars and translators offer different interpretations of what this word actually meant to Plato. It comes from the root polis, “city,” and politeia has something to do with the way a city is organized and governed; “constitution,” or “polity,” or “commonwealth” are all possibilities.


But Allan Bloom, in this masterful and highly influential translation, writes that “the best English term for translating it is ‘regime.’” The word regime has a sterner, perhaps more ominous sound in English than does republic. Notably, it is a word we Americans never use about our own government, only about foreign governments we dislike (“the Castro regime,” for instance). A regime sounds like it is imposed from above, like it encompasses more of life than just politics; a regime is almost a regimen.


It is for exactly these reasons that Bloom chooses the word. A regime, a politeia, is for Plato more than just the abstract description of a system of government. “An attempt to recover the Greek understanding of human things,” Bloom writes, “requires a consideration of the sense in which the politeia is the single most important political fact and the cause of men’s characters and ways of life.” Indeed, though The Republic is preeminently a work of political philosophy—the first book of political philosophy ever written, and the most important—it is about much more than politics in the narrow sense of the word. Over the course of these ten books, Plato discusses the varieties of human character, the nature of justice, family and gender relations, the dangerous power of poetry, the definition of truth, and the calling of the philosopher. For Plato, talking about the best regime means talking about everything of greatest importance to human beings.


“Talking” is the key word here, as The Republic takes the form of a dialogue. It is the imaginary record of a very long conversation between people who really existed—Socrates, who was Plato’s teacher, and several young Athenian men, including Plato’s own brothers Glaucon and Adeimantus. Unlike most philosophers—unlike his own pupil Aristotle, for instance—Plato did not write treatises, in which he systematically laid out what he believed. Rather, his work consists mostly of dialogues—discussions and arguments, usually between Socrates and one or more other men. Socrates himself, the inventor of Western philosophy, did not write any books at all. His insights were all developed in the course of intimate conversations, and his goal was not so much to create a philosophical system as it was to enlighten and transform the minds of his interlocutors. Plato’s dialogues may or may not accurately reflect the kinds of things Socrates said—scholars debate this point extensively. But by writing dialogues, he was certainly attempting to capture the dialectic nature of Socratic reasoning, the way it used argument to expose inconsistency, falsehood, and prejudice.


The Republic was written about 375 BCE, when Plato himself was around fifty years old, and it is set several decades in the past. Bloom suggests that it is meant to take place around the year 411 BCE, though other scholars argue for earlier or later dates. Between the date of its action and that of its writing, the city of Athens went through a very traumatic period of its history, losing a major war and seeing a series of changes of regime. Most important, for philosophy at any rate, was the event that took place in 399 BCE: the execution of Socrates, for the crimes of disbelieving in the gods and corrupting the youth of the city. Socrates’s trial, including the highly ironic speech he delivered in his own self-defense, is recorded in Plato’s Apology. Socrates’s suggestion that, far from persecuting him, the Athenians should consider him a public benefactor, failed to convince a majority of the city’s assembly, which voted to put him to death.


For Bloom, a proper understanding of The Republic rests on the premise that the book is a dialogue, a dramatic work rather than a polemical one. This insight guides the method of Bloom’s translation, as he describes it in his preface. Plato, he insists, was not offering a set of abstract ideas that can just as well be put in different words. You can’t paraphrase or summarize Plato without doing serious damage to his meaning. That is because he was composing a literary work, whose form is crucial to its content. Like a poem, a Platonic dialogue is made up of what Samuel Taylor Coleridge called “the best words in the best order.”


This means that the ideal translation of Plato will strive not to pre-interpret the work by altering its form—say, by eliminating the often rote-seeming responses, the “surelys” and “of courses,” of Socrates’s conversation partners. Everything that Plato put in the dialogue, Bloom believes, is there for a reason. Even more important, the translator will not alter Plato’s vocabulary, on the assumption that what he “really” means is different from what he actually says. As Bloom puts it, the translator’s “greatest vice is to believe he has adequately grasped the teaching of his author.” The goal of Bloom’s translation is to remove himself from the picture as much as possible, leaving the reader face-to-face with Plato, “emancipated from the tyranny of the translator.”


This goal sounds humble, but it involves a certain pride as well—a pride not just in the translator’s absolute command of Plato’s Greek, but in his linguistic tact, his ability to find the correct English equivalents. For Bloom, this was an ability that many earlier translators of The Republic lacked. In his preface, he gives an example from Book VIII, 549b. (The works of Plato are indexed according to these so-called Stephanus numbers, which refer to a complete edition published in 1578; the number and letter combinations refer to passages of the original Greek, thus allowing different translations to be easily compared.) At this point in the dialogue, Socrates is describing a kind of character and a kind of political regime, the “timocratic,” that is a mixture of martial virtue and mercantile greed. In order to preserve the former and avoid the latter, Socrates says—in Bloom’s version—that such a man must follow “the best guardian,” which is “argument mixed with music.”


This is, on its face, a strange thing to say: How can you mix argument and music? What does music have to do with political justice, anyway? Bloom’s formulation, by retaining the primary meaning of the Greek words, emphasizes this strangeness. But earlier translators sought to smooth away the difficulty. Bloom particularly criticizes F. M. Cornford, whose version of The Republic was published in 1941. Here is how Cornford renders the same passage: “and besides his character is not thoroughly sound, for lack of the only safeguard that can preserve it throughout life, a thoughtful and cultivated mind.”


To Bloom, Cornford’s paraphrase—not “argument mixed with music,” but “a thoughtful and cultivated mind”—goes down more easily, but “only because it says nothing. It uses commonplace terms which have no precise significance; it is the kind of sentence one finds in newspaper editorials.” The problem is that Cornford assumes he knows what Plato means, and that what he means is something we ourselves already know—what it means to have a cultivated mind. Bloom, on the other hand, consciously imitates Socrates, who always said that his wisdom consisted in his knowledge that he knew nothing.


Bloom’s conception of The Republic as a dramatic work informs his translation; it also informs his interpretation, as expressed in the long and daring “Interpretive Essay” that follows the text. It is here that Bloom’s real originality as a reader of Plato becomes evident. For much of the conversation, Socrates leads his discussion partners in building what he calls “a pattern in speech of a good city.” He offers suggestions for how big such a city should be, how it should be ruled, how it should conduct foreign policy, and many other matters. Many of these suggestions run contrary to tradition, convention, and even what seems like ordinary morality. For instance, Socrates proposes that the guardians, the ruling caste of the ideal city, should be bred like animals, according to a eugenic program. In the pursuit of that goal, he seems willing to do away with marriage, family, private property, sexual fidelity and modesty, and even the incest ban.


Such Socratic suggestions naturally provoke resistance from his listeners, and one of the running questions of The Republic is whether his ideal city could ever actually exist in the real world. “Do you suppose,” Socrates asks Glaucon, “that what we say is any less good on account of our not being able to prove that it is possible to found a city the same as the one in speech?” But most readers of The Republic, for most of history, have taken these Socratic ideas to be at least an earnest proposal about the best city: that is, they have read the dialogue as a means for Plato to express his theory of how a city ought to be governed. This has been true for Plato’s critics no less than his admirers: for Karl Popper, writing during World War II, The Republic’s vision of government by a caste of guardians was the forerunner of totalitarian ideologies like fascism and communism.


Bloom, however, takes a very different approach. “The Platonic dialogues do not present a doctrine; they prepare the way for philosophizing,” he writes, surprisingly, in his preface. In other words, Plato’s focus is not so much on the content of Socrates’s ideas as on the way those ideas affect and transform his listeners, enabling them to start actually thinking, instead of merely repeating platitudes. This is entirely in keeping with Bloom’s sense of the dialogue as a dramatic genre: in a drama, what matters is not what the characters believe, but how they interact and affect one another. Thus he writes that “there is a Platonic teaching, but it is no more to be found in any of the speeches than is the thought of Shakespeare to be found in the utterances of any particular character.”


A good example of Bloom’s approach can be found in the section of the “Interpretive Essay” dealing with Book V. This is the part of the dialogue where Socrates argues that for the ruling class of the ideal city, there will be no marriage or family: “All these women are to belong to all these men in common, and no woman is to live privately with any man. And the children, in their turn, will be in common, and neither will a parent know his own offspring, nor a child his parent.” These are audacious proposals that Socrates himself knows will meet with incredulity. Still, according to the unfolding logic of the ideal city, these proposals make sense: Socrates wants to abolish any private loyalties among the caste of guardians, in order to secure their total loyalty for the city itself.


Bloom, however, does not think that Plato actually wants us to see Socrates’s proposals as ultimately reasonable. Rather, in keeping with his sense of The Republic as a drama of ideas, Bloom argues that this vision of total communism is intended to strike Socrates’s listeners as outrageous and absurd. Such social arrangements “have never existed in reality or in the thoughts of serious men; they are the absurd conceits of a comic poet who only suggested them in order to ridicule them. . . . Book V is preposterous,” Bloom writes, “and Socrates expects it to be ridiculed.” Indeed, he likens Plato to Aristophanes, the Athenian comic playwright, only “more fantastic, more innovative, more comic.”


Why should Socrates devote so much attention to theories that are deliberately ridiculous? For Bloom, the reason is that the real subject of The Republic is philosophy itself. In particular, it is about “the relationship of the philosopher to the political community.” By heightening the contradiction between what philosophy demands and what politics is prepared to tolerate, Socrates brings into focus the precarious and subversive position of the philosopher. In this, Bloom is a follower of his own teacher, the political philosopher Leo Strauss, with whom Bloom studied at the University of Chicago. Strauss, one of the most influential and controversial scholars of the twentieth century, was a refugee from Nazi Germany who spent the second half of his life in the United States. His work mainly took the form of close analysis of classical and medieval philosophical texts, which, he argued, used subtle rhetorical strategies to convey esoteric or hidden truths. This strategic secrecy was necessary, Strauss believed, because philosophy was fundamentally a subversive pursuit and had been recognized as such for most of history. Bloom notes his debt particularly to Strauss’s chapter on The Republic in his book The City and Man, in which he dwells on the tension between the demands of philosophy and the demands of citizenship. “Precisely the best of the non-philosophers,” Strauss writes, “the good citizens, are . . . passionately opposed to philosophy, which is the attempt to go beyond opinion toward knowledge. . . . [P]hilosophy and the city tend away from one another in opposite directions.”


This tension is illustrated in the parable of the Cave, the most famous section of The Republic. Here Socrates imagines the people of a city as being like men chained in a cave, who never see real things, but only shadows cast against a wall. The philosopher is like a man who escapes the cave and sees things directly, in the light of the sun; he knows the truth, whereas his fellow prisoners merely know opinions and appearances. Only such a philosopher would be fit to govern a city, Socrates argues, because he is the only one who knows how things really are. But as Socrates points out, there is nothing such a liberated soul would want less than to return to the cave, where he would have to contend with the illusions and ignorance of ordinary people. Thus, the government would have to compel the philosopher to rule, even though he might “not be willing to go down again among those prisoners or share their labors and honors.”


A philosopher among common people, Socrates says earlier, is “like a human being who has fallen in with wild beasts and is neither willing to join them in doing injustice nor sufficient as one man to resist all the savage animals.” His situation is extremely dangerous, because he knows truths the rest of the world is determined not to hear. This is exactly what happened, of course, to Socrates himself: he was executed by the Athenians, who could understand his thinking only as subversive of received truths, not as a route to new and deeper truths. That is why Bloom writes, at the very beginning of his “Interpretive Essay,” that “the Republic is the true Apology of Socrates.” It is in The Republic that Socrates demonstrates why philosophers, far from being enemies of the city, are its only fit rulers.


Yet even if this is what Socrates taught, the fact that he was executed proves that most people could not believe him. In fact, even if not in theory, the opposition between philosophy and politics remains. If it doesn’t look that way in modern America—if philosophy seems for us an entirely respectable pursuit, something to be taught to impressionable young people in universities—that is because “we no longer believe that there is a tension between philosophy and civil society.” But Bloom is not certain that we are right to be so complacent. If we truly understood what philosophy is, he writes, we would see “why philosophy is always in danger and always in need of a defense.” What Plato teaches above all, in this Straussian interpretation, is the permanent tension between the truth, which can only be perceived and tolerated by a few, and consoling falsehoods, which are needed by the many in order to live a peaceful, happy life. As Socrates says, “It’s impossible that a multitude be philosophic.”


As Bloom stresses in his “Interpretive Essay,” this principle puts Plato at odds with the basic assumptions of modern liberal democracy. Bloom returns to the parable of the Cave: “The Enlightenment, taken literally, believed that the light could be brought into the cave and the shadows dispelled; men, in that view, could live in perfect light.” The wager of the Enlightenment is that it is possible to construct a political community based on shared rationality, without any of the myths or illusions that underwrote political institutions in all premodern societies. But “this Socrates denies,” Bloom insists; “the philosopher does not bring light into the cave, he escapes into the light and can lead a few to it; he is a guide, not a torchbearer.”


Full understanding of the truth is necessarily confined to an elite, Plato believes; it cannot be made the basis for a democratic society. Most people will always need to be governed by what Socrates famously calls the “noble lie.” This phrase appears in The Republic in Book III, where Socrates imagines that, in the ideal city, the permanent division of the people into castes—governing guardians, fighting auxiliaries, and ordinary farmers and craftsmen—will be justified by a myth. The people will be told that their status in life reflects the composition of their souls: the rulers’ souls were made out of gold, the auxiliaries’ out of silver, and the rest out of iron and bronze. In this way, the hierarchy will be naturalized, and everyone will be content with his or her position within it.


This is, of course, a horrifying prospect to our eyes—Aldous Huxley used it as the basis for the division of his dystopian Brave New World into alphas, betas, and so on. It is horrifying both because it enforces a permanent inequality, and because it withholds the truth from the majority of people—it is both undemocratic and illiberal. Bloom says, “The Socratic teaching that a good society requires a fundamental falsehood is the direct opposite of the Enlightenment,” which is why critics such as Popper were so ferociously critical of Plato’s influence on Western political thought.


This may seem like a purely abstract argument—no one today suggests teaching the people of the United States that their souls are made of different metals. But the truth is that the idea of the “noble lie,” and its connection with philosophy and politics, still has the power to provoke serious debates. One of the most intriguing chapters of recent American political history came during the Iraq War, which was justified by the George W. Bush administration primarily on the grounds that the regime of Saddam Hussein possessed dangerous chemical and atomic weapons. When Iraq was conquered and no such “weapons of mass destruction” were discovered, many critics became convinced that the administration had deliberately lied about their existence. In a peculiar twist, this alleged lie was attributed by some observers to the influence of Leo Strauss. It was remarked that Strauss and various “Straussians,” including Allan Bloom, had been the teachers of certain midlevel officials in the Bush administration—most notably Paul Wolfowitz, the undersecretary of defense and an advocate of the Iraq War. After all, hadn’t Strauss and his followers taught that the needs of philosophy are at odds with the demands of democracy? Hadn’t they condoned the Platonic idea of the noble lie? And weren’t WMDs precisely such a noble lie, sold to the public for the sake of a war that was perceived to be necessary and desirable?


Add to this reasoning the fact that Strauss, Bloom, and Wolfowitz were Jews, and you had the recipe for a classic conspiracy theory. For some parts of the American and European left, it became an article of faith that the Bush administration was being led by a cabal of bellicose Jews—often referred to euphemistically as “neoconservatives”—who were working against democracy and for American empire (and Israel), under the auspices of Leo Strauss and the “noble lie.” An odd relic of this moment can be found in Jonathan Franzen’s novel Freedom, published in 2010. In one scene, Joey, a young man from the Midwest, visits the Washington-area home of his college roommate, whose father is a Jewish neoconservative pundit. At the dinner table, this character delivers himself of a lecture on the Iraq War:


He spoke of Plato as if he’d personally received enlightenment at his Athenian feet. . . . In normal times, he said, the great mass of American public opinion was isolationist and know-nothing, but the terrorist attacks had given “us” a golden opportunity, the first since the end of the Cold War, for “the philosopher” . . . to step in and unite the country behind the mission that his philosophy had revealed as right and necessary. . . . “Our modern media are very blurry shadows on the wall, and the philosopher has to be prepared to manipulate these shadows in the service of a greater truth.”


Although Franzen does not use the name of Leo Strauss, everything in the passage—from the Jewishness, to the Plato references, to the fashion of speaking about “the philosopher”—is meant to allude to Strauss and Straussianism. (Likewise, in Ian McEwan’s post-9/11 novel Saturday, there is an American Jewish character who advocates the invasion of Iraq—his name is “Jay Strauss.”)


If this episode in American intellectual life proved anything, it was that Bloom was correct to see philosophy as still, in some sense, a dangerous pursuit. Reading Bloom’s “Interpretive Essay” shows that he was no proponent of the noble lie; on the contrary, for him, the extremism and inhumanity of Socrates’s ideal city is prima facie absurd and serves to discredit the very utopian impulse it expresses. “Socrates constructs his utopia,” Bloom writes, “to point up the dangers of what we would call utopianism; as such it is the greatest critique of political idealism ever written.” This unusual reading of The Republic allows Bloom to rescue Plato from the charge of incipient totalitarianism, once again by reading him as a proponent of dramatic irony, rather than a straightforward political theorist.


Still, there is no doubt that, for Bloom, taking Plato seriously means taking his critique of democracy seriously. In a democratic regime, in fact, it is all the more important to encounter a thinker such as Plato, who did not share our premises and perhaps was immune to some of our illusions. Socrates argues in Book VIII that there are five possible political regimes, of which democracy—which for him meant direct rule by the people, as in the Athenian assembly—was the next to worst. Only tyranny, the lawless rule of a single man, was worse, and one of the dangerous things about democracy is that it prepares the way for the tyrant.


Yet Socrates also says that democracy “is probably the fairest of the regimes,” because under its rule “all sorts of human beings come to be.” It is the tolerance, pluralism, and permissiveness of democracy that makes life under its rule pleasant, gentle, “divinely sweet.” These are, in fact, the very qualities that we ourselves praise in our democratic regime. Bloom even suggests that Socrates is “actually engaged in a defense of democracy against its enemies,” specifically because democracy is “the only real regime in which he can prosper” as a philosopher. Clearly Bloom, like Strauss before him, is not an enemy of democracy. On the contrary, it is his very regard for “the philosopher” that makes him regard democracy as the best form of government, despite its real flaws. Yet to express even some reservation about democracy was clearly dangerous for Bloom and Strauss, making them targets of a vicious form of slander.


All the same, Bloom was not one to shun controversy. He was, in fact, the rare translator who became a celebrated and controversial figure in his own right. The cause of this celebrity was Bloom’s book The Closing of the American Mind, published in 1987, which turned him into an icon of the intellectual right, and a leading figure in the early campus and canon wars. The Closing of the American Mind was a huge bestseller—and an unlikely one, given that most of the book is taken up with a genealogy and critique of modern philosophical nihilism in the work of Nietzsche and Heidegger. Perhaps, like Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time, it was purchased more for what it represented that for what it said.


But the book’s philosophical core was wrapped in a pointed, personal indictment of the state of American higher education, and it was this that made Bloom so widely discussed. The truth is, though the book is considered a conservative landmark—thanks to its harsh criticism of feminism, affirmative action, and other post-1960s developments—Bloom’s politics have little in common with mainstream American conservatism. Rather, he emerges in its pages as a passionate romantic about the life of the mind, someone who believes deeply in the continuing possibility of the Platonic fusion of thought and eroticism, philosophy and adventure. His chief complaint about modern college students is that they are not enough like the young men in Plato’s dialogues: “There is less soil in which university teaching can take root, less of the enthusiasm and curiosity of young Glaucon in Plato’s Republic, whose eros makes him imagine that there are splendid satisfactions in store for him about which he does not wish to be fooled and for knowledge of which he seeks a teacher.”


Learning about philosophy, for Bloom, should be an exalting, life-changing experience; only this kind of total commitment to the life of thought constitutes real education. And Socrates is the founder and tutelary genius of this kind of education. “Socrates is the teacher of philosophy in an unbroken chain for two and a half millennia, extending from generation to generation through all the epochal changes,” Bloom writes. “Socrates is made to touch the prevailing passion of each of the different kinds of soul. . . . There is hardly anyone who is not made indignant by one aspect or another of Socrates’ discourse, but there is also hardly anyone who is not moved and heartened by other aspects.”


Bloom saw himself as a participant, perhaps a priest, in this long Socratic tradition. Philosophy, in this vision, is indeed an elite subject, but not an elitist one; on the contrary, it is profoundly democratic, because it is open to anyone who is willing to be open to it in return. Bloom sees this openness as particularly American, and as deeply bound up with the question of translation. European countries have their separate pantheons of great writers and believe that they can only be truly understood and known by speakers of the same language, members of the same nation. But “Americans believe in equal access,” Bloom writes. “Some Americans”—and here Bloom included himself, the child of lower-middle-class parents from Indianapolis—“discovered that they had a boundless thirst for significant awareness, that their souls had spaces of which they were unaware and which cried out for furnishing.”


And it is the translator who helps to furnish these spaces, by making the treasures of the ages available for new generations to read, argue with, and learn from. That is what Bloom does in this version of The Republic. To read the book as Bloom means it to be read is to question everything we think we know about government, politics, the best human life, and the nature of truth. Only this kind of commitment is equal to the demand Socrates continues to make on us, more than 2,400 years after his death.


Adam Kirsch


New York, 2016









PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION


When I teach the Republic now, the reactions to it are more urgent and more intense than they were a quarter-century ago when I was working on this translation and this interpretation. The Republic is, of course, a permanent book, one of the small number of books that engage the interest and sympathy of thoughtful persons wherever books are esteemed and read in freedom. No other philosophic book so powerfully expresses the human longing for justice while satisfying the intellect’s demands for clarity. The problems of justice as presented by Plato arouse more interest, excitement, and disagreement at some points than at others. When non-philosophers begin their acquaintance with philosophers, they frequently say, “This is nonsense.” But sometimes they say, “This is outrageous nonsense,” and at such moments their passions really become involved with the philosophers, frequently culminating in hatred or in love. Right now Plato is both attractive and repulsive to the young.


This is most obvious when they reach the section of the Republic where Socrates legislates about music. Between the late 1940s and the mid-1960s there was a lull in music’s power over the soul, between the declining magnetism of high romanticism and the surge of rock, and music was not much of a practical or theoretical problem for students. They took note of the fact that Socrates is for censorship—a no-no, of course—and went on, not taking much account of what in particular is being censored. If forced to think about it, they tended to be surprised that music above all should be the theme of censorship when what seemed to them to be the likely candidates were science, politics, and sex. But now that musical frenzy has resumed its natural place, Socrates is seen to be both pertinent and dangerous. Discussion is real and intense, for Socrates understands the charms—erotic, military, political, and religious—of music, which he takes to be the most authentic primitive expressions of the soul’s hopes and terrors. But, precisely because music is central to the soul and the musicians are such virtuosos at plucking its chords, Socrates argues that it is imperative to think about how the development of the passions affects the whole of life and how musical pleasures may conflict with duties or other, less immediate pleasures. This is intolerable, and many students feel that the whole Socratic understanding is subversive of their establishment. As I said, the Republic is perennial; it always returns with the change of human seasons.


Another theme, not unrelated to music, also suddenly became current in the late 1960s and remains central to general and professional discussion about politics: community, or roots. And again the republic becomes peculiarly attractive and repulsive because no book describes community so precisely and so completely or undertakes so rigorously to turn cold politics into family warmth. In the period just after World War II, no criticism of what Karl Popper called “the open society” was brooked. The open society was understood to be simply unproblematic, having solved the difficulties presented by older thinkers. The progress of science was understood to be strictly paralleled by that of society; individualism seemed no threat to human ties, and mass society no threat to meaningful participation. The softening in this narrow liberal position can be seen in the substitution in common discourse of the less positively charged term technology for science, the pervasive doubt about whether the mastery of nature is a very good idea, and a commonly expressed sentiment of lostness and powerlessness on the part of individual citizens.


In the days of thoughtless optimism, Plato was considered irrelevant and his criticism was not available to warn us of possible dangers. Now it is recognized that he had all the doubts we have today and that the founding myth of his city treats men and women as literally rooted in its soil. Everybody is sure that Plato knew something about community, but he makes today’s comfortable communitarians uncomfortable by insisting that so much individuality must be sacrificed to community. Moreover, they rightly sense that Plato partly parodies the claims and the pretensions of community. The uninvolved Socrates, distrustful of neat solutions, does not appear to be a very reliable ally of movements. Plato, criticized in the recent past for not being a good liberal, is now shunned for not being a wholehearted communitarian. He is, however, back in the game.


But, above all, the Platonic text is now gripping because of its very radical, more than up-to-date treatment of the “gender question.” In a stunning demonstration of the power of the philosophic imagination, Plato treats the question as it was never again treated up to our own day—proving thereby that reason can penetrate to the essentials at any time or place. Perfect justice, Socrates argues in the dialogue, can be achieved only by suppression of the distinction between the sexes in all important matters and the admission of women on an equal footing to all activities of the city, particularly the most important, fighting and thinking. Corollary to this is the virtual suppression of the bodily differences between the sexes and all the psychic affects habitually accompanying those differences, especially shame, which effectively separates women from men.


In consequence, Socrates further recognizes that there must be a revolution in the family in which its functions are transferred to the community, so that women will not have to bear the double burden of career mothers. Day-care centers, abortion, and the desacralization of marriage are only a few of the easily recognizable elements of this revolution in favor of synthesizing the opposites man/woman into the unity, human being. Some activists even find Socrates’ analysis too radical, sacrificing all the charms of family ties to rational considerations of justice. Reason, it seems, is corrosive of the mysteries of human connectedness. Others rightly suspect that Socrates is not sufficiently convinced of the factual equality of women. Socrates is again the questionable ally, but he marks the starting point of something that would be unimaginable if he had not thought it through. One can search in other historical epochs and cultures, but the foundations of this perspective will not be found elsewhere. They are inextricably linked to the founder of political philosophy.


For students the story of man bound in the cave and breaking the bonds, moving out and up into the light of the sun, is the most memorable from their encounter with the Republic. This is the image of every serious student’s profoundest longing, the longing for liberation from convention in order to live according to nature, and one of the book’s evidently permanent aspects. The story still exercises some of its old magic, but it now encounters a fresh obstacle, for the meaning of the story is that truth is substituted for myth. Today students are taught that no such substitution is possible and that there is nothing beyond myth or “narrative.” The myths of the most primitive cultures are not, it is said, qualitatively different from the narratives of the most rigorous science. Men and women must bend to the power of myth rather than try to shuck it off as philosophy wrongly used to believe. Socrates, who gaily abandons the founding myth or noble lie he himself made up for the sake of the city, looks quixotic in this light. This can be disheartening to the young person who cares, but it can be a beginning of philosophy, for he is perplexed by a real difficulty in his own breast. This is another case where Platonic radicalism is particularly timely for us.


Finally, in terms of my own experience of these last twenty-five years, after the Republic I translated Rousseau’s Emile, the greatest modern book on education. Rousseau was one of the great readers of Plato, and from my time on that work I gained an even greater respect for the Republic. Emile is its natural companion, and Rousseau proved his greatness by entering the lists in worthy combat with it. He shows that Plato articulated first and best all the problems, and he himself differs only with respect to some of the solutions. If one takes the two books together, one has the basic training necessary for the educational wars. And wars they are, now that doctrine tells us that these two books are cornerstones of an outlived canon. So, I conclude, the Republic is always useful to students who read it, but now more than ever.


I have corrected many minor mistranslations or misleading formulations for this second edition. I must also add that there are certainly many more I did not catch. This is regrettable but inherent in the nature of the task and the nature of this translator.


Paris, 1991









PREFACE


This is intended to be a literal translation. My goal—unattained—was the accuracy of William of Moerbeke’s Latin translations of Aristotle. These versions are so faithful to Aristotle’s text that they are authorities for the correction of the Greek manuscripts, and they enabled Thomas Aquinas to become a supreme interpreter of Aristotle without knowing Greek.


Such a translation is intended to be useful to the serious student, the one who wishes and is able to arrive at his own understanding of the work. He must be emancipated from the tyranny of the translator, given the means of transcending the limitations of the translator’s interpretation, enabled to discover the subtleties of the elusive original. The only way to provide the reader with this independence is by a slavish, even if sometimes cumbersome, literalness—insofar as possible always using the same English equivalent for the same Greek word. Thus the little difficulties which add up to major discoveries become evident to, or at least are not hidden from, the careful student. The translator should conceive of himself as a medium between a master whose depths he has not plumbed and an audience of potential students of that master who may be much better endowed than is the translator. His greatest vice is to believe he has adequately grasped the teaching of his author. It is least of all his function to render the work palatable to those who do not wish, or are unable, to expend the effort requisite to the study of difficult texts. Nor should he try to make an ancient mode of thought sound “contemporary.” Such translations become less useful as more attention is paid to the text. At the very least, one can say that a literal translation is a necessary supplement to more felicitous renditions which deviate widely from their original.


The difference from age to age in the notions of the translator’s responsibility is in itself a chapter of intellectual history. Certainly the popularization of the classics is one part of that chapter. But there seem to be two major causes for the current distaste for literal translations—one rooted in the historical science of our time, the other rooted in a specific, and I believe erroneous, view of the character of Platonic books.


The modern historical consciousness has engendered a general scepticism about the truth of all “world views,” except for that one of which it is itself a product. There seems to be an opinion that the thought of the past is immediately accessible to us, that, although we may not accept it, we at least understand it. We apply the tools of our science to the past without reflecting that those tools are also historically limited. We do not sufficiently realize that the only true historical objectivity is to understand the ancient authors as they understood themselves; and we are loath to assume that perhaps they may be able to criticize our framework and our methods. We should, rather, try to see our historical science in the perspective of their teachings rather than the other way around. Most of all, we must accept, at least tentatively, the claim of the older thinkers that the truth is potentially attainable by the efforts of unaided human reason at all times and in all places. If we begin by denying the fundamental contention of men like Plato and Aristotle, they are refuted for us from the outset, not by any immanent criticism but by our unreflecting acceptance of the self-contradictory principle that all thought is related to a specific age and has no grasp of reality beyond that age. On this basis, it is impossible to take them seriously. One often suspects that this is what is lacking in many translations: they are not animated by the passion for the truth; they are really the results of elegant trifling. William of Moerbeke was motivated by the concern that he might miss the most important counsels about the most important things, counsels emanating from a man wiser than he. His knowledge of the world and his way of life, nay, his very happiness, depended on the success of his quest to get at Aristotle’s real meaning.


Today men do not generally believe so much is at stake in their studies of classic thinkers, and there is an inclination to smile at naive scholastic reverence for antiquity. But that smile should fade when it is realized that this sense of superiority is merely the perseveration of the confidence, so widespread in the nineteenth century, that science had reached a plateau overlooking broader and more comprehensible horizons than those previously known, a confidence that our intellectual progress could suffer no reverse. This confidence has almost vanished; few scholars believe that our perspective is the authoritative one any longer; but much scholarship still clings to the habits which grew up in the shadow of that conviction. However, if that is not a justified conviction, if we are really at sea so far as the truth of things goes, then our most evident categories are questionable, and we do not even know whether we understand the simplest questions Plato poses. It then behooves us to rediscover the perspective of the ancient authors, for the sake both of accurate scholarship and of trying to find alternatives to the current mode of understanding things.


It is not usually understood how difficult it is to see the phenomena as they were seen by the older writers. It is one of the most awesome undertakings of the mind, for we have divided the world up differently, and willy-nilly we apply our terms, and hence the thoughts behind them, to the things discussed. It is always the most popular and questionable terms of our own age that seem most natural; it is virtually impossible to speak without using them. For example, H. D. P. Lee, in describing his view of a translator’s responsibility, says, “The translator must go behind what Plato said and discover what he means, and if, for example, he says ‘examining the beautiful and the good’ must not hesitate to render this as ‘discussing moral values’ if that is in fact the way in which the same thought would be expressed today.” (The Republic [London: Penguin, 1956], p. 48.) But if one hurries too quickly “behind” Plato’s speech, one loses the sense of the surface. Lee shares with Cornford and many other translators the assurance that they have a sufficient understanding of Plato’s meaning, and that that meaning is pretty much the kind of thing Englishmen or Americans already think. However, it might be more prudent to let the reader decide whether “the beautiful and the good” are simply equivalent to “moral values.” If they are the same, he will soon enough find out. And if they are not, as may be the case, he will not be prevented from finding that out and thereby putting his own opinions to the test.


In fact “values,” in this sense, is a usage of German origin popularized by sociologists in the last seventy-five years. Implicit in this usage is the distinction between “facts and values” and the consequence that ends or goals are not based on facts but are mere individual subjective preferences or, at most, ideal creations of the human spirit. Whether the translator intends it or not, the word “values” conjures up a series of thoughts which are alien to Plato. Every school child knows that values are relative, and thus that the Plato who seems to derive them from facts, or treat them as facts themselves, is unsophisticated. When the case is prejudged for him in this way, how could the student ever find out that there was once another way of looking at these things that had some plausibility? The text becomes a mirror in which he sees only himself. Or, as Nietzsche put it, the scholars dig up what they themselves buried.


Even if Plato is wrong, the pre-history of our current wisdom is still of some importance so that the inadequacies of the traditional teaching, which necessitated its replacement, may become clear.


Similarly, the word “moral” is inappropriate. It is questionable whether Plato had a “moral philosophy.” There is a teaching about the virtues, some of which find their roots in the city, some in philosophy. But in Plato there are no moral virtues, as we find them first described in Aristotle’s Ethics. This is a subtle question, one that requires long study, but one that leads to the heart of the difference between Plato and Aristotle, and beyond to the whole dispute about the status of morality. Thus the translator hides another issue. And even if “the beautiful and the good” do add up to what we mean by morality, it is well that the student should know that for Plato morality is composed of two elements, one of which lends a certain splendor to it which is lacking in, say, Kantian morality. And it may also be the case that these two elements are not always wholly in harmony. The good or the just need not always be beautiful or poble, for example, punishment; and the beautiful or noble need not always be good or just, for example, Achilles’ wrath. There is further matter for reflection here: one might learn a great deal if one could follow such problems throughout Plato’s works. It is only in this way that a student might reconstruct a plausible and profound Platonic view of the world rather than find the dialogues a compendium of unconvincing platitudes.


F. M. Cornford, whose translation is now the one most widely used, ridicules literal translation and insists that it is often “. . . misleading, or tedious, or grotesque and silly, or pompous and verbose” (The Republic [New York: Oxford University Press, 1956], p. v.). I doubt that it is often misleading, although I admit that it may often lack the beauty of the original. The issue is whether a certain spurious charm—for it is not Plato’s charm—is worth the loss of awareness of Plato’s problems necessitated by Cornford’s notions about translation. It is only because he did not see the extent of the loss that he could be so cavalier with the original. He made a rather heavy joke at the expense of an earlier translator:


One who opened Jowett’s version at random and lighted on the statement (at 549B) that the best guardian for a man’s “virtue” is “philosophy tempered with music,” might run away with the idea that in order to avoid irregular relations with women, he had better play the violin in the intervals of studying metaphysics. There may be some truth in this; but only after reading widely in other parts of the book would he discover that it was not quite what Plato meant by describing logos, combined with musikē, as the only sure safeguard of aretē (ibid., p. vi.).


But no matter how widely one reads in Cornford’s translation, one cannot clarify this sentence or connect it with the general problems developed throughout the Republic; for the only possible sources of clarification or connection, the original terms, have disappeared and have been replaced by a sentence meaningless in itself and unillumined by the carefully prepared antecedents which were intended to give the thought special significance. Cornford’s version reads as follows, “. . . his character is not thoroughly sound, for lack of the only safeguard that can preserve it throughout life, a thoughtful and cultivated mind.” A literal rendering would be “‘ . . . [he is] not pure in his attachment to virtue, having been abandoned by the best guardian . . .’ ‘What’s that?’ Adeimantus said. ‘Argument [or speech or reason] mixed with music. . . .’” There is no doubt that one can read the sentence as it appears in Cornford without being drawn up short, without being puzzled. But this is only because it says nothing. It uses commonplace terms which have no precise significance; it is the kind of sentence one finds in newspaper editorials. From having been shocking or incomprehensible, Plato becomes boring. There is no food for reflection here. Virtue has become character. But virtue has been a theme from the beginning of the Republic, and it has received a most subtle treatment. As a matter of fact, the whole issue of the book is whether one of the virtues, justice, is choiceworthy in itself or only for its accessory advantages. Socrates in this passage teaches that a man of the Spartan type—the kind of man most reputed for virtue—really does not love virtue for its own sake, but for other advantages following upon it. Secretly he believes money is truly good. This is the same critique Aristotle makes of Sparta. The question raised here is whether all vulgar virtue, all nonphilosophic practice of the virtues, is based upon expectation of some kind of further reward or not. None of this would appear from Cornford’s version, no matter how hard the student of the text might think about it. He even suppresses Adeimantus’ question so that the entire atmosphere of perplexity disappears. Now, Adeimantus is an admirer of Sparta, and Socrates has been trying to correct and purify that admiration. Adeimantus’ question indicates his difficulty in understanding Socrates’ criticism of what he admires; it shows how little he has learned. The dramatic aspect of the dialogue is not without significance.


Cornford is undoubtedly right that virtue no longer means what it used to mean and that it has lost its currency. (However, if one were to assert that courage, for example, is a virtue, most contemporaries would have some divination of what one is talking about.) But is this senility of the word only an accident? It has been said that it is one of the great mysteries of Western thought “how a word which used to mean the manliness of man has come to mean the chastity of woman.” This change in significance is the product of a new understanding of the nature of man which began with Machiavelli. (If there were a translation of the Prince which always translated virtù by virtue, the student who compared it with the Republic would be in a position to make the most exciting of discoveries.) “Freedom” took the place of “virtue” as the most important term of political discourse, and virtue came to mean social virtue—that is, the disposition which would lead men to be obedient to civil authority and live in peace together rather than the natural perfection of the soul. The man who begins his studies should not be expected to know these things, but the only tolerable result of learning is that he become aware of them and be able to reflect on which of the alternatives most adequately describes the human condition. As it now stands, he may well be robbed of the greatest opportunity for enlightenment afforded by the classic literature. A study of the use of the word “virtue” in the Republic is by itself most revealing; and when, in addition, its sense is compared in Cicero, Thomas Aquinas, Hobbes, and Rousseau, the true history of political thought comes to light, and a series of alternatives is presented to the mind. These authors all self-consciously used the same term and in their disagreement were referring to the same issues. The reader must be sensitized by the use of the term to a whole ethos in which “virtue” was still a political issue.


Cornford uses safeguard instead of guardian. This is unobjectionable in itself, but guardian is a word that has been laden with significance by what has preceded in the book. The rulers, in particular those who fight and thus hold the power in the city, have been called guardians since their introduction in Book II. In a sense the problem of the Republic was to educate a ruling class which is such as to possess the characteristics of both the citizen, who cares for his country and has the spirit to fight for it, and the philosopher, who is gentle and cosmopolitan. This is a quasi-impossibility, and it is the leading theme of the onerous and complex training prescribed in the succeeding five books. If the education does not succeed, justice must be fundamentally compromised with the nature of those who hold power. In the context under discussion here Socrates is discussing the regimes which have to be founded on the fundamental compromise because of the flawed character of the guardians’ virtues. Regimes depend on men’s virtues, not on institutions; if the highest virtues are not present in the rulers, an inferior regime must be instituted. There are no guardians above the guardians; the only guardian of the guardians is a proper education. It is this theme to which the reader’s attention must be brought.


And Socrates tells us something important about that education: it consists of reason but not reason alone. It must be mixed with a non-rational element which tempers the wildness and harshness of both the pre-philosophic and philosophic natures. Reason does not suffice in the formation of the good ruler. This is not the place to enter into a discussion of the full bearing of this lesson, but it is of utmost significance. The term music is indeed a difficult one for the modern reader, but there has been a full discussion of it in several passages of the Republic, and any other word would surely be most misleading. And, in fact, the sense we give to music is not totally alien to the understanding Glaucon and Adeimantus had at the start. It is Socrates who transformed their view by concentrating on the speech and its truth while subordinating rhythm and harmony. It is Socrates who rationalized music.


Is it not conceivable that the Republic is a book meant for people who are going to read widely in it, and that it would be unfair to cheat them for the sake of the subjective satisfaction of those who pick out sentences aimlessly? Is the man who comes away from the text with the interpretation feared by Cornford a reader about whom Plato would care? And does the gain in immediate intelligibility or beauty offset the loss in substance? Only unawareness of the problems can account for such a perverse skewing of the emphases. And this was a sentence chosen by Cornford to demonstrate the evident superiority of his procedure!


There are a whole series of fundamental terms like virtue. Nature and city are but two of the most important which are most often mistranslated. I have tried to indicate a number of them in the notes when they first occur. They are translated as they have been by the great authors in the philosophic tradition. Above all, I have avoided using terms of recent origin for which it is difficult to find an exact Greek equivalent, inasmuch as they are likely to be the ones which most reflect specifically modern thought. It is, of course, impossible always to translate every Greek word in the same way. But the only standard for change was the absolute unintelligibility of the rendition and not any desire to make Plato sound better or to add variety where he might seem monotonous. And the most crucial words, like those just mentioned and form and regime, etc., are always the same in spite of the difficulties this procedure sometimes causes. Ordinarily in contemporary translations the occurrence of, for example, nature in the English is no indication that there is anything related to physis in the Greek, and the occurrence of physis in the Greek does not regularly call forth any word related to nature from the translator. But, since nature is the standard for Plato, this confusion causes the reader either to be ignorant of the fact that nature is indeed Plato’s standard or to mistake which phenomena he considers natural. Literal translation makes the Republic a difficult book to read; but it is in itself a difficult book, and our historical situation makes it doubly difficult for us. This must not be hidden. Plato intended his works essentially for the intelligent and industrious few, a natural aristocracy determined neither by birth nor wealth, and this translation attempts to do nothing which would contradict that intention.


In addition to unawareness of the need for precision, unwillingness to accept certain unpalatable or shocking statements or teachings is another cause of deviation from literalness. This unwillingness is due either to a refusal to believe Plato says what he means or to a desire to make him respectable. Cornford provides again a spectacular example of a not too uncommon tendency. At Book III 414 Socrates tells of the need for a “noble lie” to be believed in the city he and his companions are founding (in speech). Cornford calls it a “bold flight of invention” and adds the following note: “This phrase is commonly rendered ‘noble lie,’ a self-contradictory expression no more applicable to Plato’s harmless allegory than to a New Testament parable or the Pilgrim’s Progress, and liable to suggest that he would countenance the lies, for the most part ignoble, now called propaganda . . .” (ibid., p. 106). But Socrates calls it a lie. The difference between a parable and this tale is that the man who hears a parable is conscious that it is an invention the truth of which is not in its literal expression, whereas the inhabitants of Socrates’ city are to believe the untrue story to be true. His interlocutors are shocked by the notion, but—according to Cornford—we are to believe it is harmless because it might conjure up unpleasant associations.


This whole question of lying has been carefully prepared by Plato from the very outset, starting with the discussion with old Cephalus (331 b–c). It recurs again with respect to the lies of the poets (377 d), and in the assertions that gods cannot lie (381 e–382 e) and that rulers may lie (380 b–c). Now, finally, it is baldly stated that the only truly just civil society must be founded on a lie. Socrates prefers to face up to the issue with clarity. A good regime cannot be based on enlightenment; if there is no lie, a number of compromises—among them private property—must be made and hence merely conventional inequalities must be accepted. This is a radical statement about the relationship between truth and justice, one which leads to the paradox that wisdom can rule only in an element dominated by falsehood. It is hardly worth obscuring this issue for the sake of avoiding the crudest of misunderstandings. And perhaps the peculiarly modern phenomenon of propaganda might become clearer to the man who sees that it is somehow related to a certain myth of enlightenment which is itself brought into question by the Platonic analysis.


Beyond the general problems affecting the translation of all Greek and Latin texts, the Platonic dialogues present a particular difficulty. It is not too hard to find acceptable versions of Aristotle’s treatises. This is because they are not entirely unlike modern books. There is, on the other hand, frequently a lack of clarity about the purposes of the dialogue form. Plato is commonly understood to have had a teaching like that of Aristotle and to have enclosed it in a sweet coating designed to perform certain didactic or artistic functions but which must be stripped away to get to the philosophic core. We then have Plato the poet and Plato the philosopher, two beings rolled into one and coexisting in an uneasy harmony. This is the fatal error which leads to the distinction between form and substance. The student of philosophy then takes one part of the dialogue as his special domain and the student of literature another as his; the translator follows suit, using great license in the bulk of the book and reverting to a care appropriate to Aristotle when philosophy appears to enter.


Cornford, as in all other things, expresses the current tendency in a radical form. He cuts out many of the exchanges of the interlocutors and suppresses entire arguments which do not seem to him to contribute to the movement of the dialogue. Although he claims his wish is to fulfill Plato’s intentions in a modern context, he finally confesses that “the convention of question and answer becomes formal and frequently tedious. Plato himself came near to abandoning it in his latest work, the Laws . . .” (ibid., p. vii). Cornford thus improves on Plato, correcting him in what he believes to be the proper direction. He thinks the dialogue form is only a convention, and, when it fatigues him, he abandons it. It is at precisely this point that one should begin to ask whether we understand what a dialogue really is. It is neither poetry nor philosophy; it is something of both, but it is itself and not a mere combination of the two. The fact that sometimes it does not meet the standards of the dramatic art reveals the same thing as the fact that sometimes the arguments are not up to the standards of philosophical rigor: Plato’s intention is different from that of the poet or the philosopher as we understand them. To call the dialogue a convention is to hide the problem. Perhaps this very tedium of which Cornford complains is the test which Plato gives to the potential philosopher to see whether he is capable of overcoming the charm of external form; for a harsh concentration on often ugly detail is requisite to the philosophic enterprise. It is the concentration on beauty to the detriment of truth which constitutes the core of his critique of poetry, just as the indifference to forms, and hence to man, constitutes the core of his criticism of pre-Socratic philosophy. The dialogue is the synthesis of these two poles and is an organic unity. Every argument must be interpreted dramatically, for every argument is incomplete in itself and only the context can supply the missing links. And every dramatic detail must be interpreted philosophically, because these details contain the images of the problems which complete the arguments. Separately these two aspects are meaningless; together they are an invitation to the philosophic quest.


Cornford cites the Laws as proof that Plato gradually mended his ways; thus he has a certain Platonic justification for his changes in the text. But the difference in form between the Republic and the Laws is not a result of Plato’s old age having taught him the defects of his mannered drama, as Cornford would have it, or its having caused him to lose his dramatic flair, as others assert. Rather the difference reflects the differences in the participants in the dialogues and thereby the difference of intention of the two works. This is just one example of what is typical of every part of the Platonic works. By way of the drama one comes to the profoundest issues. In the Republic Socrates discusses the best regime, a regime which can never be actualized, with two young men of some theoretical gifts whom he tries to convert from the life of political ambition to one in which philosophy plays a role. He must persuade them; every step of the argument is directed to their particular opinions and characters. Their reasoned assent is crucial to the whole process. The points at which they object to Socrates’ reasoning are always most important, and so are the points when they assent when they should not. Each of the exchanges reveals something, even when the responses seem most uninteresting. In the Laws the Athenian Stranger engages in the narrower task of prescribing a code of laws for a possible but inferior regime. His interlocutors are old men who have no theoretical gifts or openness. The Stranger talks to them not for the end of any conversion but only because one of them has the political power the Stranger lacks. The purpose of his rhetoric is to make his two companions receptive to this unusual code. The Stranger must have the consent of the other two to operate his reforms of existing orders. Their particular prejudices must be overcome, but not by true persuasion of the truth; the new teaching must be made to appear to be in accord with their ancestrally hallowed opinions. Important concessions must be made to those opinions, since they are inalterable. The discussions indicate such difficulties and are preliminary to the essential act of lawgiving. Laws by their nature have the character of monologue rather than dialogue, and they are not supposed to discuss or be discussed; thus the presentation of the laws tends to be interrupted less. The strength and weakness of law lies in the fact that it is the polar opposite of philosophic discussion. The intention of a dialogue is the cause of its form, and that intention comes to light only to those who reflect on its form.


The Platonic dialogues do not present a doctrine; they prepare the way for philosophizing. They are intended to perform the function of a living teacher who makes his students think, who knows which ones should be led further and which ones should be kept away from the mysteries, and who makes them exercise the same faculties and virtues in studying his words as they would have to use in studying nature independently. One must philosophize to understand them. There is a Platonic teaching, but it is no more to be found in any of the speeches than is the thought of Shakespeare to be found in the utterances of any particular character. That thought is in none of the parts but is somehow in the whole, and the process of arriving at it is more subtle than that involved in reading a treatise. One must look at the microcosm of the drama just as one would look at the macrocosm of the world which it represents. Every detail of that world is an effect of the underlying causes which can be grasped only by the mind but which can be unearthed only by using all the senses as well. Those causes are truly known only when they are come to by way of the fullest consciousness of the world which they cause. Otherwise one does not know what to look for nor can one know the full power of the causes. A teaching which gives only the principles remains abstract and is mere dogma, for the student himself does not know what the principles explain nor does he know enough of the world to be sure that their explanations are anything more than partial. It is this rich consciousness of the phenomena on which the dialogues insist, and they themselves provide a training in it.


The human world is characterized by the distinction between speech and deed, and we all recognize that in order to understand a man or what he says both aspects must be taken into account. Just as no action of a man can be interpreted without hearing what he says about it himself, no speech can be accepted on its face value without comparing it to the actions of its author. The understanding of the man and his speeches is a result of a combination of the two perspectives. Thrasymachus’ blush is as important as any of his theoretical arguments. A student who has on his own pieced together the nature of the rhetorician on the basis of his representation in the Republic has grasped his nature with a sureness grounded on a perception of the universal seen through the particular. This is his own insight, and he knows it more authentically and surely than someone who has been given a definition. This joins the concreteness of l’esprit de finesse to the science of l’esprit de géometrie, it avoids the pitfalls of particularistic sensitivity, on the one hand, and abstractness on the other. Poet and scientist become one, for the talents of both are necessary to the attainment of the only end—the truth.


The Platonic dialogues are a representation of the world; they are a cosmos in themselves. To interpret them, they must be approached as one would approach the world, bringing with one all one’s powers. The only difference between the dialogues and the world is that the dialogues are so constructed that each part is integrally connected with every other part; there are no meaningless accidents. Plato reproduced the essential world as he saw it. Every word has its place and its meaning, and when one cannot with assurance explain any detail, he can know that his understanding is incomplete. When something seems boring or has to be explained away as a convention, it means that the interpreter has given up and has taken his place among the ranks of those Plato intended to exclude from the center of his thought. It is always that which strikes us as commonplace or absurd which indicates that we are not open to one of the mysteries, for such sentiments are the protective mechanisms which prevent our framework from being shaken.


The dialogues are constructed with an almost unbelievable care and subtlety. The drama is everywhere, even in what seem to be the most stock responses or the most purely theoretical disquisitions. In the discussion of the divided line, for example, the particular illustrations chosen fit the nature of Socrates’ interlocutor; in order to see the whole problem, the reader must ponder not only the distinction of the kinds of knowing and being but its particular effect on Glaucon and what Socrates might have said to another man. One is never allowed to sit and passively receive the words of wisdom from the mouth of the master. And this means that the translation must, insofar as humanly possible, present all the nuances of the original—the oaths, the repetitions of words, the slight changes in the form of responses, etc.—so that the reader can look at the progress of the drama with all the perceptiveness and sharpness of which his nature permits him, which he would bring to bear on any real situation which concerned him. The translator cannot hope to have understood it all, but he must not begrudge his possible moral and intellectual superiors their possibility of insight. It is in the name of this duty that one risks the ridiculousness of pedantry in preserving the uncomfortable details which force a sacrifice of the easygoing charms of a more contemporary style.


I have used the Oxford text of the Republic, edited by John Burnet. I have deviated from it only rarely and in the important instances have made mention of it in the notes. Always at my hand was, of course, James Adam’s valuable commentary (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1963). Schleiermacher’s old German version was the most useful translation I found. Although his text was inferior to ours, he seems to have had the best grasp of the character and meaning of the dialogues. Robin’s French is also quite careful. The best English translations are Paul Shorey’s (Loeb) and A. D. Lindsay’s (Everyman’s). The latter is probably the more useful of the two because it is so unpretentious and straightforward.


The notes are not intended to be interpretive but merely to present necessary information the reader could not be expected to know, explain difficulties in translation, present the meaning of certain key terms, and, above all, give the known sources for the citations from other authors and the changes Plato makes in them. The dialogue is so rich in connections with other Platonic works and the rest of classical literature that it would be impossible to begin to supply even the most important. Moreover, it is the reader’s job to discover these things himself, not only because it is good for him but also because the editor might very well be wrong in his emphases. The text is as much as possible Plato’s, to be confronted directly by the reader. I have saved my own opinions for the interpretive essay. The index is also intended to serve as a glossary; its categories are drawn only from Plato’s usage and not from contemporary interests or problems.


Whatever merit this translation may have is due in large measure to the help of Seth Benardete and Werner J. Dannhauser. The former gave me unsparingly of his immense classical learning and insight; the latter was almost unbelievably generous with his time and brought his sensitivity and sound judgment to the entire manuscript. I am also grateful to Ralph Lerner for his suggestions after a thorough reading of the text. Walter F. Berns, Jr., Richard H. Kennington, and Myron Rush were very helpful with the introduction. I wish to thank my students, who were the first to use the translation in their studies; particularly Carnes Lord, James Nichols, and Marc Plattner for their suggestions and detection of omissions and errors. Mr. Plattner also did the bulk of the work on the index and deserves the credit for this useful addition to my translation. The interpretive essay relies heavily on Leo Strauss’ authoritative discussion of the Republic in The City and Man (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1964).


I must thank the Relm Foundation and Cornell University for their support. And I must also thank the Centre Universitaire International and its staff for the lovely office and the thoughtful assistance they gave me during my stay in Paris where I did the bulk of this work.
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BOOK I


Socrates: I went down to the Piraeus3 yesterday with Glaucon, son of Ariston,4 to pray to the goddess; and, at the same time, I wanted to observe how they would put on the festival,5 since they were now holding it for the first time. Now, in my opinion, the procession of the native inhabitants was fine; but the one the Thracians conducted was no less fitting a show. After we had prayed and looked on, we went off toward town.    327 a    b


Catching sight of us from afar as we were pressing homewards, Polemarchus, son of Cephalus, ordered his slave boy to run after us and order us to wait for him. The boy took hold of my cloak from behind and said, “Polemarchus orders you to wait.”


And I turned around and asked him where his master was. “He is coming up behind,” he said, “just wait.”


“Of course we’ll wait,” said Glaucon.


A moment later Polemarchus came along with Adeimantus, Glaucon’s brother, Niceratus, son of Nicias, and some others—apparently from the procession. Polemarchus said, “Socrates, I guess you two are hurrying to get away to town.”    c


“That’s not a bad guess,” I said.


“Well,” he said, “do you see how many of us there are?”


“Of course.”


“Well, then,” he said, “either prove stronger than these men or stay here.”


“Isn’t there still one other possibility . . .,” I said, “our persuading you that you must let us go?”


“Could you really persuade,” he said, “if we don’t listen?”


“There’s no way,” said Glaucon.


“Well, then, think it over, bearing in mind we won’t listen.”


Then Adeimantus said, “Is it possible you don’t know that at sunset there will be a torch race on horseback for the goddess?”    328 a


“On horseback?” I said. “That is novel. Will they hold torches and pass them to one another while racing the horses, or what do you mean?”


“That’s it,” said Polemarchus, “and, besides, they’ll put on an all-night festival that will be worth seeing. We’ll get up after dinner and go to see it; there we’ll be together with many of the young men and we’ll talk. So stay and do as I tell you.”    b


And Glaucon said, “It seems we must stay.”


“Well, if it is so resolved,”6 I said, “that’s how we must act.”


Then we went to Polemarchus’ home; there we found Lysias7 and Euthydemus, Polemarchus’ brothers, and, in addition, Thrasymachus,8 the Chalcedonian and Charmantides, the Paeanian,9 and Cleitophon,10 the son of Aristonymus.


Cephalus,11 Polemarchus’ father, was also at home; and he seemed very old to me, for I had not seen him for some time. He was seated on a sort of cushioned stool and was crowned with a wreath, for he had just performed a sacrifice in the courtyard. We sat down beside him, for some stools were arranged in a circle there. As soon as Cephalus saw me, he greeted me warmly and said:    c


“Socrates, you don’t come down to us in the Piraeus very often, yet you ought to. Now if I still had the strength to make the trip to town easily, there would be no need for you to come here; rather we would come to you. As it is, however, you must come here more frequently. I want you to know that as the other pleasures, those connected with the body, wither away in me, the desires and pleasures that have to do with speeches grow the more. Now do as I say: be with these young men, but come here regularly to us as to friends and your very own kin.”    d


“For my part, Cephalus, I am really delighted to discuss with the very old,” I said. “Since they are like men who have proceeded on a certain road that perhaps we too will have to take, one ought, in my opinion, to learn from them what sort of road it is—whether it is rough and hard or easy and smooth. From you in particular I should like to learn how it looks to you, for you are now at just the time of life the poets call ‘the threshold of old age.’12 Is it a hard time of life, or what have you to report of it?”    e


“By Zeus, I shall tell you just how it looks to me, Socrates,” he said. “Some of us who are about the same age often meet together and keep up the old proverb.13 Now then, when they meet, most of the members of our group lament, longing for the pleasures of youth and reminiscing about sex, about drinking bouts and feasts and all that goes with things of that sort; they take it hard as though they were deprived of something very important and had then lived well but are now not even alive. Some also bewail the abuse that old age receives from relatives, and in this key they sing a refrain about all the evils old age has caused them. But, Socrates, in my opinion these men do not put their fingers on the cause. For, if this were the cause, I too would have suffered these same things insofar as they depend on old age and so would everyone else who has come to this point in life. But as it is, I have encountered others for whom it was not so, especially Sophocles. I was once present when the poet was asked by someone, ‘Sophocles, how are you in sex? Can you still have intercourse with a woman?’ ‘Silence, man,’ he said. ‘Most joyfully did I escape it, as though I had run away from a sort of frenzied and savage master.’ I thought at the time that he had spoken well and I still do. For, in every way, old age brings great peace and freedom from such things. When the desires cease to strain and finally relax, then what Sophocles says comes to pass in every way; it is possible to be rid of very many mad masters. But of these things and of those that concern relatives, there is one just cause: not old age, Socrates, but the character of the human beings.14 If they are orderly and content with themselves,15 even old age is only moderately troublesome; if they are not, then both age, Socrates, and youth alike turn out to be hard for that sort.”    329 a    b    c    d


Then I was full of wonder at what he said and, wanting him to say still more, I stirred him up, saying: “Cephalus, when you say these things, I suppose that the many16 do not accept them from you, but believe rather that it is not due to character that you bear old age so easily but due to possessing great substance. They say that for the rich there are many consolations.”    e


“What you say is true,” he said. “They do not accept them. And they do have something there, but not, however, quite as much as they think; rather, the saying of Themistocles holds good. When a Seriphian abused him—saying that he was illustrious not thanks to himself but thanks to the city—he answered that if he himself had been a Seriphian he would not have made a name, nor would that man have made one had he been an Athenian. And the same argument also holds good for those who are not wealthy and bear old age with difficulty: the decent man would not bear old age with poverty very easily, nor would the one who is not a decent sort ever be content with himself even if he were wealthy.”    330 a


“Cephalus,” I said, “did you inherit or did you earn most of what you possess?”


“What do you mean, earned, Socrates!” he said. “As a moneymaker, I was a sort of mean between my grandfather and my father. For my grandfather, whose namesake I am, inherited pretty nearly as much substance as I now possess, and he increased it many times over. Lysanias, my father, used it to a point where it was still less than it is now. I am satisfied if I leave not less, but rather a bit more than I inherited, to my sons here.”    b


“The reason I asked, you see,” I said, “is that to me you didn’t seem overly fond of money. For the most part, those who do not make money themselves are that way. Those who do make it are twice as attached to it as the others. For just as poets are fond of their poems and fathers of their children, so money-makers too are serious about money—as their own product; and they also are serious about it for the same reason other men are—for its use. They are, therefore, hard even to be with because they are willing to praise nothing but wealth.”    c


“What you say is true,” he said.


“Indeed it is,” I said. “But tell me something more. What do you suppose is the greatest good that you have enjoyed from possessing great wealth?”    d


“What I say wouldn’t persuade many perhaps. For know well, Socrates,” he said, “that when a man comes near to the realization that he will be making an end, fear and care enter him for things to which he gave no thought before. The tales17 told about what is in Hades—that the one who has done unjust deeds18 here must pay the penalty there—at which he laughed up to then, now make his soul twist and turn because he fears they might be true. Whether it is due to the debility of old age, or whether he discerns something more of the things in that place because he is already nearer to them, as it were—he is, at any rate, now full of suspicion and terror; and he reckons up his accounts and considers whether he has done anything unjust to anyone. Now, the man who finds many unjust deeds in his life often even wakes from his sleep in a fright as children do, and lives in anticipation of evil. To the man who is conscious in himself of no unjust deed, sweet and good hope is ever beside him—a nurse of his old age, as Pindar puts it. For, you know, Socrates, he put it charmingly when he said that whoever lives out a just and holy life    e    331 a


                Sweet hope accompanies,


                Fostering his heart, a nurse of his old age,


                Hope which most of all pilots


                The ever-turning opinion of mortals.


How very wonderfully well he says that. For this I count the possession of money most wroth-while, not for any man, but for the decent and orderly one. The possession of money contributes a great deal to not cheating or lying to any man against one’s will, and, moreover, to not departing for that other place frightened because one owes some sacrifices to a god or money to a human being. It also has many other uses. But, still, one thing reckoned against another, I wouldn’t count this as the least thing, Socrates, for which wealth is very useful to an intelligent man.”    b


“What you say is very fine19 indeed, Cephalus,” I said. “But as to this very thing, justice, shall we so simply assert that it is the truth and giving back what a man has taken from another, or is to do these very things sometimes just and sometimes unjust? Take this case as an example of what I mean: everyone would surely say that if a man takes weapons from a friend when the latter is of sound mind, and the friend demands them back when he is mad, one shouldn’t give back such things, and the man who gave them back would not be just, and moreover, one should not be willing to tell someone in this state the whole truth.”    c


“What you say is right,” he said.    d


“Then this isn’t the definition of justice, speaking the truth and giving back what one takes.”


“It most certainly is, Socrates,” interrupted Polemarchus, “at least if Simonides should be believed at all.”


“Well, then,” said Cephalus, “I hand down the argument to you, for it’s already time for me to look after the sacrifices.”


“Am I not the heir of what belongs to you?” said Polemarchus.20


“Certainly,” he said and laughed. And with that he went away to the sacrifices.21


“Tell me, you, the heir of the argument,” I said, “what was it Simonides said about justice that you assert he said correctly?”    e


“That it is just to give to each what is owed,” he said. “In saying this he said a fine thing, at least in my opinion.”


“Well, it certainly isn’t easy to disbelieve a Simonides,” I said. “He is a wise and divine man. However, you, Polemarchus, perhaps know what on earth he means, but I don’t understand. For plainly he doesn’t mean what we were just saying—giving back to any man whatsoever something he has deposited when, of unsound mind, he demands it. And yet, what he deposited is surely owed to him, isn’t it?”    332 a


“Yes.”


“But, when of unsound mind he demands it, it should under no condition be given back to him?”


“True,” he said.


“Then Simonides, it seems, means something different from this sort of thing when he says that it is just to give back what is owed.”


“Of course it’s different, by Zeus,” he said. “For he supposes that friends owe it to friends to do some good and nothing bad.”


“I understand,” I said. “A man does not give what is owed in giving back gold to someone who has deposited it, when the giving and the taking turn out to be bad, assuming the taker and the giver are friends. Isn’t this what you assert Simonides means?”    b


“Most certainly.”


“Now, what about this? Must we give back to enemies whatever is owed to them?”


“That’s exactly it,” he said, “just what’s owed to them. And I suppose that an enemy owes his enemy the very thing which is also fitting: some harm.”


“Then,” I said, “it seems that Simonides made a riddle, after the fashion of poets, when he said what the just is. For it looks as if he thought that it is just to give to everyone what is fitting, and to this he gave the name ‘what is owed.’”    c


“What else do you think?” he said.


“In the name of Zeus,” I said, “if someone were to ask him, ‘Simonides, the art22 called medicine gives what that is owed and fitting to which things?’ what do you suppose he would answer us?”


“It’s plain,” he said, “drugs, foods and drinks to bodies.”


“The art called cooking gives what that is owed and fitting to which things?”


“Seasonings to meats.”    d


“All right. Now then, the art that gives what to which things would be called justice?”


“If the answer has to be consistent with what preceded, Socrates,” he said, “the one that gives benefits and harms to friends and enemies.”


“Does he mean that justice is doing good to friends and harm to enemies?”


“In my opinion.”


“With respect to disease and health, who is most able to do good to sick friends and bad to enemies?”


“A doctor.”


“And with respect to the danger of the sea, who has this power over those who are sailing?”    e


“A pilot.”


“And what about the just man, in what action and with respect to what work is he most able to help friends and harm enemies?”


“In my opinion it is in making war and being an ally in battle.”


“All right. However, to men who are not sick, my friend Polemarchus, a doctor is useless.”


“True.”


“And to men who are not sailing, a pilot.”


“Yes.”


“Then to men who are not at war, is the just man useless?”


“Hardly so, in my opinion.”


“Then is justice also useful in peacetime?”


“It is useful.”    333 a


“And so is farming, isn’t it?”


“Yes.”


“For the acquisition of the fruits of the earth?”


“Yes.”


“And, further, is shoemaking also useful?”


“Yes.”


“You would say, I suppose, for the acquisition of shoes?”


“Certainly.”


“What about justice then? For the use or acquisition of what would you say it is useful in peacetime?”


“Contracts, Socrates.”


“Do you mean by contracts, partnerships,23 or something else?”


“Partnerships, of course.”


“Then is the just man a good and useful partner in setting down draughts, or is it the skilled player of draughts?”24    b


“The skilled player of draughts.”


“In setting down bricks and stones, is the just man a more useful and better partner than the housebuilder?”


“Not at all.”


“But in what partnership then is the just man a better partner than the harp player, just as the harp player is better than the just man when one has to do with notes?”


“In money matters, in my opinion.”


“Except perhaps in using money, Polemarchus, when a horse must be bought or sold with money in partnership; then, I suppose, the expert on horses is a better partner. Isn’t that so?”    c


“It looks like it.”


“And, further, when it’s a ship, the shipbuilder or pilot is better?”


“It seems so.”


“Then, when gold or silver must be used in partnership, in what case is the just man more useful than the others?”


“When they must be deposited and kept safe, Socrates.”


“Do you mean when there is no need to use them, and they are left lying?”


“Certainly.”


“Is it when money is useless that justice is useful for it?”    d


“I’m afraid so.”


“And when a pruning hook must be guarded, justice is useful both in partnership and in private; but when it must be used, vine-culture.”


“It looks like it.”


“Will you also assert that when a shield and a lyre must be guarded and not used, justice is useful; but when they must be used, the soldier’s art and the musician’s art are useful?”


“Necessarily.”


“And with respect to everything else as well, is justice useless in the use of each and useful in its uselessness?”


“I’m afraid so.”


“Then justice, my friend, wouldn’t be anything very serious, if it is useful for useless things. Let’s look at it this way. Isn’t the man who is cleverest at landing a blow in boxing, or any other kind of fight, also the one cleverest at guarding against it?”    e


“Certainly.”


“And whoever is clever at guarding against disease is also cleverest at getting away with producing it?”


“In my opinion, at any rate.”


“And, of course, a good guardian of an army is the very same man who can also steal the enemy’s plans and his other dispositions?”    334 a


“Certainly.”


“So of whatever a man is a clever guardian, he is also a clever thief?”


“It seems so.”


“So that if a man is clever at guarding money, he is also clever at stealing it?”


“So the argument25 indicates at least,” he said.


“The just man, then, as it seems, has come to light as a kind of robber, and I’m afraid you learned this from Homer. For he admires Autolycus, Odysseus’ grandfather26 on his mother’s side, and says he surpassed all men ‘in stealing and in swearing oaths.’ Justice, then, seems, according to you and Homer and Simonides, to be a certain art of stealing, for the benefit, to be sure, of friends and the harm of enemies. Isn’t that what you meant?”    b


“No, by Zeus,” he said. “But I no longer know what I did mean. However, it is still my opinion that justice is helping friends and harming enemies.”


“Do you mean by friends those who seem to be good to an individual, or those who are, even if they don’t seem to be, and similarly with enemies?”    c


“It’s likely,” he said, “that the men one believes to be good, one loves, while those he considers bad one hates.”


“But don’t human beings make mistakes about this, so that many seem to them to be good although they are not, and vice versa?”


“They do make mistakes.”


“So for them the good are enemies and the bad are friends?”


“Certainly.”


“But nevertheless it’s still just for them to help the bad and harm the good?”    d


“It looks like it.”


“Yet the good are just and such as not to do injustice?”


“True.”


“Then, according to your argument, it’s just to treat badly men who have done nothing unjust?”


“Not at all, Socrates,” he said. “For the argument seems to be bad.”


“Then, after all,” I said, “it’s just to harm the unjust and help the just?”


“This looks finer than what we just said.”


“Then for many, Polemarchus—all human beings who make mistakes—it will turn out to be just to harm friends, for their friends are bad; and just to help enemies, for they are good. So we shall say the very opposite of what we asserted Simonides means.”    e


“It does really turn out that way,” he said. “But let’s change what we set down at the beginning. For I’m afraid we didn’t set down the definition of friend and enemy correctly.”


“How did we do it, Polemarchus?”


“We set down that the man who seems good is a friend.”


“Now,” I said, “how shall we change it?”


“The man who seems to be, and is, good, is a friend,” he said, “while the man who seems good and is not, seems to be but is not a friend. And we’ll take the same position about the enemy.”    335 a


“Then the good man, as it seems, will by this argument be a friend, and the good-for-nothing man an enemy?”


“Yes.”


“You order us to add something to what we said at first about the just. Then we said that it is just to do good to the friend and bad to the enemy, while now we are to say in addition that it is just to do good to the friend, if he is good, and harm to the enemy, if he is bad.”


“Most certainly,” he said. “Said in that way it would be fine in my opinion.”    b


“Is it, then,” I said, “the part of a just man to harm any human being whatsoever?”


“Certainly,” he said, “bad men and enemies ought to be harmed.”


“Do horses that have been harmed become better or worse?”


“Worse.”


“With respect to the virtue27 of dogs or to that of horses?”


“With respect to that of horses.”


“And when dogs are harmed, do they become worse with respect to the virtue of dogs and not to that of horses?”


“Necessarily.”


“Should we not assert the same of human beings, my comrade—that when they are harmed, they become worse with respect to human virtue?”    c


“Most certainly.”


“But isn’t justice human virtue?”


“That’s also necessary.”


“Then, my friend, human beings who have been harmed necessarily become more unjust.”


“It seems so.”


“Well, are musicians able to make men unmusical by music?”


“Impossible.”


“Are men skilled in horsemanship able to make men incompetent riders by horsemanship?”


“That can’t be.”


“But are just men able to make others unjust by justice, of all things? Or, in sum, are good men able to make other men bad by virtue?”    d


“Impossible.”


“For I suppose that cooling is not the work of heat, but of its opposite.”


“Yes.”


“Nor wetting the work of dryness but of its opposite.”


“Certainly.”


“Nor is harming, in fact, the work of the good but of its opposite.”


“It looks like it.”


“And it’s the just man who is good?”


“Certainly.”


“Then it is not the work of the just man to harm either a friend or anyone else, Polemarchus, but of his opposite, the unjust man.”


“In my opinion, Socrates,” he said, “what you say is entirely true.”


“Then if someone asserts that it’s just to give what is owed to each man—and he understands by this that harm is owed to enemies by the just man and help to friends—the man who said it was not wise. For he wasn’t telling the truth. For it has become apparent to us that it is never just to harm anyone.”    e


“I agree,” he said.


“We shall do battle then as partners, you and I,” I said, “if someone asserts that Simonides, or Bias, or Pittacus28 or any other wise and blessed man said it.”


“I, for one,” he said, “am ready to be your partner in the battle.”


“Do you know,” I said, “to whom, in my opinion, that saying belongs which asserts that it is just to help friends and harm enemies?”    336 a


“To whom?” he said.


“I suppose it belongs to Periander, or Perdiccas, or Xerxes, or Ismenias the Theban,29 or some other rich man who has a high opinion of what he can do.”


“What you say is very true,” he said.


“All right,” I said, “since it has become apparent that neither justice nor the just is this, what else would one say they are?”


Now Thrasymachus had many times started out to take over the argument in the midst of our discussion, but he had been restrained by the men sitting near him, who wanted to hear the argument out. But when we paused and I said this, he could no longer keep quiet; hunched up like a wild beast, he flung himself at us as if to tear us to pieces. Then both Polemarchus and I got all in a flutter from fright. And he shouted out into our midst and said, “What is this nonsense that has possessed you for so long, Socrates? And why do you act like fools making way for one another? If you truly want to know what the just is, don’t only ask and gratify your love of honor by refuting whatever someone answers—you know that it is easier to ask than to answer—but answer yourself and say what you assert the just to be. And see to it you don’t tell me that it is the needful, or the helpful, or the profitable, or the gainful, or the advantageous; but tell me clearly and precisely what you mean, for I won’t accept it if you say such inanities.”    b    c    d


I was astounded when I heard him, and, looking at him, I was frightened. I think that if I had not seen him before he saw me, I would have been speechless.30 As it was, just when he began to be exasperated by the argument, I had looked at him first, so that I was able to answer him; and with just a trace of a tremor, I said: “Thrasymachus, don’t be hard on us. If we are making any mistake in the consideration of the arguments, Polemarchus and I, know well that we’re making an unwilling mistake. If we were searching for gold we would never willingly make way for one another in the search and ruin our chances of finding it; so don’t suppose that when we are seeking for justice, a thing more precious than a great deal of gold, we would ever foolishly give in to one another and not be as serious as we can be about bringing it to light. Don’t you suppose that, my friend! Rather, as I suppose, we are not competent. So it’s surely far more fitting for us to be pitied by you clever men than to be treated harshly.”    e


He listened, burst out laughing very scornfully, and said, “Heracles! Here is that habitual irony of Socrates. I knew it, and I predicted to these fellows that you wouldn’t be willing to answer, that you would be ironic and do anything rather than answer if someone asked you something.”    337 a


“That’s because you are wise, Thrasymachus,” I said. “Hence you knew quite well that if you asked someone how much twelve is and in asking told him beforehand, ‘See to it you don’t tell me, you human being, that it is two times six, or three times four, or six times two, or four times three; I won’t accept such nonsense from you’—it was plain to you, I suppose, that no one would answer a man who asks in this way. And if he asked, ‘Thrasymachus, what do you mean? Shall I answer none of those you mentioned before? Even if it happens to be one of these, shall I say something other than the truth, you surprising man? Or what do you mean?’—what would you say to him in response?”    b    c


“Very well,” he said, “as if this case were similar to the other.”


“Nothing prevents it from being,” I said. “And even granting that it’s not similar, but looks like it is to the man who is asked, do you think he’ll any the less answer what appears to him, whether we forbid him to or not?”


“Well, is that what you are going to do?” he said. “Are you going to give as an answer one of those I forbid?”


“I shouldn’t be surprised,” I said, “if that were my opinion upon consideration.”


“What if I could show you another answer about justice besides all these and better than they are?” he said. “What punishment do you think you would deserve to suffer?”    d


“What else than the one it is fitting for a man who does not know to suffer?” I said. “And surely it is fitting for him to learn from the man who knows. So this is what I think I deserve to suffer.”


“That’s because you are an agreeable chap!” he said. “But in addition to learning, pay a fine in money too.”


“When I get some,” I said.


“He has some,” said Glaucon. “Now, for money’s sake, speak, Thrasymachus. We shall all contribute for Socrates.”31


“I certainly believe it,” he said, “so that Socrates can get away with his usual trick; he’ll not answer himself, and when someone else has answered he gets hold of the argument and refutes it.”    e


“You best of men,” I said, “how could a man answer who, in the first place, does not know and does not profess to know; and who, in the second place, even if he does have some supposition about these things, is forbidden to say what he believes by no ordinary man? It’s more fitting for you to speak; for you are the one who says he knows and can tell. Now do as I say; gratify me by answering and don’t begrudge your teaching to Glaucon here and the others.”    338 a


After I said this, Glaucon and the others begged him to do as I said. And Thrasymachus evidently desired to speak so that he could win a good reputation, since he believed he had a very fine answer. But he kept up the pretense of wanting to prevail on me to do the answering. Finally, however, he conceded and then said:


“Here is the wisdom of Socrates; unwilling himself to teach, he goes around learning from others, and does not even give thanks to them.”    b


“When you say I learn from others,” I said, “you speak the truth, Thrasymachus; but when you say I do not make full payment in thanks, you lie. For I pay as much as I can. I am only able to praise. I have no money. How eagerly I do so when I think someone speaks well, you will well know as soon as you have answered; for I suppose you will speak well.”


“Now listen,” he said. “I say that the just is nothing other than the advantage of the stronger.32 Well, why don’t you praise me? But you won’t be willing.”    c


“First I must learn what you mean,” I said. “For, as it is, I don’t yet understand. You say the just is the advantage of the stronger. What ever do you mean by that, Thrasymachus? You surely don’t assert such a thing as this: if Polydamas, the pancratiast,33 is stronger than we are and beef is advantageous for his body, then this food is also advantageous and just for us who are weaker than he is.”    d


“You are disgusting, Socrates,” he said. “You take hold of the argument in the way you can work it the most harm.”


“Not at all, best of men,” I said. “Just tell me more clearly what you mean.”


“Don’t you know,” he said, “that some cities are ruled tyrannically, some democratically, and some aristocratically?”


“Of course.”


“In each city, isn’t the ruling group master?”


“Certainly.”


“And each ruling group sets down laws for its own advantage; a democracy sets down democratic laws; a tyranny, tyrannic laws; and the others do the same. And they declare that what they have set down—their own advantage—is just for the ruled, and the man who departs from it they punish as a breaker of the law and a doer of unjust deeds. This, best of men, is what I mean: in every city the same thing is just, the advantage of the established ruling body. It surely is master; so the man who reasons rightly concludes that everywhere justice is the same thing, the advantage of the stronger.”    e    339 a


“Now,” I said, “I understand what you mean. Whether it is true or not, I’ll try to find out. Now, you too answer that the just is the advantageous, Thrasymachus—although you forbade me to give that answer. Of course, ‘for the stronger’ is added on to it.”


“A small addition, perhaps,” he said.    b


“It isn’t plain yet whether it’s a big one. But it is plain that we must consider whether what you say is true. That must be considered, because, while I too agree that the just is something of advantage, you add to it and assert that it’s the advantage of the stronger, and I don’t know whether it’s so.”


“Go ahead and consider,” he said.


“That’s what I’m going to do,” I said. “Now, tell me: don’t you say though that it’s also just to obey the rulers?”


“I do.”


“Are the rulers in their several cities infallible, or are they such as to make mistakes too?”    c


“By all means,” he said, “they certainly are such as to make mistakes too.”


“When they put their hands to setting down laws, do they set some down correctly and some incorrectly?”


“I suppose so.”


“Is that law correct which sets down what is advantageous for themselves, and that one incorrect which sets down what is disadvantageous?—Or, how do you mean it?”


“As you say.”


“But whatever the rulers set down must be done by those who are ruled, and this is the just?”


“Of course.”


“Then, according to your argument, it’s just to do not only what is advantageous for the stronger but also the opposite, what is disadvantageous.”    d


“What do you mean?” he said.


“What you mean, it seems to me. Let’s consider it better. Wasn’t it agreed that the rulers, when they command the ruled to do something, sometimes completely mistake what is best for themselves, while it is just for the ruled to do whatever the rulers command? Weren’t these things agreed upon?”


“I suppose so,” he said.


“Well, then,” I said, “also suppose that you’re agreed that it is just to do what is disadvantageous for those who are the rulers and the stronger, when the rulers unwillingly command what is bad for themselves, and you assert it is just to do what they have commanded. In this case, most wise Thrasymachus, doesn’t it necessarily follow that it is just for the others to do the opposite of what you say? For the weaker are commanded to do what is doubtless disadvantageous for the stronger.”    e


“Yes, by Zeus, Socrates,” said Polemarchus, “most clearly.”    340 a


“If it’s you who are to witness for him, Polemarchus,” said Cleitophon interrupting.


“What need is there of a witness?” he said. “Thrasymachus himself agrees that the rulers sometimes command what is bad for themselves and that it is just for the others to do these things.”


“That’s because Thrasymachus set down that to do what the rulers bid is just, Polemarchus.”


“And because, Cleitophon, he also set down that the advantage of the stronger is just. Once he had set both of these principles down, he further agreed that sometimes the stronger order those who are weaker and are ruled to do what is to the disadvantage of the stronger. On the basis of these agreements, the advantage of the stronger would be no more just than the disadvantage.”    b


“But,” said Cleitophon, “he said that the advantage of the stronger is what the stronger believes to be his advantage. This is what must be done by the weaker, and this is what he set down as the just.”


“That’s not what was said,” said Polemarchus.


“It doesn’t make any difference, Polemarchus,” I said, “if Thrasymachus says it that way now, let’s accept it from him. Now tell me, Thrasymachus, was this what you wanted to say the just is, what seems to the stronger to be the advantage of the stronger, whether it is advantageous or not? Shall we assert that this is the way you mean it?”    c


“Not in the least,” he said. “Do you suppose that I call a man who makes mistakes ‘stronger’ at the moment when he is making mistakes?”


“I did suppose you to mean this,” I said, “when you agreed that the rulers are not infallible but also make mistakes in some things.”


“That’s because you’re a sycophant34 in arguments, Socrates,” he said. “To take an obvious example, do you call a man who makes mistakes about the sick a doctor because of the very mistake he is making? Or a man who makes mistakes in calculation a skilled calculator, at the moment he is making a mistake, in the very sense of his mistake? I suppose rather that this is just our manner of speaking—the doctor made a mistake, the calculator made a mistake, and the grammarian. But I suppose that each of these men, insofar as he is what we address him as, never makes mistakes. Hence, in precise speech, since you too speak precisely, none of the craftsmen makes mistakes. The man who makes mistakes makes them on account of a failure in knowledge and is in that respect no craftsman. So no craftsman, wise man, or ruler makes mistakes at the moment when he is ruling, although everyone would say that the doctor made a mistake and the ruler made a mistake. What I answered you earlier, then, you must also take in this way. But what follows is the most precise way: the ruler, insofar as he is a ruler, does not make mistakes; and not making mistakes, he sets down what is best for himself. And this must be done by the man who is ruled. So I say the just is exactly what I have been saying from the beginning, to do the advantage of the stronger.”    d    e    341 a


“All right, Thrasymachus,” I said, “so in your opinion I play the sycophant?”


“You most certainly do,” he said.


“Do you suppose I ask as I asked because I am plotting to do harm35 to you in the argument?”


“I don’t suppose,” he said, “I know it well. But it won’t profit you. You won’t get away with doing harm unnoticed and, failing to get away unnoticed, you won’t be able to overpower me in the argument.”    b


“Nor would I even try, you blessed man,” I said. “But, so that the same sort of thing doesn’t happen to us again, make it clear whether you meant by the ruler and stronger the man who is such only in common parlance or the man who is such in precise speech, whose advantage you said a moment ago it will be just for the weaker to serve because he is stronger?”


“The one who is the ruler in the most precise sense,” he said. “Do harm to that and play the sycophant, if you can—I ask for no favors—but you won’t be able to.”


“Do you suppose me to be so mad,” I said, “as to try to shave a lion and play the svcophant with Thrasymachus?”    c


“At least you tried just now,” he said, “although you were a nonentity at that too.”


“Enough of this,” I said. “Now tell me, is the doctor in the precise sense, of whom you recently spoke, a money-maker or one who cares for the sick? Speak about the man who is really a doctor.”


“One who cares for the sick,” he said.


“And what about the pilot? Is the man who is a pilot in the correct sense a ruler of sailors or a sailor?”


“A ruler of sailors.”


“I suppose it needn’t be taken into account that he sails in the ship, and he shouldn’t be called a sailor for that. For it isn’t because of sailing that he is called a pilot but because of his art and his rule over sailors.”    d


“True,” he said.


“Is there something advantageous for each of them?”


“Certainly.”


“And isn’t the art,” I said, “naturally directed toward seeking and providing for the advantage of each?”


“Yes, that is what it is directed toward.”


“And is there then any advantage for each of the arts other than to be as perfect as possible?”


“How do you mean this question?”    e


“Just as,” I said, “if you should ask me whether it’s enough for a body to be a body or whether it needs something else, I would say: ‘By all means, it needs something else. And the art of medicine has now been discovered because a body is defective,36 and it won’t do for it to be like that. The art was devised for the purpose of providing what is advantageous for a body.’ Would I seem to you to speak correctly in saying that or not?”


“You would,” he said.


“And what about medicine itself, is it or any other art defective, and does it need some supplementary virtue? Just as eyes need sight and ears hearing and for this reason an art is needed that will consider and provide what is advantageous for them, is it also the case that there is some defect in the art itself and does each art have need of another art that considers its advantage, and does the art that considers it need in its turn another of the same kind, and so on endlessly? Or does each consider its own advantage by itself? Or does it need neither itself nor another to consider what is advantageous for its defect? Is it that there is no defect or error present in any art, and that it isn’t fitting for an art to seek the advantage of anything else than that of which it is the art, and that it is itself without blemish or taint because it is correct so long as it is precisely and wholly what it is? And consider this in that precise sense. Is it so or otherwise?”    342 a    b


“That’s the way it looks,” he said.


“Then,” I said, “medicine doesn’t consider the advantage of medicine, but of the body.”    c


“Yes,” he said.


“Nor does horsemanship consider the advantage of horsemanship, but of horses. Nor does any other art consider its own advantage—for it doesn’t have any further need to—but the advantage of that of which it is the art.”


“It looks that way,” he said.


“But, Thrasymachus, the arts rule and are masters of that of which they are arts.”


He conceded this too, but with a great deal of resistance.


“Then, there is no kind of knowledge that considers or commands the advantage of the stronger, but rather of what is weaker and ruled by it.”    d


He finally agreed to this, too, although he tried to put up a fight about it. When he had agreed, I said:


“Then, isn’t it the case that the doctor, insofar as he is a doctor, considers or commands not the doctor’s advantage, but that of the sick man? For the doctor in the precise sense was agreed to be a ruler of bodies and not a money-maker. Wasn’t it so agreed?”


He assented.


“And was the pilot in the precise sense agreed to be a ruler of sailors and not a sailor?”


“It was agreed.”    e


“Then such a pilot and ruler will consider or command the benefit not of the pilot, but of the man who is a sailor and is ruled.”


He assented with resistance.


“Therefore, Thrasymachus,” I said, “there isn’t ever anyone who holds any position of rule, insofar as he is ruler, who considers or commands his own advantage rather than that of what is ruled and of which he himself is the craftsman; and it is looking to this and what is advantageous and fitting for it that he says everything he says and does everything he does.”


When we came to this point in the argument and it was evident to everyone that the argument about the just had turned around in the opposite direction, Thrasymachus, instead of answering, said, “Tell me, Socrates, do you have a wet nurse?”    343 a


“Why this?” I said. “Shouldn’t you answer instead of asking such things?”


“Because,” he said, “you know she neglects your sniveling nose and doesn’t give it the wiping you need, since it’s her fault you do not even recognize sheep or shepherd.”


“Because of what, in particular?” I said.


“Because you suppose shepherds or cowherds consider the good of the sheep or the cows and fatten them and take care of them looking to something other than their masters’ good and their own; and so you also believe that the rulers in the cities, those who truly rule, think about the ruled differently from the way a man would regard sheep, and that night and day they consider anything else than how they will benefit themselves. And you are so far off about the just and justice, and the unjust and injustice, that you are unaware that justice and the just are really someone else’s good, the advantage of the man who is stronger and rules, and a personal harm to the man who obeys and serves. Injustice is the opposite, and it rules the truly simple and just; and those who are ruled do what is advantageous for him who is stronger, and they make him whom they serve happy but themselves not at all. And this must be considered, most simple Socrates: the just man everywhere has less than the unjust man. First, in contracts, when the just man is a partner of the unjust man, you will always find that at the dissolution of the partnership the just man does not have more than the unjust man, but less. Second, in matters pertaining to the city, when there are taxes, the just man pays more on the basis of equal property, the unjust man less; and when there are distributions, the one makes no profit, the other much. And, further, when each holds some ruling office, even if the just man suffers no other penalty, it is his lot to see his domestic affairs deteriorate from neglect, while he gets no advantage from the public store, thanks to his being just; in addition to this, he incurs the ill will of his relatives and his acquaintances when he is unwilling to serve them against what is just. The unjust man’s situation is the opposite in all of these respects. I am speaking of the man I just now spoke of, the one who is able to get the better37 in a big way. Consider him, if you want to judge how much more to his private advantage the unjust is than the just. You will learn most easily of all if you turn to the most perfect injustice, which makes the one who does injustice most happy, and those who suffer it and who would not be willing to do injustice, most wretched. And that is tyranny, which by stealth and force takes away what belongs to others, both what is sacred and profane, private and public, not bit by bit, but all at once. When someone does some part of this injustice and doesn’t get away with it, he is punished and endures the greatest reproaches—temple robbers, kidnappers, housebreakers,38 defrauders, and thieves are what they call those partially unjust men who do such evil deeds. But when someone, in addition to the money of the citizens, kidnaps and enslaves them too, instead of these shameful names, he gets called happy and blessed, not only by the citizens but also by whomever else hears that he has done injustice entire. For it is not because they fear doing unjust deeds, but because they fear suffering them, that those who blame injustice do so. So, Socrates, injustice, when it comes into being on a sufficient scale, is mightier, freer, and more masterful than justice; and, as I have said from the beginning, the just is the advantage of the stronger, and the unjust is what is profitable and advantageous for oneself.”    b    c    d    e    344 a    b    c


When Thrasymachus had said this, he had it in mind to go away, just like a bathman,39 after having poured a great shower of speech into our ears all at once. But those present didn’t let him and forced him to stay put and present an argument for what had been said. And I, too, on my own begged him and said:    d


“Thrasymachus, you demonic man, do you toss in such an argument, and have it in mind to go away before teaching us adequately or finding out whether it is so or not? Or do you suppose you are trying to determine a small matter and not a course of life on the basis of which each of us would have the most profitable existence?”    e


“What? Do I suppose it is otherwise?” said Thrasymachus.


“You seemed to,” I said, “or else you have no care for us and aren’t a bit concerned whether we shall live worse or better as a result of our ignorance of what you say you know. But, my good man, make an effort to show it to us—it wouldn’t be a bad investment for you to do a good deed for so many as we are. I must tell you that for my part I am not persuaded; nor do I think injustice is more profitable than justice, not even if one gives it free rein and doesn’t hinder it from doing what it wants. But, my good man, let there be an unjust man, and let him be able to do injustice, either by stealth or by fighting out in the open; nevertheless, he does not persuade me that this is more profitable than justice. And perhaps, someone else among us—and not only I—also has this sentiment. So persuade us adequately, you blessed man, that we don’t deliberate correctly in having a higher regard for justice than injustice.”    345 a    b


“And how,” he said, “shall I persuade you? If you’re not persuaded by what I’ve just now said, what more shall I do for you? Shall I take the argument and give your soul a forced feeding?”40


“By Zeus, don’t you do it,” I said. “But, first, stick to what you said, or if you change what you set down, make it clear that you’re doing so, and don’t deceive us. As it is, Thrasymachus, you see that—still considering what went before—after you had first defined the true doctor, you later thought it no longer necessary to keep a precise guard over the true shepherd. Rather you think that he, insofar as he is a shepherd, fattens the sheep, not looking to what is best for the sheep, but, like a guest who is going to be feasted, to good cheer, or in turn, to the sale, like a money-maker and not a shepherd. The shepherd’s art surely cares for nothing but providing the best for what it has been set over. For that the art’s own affairs be in the best possible way is surely adequately provided for so long as it lacks nothing of being the shepherd’s art. And, similarly, I for my part thought just now that it is necessary for us to agree that every kind of rule, insofar as it is rule, considers what is best for nothing other than for what is ruled and cared for, both in political and private rule. Do you think that the rulers in the cities, those who truly rule, rule willingly?”    c    d    e


“By Zeus, I don’t think it,” he said. “I know it well.”


“But, Thrasymachus,” I said, “what about the other kinds of rule? Don’t you notice that no one wishes to rule voluntarily, but they demand wages as though the benefit from ruling were not for them but for those who are ruled? Now tell me this much: don’t we, at all events, always say that each of the arts is different on the basis of having a different capacity? And don’t answer contrary to your opinion, you blessed man, so that we can reach a conclusion.”    346 a


“Yes,” he said, “this is the way they differ.”


“And does each of them provide us with some peculiar41 benefit and not a common one, as the medical art furnishes us with health, the pilot’s art with safety in sailing, and so forth with the others?”


“Certainly.”


“And does the wage-earner’s art furnish wages? For this is its power. Or do you call the medical art the same as the pilot’s art? Or, if you wish to make precise distinctions according to the principle you set down, even if a man who is a pilot becomes healthy because sailing on the sea is advantageous to him, nonetheless you don’t for that reason call what he does the medical art?”    b


“Surely not,” he said.


“Nor do you, I suppose, call the wage-earner’s art the medical art, even if a man who is earning wages should be healthy?”


“Surely not,” he said.


“And, what about this? Do you call the medical art the wage-earner’s art, even if a man practicing medicine should earn wages?”


He said that he did not.    c


“And we did agree that the benefit of each art is peculiar?”


“Let it be,” he said.


“Then whatever benefit all the craftsmen derive in common is plainly derived from their additional use of some one common thing that is the same for all.”


“It seems so,” he said.


“And we say that the benefit the craftsmen derive from receiving wages comes to them from their use of the wage-earner’s art in addition.”


He assented with resistance.


“Then this benefit, getting wages, is for each not a result of his own art; but, if it must be considered precisely, the medical art produces health, and the wage-earner’s art wages; the housebuilder’s art produces a house and the wage-earner’s art, following upon it, wages; and so it is with all the others: each accomplishes its own work and benefits that which it has been set over. And if pay were not attached to it, would the craftsman derive benefit from the art?”    d


“It doesn’t look like it,” he said.    e


“Does he then produce no benefit when he works for nothing?”


“I suppose he does.”


“Therefore, Thrasymachus, it is plain by now that no art or kind of rule provides for its own benefit, but, as we have been saying all along, it provides for and commands the one who is ruled, considering his advantage—that of the weaker—and not that of the stronger. It is for just this reason, my dear Thrasymachus, that I said a moment ago that no one willingly chooses to rule and get mixed up in straightening out other people’s troubles; but he asks for wages, because the man who is to do anything fine by art never does what is best for himself nor does he command it, insofar as he is commanding by art, but rather what is best for the man who is ruled. It is for just this reason, as it seems, that there must be wages for those who are going to be willing to rule—either money, or honor, or a penalty if he should not rule.”    347 a


“What do you mean by that, Socrates?” said Glaucon. “The first two kinds of wages I know, but I don’t understand what penalty you mean and how you can say it is a kind of wage.”


“Then you don’t understand the wages of the best men,” I said, “on account of which the most decent men rule, when they are willing to rule. Or don’t you know that love of honor and love of money are said to be, and are, reproaches?”    b


“I do indeed,” he said.


“For this reason, therefore,” I said, “the good aren’t willing to rule for the sake of money or honor. For they don’t wish openly to exact wages for ruling and get called hirelings, nor on their own secretly to take a profit from their ruling and get called thieves. Nor, again, will they rule for the sake of honor. For they are not lovers of honor. Hence, necessity and a penalty must be there in addition for them, if they are going to be willing to rule—it is likely that this is the source of its being held to be shameful to seek to rule and not to await necessity—and the greatest of penalties is being ruled by a worse man if one is not willing to rule oneself. It is because they fear this, in my view, that decent men rule, when they do rule; and at that time they proceed to enter on rule, not as though they were going to something good, or as though they were going to be well off in it; but they enter on it as a necessity and because they have no one better than or like themselves to whom to turn it over. For it is likely that if a city of good men came to be, there would be a fight over not ruling, just as there is now over ruling; and there it would become manifest that a true ruler really does not naturally consider his own advantage but rather that of the one who is ruled. Thus everyone who knows would choose to be benefited by another rather than to take the trouble of benefiting another. So I can in no way agree with Thrasymachus that the just is the advantage of the stronger. But this we shall consider again at another time. What Thrasymachus now says is in my own opinion a far bigger thing—he asserts that the life of the unjust man is stronger42 than that of the just man. Which do you choose, Glaucon,” I said, “and which speech is truer in your opinion?”    c    d    e


“I for my part choose the life of the just man as more profitable.”


“Did you hear,” I said, “how many good things Thrasymachus listed a moment ago as belonging to the life of the unjust man?”    348 a


“I heard,” he said, “but I’m not persuaded.”


“Then do you want us to persuade him, if we’re able to find a way, that what he says isn’t true?”


“How could I not want it?” he said.


“Now,” I said, “if we should speak at length against him, setting speech against speech, telling how many good things belong to being just, and then he should speak in return, and we again, there’ll be need of counting the good things and measuring how many each of us has in each speech, and then we’ll be in need of some sort of judges43 who will decide. But if we consider just as we did a moment ago, coming to agreement with one another, we’ll ourselves be both judges and pleaders at once.”    b


“Most certainly,” he said.


“Which way do you like?” I said.


“The latter,” he said.


“Come now, Thrasymachus,” I said, “answer us from the beginning. Do you assert that perfect injustice is more profitable than justice when it is perfect?”


“I most certainly do assert it,” he said, “and I’ve said why.”    c


“Well, then, how do you speak about them in this respect? Surely you call one of them virtue and the other vice?”


“Of course.”


“Then do you call justice virtue and injustice vice?”


“That’s likely, you agreeable man,” he said, “when I also say that injustice is profitable and justice isn’t.”


“What then?”


“The opposite,” he said.


“Is justice then vice?”


“No, but very high-minded innocence.”


“Do you call injustice corruption?”44    d


“No, rather good counsel.”


“Are the unjust in your opinion good as well as prudent, Thrasymachus?”


“Yes, those who can do injustice perfectly,” he said, “and are able to subjugate cities and tribes of men to themselves. You, perhaps, suppose I am speaking of cutpurses. Now, such things, too, are profitable,” he said, “when one gets away with them; but they aren’t worth mentioning compared to those I was just talking about.”


“As to that,” I said, “I’m not unaware of what you want to say. But I wondered about what went before, that you put injustice in the camp of virtue and wisdom, and justice among their opposites?”    e


“But I do indeed set them down as such.”


“That’s already something more solid, my comrade,” I said, “and it’s no longer easy to know what one should say. For if you had set injustice down as profitable but had nevertheless agreed that it is viciousness or shameful, as do some others, we would have something to say, speaking according to customary usage. But as it is, plainly you’ll say that injustice is fair and mighty, and, since you also dared to set it down in the camp of virtue and wisdom, you’ll set down to its account all the other things which we used to set down as belonging to the just.”    349 a


“Your divination is very true,” he said.


“But nonetheless,” I said, “one oughtn’t to hesitate to pursue the consideration of the argument as long as I understand you to say what you think. For, Thrasymachus, you seem really not to be joking now, but to be speaking the truth as it seems to you.”


“And what difference does it make to you,” he said, “whether it seems so to me or not, and why don’t you refute the argument?”


“No difference,” I said. “But try to answer this in addition to the other things: in your opinion would the just man be willing to get the better of the just man in anything?”    b


“Not at all,” he said. “Otherwise he wouldn’t be the urbane innocent he actually is.”


“And what about this: would he be willing to get the better of the just action?”


“Not even of the just action,” he said.


“And does he claim he deserves to get the better of the unjust man, and believe it to be just, or would he not believe it to be so?”


“He’d believe it to be just,” he said, “and he’d claim he deserves to get the better, but he wouldn’t be able to.”


“That,” I said, “is not what I am asking, but whether the just man wants, and claims he deserves, to get the better of the unjust and not of the just man?”    c


“He does,” he said.


“And what about the unjust man? Does he claim he deserves to get the better of the just man and the just action?”


“How could it be otherwise,” he said, “since he claims he deserves to get the better of everyone?”


“Then will the unjust man also get the better of the unjust human being and action, and will he struggle to take most of all for himself?”


“That’s it.”


“Let us say it, then, as follows,” I said, “the just man does not get the better of what is like but of what is unlike, while the unjust man gets the better of like and unlike?”


“What you said is very good,” he said.


“And,” I said, “is the unjust man both prudent and good, while the just man is neither?”


“That’s good too,” he said.


“Then,” I said, “is the unjust man also like the prudent and the good, while the just man is not like them?”


“How,” he said, “could he not be like such men, since he is such as they, while the other is not like them.”    d


“Fine. Then is each of them such as those to whom he is like?”


“What else could they be?” he said.


“All right, Thrasymachus. Do you say that one man is musical and that another is unmusical?”    e


“I do.”


“Which is prudent and which thoughtless?”


“Surely the musical man is prudent and the unmusical man thoughtless.”


“Then, in the things in which he is prudent, is he also good, and in those in which he is thoughtless, bad?”


“Yes.”


“And what about a medical man? Is it not the same with him?”    350 a


“It is the same.”


“Then, you best of men, is any musical man who is tuning a lyre in your opinion willing to get the better of another musical man in tightening and relaxing the strings, or does he claim he deserves more?”


“Not in my opinion.”


“But the better of the unmusical man?”


“Necessarily,” he said.


“And what about a medical man? On questions of food and drink, would he want to get the better of a medical man or a medical action?”


“Surely not.”


“But the better of what is not medical?”


“Yes.”


“Now, for every kind of knowledge and lack of knowledge, see if in your opinion any man at all who knows chooses voluntarily to say or do more than another man who knows, and not the same as the man who is like himself in the same action.”


“Perhaps,” he said, “it is necessarily so.”    b


“And what about the ignorant man? Would he not get the better of both the man who knows and the man who does not?”


“Perhaps.”


“The man who knows is wise?”


“I say so.”


“And the wise man is good?”


“I say so.”


“Then the man who is both good and wise will not want to get the better of the like, but of the unlike and opposite?”


“It seems so,” he said.


“But the bad and unlearned will want to get the better of both the like and the opposite?”


“It looks like it.”


“Then, Thrasymachus,” I said, “does our unjust man get the better of both like and unlike? Weren’t you saying that?”


“I was,” he said.


“And the just man will not get the better of like but of unlike?”


“Yes.”


“Then,” I said, “the just man is like the wise and good, but the unjust man like the bad and unlearned.”


“I’m afraid so.”


“But we were also agreed that each is such as the one he is like.”


“We were.”


“Then the just man has revealed himself to us as good and wise, and the unjust man unlearned and bad.”


Now, Thrasymachus did not agree to all of this so easily as I tell it now, but he dragged his feet and resisted, and he produced a wonderful quantity of sweat, for it was summer. And then I saw what I had not yet seen before—Thrasymachus blushing. At all events, when we had come to complete agreement about justice being virtue and wisdom, and injustice both vice and lack of learning, I said, “All right, let that be settled for us; but we did say that injustice is mighty as well. Or don’t you remember, Thrasymachus?”    d


“I remember,” he said. “But even what you’re saying now doesn’t satisfy me, and I have something to say about it. But if I should speak, I know well that you would say that I am making a public harangue. So then, either let me say as much as I want; or, if you want to keep on questioning, go ahead and question, and, just as with old wives who tell tales, I shall say to you, ‘All right,’ and I shall nod and shake my head.”    e


“Not, in any case, contrary to your own opinion,” I said.


“To satisfy you,” he said, “since you won’t let me speak. What else do you want?”


“Nothing, by Zeus,” I said, “but if that’s what you are going to do, go ahead and do it. And I’ll ask questions.”


“Then ask.”


“I ask what I asked a moment ago so that we can in an orderly fashion make a thorough consideration of the argument about the character of justice as compared to injustice. Surely it was said that injustice is more powerful and mightier than justice. But now,” I said, “if justice is indeed both wisdom and virtue, I believe it will easily come to light that it is also mightier than injustice, since injustice is lack of learning—no one could still be ignorant of that. But, Thrasymachus, I do not desire it to be so simply considered, but in this way: would you say that a city is unjust that tries to enslave other cities unjustly, and has reduced them to slavery, and keeps many enslaved to itself?”    351 a    b


“Of course,” he said. “And it’s this the best city will most do, the one that is most perfectly unjust.”


“I understand,” I said, “that this argument was yours, but I am considering this aspect of it: will the city that becomes stronger than another have this power without justice, or is it necessary for it to have this power with justice?”


“If,” he said, “it’s as you said a moment ago, that justice is wisdom—with justice. But if it’s as I said—with injustice.”    c


“I am full of wonder, Thrasymachus,” I said, “because you not only nod and shake your head, but also give very fine answers.”


“It’s because I am gratifying you,” he said.


“It’s good of you to do so. But gratify me this much more and tell me: do you believe that either a city, or an army, or pirates, or robbers, or any other tribe which has some common unjust enterprise would be able to accomplish anything, if its members acted unjustly to one another?”


“Surely not,” he said.    d


“And what if they didn’t act unjustly? Wouldn’t they be more able to accomplish something?”


“Certainly,” he said.


“For surely, Thrasymachus, it’s injustice that produces factions, hatreds, and quarrels among themselves, and justice that produces unanimity and friendship. Isn’t it so?”


“Let it be so, so as not to differ with you.”


“And it’s good of you to do so, you best of men. Now tell me this: if it’s the work of injustice, wherever it is, to implant hatred, then, when injustice comes into being, both among free men and slaves, will it not also cause them to hate one another and to form factions, and to be unable to accomplish anything in common with one another?”    e


“Certainly.”


“And what about when injustice comes into being between two? Will they not differ and hate and be enemies to each other and to just men?”


“They will,” he said.


“And if, then, injustice should come into being within one man, you surprising fellow, will it lose its power or will it remain undiminished?”


“Let it remain undiminished,” he said.


“Then does it come to light as possessing a power such that, wherever it comes into being, be it in a city, a clan, an army, or whatever else, it first of all makes that thing unable to accomplish anything together with itself due to faction and difference, and then it makes that thing an enemy both to itself and to everything opposite and to the just? Isn’t it so?”    352 a


“Certainly.”


“And then when it is in one man, I suppose it will do the same thing which it naturally accomplishes. First it will make him unable to act, because he is at faction and is not of one mind with himself, and, second, an enemy both to himself and to just men, won’t it?”


“Yes.”


“And the gods, too, my friend, are just?”


“Let it be,” he said.    b


“Then the unjust man will also be an enemy to the gods, Thrasymachus, and the just man a friend.”


“Feast yourself boldly on the argument,” he said, “for I won’t oppose you, so as not to irritate these men here.”


“Come, then,” I said, “fill out the rest of the banquet for me by answering just as you have been doing. I understand that the just come to light as wiser and better and more able to accomplish something, while the unjust can’t accomplish anything with one another—for we don’t speak the complete truth about those men who we say vigorously accomplished some common object with one another although they were unjust; they could never have restrained themselves with one another if they were completely unjust, but it is plain that there was a certain justice in them which caused them at least not to do injustice to one another at the same time that they were seeking to do it to others; and as a result of this they accomplished what they accomplished, and they pursued unjust deeds when they were only half bad from injustice, since the wholly bad and perfectly unjust are also perfectly unable to accomplish anything—I say that I understand that these things are so and not as you set them down at first. But whether the just also live better than the unjust and are happier, which is what we afterwards proposed for consideration, must be considered. And now, in my opinion, they do also look as though they are, on the basis of what we have said. Nevertheless, this must still be considered better: for the argument is not about just any question, but about the way one should live.”    c    d


“Well, go ahead and consider,” he said.


“I shall,” I said. “Tell me, in your opinion is there some work that belongs to a horse?”


“Yes.”    e


“Would you take the work of a horse or of anything else whatsoever to be that which one can do only with it, or best with it?”


“I don’t understand,” he said.


“Look at it this way: is there anything with which you could see other than eyes?”


“Surely not.”


“And what about this? Could you hear with anything other than ears?”


“By no means.”


“Then wouldn’t we justly assert that this is the work of each?”


“Certainly.”


“And what about this: you could cut a slip from a vine with a dagger or a leather-cutter or many other things?”    353 a


“Of course.”


“But I suppose you could not do as fine a job with anything other than a pruning knife made for this purpose.”


“True.”


“Then shall we take this to be its work?”


“We shall indeed.”


“Now I suppose you can understand better what I was asking a moment ago when I wanted to know whether the work of each thing is what it alone can do, or can do more finely than other things.”


“Yes, I do understand,” he said, “and this is, in my opinion, the work of each thing.”    b


“All right,” I said, “does there seem to you also to be a virtue for each thing to which some work is assigned? Let’s return again to the same examples. We say that eyes have some work?”


“They do.”


“Is there then a virtue of eyes, too?”


“A virtue, too.”


“And what about ears? Wasn’t it agreed that they have some work?”


“Yes.”


“And do they have a virtue, too?”


“Yes, they do.”


“And what about all other things? Aren’t they the same?”


“They are.”


“Stop for a moment. Could eyes ever do a fine job of their work if they did not have their proper virtue but, instead of the virtue, vice?”    c


“How could they?” he said. “For you probably mean blindness instead of sight.”


“Whatever their virtue may be,” I said. “For I’m not yet asking that, but whether their work, the things to be done by them, will be done well with their proper virtue, and badly with vice.”


“What you say is true,” he said.


“Will ears, too, do their work badly when deprived of their virtue?”


“Certainly.”    d


“Then, shall we include everything else in the same argument?”


“In my opinion, at least.”


“Come, let’s consider this now: is there some work of a soul that you couldn’t ever accomplish with any other thing that is? For example, managing, ruling, and deliberating, and all such things—could we justly attribute them to anything other than a soul and assert that they are peculiar to it?”


“To nothing else.”


“And, further, what about living? Shall we not say that it is the work of a soul?”


“Most of all,” he said.


“Then, do we say that there is also some virtue of a soul?”


“We do.”


“Then, Thrasymachus, will a soul ever accomplish its work well if deprived of its virtue, or is that impossible?”    e


“Impossible.”


“Then a bad soul necessarily rules and manages badly while a good one does all these things well.”


“Necessarily.”


“Didn’t we agree that justice is virtue of soul, and injustice, vice?”


“We did so agree.”


“Then the just soul and the just man will have a good life, and the unjust man a bad one.”


“It looks like it,” he said, “according to your argument.”


“And the man who lives well is blessed and happy, and the man who does not is the opposite.”    354 a


“Of course.”


“Then the just man is happy and the unjust man wretched.”


“Let it be so,” he said.


“But it is not profitable to be wretched; rather it is profitable to be happy.”


“Of course.”


“Then, my blessed Thrasymachus, injustice is never more profitable than justice.”


“Let that,” he said, “be the fill of your banquet at the festival of Bendis,45 Socrates.”


“I owe it to you, Thrasymachus,” I said, “since you have grown gentle and have left off being hard on me. However, I have not had a fine banquet, but it’s my own fault, not yours. For in my opinion, I am just like the gluttons who grab at whatever is set before them to get a taste of it, before they have in proper measure enjoyed what went before. Before finding out what we were considering at first—what the just is—I let go of that and pursued the consideration of whether it is vice and lack of learning, or wisdom and virtue. And later, when in its turn an argument that injustice is more profitable than justice fell in my way, I could not restrain myself from leaving the other one and going after this one, so that now as a result of the discussion I know nothing. So long as I do not know what the just is, I shall hardly know whether it is a virtue or not and whether the one who has it is unhappy or happy.”    b    c
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