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Preface 

Although the four essays iu this volume were conceived and generated 
on separate occasions, they form, I think, a true collection, and not only 
by virtue of their common theme, Plato's Republic. 

First, all four authors are "historically" indebted to the speeches (spoken 
or wntten) and to the silences of Jacob Klein. The first two writers were 
his colleagues, while the third and the fourth were students at St.John's 
College during four of the more than forty years Jacob Klein taught there. 
The ec·;ays gathered together in this book, however, are not static testimonies 
to his ·'influence," but are intended as lively episodes in the continuing, 
even L nremitting, course of serious reading and education he practiced, 
often •n the most playful manner. (The colloquial expression "former 
teachcc·" is here, if anywhere, an oxymoron.) 

T\.,: Platonic dialogues were his exemplars of that uncanny kinship bet
ween nlay and seriousness to which Plato, or a soul-mate, refers in the Sixth 
Letter (kai tei tes spoudes adelphei paidiai- 323d). Imitating, or comment
ing OL. these exemplars, he brought to the awareness of the authors of 
these .essays the status of the dialogues as "ethological mimes." Interroga
tion o ,· the souls and opinions of the interlocutors, with, on a very few 
occas: ms, a display of the abrupt "turnabout" (periagoge) in which, ac
cording to Socrates (Rep. VII, 518d), the beginnings of education consist, 
takes orecedence over any of the putative theses, theories, or systems to 
which Platonic thinking was reduced or calcified, as early as Aristotle's 
On the Ideas (Peri !dean) and as recently as Hegel and Heidegger. 

Noteworthy is the way the comic poets of Plato's age (e.g., Theopom
pus, Amphis, Aristophon) and their Athenian audiences seem to have been 
quite amused by such reductions or by their ascription, in all seriousness, 
to Plato; compare, too, the newly discovered papyrus-fragment in which 
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the dramatic, or miming genre of the dialogues is discussed ( =P. Oxy, 3219). 
An exotic modern variant, or obversion, of the same thoughts may be found 
in Nietzsche's Twilight of the Idols (par. 5): "Socrates was the buffoon who 
got himself taken seriously: What really happened there?" 

Klein's own account of these "ethological mimes"· is familiar from the 
Introductory Remarks to his book A Commentary on Plato's Meno (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1965); his renditions ofthe various 
modes of Socratic interrogation and its dramatization by Plato are available 
in his lectures on the Phaedo, the Ion, and the Philebus (Essays and Lec
tures, ed. E. Zuckerman and R. Williamson [Annapolis: The St. John's 
College Press, 1985]), as well as in his last book Plato's 'Ii'ilogy (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1977). Accordingly a very few comments 
should be sufficient here. (For further reflections on some differences bet
ween Klein's approach to Plato and now traditional or institutional 
fashions, see the review of Plato's Trilogy in Nous 13 [1979], pp. 106-12.) 

Emphasis on the dialogues as "ethological mimes," on their dramatic, 
sly, convoluted ironies, is not at odds with the presence in those same 
dialogues of Platonic "teachings," those teachings with which Klein was 
equally preoccupied, especially in his first. book Greek Mathematical 
Thought and the Origin of Algebra (trans. E. Brann [Cambridge, Mass.: 
M.I.T. Press, 1968]; German original, 1934-1936). The link between that 
emphasis and this preoccupation may be stated in the following, 
unavoidably truncated, way: that to take the due measure of Socratic in
terrogations one must reflect deeply on the sources of their governing begin, 
nings or archai. Reflection of this sort leads, in turn, to consideration of 
the most plausible source of those sources (esp. Aristotle, Metaph. A6, 
988a7-14). 

Mathematics, especially arithmetic, carries a heavy weight in the bulk 
of ancient testimonia concerning the outcome of Plato's reflections on the 
governing beginnings and their own sources. Three speculations- not 
necessarily shared in full by Klein or by all four authors in this volume
suggest themselves: 

(!) If mathematics does play this conspicuous role in Platonic reflec
tion, this is due not to its being a precise technique of problem-solving 
or a formal deductive system, but to the way its elements and their con
nections come home to us as truly ta mathemata, the items we can suc
ceed in understanding by questioning and learning. 

· (2) When it is a question of the very first among these first beginnings 
or archai, understanding and discursive articulation (dianoia) part com
pany. Reports of Plato's "mathematical" speculations on The One, The 
Unlimited Dyad, etc., refer to his "unwritten opinions" (agrapha dogmata); 
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rivers of ink have subsequently flowed over these reports. Secretiveness or 
esotericism, however, seems less the point than the acknowledgment that 
what makes learning always possible is not open to discursive articulation 
(either in speech or in writing). Paradoxically, perhaps, the underpinnings 
of intelligibility are not themselves intelligible, at least not in any accus
tomed fashion. When Plato, in the Seventh Letter, speaks of "the weakness 
of the logos" (to asthenes tou logou), this is not an index of human finitude 
or of the critical limits of reason, but an indication that logos, a collected 
tally of the beings that belong together in discourse and learning, cannot 
offer a similar reckoning of its own ultimate archai. These make their ap
pearance, if at all, in the interstices of discourse, and with the suddenness 
characteristic of recognition as well as of eros (cf. Symp. 2!0e). 

(3) Because speculation on the "mathematical" constitution of the 
governing beginnings remains tied to concern for the human enterprise 
of learning (and of failing to learn), Plato's putative "unwritten opinions" 
cannot be divorced from his crafting of psychic characters in words, his 
ethopoiia, as the Ancients called it. Ethopoiia, mathematics, and what was 
later named "ontology" meet at the point of optimum responsiveness to 
the testing demands of Socratic questioning. Souls are all together better 
off by virtue of this responsiveness. Hence one version of the probably 
legendary inscription over the entrance to the Academy explains "'Let no 
one who is not a geometer enter here.' That is, let no one who is unjust 
come in here, for geometry is equality and the just" (Cf. Johannes Tzetzes, 
Chiliades, VIII, 974-77 [ed. Kiessling]). 

The three points just made can also be put somewhat differently. Ac
cording to an anonymous follower of the neoplatonic school (ca. 6th C. 
E.), each Platonic dialogue "is a cosmos," composed of elements at first 
hearing motley (poikilos), but finally arrayed decorously with one another 
(Anonymous Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy 16.1-40 [ed. Westerink]). 
In the light provided by Klein's own readings we might be tempted to discern 
three dimensions of a dialogue such as The Republic, three measures of 
responsiveness through which that written artifact is given amplitude and 
audibility: 

(a) The seeming impromptus of Socrates, the two strangers, and 
the other interlocutors, given voice by Plato's ethopoietic art (the dialogue 
as eiki5n); 

(b) Plato's formal orchestration of these voices, always modulated 
to suit the disparate perspectives of his listeners and readers (the dialogue 
as phantasma); 

(c) The dialogue of the soul with, and within, itself (Soph. 263e), 
provoked by Plato's two-fold art (the dialogue as psychagi5gia or maieusis). 
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The Platonic dialogue as a "cosmos" takes its proportions from the 
interplay of these three dimensions. In sometimes very different ways the 
authors of the following essays try to do justice to that interplay and thus 
to both versions of Jacob J(lein's teaching. 

Eva Brann's "The Music of Plato's Republic" first appeared as a special 
supplement to The Collegian (March 1966) before being published in the 
inaugural issue of AGON. Journal of Classical Studies (April, 1967). In 
it the animated structure of so-called "ring-composition" in early Greek 
poetry, or in the design of "geometric" vases, is displayed as the shaping 
force of The Republic as well. By exposing the plot of the dialogue she 
renews the truth of Aristotle's claim in the Poetics: "The governing princi
ple and, so to say, the soul of the tragic play is the tale it tells (muthos)" 
(1450a39). So, among many other things, she shows how the dyad of des
cent and ascent, far from being merely part of the spectacle (apsis) of the 
dialogue, is consubstantial with its primary philosophical themes. It might 
be worth recalling that, according to tradition, when the young Plato 
mounted the dais to defend the accused Socrates, the dicasts shouted him 
down (Kataba, kataba: D. L. 11.41). The Republic, on Brann's reading, is 
Plato's Anabasis. 

Robert B. Williamson's "Eidos and Agathon in Plato's Republic" was 
originally published in Essays in Honor of Jacob Klein (Annapolis, 1976). 
In it he moves to the center of the questions elicited by Socrates' talk of 
"forms" (eide/ideaz) and of their interconnection under the yoke of The 
Good. This movement is promoted by Williamson's thesis that, long before 
Socrates introduces "the look of The Good" in Book VI, the divergent opin
ions about justice expressed in Book I presuppose that one could provide 
a set of criteria for being just or doing justly that are "free of all opposi
tion" to one another. The intelligibility of an eidos is, under this aspect, 
its capacity to satisfy many, even disparate, criteria (for being just, for be
ing large, etc.), without contradiction. The Good, eluding express accounts 
of "What it is," poses multiple quandaries concerning the interrelatedness 
of the eide with one another and with their images. Why, in other words, 
is there apparently a Whole? 

Versions of the third essay, "What is The Good of Plato's Republic?" 
were delivered as lectures at Trinity College (Hartford), Haverford Col
lege, The Johns Hopkins University, and St. John's College (Annapolis, 
November, 1984). Its epideictic form and length have been kept; as a result 
arguments are compressed into proposals and the requisite scholarly 
references are largely absent. As the chronological and substantive sequel 
to the essays by Brann and Williamson, my piece takes for granted much 
of what they have already argued. I attempt to find a mean between 
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Socrates' elliptical and his ''daemonically hyperbolic" (Rep. VI, 509c) 
statements about The Good. In particular, I undertake to show that 
Socrates' management of the conversation from the beginning of The 
Republic furnishes clues to some of the characteristics claimed for The 
Good. The roots sustaining his persuasive practice may be sought in the 
reflections awakened by those claims. Somewhat along the lines of William
son's (more guarded) description, I suggest that The Good is the omnium 
gatherum. 

The fourth essay, John White's on "Imitation," was originally presented 
as a lecture at St. John's College, Santa Fe, in the Spring of 1987; it has 
been modified for publication in this format. In it he studies perhaps the 
central paradox of The Republic, one not fully reckoned with in the 
preceding essays: A dialogue in which Socrates offers fundamental and 
austere arguments against mimesis and mimetic poetry is itself a work of 
motley poetry. Does the dialogue's own poetic nature "cancel much that 
was said in the first nine books?" 

White pursues this question by investigating Socrates' most noble op
ponent, Homer, especially the Homer of The Iliad. On his reading, The 
Republic, like The Iliad, is the forging of a shield; Socrates is a new and 
very different kind of Hephaistos. As he suggests at the end of his essay, 
The Republic tries to hold together thumos and mind, poetry and 
philosophy, the desire for greatness and the desire for truth. 

There are, then, many overlappings, even repetitions, to be found in 
these studies. Neither historical sequence nor allegiance to Jacob Klein can 
fully explain these phenomena. The Republic is a speech about communities 
whose very being is in speech. Perhaps, as Eva Brann suggests, the com
munity formed by Socrates, Thrasymachus, Glaucon, Adeimantus, and the 
others is Plato's written emblem of what the best communities might look 
and sound like. In The Statesman Plato has the Eleatic Stranger say: "Th 
be sure, when human beings do things in common it is a pleasure for them 
to think similarly" (homonoein; Politicus 260b ). Or, in the Pythagorean 
aphorism closing the Phaedfus, "The things of friends are common." 

David Lachterman 



The Music of the Republic 
Eva T. H. Brann 

SURVEY OF ARGUMENTS 

I. Mythos 

PAGE 
A. The Republic is composed of concentric rings encompassing 

a center. 7 
8. The outer ring represents Socrates' descent into the house of 

Pluto-Cephalus. 8 
1. The oath "By the Dog'' is an appeal to Hermes the Con-

ductor of Souls. ' 8 

2. Socrates assumes the role of Heracles, founder of cities. 9 
3. His longest labor is the bringing up of the triple monster 

Cerberus- the soul. 11 
4. His greatest labor is the release of a new Theseus. 11 

II. Logos 

A. The second ring represents the founding and degeneration of 
cities "in speech" (Books III, IV and VIII, IX). 12 
1. Four cities are founded: the city of demiurges or craftsmen, 

of warriors, of guardians, and of philosophers. 12 
2. To these correspond four degenerate forms. 12 

B. These cities are "in speech" only, since they can be neither 
generated nor regenerated. 13 
1. The Phoenician tale implies that men can be mined as a 

public treasure. 13 
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2. The just city founders on the un-naturalness of human 
nature and on the "founding paradox." 15 

3. The degenerate cities themselves are actual, but the argu-
ment about them is "detached." 17 

In Polemarchus's house justice, defined as "doing one's own 
business," is the craftsmen's specific virtue. 17 
I. The "demiurge'' is opposed to the "panurge" in all his forms. 17 
2. The inner justice of the philosopher converts this defini-

tion into "knowing one's own soul." 20 
3. For the philosopher the argument that justice is profitable 

fails. 20 

III. Ergon 

In the center of the Republic Socrates founds the philosopher's 
city "in deed" (Books V-VII). 21 
I. A public vote forces Socrates to propose his communal 

design. 21 
2. Other works corroborate the assertion that the philosopher 

city is not identical with the guardian city. 22 
3. Socrates' city in the Timaeus is not that of the Republic. 23 
Th ; paradoxical condition for bringing about the city is that 
its founder must already live within it. 24 
I. Socrates lives so as to fulfill this condition. 24 
2. Glaucon has the qualifications of a young ruler. 25 
3. The bodily community of the guardian city is replaced by 

a dialogic community. 26 
Democracy, the exact inverse of the just constitution, perversely 
proves to be the soil for the just city. 27 

I The just city can be brought to life by providing a fitting 
macrocosm, as in the Timaeus. 29 
I. Temperance replaces justice in this city. 29 
2. Antiquity in the Timaeus represents spurious actuality. 30 
3. The city of the Laws is non-Socratic. 30 

IV. Music 

A Glaucon's education in Books V-VII is Socratic music. 32 
I. The guardians' training is accomplished by purged trad-

.itional 'music (Books II and X). 32 
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a. Socrates corrects the myths of gods and Hades but 
postpones the correction of the myths of man. 32 

b. The Republic itself exactly obeys the stylistic require-
ments of "purged music." 33 

c. This music is explicity excluded from the plan of the 
philosophers' education. 34 

2. Socrates' new music is "philosophical music." 34 
a. Socrates has spent his life making music. 34 
b. Socratic mimeseis of truth are images rather than myths. 34 
c. Such images are sketched in the soul by long reflection. 35 
d. Socratic images induce a logos, while myths are preceded 
~= 35 

e. Socrates fulfills his own requirement that all poets make 
an "image of the Good." 36 

f. Socrates corrects the Promethean Myth of Man in the 
"cave image." 36 

g. These two images respectively represent the One and the 
Indefinite Dyad of Plato's "Unwritten Teachings." 36 

3. His plan for the philosophical education is presented 
musically as the "prelude" of mathematics and the "hymn" 
of dialectic. 37 

4. The central dialogue is a symmetric texture of images and 
their explications and correlations. 38 

B. The discovery of opinion (doxa) is Glaucon's introduction to 
philosophy. '38 
I. The outer dialogue requires the "helmet of Hades," which 

obviates reputation or "good opinion" (Books II and X), 
but the central conversation is governed by "true opinion." 38 

2. Summary of 474-480 (Book V). As "becoming" is between 
being and non-being, so "opinion" is between ignorance and 
knowing. 39 

3. "Opinion" correspond.s to "spirit," the mean between 
"reasoning" (logistikon) and "desire" in the tripartite soul. 40 

4. The /ogistikon, properly called the "calculating power," is 
a lesser faculty than "knowledge." 41 

5. After the new division of the soul as an "instrument of 
learning" the terms of the "lower" tripartite soul designate 
desires. 42 

6. The finer division of the soul by the device of finding "the 
middle" is the dialogue's main pre-dialectical exercise. 43 

C. The orator Socrates is elected to defend philosophy before the 
democracy (487-505, Book VI). · 44 
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I. Adehuantus is the expert on corruption. 44 
2. Socrates, by his images, persuades the many to accept 

philosophers as kings. 44 
3. He refuses Adeimantus access to the "highest study," the 

Good. 46 
D. Socrates tells Glaucon of the Good in a "true image," the "sun 

image." 46 
I. Summary and tables of 506-511 (Book VI). The sun image 

is explicated by the Divided Line. 46 
2. This image requires Glaucon to exercise the two lower, "dox-

astic," powers of the soul. 48 
a. The lower of these, likeness-making and recognizing 

(eikasia), known to Glaucon as a game, is Socrates' chief 
instrument in this context. The image itself forces 
Glaucon to recognize the visible world as a mere image 
or likeness. 48 

b. His trust (pistis) in the visible world is shaken and a 
belief in the rule of the Good is substituted. 50 

c. Socrates' non-dialectical or "doxastic" presentation of 
the Good serves both to avoid misunderstanding and to 
instill a kind of artificial recollection in Glaucon. 50 

3. The Divided Line, a figure for knowledge, provides train-
ing for Glaucon's power of "thinking." 51 
a. Dianoia, "thinking things through," involves a higher 

eikasia in two ways: Natural objects are here regarded 
as images; and analogies are to be made by recognizing 
likenesses. 51 

b. The mathematical faculty characteristic of Glaucon, the 
dianoia, is discovered by him as a "mean." 53 

c. Socrates particularly invites Glaucon to a dialogue on 
number; this passage is the only approach to dialectic 
in the Republic. 53 

d. Dialegesthai has three meanings: conversation among 
the many, dialogue between a knower and a learner, and 
dialectic, the movement of the soul within itself. 54 

4. The mathematical model of proportion (analogia) is fully 
exploited. 56 
a. The Good is not a "study" in the usual sense. 56 
b. The absence of the dialectical accounts (log01) of being 

is expressed by the absence of definite ratios (logo!) be-
tween the line segments. 56 



BRANN 5 

c. The "embodied soul" has solidity; the "knowing soul" 
is "non-dimensional." 57 

d. Socrates forms four proportions from the Divided Line, 
showing Glaucon how sameness of relation runs through 
the whole before he knows the parts themselves. 58 

e. This induces Glaucon to trust the bond of similarity 
(homoiotes) required for dianoetic ascent, which is by ' 

likenesses. 61 t 
f. The Good, by exercising a downward eikasia and liken-

ing things to itself, makes the ascent possible. 62 
g. The mimetic arts are condemned for usurping the power 

of the Good (Book X). 62 
5. The image of the Good implicitly introduces Glaucon to 

the fundamental problems of dialectic. 63 
a. The Good has three capacities: as progenitor it fathers 

the sun; it is the responsible cause (aitia) of knowing; 
it is the ruling source (arche) of being. These are 
presented in reverse order of "political" importance. 63 

b. A diagram shows how being is articulated doubly by the 
Good, and particularly why becoming is doubly ap-
prehended, namely in sense perception and opinion. 64 

c. The Good is not a differentiating but a binding source, 
complemented, the image implies, by a secondary 
"dyadic" source. 65 

d. "Likeness," which fails to account for "participation" 
within the realm of being, takes the place of "otherness" 
beyond being. It is that "bond" by which the whole 
becomes one, the bond which the three-term proportion 
of the Divided Line expresses. 67 

e. In the dialectic progress from "what each is" to "what 
the Good is," the latter is revealed as the order (taxis) 
of the "whole," and thus as the pattern of all political 
community. 69 

f. The One is treated explicity in no Platonic dialogue, least 
of all in the Parmenides. 70 

g. The Myth of Er contains the mythical counterpart of 
the sun image - a model of the world within the world. 71 

E. Socrates tells Glaucon of evil in a second "true image," the 
"cave image." 72 
I. Summary and table of 514-517 (Book VIII). The cave is 

to the upper world as the place of visibility is to the place 
of thought. 72 
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2. While in the sun image the places prepared by the Good 
for the soul are shown, the cave image shows the actual 
dwelling of men; thus the cave image explicity includes ig
norance and even deceit. Ignorance, however, corresponds 
to non-being. 73 

3. Therefore a different correlation of the images is implicit: 74 

being 
becoming 
non-being : 

sun image 
intellectual realm 

sensible realm 

cave image 

underground realm 

4. Non-being is the mother corresponding to the Good as 
father. 75 
a. Politics as the dissembling art of managing human 

stupidity has a special place in the cave image. 75 
b. The cave as a womb is a figure for non-being, to which 

is opposed the realm of being under the sun; between 
them lies the road along which "coming into being" takes 
place. 76 

c. Socrates identifies the cave as the mortal Hades, the 
"sightless place." The backward position of the prisoners 
signifies human perversion, which is corrected by the 
Socratic "conversion." 76 

d. Socrates alludes to Pythagoras's descent into Hades; in 
fact the dialogue itself has the form of a Pythagorean 
"recollection exercise." 77 

F. Socrates recites the "hymn of dialectic" for Glaucon. 78 
1. The ascent from the cave represents the road of learning, 

which has three parts: 78 
a. "Conversion" is not within the formal plan because it 

is, in effect, now being accomplished. 
b. The "haul upwards" is effected by Socratic mathematics, 

pursued not for its own sake or as giving the order of 
being, but as "inverse" dialectic. It consists of the 
analytical solution of such problems as the construction 
of a hypothetical cosmos according to a purified 
Pythagorean mathematical order. Its analytic approach 
permits a constant return to its own hypotheses, which 
reflect the requirements of the logos. 79 

c. "Dialectic" itself is withheld from Glaucon as accessible 
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only by the long path of study; instead its praises are 
sung in a "hymn." 91 

d. Having heard the plan, Glaucon, as an initiate of the 
mysteries of learning, becomes a fellow law-giver. 91 

2. The ages for study and practice are set out as in a formal 
curriculum. 92 
a. The education of the rulers always leads out of the city, 

which contains nothing "fair" for them; in it geometry 
is substituted for eros. 92 

b. Because of the hypothetical character of "patterns," the 
rulers in the Constitution do not study constitutions, but 
learn to rule "in the light of the whole." 94 

c. Socrates introduces the dead philosophers as "new 
divinities." 95 

d. Socrates has brought up his Theseus from Hades. 95 

• * * 

I. MYTHOS 

A. 

" Socrates begins most of his investigations not at the center but 
at the periphery .... " 

At the center of Plato's second longest dialogue, the Constitution 
(Politeia), usually called the Republic, there is an ergon, a deed or ac
complishment. In order to find this center it is necessary to establish the 
periphery. The Republic is composed on the plan of concentric rings; the 
themes on the diameter reappear in reverse order as if they were reflected 
through a central axis. The outermost periphery is a setting of myth. A 
broad inner ring consists of the construction and destruction of the suc
cessive forms of a pattern city in "speech," logos. The themes of this ring, 
for instance the attack on the poets, are also symmetrical with respect to 
the center. This center itself, clearly defined as such by the plan of the 
dialogue, presents the actual founding of a city in "deed," ergon. The 
Republic, as will be shown, exemplifies the insight quoted above, which 
Si2Sren Kierkegaard expressed in his dissertation The Concept of Irony, With 
Constant Reference to Socrates (London 1966, p. 70). · 
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B. 
I. Anyone who has used an annotated edition of the Republic' will 

have read the curious anecdote told by Diogenes Laertius and Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus about the beginning of the work. Dionysius reports that 
many stories about the care Plato took to "comb and curl" his dialogues 
were current, especially one about a tablet found at his death, which con
tained "that beginning of the Republic which goes 'I went down yesterday 
to Peiraeus with Glaucon the son of Ariston,' transposed with subtle 
variety." We may infer that some special meaning was to be conveyed by 
the beginning. Indeed, there is something curious about its style: ancient 
as well as modern Athenians·, when they visit their harbor, usually go not 
"to Peiraeus" but to the Peiraeus (e.g., Thucydides VIII, 92, 9);' this is 
Cephalus's own usage (328c6), and since he lives there he ought to know. 
The phrase is to be heard in a special way. Now it happens that the Athe
nians did hear a certain meaning in this name- it meant the "beyond-land," 
he Peraia, the land beyond the river that was once thought to have separated 
the Peiraic peninsula from Attica.' Therefore let us try reading: "!descended 
yesterday to the land beyond the river, together with Glaucon, the son of 
Ariston ... "; "in order to· offer my devotions," he goes on, "to the god-
dess ..... " The goddess, we learn at the end of the first book (354all), 
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is Ben dis, a Thracian stranger identified with Hecate, 4 the guardian deity 
of the underworld. Socrates is on his way back up to town when Polemar
chus with his companions detains him and presses him to come to his house, 
where they find Cephalus, Polemarchus's rich old father, sitting in state. 
He is on that "threshold [to Hades] which is old age" (328e6).' As he himself 
explains, he scarcely has a body anymore; he is, as his name signifies, a 
mere "head"-as Socrates slyly points out, he sits on a head-rest, a 
proskepha/aion (328c!). His riches, ploutos (331b7), Socrates suspects, are 
his great comfort. A strange light is thrown on him and his house by an 
ancient source that reports that he was over thirty years dead at the dramatic 
date of the dialogue, namely between 411 and 405 B.C.; his son himself 
has only a few more years to live before his death at the hands of the Thirty 
Tyrants.' We are in the city of shades, in the house of Pluto. 

Socrates takes occasion to refer to this situation throughout the 
dialogue, for instance when he declares to Thrasymachus and the others 
who are there, in solemnly ambiguous language, that he will not cease his 
efforts until he has prepared them "against that other life when, born again, 
they may happen to hold such discourse" (498d3-4). And the very figure 
for the young guardians of the city which he builds for his audience is 
a reminder of the setting: they are to be like watchdogs, who, as true lovers 
of wisdom, determine their friends and their enemies by the test of their 
knowledge or ignorance of them- they know the art of loyalty. The perverse 
pattern of such dogs is Hesiod's hound of Hades, who possesses the "evil 
art" (Theogony 770) of fawning on strangers and devouring those at home 
in Hades who try to escape. The guardians are tamed and converted hounds 
of hell. 

2. What is Socrates' business down there? To detect the myth that pro
vides the venerable setting for Socrates' descent it is necessary to go rather 
far afield for a moment. 

On certain occasions Socrates uses an oath that was evidently considered 
in antiquity to be his very own: ''By the dog!"- and in the Gorgias (482b5) 
more explicitly: "By the dog, the Egyptian god!"' Socrates uses the oath 
twice in the Republic and, as elsewhere, in passages concerned with the 
philosopher's part both in human speech and in politics (399e5, 592a7; 
cf. Cratylus 4llb3). Who is the Egyptian dog-god on whom Socrates calls? 
Plutarch (On Isis and Osiris 368e-f) describes him in this way: He is born 
of an underworld mother but nursed by a heavenly goddess and thus 
belongs to both these realms; he can see his way both by light and by dark 
and therefore has the office of mediating between the upper and the lower 
world. His Egyptian name is Anubis, but to the Greeks he is Hermes, the 
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Interpreter, the ''psychagogue" (cf. Phaedrus 27Ic!O) who conducts the souls 
of the dead and guides those who must descend into Hades while yet alive 
(cf. Diogenes Laertius VIII, 31). He is also the bringer of political wisdom 
to men (Protagoras 322c2). In particular, Hermes is known as the guide 
of the hero Heracles in his famous descent into Hades (Odyssey XI, 626), 
and he is often so represented on vases. 

Heracles himself is a most versatile hero.' He is the chief founder of 
cities-witness the many cities called Heracleia. He is the great civilizer, 
"using music" (Plutarch, On Music XL, 4), at which he is proficient, in 
this task. He is the guardian of boys' education, the guardian of the 
palaestra, and the boys devote their hair to him. He teaches men letters; 
Plutarch jokingly calls him "most dialectical" (TheE at Delphi 387d). He 
is a partisan of virtue, having, according to a story told by Socrates 
(Xenophon, Memorabilia II, i, 21; cf. Plato, Symposium 177b ), chosen to 
follow Virtue rather than Vice as a teacher because of the happiness 
(eudaimonia) she had promised. But Heracles' greatest fame derives from 
the deeds or labors imposed on him by the unjust king Eurystheus. These 
include the killing of the snake-headed Hydra and of the Nemean Lion; 
but his most awesome deed is his descent, his katabasis, into Hades. His 
task there is to bring up to the light of day the triple monster Cerberus. 
He has Hades' permission to do this, but he is instructed to persuade the 
beast and make it more gentle, not to hurt it. On his way into Hades, so 
the story goes, he at first forgets his business and allows the shades to de
tain him in conversation. Before returning, he performs an incidental labor, 
a parergon, in releasing Theseus, his emulator and the founder and lawgiver 
of Athens who had been chained down in Hades; however, he fails to free 
Theseus's companion Pirithous. While in Hades, Heracles is nearly washed 
away by the underworld river. 

This hero is, as it were, made for Socrates, and Socrates himself makes 
the comparison. In the Apology, speaking of his search for a wise man, 
he says to the court: "And by the dog, men of Athens-for I must speak 
the truth to you- ... those who had the greatest reputation seemed to 
me nearly the most deficient ... , so I must show you how I wandered 
as if performing certain labors ... " (22al). Every Athenian would of course 
recognize the allusion; most translators put it into the text. In the Cratylus 
Socrates says to Hermogenes: "You are raising a class of names not to be 
despised; however, since I have put on my lion helmet I must not be 
cowardly .... By the dog, I am having an inspiration" (4lla-b). Again, 
in an interlude in the Phaedo, Socrates explicitly consents to take the role 
of Heracles in the battle of argument, with Phaedo taking the role of Iolaus, 
Heracles' friend (89b-c). As they talk, Socrates plays with Phaedo's hair: 
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as Heracles, the hair is his due, and as Iolaus's friend, the intimacy is hls 
right. 

There are certain signs and indications that Socrates plays this same 
role in the Republic. He "descends" to the land beyond, is caught in con
versation in the house of Pluto, and, like the phantom Heracles whom 
Odysseus meets on his own visit to the shades- the true Heracles is among 
the gods- he tells down there the story of his own descent (Odyssey XI, 
601). He first fights the sophist Thrasymachus, who comes at him "like 
a beast" (336b5)' and with whom he says he would as soon quibble as "shave 
a lion" (341c1). A little before, Thrasymachus, laughing sardanion-"Iike 
one doomed," as the scholiast explains the word- had addressed him "0 
Heracles! this is that wonted dissembling of Socrates" (337a4). This is, of 
course, nothing but a popular exclamation of wonder, but it sounds almost 
like the lion's roar of recognition; by the end of the first book the lion 
is subdued. And at one point, Socrates refers to the wrong way to kill the 
Hydra, implying that he knows the better way (426e8). 

3-4. But the longest labor begins after the "prelude" (357a2) of the 
first book." In the nine books following, the running motif will be that 
old Heraclean theme, the relation of virtue to happiness, which is ever re
called, even in the midst of yet greater matters that are curtailed in its favor 
(e.g.,445a, 580b, 608c); this relation is to be examined in a man who is 
wearing the Ring of Gyge_s (359dl), and as Socrates adds, the Helmet of 
Hades too (612b5), a magic cap that deprives hlm in life of all appearance 
and reputation and puts him on a level with the bare, stripped souls in 
Hades (cf. Gorgias 523c). In the course of this argument Socrates will in
deed teach his audience letters, using the great text of the city to teach 
them the small letters of the soul (368d; cf. 402a7). He will also, as we 
shall see, found a city. By the "psychagoguery" of his rhetorical music 
(Phaedrus 261a, Aristophanes, Birds 1555") he will release his Theseus, 
blamelessly confined to Hades (39lc9). But his longest effort will drag to 
light a triple monster having, like Cerberus himself, a blush of snakes for 
its lower part (590bl). For when he has plumbed in argument the remote 
depths of the tyrant's life, Socrates recalls once more "those first words 
because of which we are here" (588b2), namely Thrasymachus's claim that 
injustice under the reputation of justice is profitable. To conclude the case 
against hlm they "model an image of the soul in words" (588bl0). It will, 
Socrates says, be a creature such as is found in ancient myth, a Chimaera 
or Scylla or a Cerberus, whose nature it is to have "many forms grown 
together into one" (588c4) under the outward guise of a man's shape. As 
soon as this soul has been hauled up and cleansed of its accretions (611), 
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"we have," Socrates says, "discharged ourselves of this argument'' (612a8). 
Heracles has delivered Hades from its monster, a deliverance that signifies 
that exposure of human nature which is the condition of its rescue. And 
he has, incidentally, brought up a young Theseus (the name connotes 
nomothesis, law-giving)- Plato's brother, Glaucon. 

Having ceased to enact a myth, Socrates closes the dialogue by telling 
one, a recollection of one of the "myths which are told about those in 
Hades." These are the very myths that keep tormenting Cephal us, because 
he is so close to these things (330d7). In it Er, the Pamphylian or "All
tribesman" (614b4), is charged by the souls to carry back to the living the 
long tale of their thousand-year journey, of the ascent or descent that is 
their reward or punishment. He actually tells only of the end of these 
journeys, since, as Socrates significantly observes to Glaucon, who has noW 
listened the better part of a day and a night, the story itself would take 
"a very long time to go through" (615a5). Socrates ends the dialogue by 
urging Glaucon to hold fast to the "upward way" (cf. 514b4), so that they 
may do well in the thousand-year journey "which we have just gone 
through" (62ld2). He must mean the ascent of the dialogue itself (e.g., 
473a5, 544b2). 

This then is the setting of the Republic: Hades with its tales and a 
deliverer willing to go down and able to come up- a most appropriate set
ting, for down there, so it is said, justice is close at hand (330d8, 614c3; 
cf. Apology 41a, Gorgias 523, Sophocles, Antigone 451). In recounting the 
discourse Socrates will then be playing that "noblest of games": telling 
myths about justice and other things" (Phaedrus 276e). 

ll. WGOS 

A. 

1-2. We come now to the arguments, the /ogoi, that form the broad 
middle ring encircling the center. Just as the question concerning the con
nection of justice to happiness is answered by bringing to light the human 
soul in its mythical shape, so the soul itself, that is, its formal "constitu
tion," is discovered by raising and taking down cities. This is done "in 
speech" (logoi) and not, to use a pervasive Greek opposition, "in deed" 
(ergoi, e.g., 382e8, 383a5, 498e4; cf. Laws 778b). Let us first follow how 
these cities are constructed in argument. 

At the beginning of the enterprise Socrates says: "Come then, let us 
make a city from the beginning in argument" (logoi, 369c9; cf. also 369a5, 
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472el, 592all). The object is to find the nature of justice by looking at 
the largest context to which it is applicable-hence the city founded in 
speech will have to be just. Socrates and his interlocutors first found a 
community of craftsmen,· workers collected to ply their own trades so as 
to supply each other's wants, making the city as a whole, as opposed to 
its citizens, self-sufficient (369b ). In this city the full political weight of 
the Greek name for craftsmen, "demiourgoi" (370d6), "public workers," 
is realized. This city is, as we shall see, the most liberal model from which 
to read off the definition of justice that runs through the Republic, but 
just as Socrates is about to articulate that definition, Glaucon stops him. 
Here, he says, we have a city of pigs (372d4). He means that the citizens' 
whole being, like that of pigs, is absorbed in consuming and providing 
for consumption-there is no place or leisure for honor and nobility (cf. 
Aristotle, Politics l291a18). Socrates, though still maintaining that this is 
the "true" .and "healthy" city (372e6), yields to Glaucon, and, giving up 
once and for all that self-sufficiency definitive of the natural city (Politics 
J253a2), changes the "first city" (373c5; Politics l29la17) by the addition 
of luxury and that soldier element which will procure wealth and main
tain safety. He assents to the construction of this "fevered" city because 
in it one might see "how justice and injustice grow up in cities" (372e5); 
this city, then, will somehow contain the seeds of injustice also. He describes 
the natures and the training of the soldiers or "guardians," a subject to 
which we must return. At the end of this long argument (375-414) Socrates 
again reorganizes the city, this time by dividing the "guardians" into guard
ians proper, older men who rule, and their "auxiliaries and helpers" (414b5), 
the younger fighting men. This third, tripartite, city suffices for reading 
off the similar constitution of the soul and for showing conclusively that, 
as in the city, so in the soul, justice must be profitable. Socrates now con
siders the positive half of his task finished and is about to go on to in
vestigate how injustice comes about in cities and souls ( 445-449, Book IV). 
He is interrupted. Three whole books (V-VII) intervene, in which a fourth 
and very different city is founded. Not until Book VIII does he return to 
the argument. In Glaucon's figure, "like a wrestler he assumes again the 
same position" (544b5) and goes on to account in order for the four 
degenerate cities (544-592). When this argument, the complement to the 
genesis of cities, is finished, Glaucon once again refers to "the city that 
we have just been founding and that is preserved in speech only, for I do 
not think that it is anywhere on earth" (592a!O). 

B. 

I. Now what is· the meaning of the claim that the genesis of the city, 
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or the city itself, is only "in speech"? It means of course first of all that 
no actual city of living men comes into being while they speak or as a 
consequence of their discourse. But that is mere fact. What is more in
teresting is that no such city can come to be now or later, by the design 
and intent of the argument itself. These word constructions are not "con
stitutions," the practical patterns for working cities such as Plato and his 
pupils were invited to write for Greek cities, nor are they even a model 
for such patterns- they are instead contrivances for a different purpose, 
and intended to reveal themselves as such." The dialogue conveys this first 
of all in one astounding fact: no human being is ever born into any of 
the three cities- they cannot regenerate themselves; they are unnatural. 

The first city is constituted by the collection, the second by the addi
tion, the third by the division of adults who are all of one and the same 
generation; the institution of each city is simply the rearrangement of ready
made human material. This is reflected in the actual physical settlement 
of the third city, which is, at first, said to begin with the separate encamp
ment of the guardians, who found, as it were, a separate city (415d8, Critias 
110c6, Politics 1264a25 ff.); hence the guardians' progeny will be born, quite 
literally, outside of the civilian city. Furthermore, this same third city is 
later said to be settled by the expulsion of all souls over ten years old 
(540e5), a contradiction that reflects the two irreconcilable geneses of the 
just city; in the books relevant in the present context the city is understood 
as a re-constitution of available communities, while after the central books 
it is a radically new institution demanding a radical change in the character 
of citizens, to be achieved only by a lengthy process of education; it is a 
city essentially of children. 

Now the re-constitution that brings about the third or guardian city 
in the early books is secured by the circulation of one noble lie, the "Phoeni
cian myth," "our trick," which will persuade "especially the rulers them
selves, and if not them, the rest of the city" (414cl). To be sure, Socrates 
later admits, the founding generation itself can never be brought to believe 
the story, but he dismisses this crucial difficulty by high-handedly treating 
these citizens as the creatures of this argument that they indeed are: "Let 
this matter be left to rumor to carry about as best it can, while we arm 
our Earthborn and lead them forth, under the leadership of their rulers" 
(415d6). Suppose then that the founding was somehow accomplished and 
that the myth was somehow in practice accepted. The citizens would now 
believe that their youth and education was a dream; that they were really 
formed like metals in the womb of the earth, their mother, who sent them 
up fully formed, so that they had never been children; and that tl\ey are 
therefore all brothers, though of different metals. Those who have an ad-
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mixture of gold must rule and those of silver must assist, for, as an oracle 
foretells, the city will fall when a man of brass or iron rules. The purity 
of the metals must be carefully preserved, and if a gold or silver parent 
has a child with an admixture of brass or iron he must consent to see it 
put into a lower class. (For the earth as the common mother of citizens, 
see Menexenus 237c, 239a.) 

The "lie" in this myth is not that men are of different metals or that 
the city cannot survive the wrong kind of ruler-all that is true-but rather 
the claim that the citizens have no proper natural birth and no privacy, 
that is, no secrecy of soul. Under their flattering epithet "earth-born" 
(4!5d7), which intimates that they are Giants, or that they were moulded 
by a god, are hidden the claims that they are natural bastards who have 
a mother but no father and that their soul can be accurately assayed like 
any ore. So too the continuation of the city depends on the citizens' belief 
that each generation is newly mined, like a public treasure," from the earthly 
element on which the city rests. 

But the curious character of this "needful lie" (414b9) is that it catches 
up, so to speak, with its perpetrators: the myth must not only somehow 
be believed at the outset if the city is to be founded, but it ought in fact 
not to be a lie at all, if the city is to breed true. For if men are not born 
from a common parent at the right time and with pure souls easily assayed, 
the guardians cannot control the new generation and insure the stability 
of the city. Its first birth will refute its foundations. 

2. The community (koinonia) of women and children, the "source of 
the greatest good to the city" (464b5), is intended to achieve exactly this 
community of birth. All children born in the same year are to be ignorant 
of their parents and are to be called brothers and sisters, although the ig
norance will eventually lead to incest (461e2; Politics 1262a35). These 
children of the city will be tested and assayed all the time, but one of the 
conditions for stability is beyond the guardians' control: the timing of the 
mating. For as Glaucon wisely observes, the best are drawn by necessity 
to have intercourse with the best, but this necessity is "not geometric but 
erotic" (458d5). Yet the guardians' control of breeding is to be precisely 
"geometric." The Phoenician myth, in accordance with Phoenician greed 
(436a2), makes of men a Plutonic treasure to be dug up and refined at 
will; the scientific counterpart of the myth is to consider them a crop to 
be sown and harvested in accordance with the heavenly motions. 

The geometry of these motions as they affect breeding is, however, not 
known to the rulers. In Book VIII Socrates has just resumed the discus
sion of the degenerate cities when he stops himself and prays to the Muses 
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to tell him "how discord first arose," an allusion to the Iliad (I, 6) and the 
fall of the city of Troy. The Muses' response is a mathematical myth. A 
city so constituted as his, they say, can hardly be moved (546al), but since 
everything that has a genesis also has a degeneration, the city will not last 
forever. Note that in the order of argument the decline in fact follows im
mediately upon the beginning, with no account of the city's life and history 
intervening at all. This end must come (and may, as Aristotle points out, 
come on the day after the city's birth, Politics 1316al7) because the rulers' 
reasoning, or rather their "calculating power, mixed with sense" (bl) as it 
is, will not be able to apprehend the "geometric number" that governs births. 
The Muses recite this fabulous number, which in fact no one has ever prac
tically understood. Thus .the generation of rulers is corrupted, and as a 
final consequence of their baser metal they neglect the study of music and 
themselves lose the power of testing souls. This is the genetic revolution 
initiating the declining succession of Hesiod's ages from gold down to iron, 
a revolution radically different from the political revolutions the city 
undergoes thereafter (Politics 1316a14 ff.). 

Human generation is thus an impenetrable mystery, and the city 
founders on the rock of the fact of bisexual generation. The human be-. 
ing, considered as that unstable union of body and soul, does not run true 
to type as does a plant (and, as Aristotle [Politics 1262a] observes, where 
a child does resemble its parent in looks, that very fact immediately destroys 
the founding illusion of common birth). If it is the nature of each kind 
to generate its like, human nature is un-natural; dwarf peas always bear 
dwarf peas, but golden parents may bear brass children. This is the in
superable problem that is again attacked in the Statesman. In this dialogue 
the Golden Age, the age of the direct divine rule of Cronos, is mockingly 
characterized by the fact that men grow directly from the earth and have 
no human birth (271), while in the Human Age the proper mixing of human 
bents (trop01) by mating is the specifically human object of the political 
art (310). Later on Socrates quotes an old phrase" to contrast the city with 
non-human nature: "You do hot think," he says~ "that constitutions come 
out of 'an oak or a rock' and not out of the characters of those in the 
city?" (544d8). Very nearly the same figure is used by Vergil for the human', 
race of the Golden Age of Saturn; they are sprung from "trunks of , 
or a rugged oak" (Aeneid VIII, 315): the Golden Age is the age when men 
spring up "naturally," like vegetables, and ripen to ineducable childhood. ·• 

The dialogue itself tacitly underscores the impossibility of genetic 
trol, both at the very beginning and at the end. For of those said to 
present in Cephalus's house, five are full brothers, two of them, Gl•mcon,, 
and Adeimantus, sons of Ariston, and the three others, Po•lernarctms, 
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Lysias, and Euthydemus, the host's sons. The conversation itself will show 
how the sons of the "Best"- Socrates often alludes to the meaning of the 
father's name (e.g., 327al, 368a4)- differ profoundly, and something similar 
was known of Polemarchus and Lysias (Phaedrus 257b ). The Myth of Er, 
moreover, which concludes the conversation, shows why generation is in
tractable; human natures are determined not on the hither side of life by 
other humans, but in the "divine place" beyond by each soul for itself 
(617d6). The coming to be of the city is therefore not in accord with the 
coming to be of human beings. 

The enigma of regeneration is, however, only secondary to the paradox 
of the city's foundation itself. For it seems that only those will be content 
to accept this constitution who have accepted the "dye" of its laws ( 430a3). 
The just city can only be realized by its own children; to begin it must 
already have begun. We see why the act of settlement itself is so curiously 
and doubly contrived: At one time it seems to amount to the separation 
of those adults who might be fit to govern and who establish the ideal 
city by leaving the real city. But at another time the new city results from 
the removal of all adults whatsoever who by this act appear to found a 
city of children. This is what is meant by claiming that the three cities that 
have been constructed are cities in speech only. · 

3. The degenerate cities that are symmetrical with these three cities are, 
on the other hand, all too realizable- indeed, they exist. Socrates under
scores this by mentioning, in this context alone, actual Greek cities, namely 
Crete and Sparta, the timocracies, the first of the less-than-just cities 
(544c3). Yet here too, in a different way, the argument is remote from the 
deed. 

The argument to which Socrates returns in the eighth book had been 
merely initiated at the end of the fourth. Of the five "bents" (trop01) of 
the soul, one alone is good while the other four illustrate the multi
fariousness of evil; to these latter correspond four cities. The interlocutors 
have "so far ascended in argument" (445c5) as to stand on a look-out tower 
whence to view the manyness of vice. This discussion of vice, when picked 
up three books later (544), continues to rise until, having traversed 
timocracy, oligarchy, and democracy, the interlocutors finally look down 
on the sinkhole of tyranny and the abyss of the tyrant's misery, which is 
729 days, that is, two years of continual travel, beneath them (587e). This 
is what characterizes all serious discussions of vice: they must certainly 
not bring about that of which they speak, but rather become more detached 
the closer they come to the truth, just as the best judge of criminals should 
have the least experience of crime ( 409a). The effect of this "remoteness" 
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on the argument itself is that the degeneration of cities is presented as an 
inevitable, irresistible, downward progression (which Aristotle finds im
plausible, Politics 1316a20 ff.), not, indeed, of the natures but of the nur
tures of successive generations. Here the argument represents, as it were, 
its own impotence- the situation is in actual fact desperate (Seventh Let
ter 325d ff.); in a few years a fierce battle between the democratic faction 
and not one but Thirty Tyrants will be raging about the sanctuary of the 
very goddess whose feast is now being celebrated (Xenophon, Hellenica 
II, 4, 11), and the tyranny will have destroyed the host's family; while yet 
a few years later a temporarily restored democracy will have murdered 
Socrates (399 B.C.). 

c. 
I. The facts of the host family's condition and politics determine the 

conversation in yet another and pervasive way. The family ran a prosperous 
business in manufacturing and selling shields, and both Polemarchus and 
Lysias are known to have been democrats, though, we may suppose, of 
a decent and moderate sort. This is the clue to the peculiar treatment of 
the virtue that later gave the subtitle "On Justice" to the dialogue .. It is 
not usually Socrates' way to inquire whether a thing is profitable or un
profitable before having inquired "what it is" (e.g., Republic 354c, Meno 
7lb); but this is just what happens with respect to justice in the latter books 
of the Republic. From the second book to the end the question is: Is justice 
profitable? The knowledge of what justice is, is assumed. As Socrates, 
somewhat to Glaucon's annoyance, insists ( 432e8), when they come to find 
justice in the city they have constructed, they find there nothing more than 
they had put in; the city is just because they have made it that way (433al, 
443b7). The working definition, which is not the result but the assump
tion of the argument, is that justice is "doing one's own business and not 
meddling" (433a8), a definition they have heard from many others and have 
themselves often given. 

Justice so conceived is, to begin with, simply the opposite of the literal 
understanding of the names for various degrees of wrong-doing. There is 
polypragmoneuein (433a9, 443d2, 444b2), literally "much-doing" or be
ing a meddling busybody, and panta poiein (596c2), "doing everything" 
or being a jack-of-all-trades- Socrates' favorite description of the sophists' 
easy expertise (cf. 397, 596; cf. Sophist 233d9). And worst of all, there 
is panourgein (409c5), "being up to anything" or simple shameless 
wickedness, the behavior of the man who takes full advantage of the im
punity given by Adeimantus's Ring of Gyges, the wily Odyssean wisdom 
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man of "many bents" (Lesser Hippias 365e2; cf. Phaedrus 27lc2). 
:tinsitivelv. justice is acting in accordance with that conveniently ambiguous 

eu prattein, either "doing Tight" or "being well," with which the 
Rim•u/Jttc ends (463e4, 519e2, 62ld2; cf. Politics 1323b31). 

From this point of view the simply just city is, as Socrates himself says, 
first, the self-sufficient city of demiurges or craftsmen who both know 

to do their own business and do it (372e6, 428bl2). In them virtue 
indeed "wisdom," in the good old-fashioned sense in which sophia means 

in English used to be meant by "cunning," namely craft and skill, 
aretemeans the power to do work, the "virtue" of an agent (cf. 350c4, 

. j'""'·· cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1141a9). 
We may well ask how a view so practical, almost banal, comes to 

underlie the dialogue. It is necessary here to recall that justice in the city 
is exposed by finding and analyzing out the other virtues and considering 
the remainder (427el3). Thus wisdom is found to be the rulers' virtue, 
courage that of the warriors, temperance the agreement of all on who shall 
rule (432a). Justice is then found in each class as a remainder: as that vir
tue by which the class does its own work and nothing else. Now clearly 
in this context temperance is somewhat redundant. In fact, when Socrates 
turns from the city to the soul he makes no distinction between justice 
and temperance (443d4; cf. Laws 696dll, where temperance is called a mere 
"appendage," and Charmides 16lb6, where Critias very knowingly, as he 
thinks, proposes the present definition of justice as a definition of temper
ance). We may therefore say that justice, precisely because it is the one 
virtue that all three classes possess, stands out as a unique and special vir
tue for the craftsmen, "the popular and citizen virtue" (Phaedo 82all), 
the practical virtue of non-rulers. (In fact, it is pointed out in the Statesman 
[307e] that rulers who possess this virtue too literally endanger the city.) 
It is the virtue by reason of which each performs "that to which his own 
nature is most fitted" (Republic 433a5), by which, we might say, a human 
being is ever at his best. In some cases this means quite simply quietly 
"minding one's own business," as must the lover of wisdom, for instance, 
in acity not fitted to his nature (496d6, Gorgias 526c4). Justice might 
therefore be termed the private public virtue, which turns particular natures 
to the general account ( 423d). This is why its presence is the greatest good 
and its absence the greatest ruin to cities (443c4-444b8)-it allows the city 
to assimilate even those men who are by nature private. (Hegel, in his in
terpretation of the Republic, which is in this point the opposite of Aris
totle's, understands and appreciates justice in precisely such terms, namely 
as the integration of the particular as particular, the confirmation of the 
individual in the whole, "the being-for-itself of each part"; History of 
Philosophy, Pt. I, ch. 3). 
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This virtue, understood not as a relation toward others but as decently 
self-serving self-respect, is therefore quite naturally discussed in these terms 
under the roof of the kind of people who would constitute the multitude, 
the merchant and artisan class, of the third city. This class would supply 
young warriors like the sons of Ariston with their armor and would occa
sionally send a philosophically disposed son like Polemarchus (cf. Phaedrus 
257b4) up into the ruling class. Socrates is speaking that saving "dialect 
of democracy'' (Fifth Letter 32ld), which many people think they know 
but very few really master. 

2. But Socrates never allows us to forget that this third city is a dialogical 
phantom and that the justice in it is, for all its apparent practicality, a mere 
"idol" (443c4). For the true virtue lies not in deeds concerned with the out
side but in the inner disposition of the "classes" (gene; d3) of the soul and 
their ordering. We shall see that in the case of the true ruler, that is, of 
one so "constituted" as to be able first of all to rule himself, the distinc
tion between "his own affairs" and "others' business" vanishes. For him 
that which is most common is also most his own "and with his private 
affairs he will preserve the common business" (497a5). In him, "doing his 
own business" wili be turned into "knowing himself," which means "look
ing ... at myself, whether I happen to be some beast more complicated 
than Typhon [Cerberus's father, Theogony 311] or a gentler and simpler 
animal" (Phaedrus 230a; cf. Timaeus 72a5). True justice is concerned with 
that in man which is "truly about himself and his own business" (443dl; 
cf. Alcibiades Major 130eff.); the true ruler knows not only that he should 
do his own business but what it is. In Aristotelian terms, the practical or 
moral virtue turns into an intellectual one, in comparison with which the 
old justice is "somehow near to the body" (518d!O). This individual 
character of justice is one of the reasons why, as we shall see below, the 
soul is the one single subject of the dialectical method in the Republic. 

3. The "inversion" of justice in the case of the true ruler, in the philos
opher king, leads to a curious suspension of the main argument in the 
central three books. If justice can only with difficulty be proved to be profit
able for the guardian rulers, because of the hard life they lead (419a, 465e4), 
for the philosopher kings this proof is altogether impossible. For those 
who already consider themselves to be living in the Isles of the Blessed 
(519c5), the descent into the city to take office cannot be made to seem 
like happiness (519d8), nor can it possibly improve the tone of their souls. 
They must be made to enter politics "forcibly" (520e2); in fact their reluc
tance is a guarantee of their suitability (e4). Glaucon sees immediately that 



21 

object of the city constructions that constitute the outer rings 
argument, namely that justice brings happiness- an argument still 

iUTILchly maintained for the warriors (466b)-has been lost; he wants to 
if the philosopher rulers are not being treated unjustly (519d8). 

nco·•"·'' answer is an evasion (cf. Politics 1264b16); it is not their hap
but that of the whole city which is to be considered. When all is 

and done, the true rulers of the Republic enter politics only out of 
gratitude, and simple decency (516c, 520a-e). 

III. Ergon 

A. 

Socrates is about to go on with the investigation of the unjust cities 
he is again restrained, as orice before on his way up to Athens (327), 

a conspiracy of Polemarchus and Adeimantus (499). After some whisper
a vote is taken, and the decree that has been passed is announced by 

/,)£''.TlLra:;yn1ac:hus (450a3). Thrasymachus represents that "force" (Phaedrus 
which boasts of its ability to rouse and soothe the multitude (and 
is itself so easily managed by Socrates) and now speaks for them: 

Socrates must expand and defend that principle, mentioned before with 
conspicuous brevity (424al), which is to give the city unanimity or, better, 
a perfectly public character: "Friends own what is common" (499c5). Here 
is a new political reading of a current phrase (cf. Lysis 207cl0, Phaedrus 
279c6, Laws 739c2), which may mean, significantly, two things: "What a 
friend owns is at the service of his friends," or "What friends own insofar 
as they are friends is communal by nature." They particularly want to know 
about the equality of education for men and women (45lb) and the com
munity of wives and children (457b). Socrates reluctantly complies and 
faces the first two of the three waves threatening to overwhelm him (473b6). 

When he has faced them, and gone on to describe such a city's relation 
to other Greek cities, Glaucon erupts: "But it seems to me, Socrates, that 
if one were to allow you to talk about such matters you would never 
remember what it is you pushed aside in saying all this, namely this ques
tion: Is such a constitution capable of coming into being and in what way 
is it possible?" (47lc). And he insists on this question even though Socrates 
stalls by getting him to admit that the object of their discourse was the 
discovery of justice and injustice and their respective merits, and that the 
"city in speech," having served that purpose, is none the worse for being 
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impractical (473al). But since Glaucon does insist (understandably, we can
not help feeling) on trying out their just constitution as a practical political 
pattern, he must not, Socrates stipulates, force him to show that "what 
they went through in speech can completely be in deed"; Glaucon must 
content himself with as close an approximation as is possible (a5). This 
approximation will be reached by making the least possible number of 
changes to improve things now done badly in cities, changes that will 
amount to a re-founding of the city according to the constitution just 
discussed. There may be one or two or more such changes, but in any case 
there should be as few as possible (b4). 

So Socrates, like Odysseus, meets that third wave which will carry him 
to his Phaeacia (Odyssey V, 313, 425). The one thing that must be changed, 
he announces solemnly (c2) is this: "Unless either philosophers rule in the 
cities, or those who are now called kings and dynasts philosophize genuinely 
and sufficiently, and these two-namely political power and philosophy
coincide, and the many natures of those who now pursue either way 
separately have been excluded by necessity, there can be no end of evils, 
my dear Glaucon, in cities, or, in my opinion, in the human race" (ell). 
He adds that he cannot see how any other city can be happy in public or 
in private. 

Together with Glaucon he now prepares the ground for a new, a fourth, 
city. It is necessary to show why this "one change" may be said to produce 
a new city; is it not merely the third, the guardian constitution, put into 
effect? Both Socrates and Glaucon, at least, do seem to regard these two 
as different; Socrates calls the guardian city, as opposed to the fourth city, 
"the first selection" merely (536c8), and Glaucon refers to the new city as 
the bettter of the two (543dl). And rightly so, for as Socrates himself says, 
an actual city is never the same as its pattern, its paradeigma (472d9, 473a). 
The guardian city and the philosopher city differ, then, as does a realiza
tion from its plan. The discourse on the possible city will be, among other 
things, a subtle consideration of the relation of pattern to product, of 
"theory" to "practice." In its course that which makes the pattern possible 
will prove to be that which makes it superfluous: the fourth or philosophers' 
city will have no constitution separable from its very life. 

2. The philosopher kings, to pursue the difference between the cities 
further, can certainly not be regarded as part of the constitution of that 
just city which must have been known generally as "Socrates' city." Aristotle, 
in his critique of what "Socrates says" in the Republic, mentions the war
rior class and the community of women, children, and goods, but omits 
all mention of the philosopher kings (Politics 129la20, 1261a4). Aristo-
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phanes, too, in The Female Parliament (427), where the community of 
goods and women becomes the law of Athens, fails to seize the comic op
portunity inherent in the subject of female philosophers. It is likely that 
this plaY was written before the Republic, and we may infer that people
Socrates in particular- had long been talking about such a city. In the 
dialogue there are enough passages parallel to the play" to constitute an 
acknowledgment to posterity that Aristophanes' women's city is a parody 
of Socrates' already notorious city. In fact, the nod to the comedian is ex
plicit, for, in facing his first wave, Socrates remarks that after the men's 
part has been played out it is only right to recite "the women's drama" 
(45lc2); moreover, in going to meet his third wave he says, as if speaking 
from a familiar experience, that "it might overwhelm him with laughter 
and disrepute" (473c8). 

3. Last and most weighty is the account Socrates himself gives of his 
city in the Timaeus when he recapitulates the constitution that he had 
presented to his friends in a discourse on the previous day. There is no 
reason whatever to conclude that the Republic is that discourse. In fact, 
while the Republic is recounted on the day after the Bendideia, the Timaeus, 
quite appropriately, takes place on the Lesser Panathenaea, a festival that 
occurred two months later, also in the Peiraeus (26e); during the festival 
a gown was sent up to Athena "on which the Athenians, her nurslings, 
could be seen winning the war against the people of Atlantis" (scholiast 
on Republic 327a). Furthermore, the dramatic year of the Timaeus seems 
to be earlier than that of the Republic." The city Socrates recapitulates 
in the Timaeus is, in any case, not the city of the central books of the 
Republic, for, although his account is said to be complete (19a7), the 
philosopher kings are omitted; it is rather the "third city" with all its 
notorious features. We may infer that Socrates proposed this city on various 
occasions and that it was known as "his." 

This guardian city therefore differs from the philosopher city as the 
best pattern differs from its realization, and, it has now turned out, as the 
impossible differs from the possible. Socrates himself explains to Adeiman
tus, when he asks whether this guardian city they have founded is the city 
suited to philosophy, that it is that city in many ways but that in addition 
there "would always be needed someone understanding the reasoning 
[logos] behind the constitution- that same one who guided you when as 
a law-giver you laid down the laws" (497c8). The difference between the 
cities is therefore not constitutional, for the older guardians will still rule, 
and rule so as to achieve the most harmonious community possible. The 
difference is rather in the rulers themselves, in what they know and in what 
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they will look to, in their education. We shall see whether this may not 
outweigh any more externally obvious formal difference. 

B. 

I. However, the claim is not that the fourth city is a possible city but 
something more dramatic: that it is actual, that ii comes into being while 
Glaucon and Socrates converse, that it is a city "in deed," ergi#. Accord
ing to what has been said, this could happen only if one paradoxical con
dition were fulfiiled: if there were some one adult who actually lives in 
the just city, and who, as a living citizen of the city, can bring up another 
within it and so begin the accelerating "cycle" (424a5) of the reciprocating 
interplay between the citizens' education and their nature. This founder 
must be a first citizen not only in the sense that he possesses what Socrates 
calls "the constitution within himself" (59lel, 608bl) but also in the sense 
that he has such external relations- natural, as we shall see, to any truly 
educated human being (423e4)-as correspond with the constitution of 
the third, the fully differentiated just city, and its working counterpart, 
the fourth or the "possible" city." What would such a life and such a man 
look like? 

To begin with, he would have to be brave and a soldier proven in bat
tle, who put the safety of his comrades before his own (Apology 28e, Sym
posium 220d5), past the age of fighting and over fifty years old (cf. Republic 
540a4; Socrates is about sixty), but still spirited in the defense of philosophy 
(Republic 536c4), which he had steadily pursued from an apt youth 
(Parmenides 130b) to old age. He would have no private possessions 
(Republic 337d8, Apology 31c2), bnt would live with .his friends as if all 
their goods were held in common (Apology 38b6, Crito 44e, Republic 
337d!O). He would regard all promising young men as his sons to the neglect 
of his private family, and they would regard him as a father (Apology 3ib4, 
Phaedo 60a7, 116a6). When he wished he would possess the persuasiveness 
to make gentler the enemies of philosophy so that they would accept its 
rule (Republic 354). He would be able to ascend in thought above the city, 
leaving his body behind (Symposium 174d5, 220c3). He would be willing, 
though not eager, to undertake political tasks (Republic 327, Apology 31c). 
He would regard it as part of his charge to select and educate the best 
among the young for future rule, and he would prevent them from reaching 
too high too fast (Republic 506d7, 533al). Finally, he would possess some 
special quality that would hold him to philosophy and protect him from 
corruption ( 496c4). Such a man would fulfill Socrates' last words concern
ing the possibility of the city, for, without caring in the least whether she 
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is or ever will be in fact, "he will do her business and that of no other" 
(592b3). 

The references after each statement above give passages in the Platonic 
dialogues where Socrates is so described. He is a man, the dialogues assert, 
who is here and now doing the business of the just city. Thus we see that 
the sum of Aristotle's criticism of Socrates' city, that its communality is 
really not the bond uniting a multitude, but rather the bond of each good 
man with every other (Politics 1263a29), is deeply accurate, and what is 
more, that Aristotle's politics are ultimately not so very different- "and 
friendship seems to hold cities together; and lawgivers care more for it than 
for justice" (Nicomachean Ethics 1155a23). The reason that the corporate 
genesis of the third, the guardian city, is presented as a insurmountable 
dilemma is that that city was never meant to be a self-sufficient body politic, 
nor, for that matter, a single soul writ large, but something between these
that set of relations, correctly called friendship, which is essentially politi
cal, as we shall see, and which a philosopher institutes between himself 
and his fellow-citizens whenever he is able. And when this kind of man 
comes to power, "our constitution, which we have told as a myth in speech, 
will achieve its consummation in deed" (501e4). As we shall see, Socrates 
is in power. 

2. In the same way we must look at the nature and condition of the 
youth, whom he will educate to be a helper and auxiliary first and later 
a successor and ruler. He will be a young man of twenty (537b8), markedly 
spirited (357a3, 44la2, 548d9), and with some experience in soldiering, open 
to the influence of music and with a strong bent toward mathematics. Now 
this is a picture of Glaucon, "erotic" like Socrates himself (474d4; cf. Sym
posium 177d8), a young man of about twenty, whose manly courage and 
desire for victory are emphasized together with his receptivity to music 
(548e5); he has already distinguished himself in battle (368a3), is delighted 
by mathematics (528e7, 531a3), and is the son of the "Best" of fathers. 
He is therefore quite right to offer himself as a "helper" (474bl; cf. the 
"helpers" of the guardian city, 414b5) and to say that "perhaps I could 
answer more fitly than another," for he is the reason why Socrates is tak
ing so much trouble on himself (474a5); he is "responsible" (509c3) for 
Socrates' overcoming his reluctance to speak on the highest matters. And 
we must not forget that as the dialogue closes Socrates speaks to 
Glaucon -and him alone-of the "upward road" as if they were again all 
by themselves, as they had been when they "came down" at the beginning. 

There is some additional evidence in favor of Glaucon as a prospective 
ruler. Xenophon (Memorabilia III, vi) recounts a conversation in which 
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Socrates persuades Glaucon, who is less than twenty years old and wants 
to become head of state immediately, that he knows nothing of statecraft, 
nothing of revenues, and nothing of military management, and that he 
should perhaps first learn something about these subjects .. Socrates, 
Xenophon says, took an interest in Glaucon "for the sake of Plato and 
Charmides"; he alone succeeded where everyone had failed, and persuaded 
Glaucon to restrain his ambitions until he should have become competent 
enough not to make a fool of himself. We see that Glaucon must in fact 
have been very interested in politics and that Socrates was known to have 
been interested in him. The Republic even contains the counterpart in the 
Platonic mode of the Xenophontic dissuasion: Glaucon is persuaded that 
the mark of the true ruler is that he has no ambition to rule and despises 
the "political life"- the subtlest possible deterrent for a proud young man 
(520e4 ff.). Beyond this Glaucon's name had for Plato the tremendous ad
vantage that unlike that of Critias and Charmides it was not tainted with 
political crimes. He may have died young, for scarcely anything is known 
of him, except that he wrote dialogues (Diogenes Laertius II, 124)-and 
was Plato's brother. 

3. The philosopher's city is coming into being while Socrates and 
Glaucon converse: the primary political act is the "conversion" to a 
philosophical education of one youth by one man. Because he engages 
in this kind of activity, Socrates can maintain in one and the same dialogue 
(Gorgias 473e6, 52ld6) that he is not one of the "political men" and that 
he alone in Athens practices the "truly political art." (Plato's own activities 
were in accordance with this principle, Seventh Letter 326b ff.) The con
trived bodily community of the guardian city (416d) is here converted into 
a natural dialogic community. This is by nature a community of two; 
throughout the dialogue Socrates has one interlocutor, and when another 
enters, it is by way of interruption (e.g., 449bl, 487bl; cf. Gorgias 474a). 
But minimal as it is, it is a true community as opposed to the artificial 
unity of the guardian city. For the latter is an artificially composed har
mony of "one out of many" (423d6, 443el), in musical terminology a 
diapason (cf. the dia pant on as a characteristic of "otherness," Sophist 
253el), an "all-encompassing consonance," but it has no one natural source 
and no discernible end beyond subsisting as a unity. There is, as we shall 
see, no eidos, no idea of a city, while the community that underlies dialogic 
communication is, on the contrary, precisely eidetic and, unlike the guar
dians' community of bodily goods (416d), indestructible. For the eidos that 
underlies speech is not a delicate adjustment of "one out of many" in which 
the many constitute and enter into the unity, but an indivisible one "by 
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itself'' and opposed to all multiplicity (e.g., 479; contrast the preposition 
used for the community of eide: "one idea through many" [Sophist 253d9] 
with that used for the relation of many sensible things to their eidos: "many 
... under one idea" [Republic 507b6]). The eidos is the "common thing," 
the thing public by nature that belongs to friends. The foundation of the 
fourth city, the establishment of that Politeia which is indeed rightly 
translated by Republic- that is, Commonwealth- consists in beginning that 
dialogue with which any Western education, an education that is the making 
of a free citizen, begins. We shall see exactly how Socrates goes about this 
founding act. As Rousseau half-truly observes in his Emile, "Plato's 
Republic ... isnot a political treatise, as those who merely judge books 
by their titles think. It is the finest treatise on education ever written." 

c 
But first it is necessary to see where and under what circumstances his 

foundation takes place. 
The conversation of the Republic is held on the day of the Bendideia 

in the Peiraeus, the harbor of Athens, which was united with the upper 
city by the Themistoclean walls (Thucydides I, 93), so that the dialogue 
may be said to take place within Athens. In the mythical dimension this 
place is revealed as Hades; in fact it is a turbulent center of Athenian 
democracy. The cult of Bendis, a new Thracian import, is itself a symp
tom of dissolution, "a new workshop of turbulent revelry," as a comic 
writer" seems to have described it. Its celebration is to culminate that night 
in a torch-race and an "all-nighter" (328a8), an orgiastic affair which the 
young men are clearly waiting to join. 

Socrates and Glaucon, both citizens of this democracy, will conduct 
their conversation, which occupies the central books of the Republic, within 
this setting. It is, in a strange way, the right setting, as the dialogue itself 
intimates. To show this let us look at the degenerating cities and citizen 
souls of Books VIII and IX. 

There are four of them, in downward order: timocracy, oligarchy, 
democracy, and tyranny (544c). But exactly as in the case of the just city, 
the monarchy and aristocracy are regarded as being two names for one 
constitution (445d4); so a case may be made for taking democracy and 
its inevitable degenerate consequence, tyranny, together (cf. Politics 1292al8, 
where democracy is said to be analogous to tyranny; also 1286bl7). For 
not only do they in fact alternate with each other in Athens at this time, 
but within Socrates' scheme they have this important trait in common, that 
they are both less than cities, almost non-constitutions, to which no definite 
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kind of soul corresponds (557cl). This bracketing of the two gives us the 
following scheme: 

3. monarchy-aristocracy 
2. warrior city 
l. craftsmen city 
0. t l timocracy 

oligarchy 
democracy-tyranny, 

which conveys a kind of inverse correspondence between the best and worst. 
The correspondence of opposites is evident in a number of ways: the just 
rulers, especially when the elders of the third city become the philosophers 
of the fourth, make no distinction between their own and the public busi
ness (497a5), and in a perverted way neither does the tyrant, whose rule 
is a private nightmare publicly staged (573, 576b5)- for in private the tyrant 
is himself, like his city, almost absolutely tyrannized. Like the just con
stitution, the democracy contains three classes, which again correspond 
inversely: the have-nots in the democracy form the lowest and largest class, 
the class most eager for revolution, while in the just city they are in highest 
and least class (428e7), the unpropertied class most devoted to the preser
vation of the city. And again: the ruling class in the democracy cannot 
fight because of its luxuriousness (556c8), while those who have that 
strength and should be the watchdogs become wolves to the human fold 
(415e2, 566a4). These cities then are related by Socrates as extreme opposites 
which meet (576d); he even describes them by the same term: the just city 
is called "the city of beauty" or "fair-city" (kal/ipolis, 527c2), and so is 
the democracy called, bitterly, the "fairest" of constitutions (557c4; the same 
of tyranny, 562a4) for the colorful variety of constitutions to be found 
within it. All the other characteristics contribute toward putting the citizen 
of a democracy into a perverse and yet peculiarly intimate relation to the 
just city, but it is this last that makes democracy practically the best base 
of Socrates' enterprise. (The ordering of constitutions in the Republic is 
made in abstraction from considerations of legitimacy; contrast the 
classification of the Statesman, 29ld ff., where democracy is "the best of 
all lawless constitutions"; also 303a8; cf. Politics 1289b9. From this point 
of view, incidentally, such sub-political democracy is the degenerate counter
part of that Cyclopean pre-political self-sufficiency which must have pre
ceded the cooperation of the craftmen's city; cf. Odyssey IX, 187 ff.) For, 
as he tells Adeimantus, it plays host to so many constitutions that "he who 
happens to want to found a city, as we are now doing, must go to a 
democratic city"; having picked a constitution he likes he may then pro
ceed to settle his own city (557d). This is precisely what Socrates does, who, 
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as he himself points out, even while sitting .in an Athenian prison, never 
considered leaving a perverse Athenian democracy for a dully decent 
timocracy like that-of Sparta or Crete (Crito 52e5); in fact, the perverse 
excellence of Athens is epitomized in this- that Socrates is taken seriously 
enough to become the center of a public scandal. Socrates' dialogic com
munity is one of the many Athenian constitutions. 

D. 

!. A consideration of the guardian city as it appears in the Timaeus 
will bring out the full force of Socrates' founding act. As we have shown, 
two things are required to bring the best city into being as an actual political 
body: that the breeding of the citizens should be founded in nature and 
that the vicious circle by which the established order makes citizens in its 
own image should somehow be broken. These very conditions are fulfilled 
in the Timaeus in a way totally different from that of the Republic. 

Although the guardian city and its institutions are said at various times 
to be according to nature·(e.g., Republic 428e9, 456cl), it is the nature of 
the soul that is really meant- a most un-natural nature, as we shall see. 
The consequence of this unnatural psychic base is that the city no sooner 
ceases to be regarded as a mere pattern and begins to have corporeal life, 
than ii enters its road of dissolution. For it, change or "motion" (kinesis) 
is always "discord" (stasis, 545d), since "a constitution in agreement with 
itself caniwt be. changed" (d3); for it also, motion is unintelligible, since 
the question "how ... then does our city come to have changed?" (d5) 
is answered only by the inaccessible mystery of the mathematics of birth
governing celestial cycles (546). Now in the Timaeus Socrates expresses . 
precisely this wish: to see his city "put into motion" (19b8), like a person 
who sees some fine animals painted or resting and feels a desire to stir 
them. His hosts therefore must find a way to move his city without dissolv
ing it. The entertainment that Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates provide 
for Socrates on the Panathenaea (17al, 26e2), unlike the bitter feast 
Thrasymachus serves him on the Bendideia (354a!O, 357a2), is truly amus
ing for him. They present to him the frame of his picture, as it were, by 
providing a mathematical hypothesis (see below IV D 3 a), a "supposed 
eidos" (48e6), which will serve as a pattern for that mathematically mov
ing macrocosm into which the harmony of his animated city will fit con
sonantly. In the Republic the largest context (and that one of strife) had 
been Hellas (470e4); now it is the numbered heavens. Whereas in the 
Republic the city was a soul writ large, in the Timaeus the city and th.e 
soul is a cosmos writ small (24c, 27b, 30d, 42e ff., 69b ). The rulers of such 
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a city would not need to do any intricate geometrizing-contrast the forced, 
unnatural imitation of celestial circular geometry in Atlantis with the 
natural lay-out of Athens ( Critias 111, 113d). Obviously, in this setting the 
main political virtue would not be what might be called the "substantial" 
virtue of justice, which makes each man true to himself, but rather the 
"relational" virtue of temperance, which keeps him in balance, "sound
minded" (si5phri5n)- "sane." This virtue is understandably dim in the local 
context of the Republic, for as Socrates says there ( 430e6), "temperance 
is a sort of cosmos"- an interior adjustment in tune with an outer order 
(cf. Theon, Mathematical Matters Useful for Reading Plato, Introduction: 
"For the harmony of the cosmos, the good order of the city, and temperance 
in private affairs are one and the same"). · 

' 
2. The city itself they animate by translating it into history. Its citizens 

. are indeed earth-born, sown by the twin gods Hephaestus and Athena, she 
the goddess of wisdom and war and he the patron of the craftsmen of 
the city. To this natural genesis corresponds a natural end: the city sinks 
out of sight in a cataclysmic earth-quake (Timaeus 25c7). Socrates had 
presented them with a theoretical myth (26b4, c8), and a factual myth, 
a tale of antiquity, is the gift they return. 

The city of the Republic, on the other hand, is only as old as "yester
day." It too has a source beyond itself, but this source is not within nature, 
visible or intelligible, but beyond nature itse/f(540a8). The true ruler must 
be in touch with this source- thus the love of attainable wisdom is what 
is meant in this dialogue by philosophy (cf. Sixth Letter 323d); Glaucon's 
question about the genesis of the best city turns into a question about the 
genesis of a philosopher (504b ). Socrates is going to answer this question 
with a practical demonstration. 

3. Socrates' city, it is necessary to note, is mentioned once more, briefly, 
in a dialogue from which Socrates is absent, the Laws (cf. also Diogenes 
Laertius III, 52). There an old man, an Athenian stranger of So!onic-as 
opposed to philosophic-wisdom (cf. Republic 536d!), sets up, in the course 
of a walk through Crete, a "constitution." It is a constitution not only in 
the first sense of the word, in which it means the institution of rulers and 
ruled as in the Republic, but also in the second sense, namely as a code 
of laws for the rulers to administer (Laws 75la). He mentions the guard
ian city of the Republic in which "friends have all things in common" as 
a city inhabited by gods, a "pattern" for his own (739el)-he clearly means 
an unattainable and impracticable pattern. The cities he can undertake to 
build are only the second and the third best (e5; cf. Republic 445c5, where 
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the best city is said to be unique, while the degenerate forms are several). 
The constitution that is then given, a conflation of monarchy and 
democracy (Laws 693d), is meant as a practical political model for actual 
cities, and it was in fact so used. This city differs from the best city in 
its essential characteristics: property, women, and children are no longer 
held in common (740), and a concomitant adjustment is made in the 
citizens' and rulers' education, which is no longer "eidetic" but rather 
"aisthetic," based on sense experience (817e ff., 967)-it is often observed 
that the word "philosophy" does not occur in the dialogue at all. 

Now the city of law is discussed in the Statesman, a dialogue where 
Socrates is present, and it is evidently discussed in his spirit. There it is 
called the "second sailing" (300c2), i.e., that laborious rowing by which 
boats are moved when the wind fails (scholion on Phaedo 99c); the phrase 
means not "second best," but rather "least worst" (Aristotle, Nicomachean 
Ethics 1109bl). The city of law is said to be merely the best of all those 
cities which are not true and genuine cities at all but only copies (Statesman 
293e3); the "only constitution" is that in which the rulers are men of 
knowledge ( c6). The Eleatic Stranger, the chief interlocutor, mentions one 
aspect of the rule of law that particularly bears on the education of such 
men, that is, of philosopher kings, as it is set out in the Republic: Whatever, 
he asks, would be the meaning of a mathematics studied according to a 
"code of law" (299e4)?- clearly the liberal study of mathematics set out 
in the Republic is not appropriate to the rulers in the Statesman. Moreover, 
the one hope for the rule of law is, the Stranger says, its meticulous preser
vation under all circumstances (300c), a demand totally incompatible with 
the radical excellence demanded of Socrates' foundation (Republic 50la). 

· The practical city, the city of law, is therefore essentially opposed to the 
philosopher city. One might say that the former is firmly founded in the 
"Cretan" realm of the underworld judges Minos and Rhadamanthus (Laws 
624b) while the latter leads ever beyond it. 

One more remark on the significance of Socrates' absence in the Laws. 
In the Politics Aristotle gives a critique of the Republic, in his usual way 
cutting through Socratic "brilliance" and "originality" (1265al2, 129lall) 
to reach the sober political content of the dialogue, and consequently strip
ping away the "extraneous arguments and those about education" (l264b39), 
until he finally reduces the Socratic foundation to one law: "that the guard
ians shall not farm" (1264a9)-and the Spartans have already thought of 
that! Thus the Republic is made to emerge as an insufficiently detailed 
forerunner of the Laws, while the Laws are regarded as a Republic made 
practicable (1264b26 ff.). And Aristotle proceeds to underwrite this inter
pretation by pretending that Socrates, the man who never left Athens ex- · 
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cept on a campaign, is the much-traveled (Laws 639d9) Athenian stranger! 
It seems that for him the presence or absence of Socrates determines the 
mode of dialogue. 

IV. MUSIC 

A. 

Ia. We shail now show that, like Heracles, Socrates uses music to 
"civilize" his young guardian. He uses not the traditional music of the poets 
but his own restoration of true music; he shows how to apply seriously 
Damon's thesis that a change in the character of a city's music produces 
a change in the fundamental laws (424c5). Socratic music is, as we shall 
see, philosophical music, the music of truth. Its special force will lie in 
this, that its logoi are at the same time erga, this coincidence being precisely 
what the poets cannot achieve; they, for all their speeches, leave no true 
works behind at all (599b3). 

By "music" the Greeks mean whatever activity is under the care of the 
Muses, that tradition consisting of the arts and skills which we call "arts 
and letters," and among these especially poetry and melodic music. To be 
"amusical" is to be an uneducated boor. Accordingly, the upbringing of 
the guardians of the third city, described in Book III, is to be "that 
discovered over a long period of time," namely gymnastic to strengthen 
the body, and music for the soul (376e2) to make it gentle and "well
arranged" (40ld8). But this available music will have to be purified and 
purged. Now music is understood to be altogether "image-making and im
itative," mimetic (Laws 668a6), so that the purging consists of condemn
ing the poet's false and deteriorating representations especially of gods and 
heroes, and of expunging the passages where he "makes images vilely in 
his logos" (377el). Children must, then, be. told myths that will be, on the 
whole, lies- albeit harmless ones- though they will contain some truths 
(377a4). Socrates gives a practical demonstration of this purgation in review
ing passages containing myths- as Aristotle did later, he regards poets 
primarily as "myth-makers" (377bll; cf. Poetics 145lb)-harmful to the 
tone of the soul. When he has criticized the myths, particularly the Homeric 
tales, "about gods ... and demigods as well as heroes and about those 
in Hades" (392a4), among them the slanders concerning Theseus's presence 
there (391c9), he declines for the moment to go on to correct the myths 
concerning men. For these are the myths the poets are worst at telling, 
but we cannot correct them until we know how justice works (392b). We 
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may accordingly expect such a correction of the myths of man later on. 
Socrates concludes by requiring not only the poets but all imitative artists 
to devote their works to "the image of the Good" (40lb2). 

lb. Not only are the stories of the poets, their logoi (392c6), purged, 
but their mode of speech, their texis (ibid.),. which corresponds for them 
to the modes of melodic music, also comes under Socrates' review. His 
remarks make the whole dialogue itself the vehicle of a most fundamental 
reflection on the dialogic mode, for the form of the Republic is a subtle 
but precise example of the approved texis. Socrates distinguishes two basic 
poetic modes. The first of these is straight narration, in which the poet 
'himself is speaking directly while his characters speak in indirect discourse; 
for example, Homer says that "Agamemnon ... said [t0 Chryses] that 
rather than release his daughter he would grow old in Argos with her." 
In the second mode the narrator drops out entirely and the characters speak 
in their own persons, as in all drama (392d5). Epic represents a mixture 
of these two basic styles (394c4). The first mode is honest enough, but 
the second mode is censured. It is bad because in it the poet, by hiding 
himself, hides the fictional nature of his work and evades all responsibil
ity for its truth, leaving the actor.(or reader) caught in an unwitting imita
tion. For the actor becomes, as it were, the character-all too often 
reprehensible- whose direct speech he declaims. But the guardians should 
be allowed to imitate only good men (395d). 

The Republic itself, however, has that form which is exactly designed 
to provide at once the most complete poetic responsibility, the greatest 
mimetic force, and the most worthwhile imitation. For the narrator, Socrates 
himself, is always present and responsible, and he keeps himself before us 
with the ever-recurring phrases "he said" and "I said" (393cll; contrast 
Theaetetus 143c); nor is he an anonymous mouth-piece whose work a reader 
reads, as he does the Homeric epics, without ever learning who the poet 
was. (We see here, incidentally, one reason why Hesiod, who not only iden
tifies himself but even warns.the reader that his source, the Muses, will 
sometimes lie [Theogony 22, 27], is, if less loved, yet more acceptable to 
Socrates; Republic 546ei, 607c8). The teller is Socrates, backing his own 
words with the acts of his own life. At the same time the words and 
arguments are dramatically direct, in the sense that the reader can almost 
hear them- he may imitate them in the sense of rehearsing them in his 
own soul and trying them out for truth; he can let the logos turn into an 
ergon. This text is almost an "unwritten teaching," having overcome the 
dead letter. And finally, the Republic as a whole- and this is a feature 
it shares with other dialogues- is just the required imitation of the activ-
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ity of the "best of men" (Phaedo 118al6); it is Plato's imitation of Socrates, 
an imitation that will prove its authenticity by serving the double function 
of commenting on the original while representing it. Consequently, we can 
distinguish between what Socrates says and what the dialogues say; the 
most striking example of this is the Phaedrus, which is so written that, 
when rightly read, it casts doubt on Socrates' assertion within it that the 
written word cannot teach (274c ff.) We shall see that similar tensions, 
similarly inviting to thought, are written into the Republic. 

lc. Yet in Book VII, when Socrates revises the guardian education for 
the philosopher city, even this purged music is explicitly and emphatically 
excluded from the formal plan of education as containing no "learning 
matter" (mathema, 522a8, 537; cf. 504dl) leading. toward being. For such 
music is merely "ethical" (522a4), i.e., an habituation of the soul that does 
not lead to knowledge; it is a training but not an education, a condition
ing but not a journey to the source, for "the dialectic pursuit alone travels 
in this way" (533c7). Consequently, the musical training is completed very 
early and culminates in gymnastics (cf. 376e6, 546d7, S91c5). 

2a. We know from the dialogues, however, that there is a music yet 
different from both the traditional and the purged music, the philosophical 
music mentioned above. Evidently it was Pythagoras who first appropriated 
the oldest of the Muses, Calliope, for philosophy. " Socrates gives her, 
together with the next sister, Urania, the same office in the Phaedrus, where 
Urania watches over those who make stories about the heavens and the 
gods, while Calliope cares for those who compose "human stories" (259d6). 
And in the Phaedo Socrates tells of a dream that has come to him often 
and in various shapes but always with the same message: "0 Socrates, make 
music and let that be your work" (60e6); he has always taken this dream 
to mean that he should pursue philosophy, that being "the greatest music" 
(6la3; cf. Republic 499d4, 548b8). 

2b. What then is this philosophical music, this "imitation of inquiry" 
(historiken mimesin, Sophist 267e2)? In the passage of the Phaedo quoted 
above, Socrates says: "I myself am not a myth-teller" (61b5). This is liter
ally true, for he is not one who makes imitations of what never was nor 
will be, producing mere phantasms (cf. Sophist 236c), but he is one who 
makes images of what is. We must immediately mention an almost paradox
ical exception to this: the logos of the cities built "in speech" is, as it were, 
Socrates' own myth; he speaks of ''the constitution which we told as a myth 
in speech" (50le4). But otherwise Socrates, although he is willing enough 
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to act out a myth, avoids telling myths of his own making; the "noble lie" 
of the guardians is a myth attributed to the Phoenicians (414c4); that anti, 
Homeric Nekyia or Descent to Hades, Socrates' substitute for Odysseus's 
false and tedious tale to Alcinous (cf. scholion on 614bl and Note 11), which 
closes the dialogue, is attributed to Er and only "saved" by Socrates (62lb8); 
in other dialogues too Socrates avoids responsibility for myths (e.g., Gorgias 
493, Phaedrus 244, Meno 81). Images, on the other hand, are his very own 
mode; as Adeimantus ironically remarks at one point: "It isn't the usual 
thing, I suppose, for you to speak through images" (487e6). 

2c. An account of how such images as Socrates makes are formed is 
given in the Phi/ebus (38e). When someone goes about reflecting much 
by himself, many true opinions and accounts become written into his soul, 
as by an inner scribe. This scribe is succeeded by a painter who draws im
ages illustrating these inner accounts, and if the accounts are true, then 
so are these images. 

2d. Socratic images therefore differ from myths in being the direct con
sequence of an inner argument, and not the persuasive counterpart and 
conclusion of a public conversation. When the dialectic attempt has ended, 
often in failure, the imagination, as Kierkegaard says, feels fatigued and 
reacts: "The mythical is thus the enthusiasm of the imagination in the ser
vice of speculation ... " (Concept of Irony, p. 132); the same faculty, in 
its vigorous sobriety, produces the images here called Socratic. In their 
presentation myths are thus preceded by an argument, as nearly the whole 
Republic precedes the Myth of Er, and dialogic passages precede the myths 
of, for insta.nce, the Phaedo, the Phaedrus, the Symposium, and the 
Gorgias; images, on the other hand, are either actually followed by an ex
plication of the interior argument that went into their making, or they 
themselves give plain hints how the participant in the dialogue should reflect 
on them. This reflection is of a very peculiar kind, and in inducing it lies 
the special strength of the Socratic image: each such effort is accompanied 
by a reflection on the effort itself, for to study a Socratic image always 
means to study not only its content but the nature of "image" and "imag
ing" itself. The study of Socratic imagery is then exactly what Socrates 
himself says music ought to be: the study of true being and its images; 
as he repeats twice, this is one and the same art and effort (402b7, c7). 
In Aristotle's opinion the making of such images, which are, as we shall 
see, based on analogy, the chief sort of metaphor (Poetics 1457b16), 
demands by far the greatest poetic gift, namely "the ability to see what 
is like" (1459a8). We shall see that this is also the philosophical gift. In 
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Socrates' images the "ancient difference between philosophy and poetry" 
(Republic 607b5) is reconciled. 

2e-f. Socrates himself fulfills the demand he makes of all poets, which 
is to "make an image of the Good" (40lbl). His image of the Good is the 
"sun image"· or "likeness" (eikona, 509a9, homoioteta, 509c6), which 
dominates the center of the dialogue. It is followed by that example of 
a "corrected" Myth of Man which Socrates had before omitted (392a8). 
The myth that he chooses to correct, tacitly but devastatingly, is indeed 
the most crucial of all stories concerning humans. It is the one drama
tized by Aeschylus in the tragedy of Prometheus Bound. It tells how the 
treasonous immortal Prometheus gave men fire (252), how he opened their 
eyes ( 447) and made them see, and how he made them come out of the 
caves they had been, antlike, inhabiting (452) into the light of day to see 
the heavens and to become wise (476). As Socrates re-tells this myth in 
his "image of the cave" (Republic 514), it turns out that the fire Prometheus 
brought was a counterfeit light (b2); those few who know how to nse it 
only abuse it by allowing it to project deceptions (b8); men's eyes are as 
blind as ever (515c9); they continue to live deep in a dark cave and their 
wisdom is worthless (516c4-7). We might note here in passing that in the 
Phi/ebus Socrates intimates that the true Prometheus is Pythagoras (16c), 
and that in the Protagorasthe sophist himself, while crediting Prometheus 
with having brought the other arts to men, claims that he omitted the 
political art, which Hermes brought later directly from Zeus to all men 
alike (322c1).20 

2g. The logos belonging to these images is absent in the Republic, but 
its terms may be recovered from that tradition dealing with Plato's oral 
"Unwritten Teachings," particularly the lecture- or meetings- Concern
ing the Good (see Note 28). In these terms, the terms of the Academy, the 
"image of the Good" represents the One and the "image of the cave" the 
Indiifinite Dyad; this interpretation will be pursued below in somewhat 
more detail. So much, however, must be said at the outset: While it is a 
serious enterprise to attempt to bring out what is in the dialogues without 
being written there, it is a very external approach to discover in the texts 
some Academic formula, and it is patent folly to think that the wisdom 
which never would or even could be written (cf. Seventh Letter 341c-d) 
can be recovered by making such identifications. For what is thus recovered 
is obviously precisely its dead written image, as found, for the most part, 
in Aristotle. For Aristotle, here as always, proceeds soberly and seriously 
to profane the Academic mysteries in the interests of formulable truth. The 
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very "mathematical" nature of the "Unwritten Teachings" supports this 
point of view, for it is evidence that there was a live community concerned 
with what is learnable par excellence, a group for whom the terms of the 
teaching were pregnant with semi-technical meanings, which, bandied about 
out of context, become exactly what Plato feared: somewhat fantastic fossils 
of truth. Nor does it signify much that Plato himself on some occasion 
did speak to the public in the language of the school, giving out such 
schematisms as anyone may carry away in his memory or his pocket and 
as everyone would have heard of anyhow-or that for some students 
"mathematics had become philosophy, although they say that it should 
be studied for the sake of something else" (Aristotle, Metaphysics 992a32 
ff.). It is, after all, a remarkable fact of the tradition concerning the "Un
written Teachings" that the doctrine that must have been their central mat
ter, the doctrine concerning the order or taxis of the eide as discovered 
by dialectic (cf. Philebus 16d-e), is divulged by no one, not even by Aristotle 
(see Note 35). 

3. The particular object of Socrates' music in the Republic, which may 
be contrasted with the battering ram of his rhetoric in the Gorgias, is to 
work a gentle and orderly revolution of the soul in respect to the love of 
wisdom. The musical art is the ability to give an inviting preview of the 
"marvelous way" that, according to the Seventh Letter (340c3), must be 
given to any beginner- it is an art which Socrates once refers to as the 
"art of conversion" (518d3). According to the stated plan of the philos
ophers' education, at twenty those chosen to study begin a formal sequence 
of mathematics culminating in a "synopsis" (537c2). At thirty, after another 
selection, the young philosophers enter upon the long road of dialectic, 
which again culminates in a synoptic vision, that of the Good itself (540a8). 
Just as Socrates had first introduced Glaucon to the Good as the "greatest 
learning matter" (megiston mathema) poetically, by an image, so he now 
sets out the plan of study that will prepare Glaucon to reach the Good 
as a "hymn": "Don't we know," he says, speaking of the mathematical 
studies they have just surveyed, "that all these things are only the preludes 
of the hymn which we must study?" (53ld7; cf. Timaeus 29d5, Laws 722c6). 
And a little later, playing on the double meaning of nomos, law or song, 
he speaks of the "law which the activity of dialectic fulfills" or the "song 
which it performs" (532al). Socrates will not turn this song into expository 
prose, since "no longer, dear Glaucon, will you be able to follow ... , for 
you would no longer be seeing an image of what we are discussing but 
the truth itself, as it appears to me" (533al). Socrates' music, as the art 
of conversion, is nothing but the poetic synopsis of the end as well as the 

I 

I 
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road of the philosophical education itself. It is designed to turn Glaucon 
into the right course by showing him "what the business as a whole is . 
. . . For once he hears this, if he is indeed properly philosophical and worthy 
of the undertaking- a man divine- he is persuaded that he has heard of 
a wonderful way and that right now he must concentrate on it, or else life 
will not be worth living" (Seventh Letter 340b-c). So this was the 
significance of the omission of music from the plan of education: the very 
presentation was itself to be the musical overture to learning. We shall see 
that when the object of study is the "highest learning matter" the images 
and songs in which it is previewed demand the highest art. 

4. Books V-VII, which contain the central images, are again, like the 
outer books, roughly symmetrical about the center. Upon the completion 
of the just city, culminating in the discussion of the community of women 
and children (V, 449-471: VIII, 543a), Glaucon asks his question concern
ing the possibility of this city. Socrates answers it by introducing the 
philosopher kings. This question and its answer frame the center of the 
dialogue (V, 47lc-473: VII, 540d; cf. 466d8). The next inner theme is the 
definition and- here Adeimantus interposes- the defense, temperament, 
and proper age of the philosopher (V, 474b-VI, 502: VII, 535-540). At 
the innermost core is Socrates' initiation of Glaucon into the philosophical 
education, effected by two great images, the "sun image" and the "cave 
image," which are interwoven with explications and with each other, as 
shown in the table: 

509d ff. r explication of the sun image by the 
507 a ff. [sun image 

I "Divided line" 

514a ff. cave image 

517b ff. l r correlation of the two images 

522a ff explication of the cave image in the 

l "plan of studies" · 

533a ff. correlation of the explications of both images. 

We have before us a composition of intricate but clear texture. 

B. 

I. Glaucon's introduction to philosophy will itself have a prelude. He 
will discover for himself the meaning of "opinion," doxa. 
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Opinion in its various meanings determines the musical key of the dif
ferent parts of the dialogue by its absence or presence. The outer ring of 
logoi is explicitly spoken in a signature appropriate to the absence of the 
"good opinion" (doxa) of mankind and its homonymous consequence, 
"reputation (doxa)." Adeimantus had stipulated at the beginning (Book 
II) that the argument about justice must "remove reputations" (367b5), 
and Glaucon had provided the magic Ring of Gyges,21 which will allow 
the wearer "to do anything"- that is, to be a complete crook, pan-ourgos, 
without being either seen or blamed. At the end of the argument (Book 
X) the ring and also the concealing Helmet of Hades, which the argument 
had been, so to speak, wearing, can be removed (612b5), for even on the 
supposition that the opinion of men carries no weight, justice has been 
proved profitable. At the center of the dialogue, however, where an ergon 
is set into the logos, the opinion of mankind cannot be supposed away, 
for the many will have to be won to some sort of acceptance of philosophy 
if anything is to be done. 

But it is really as the individual inner source of this public opinion, 
as the faculty of the soul Glaucon will soon learn to call doxa, that opin
ion becomes of overwhelming importance at the center, for both the older 
and the younger lover of wisdom. For about the "greatest learning mat
ter" Socrates himself has, as he repeatedly says, only opinion (506c4, e2, 
509c3, 517b7, 533a4; cf. Phaedrus 278d), although opinion so well founded 
that Glaucon will not be able to follow him without a long course of study. 
So also the "interest" on the capital Good, its "child" (Socrates plays on 
the double meaning of tokos: child and interest, as in our phrase "bearing 
interest"), which he gives to Glaucon, will provide the latter only with opin
ion. But since the interest is not paid in counterfeit coin and the child is 
no bastard (507b5), we may infer thatOlaucon will conceive not false but 
"true opinion," and this is the beginning required if positive learning, as 
distinct from a preliminary purgative refutation, is to take place. However, 
throughout the conversation the Good, that one thing which everyone wants 
in truth and without regard to "seeming" (doxan, 505d8), will have to be 
approached by opinion: "A man should remember that he is human not 
only in his fortune but also in his demonstrative knowledge" (quoted from 
On the Good, Vita Aristotelis Marciano 953b, ed. Bekker). 

2. As so often in the Republic, the conversation makes its own mode 
the object of reflection- in the case of doxa, at its very inception; Socrates' 
opinions on the highest matters are prefaced by ~n inquiry into the mean
ing of opining. 

The "third wave" has just closed in on Socrates (Book V, 473c6); he 
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and Glaucon must now define the philosopher (474b5). Just as there are 
some who desire love, he says, and some who desire honor, there are some 
who desire wisdom, and all of it. Glaucon asks whether lovers of wisdom 
then include lovers of sights and sounds. Socrates answers with a distinc
tion which he would have difficulty, he says, in getting anyone but Glaucon 
to admit ( 47 5e6): The just and the unjust, the good and the bad, are each 
one by itself, but "in communion with deeds and bodies and one another 
they are imagined in every way and appear each to be many" (476a4). Now 
lovers of sights love-and apprehend- beauty in its manyness and are asleep 
with respect to true beauty itself, being unable to distinguish this one from 
the many, but the philosopher loves the one true beauty. The "thinking" 
(dianoia) of the philosopher is knowing and is to be called knowledge, 
gnome, while the lovers of beauty only opine and have opinion, doxa 
(476d5), Furthermore, knowledge must be of something which is, and which 
is "that which is completely," and which is therefore completely ''to be 
known," gni5ston, w~ile "what is not" is entirely unknowable," agniiston 
(477al). Now if there is something "between" (metaxy) complete being and 
complete non-being, then, as knowledge was said to belong to being and 
ignorance (agnosia) to non-being, so to this "thing between" must corres
pond something that is itself ''between ignorance and knowledge" ( episteme, 
aiD). This is found to be opinion, having an object and a "power" (dynamis) 
different from both knowledge and ignorance (b8; cf. Symposium 202a). 
If he and Glaucon can discover what it is that, being more shadowy than 
being but brighter than non-being, lies between them, they will have found 
"that which is to be opined," the doxaston (478e3). Then they will name 
it, "assigning extremes to extremes and means to means" (e4). They will 
appeal to the lover of beauty in manyness and ask him if all these things 
he loves are not also sometimes ugly, and if the same is not true of things 
just, great, or heavy- that they will all be found at some time to be the 
opposite, so that they cannot be said to be or not to be one thing or another, 
but are tossed about in-between being and non-being. Lovers of such things 
should be called "lovers of opinion" and not "lovers of wisdom" (philodox
ous: philosophous, 480all). So ends Book V: becoming, genesis, that "in
between thing," has not been explicitly named, but it will clearly have to 
play a fundamental role in Socrates' subsequent presentation. 

3. The foregoing argument cannot help reminding Glaucon of an earlier 
one (Book IV), in which it had been concluded that cities derive their con
stitutions from the individual constitutions of their citizens. 22 Socrates had 
then asked whether the three capacities of the soul, desire, spiritedness, 
and reasoning, belong to three different parts or whether each of these 



41 

; belongs to the whole soul (436a8). To show that they are. indeed three 
separate parts, Socrates and Glaucon had posited a strict correspondence 

, between desires and their objects. If a man wants at the same time to drink 
and not to drink because he knows that he ought not to, then his soul must 
contain opposing parts: a "bidding" and a "forbidding" part (439c6). There 
are then two parts, the rational part or logistikon "with which· a man 
calculates" (logizetat), and the desiring part or epithymetikon which is 
"unreasoning" (alogiston) and in which desire (epithymia) is located (439d). 
Between these two, the "forms" (eide, e2) that are ordinarily recognized, 
Socrates inserts a third (e3), the spirited part or thymoeides. Glaucon, ob
viously listening to the name, thinks that it is more akin to desire than 
to reason. But Socrates points out that it can be an "auxiliary" of the reason
ing part, since it makes us feel high-minded anger, or thymos (440e). Finally, 
these three parts are arranged within us as the "three terms of a musical 
proportion" (443d6), and thymos becomes "the in-between power" (479d8), 
which, while itself obedient to reason, can in turn govern the body (403d, 
4lle6). 

Glaucon had therefore been asked long before the present argument 
to distinguish the parts of the soul by means of their relative objects and 
to understand one of these parts as a mean between two extremes. If we 
juxtapose the results of both exercises we get the following result: 

BOOK IV 

logistikon 
thymoeiaes 
epithymetikon 

BOOKY 

gnosis 
doxa 
(agnosia) 

For the middle parts this correlation is indeed tacitly but unmistakably 
made in the dialogue. For instance, a chief characteristic of the warriors, 
who as a class of the just city correspond to the spirited part of the soul, 
is the "preservation of law-abiding opinions" (433c7) within them; in fact, 
as Aristotle points out (Politics 1327b40), their thymos is the source of 
their discernment. Also, in a limocracy, which represents spiritedness among 
the degenerating cities and is emphatically presented as lying "between" 
aristocracy and oligarchy (545c6, dl), the chief characteristic of citizens 
is love of honor (548c7), which implies an interrelation of the thymos with 
the external doxa called reputation. 

4. The logistikon, on the other hand, is not quite coextensive with· 
gniisis. Here we must stop to observe the name itself. In the traditional · 
double division of the soul into a rational and an irrational part, the first, 
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as having "reason" (logos), that is, the power of giving accounts (Nico
machean Ethics, 1102a30), was quite properly called logikon, a term evi
dently used already by the Pythagoreans.23 Why then does Socrates call 
it the logistikon,.connecting it explicitly with the verb logizesthai, to reckon 
or calculate (439d5), rather than ·with the logos of dialegesthai (5llb4, 
534c3)? It is because the logistikon is a restricted power, a power of plan
ning, whose specific "work" later turns out to be calculation (cf. 
Nichomachean Ethics 1139a13), measuring,. and weighing-in short, 
whatever corresponds only to the lower part of the knowing power, to that 
power of mathematical thinking which Glaucon will discover later, once 
again as a mean between opinion and knowledge; and will learn to call 
dianoia. We must remember that the guardians as dog-philosophers have 
an admixture of ignorance in their knowing power, since they rewgnize 
the city's enemies by the criterion of their own ignorance of them (376bS). 
Moreover, their service as soldiers and administrators requires a knowledge 
of applied mathematics, an ability to be correct in matters sensual, which 
forms a part, although a secondary one, even of the philosophers' educa
tion (522c). 

The lowest capacity, on the other hand, the epithymetikon, might well 
be said to correspond to ignorance in a certain way, since the object of 
the first, pleasure, partakes, as Socrates later shows Glaucon, of the ob
ject of the second, non-being (585)- though actually "ignorance ... is a 
voidness in the condition of the soul" (b3) and no capacity at all. 

It follows that the tripartite soul bf Book IV, although it has a coex
tensive middle part, both begins and ends on a level below the soul described 
in the central conversation. How is this new soul to be understood? 

5. At the very beginning of the articulation of the first soul Socrates 
had warned that nothing accurate could come "from such proceedings" 
(methadon, 435dl) and that a "longer and fuller way'' (d3) would be needed, 
a requirement repeated at a crucial moment in Book VI (504b2). With the 
discovery of doxa Socrates has started Glaucon on this longer way. The 
soul that now emerges is the soul as "the organ by which each man learns" 
(518c5; cf. 527d8), analogous in its passive openness to an organ of sense. 
The parts of this soul are specifically called "powers" (477b, c, e) when 
first introduced, and· this describes them completely- they are nothing but 
the soul's capability of taking in, without modification, beings of a dif
ferent degree, of "having ideas" in the original sense; this is why in a crucial 
place (5lld7) they can as easily be called "receptivities" (pathemata) in the 
soul. Compared to this learning soul, the three parts of the first soul sink 
to mere tendencies, dispositions, or appetites (cf. Nicomachean Ethics, 
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U02b30). Indeed, the alternate name of the logistikon is "the wisdom-loving 
part" (philosophon, 586e4), and the love of wisdom is often called an 
epithymia, a desire, in the central books (e.g., 475b4, 8; 517b6). And of 
course, the very name of the thymos, with its allusion to epithymia, im
plies a kind of reflexive desire, as opposed to the desire that goes out upon 
an object. This means that in a sense allthese parts function as desires,. 
as activating human wants, and so it fits very well that the wisdom-loving· 
part should not be coextensive with the knowing part, since when the soul 
truly knows, it no longer desires the objects of knowledge but has attained 
and moves among them (cf. Note 10). Thus, once the learning soul has 
come into focus, the terms of the tripartite soul are used mostly to 
distinguish' temperaments or ''lovers.". The philosopher, for instance, is 
defined by means of a division of men into lovers of erotic pleasure and 
wine, lovers of honor, and lovers of wisdom (474c8; cf. 435e7). Again, the 
degenerate cities ate characterized by different prevailing appetites, and 
when tyranny is discussed the three parts of the first soul are even expli
citly connected to three "pleasures" or "desires" (580d). This restlessly desir" 
ing tripartite soul is the embodied soul, a monstrous, precariously con
flated unity (588d); it turns into a single rising organ of love only at the 
sight of beauty (Phaedrus 249d ff.), under the influence of that divine 
madness (244} which induces visions of the invisible. In contrast, the in
creasingly more receptive soul of the center, although still using the senses, 
is more nearly the soul by itself, whose oneness, presumably similar to that 
of the Whole, is a subject,· as Socrates says, for a more advanced inquiry 
(see next section). · 

6. The "division" of the soul is the pre-dialectical "exercise," the gym
nasia (Parmenides 135c8, d4, 7), of the Republic. Almost every reference 
to the dialectical process of "dividing" refers to distinguishing the parts 
or the objects of the soul (454a, 476a, 523a, 580d, 571a-b, 595a-b, 618c). 
"Division" or diairesis is not here a very formal undertaking, as can be 
gathered from the numerous names given to these parts: eide, gene, mere, 
pathe (435b, c, e, 439e, 441c, 443d, 442b, c, .612a5). In the course of the 
central conversation a quadripartite learning soul will emerge, but Socrates 
indicates that more divisions might be made in a more complete study 
(534a7) and that the question whether the soul is ultimately "many or one 
in kind" (612a4; cf. 443d7) has not really been settled. An important aspect 
of this dialectic exercise is the finding of the "in-between," the metaxy, which 
Glaucon immediately recognizes as analogous to the mathematical prob
lem of "finding the mean." The ability to discover means is the chief gift 
necessary to the dialectician (Philebus 16el). The soul becomes the object 
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of this exercise, not only because, as we have seen, the philosopher's ver
sion of the definition of justice is "Know Thyself,"24 but also because the 
politically indispensable "art of leading souls," rhetoric, depends on a 
knowledge of the divisions of the soul (Phaedrus 27ld; in the Republic 
Thrasymachus is told to acquire this art-Socrates is teaching him his own 
business, as it were). However, the undertaking remains a mere exercise 
because, as we shall see, Socrates must exclude true dialectic from the 
Republic. 

c. 
1~2. Adeimantus, named the "Dauntless," who has heard and is shaken 

by every current doubt (cf. 362e, 419a), interposes an objection (487b): 
Socrates' argument about the excellence of philosophers is convincing in 
words, but in deed everyone knows that these people end up either 
scoundrelly or impotent, especially if they keep philosophizing past their 
youth. Socrates proceeds to win Adeimantus and the rest of the crowd
there are, besides Glaucon, eight named and several nameless auditors
"in deed" (327c, 328b). He does not deny the accusation, but he will justify 
his demand for the rule of the philosophers by an image (487e5) and. its. 
explication (489a4); the image is that of a mutinous crew and the good 
but powerless captain. There follows a series of images that show that the 
greatest of all sophists, the Many, is in fact the greatest corrupter of natures, 
who corrupts the best most deeply; this Public Sophist is like a great brute 
that the little private sophists know how to propitiate (492a-493d). Thus 
philosophy is left desolate and any little tinker may, as it were, take her 
to wife (495e). There are, however, some good natures who are for various 
reasons incorruptible- Socrates here cites as one such reason his own 
"divine sign," the daimonion (496c4); when soon after he speaks of a "well
born and well-bred ethos" (b2) one can scarcely help thinking of the Her
aclitean saying that "ethos is a man's daimon" (Diels, Vorsokratiker, Fr .. 
119). Such a nature will run to shelter as from a storm and will live-and 
die-in private. Thus such a man will do great deeds but not the greatest, 
which can only be done within a suitable constitution (497a). 

Adeimantus's worries about the slanders of philosophy he has heard 
are allayed. They return to the question of the possibility of the city, and 
now Adeimantus wants to know whether any of the contemporary cities 
are suitable to philosophy (497a9). Not a single one, says Socrates (who, 
however, as we know, himself lives and acts as a philosopher in Athens), 
not even the city in speech that we have just founded, because it too is 
deficient without the addition of a man, of a living law-giver (497d)-the 
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very one they were talking about when Adeimantus interrupted. This man's 
main problem will be how philosophy may be pursued in such a way as 
not to ruin the city; the solution, as announced .by Socrates, is that not 
the young but those advanced in life must most devote themselves to 
philosophy. Adeimantus remarks how serious Socrates seems to be here, 
but he thinks that most of his hearers will object just as earnestly, and 
Thrasymachus most of all. Socrates says reprovingly, "Do not make a quar
rel between me and Thrasymachus, who have just become friends- al
though we were not enemies before'.' (498c9). Thrasymachus approves this 
remark by his silence (cf.450a5)_ It is no wonder, Socrates goes on, that 
the people are hard to persuade, for they have never seen a virtuous man 
rule in a similarly virtuous city. This is why no city or constitution will 
ever become perfect until either some necessity forces the lover of wisdom 
to take care of the city, or the true eros of philosophy falls on princes. 
This may very well happen; in fact it may already have happened if there 
is now some "barbaric place" (499c9), or if there ever was or will be a situa
tion, wherC a virtuous man rules: "The constitution we discusSed has cOme 
into being and was and will be, whenever this Muse is in power in the city" 
(d2). We must.not attack the many, for they will then become gentle and 
will believe that no city can be happy which is not painted by an artist 
looking "to the divine pattern" (500e3). Such an artist will begin with a 
clean slate, painting on it a constitution whose model is both the just and 
the beautiful and the temperate itse.lf and the actual condition of men 
(50! b), and the many will accept him. So a conclusion has been reached: 
Our law-giving is difficult but not impossible (502c). 

In this interlude with Adeimantus, Socrates completes the practical 
foundation of his city. Having been voted into office, he succeeds by his 
oratory in allaying the popular fears of the "philosophical clan" (50!e3); 
his persuasiveness is due to his ability to present a persuasive example of 
the uncorrupted lover of wisdom- himself. In defending what appears to 
both of them a crucial matter, the life-long pursuit of philosophy, he even 
becomes, as he himself remarks in retrospect, a spirited orator who speaks 
"as an indignant man will" (thymotheis, 536c4). He is anxious for, and 
successful in, preserving the peace with Thrasymachus, the single sophist 
who represents that brutal public sophist, the people (cf. 336b5). And when 
he imagines that their city may at this very moment exist in some barbarian 

. spot, we must recall that the dialogue must by now have been going for 
well over ten hours; it is night, and we may imagine the barbaric sounds 
of a Thracian orgy beginning to penetrate into the house, the celebration 
the company had come to attend but which they will now miss as they 
sit through the rest of the night under Socrates' spell. 
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3. Socrates is now actually finished with Adeimantus. He will use him 
as an interlocutor only once more, in the discovery of the degenerate cities 
(548d8-576bl0), for Adeimantus is the expert on accounts of the worst. 
However, they continue a little beyond. Socrates reviews the three waves 
he has faced and ends by daring to formulate the "possible city" boldly 
in terms of the guardian city: "Guardians in the accurate sense, it must 
be ordained, are philosophers" (503b5). These must be at once quick and 
gentle and able to undertake. the "greatest learning matters" (503e4). Ad
eimantus wants to know what these are, and Socrates reminds him of their 
former study of the soul and its virtues and how they then said that a longer 
road must be taken to reach better things (504e). But what are these things? 
Adeimantus asks insistently. Socrates is annoyed that Adeimantus either 
does not understand or is trying to make trouble, "since you have often 
heard this-that 'the idea of the Good' is the greatest study" (505a2), for 
this alone is what everyone wants not in seeming but in truth. Although 
Socrates has already said that this Good cannot be either knowledge or 
pleasure (505c), Adeimantus presses to be told whether it is either of these 
or yet something else. A sarcastic exchange follows, in which Socrates de
nounces Adeimantus's unwillingness to hear, and Adeimantus scores 
Socrates' propensity for repeating the opinion of others (!); this ends in 
Socrates' refusing to talk to him about the Good (506cll). Now Glaucon 
returns to the conversation and implores Socrates not to stop just as the 
consummation of the argument is ahead; they will be satisfied if Socrates 
speaks of the Good as he did before of the virtues (d2). Glaucon does not 
realize that they have, in fact, already set out on the "longer path." 

D. 

I. Socrates yields to Glaucon. He will speak, though not of the Good 
itself but rather of its "offspring," which is most like it (506e). Socrates 
reminds Glaucon of the "oft-told" story of the one and the many (cf. 476). 
Those many good and beautiful things are seen but not known, while the 
thing itself, by which what was many comes "under one idea," is "known" 
but not "seen" (507b9). Now the artificer of the senses has made sight the 
most costly of the senses, since it needs a "third kind of thing" (el), light, 
to work. The sun is he of all the gods in heaven who gives us this light, 
and so the "sense" (aisthesis) of sight and the "power" of being seen (e6) 
depend on him. The eye is, of all "the organs of sense," "most like the sun" 
(508b3). This sun is the child of the Good, a child begotten "analogous 
to itself" (bl3). For the Good is "in the place of thought" in relation both 
"to thought and to things thought" (nous, noumena, cl) what the sun is 
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"in the place of visibility" (c2) in relation to sight and things seen. Socrates 
completes the analogy by likening "that in the soul which knows in this 
way" to the eye; as the eye sees things "clearly" (dl) when lit up by the 
sun, so the soul knows or merely opines things in the measure that the 
idea of the Good gives or fails to give "truth" (atetheia, d5). Glaucon is 
amazed. Adeimantus's question is now certainly answered; the Good can
not be either knowledge or pleasure (509a6). Socrates says that there is 
yet more to be seen in the image (a9), for the sun provides not only visibility 
but also growth and "becoming," genesis (b3), though it is not itself Becom
ing. Analogously the Good is the source of being, though not itself Being 
(b7, 9). This "image" or eikon, which we shall call the "sun image" for 
short, is best seen in a schematic sentence: 

As the 

{ 

sun 

Good {

light 

truth 
is responsible for giving 

So the 

{ 

visibility 
the place of to objects of 

thought { 

vision 

thought 

which are therefore perceived with by the 
{ 

clarity 

{ 

eye 
, and is also the source of 

soul 

knowledge 

{ 

becoming 

being 

in 

This image is now explicated in the "Divided Line." Glaucon is to take 
the "double kinds" (509d4), the "visible" (horaton) and the "intelligible" 
(noeton), and to cut them, as he would a line, into two unequal parts. Then 
he is to cut each section again in the same ratio (d7). Thus he will have, 
in the lower part, one subsection related to the other "in respect to clarity 
and lack of clarity" (d9) in the same way that images such as shadows and 
reflections are related to that of which they are images, namely natural 
objects and manufactured things (510a). To this whole lower part belongs 
"the opinable" (doxaston, a9). Next, the lower subsection of the upper part 
is considered. Here "the soul, using those things before imitated as images" 
{510b4), proceeds "from hypotheses" not "to the beginning" (ep'archen) 
but "to the end," while in the uppermost section she makes "her way" 
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(method on) without any use ofimages but by the "ideas" or eidethemselves 
and through them alone, up to the un-hypothetical beginning (b6). Socrates 
explains the lower of these subsections in terms of the work of the mathe- . 
maticians, who assume certain hypotheses without giving an account of 
them and who reach consistent conclusions on the basis of these. In doing 
this they may use the "visible looks" of things, but these are not what they 
are really thinking about. The true object of their thinking is the intellig
ible eidos (5lla3), the "look" that "one may see in no other way than by 
means of the thinking faculty" (dianoia, al); thus Socrates indicates that 
his use of the term eidos is fundamentally ironic. In the top section this 
paradoxically named "intelligible look" itself, the eidos noeton, is attained 
by "the power of dialectic" (b4), which uses the hypotheses as "hypotheses 
in effect" -or "in being." This is a double entendre which means both that 
the soul is now aware of the hypotheses as being so far nothing but 
hypotheses and that it will now treat them as hypotheses underlying be
ing. And having risen by means of these "up to the unhypothesized, unto 
the beginning of the whole," it descends, using nothing sensible, but only 
the hypotheses which are now no longer "suppositions"; these are the eide 
themselves (b-e). Book VI closes as Socrates assigns four "affections" or 
receptive powers (d7) of the soul to the four sections: thought or noesis 
to the highest, thinking or dianoia to the second, trust or pistis to the third, 
and to the lowest image-recognition" or eikasia; ,these are to be "ordered 
analogously'' to their objects (e2). (Noesis, usually "intellection," and nous, 
usually "intellect," are here both rendered by "thought" to contrast their 
perfect and direct mode with the progressive and intermediary mode of 
dianoetic "thinking.") A table (see next page) relating the line to the sun 
image will make the correlation clearer. 

2a. In presenting the sun image to Glaucon Socrates is requiring him 
to exercise his doxa. 

Of the two "doxastic" poWers,· the lower, whose pregnant name is eikasia, 
and which is thrown in at the very end with conscious nonchalance, will 
prove to be the most pervasive of the four "affections." 

Ordinarily the verb eikazein means to "imagine," both in the sense of 
making an image and likeness, and of discovering a likeness or likelihood; 
so it means to compare or conjecture. The noun eikasia means both the 
ability to make or see images, likelihoods, and conjectures, and the image, 
likelihood, or conjecture itself. For Glaucon the word would probably call 
to mind a witty and malicious amusement with which clever people spice 
their symposia, called "likenesses" or eikasiai." The game consisted of 
representing someone in an image, whereupon the victim might retaliate 
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by making a "counter-image"- or by refusing to play. So Meno tells 
Socrates that be appears to be "most like" (80a5) a torpedo fish (while 
Socrates ostensibly declines to make a counter-image-of course the whole 
dialogue is an unflattering portrait of Meno); and Alcibiades, in the one 
true triumph of his life, appearing in the Symposium as the god Dionysus 
himself, speaks of Socrates "through images" and compares him to one 
of the Sileni in his train, except that, in his image, which is "for the sake 
of truth" (215a6), this Silenus is more sober and far more divine than the 
god himself. And in Xenophon's Symposium (VI, 8; cf. also VIII, 43) 
Socrates curtly forbids the game when the eikasiai threaten to become in-· 
jurious and false. Now Socrates is in the habit of introducing great mat
ters u11der the image of a game or riddle (cf. 479bll, 521c5), and Glaucon 
will soon see that the "game of images" is an image- arid an example- of 
the most distinctive of human faculties. 

In the meantime it must startle him to hear "conjecturing" elevated in
to a power of the soul along with thought itself. But as the meaning of 
Socrates' central image penetrates he must notice that this image itself re
quired a peculiar application of his ability to see images. For he is, on the 
one hand, intended to imagine by means of the image what the Good is 
"like," but he is also, on the other hand, required to recognize simultaneously 
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that the sun's world is but a likeness, that his own visible world is a 
counterfeit of being. Socrates had in fact prepared Glaucon for the funda
mental importance of this power to recognize an image as an image when 
he had intimated earlier that to fail to possess it is to be permanently asleep· 
to being: "Look, isn't that just what dreaming is: when someone either 
in his sleep or while awake regards that which is like to something not as 
like but as the same as that to which it is like?" (476c4). In taking in the 
sun image, Glaucon then learns to use his eikasia in both of the fundamen
tal senses that Socrates, as the savior of the true and original meaning of 
words, has restored to it. 

2b. Similarly the next power, pistis or trust, comes into play. For just 
as in seeing the sun's world as an image Glaucon has been forced to lose 
trust in the visible world, so in seeing the sun as an image of !he Good 
and "most like it" (506e3) he acquires a better doxa of this world, a trust 
that life and government in the image of the Good are possible here. This 
trust is the "eikastic" counterpart of that persuasion to virtue which is the 
purpose of Socratic myth-telling (cf. 62lcl, 3). The question "whatever is 
the Good itself?" is bidden goodbye for now" (506el), and no explicit dialec
tical account of the Good is given at all. The Good appears here only as 
an object for belief, namely as the motive for study, the end and incentive 
to learning and doing. It is "that which every soul pursues and on account 
of which it does everything, having a pre-sentiment .that there is some such 
thing" (505dll). It is the one same, single, thing which all human acti.on, 
be it for show or genuine, intends not in seeming but in being, that which 
makes anything, including the virtues, good for us, namely "useful and 
profitable" (504a4). What makes the difference between attaining this true 
desire or missing it is precisely knowledge or lack of knowledge of the Good 
(e2). In that sense only is it the "greatest study," for, as we shall see, in 
another sense it is no "learning matter" at all. Nevertheless, the explicit 
consideration of the relation that human excellence and the human good 
have to the agathon, the good, was dropped as soon as Giaucon re-entered 
the conversation (506e); clearly it is a question to be discusseq either very 
superficially or only after long preparation (cf. Aristotle, Magna Mora/ia 
1182a27, who refers to the discussion of this question in Concerning the 
Good). 

2c. Perhaps the absence of any direct reflection on the nature of the 
Good seems to be in want of some further explanation. 

An Aristotelian anecdote about the audience's reaction to Plato's "Lec
ture on the Good," that half-mythical event when he spoke to the public 
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of the "Unwritten Teachings" of his school, is related by Aristoxenus in 
his Harmonic Elements (II, 30), and is pertinent here: "They came, every 
one of them, expecting to get some one of the goods considered human, 
... but when his reasonings appeared to be of mathematical studies and 
numbers and geometry and astronomy and [when he said), at last, that 
the Good is the One, I think it seemed to them very strange indeed; and 
then some sneered at it and others criticized it. Now what was the reason 
for this? That they knew nothing beforehand, but just like intellectuals 
(eristik01) were present to lap it up on the strength of the mere name." Now 
Socrates himself has several such argumentative types, such "eristics,'' on 
his hands- one of them Adeimantus, to whom he is careful to mention 
the "idea of the Good" as something Adeimantus has often heard of before, 
as something which is a cause of usefulness and profit and without which 
a man "cannot have the sentiments of a gentlemen" (505b3). Adeimantus 
reacts with a pat, eristic question worthy of the obtuse cleverness of a Meno: 
"But you, Socrates, do you think the Good is knowledge or pleasure or 
some other thing besides these?" (506b2; cf. Meno 70a); clearly this is a 
standard, routine question about the Good (cf. Philebus 19c). Here, Plato, 
as is his wont, nobly shows a Socrates wiser in practice than Plato himself 
was, for in the two dialogues dealing with the Good, the Republic and 
the Philebus, Socrates finds tactful ways to choose his interlocutor and 
to bring him along. In the present dialogue he silences Adeimantus by sug
gesting to him that he has heard it all before- the ritual-like use of the 
term "idea of the Good" (505a, 505e, 517b, 526e, 534b), although it is made 
clear enough that the Good is not an eidos at all, sounds like a soothing 
allusion to current discussions (cf. Epicharmus in Diogenes Laertius Ill, 
14, 27). Meanwhile he gently brings Glaucon to face, without taking refuge 
in clowning, the "awe-inspiring enormity" (509cl) of this Socratic Good. 

But Socrates' indirection is not only a matter of avoiding public 
misunderstanding; it also has a positive pedagogic purpose, which is pre
cisely to prevent Glaucon from pouncing precipitously on some bare truths 
that might turn his high spirits (cl) into bored sneers. In providing Glaucon 
with images to reflect upon, Socrates instills in him a kind of artificial 
"recollection" (cf. Meno 81c), which will enable him to "recognize" the logos 
whenever he himself should come upon it." This is, after all, what the 
effect of any artfully wrought image ought to be- a slow or a sudden dawn' 
ing of its logos. Therefore in some way a dialectical account of the Good, 
formulable in terms not unlike those of the "Unwritten Teachings," must 
be latent here.'' We shall try to work it out. 

3a. When Socrates has delivered his sun image Glaucon asks him to 
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go once more through the "likeness of the sun" (509c5) in order to fill in 
whatever had been omitted before. Socrates' answer to this request is the 
dividing of the line. 

The "Divided Line" is the mathematical figure for an implicit logos 
and the possibility of learning what is yet unknown. The choice of a linear 
figure is itself meaningful, for the line, as the unique connection of two 
point-monads, stands for the closest of all relationships, that of like to 
like, of which the knower and the known are the paradigm (cf. Aristotle, 
On the Soul, 404b23, citing Plato; Metaphysics 1036bl3 f., on the Pytha
goreans); it stands as well for the possibility of incommensurable and hence 
irrational, i.e., not directly expressible, relations. Th understand this explica
tion of the sun image, Glaucon will have to exercise his dianoia. 

The word dianoia can be used quite generally for what we would call 
"mental activity." For instance, Socrates himself says (476d5): "Why may 
we not call the mental activity (dianoia) [cf. Sophist 263d] of one who 
knows, 'gnomi,' and of one who opines, 'doxa'?" This word, doxa, too, 
will be "restored" by Socrates to its full significance. The dianoia, which 
goes with the third section from the bottom of the line, is, then, the power 
used in thinking or, as the phrase goes, in "thinking things through"; this 
thinking is the soul organ's restless scanning of the articulations of being 
for distinctions and comparisons. It means attending to, or searching for, 
that in things which can be grasped in thoughtful words, such as the Greeks 
calllogoi. This scanning involves a higher kind of eikasia, which may be 
termed "dianoetic eikasia.m9 For sensible things, when caught in speech, 
reveal themselves as mere imitations of something which the logos is truly 
about-as the "visible aspects" (horomena eide, 510d5) copying the true 
invisible "looks" (eide) of the thing itself. Likewise in the Phaedo (100a2) 
Socrates intimates that those who look at things in terms of /ogoi are Jess 
involved in images than those who look at them more literally with their 
physical eyes. In the Sophist (26le) it turns out that this is because logoi 
are "manifestations" (de/ornata) of being. The natural objects considered 
by the dianoia are therefore described primarily as "images"; in the dianoetic 
section, the soul proceeds by "using the very things before imitated [i.e., 
the natural objects that were imitated in the lowest section] as images" 
(510b4, 5lla7). The originals of these new images are -somehow-caught 
in what speech says: recall that the term logos stands for the meaning as 
well as for the words that convey it. By entrusting its inquiry to this logos, 
the dianoia is, in effect, "supposing" such originals; it is literally 
"hypothesizing" them so that they may serve as the basis of all distinc
tions, comparisons, inferences, and deductions. 

Now in an inquiry by means of logo!, certain results turn out to be 
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primary and pervasive (522c8). Among these are the fact that a thing can 
always be called "one," and together with another, "two," that counting 
seems the inevitable concomitant of naming; furthermore, that in different 
things the same shape can be discerned and that it is caught accurately 
only in speech and never in a representation. To work out the parts and 
interconnections- they seem to be inherently perspicuous- of these ob
jects that speech has discovered, it is necessary to recognize them as pure 
and separate, Hence arise the mathematicals, the "objects of study" par 
excellence, which form an especially important province of the dianoetic 
realm. On the highest level they supply the subjects of that indispensable 
pre-dialectical "exercise" in which Parmenides engaged Socrates in his youth 
(Parmenides 135e); for the Platonic Parmenides the most important 
hypotheses to be investigated are, of course, the two suppositions concern
ing the "One," namely that it is or is not. However, any common name 
is in fact a dianoetic hypothesis as well, and any sentence is a dianoetic 
structure- both are worthy objects of study. 

3b. If for Socrates, the philosophical poet, the fundamental nature of 
the present discourse is eikastic, for Glaucon, the mathematical enthusiast, 
it is dianoetic. Summarizing in his own words, but accurately, what he has 
learned from the division of the line, Glaucon perceptively brings out a 
central fact only implicit in Socrates' words, namely that the objects of 
the dianoia are the same as the noeta of the uppermost part-thatthey 
are these noeta before that complete logos, which brings the thinker up 
to the thing itself, has been reached. In fact, he ends by treating the divided 
line as if the whole purpose of the division had been only to set the terms 
for defining the dianoia. For, observing that the very name of dia-noia 
suggests something in-between, or a mean, Glaucon defines it, in analogy 
to his earlier definition of doxa, as "something between doxa and nous" 
(5lld4), as the naturally intermediate faculty par excellence (cf. Symposium 
202, where Eros as daimon is the corresponding intermediary). 

3c. Socrates, of course, depends on the mathematical predisposition 
of his.young philosopher-mathematics being after all the young rulers' 
childhood amusement-in introducing him to the exercise ofthis, the lower 
noetic faculty (cf. 508c4, 509dll). In Book VII, Socrates takes the act of 
beginning the long description of the formal mathematical education that 
is the "prelude" to dialectic (53ld7) as an opportunity to engage Glaucon 
in a serious "methodical" dianoetic exercise. When Glaucon, accurately 
recalling the musical education of the guardians, perceptively concludes 
that this training cannot be the study that the future philosophers need, 
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Socrates asks him: "0 my marvelous Glaucon, what would be such a study 
... ?" Glaucon eagerly interrupts to ask in turn what study might indeed 
remain to them (522b6). Socrates now invites him pointedly to become his 
"fellow viewer" (523a7) while, as he says, he makes divisions within himself 
about the studies that might lead toward being; he is to "say 'I agree' or 
'I disagree,' " watching carefully that Socrates is "oracling" correctly. The 
discussion that follows shows Glaucon that arithmetic is precisely the study 
wanted, since it is "inviting to the dianoia" (524d3) and "arousing to noesis'' 
(d5), and that all the best natures should be educated in it-to which his 
slyly docile response is: "I agree" (526c7). Socrates proceeds to initiate him 
into the very study of "the one and the two and the three" (522c-526c) 
that Parmenides had once taught him. This is Glaucon's first and only 
step on the dialectical way; here and nowhere else in the Republic is un
disguised direct philosophical work done-a "huge work," as he has begun 
to realize (5llc3, 53ld5). Glaucon intends to do it seriously, and when 
Socrates asks him whether he means to carry on as if demonstrating before 
others or in his own behalf, he wants to converse chiefly for his own sake. 
But, as Socrates says, suddenly speaking straight out to us beyond the 
dialogue, "if someone else should be able to profit in some way, you won't 
grudge him that" (528a2). 

3d. But why should Glaucon need to be especially invited to this 
dialogue, since they are already in the midst of one and have indeed come 
precisely, as Polemarchus says in the beginning, to converse (328a9)? 
Evidently there are various ways to "converse." In fact, three meanings of 
dialegesthai can be distinguished within this dialogue. 

First it can mean a conversation in which anyone may and can take 
part. This, despite Thrasymachus's efforts to stage an exclusive rhetorical 
display, is its meaning in the "prelude" (357a2) of the dialogue, Book I. 
It can also mean that "power of dialectic" proper (5llb4, 532d8, 533a8) 
in which the logos, the account-giving power, leaves all sense perception 
behind and is moved "by the eide themselves," advancing "through them 
and into them" (5llcl). This activity is what is imitated by sight (532a2); 
as the soul ranges over noetic "sights," as the name eidos, "sight, look, 
aspect," indicates, so the eye sees things at once distinct and together. It 
is clear that Socrates regards the soul as truly moving (cf. Timaeus 36el) 
both upward and downward ouly in dialectic, which is thus repeatedly called 
a "way," meaning a pursuit or a method, a "journey'' (533b3, 532el, 3; 
533b3, c7; 532e3). In contrast, the conclusive motion of the dianoia is 
downward (510b6, d2) as in deduction, that of the lowest power, eikasia, 
is back and forth as in comparisons, and the next-to-lowest power, pistis, 
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' enjoys rarely disturbed rest. In the use of its lower powers the soul is 
therefore said to be bogged down and made sluggish (533dl, 61lc). The 
cause is its association with the body; the soul is never quick with bodily 
life but only with the logos, and its proper motion is a "heavenly journey" 

' (cf. Phaedrus 256d8). But this dialectic is only praised in the Republic 
(532al); its actual exercise is impossible to one who is not already "prac
ticed" (533a9) in dianoetic studies (and perhaps to any mortal), for dialec
tic is thought out-thinking itself. And indeed the "propaedeutic" (536d6) 

, mathematical studies are carefully trimmed: they exclude not merely all 
"banausic," i.e., applied, elements, but also any explicit "eidetic" admix
ture as well; for instance, nothing is said of Plato's arithmological teaching, 
the "eidetic numbers" (cf. Metaphysics 1080a12 ff.), although, as we shall 
see, allusions to dialectical terms abound. 

There remains a middle dialegesthai, which happens to be the one 
characteristic of this central conversation. This is speech between two souls. 
Such speech must have a sensible clothing of sound, the audible dialogue. 
Such dialogue is strongly distinguished from myth telling and hearing (e.g., 
Protagoras 320c, 3Z4d, Gorgias 523a, Timaeus 26c), since the latter ap
peals to trust and imagination, while the former involves primarily the 
dianoia. For the dianoia supervenes as soon as sense perception is expressed 
in words, which inevitably gives rise to dilemma, especially to self
contradiction (524e3). In supplying hypotheses to solve these dilemmas the 
dianoia brings in noeta and thus invites the uppermost faculty of thought, 
noesis (523al). In itself the dianoia is the faculty of differences, distinc
tions, and contradictions. As such it ever ranges betwixt and between and 
is called out by human perplexities as well as by mathematical problems 
(530b6). Unguided, it can easily become an aporetic or "wayless" affec
tion (524a7). Therefore in such a dialogue one of the interlocutors must 
know somewhat more than the other, must have advanced into dialectic, 
so that he will be able "to ask and answer most knowledgeably" (534d9, 
528b8; cf. Phaedrus, 276e5). In this dialogue with Glaucon Socrates exer
cises such a superiority even more than usually, since their conversation 
is "synoptic" and requires a large foreknowledge. The introduction to 
arithmetic mentioned above displays precisely the required relation of the 
interlocutors: Socrates makes dialectical divisions "within himself' (523a6), 
which he then "shows" to Glaucon (a9), while Glaucon is to look on with 
him and to respond to Socrates' affirmations or negations (cf. Sophist 
263el2) with his own agreement or disagreement. But this dialogic superior
ity is evident most of all in the very naming of the powers of the soul with 
which Book VI closes. For these powers are, as it were, named from aboye, 
from a synoptic point of view. Anyone who has not left the first three sec-
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tions cannot possibly know their true names: doxa, as used ordinarily,', 
means the faculty of judgment; people rarely think that they have what 
to Socrates is "mere opinion," but they think that they know their minds; 
in· fact, the various provinces· of the dianoia, such as the arts and 
mathematics (5llc6, d3), are particularly highly regarded by their devotees, 
as producing nothing less than knowledge (533d4). For Socrates, of course, 
the dianoia is below knowledge. 

4a. Let us return to the invitation to reflection that is extended to 
Glaucon by the sectioning of the realms "as if" they were a line; he must 
wonder why, as has been said, the Republic has no dialectical treatment 
either of the Good or of the eide under it. This missing logos is, however, 
absent in a different way for both of these dialectical objects. Let us begin 
with the Good. 

The Good has no "place" within the realm of being, for it is "beyond 
being" (509b9). Since it is that which is "un-hypothesized" it cannot be 
traversed in the same way as the "hypotheses to being," the stepping stones 
of the logos (5llb8). Consequently there is in this dialogue no power of 
the soul that corresponds to it, as is signified by the fact that it is off the 
top of the Divided Line. Although within the context of the imagery of 
sight the eye of the soul is said to look at it, a distinction between move
ment "among" and "through" the eide (510b8, 5llc2) and movement "up 
unto" the Good (5llb6, 533c8) is pretty generally maintained; the latter 
has about it something tangential and momentary; a glimpse of the Good 
is "scarcely" (517cl) achieved. Consequently this beholding is not quite 
knowing in the dialectical sense at all, for the "idea of the Good" is the 
result not of a unitary act of sight but of "abstracting" and "determining 
in logos'' (534b9). Socrates repeats this several times: The Good as respon
sible source is known only after the eidetic vision; it is known on the 
downward return, so to speak, by a syllogismos or collection of logoi, a 
logos of logoi (516b9, 517cl}. It is, in effect, the most comprehensive of 
all those "collections" (e.g., Sophist 267bl) that follow the "divisions" of 
dialectic. The Good, the "greatest study," is a "learning matter" or a 
mathema only in a new and strange sense, for it is learned in the move
ment away from it-to confront the Whole as a knower is to step back 
among the parts. 

4b. For those realms, however, that are on the Divided Line, the absence 
of logoi takes on a different significance and form. It is essential to the 
following discussion to recall that the word logos means not only account 
or reasoning but also the mathematical relation of ratio, a double mean-
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ing of great importance particularly in Pythagorean contexts (e.g., Epinomis 
977c3). Now we are told that each of the unequal main sections of the 
line is again to be cut "in the same ratio" (509d7), but we are neither given 
the ratio itself-we are not even told whether it is numerical or irrational, 
i.e., a ratio of commensurable or incommensurable lines- nor are we 
definitely told whether the greater or the less of the unequal segments is 
to be the upper one (cf. Plutarch, Platonic Questions lOOld). We can con
clude nothing except that the two middle segments must be equal, which 
means that pistis and dianoia are in some way coextensive. That is indeed 
necessary, since the realm of the dianoia uses the realm of natural objects 
as corresponding images. 30 

4c. This absence of definite ratios is the more noteworthy because for 
the earlier tripartite soul the numerical ratios of the parts are, playfully, 
given: they form the musical progression of the "highest," "middle," and 
"lowest" place in the diapason (443d6; cf. 432a). If the "middle" is here 
taken non-technically to designate the mean through which the "first con
sonances," the fifth and the fourth, are compounded (cf. Nicomachus, 
below) then these are as 6:4:3, the three terrns of a harmony, where 4, which 
represents the spirited element, the thymos, is a "harmonic mean." (If the 
meseis understood as the string of the fourth, then, as Theon, Hiller, p. 
62, shows, this ratio can be immediately obtained.) The use of the terms 
of the "harmonic proportion," i.e., for b ~ 4, a(6):c(3)::a- b(2):b- c(l), may 
have a special significance here. Nicomachus (Introduction to Arithmetic 
II, xxvi) says that Philolaos the Pythagorean regarded this proportion as 
the "geometric harmony," expressing the cube, which has 12 sides, 8 angles, 
and 6 faces, so that its characteristics are given in the terms 6:4:3. The tripar
tite "embodied" soul is therefore here characterized as the basic solid. Now 
Aristotle (On the Soul404bl6 ff.) reports a similar Platonic oral teaching 
about the soul. The noetic cosmos, called "the animal itself," arises "from 
the idea of the one and primary length and breadth and depth": so that 
in respect to the soul, which is similar to that animal, "intellect (nous) is 
one; knowledge (episteme) is two, since it is uniquely related to one; the 
number of the plane is opinion (doxa); and sense perception (aisthesis) 
belongs to the solid." Evidently the Academy too believed that the soul 
reaches some sort of solidity as it meets the body. 

We may ask further how this dimensional structure is related to the 
quadripartite "knowing" soul of the central Republic. Although it is cer
tainly not the same, there is an instructive relation between them which 
is best seen schematically: 



58 

I 
no us 

MUSIC OF THE REPUBLIC 

On the Soul 404b23 

2 3 

{ 

episteme doxa (pistis) } 

dianoia eikasia 

~ 

Republic 534a 

4 
aisthfsis 

The dimensional soul will be seen to be the more comprehensive of the 
two since it possesses elements for apprehending both extremities of dimen
sionality, namely unit and body, where the former is the source of the whole 
soul, and the latter is its full-grown structure. The soul of the Republic 
has, as we have seen, no clear and separate capacities corresponding to 
these; furthermore, as the Divided Line shows, it has no dimensional pro
gression, for apprehension of solids occurs in one of the middle sections. 
On the other hand, it does have what one might call a certain reflective 
depth, which arises from the eikastic reduplication of episteme in dianoia 
and of pistis in eikasia that takes place within its two major parts, noesis 
and doxa (534a)." In summary, it might be said that the dimensional soul 
is all-embracing or cosmic, which is why some can say that "the soul is 
the place of the eide" (On the Soul 429a27), while in respect to the soul 
that goes with the realms of the Divided Line, it might rather be said that 
"the eide are the place of the soul." The soul ranges all over this place, 
sometimes settling in one spot and then moving again, remaining always 
somewhat a stranger-in accordance with the similarity between knowledge 
and the pervasive, piece-meal eidos of otherness described in the Sophist 
(257c7). 

Later we shall see the significance of the fact just pointed out, namely 
that the soul of the Republic is not a cosmic harmony of number ratios. 

But if the logoi themselves are absent, this much about them is given: 
they are the same throughout, for sameness of ratio defines a proportion, 
an ana-logia or "recurrence of logoi." How is Glaucon to interpret the 
mathematical fact that is here presented to his dianoia? 

4d. We should, first of all, keep firmly in mind that this mathematical 
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presentation is itself only a simile; Glaucon is to cut the realms "just as" 
he would a line (509d6). He has no reason to think either that the realms 
of being literally have mathematical ratios to one another or that the inex
plicitness of the logos in any way implies that the ratio of any two quan
tities is indeterminate (as are the greater and the less, a ratio technically 
known as "indefinite," aoristos, Metaphysics 1021a4); on the contrary, the 
logos here stands for the possibility of articulate human language. Thus 
cautioned, let us see what the model will yield. 

Immediately after the fundamental division of the line and description 
of the lower subsections has been made, Socrates reads off a first propor
tion (510a9): 

opined : known :: images : imaged object 

· This proportion announces that the internal relations of the two lowest 
are the same as those of the whole, that the relations connecting 

whole are mirrored in even its lowest parts. At the very end of the 
nividled Line passage he reads off yet another proportion (5ile3): 

segments of line : truth :: affections of soul : clarity 

which means in mathematical terms that the affections of the soul are 
correspondents (Euclid V, Def. 11: Given a:b::c:d, a and c, as well as 

and d, are said to correspond) of the realms of being that the line segments 
re>>re,;ent. Or, using analogical reasoning- that is, inferring the likeness 

correspondents (cf. Metaphysics 1016b34, 1093b18; Topics 108a7)-we 
conclude that known and knower are alike (cf. On the Soul, 404b18). 
the analogical method brings out the bond that "yokes together with 

strongest yoke" (508al), the linking of known and knower by the clari
light of truth; this illumination can bind them because they are both 

the Good" (509a3), that "ruling source" of the "community'' of knowns 
knowers (cf. Sophist 248all). 

And finally, in concluding the explication of both the sun and the cave 
Socrates forms two more proportions (534a3): 

being : becoming :: thought : opinion 
thought : opinion :: knowledge : trust :: thinking : image recognition 

first of which signifies that the gradations of knowing are the same 
the degrees of being. The last, more extended, proportion displays par

icularlv well the force of the mathematical form Socrates has chosen. For 
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since the affections of the soul are coordinated with linear magnitudes, ,, 
they may be "alternated" (Euclid, Elements V, Defs. 12, 3), so that the first 
is to be the third as the second to the fourth-and this is exactly what: 
Socrates has done here; he has alternated the original proportion of the 
segments, so that now 

knowledge : thinking :: trust : image recognition 

This new form of the proportion draws attention to the close relation of 
each faculty in one main segment to the corresponding faculty in the other, 
a relation which mirrors that of the main faculties and again that of the 
realms of being. The last ratio, which links thinking (dianoia) with image 
recognition (eikasia), particularly justifies the notion of a "dianoetic 
eikasia," a thinking use of images, while the preceding ratio shows a cer
tain special relation between knowledge and trust, which we experience 
in that unassailable finality or incorrigibility, analogous to the self
sufficiency of knowledge, which certain sense perceptions possess (523bl). 

Obviously, by using the various Euclidean operations (Euclid V, Defs. 
11-18) on these proportions, and by attending either to the sameness of 
the ratio relation or to the likeness of the correspondents in the new pro
portions, it is possible to obtain a variety of illuminating results. That this 
would be a legitimate enterprise is shown by the 'ierm Socrates uses when 
he dismisses further division of the line lest there be a surfeit of 
"multiplicate logoi" (534a7), a punning reference to the "duplicate" and 
"triplicate" ratios of the theory of proportion (Euclid V, Defs. 9-10)." 

All of these further results would be, however, only the expression of 
two fundamental similarities: First is that of the knower and the known, 
mentioned above, which Socrates has in mind when he tells Glaucon to 
"order them [the affections of the soul] analogously" (5lle2) to the realms 
of being; and second is that-really prior-similarity of each degree of 
being to the next higher degree. It is by reason of this similarity that the 
successive realms of (I) images, (2) natural objects, (3) mathematicals, and 
(4) eide are described in turn as (1) "that which is made as something 
similar," (2) "that to which it is made similar," and (3) "that which was 
before copied and is now treated as a likeness" (cf. 510al0, b4, 5lla7); and 
(4) even the eide themselves are, as we learn from other sources, formed 
in the likeness of the Good understood as the One (see below), being 
themselves each one (e.g., Metaphysics 987bl8 ff. -the formula is on/hen, 
being/one. 

This four-stepped ladder of similars is what .makes upward transition, · 
i.e., the .dialectical road, possible. It is, we should note, completely ar-
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ticulated first in the Divided Line; the sun image has only two undifferen
tiated realms, the intelligible and the visible. The Divided Line in a certain 
way preserves this original homogeneity of the larger realms; images and 
natural bodies are not found in differently constituted realms, for both 
are sensibles and either have their own body or use an alien one-reflections 
themselves are "in water" and "on smooth bodies" (510al)-so that the 
difference is not really that between the plane and the solid dimension or 
between visible and palpable things. Similarly, hypotheses and eide are 
equally intelligibles. What differentiates the realms internally is not, to use 
a latter-day expression, a different "material," but rather the reflective 
distinction of like to likened and of genuine to counterfeit, which reflects 
in the parts of the line the imaging relation of the sun to the Good. 

4e. Glaucon will, then, see that the logoi relating certain aspects of 
the whole are one and the same throughout, that on account of similarity 
or likeness (homoiotes; cf. Sophist 231a7, Statesman 285b6) there is one 
logos pervading the whole. In presenting this notion to Glaucon 
mathematically, Socrates is signifying that he is presenting him with such 
hypotheses about being and becoming as will make thinking itself 
possible- and by this he means thinking consistently, namely "in such a 
manner that the sameness of logos is preserved" (homologoumenos, 510d2; 
cf. Aristotle, Topics 108b8). But if the characteristic dianoetic direction 
is downward to conclusions by deductions that win "agreement" 
(homologia) because the logoi in different souls have remained in concord, 
the discovering dianoia moves upward by an analogia. It is this latter use 
that is chiefly required in any search, and is therefore suggested to Glaucon 
in this part of the dialogue: "Make an analogy ... " (524d9; cf. 509b2). 
An explication of this means of learning is given in the Statesman: When 
the teacher chooses some thing about which the learner has right opinion 
to "lead him up to" (anagein) as an example, that is, when the teacher shows 
the learner a para-deigma, i.e.,. "something to be shown beside" some 
unknown, which is able "to lead [the learner] to" (epagein) this unknown
then this unknown may become known to the learner by a recognition of 
the analogy (277d9; here Socrates, in the reflexive mode characteristic of 
him, explains "example" by giving an example of an example, just as in 
the Republic he explains "image" by an image.) The sun, as an image of 
the Good, is just such an "example," and since the Good is far above the 
sun, the epagoge, the "bringing up," of Glaucon will be a true ascent. In 
fact, it will be an ascent-though only provisional-to the source of all 
examples, to that paradeigma which is no longer example but exemplar. 

We might summarize this exposition from a different point of view by 
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saying that the Divided Line tells the story of "recollection" mathematically, 
by presenting through proportions that "affinity" of all nature (cf. Meno 
81dl) which makes it possible to move with a sense of recognition in 
unknown places. Aristotle will reduce this upward, or inward, journey to 
the "logical" procedure of epagoge or induction, of which he makes Socrates 
the inventor (Metaphysics 1078b28). 

4f. The first and original affinity, the sun image implies, is that which 
the Good as progenitor has with the sun as the offspring made in its im
age. In other words, the Good itself possesses an image-making power that 
it passes down to the eide and that they pass on in turn (cf. Phaedrus 
250a6). This "downward eikasia," as it might be called, by making our world 
a progression of likenesses, is originally responsible for our own ability 
both to make ourselves like to the highest things by homoiosis (500c5, 
Theaetetus 176bl) and to recognize likenesses or to make analogies. It is, 
we might say, responsible for our "upward eikasia" and for the pleasure 
of recognition it gives us (cf. Aristotle, Poetics 1448b8); it is a power so 
unobtrusively indispensable that without it we would never "know 
ourselves" even in the most superficial sense of having confronted in a mir
ror our own looks, the eidos of our own face! 

4g. We can now see precisely why the criticism of poetry in Book III 
turns into that radical "ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry" 
(607b5) in Book X. This quarrel, which already engaged Pythagoras, who 
descended to Hades to watch Homer and Hesiod suffer for their lies 
(Diogenes Laertius VIII, 21), is now given a precise cause. In the light of 
the sun image, poets are usurpers and perverters of the power of the Good. 
They are more despicable even than that charlatan who, having carried 
a mirror through the world, claims to have "made everything" (596c2), when 
he has really only borrowed the lowest effects of the power of the Good. 
For poets make artificial images, using a perverted power of eikasia, a "low" 
(603b4) generation called "mimetic'' or imitative (602all), which produces 
images of good and bad things indiscriminately (604el, Sophist 233c; cf. 
also 267a) and distracts the listeners from true being (605a9). Such mimetic 
products are not natural likenesses but are separated from the true source 
of images by the interposition of a human maker, who "makes images 
vilely" (Republic 377el). Poetic mimesis makes artificial imitations;" "ar
tists," to speak in modern terms, arrogate to themselves an unauthorized 
function of "creativity," while Socratic eikasia makes likenesses in the sense 
of observing those that are already there by nature, clothingthem in figures 
and putting the figures into words. 
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sa. We must now go on to see exactly what conjectures about the Good 
the sun image allows Glaucon to make on reflection, even though he can
not yet reach a full and sure logos. 

In the image the Good is presented in three successive capacities, a triplet 
proved to be fundamental by its recurrence in the Philebus (20b8). It is 
presented first as the father of the sun (508bl2), then as that which is respon
sible for knowledge (e3), and last as the source of being (509b7)." The 
first of these might be called its cosmogenic function, by which the potent 
male Good generates the sun as a male offspring to be lord of the visible 
world and an intermediate source of the world of becoming, analogous 
to the Good itself as ruler of the world of thought (508c4, 517c3); the ob
vious question that arises here is whether the sun also has a mother-the 
cave image will deal with that. However, although the sun resembles its 
maker in its brightness, its continual risings and settings clearly mark it 
as a part of the world of becoming and passing away, while at the same 
time they bear evidence that the Good is also a source of motion (cf. Alex
ander on Aristotle's Metaphysics 988all ff., ed. Hayduck, p.59). In its sec
ond capacity the .Good is several times called the aitia, the "responsible 
cause" (508e3; 517c2), and aitos, "that which is to be called to account" 
(516c2) both for the passive state of the so-called nooumena, "beings 
known" (508el, 509b6, d8) and for the active knower (508e2), that is, for 
the soul in its "act of knowing" (509b6)- this aitia is, however, yet more 
beautiful and more honorable than these effects. In its third capacity, the 
Good is called king and lord (509d2, 517c4) and arche, "ruling source" 
(510b7, 511b7) of the whole, or the "arc he itself" (533c8), "in power and 
seniority exceeding the nature of being" (509b9); it gives things both their 
"state of being" (to einaz) and their nature as beings or beingness" (ousia, 
509b8). The latter two capacities are reduplicated by the sun as source of 
sight and becoming. 

Socrates presents these functions in the order that will bring Glaucon 
up by analogy from the visible many to the invisible one (507b2). In the 
order of logical generation, however, the listing should clearly be reversed, 
since being itself must somehow precede the confrontation of active and 
passive beings and this split must in turn come before the birth of a world 
perceptible and perceived by sense. The grandest, most inclusive, most polit
cally relevant, function of the Good is therefore its rule (arche) over be
ing; next it acts as the "answerable cause" (aitia) for teachers and learners, 
while its most private function is that of a father. But in truth neither order 
holds, for the Good itself is not hierarchically ordered, being itself the 
source and beginning of all order- "the arche itself' (533c8). 
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5b. The diagram below shows the parts of this order; all its terms ex
cept one are taken from the text: 

Good 
------.. 

archi aitia 

father ~ 
~ ';;;wumena noesis 

truth /'/~'~/arity 

genesis doxaston genesis horaton sights sight [dogmata] doxa 

This scheme shows the Good as presiding over and bonding a kind of 
pervasive duplication: the Good as the reason for knowledge is respon
sible for the unifying confrontation of knower and known (right side) and 
so also for the agent of noesis, the soul (508d4; cf. Sophist 248cll, e ff.). 
As direct source, the Good also gives rise to ousia, beingness (left side), 
which, by reason of the soul's presence, has a second aspect: it is the "place" 
(508cl, 509d2) provided for the soul, the topos noetos, which contains the 
"things for thought," the noeta (the -tos ending signifying the capability 
of being thought; cf. Sophist 248d4). Finally, as generating source, the Good 
puts forth the Sun, a sensible second source that reduplicates the whole 
structure of being on the lower level of sense and becoming. 

At this point, the diagram brings out an aspect of the sun image that 
is of fundamental importance to the human place in the whole. The soul, 
which arises in the first instance as a knowing soul (508d6), is in some 
way also involved with the world of becoming: some aspects of sense "in
vite thought" (523bl). Furthermore we do have opinions, that kind of set 
mental reaction significantly expressed in the phrase beginning "I feel that . 
. . . " Human speech, too, can accommodate itself to becoming, since it 
is capable of the same admixture of non-being that gave rise to becoming 
(477a; cf. Sophist 260b!O). In other words, the human soul as the moving 
agent of knowledge has a faculty, doxa, by which it ranges over becoming 
and has a place there. This place contains "that which is to be opined," 
the doxaston, and the name of these things, as apprehended by the soul, 
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has been added in the diagram-they are the dogmata, a word denoting 
both ordinary opinions (cf. Republic 538c6) and their political counter
parts, the decrees and ordinances of the city. 

Thus from the point of view of the human soul genesis, becoming, 
belongs to being as one of its gradations Gust as the representative of the 
Good, the sun, is not above but within this world); hence doxa has a cer
tain kinship with knowledge (Meno 86a). But from the point of view of 
the body, becoming is the place of "sense perception," aisthesis (507c4, 
e6), and, most characteristically, of "things to be seen," the horata, whose 
organ of perception is the eye, which is "most like the sun" (508b3), just 
as the soul is like the Good. This is why Socrates has two names, doxaston 
and horaton, for the segment and realm of becoming (509d), just as each 
human being has two "organs": that "by which" it sees, the soul; and that 
"through which" it sees, the eye (Theaetetus 184c6; cf. Timaeus 28a2). 
Becoming is then, in a sense, "within" being, not an external accretion to 
it (cf. M. Heidegger, Nietzsche [Pfullingen 1961] I, p. 207). 

5c. However, seen in another way, the diagram brings out a certain 
downward doubling, effecting the differentiation, or rather proliferation, 
from one to many that Socrates had recalled when he introduced the im
age. Whence does it arise? Now although no sourc>' beside the Good is 
mentioned, the language of the image persistently implies that something 
already there is capable of "taking" the gifts of the Good in various ways. 
The Good "provides" (parechei, 503el, 509a7; cf. b3, 517c4) what is known 
with that truth of which the things known "partake" (metechei, 5lle3, 4); 
it "gives" this power to the knower (508e2), makes intelligibility "to be pres
ent" (pareinai, 509b7) in things, and causes being "to be added to them" 
(proseinai; b8). One might be tempted to think of some underlying 
"material" (with which Aristotle, speaking in his own terms, does indeed 
equate that in Plato's teaching which "takes" the Good, Metaphysics 
988all), except that the Good does not actually differentiate some available 
stuff, but rather binds something disposed to come in a two-fold way. For 
instance, just as the "yoke" of light yokes two different things, vision and 
visibility (507c6), so the truth is the bond by which the Good binds the 
disparate knower and known. This dyadic disposition appears also in other 
ways: in the "double eide" (509dl, 4, 6) of the visible and the knowable 
(cf. the "two morphai of Parmenides' "double philosophy," Diels, · Vor
sokratiker, I. fr. 8, 53 and p. 218, 6) and their two-fold subdivisions (534al), 
and in whatever makes "division into two," the complement of making 
analogies (534a6), possible. We have here an intimation of that secondary 
dyadic principle, so often mentioned by Aristotle under the name of the 
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Indefinite Dyad, which in Plato's arithmological teaching is the secondary 
arche complementing the Good understood as the One. 

Although it is only an intimation, it is one that must attend on any 
presentation of the whole, because the second principle has "a certain 
likeness to the whole" by reason of which it "contains all things" (Aris
totle, Physics 207al9). As Speusippus explains: "For they held that the One 
is higher than being and is the source of being; and they delivered it even 
from the status of a principle. For they held that given the One in itself, 
conceived as separated and alone, without the other things, with no addi
tional element, nothing else would come into existence. And so they in
troduced the Indefinite Duality as the principle of being."" 

This second arche of Being is discovered and described in the Sophist, 
in pursuing the source that makes sophistical speaking (commonly known 
as "Double Thlk," Dissoi Logot) possible. A difficulty had arisen over the 
necessary two-ness of Being. This two-ness had been a consequence of the 
very fact that plays so pervasive a role in the sun image, namely that there 
is both knowing and something knowable; therefore Being, as known and 
knowing, possesses a knowing and living soul and is thus in motion, while 
as knowable it is steadfast and at rest (248d ff.). Being was thus both in 
motion and at rest, and this resulted in a quandary: Being kept cropping 
up in speech as "some third thing" beside these irreducibly separate two, 
motion and rest, so that neither of them could be said to be (250b-d). The 
solution to this quandary was found in the nature of the Other, which goes 
"through everything" (255e3), and has a correlative, the Same. For these 
make it possible to say that Being can be both motion and rest, since each 
of the two is just what it is by reason of being the same with itself and 
is not the other by reason of being other than that other, i.e., by participating 
in the Other. In this way the deliverances of speech were justified and the 
logos was saved. 

The eidos of the Other is described in the Sophist as always relative 
(255d), effecting Non-being, which is infinite (256e) and cut up into many 
parts (257c). But these are exactly the terms associated by Aristotle with 
the Indefinite Dyad (Metaphysics 987b19 ff., 1087b13 ff.)." Plato, he says, 
made "the other nature" (cf. Sophist 256el, 257c7) a dyad because the 
numbers "outside the first" (i.e., after the One and the Dyad) can be "begot
ten from her just as from a matrix" (Metaphysics 987b34) by the One as 
begetter. The first such definite arithmos is the eidetic 1\vo (ibid. 1082all), 
Being (cf. Note 35). 

This "two-making" arche is precisely one of those "responsible causes 
of division" (Sophist 253c3) which is being sought, and, as has been srud, 
it is the source of the possibility of that confrontation between knower 
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and known which the Good confirms with its illuminating truth. Clearly, 
then, such an arche is in the background of the sun image. We shall see, 
however, that in the context of the human good, namely that concerned 
with the embodied soul, it will appear not as a second source of being 
but as something opposed to that good, as the source of evil. But for the 
human knowing soul Socrates has coined a special term- it is "like the 
Good," agathoeides, or well-formed (Republic 509a3), and so are all its 
situations. 

Sd .. We must now take a last looli:-at the role of similarity or likeness 
in the sun image, not merely insofar as it permits ascent by analogy, but 
as a constitutional principle. In the conversation of the Parmenides- which 
is, incidentally, recounted to Adeimantus and Glaucon- young Socrates 
had tentatively presented "likeness" as a solution to the problem of 
methexis, the "participation" of the many sensible things in the one invisi
ble eidos (132cl2). He thought that the eidemight be "patterns in nature" 
(d2), patterns to which "the sensible things become like and hence are things 
likened [i.e., copies]"; therefore "their participation in the eideis nothing 
but this being made in their image" (d4). Parmenides shows him that his 
solution is impossible. The eide cannot be "in nature," i.e., among beings, 
as patterns since, likeness being reciprocal, the pattern would be in
distinguishable from its copy- both would be like and would require yet 
a third eidos above them to be like to (e7). This form of the "third man" 
argument (cf. Metaphysics 990b17) amounts to saying that patterns, as mere 
patterns, are not necessarily above their copies in the scale of being and 
need have no originating power, that they have no nature by and in 
themselves, nothing that permits them at once to retain their oneness as 
eide and to be a source of manyness- they are not sources. (This same 
criticism is in fact made by Aristotle of the Platonic eide, Metaphysics 
1079b.) At this stage young Socrates does not even suspect that the prob
lem might have to be considered on a higher level, namely that of the par
ticipation of the eide in each other, of the communities they form with 
each other, and, beyond that, oft he whole they belong to altogether (129d6), 
and hence he does not see that his eidetic solution might after all be usable. 
Yet, as we shall see, there is a place for such a solution. 

One aspect of the higher methexis problem, the problem of the several 
"communities" that the eide have with each other, was, as we have seen, 
considered in the Sophist (254b7), where the solution to the question how 
both rest and motion can be was given in terms of the correlative archai 
of the Same and the Other. Both of these extend throughout Being, for 
by being one and the same with itself each eidos remains integral and in-
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dependent, while by being other than another it becomes so related to that 
other, namely as another "other," as to be capable of being together with 
it in a "community" (256a!O). That is why Otherness is the bond of Being. 

Now if the point of view taken is not within but "beyond Being," 
Likeness performs just such a function as Otherness did within Being, and, 
in a way, does so more plausibly. For within Being, the secondary, reflex
ive eidos of the Other was the source of community, the "bond" that ran 
"through everything" (255e3; cf. 253a5, cl), while the primary Same was 
responsible for the separate and independent oneness of each being 
(254d15). But the bonding of the whole is achieved precisely because of 
the Likeness of each thing within it to a pattern beyond and so to each 
other thing; it is exactly the failing power of "being like" that manifests 
itself within Being as the peculiar effect of Otherness called "being an im
age of" (Sophist 240a8). The fact is that Parmenides' objection fails as 
soon as the pattern is really of a different order and sufficiently beyond 
reach, as the Good indeed is: " ... [and furthermore] the Good is not be
ing but yet beyond Being in seniority and exceeding it in power" (Republic 
509a3, b8). Note that while it was impossible for Being to be "some third 
thing" (Sophist 250b-d) beyond its constituent eide, the Good is to be imag
ined as precisely such a "third kind" of thing (Republic 507dl, el). From 
the highest point of view, that of the whole, not otherness but likeness 
is the bond; in terms of the knowing soul, not logos but analog/a is re
quired. It is a token of this that the knowing part of the soul, to which 
the Other is compared in the Sophist (257c7), is said in the Republic to 
be "like the Good" (509a3). 

It is precisely this bond by which the Good makes everything one whose 
mathematical image takes the form of a proportion: "And the most 
beautiful of bonds is that which makes itself and the things bound together 
as much as possible into one. Proportion accomplishes this most beauti
fully. For when the middle term of three numbers ... is such that as the 
first is to it, so it itself is to the last, ... then necessarily all will turn out 
to be the same. They will all become one with each other" (Timaeus 31c2; 
cf. Metaphysics 1016b34). We can now see a second reason for the equal
ity of the middle sections of the Divided Line: the three-term proportion 
(i.e., a:b::b:c) "makes one" or unifies by means of the power of the "in
between," the metaxy-the Divided Line represents a harmonized Whole. 

Socrates had already described and named this beautiful union, the 
true home of the philosopher, in that "persuasion to the rule of philosophy," 
addressed to Adeimantus and the others, which precedes the presentatiop 
of the sun image to Glaucon (487b ff.). His language then was in terms 
of man and god; in keeping with his purpose he gave an anthropomorphic 
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view of the realm of being, as it were: "For there is surely no leisure for 
him who has his thought truly set on beings to look down into the affairs 
of men and by fighting with them to be filled with enVy and malice; but 
looking at such things as are ordered and always remain set, and observ
ing that they neither do injustice nor have injustice done to them by one 
another, all being set in an ordered whole (kosmi5i) and according to logos, 
he imitates these and makes himself as like [to them] as possible .... And 
so the philosopher, conversing with what is divine and like an ordered whole, 
himself becomes as divine and ordered (kosmios) as is possible for man" 
(500c-d). Socrates is throughout employing the word used of the visible 
world, cosmos, and the man who becomes like a god is presently called 
a demiurge, who, like the divine artificer in the Timaeus, uses a "divine 
pattern" (Republic 500e3; cf. Timaeus 28a7) in making his work of art, 
the city. We see that the interior order of the world of being is to be im
agined as analogous to a cosmos, an ordered visible world, having a taxis, 
a hierarchical order. The Good is to be understood as the comprehensive 
source of this order, which is here presented in the familiar language of 
Pythagorean cosmology: Justice is a reciprocal matter, the parts of the 
whole are related "according to logos," that is, as in ratios, and participa
tion in the order is by imitation and likening (cf. Metaphysics 1075al2 ff.). 
We may conjecture that this is a popular presentation of that taxis (whose 
terms are also borrowed from the Pythagoreans) which supervenes when 
the Good is understood as the One, the articulating a ilia of the eide, which 
makes them what they are (ibid. 988al2), and above all makes of the 
"greatest eide," motion and rest-which together form being-the eidetic 
7Wo. The taxis that thus arises is that arithmological structure of the eide 
which is the prototype of all ordered associations, ordinal and cardinal 
(see ibid. 1080a ff.; also Note 35). 

5e. Although Socrates had introduced the sun image with a reference 
to "the things said earlier [cf. 476] and often spoken of at other times" 
(507a7), namely the many and how they participate in the one idea that 
is "what is" in these many things (476a7, dl, 507b5), yet within the image 
he goes, as we have seen, beyond the oneness of each eidos to a still higher 
point of view, the way to, which is sung in the "hymn of dialectic." There 
he says that "when someone leaves behind all sense perception to set out 
for that itself which each thing is (ep' auto ho est in hekastos), and does 
not leave off before he grasps in thought that itself which is the Good (auto 
ho estin agathon), then he is at the very end of the knowable" (535a5; cf, 
507b5, 7). Now the repetition of the phrase in which "the Good" is 
substituted for "each thing" is clearly meant to catch Glaucon's attention 
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and to convey to him something- actually the most pertinent thing in the 
dialogue- about the nature of the community governed by the Good itself. 
For upon having grasped what each thing is in itself, one would expect 
to learn what all things are together, and it is in place of this expected phrase 
that "the Good" occurs. This sentence then hints how the Good as the 
"source of the whole" (5llb7) will have to be understood: it is not simply 
a different being but precisely the oneness of all beings (cf. 244e ff.), the 
All as that Whole which comprises what each partial whole is as well as 
what it is not, that within which different things are at one. It is "the source 
which is the Whole" (he tou pantos arche, 511b7; cf. the end of Note 35). 
As such the Good is indeed the fit pattern of all community, and in the 
Republic especially of the political community: "using it as a pattern" 
(paradeigmatl), the rulers are "to order the city and private men and 
themselves" (540a9); dialectic turns out to be the-eminently political
study of communities (cf. Sophist 253d). Socrates has, in his own efforts, 
not only composed the quarrel between philosophy and poetry, but he also 
composed the quarrel between philosophy and politics, for he has shown, 
in speech and in deed, that the lover of wisdom best knows and most desires 
genuine community. 

5f. Nothing more direct is said here or in any other dialogue about 
that primary dialectical aspect of the Good-that it is the One (cf. Note 
35). However, there is a dialogue in which Adeimantus and Glaucon are 
shown (on some occasion that must have occurred after Socrates' death) 
the reason for Socrates' silence. This is the Parmenides, in which Antiphon, 
their younger half-brother who has given up philosophy for horses (the 
dialogue itself shows why such things happen), recites from memory
that is to say, without drawing any consequences- an old conversation. 
In it Parmenides performs a demonstration exercise for the then young 
Socrates, generously taking his own One (137b4), namely that One about 
which he himself says that "it is," while others say that "it is not," and 
showing Socrates what follows from either assertion. The dialogue ends- as 
some think, too abruptly-with the conclusion that "whether the One is 
or is not, it and the others, in relation to themselves as well as to one 
another, both are all in every way and are not, and both appear and do 
not appear.- Most true" (166c). The dialogue has shown that when the 
One is conveyed in speech, as Parmenides' One is capable of being con
veyed (cf. Parmenides' own poem: e.g., "it is necessary both to say and 
to think ... ," Diels, Vorsokratiker Fr. 6), such speech leads to its own denial 
(cf. Philebus 15d), while that denial itself cannot stand firm but leads again. 
into its opposite. Everything possible to speech has been said about the 
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one and has had the wrong consequences, so that nothing remains for 
parmenides but to fall silent. Socrates is listening; he knows that one 
hypothesis, the very hypothesis that is not possible to rational speech, has 
been omitted, namely that "the One is not one," and that that is the crucial 
possibililty (cf. Sophist 258d, where the dialectical equivalent, "Non-being 
is," is, with apologies to Parmenides, introduced). "Father" Parmenides, 
having confronted his own One in speech and having allowed its difficulties 
to emerge, is about to engender a new One in the rising generation. Socrates, 
recognizing the ultimate powerlessness of logos to convey this One, which 
as a true whole has "parts" (Sophist 244d14 ff.) and "rules" an order, re
mains silent; for, as far as the greatest matter is concerned, Plato thinks 
that "it can never be just said, as are other learning matters (mathhnata)" 
but requires long and iptimate intercourse (Seventh Letter 341c5). 

5g. One last additional observation: What is characteristically Socratic 
about the sun image is that it is reflexive, an image of imaging. But more 
than that, in presenting the sun as an image of the whole, it shows not 
only how imaging itself is possible, but also how that particular kind of 
philosophical imaging which makes the whole reappear within itself is 
possible- how we can "see" the Good. This aspect of the imagery of the 
Republic is reflected in the central visual image in the closing myth. 

The place in the Myth of Er where the souls choose their lives (616b) 
is not immediately easy to imagine. There seem to be two irreconcilable 
images; " the first one consists of the whole of heaven, which has a shaft 
of light passing through it and the earth (b5); the second consists of Neces
sity sitting at the earth's pole whirling a spindle tipped with a spindle-whorl 
that represents a planetary system hung on chains let down from the heav
enly light encircling the whole (c4). Now if we recall what a spinning woman 
actually looks like, these two disparate images become integrated: Necessity 
sits spinning. Between her knees she has a long distaff at the top of which 
a cloud of white woot is fastened; it feeds into the thread as it is spun. 
This thread is twisted into yarn by the spin of the whorl-weighted spindle, 
which is tied to the end of the thread; onto it the finished yarn is wound. 
In the figure of the myth the axial shaft of light represents the distaff, the 
chain of heaven is the thread that is· being spun, and the whorl of the spindle 
of Necessity is a miniature planetary system, an orrery, a model of the 
Whole, within whose sight the souls choose their lives. 

Thus, finally, the same image, now taken as a mythical, magnified and 
other-wordly, complement of the cave image, makes evident the ultimate 
position of the human soul as an onlooker and therefore, strangely e~ough, 
an outsider, in respect to the whole. This placing of the soul is necessarily 
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glossed in Socrates' philosophical images, for every effort they are designed 
to elicit amounts to a de facto mending of this split. 

E. 

!. Book VII begins with this invitation to Glaucon: "Now, after this, 
liken our nature, as far as-education and the lack of education is concerned, 
to the following sort of state" (514al). 

The sentence is dramatic. "After this" indicates that what has im
mediately preceded- that is, Socrates' naming of the affections, the 
pathemata, of the soul, the last of which is eikasia (cf. also 51la7 for apeika
zein)-is the necessary prelude to what is now to come; the word pathos 
has a tragic flavor, and the poetic position of the preposition peri after 
its noun is surely meant to enhance this (cf. Poetics 1459a2). Glaucon is 
now to use his power of eikasia to see (514al) the dark drama of human 
nature under an image. This image will show what human beings are and 
do within the whole. 

Behold, he says, men living as in a cavelike underground habitation 
(oikesei, 514a3) with a wide entrance turned toward daylight. From 
childhood on, their legs and necks are fettered so that they can only see 
straight ahead but are unable to turn (periagein). Their light comes from 
a fire burning behind them. Between this fire and themselves runs a road, 
alongside of which a screen wall has been built. Behind this wall men pass 
back and forth carrying artificial objects. To Glaucon's exclamation "What 
an out-of-the way [atopon] image and what out-of-the-way prisoners" 
(515a4) Socrates replies with quiet irony: "Like us" (515a5). And, he goes 
on, these prisoners see only their own and each other's shadows, which 
are thrown on the wall they face, together with the shadows of the things 
carried about behind the wall. If they converse it is about these shadows, 
which are as truth to them; the echo of words spoken behind the screen 
wall seems to them to be the·speech of these shadows. Now suppose a 
prisoner was released and forced to stand up and turn around, and was 
compelled to answer questions about the things formerly behind him; he 
would be "perplexed" (aporein), his eyes would hurt, and he would regard 
the shadows as having more being than the things now before him. And 
if someone dragged (e6) him up the steep road and out of the cave by force 
to look at the light of the sun, his eyes would be so pained that at first 
he could see nothing. But after a while he would be able to see "first" 
shadows, "after that" "images" (eidOla) of things in water, and ·"at last" 
the things themselves. From these he could raise his eyes to see the moon 
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the stars at night, when the sun itself is absent. And finally he would 
the sun in its own place; after that "he would infer" (syllogizoito) that 
snn was "responsible" (516c2) for the seasons and years and was 

caretaker of everything. Then if he recalled his former habitation he would 
feel that he was now happy. The honors given down there to those who 
were good at observing, remembering, and giving oracles (c8) about 
shadows would be nothing to him and he would do anything rather than 
live like that (e2). But if he had to join the competition, his eyes being 
still full of darkness from his sudden descent, he would make himself 
ridiculous (cf. 509cl). Men would then say that by ascending upwards he 
had ruined his eyes and that it was not right to attempt to go up. And 
as for anyone who tried to release another, if they could catch him they 
would kill him (517a6). 

This image (eikona, 517a8) "must now be attached" to what has been 
said before: Glaucon is to "liken" the "situation that appears through sight" 
to the cave-like habitation: the power of the sun to the light of the fire, 
the forced climb of the prisoner into the light of day to the ascent of the 
soul and its vision in the place of thought. In a table: 

Good 

Dialectic J :~g:t sky 

~ natural objects 
place of thought 

shadows and images 

Dragging up 
Fire Sun 

screen. wall 
place of sight 

Conversion { prisoners 

shadows 

2. This correlation of the sun and the cave images seems, though brief, 
explicit enough, from the conjecturing about shadows at the bottom up 
to the lovely motion of the soul in the upper realm. Yet a certain reserva
tion is expressed. If you interpret the ascent (anabasis) in the former to 
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be the upward way (anodos) in the latter, Socrates says, "you will not fail 
to fulfill my expectations. But perhaps only god knows if that is what truly 
is" (517b4). 

Let us look independently at the interrelation of the two images. The 
sun image shows how the Good has everywhere prepared places for the 
soul to know. There is motion within these places but not straight ascent-'
the word anabasis is never mentioned. The cave image, on the other hand, 
deals with the actual habitation of human nature, that is, of the embodied 
soul, and with the painful steps and stations of its slow ascent. Further
more, in the first the Good itself is not actually represented but is to be 
caught by analogy, while in the second the sun represents the Good and 
an underground fire is in turn contrived to repr~ent the sun. This means 
that in the given correlation of the images our v(sible world comes, curi-

. ' ously, to occupy different levels: '· 

Sun Image Cave Image 

Being intelligible rea/ sensible world 

sensible world underground realm Becoming 

Still later in Book VII, after the detailed discussion of the mathematical 
arts that are to "haul" the soul toward being, Socrates himself blurs this 
correlation and seems to maich the upward trek of the soul into the sun's 
world with the raising of the bodily eye, the world outside the cave with 
the place of sight (532b6). Furthermore, in the sun image the Good is 
beyond the realms of being and becoming, while in the cave image its 
representative, the sun, is, of course, within and part of the world. And 
finally, while the sun image, as explicated by the Divided Line, refers only 
to different degrees of the capacity to learn but not to the incapacity of 
ignorance (cf. 585b3), the cave image is explicitly about both education 
and lack of education (514a2); it is very much concerned not only with 
"mindlessness" (aphrosyne, 515c5) and "want of knowledge" (amathia, 
518a7) but even with positive deceit. For those who carry "idols" back and 
forth as puppeteers manipulate their "marvels" (thaumata, 514b6-Socrates 
plays on the double meaning "puppets : marvels") are indeed engaging in 
that complex form of dissembling which the orator shares with the sophist 
(Sophist 268b; cf. 260c8). 

3. Now at the very beginning of their conversaiion Socrates and 
Glaucon had determined that ignorance (agnoia) must necessarily be 
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'a";igt1ed. to non-being, knowing (gnosis) to being (478c3), and opinion 
to an unnamed intermediate, partaking of both and later identified 

becoming. It must be in order to recall this scheme that the main 
segments of the Divided Line are at one point called gnoston and dox, 
aston (5!0a9). Thus it is obvious that wherever becoming occurs non-being 

·is implied. But since non-being is not explicitly named in either of the im
ages, Glaucon should conjecture that it is present somewhere somehow, 
in that manner appropriate to "that which is not." The following new cor
relation, in which the levels of the "sensible world" in both images are made 
to coincide, does reveal it: 

Sun Image Cave Image 

Being iritelligiple reaim 

Becoming sensible world ....,.... sensible world 

underground realm 

4a. To put in a word the effect ol seeing the cave image in this new 
juxtaposition with the sun image: the cave image is intended to complete 
the image of the Whole, and that requires taking into account human 
badness in all its organized obtuseness and assigning it its place within 
being~or rather non-being (Seventh Letter 344b; Plotinus, Enneads I 8, 
in fact locates evil in non-being). This is why its presentation ends with 
a brusque reference to that most telling crime, the execution of Socrates 
(517a6). The introduction Of this factor, namely human badness, and its 
management, which is called politics, comes out clearly in the table that 
outlines the cave image. As opposed to the main segments of the Divided 
Line with their two subsections, each realm here has a third part, the screen 
wall with its puppeteers in the lower realm· and the starry night sky with 
its moon; bright with reflected solar light (cf. 617al), in the world above. 
We may interpret the former as representing the politicians with their laws 
and ordinances, their "image-making," their dogmata (cf. Statesman 303c). 
(Here we must recall that political deceit is practiCed in any city, even in 
the just city, though there "nobly"; Republic 414b8; cf. 382d). The latter 
will then be their cosmic counterparts, the "laws of nature" (Timaeus 83e5), 
which are best studied in the nocturnal sky-although, Socrates thinks, 
better yet not studied at all (529a). 
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4b. When Socrates first introduced the source of the visible world as 
a son, Glaucon had immediately inferred that as a parent the Good was 
a father (506e6). The cave image now provides the answer to the obvious 
question: Who is the mother? It is Non-being, the realm in which things 
are not in themselves but only in relation to another; in the terms of the 
Sophist, it is the realm of the Other (257b ), whose human effects are aliena
tion and ignorance (Republic 478c3) as well as privacy in the literal sense, 
privation. (The Greek word for a private person is "idiot.") These effects 
in turn lead to injustice and all sorts of evil (444al, b8). It is not easy to 
imagine, for in its elusiveness (Sophist 237bl 0) it is experienced only as 
a bewilderment of the eye, that positive apprehension of darkness which 
is felt after the descent into the infinity of "human evil" (517d5; cf. 445c6) 
so feelingly described by Socrates (5!7e3). The cave represents non-being 
under the guise of a womb, where, as in the Phoenician myth (414c), the 
"earth-born" race gestates. From the point of view of the human soul strug
gling with a body and with other men, the Good is at work throughout 
the whole only "in a certain way" (516cl) but not directly. For its light never 
penetrates into ihe cave, where a counterfeit takes its place; to the lighted 
realm of being on which the true sun shines, there is opposed a dark realm 
of non-being (cf. Sophist 254a); between these reahus is the steep road along 
which men "come into being," the road of genesis or birth. Socrates' cave 
is the very image of that "Indefinite Dyad" whose nature is womb-like, 
murky, material, un-substantial, bad (cf. Note 35). 

4c. Socrates, however, has a figure of his own for such life as goes on 
in the cave. Befme, he had forbidden the poets to slander the underworld
now he himself commits such a slander against our earth. Earlier he had 
struck a line from the Odyssey (XI, 489), the one in which Achilles as a 
shade among shades laments, saying that he would rather be "a serf on 
earth slaving for another portionless man" (386c3) than a king among the 
dead- now Socrates himself puts this very line into the mouth of the man 
forced to descend once more into the cave, our habitation (516d5)! 

Just as in the Phaedo there is proposed a place rather to be taken "as 
truly the earth" than the hollow in which we live (IIOal), so in the Republic 
Socrates points to a place to be taken as truly the underworld, a truly 
shadowy and obscure Hades (508c, 517d)-a new realm distinct from the 
underworld of myth, the "invisible Hades," the Aides a-ides of after-life, 
which is invisible rather than dark, a place pure of all bodily sight (cf. 
Phaedo 79b7, 80d5, Craty/us 404bl), a "divine place" (topos daimonios, 
614cl). The new Hades is the realm of living souls, Socrates' mortal Hades. 
It therefore adds to the "intelligible" and the "visible" place a third, a 
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"sightless" place (cf. Phaedrus 248 ff. for another such myth concerning 
the places for the soul). Its inhabitants live in a dream-like isolation (533b8; 
cf. 476c4; cf. Heraclitus, Diels, Vorsokratiker Fr. 89) reminiscent of the 
mindless flittings of the shades in the traditional Hades; like the shades 
in Hades they are incapable of touching each other (Odyssey X, 494; XI, 
204), while some go completely to sleep, having, as Socrates puts it, "ar
rived in Hades before they have woken up here" (534c7). We may conjec
ture that Aristotle's own cave story, reported by Cicero (On the Nature 
of the Gods II, xxxvii, 95), was a counter-image to combat Socrates' scan
dalous view. For the inmates of Aristotle's cave, a well-furnished 
underground apartment, need only a chance to catch a glimpse of the up
per world with its sun by day and its stars in their regular courses by night, 
to know immediately that theirs is indeed a world ruled by gods. But this 
splendid world, Aristotle, contrary to Socrates, implies, whose divinity is 
immediately apprehended by anyone with unjaded vision, is precisely, our 
own present habitation, toward whose beauty our senses have grown dull. 

What is most characteristic of Socrates' moral Hades is the willfulness 
of its inhabitants, who resist and mock their liberator (517a). Again Aris
totle's cave image is instructive, for its inhabitants are prisoners by nature 
and must wait for the "jaws of earth" to open before they can come up. 
But for Socrates' men the way is open; the Good has prepared other and 
better places for the soul, and there is no necessity to sit below; they seem 
to cherish their chains- in a certain engraving of the "Antrum Platonicum" 
(1604 A.D.) the huddled prisoners very tellingly wear no visible chains at 
all. Perhaps, then, the most important aspect of the cave is that it is not 
a natural cavern but a "cavelike underground chamber" (514a3; cf. Ax
iochus 371a8), clearly an artificial prison made by men for men. The posi
tion of the prisoners itself indicates stubborn perversity; they are facing 
the wrong way round and have a perverted vew; that is why they must first 
of all be "converted" (518c8), or, failing that, must be dealt with by "per
suasion as well as compulsion" (519e4). The cave is the human city always 
and everywhere, a prison compound within which true community is to 
be achieved only at rare propititious moments. 

4d. Glaucon should have no difficulty in recognizing the place. He has 
some acquaintance with Pythagorean doCtrine (53la4), and the notion of 
the world as a prison and life as a lfving death are both well known 
Pythagorean teachings (cf. Gorgias 493a), as is also that of the "descent 
into Hades." Pythagoras himself is said to have "told how he descended 
(katabas) to look on the way of life of those who have gone below, to see 
how entirely different were the lives of the Pythagoreans" (Aristophon in 
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Diogenes Laertius VIII, 38)." In fact, the dialogue of the Republic as a 
whole has a Pythagorean setting, for just as the lectures of Pythagoras 
were said to have taken place by night (Diogenes Laertius VIII, 15; cf. the 
"nocturnal council" of the Laws [961]; also Plato's "night clock," Athanaeus, 
IV, 174c), so it must be well into the night when the central part of the 
Republic is spoken. What is more, its very form has a Pythagorean cast, 
since it seems to be that of a Pythagorean exercise: it was evidently part 
of the discipline of a Pythagorean to attempt, before starting the day, to 
"re-collect" within himself in its entirety whatever conversation he had had 
the day before." This would provide an additional reason why the dialogue 
is told by Socrates as having taken place not just recently, but "yesterday" 
(327a1), and would explain why he does not address it to anyone: he speaks 
it within and to himself- Plato, even more truly than Alcibiades, can "open 
up" Socrates (Symposium 216d6). Certainly if we are to take seriously the 
form of the Republic as a report of a conversation that lasted the better 
part of a day and a night, we shall find it to be a somewhat incredible 
feat, which needs to be accounted for by some such power as a special 
mnemonic discipline would give. In the Republic, we may infer, Socrates 
is shown as a master of the Pythagorean practice that provided a congenial 
discipline or askesis, useful in preparing the soul by a kind of habituation 
for that inward recovery of truth. which is given a temporal cloak in the 
myth of recollection (Meno 81) and is particularly displayed in 
mathematical investigations (ibid. 82; cf. Note 27). 

F. 

Ia. After the cave image Socrates considers with Glaucon the actual 
education of the philosophers. He begins significantly: "Would you like 
now to see in what way such men will come to be born [in the city] and 
how one will lead them up into the light, just as some [e.g., Heracles '"] 
are said to have ascended from Hades to the gods?" (52lcl). The sequence 
of learning, which follows closely the "pathos'' of the cave drama, has three 
stages: "conversipn" (periagoge, 515c7, 515c8, d4, 521c6), the "haul" toward 
being, effected by mathematical studies (mathema holkon, 515e8, 521d3, 
527b9, 533d2), and the "divine sights"of dialectic (theiai theoriai, 517d4). 

"Conversion" is what we are witnessing in the dialogue itself. Since it 
precedes all education and is more the effect of meeting a man than engag
ing in a study, it is not part of the explicit study plan. Nevertheless there 
is an "art of conversion" (518d3). Since this first act is largely a matter 
of making the soul recognize the shadows on the wall as mere shadows, 
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it is clearly an eikastic art, namely Socratic music, the persuasive imagery 
of truth. As we have seen, it may be said to take the place of that tradi
tional habituating music used in the education of the warrior-guardians 
but so emphatically excluded from the philosophical education (522a4). 
Note that in the image, as in fact, the city will try to prevent such conver
sions and will call them corruptions (517a). It cannot be said that these 
philosophers-to-be are born and bred in the just city-their upbringing 
seems in fact to be conceived against a hostile background that can hardly 
be the education provided by the guardian city! 

lb. The long "haul" into the light of day is accomplished chiefly by 
the "hauling study'' of mathematics (522c5-53ld6). The program appears 
to be that of Pythagorean cosmogenic mathematics (530d8)." In arithmetic, 
"that lowly little thing" (phaulon), 42 the "one" and the "two" and the other 
numbers are distinguished; in plane geometry the surfaces of bodies and 
in solid geometry the bodies themselves are studied; in astronomy bodies 
are put in motion; and, finally, the audible relations of moving bodies are 
studied in harmonics. In this way the cosmos imaged in the Myth of Er, 
with its heavenly bodies giving out a harmony as they revolve, is constructed. 
There is only one difference between this Pythagorean cosmos and the 
Socratic study, but one so deep that it is very hard to grasp for Glaucon, 
who loves physical studies, especially astronomy. He immediately identifies 
Socrates' phrase about "seeing the things above" with "looking into the 
[sky] above" (529a2), and Socrates has to rebuke him: that kind of 
astronomy, the "visible music" of the Pythagoreans ( cf. Theon, 
Mathematical Matters Useful for Reading Plato, Hiller, 5, 17 ff.), in truth 
makes its students "look downward altogether" (a7). Socrates demands that 
in the serious study of mathematics, that paradigm of every "learning mat
ter" (mathema), not only all practical applications, but even every sugges
tion of an admixture of sense experience should be put by, and only those 
true motions and numbers and figures which are grasped by the logos and 
the dianoia alone should be studied (529b ). Glaucon, who follows well 
enough the early part of the discussion, which is concerned with 
demonstrating the dianoetic power of arithmetic, is somewhat puzzled by 
the non-physical "dimensional" studies that follow (526d ff.). For indeed 
it is the extended effort of actually doing pure mathematics that is needed 
to complete the conversion from sense (533d3), and this is still before him. 

Ancient commentators, such as Plutarch, Theon, and Proclus, have a 
standard way of referring to the use and meaning of the mathematical 
course of the Republic: they simply assert the elevating effects of such 
studies. One of the reasons why there should be this effect is of far greater 
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consequence than the others, since it amounts to a genuine interpretation 
of the sequence of subjects. There is a strong ancient tradition that at
tributes to Plato and the Academy the theory that the whole of being arises, 
as it were, in a mathematical way: From the One and the Indefinite Dyad 
spring the Ideal Numbers; from tbese the sequence of dimensions is educed, 
until first the mathematical solids are attained; and then the sensible world 
itself is brought about"- the "dimensional soul" discussed above belongs 
to this context. Now aside from the internal difficulties of this view, which 
Aristotle discusses at length in the Metaphysics (1080b24 ff., 1085a8 ff.), 
and its essentially stultifying character, there is an almost insuperable dif
ficulty in interpreting the mathematics of the Republic along these lines. 
For in the Republic mathematical objects, since they are among the im
ages that reflect the realm of being and comprise the realm of the dianoia, 
are fitted into a scale of increasing genuineness, within which they lie be
tween natural object and being. In the theory mentioned, however, the 
mathematical structure comprises the whole of things arranged in a scale 
of decreasing dimensionality and concreteness. 44 

It therefore becomes absolutely necessary to go to the dialogue itself 
to see why the young philosophers must study Socrates' mathematics, aside 
from its generally purifying effect, which amounts to a conversion of the 
merely "embodied soul" into an embodied by primarily "knowing soul" 
(527d8). We may expect that, as usual, Socrates is quietly presenting 
Glaucon with something astounding. 

For it turns out, upon inspection, that the mathematical order Socrates 
is talking about is indeed a reflection of being and that this means that 
it is an inverse of the realm of being. Glaucon must use his imagination 
to see why this is so. A diagram (see next page) picturing the realms of 
the Divided Line will show what needs to be seen. 

The whole realm of natural objects is here pictured as a cone with the 
sun at its vertex. It casts a reflection or shadow (510al) which, like most 
natural images (as distinct from more deceptive artificial ones), is opposite 
or inverted in relation to the original, and "produces a shape (eidos) that 
yields a sense perception the opposite of the usual sight" (Sophist 266c3). 
This natural fact may now be applied as imagery to the noetic realm, and 
the beings of the uppermost realm may be imagined as reflected by the 
dianoetic objects in the same way. In the diagram mathematics is then 
represented by an inverted cone having its dimensionless vertex at the bot
tom (representing the elementary study of the unit) and opposing its base 
to that of the conical sector of a sphere (representing being), in order to 
indicate both that mathematical objects are only a small part of the 
dianoetic images of being and that, unlike mathematics, the dialectic as-



--------.. "~-
' ---' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' 

81 

Intelligibles 

Mathematicals 

Natural objects 

Reflections 

cent within being does not end· in an upper limit but culminates in a kind 
of source and beginning which is at once central and encompassing. 45 

We must now show the meaning of this inversion of the dialectical order 
in Socratic mathematics. One observation does, however, already seem war
ranted: Such mathematics does not lend itself to institutionalization; 
Socrates cannot have been announcing the study program of the Academy 
(not to speak of a state education), especially since "no one unversed in 
geometry" was allowed to enter there, and the members were evidently left 
by Plato to engage in all sorts of advanced study with great freedom." 

Let us look, then, at the elements of Socrates' presentation in their order. 



82 MUSIC OF THE REPUBLIC .· 

To introduce "the study concerning the one" (525a2), Socrates brings 
in one finger, a finger that is simply one and seems to:"have nothing con
tradictory within itself (523d6). In it, sight sees everything ::poured together," 
confused, indistinct, and for this very reason seif-sufficient; the finger is 
"absolute" for the sense of sight (524d!O). -But as soon as two other fingers, 
one greater and the other smaller than tl;J.e first, are brought in, sight reports 
that the first finger is now both great and small, and the other senses will 
report similar oppositions. At this point, the soul in its perplexity calls 
on the "counting capacity" (logismos, 524b4) and· the dianoia to deter
mine how many objects it is really dealing with, and thus arises the distinc
tion between the visible and the intelligible (524cl3). For the dianoia 
separates out the great and the small as being "each one, both together 
two" (524b!O), a formula that, though it does not solve the problem, states 
it precisely, i.e., "arithmetically": Tho different items, namely the great and 
the small caught in speech, can be together in one, namely the physical 
finger. "The whole of number" is gotten analogously (525a6)- whenever 
something is no more one than the opposite of one (a plurality), it is an 
assemblage of so and so many things taken together, and that defines an 
arithmos, a "numbered collection."47 The "second" study, which, Glaucon 
knows, is "next in succession," is geometry (526c8). After plane geometry, 
which is the study of the "second increase" (i.e., the second dimension), 
must follow the study of solids taken "by themselves" (528b ). "Fourth" 
comes the study of astronomy, which deals with solids in visible motion. 
Since there are at least two kinds of motion, a last, sister study is required, 
namely harmonics, which is concerned with motions relative to the ear. 
In pure harmonics consonant numbers are studied; these are the numerical 
relations presented in a theory of numerical proportion dealing with sim
ple and compounded ratios-such relations bear on genesis, as we know 
from the "marriage number" (546). At the end of this course, the "com
munity . . . and kinship" of these studies must be grasped, and what is 
peculiar to them must be collected (53!d2). This is the basis upon which 
dialectic is finally to be laid, "just like a coping stone" (534e2). 

The elements of this study in the order in which they appear are, then: 
1. the sensible undifferentiated one, 
2. the great and small by comparison, 
3. the "hypothetical" ones that add up to two, and every other number, 
4. the dimensional structure of the mathematical cosmos, 
5. the community or cosmos of all these mathematical objects seen 

synoptically. 
Although the dialectical way is not explicitly described in the Republic 
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(533al), we have collected enough of its elements to name them in the order 
in which they would become the center of attention: 

5. the community or cosmos of eide seen in a preliminary synopsis, 
4. the lowest ranks of eide, 
3. the eidetic number-assemblages going back up to the eidetic Two 

and its constituent eidetic ones, 
2. the arche of the Great and Small, 
I. the One. 
The dialectical objects are, as can be seen, in fact encountered in the 

reverse order of those that have the same name in the mathematical se
quence. For the mathematical studies ended with a community of moving 
and related solids that had first been set out in terms of their elements 
of "growth" (the progress of dimensions), then "by themselves" (solid 
geometry), and finally in their "consonances" (astronomy and music). So, 
in reverse, the dialectician must survey first and foremost the front presented 
by those eide closest to genesis in order to distinguish its elements. He must 
try to see at once "which kind is consonant with which" (Statesman 285b; 
Sophist 253b, where harmonics had just been used as the type of such 
knowledge), and whether any elements extend through all the others; "for 
he who can see things together is a dialectician" (synoptikos-dia/ektikos). · 
Note that it was precisely the final phase of the mathematical develop
ment that provided the required training and testing of the synoptical ability 
(Republic 537c)." After this beginning synopsis (of which Socratic music 
is a foretaste) it will be possible to see and order the communities of eide 
and to rise among these, attaining the larger eide, or gene (Sophist 254d4). 
These higher genera contain more of being but belong to smaller-or rather, 
prior-eidetic assemblages or numbers. Finally being itself, the greatest 
"genus," (genos) (ibid. 243dl), the eidetic Two, will be reached, together 
with the two great gene it comprises, rest and motion (ibid. 250; cf. Note 
35). At this point it will be possible to recognize that the eide that run 
through all the others are beyond Being and ought not to be called eide 
but archai. Thus two sources appear beyond the objects that were first the 
hypotheses of mathematics and then the beings of dialectic: the Other (ibid. 
259a-b ), called by many names, of which the chief are the Indefinite Dyad 
and the Great and Small (e.g., Metaphysics 987b20, 1087b5), and the One, 
the non-hypothetical "beginning of the whole" (510b7, 5llb7): in the One. 
everything again rests without opposition, just as once before, at the begin
ning of the road and at the opposite extreme of being, the finger com
bined in fact that which is incompatible in words. 

Socrates himself emphasizes the opposite ways of mathematics and 
dialectic at crucial points. The segment of the intelligible, he says, is cut 
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"in such a way that in one part of it the soul is forced to search from 
hypotheses, using the things before imitated as images, and journeying not 
toward the beginning (archif) but toward the end, while in the other, the 
one that leads toward the non-hypothetical beginning, she goes [up] from 
hypotheses and [proceeds] without the images used in the former section, 
journeying by means of the eide and through them" (510b; also c, 511a, 
533c). The mathematical way is thus in itself a deduction, moving away 
from beginnings. But, at the same time, as a learning process, it is an "eleva
tion (epanagogif) of what is best in the soul to the sights seen among be
ings" (532c5), though, as Socrates gently and tacitly informs a too en
thusiastic Glaucon, it is not knowledge of being itself but only an approach 
to it (527b9). How can Socrates imagine that these two motions take place 

~ at once? To begin with, Socrates shows no interest whatever in that 
straightforward deduction of mathematical fact which is the pride of 
mathematicians, and which, because of its logical rigor, becomes for Aristo
tle the paradigm of "apodeictic," i.e., demonstrative, knowledge (e.g., 
Posterior Analytics 71a3). This form of proof, in terms of which 
mathematical systems like Euclid's Elements are presented, is called "syn
thetic." Socrates, oddly enough, implies that this form of proof is to be 
left to all the non-mathematical arts, which deal with "geneses and syn
theses" (533b5). His own approach is "analytical" or, what will be shown 
to amount to the same thing, "hypothetical" (cf. Phaedo IOOa, Meno 86e). 

The discovery of analysis as a formal method of proof was attributed 
in antiquity to Plato, who was supposed to have imparted it to his pupils 
as a means of finding solutions to problems." As Pappus explains, it dif
fers from synthesis, which leads from agreed-on assumptions to conceded 
consequences, in the direction of its motion, "for in analysis we assume 
that which is sought as if it had already come about, and we inquire what 
it is from which this results, and again what is the antecedent cause of 
the latter, and so on, until by retracing our steps we come upon something 
already known or belonging to the class of the first principles, and such 
a method we call 'analysis' as being 'solution backwards' [anapalin lysin, 
i.e., reduction]." Pappus goes on to distinguish two kinds of analysis, 
theoretical and problematical; in the former we assume a hypothesis and 
trace out its consequences until we come to something admittedly true or 
admittedly absurd (the second is what is known as a reductio ad absur
dum or negative proof), while in the latter we assume a solution or a con
struction as if it had been found, and trace out its consequences until we 
come to something known to be possible and obtainable, or the reverse.'" 

Analysis is therefore a means both of returning to and thus reflecting 
on those beginnings that Socrates calls hypotheses (e.g., 510b). It is also 
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a means for achieving "agreement" (533c5) concerning the consistent con
sequences of any "suppositions" (the precise rendering of the Greek plural 
of hypothesis) that happen to be offered. Now whether or not Plato was 
really first to recognize in this a formal mathematical method, he himself 
certainly regarded it as Socrates' very own mode of conversing, which, 
"while he is the man he is," remains his only way (Theaetetus 197al)." 

For the most striking form of analysis shown in the dialogues, which 
people find "not unpleasant" (Apology 33c4), is the reductio ad absur
dum, of which the Socratic refutation or elenchos is the great non
mathematical example. It is used for silencing professional "eristics" by 
disposing of their dangerous absurdities, and for producing in those who 
are wellcdisposed that perplexity of soul which is the beginning of serious 
inquiry; its complement is "Socratic ignorance" (Republic 354b9). Accord
ingly it occurs in the Republic only in the first book, where it is used in 
the provoked and forcible conversion of the violent Thrasymachus and as 
a "prelude" to the real inquiry (cf. 349al0, 354); thereafter Socrates uses 
the gentler way of his analogic "music." We must now see how the 
mathematics he proposes is also, in some sense, "analytical," consisting 
as it does of "conversion-aiding arts" (533d3). 

To begin with, the mathematical enterprise is analytic in the same way 
as is any Socratic "search," in which the object is always assumed as 
something known of which the consequences will emerge in the course of 
the inquiry (cf. Meno 80e ff.). Socrates regards mathematics as just such 
a search (e.g., 523a2, 524e5, 528b-c, 53lc6); in fact it differs from any 
Socratic conversaiion only in the greater commonness of its objects (522c). 
Thus the question "What ever is a finger?" is transformed in the course 
of the mathematical inquiry into the question "What ever is the one?" 
(523d4, 524e6), and Socrates gets Glaucon to admit that the power of count
ing finds in a finger opposites that are "each one, both together two," 
precisely as earlier he had gotten him to agree that since the beautiful and 
the shameful are opposite, they are "two, and each one" (524bl0, 476a2). 
In other words, Socrates is interested not so much in getting on with the 
specific mathematical science as in returning again and again to its 
hypotheses; a sign of this is the preposterous name he gives to "arithmetic," 
which he calls "the study of the one" (525a2), as if number science con
sisted of nothing but its beginning principle, that "source of the whole of 
number" (Aristotle, Topics 14lb9), which is not even included among the 
numbers (cf. Euclid, Elements VII, Defs; 1-2). 

But Socrates intends his young philosophers to practice analysis also 
in a more technical sense, namely as "problematic" analysis. Each of the 
two final, more or less physical, sciences is to be studied, in Socrates' strange 
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phrase, by "rising to problems" (530b6, 531c2). To see what the nature and 
purpose of such problems is-besides supplanting observation- we must 
look at the order of Socrates' mathematical course. Theon, for instance, 
observes that non-sensible harmonics, since it is the study of "pure" number 
relations, of logoi and analogiai, should naturally follow immediately after 
arithmetic in the mathematical order (Mathematical Matters Useful for 
Reading Plato, ed. Hiller, p. 17). It is therefore not surprising that Socrates 
thinks it necessary to justify his own different ordering with an appeal to 
the very men whose preoccupation with matters sensible and experimen
tal he immediately disowns; harmonics is to be understood as cosmic music, 
the sister science of astronomy, "as the Pythagoreans say, and we, Glaucon, 
agree" (530d8, 53lb7). By accepting this ordering, Socrates obtains a last 
propaedeutic study that is at the same time non-sensible and physical, 
namely the unheard music of the unseen heavens underlying the "eye's sky" 
(Socrates' pun: horatos- ourimos, 509d3). 

Now we can see just what it means to "use problems" in astronomy, 
"bidding the things in the heavens good-bye" (530b7). According to tradi
tion it was Plato himself who raised that epochal question of astronomical 
hypotheses, setting this as "a problem for those interested in these mat
ters: By what hypotheses of regular and ordered motions can the ap
pearances associated with the motions of the 'wanderers' [i.e., planets] be 
saved?" (Simplicius, Commentary on Aristotle's On the Heavens 292bl0). 
The young philosophers will, presumably, work on just such problems, 
contenting themselves with "saving," not too exactly, the more basic ap
pearances such as the daily motion of the stars and the sun. Here "saving" 
the appearances means first of all learning to regard them as mere ap
pearances of something more nearly substantial (namely the hypotheses) 
and so "bidding them good-bye." Using, then, the visible heavens as a nicely 
made but not very important "pattern" (259d7 ff.), they are in turn to make 
a construct such as might be "hypothesized as a pattern" (Timaeus 48e5) 
by some mythical demiurge who wants to bring our visible world into be
ing. Note that this mythical demiurge is a requirement of cosmic genesis, 
since the mathematical hypothesis itself, being no paradeigmatikon aition, 
no responsible pattern, i.e., not having the power of a true source, will never 
yield the sensible world by itself- there exists no deductive account of the 
sensible world from the mathematical cosmos alone." 

The profits from working such problems will be many: The students 
will learn to make images that will exceed the visible original in truth, that 
is, they will learn to make noetic hypotheses about the whole of appearance 
and to deduce their consequences; in attemPting to '~save" the appearances 
they will learn what a mere appearance really is; and they will get used 
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to Jiving with their mathematical cosmos as a preparation for dwelling with 
the invisible and bodiless noeta (cf. Sophist 246b7, Statesman 286a5). It 
is unlikely that this study will much resemble the spherical geometry 
presented in those dull "Sphaerics" (like that of Theodosius) which are sup
posed to be realizations of Plato's "pure" astronomy. We must rather im
agine that the young philosophers will be asked to reflect on matters such 
as the true significance of astronomical notions like "obliquity," "error," 
"anomaly," and their opposites. They will find these studies "useful ... 
in the search for the good and the beautiful" (Republic 53lc6), since they 
concern equality, symmetry, consonance, and order; they will have regained 
the world on a higher level. When their time has come for the pursuit of 
dialectic, which "takes up (anairousa) the. hypotheses" (533c8), in the senses 
both of "removing" them and of "raising" them to a higher mode, they 
will "take up" first their hypotheses about the whole, meaning that they 
will convert them into that array of lower eide governing the world of ap
pearances and human excellence within it. These are the eide close to the 
world, which the dialectician encounters first (500c, 484c-d, Gorgias 508a) 
and which, while least in being, are longest in logos (e.g., Statesman 267a-b). 

But we are also told, quite incidentally, that static geometry too is to 
be pursued in problems (530b6). Here again the order of studies proves 
interesting. The geometry orginally proposed was plane geometry (528d3). 
Next, Socrates brought in astronomy, but, right away, with an air of 
significance, asked Glaucon to "draw back" (528a6), and delivered a speech 
in praise of the study of that missing third dimension which seems "not 
yet to have been discovered" (b4). Solid geometry, the study between earth 
measurement and the motion of the skies, aiming at objects that lie be
tween heaven and earth, is, he implies, in some special way the city's 
business; it is a political affair, which ought to be carefully supervised and 
which is even less than the other studies to be pursued privately (b6 ff.; 
cf. 525c2). He might, however, have stopped himself sooner, for he had 
already interrupted the dimensional development of his mathematical 
world, in fact at its very beginning, when he had introduced the "second 
increase" of plane geometry even though he had omitted any mention of 
the first, the linear dimension. The one-dimensional study, however, so con
spicuously missing in the Republic, is solemnly introduced in the Laws 
(820a-b ), where it is presented precisely as the necessary prerequisite of 
stereometry, i.e., of solid geometry. It is the study of irrational lines, the 
special interest of Socrates' young counterpart Theaetetus (Theaetetus !47d 
ff., 144d8), who is also credited with the first cogent presentation of all 
the regular solids called "Platonic."" We happen to know what the classical 
problem in solids is: it is the problem of doubling the cube, according to 
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legend originally raised by Minos, the underworld judge, and later again 
by the Delians, whom Apollo had ordered to double his altar, and who 
were said to have brought it to Plato for solution." Socrates himself uses 
the plane version of this problem to display the natural knowledge of a 
slave boy whose education consists simply in knowing Greek, and who 
is able to find, under Socrates' supervision, the side of the double square; 
it is the irrational diameter, the single mean between the two squares (Meno 
82b ff.). We might conjecture that as the doubling of the square, done in 
the sand on the earth, is the slave's problem, requiring for its solution only 
the learner's nature, so the doubling of the cube, done in the solid world 
of bodies, is the citizen's problem, requiring both nature and nurture, and 
that it therefore represents practical politics. For stereometric problems are 
solved by finding two means, sometimes called "powers" (Theaetetus 
147d3), which are in this case themselves irrational, though commensurable 
in cube (Euclid, Elements X, Defs. 1-4). Stereometric analysis then 
represents the work of finding ways and means to reconcile that which 
has no common measure by going into a higher dimension (cf. l!.pinomis 
990d8); mechanical, that is, mere de facto, solutions are considered unac
ceptable. This is perhaps why Socrates mysteriously tells Glaucon not to 
allow his children, who will have charge of the city, to be like "irrational 
lines" (534d5); he means they should not be like that which has failed to 
rise to the higher dimension in which commensurability and consonance 
are possible: There is, indeed, something obvious in taking problematic 
analysis as the paradigm of practical planning, and, accordingly, Aristotle 
in the Nicomachean Ethics compares deliberation to the analysis of 
diagrams, for "every deliberation is a search" (1112b20). Such a use of 
mathematics. can be quite a dangerous game (as we moderns well know), 
but at its best it articulates terms that serve well in the press of action, 
clarifying the nature of tricky inquiries and providing models for solving 
complex problems (cf. Meno 86e). 

Socrates concludes his exposition of the philosophers' mathematical 
education by suggesting to Glaucon that "the experts (dein01) in these mat
ters can't seem to you to be dialecticians" (53Id9). This distinction between 
mathematicians and philosophers is ever his theme; for instance, he observes 
that "inasmuch as they themselves [the mathematicians] don't know how 
to use their discoveries they turn them over to the dialecticians to use, if 
they have any sense at all" (Euthydemus 290c3). Socrates again has a special 
way of characterizing the helplessness of the mathematicians' arts: "They 
dream about being, and cannot behold it as if awake, [at least] as long 
as they use hypotheses that they leave undisturbed, unable to give an ac
count ofthem" (533b8). For Socrates, mathematics will always remain a 
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dreamlike and "phantastic" enterprise. For instance, in the Philebus, where . 
in the course of the investigation of the human good he constructs just 
such a "bodiless cosmos" (64b7) as was described above, using principles 
like the One, the More and Less, and Number (23c), he always attributes 
his knowledge of these to a god, a myth, or a dream (16c, 18b, 20b, 25b ). 
For him mathematical objects are shadows or reflections on the surface 
of being, catching its mere form; they are more immediately accessible to 
the human understanding than being itself bur have no substance of their 
own. They are interesting only insofar as they are in turn reflected in the 
sensible world, which they divide and collect and shape in a less substan
tial but more general way than can the more numerous, non-mathematical 
eide. (These purer eide, caught by human speech, also appear in the 
dianoetic realm as hypotheses.) This ordering function in the world is what 
gives the mathematicals their special standing as "the middle things" 
(Metaphysics 987bl5, 1090b31), differing from sensible objects in being 
eternal and immutable and from the eide in having each a plurality of in
stance (while each eidos is unique). This function is also why their study 
is capable of "hauling the soul from becoming towards being" (521d3). The 
mathematical part of the dianoetic realm contains, as it were, the ordering 
elements, the taxis, of being, where these element,, including shapes and 
numbers and their relations, are taken as independent objects, just as reflec
tions and shadows may be regarded as rendering the precise, albeit intangi
ble, shapes of the bodies to which they belong. 

It might be useful to give one example of an attempt to "take up" a 
mathematical hypothesis in the double sense of canceling it and raising 
it into its eidetic original. Out of the many hypotheses of mathematics, 
such as units, numbers, ratios, proportions, "the odd and the even.and figure 
and the three kinds of angles" (510c4), let us choose the most fundamen
tal objects, the one and the first number, two. 

The senses of sight and touch elicit from us merely the words "a finger," 
but in comparison with other fingers, a greater and a smaller, we have to 
say of the same finger that it is both great and small. However, "great" 
and "small" are opposites and evidently not capable of being simply thrown 
together. We therefore say that the finger comprises both of these objects 
intended in speech in such a way that they are "each one, both together 
two" (524b ), i.e., two things at once in the finger; thus arises the first 
"multitude composed of units" (Euclid, Elements VII, Def. 2), the number 
two. Since each one object of sense includes oppositions "infinite in 
multitude," every number can arise in this way (525a); each unit of sense 
reveals itself as numerous. Now let the inquiry concern not some unit in 
the world of sense, but the greatest single noetic object, Being itself. After 
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a survey of the possible opinions (Sophist 242b!O ff.,), it is decided that 
Being must comprise two "most opposite" eide, Rest and Motion (250a8), 
neither of which is by itself Being but both of which are indeed Being. 
Hence that Being appears as "a third thing beside these" (b7). If we now 
try to apply the hypotheses of mathematical unit and number to these op
posites comprised by Being, that is, if we try to "count up" Being, we see 
that they are no longer adequate. For to count up units it is necessary that 
they should be mere units "capable of being thrown together and indif
ferent" (symbletai kai adiaphoroi, Aristotle, Metaphysics !08la6), just as 
"great" and "small," being both "determinations of size,, are on that com
mon ground indistinguishable and therefore capable of addition (526a3). 
But Rest and Motion have no such common ground, being irreducibly dif
ferent; in the sight of the whole (where there is no relativity of motion) 
nothing can be at once at rest and in motion. Furthermore, if we made 
such a reduction we would lose exactly what we are after in dialectic, which 
is "the thing itself," in its very nature. Being is not, therefore, a counting
number and the result of adding two mathematical units, but a community 
of incomparable eidetic monads, neither prior nor posterior to their 
"number," namely Being, the unique Two (ibid. !08la ff.). We can see that 
here the mathematical hypotheses of the one and the two, having taken 
us up into Being, must themselves undergo a transformation; naturally this 
can never be achieved by the dialogues, which do not leave the realm of 
human /ogoi and of the dianoia-within speech Being must be put down 
as a permanent perplexity (Sophist 250e5), and whatever solutions are of
fered must be somehow misnamed. For when in the Sophist the problem 
of Being, there pointedly formulated in terms of the Not-being of each 
of its "constituent" eidetic ones (25ld ff.), is solved by means of "the Other" 
and "the Same" (254e ff.), then these two will, when presented in speech, 
appear to be hypotheses exactly like the other three eide, Rest, Motion, 
and Being. The Same and the Other will therefore be counted with these 
three among the five greatest eide (255c), although they have the nature 
not of beings but of that which is "beyond being," of archai. In the con
text of the Republic the more important of the archai in the Sophist is 
that whose eidetic name is "the Same." For this is precisely the One, which, 
itself beyond all articulation, is both the wholeness of being and the source 
of the oneness of each being-that which makes a being "one and the same" 
with itself and thus makes it just what it is. Here the mathematical one, 
the uncuttable and indifferent minimal (525e ff.), is, as we have seen, the 
total inverse of the dialectical One, which is the Whole and the source of 
everything (5llb7; on these disparate functions of the Platonic one, see 
Metaphysics !084bl3 ff.)." 
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The central purpose of Socratic mathematics, then, is the examination 
of the hypotheses provided by human speech, a reflection about speech 
carried on within speech. As so often, Socrates' very example is chosen 
to express the reflexiveness of the inquiry, for a finger-is a pointer, and 
Socrates is pointing at this pointer. The purpose of such reflection is, in 
turn, to bring the soul up to that highest internal "power of conversation" 
(he tou dialegesthai dynamis, 533a8; cf. 511b4, Parmenides 135c2). In such 
conversation the soul, freed from all the senses (Republic 532a6) and raised 
beyond the intermediate dianoetic logoi (cf. Phaedo 99e5), confronts be
ing immediately by means of its own noetic logos (Republic 511b4, 532a7, 
534b9, c3), which is simply its power of having a direct relation, a "ratio" 
to being. 

le-d. The activity of this higher logos, dialectic itself, is beyond 
Glaucon's present reach and no part of the preliminary survey. To set out 
on the dialectical road would be to see "no longer an image ... but the 
true itself' (533a3); the "most serious matters" are withheld from Glaucon, 
and so from any mere reader of the dialogue (cf. Seventh Letter 344c). 
Instead, Socrates chants his "hymn" in praise of dialectic (532al), and with 
that Glaucon must be content. The Republic, in which for pedagogical 
reasons philosophy appears as the fulfilled love of wisdom, does not resolve 
for us this question: Has even one human, embodied, soul has ever been 
able to withdraw entirely into the noetic realm to move "by means of the 
eidethemselves through them and into them?" Has even one soul ever ad
dressed itself in wordless speech to invisible sights? Or is the human limit 
perhaps reached when, while seriously exercising our power of provisional 
thinking and speaking, we have a sudden flash of trust in our own 
hypotheses? 

Glaucon has now been given the necessary preliminary synopsis 
(Seventh Letter 340b8) of these propaedeutic synoptic studies in which the 
young rulers are to prove their aptitude for dialectic (537c); he has also 
been given an intimation of uliimate sights. After this Socrates addresses 
him as a fellow law-giver, while he rehearses with him what he, Glaucon, 
would do "if he were ever to nurture in deed those whom he is now nur
turing and educating in speech" (534d3, 8, 535a3, 537c9)-that is, what 
Glaucon will do once he himself becomes a teacher of rulers. (Here it is 
interesting to note that Theon, elaborating in great detail Socrates' allu
sion to philosophy as an initiation into the mysteries in the Phaedrus [250c], 
makes the fourth stage of the initiation, which follows the full vision, the 
stage in which the initiate is authorized to transmit his knowledge to others 
[Hiller, 15, 1 ff.].) 
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Together they review once more the virtues required in the nature of :, 
the future philosophers. At this point Socrates again brings up the danger 
to the "puppies" (539b6; cf. 498) in taking up dialectic too early. In the 
last image of this central conversation Socrates likens them to sons who 
on growing up discover that their alleged parents are not their true parents 
and wbo, consequently, losing trust, begin to ask questions about the tradi
tions in a "eristic" way and to scorn the laws (539a3). Note that in this 
cautionary image the cause of disillusionment in the precocious dialecti
cians is precisely that Phoenician myth (414c4) which contains the faith 
of the dog-guardians! We see that philosophical puppies are both more 
acute and more dangerous than full-grown watch-dogs. The philosophical 
city, as Alcibiades' mentor well knows, is always playing with fire. 

2a. This brings them to the final question, which Socrates obviously 
considers of acute importance in the serious execution of his program. This 
is the matter about which he had before spoken "as an indignant man will" 
(536c4); it is the question of age, the fitting of the progress of study and 
practice to human growth. 

Its significance can be gauged by reference to the Laws. There, where 
the purpose of study is the growth of piety, and its objects are tbe gods 
revealed in astronomy (966c) rather than the Good attained by dialectic, 
the definite and written assignment of ages to studies is said to be useless 
(968d). It becomes feasible -and, because of the dangers of premature 
exposure, indeed crucial- only where there is to be a genuine ascent of 
the soul. We might say that what Socrates is here talking about is the 
"biological" development of the human soul and its proper program of 
nurture (Republic 492a). Why this is so sensitive a matter is made plain 
in the discussion of the human natures suitable to philosophy that both 
immediately precedes and follows the central section on the great images 
(490-496, 535-536). Man being a conflation of body and soul, the soul 
must, at least in the beginning, live its life in conjunction with the body 
and exposed to its influence .. But tbe best natures will also be well set up 
in body (535a-b), in addition to possessing vigorously the virtues that are 
"somehow close to the body" (518d!O). Such vigor, however, is particularly 
sensitive to disrupting influences (491b ff.). The schedule of studies clearly 
takes account of this obtrusive parallel life of the body: gymnastics oc
cupies the years of greatest sexual vigor, practical politics the prime of life, 
and the later years, when the body fails, while also it is no longer possible 
to learn "many" things (536dl), are given to the contemplation of the single 
highest thing. 

The ages Socrates assigns to each stage of growth (539d8) are best seen 
in a chart fitting them to the ascent of the cave image: 
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Sun Goo·"d' 50 

35 .- 35 
Outside natural objects dialectic 

30 

shadows mathematics 
till 

20 

deat h 

higher 

screen wall political office 

lower 
50 

Inside prisoners gymnastics 17 

mathematical play 
birth 

After fifty, Socrates says, the time has come for the philosophers to 
"behold" the Good itself and, using it as a "pattern" (540a9), to order (kos
mein, bl) the city and to educate others to live in the city as its guardians. 
Thereafter they will spend their lives in philosophy whenever possible, but 
when their turn comes they will descend and govern, considering it "not 
as something fair but as necessary" (b4). 

The last phrase recalls one last time that for the philosophers the chief 
thesis of the dialogue, that justice brings happiness, is suspended-they 
are just out of mere necessity or, at best, from a Cephalus-Iike sense of 
duty owed (cf. 331d2), It also shows why this is: As Aristotle (Politics 
1262a35) observes, only incestuous love is not explicitly forbidden in the 
"fair city"; all other kinds of lovers are prohibited from being together 
because of the disruptive strength of the pleasure involved. The kallipo/is, 
the "fair city," has, most deliberately (521a), nothing "fair" for which a 
philosopher ntight willingly descend; witness the fact that it is so called 
insofar as its citizens study solid geometry (527cl, 528c7). In this city 
geometric is substituted for erotic interest (546; cf. 458d5 and Plutarch's 
phrase on the ·business of the Academy: "to become happy through 
geometry," Dian 14, 2; cf. Epinomis 992a4). Here "love" means primarily 
the ascending love of truth (e.g., Republic 490b2), and human eros is 
allowed only a subordinate and utilitarian part in it (459-460, 468c; cf. 
521b4), though such eros alone can be imagined as sufficiently strong to 
bring the philosopher down by his own desire. But it is necessary that the 
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commerce of friendship should replace the intercourse of lovers, that private 
love should be absent here, where the dialogic community is to be displayed 
as the fundamental political community. Thus in the Republic the Good 
and not the Beautiful is the theme-correspondingly in the dialogue "About 
the Beautiful," set, in contrast to the Republic, without the wails of Athens, 
love and philosophy rank above politics (Phaedrus 248d). But Glaucon 
receives compensation at another time: it is to him that the speeches made 
about eros at that famous symposium are recounted. He hears them in 
circumstances that are the direct counterpart of the descent to the Peiraeus 
which opens the Republic, namely "going up from Phalerum," Athen's har
bor in earlier days (Symposium 172a2, c3). 

2b. What is most remarkable about the age chart itself is that the rulers' 
education, although initially founded if not in, at least in behalf of, the 
city, leads them initiaiiy and recurrently straight out of and beyond it, so 
that practical experience comes to them late and episodically. In terms of 
the cave, it is conspicuous that no mention is made of a look behind the 
scenes of the puppet theater, of something that might be construed as a 
political apprenticeship. The counterpart of this lack of practical training 
is the absence from their studies of all political theory, of all formulations 
that are abstractions from practical polities. In the dialogue called the "Con
stitution" the study of constitutions is not advocated. The reason for this 
is in the nature of such patterns: the pattern of the just city is not an eidos, 
a being responsible for what is, but an ideal, significantly located not in 
the "hypercelestial place" (Phaedrus 247c2) with the eide, but in the sky 
(592b2; cf. 529d7) with Cloudcuckooland. A model, or paradeigma, unless 
it be a causative model or paradeigmatikon aition, is only a schema or 
a mimesis, having the mode of being of a work of art (50la9, Laws 817b4); 
it is not an object of dialectic knowledge. Were it otherwise, nothing would 
be necessary for the young rulers but to be trained in the loyal administra
tion of this best constitution; they would undergo "indoctrination," and 
the inteiiectuals among them would come to possess what is called an 
"ideology." Instead, they are to look to the one effectively responsible pat
tern, which is that "beyond being"; the political wisdom of the Republic 
demands that governing be learned by looking, so to speak, in the other 
direction, upward; even in practice the rulers will truly look at affairs "in 
the light of the whole" (540a8). The ability to do this, irreplaceable by any 
technique or formula, is called human wisdom, phronesis (433dl, 52lb8), 
the virtue containing the political virtues (Symposium 209a6). Were it on
ly visible, it would be the loveliest of ail the virtues (Phaedrus 250d5) .... The 
best thing is that not laws should be in power but a kingly man with human 
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wisdom" (Statesman 294a 7). The image of a man possessing phronesis at 
work, which might be called "Socrates in the city,'' is to be found in 
Xenophon's Memorabilia, which is intended to be the practical record, the 
reS gestae, of Socrates. Cut off from its philosophical source, phronesis 
becomes Aristotelian "prudence," the independent practical virtue of the 
politician (e.g., Nicomachean Ethics, 114la30). The different functions of 
prudence are a just measure of the distance between the Platonic Politeia 
and the Aristotelian Politika. 

2c. Having come to the end of life, the philosopher-kings will at last 
be allowed to depart permanently to the Isles of the Blessed, and the city 
will honor them with memorials and sacrifices- if the Pythia permits, as 
divinities (daimosl), otherwise as happy men (eudaimosi, 540cl). Socrates, 
speaking from beyond the grave, as it were, is ending the conversation with 
a sly reference to himself: he has indeed just advocated (to be sure, with 
the permission of the friendly Delphic oracle) the introduction of "other 
new divinities" into the city, exactly as the indictment against him was to 
state (Apology 24cl; cf. 21a6; he was also, incidentally, honored in Athens 
after his own death very nearly as he here prescribes, e.g., Diogenes Laer
tius, II, 43; cf. also Xenophon, Apology 15). And he has also, outrageously, 
implied that to be an eudaimon is a greater thing than to be a mere middling 
daimon (cf. Symposium 202el), for to be happy is to live in the mode of 
"the happiest side of being" (Republic 526e3), the Good. 

2d. And now Socrates and Glaucon are emerging from their deeply 
private dialogue back into the context of that city which had been developed 
for the whole company, the "city in speech," the just or guardian city. 
Socrates himself recalls this city, a revolutionary community of men and 
women, by a smiling rejoinder to Glaucon, who had allusively praised 
Socrates' ancestral demiurgic skill as a "maker of men-statues" (540c4; cf. 
Euthyphro llb9); he reminds Glaucon that he can shape women too, for 
they were to share in this city (540c5). Socrates now founds this guardian 
city quickly and with charming offhandedness: All inhabitants over ten 
years are to be driven out "into the wilds"; this forced emigration will leave 
a clean slate for the lawgiver (54lal; cf. SOla). 

Glaucon recalls accurately where they had been when they digressed: 
Socrates, like the wrestler he is (Heracles, we recall, is the master of all 
wrestlers") is to put himself into his former position so as to continue to 
wrestle with the account of the city in its degenerating forms. 

Socrates, by descending with Glaucon into the mythical setting of the 
Peiraic underworld, has shown him that he lives his life as one imprisoned 
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in a mortal Hades. But this demonstration is itself a release, the first step 
of the rescue; unlike the poets, who fail to wrest from Hades the shade 
they desire (Symposium 179d), Socrates, a new Heracles, knows the way 
to bring his Theseus back up to the world of light. 

Yet Glaucon's later life is almost a blank for us. He seems to have done 
little in his time, and no reputation, either good or bad, has survived him; 
certainly he founded no new Athens. We may be sure that this fact, 
presumably already evident when Plato was writing the Republic, is meant 
to reflect on the dialogue. It forces us to ask whether in the face of this 
fact the labor of Socrates must not be considered altogether lost. Then 
we ought to remind ourselves that while Socrates is speaking to Glaucon, 
the dialogue itself is speaking to us. And consequently it may happen that 
Socrates' words are "not fruitless but have seeds, whence others arise in 
the soil of other souls," so that Plato's "imitation of Socrates" may suc
ceed where he himself failed. 

Notes 

1. Plato's Republic, ed. B. Jowett and L. Campbell (Oxford 1894) III, 
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wissenschaft (Stuttgart 1937) XIX, i, p. 78. . 
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9. See Phaedrus 267c9, and Aristotle, Rhetoric 1400b19, on Thrasy
machus's notorious violence. 

10. Socrates, having completed the refutation of Thrasymachus, begins 
anew and in a new mode: "Socrates no longer comes forward with ques
tions in the character of a man who is ignorant ... , but as one who 
has already found what he seeks." Schleiermacher's Introductions to 
the Dialogues of Plato, trans. W. Dobson (Cambridge 1836), p. 356. 

II. Aristophanes actually compares Socrates to Odysseus, another famous 
visitor to Hades. But in the Republic the comparison is, if suggested 
at all, made to discredit Odysseus. For the Myth of Er is offered as 
an improvement over Odysseus's supposedly boring and false "tales 
of Alcinous," that is, as a new Nekyia (614b1, see scholia; cf. also 
Kierkegaard, Concept of Irony p. 130, note). Furthermore, his soul, 
disenchanted with ambition, chooses the perfectly private (620c6), the 
most un-Socratic life. 

12. E.g., Plutarch, Against Colotes, 1126c-d. 
13. Cf. Hippolytus's wish that human generation could be circumvented 

and children's seed could be temple treasure to be bought for "gold, 
silver, or a weight of brass" (Euripides, Hippolytus 621). 

14. The old saying is used by Socrates in a similar way in the Apology 
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"from oak or rock," that is, he too has a private genesis. The original 
meaning of the phrase, which occurs in the Odyssey (XIX, 163), was 
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15. See Adams op. cit. (supra, N. I) I, pp. 345 ff. 
16. See F. M. Cornford, Plato's Cosmology (London 1937), pp. 4-5. For 

a totally different point of view and concomitantly different years for 
the dramatic date of the Republic, see A. E. Taylor, A Commentary 
on Plato's Timaeus (Oxford 1928), pp. 15-16, 45. 

17. A similar case is found in Xenophon's Cyropaedia and is expressed 
in the apparent lack of a niatch between the title, which seems to pro
mise an account of Cyrus's upbringing by the Persians (!, ii, 2), and 
the content, which turns out to be instead the education Cyrus gave 
the Persians. This is because Cyrus, whose name means the "Lord," 
is at once the beneficiary and the source of Persian customs; 
Cyropaedia therefore means "The Lord's Education" both in the ob
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18. Cratinus, from a lost play, The Thracian Women. The cult of Bendis 
evidently was good for comedy; it seems to have been the subject of 
Aristophanes' lost Lemnian Women. 
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19. SeeR. Hack forth, Plato's Phaedrus, Library of Liberal Arts (New York 
1952), p. 118. Plato founded a shrine to the Muses in the Academy 
(Diogenes Laertius IV, I; cf. III, 25). 

20. An otherwise silly ancient story to the effect that the whole Republic 
was stolen from the writings of Protagoras, in Diels, Fragmente der 
Vorsokratiker (Berlin 1954) II, p. 265, seems at least to indicate that 
on matters political there were points of apparent similarity, probably 
equally shocking to sober citizens, between Socrates and the sophist. 

21. Glaucon's Gyges story is a witty transformation of Herodotus's ver
sion. In the latter, what is right and lawful is for every man to keep 
private things private or "to scan his own" (I, 8, 16); this barbarian 
counterpart of justice, a sense of shame, is tacitly transformed into 
the definition of what is just in Greek cities, namely "to do one's own," 
i.e., to find one's political place. Furthermore the main fact about Gyges' 
crime in Herodotus, that he is forced to do injustice precisely because 
he is seen in the act imposed on him by the king, is inverted in Glaucon's 
story, where by reason of the invisibility afforded by his ring Gyges 
becomes a criminal voluntarily and with impunity. 

22. Note that in this context Socrates first acknowledges the natural world 
as the setting and source of human nature. The character of peoples 
is, as in Herodotean ethnology, dependent on the clime under which 
they live: Thracians, Scythians, and northerners in general are lovers 
of honor, Phoenicians and Egyptians are lovers of money, and the 
Hellenes in the middle are lovers of knowledge ( 435e; cf. Timaeus 24c; 
Epinomis 987d). Even the geographic place of philosophy is the center. 

23. See Adams op. cit (supra, N. I) I, p. 144, note on 435b). 
24. See Charmides 164d5 for Critias's version of the Delphic background 

of this saying. 
25. See J. Klein, A Commentary on Plato's Meno (Chapel Hill1965), pp. 

112-15. 
26. See Meno SOc, The Meno of Plato, ed. E. S. Thompson (Cambridge 

1961), p. 112. 
27. Throughout the dialogue Socrates' reiteration of themes, such as the 

"oft-told" tale of the one and the many, as well as the recapitulations 
he often elicits from Glaucon, have the effect of making Glaucon 
"recollect" (e.g., 507a7, 522bl, 544b4) from time to time the springs 
and the course of the argument. This is, obviously, not genuine Socratic 
recollection (see above, IV E 4d) but an exercise of that power of 
memory which philosophers must possess as part of their natural en
dowment (535cl). Such memory-recollection (anamnesis) was especially 
cultivated by the Pythagoreans: "A Pythagorean man does not arise 
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from his bed before he has recollected what happened yesterday. And 
he performs the recollections in this way. He tries to recover by means 
of the dianoia what he first said or heard ... " (Iamblichus, Life of 
Pythagoras 163, 20). The passage goes on to describe the discipline 
of completely recalling the logoi and erga of the previous day, a 
discipline that was considered part of the training needed for the ac
quisition of knowledge. It is obviously a technique Socrates himself 
had mastered. 

28. The most important ancient reports of the "Unwritten Teachings" are 
conveniently collected in K. Gaiser, Platons ungeschriebene Lehre 
(Stuttgart 1963), pp. 445 ff. See also J. N. Findlay, Plato, the Written 
and Unwritten Doctrines (New York 1974). 

29. Klein, op. cit. (supra, N. 25), pp. 115-25, "The Dianoetic Extension 
of Eikasia ." 

30. Klein, ibid. 119 and note 27, where the proof according to Euclid V 
of the equality of the middle segments is given. 

31. Cf. Klein, ibid. pp. 191-99 on the "solidity" of the soul in the dialogues. 
For further sources on the "dimensional soul" see Gaiser, op. cit. (supra, 
N. 28), pp. 545 ff. 

32. See 0. 1beplitz, "Mathematik und Ideenlehre bei Platon," Zur 
Geschichte der griechischen Mathematik (Darmstadt 1965), p. 59. 

33. The objects on the Divided Line are only twice referred to in terms 
of mimesis (510b4 and 532a2, cf. 507c6). 

34. In the Philebus, the Good as a human good comes to Socrates as a 
dream-like reminiscence of a "third thing," other than and above both 
pleasure and human wisdom (20b8), i.e., it is a "one" above the other 
"two." It has three characteristics: It is "perfect," "adequate," and 
"choiceworthy" (20d); its power, again, cannot be "caught" in one idea 
but must be captured in three: beauty, symmetry, and truth (65al); their 
relation is not unlike that of the three effects of the power of the Good, 
namely world, knowledge, and being, in the Republic. Again Eudemus 
(Wehrli, Fr. 31; cited by Gaiser, op. cit. p. 480, note) says that Plato 
distinguished three ways the Good functions: as productive, as end, 
and as exemplary cause; these again correspond roughly to the Good 
as father, as end of learning, and as pattern of being. The whole com
plex is caught in a German word-play: the Good is the "U rsprung," 
that is, the "Ur-sache" of all"Sachen" and their "Sachheit" (M. Heideg
ger, Platons Lehre von der Wahrheit [Bern 1954], p. 40). 

35. Gaiser, op. cit. (supra, N. 28), p. 531; see F. Cornford, Plato and 
Parmenides (New York 1957), pp. 3-11 for further references. For one 
playful allusion to the Indefinite Dyad in the Platonic dialogues 
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themselves see J. Klein, "A Note on Plato's Parmenides," in Lectures 
and Essays, ed. R. Williamson and E. Zuckerman (Annapolis 1985), 
pp. 285-88. 

Further terms used of the Dyad in Metaphysics 989bi9 ff.: material, 
the great and small, similar to the female, responsible for evil. 

For Being as the eidetic 1\vo, see J. Klein, Greek Mathematical 
Thought and the Origin of Algebra, trans. E. Brann (Cambridge 1968), 
p. 93. 

The dialectical name of this or of any other eidetic number is not 
given explicitly in any ancient source. On the Good as the "First" and 
"the source which is the whole" see Klein, Meno, p. 123 and n. 39. 

36. The homoia and associated terms like paradeigma and analogia, re
duced however to mere principles of classification, figure largely in 
the work of Speusippus, Plato's successor in the Academy; see Pauly
Wissowa, III, A. 2, pp. 1641-58. Themistius (Gaiser, op. cit., p. 535) 
says that Plato spoke of methexis in the Timaeus but called participa
tion homoiosis in the Agrapha Dogmata. 

37. Cf. Adams op. cit. II, pp. 441, 470 ff. 
38. There is also a curious story about an artificial Hades that Pythagoras 

is said to have built- a little chamber under the earth into which he 
disappeared for a long time and then ascended, announcing that he 
had dwelt in Hades (Diogenes Laertius VIII, 41). 

39. Iamblichus, Life of Pythagoras 165, 12; see Note 27. 
40. See Jowett, op. cit. III, p. 326. 
41. Adams, op. cit. II, pp. 163 ff. 
42. Diogenes Laertius remarks on Plato's special use of the word phaulos, 

pointing out that he uses it in the two senses of "simple, honest" and 
"bad" (III, 63). Actually, of course, Socrates often uses it ironically 
to mean "the great thing that everyone else overlooks." 

43. The ancient texts are collected in Gaiser, op. cit., pp. 478-508. The 
difficulties in using these sources to reconstruct the A graph a Dogmata 
are (I) that they often mention Plato and the Pythagoreans in
discriminately; the longest account (Sextus Empiricus, Against the 
Mathematicians X, 248 ff.) even attributes the "dimensional" teaching 
to the Pythagoreans alone; (2) that they rarely tell by whom, to whom, 
or with what pedagogical purpose such a scheme was proposed. 
Aristotle, for instance, refers to the Timaeus in this context (On the 
Soul404bl6), which should give one pause-the account there is, after 
all, proposed as a myth (29d2). Nor can the frequent references in the 
ancient literature to On the Good help here, since no one knows whether 
that was a public lecture or a series of lectures or a kind of seminar. 
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In other words, it is not possible to say what Plato himself thought 
of "dimensional generation," whether he approved it only for certain 
pedagogical purposes or became himself a thoroughgoing Pythagorean. 
In any case, since we know that the dialogues often play on certain 
differences between the author himself and Socrates, it would, even 
if Plato's opinion were well known, still be necessary to investigate 
Socrates' understanding of the Pythagorean order within the dialogue 
itself. 

The locus classicus for such a cosmogenic order is the Epinomis, 
a dialogue said to have been tacked on to the Laws by Philip of Opus 
(Diogenes Laertius III, 37). Its purpose was to expound that 
astronomical theology which was to be the wisdom of the "midnight 
council," the rulers of the non-philosophical city of the Laws. Here 
the cosmos arises from a continual doubling of the unit, which prod
uces a series of terms, 1:2:4:8, such that each term duplicates the ratio 
that the previous term has to the unit. These duplicating logoi express 
the relations of the dimensions of the cosmos, from the dimensionless 
one, through that doubling of the point which gives rise to the line, 
up to the solid that is the cube of the "linear" number two, i.e., eight 
(990e ff.). The duplication is to be understood as the effect of the dyadic 
arc he. 

44. Plutarch, in his third Platonic Query (IOOlc ff.), in which he discusses 
the (undecidable) qiiestioii which segment of the Divided Line, the up
permost or the lowest, ought to be the longest, attempts to conflate 
the opinion that "the dianoia is as nous among the mathematicals, 
which are as noeta appearing in mirrors" with the genetic dimensional 
theory. The difficulties into which this leads him are instructive. He 
first makes Plato induce the mathematical cosmos from the noetic prin
ciples: "He leads the noesis concerned with the eide out of its abstrac
tion and separation from body, going down in the order of mathematics 
... "; next we reduce that cosmos by abstracting its dimensions until 
"we will be among the noetic ideas themselves"; and finally, the sensi
ble world is deduced from these by reading the realms of the Divided 
Line roughly downward, as stages of dimensional growth. In this ac
count it is entirely unclear in what way the noeta are the principles 
of mathematics on the one hand, and of the sensible world on the other, 
and whether the production of mathematicals is the work of human 
noesis or of the noeta as sources. 

45. A centered sphere (as opposed to Parmenides' partless sphere) seems 
at least to convey more of the expressible characteristics of the Whole 
than the usual pyramid (cf. Sophist 244e). The center, which in our 



102 MUSIC OF THE REPUBLIC 

diagram marks the end of the dialectic ascent, is, according to Aristo
tle (Physics 265b4), at once the arche, the meson, and the telos of a 
sphere, so that, in a manner of speaking, it encompasses the periphery. 
This corresponds to the fact that Glaucon's assumption, that the top 
of the dialectic ascent is "a rest . . . and an end" (532e3), is quite 
wrong- there stiJJ must follow a syllogismos that takes the argument 
back again to the periphery, where the power of the center as cause, 
aitia, is first fully apprehended (516b9; this noetic syllogismos, which 
is preceded by an ascent, e.g., Statesman 267a4, is not to be confused 
with the dianoetic deduction, e.g., Republic 510b5). It is, of course, 
convenient that all three of Aristotle's terms are also terms used of 
the Good. The radial lines may then represent the indefinite dyadic 
source, which is doubly delimited by the center and its periphery to 
produce the actual finite sphere of Being. But extended attention to 
such diagrams always implies that thought has ceased. 

46. See Proclus, Commentary on the First Book of Euclid's Elements, ed. 
Ver Becke (Paris 1948), pp. 58-62; on the motto over Plato's 
"mouseion": "Let no one unversed in geometry enter here," see Elias, 
Commentary on the Categories, Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca 
(Berlin 1900) Vol. XVIII, Pt. I, pp. Il8, 13 ff. 

Socrates' resistance to the advanced and "technical" study of 
mathematics is attested also by the Memorabilia (IV, vii). Xenophon 
represents him as advocating exactly the kind of mathematics opposite 
to that which he repeatedly insists on in the Republic, namely useful 
and applied mathematics, such as earth measurement. But when Plato 
and Xenophon differ in a deliberately diametrical way there is usually 
a vital point of agreement; here it is Socrates' deep objection to 
mathematics as an independent study pursued for its own sake by 
private experts, a study that would fit into the "doxastic" rather than 
the "noetic" segments of the Divided Line. The very mental virtues 
required and acquired by such studies, keenness and sharpness 
(Republic 526b, 535b5), are regarded by him with a certain suspicion 
because they tend to live in a little soul (519a), and his parodies of 
professional talk (527a, 531b) are worthy of a "large-thinking" Swif
tean Laputa. 

47. See Klein, Greek Mathematical Thought Pt. I, 6. 
48. Of course, mathematical studies provide practice not only in what might 

be called "cosmic synopsis" but also in that preliminary "synagogif" 
or collection (Phaedrus 266b4) which consists in "seeing together and 
bringing under one idea things scattered everywhere" (265d3), i.e., in 
collecting particulars into one eidos. 
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The necessity of "cosmic synopsis" was emphasized by Speusip
pus, in whose opinion "it is impossible for anyone to define any of 
the things that are unless he knows all the things that are" (P. Lang, 
De Speusippi Academici Scrip/is, Fr. 31b.) 

49. Sources in Gaiser, op. cit. (supra, N. 28), pp. 461-67. Aristotle 
(Nicomachean Ethics !095a32) furnishes the general background by 
noting that Plato was concerned with the direction that the road of 
inquiry ought to take, whether toward or away from principles. 

50. See The Thirteen Books of Euclid's Elements, ed. Heath (New York 
1956) I, pp. 136-41. 

51. See Klein, Meno, (supra, N. 25), pp. 82-87. 
52. For the Simplicius passage see Gaiser, op. cit. (supra, N. 28), p. 464; 

for the ·"pattern cause," p. 480, note; for Theophrastus's comment on 
the absence of a deduction of the visible world, pp. 493-94. 

53. See Euclid's Elements (Heath, supra N. 50) III, I ff., p. 438. 
54. See T. L. Heath, A Manual of Greek Mathematics (New York 1963), 

pp. 154-55. 
55. Klein, Greek Mathematical Thought Pt. I, 7 C. 
56. Pauly-Wissowa, Suppl. III, p. 1007. 



Eidos and Agathon 
in Plato's Republic 
Robert B. Williamson 

This essay is in two parts. In the first I argue that the "forms" (eide, 
ideal) discussed by Socrates in the Republic begin to become intelligible 
to us if we think of them as wholes of a certain kind. In so describing 
them, l point to several fundamental misconceptions into which the begin
ning student of Plato may be led and which are sometimes found in 
scholarly writings. In the second part I apply the results of the first part 
toward an understanding of what is said of the "good" (agathon) in the 
images of the sun, the line, and the cave of Books VI and VII. 

I. The Objects of Philosophy 

After Socrates' long "digression" on war in Book V of the Republic, 
Glaucon protests that the company will not release him from his obliga
tion to solve the problem of the possibility of founding in deed the just 
city that had been founded earlier in speech (Books II-IV). Socrates reluct
antly agrees to ride the third and greate>t "wave of paradox," after warn
ing that "if we do discover what sort of thing (hoion) justice is," we may 
find that justice and "the completely just man" are "patterns" (para
deigmata-472c4, d5, 9) which no man or city could perfectly "come to 
be" (genesthai- d7). Patterns that are discovered only in speech may, 
nonetheless, be those things to which we must first look exclusively 
(apob/epontes-c?) if we are to discern how the men and the cities around 
us, which imperfectly partake of them, stand in regard to happiness or 
its opposite. Is it not the case, Socrates asks, "that it is the nature of acting 
(praxis) to attain to less of truth (aletheia) than speaking (lexis)?" 

105 
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(472b-473a)'. Whereas Glaucon assumes a perfect familiarity with what 
justice and' the just city are (extending even to things Socrates has not 
mentioned- cf. 47lc4-e5) and asks only after its possibility, Socrates sug
gests that the pursuit of the question of possibility may require the reopen
ing of the question "What is justice?" and that the answers to both ques
tions may reveal a disproportion between acting and speaking which is not 
simply a matter of fact but is grounded in the "nature" of acting and speak
ing. This suggestion is fortified by Socrates' initial statement of the third 
paradox: The "least change" that would bring any of the existing cities in
to the form of government hitherto described as just would be that "either 
the philosophers rule as kings in the cities or those who are now called 
kings and potentates philosophize genuinely and adequately" (473b4-d3). 
Philosophers can be philosophers whether or not they are kings; but kings 
and men of power, if they are to be such in more than name, must 
philosophize (cf. Gorgias 466b4 ff.). The highest activity within the city 
will be seen to depend on another activity which does not in turn depend 
on it. 

Before Socrates can explain his paradox, he must make clear to Glaucon 
and the others who the philosophers are. As the name itself says, they are 
"lovers of wisdom." The word philosophos expresses no qualification: They 
are not lovers of one kind of wisdom as opposed to another- for example, 
of Homeric wisdom or arithmetical wisdom. Like all true lovers, they yearn 
for all of what they love (474b3-cll), all of that eidos''' (475b5). Glaucon 
protests that the title "philosopher" will thereby extend even to the "lovers 
of sights and sounds," the philotheamones and phi/ekooi, who travel to 
the festivals eager for any innovation and are loath to engage in serious 
discussion (dl-el). The "lovers of sights" may include not only the idle spec
tator but the connoisseur, who perceives that there is more than one way 
to write a good tragedy and who resists the attempt to reduce those ways 
to a univocal definition of tragedy.' Socrates replies with an argument that 
is of decisive importance for the remainder of the dialogue and yet of ex
asperating brevity: "Since noble (kalon) is opposite to base, they are two.
"Of course."- "Then since they are two, is not each also one?"- "That 
also." -"And the same argument (logos) holds for just and unjust, good 
and bad, and all eide: Each is itself one, but by community (koinonia) 
with activities (praxeis) and bodies and one another each shows forth itself 
as a multitude of appearances (phantazomena pol/a)" (475e9-476a7; cf. 
402c2-d2). The philosophers are set apart from the "lovers of sights, the 
lovers of arts, and the 'practical men'" in that the latter's concern is with 
the many things that are noble, just, or good (ta kala, etc.), whereas the 
former are concerned with "the noble itself" (auto to kalon) or "nobleness 
itself' (auto kallos), etc., each of which is one (476a9-cl). 
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The argument as it stands seems purely sophistical: Because justice and 
injustice are opposed they are two, and because they are two each is one. 
Socrates is not above employing sophistries- the Dialogues abound in 
them- but his sophistries differ from those of the sophists proper in that 
they are psychagogic, that they suggest the possibility of a redirection of 
our thinking. In the rest of this section I shall outline what I take to be 
the line of thought suggested by Socrates' argument. 

When in our ordinary dealings with men and actions we judge them 
to be just or unjust, good or bad, noble or base, we refer to a variety of 
more or less clearly articulated criteria. Some of these are developed and 
examined in Book I: Justice is repaying one's debts, helping one's friends, 
rendering what is due, obeying the laws, etc. And there are more: The 
distribution of property may be determined justly by need, desert, ability 
to use well, prior possession, the wishes of the previous owner, a tendency 
to contribute to the common good, existing legal enactments, etc. Yet there 
are many practical cases, pragmata,' in which the application of one or 
more criteria excludes the application of others. Xenophon tells of how 
the young Cyrus was assigned by his teachers to judge a case between two 
boys; the larger boy had found the smaller boy wearing a coat too large 
for him, had taken it from him by force, and had given him his own coat, 
which had been too small for the larger boy but fitted its new owner per
fectly (Cyropaedia I, iii, 16-17). The decision and its aftermath need not 
concern us here. The case could be decided in only one of two ways; yet 
considerations (of what is appropriate, of voluntary exchange, of the laws, 
etc.) could be adduced in support of either alternative. One might, of course, 
deny the validity of all but one or a few of the criteria of just decision; 
however, the unity of justice that Socrates urges against the "lovers of sights" 
is not of that kind.' Rather, it is because either decision will satisfy some 
criteria and violate others that we can say of either that it is both just and 
unjust. This, however, borders on contradiction, and we must, as Socrates 
argued earlier (436b8 f.), distinguish between the respects in which a single 
pragma is just or unjust. Pragmata of the sort described by Xenophon 
are just in one respect and unjust in another respect and therefore neither 
wholly just nor wholly unjust. The distinction, however, is effected not 
merely through our concern with the praxis (the actual assigning of the 
coats) but through our thoughtful comparing of the criteria of judgment 
themselves. That it is just to render to each what is appropriate to his nature 
is not a principle that is true for some pragmata and false for others; it 
is true for all relevant pragmata, though the pragmata may in some cases 
demand the violation of that principle because of the impossiblity of 
following both it and some other more pertinent principle.' Our way of 
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calling a pragma both just and unjust presupposes a permanent opposi
tion between the criteria of just and unjust. 

Several more steps are wanting before we can speak of the unity of 
justice as opposed to the plurality of dikaia, of just things. First, it is a 
premise of Socrates' argument that all relevant pragmata are just in some 
respects and unjust in others (479a-d). There cannot be a pragma that 
satisfies all criteria of justice. If there were, our judgments of pragmata 
that are neither wholly just nor wholly unjust could be referred to it as 
a standard. But if this premise in its general form is almost baldly asserted 
by Socrates in the course of the argument at 479a-d, it is examined 
throughout most of the Republic in terms of the specific question, How 
do the possible forms of justice and injustice make their appearance in 
the succession of cities that come into being in speech and in the corre
sponding types of human soul? Do Socrates and the brothers in fact suc
ceed in constructing a city and e<;lucating a class of rulers who fully realize 
"what justice is"? I think the answer, intended by Plato and his Socrates 
alike, is "no." Here I can give only an outline of my reasons for saying this:' 

I. The just man is provisionally characterized as one who "minds 
his own business" or does those things that are his own (and 
not another's), ta hautou prattein (433a ff.). One's own business 
is here understood in terms of the art (technif) to which his 
unature" is best suited; hence, each man is to practice the one 
art that is his own and to abstain from all other arts. This is 
possible, however, only if his art is supported by other arts prac
ticed by other men, that is, only if he is a member of a com
munity of artisans. The justice of one man thus becomes the 
justice of the citizen, which is essentially partial, determining 
him as part of the whole community of artisans. Thus the just 
city, in which each man minds his own business, is the just 
pragma within which the justices of the citizens find their ap
propriate places. 

II. The just city, however, is a specious whole. First, though each 
art requires the support of other arts and hence of a city, it re
quires the city only in general. The arts do not of themselves 
guarantee that particular attachment to "this" city which is 
patriotism. This deficiency is most pronounced in the warriors' 
art, which presupposes a distinction between friends md enemies 
which it cannot of itself draw but which must be supplied by 
an education based on stories (mythoz) that are only partly true. 
Second, the city is a whole consisting of potential wholes, 
the individual citizens (cf. the analogy between the city and the 
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soul, 434d ff., and the alternative offered to Adeimantus of each 
man performing all the necessary activities for himself-
369e6-370a4). The cohesiveness of the city requires that each 
citizen's nature be understood as radically partial. This is ac
complished through the identification of nature with aptitude 
for a particular art (see esp. 454c7 -d6), an identification that 
is in some cases forced and results in the fragmentation or "chop
ping up" of human nature (cf. 394e8-395b6 and Symposium 
223d3-6). Socrates' "well-bred lie" (414b8 ff.) is designed to lend 
plausibility to the city's claim to wholeness: The natures of the 
citizens are assimilated to their arts (the artisans and their in
struments share a common birth-414d5-el), and both nature 
and art are generated in the native soil (chi5ra) of the city. Being 
a specious whole, the just city is at best an image (eidolon) of 
the justice that Socrates now discovers in the soul of the just 
man (443c4 f.). · 

III. The formula ta hautou prattein, "performing its proper ac
tivities," now applies to each of the three parts of the just soul, 
the reckoning (logistikon) part ruling over the appetites 
(epithymim) through the assistance of the spirited part (thymos). 
The harmony so attained may often depend on the constraining 

. force exercised by the spirited part over the appetites, which are 
not of themselves disposed toward measure (439d-442b). Fur
ther, the just soul described in Book IV needs the external sup
ports of the just city, for it is a justice founded merely on opi
nion and habit (see esp. 619b7-d5 and 522a2-5; political wisdom 
[sophia] is identified in Book IV with good counsel [eubou/ia]-
428b6-8). If justice is to stand fast (cf. Meno 97d4-98a8), it must 
be founded on knowledge. However, knowledge is not a mere 
addendum to opinion, leaving its form and content unaltered, 
as I shall argue in the rest of this essay. Indeed, it is doubtful 
whether the account given in Book IV of the tri-eidetic soul is 
at all adequate for the understanding of philosophic knowledge, 
which requires a turnabout (periagi5ge) of "the whole soul" 
(508c4-9; cf. 6llel-612a6). 

IV. The activity of the philosopher-sage, founded on knowledge and 
free from inner constraint, now appears to be the wholly just · 
pragma. In the just city, however, the philosophers must be con
strained to rule, that is, to do what is not their own business. 
Socrates can justify this "injustice" against the best part of the 
city only by reminding Glaucon that the philosopher-sages owe 



110 E/008 AND AGATHON 

the city a debt for their education and indeed for thek very 
generation (519c8-520el). At the metaphysical peak of theRe
public Socrates is obliged to defend a breach of the principle 
of "doing one's own business" by an appeal to the obligation 
to pay one's debts- to the justice of Cephal us! The city's justice 
(understood as "doing one's own business") is purchased only 
with a breach of that same justice in the name of another stan
dard of justice (paying one's debts). The two standards are not 
reconciled in practice. 

The criteria that are separated by our "thinking them through" (dianoia) 
are of a different kind than the pragmata that are referred to them; they 
are not analogous to the standard meter, which is like the things of which 
it is a measure: an extended body. 

A second step is missing, however. Granted that no pragma can be both 
just and unjust in the same respect and that from this it follows that justice 
and injustice are opposite and separable by our thinking them through, 
are we entitled to infer that justice and injustice are each one? May not 
the words "justice" and "injustice" refer to two mutually exclusive sets of 
criteria, neither of which sets can be reduced to a single common defining 
element? But in the very posing of this question we betray assumptions 
that are foreign to Plato and are inherited from Aristotle. If Plato thought 
of the relation of a superior eidos to the eide beneath it in terms of the 
Aristotelian relation between a comparatively undetermined genos (kind) 
and the eidethat are determinate actualizations of it, then the chorismos 
(separation) thesis leads to insuperable difficulties, as Aristotle argued': 
If the superordinate genos is one and separate from its subordinate eidif, 
how can it be predicated of the latter in a way that does not destroy its 
unity (cf. Philebus !Sa-b)? Further, must not the eideMan, Dog, Horse, 
contain each within itself the characteristic of Animal, thus rendering the 
superordinate eidos Animal ontologica!Iy and logically superfluous? And, 
if the eidos Man includes characteristics of Biped and Animal, how can 
Plato insist on the separateness of the eide Biped and Animal, and at the 
same time insist on the unity of the eidos Man (Met. H, 6, 1045a14-22)? 
These difficulties and more are adduced by Aristotle against the two-fold 
claim of separateness and unity. But Aristotle's aporiai themselves depend 
on certain assumptions about the Platonic eide: that they are predicated 
of one another according to the scheme of genus, species, and differentia; 
that the unity of an eidos should exclude any complexity; and that the eide 
are irreme\liably separated from one another. Following these assumptions, 
we are easily led to conceive of the superordinate eidos as a sort of template 
that cannot be put to use, for the eide under it must either always of 
themselves or never bear its shape.' 
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I suggest that the unity of the eidos of justice is not to be expressed 
through some formulaic "definition" of justice. Many of the Dialogues, 
it is true, begin with what seems a search after a univocal formula that 
will serve as an answer to the question ti esti x (What is x?); but those 
dialogues relentlessly frustrate that search by the repeated discoveries that 
the word "x" is used in a variety of ways. Yet if the search for an answer 
to the ti esti question is to make sense at all, if "serious discussion" (to 
dia/egestha~· cf. Parmenides !35b-c) is to be possible at all, the "lovers 
of sights" must be wrong in their claim that any attempt to understand 
any subject matter must dissipate itself into a multiplicity of observations, 
however trenchant. Serious discussion and hence the Dialogues themselves 
are grounded in the supposition that in matters of our greatest legitimate 
concern there is a unity of meaning that underlies the ambiguities of or
dinary speech and judgment. Only thus can the Socratic "flight" from the 
observation of things to the examination of spoken accounts (/og01) be 
justified (cf. Phaedo 99c6-e6). The accidental dramatic structure of the 
Platonic dialogue presupposes as the ground of its validity a systematic" 
interconnection of the objects of discourse and a pure dialectic that con
sists, not in a static "gaze" that takes in an utterly simple object, but in 
a motion from one of its objects to another. This motion of pure dialectic, 
described in Books Vi and VII of the Republic, is associated in the "later 
dialogues" and perhaps in the Republic (cf. 454a) with a method of divi
sion (diairesis). What seems to be required of the superordinate eide (as 
I shall further argue in the next section) is neither a univocal nor an 
analogical unity, but a structured unity that includes the subordinate eide 
in their systematic interrelations. The question .li esti dtkaiosyne (What 
is justice?) must receive its answer, not in a defining formula such as "do
ing the things that are one's own" (ta hautou prattein), but in a complete 
account that encompasses all the valid meanings of justice and vindicates 
the presupposition that they are coherently interrelated. (It should be 
stressed that the Republic does not provide such a complete account and 
thus does not reveal the grounds or lack of grounds for its own guiding 
supposition.) 

Is there any basis for this presupposition in our ordinary dealings with 
issues of justice and injustice? That there is is suggested (but by no means 
conclusively) by the way in which we confront situations analogous to that 
of the two boys and the coats. In such cases we are unable to apply one 
criterion without violating another; we look for the "more just" or "less 
just" alternative. In doing so we rank the various relevant criteria, assign
ing a higher status to one over another. To be sure, our decisions may often 
enough be arrived at on the basis of considerations irrelevant to the ques
tion of justice and injustice, but by and large each of us lives in accord-
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ance with a hierarchical ranking of criteria: We tend to prefer certain kinds 
of legitimate claims over others. These rankings differ from person to per
son and society to society both in the criteria admitted and in the com
parative ranks to which they are assigned. The selection of criteria and 
the reasons for ranking them are in almost all (if not all) cases partial. 
Such a partial hierarchy of criteria, when it is developed explicitly and 
publicly, might well be called an "ideology." Particularly in the past two 
centuries, the more theoretically inclined of the "lovers of sights" have 
argued that the "concept" of justice vanishes into a multiplicity of ideologies 
or, on a less articulate level, "cultures." However, the Dialogues show how 
hierarchies of criteria can be put to the test in various ways. Cephalus, 
the metic and financier, instinctively gives priority to the virtue of hon
esty, but he can easily be shown how adherence to honestY in some cases 
may require the violation of the principle that one should benefit one's 
friends and how the latter is in such cases preferable to honesty. Polemar
chus adopts the position that justice is helping friends and harming 
enemies, but the first half of his definition becomes trivial when the at
tempt is made to identify it with a single activity (that of the watchman
thief), and the second half leads to the absurd result that justice is the art 
of making men unjust. Thrasyrnachus's identification of the just with 
authoritative convention, to nomimon, must be replaced by a notion of 
a "superior" who correctly perceives his advantage. In these passages cases 
are cited in which several criteria must be brought to bear and the relative 
priority of these criteria must be reevaluated. (To take the example of 
Cephalus, we normally help our friends- in the ordinary sense of "help"
when we repay our debts to them and keep our promises to them; it is 
perfectly natural that, given his character and way of life, Cephal us should 
treat honesty as the comprehensive form of just dealing, but, as Socrates' 
example of the homicidal madman suggests, Cephalus's ranking of criteria 
is based on certain assumptions that are normally but not necessarily ful
filled.) In all three conversations, with Cephal us, Polemarchus, and (up 
to 343a) Thrasymachus, the need for a reformulation and re-ranking of 
criteria is based on the premise, adopted by ordinary opinion and Socratic 
dialectic alike, that justice is an excellence, an arete. The complete vin
dication o( tha( premise, which is the unaccomplished goal set by the 
Republic, would require the proof that the criteria of justice are interrelated 
in a way that is essentially free of all opposition. 

If the foregoing hypothesis is correct, it follows that for Socrates every 
(partially) just pragma abstracts from the totality of interrelated criteria 
that are "what justice is," 6 eon OtKCUOOUVT]. And if, as Socrates suggests 
(596a6 f.), what holds for "just" and "justice" holds for all common names 
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and predicates, then a pragma "is" in the way an abstraction "is"; its being 
is partial and derivative from that which properly and fully deserves the 
names applied to it. Thus, to refer to the eide as "hypostatized abstrac
tions" is to overlook that inversion of the ordinary understanding which 
is essential to the "Theory of Ideas." The fact that pragmata can be describ
ed in a multitude of ways- as just, tall, three, rapid, sitting, speaking, 
human, etc.- if anything, confirms rather than obviates their abstractness 
for Socrates. Precisely because of its manifo)d character, a pragma can 
be both just and unjust, noble and base, good and bad, etc., but none of 
these wholly. Being neither wholly what it is called nor wholly not what 
it is called, the pragma occupies a middle position between what in the 
strict sense "is" and what simply "is not," between "being" (to on) and 
"nothingness" (to medamei on) (476e6-477a8). 

We misconceive the relation between pragma and eidos (for example, 
between something just, dikaion ti, and the just itself, auto to dikaion) 
if we assimilate it to the relation between a "particular" or "instance" and 
a "universal." Here again we are tempted to Aristotelianize Plato, but the 
Dialogues point in another direction. The young Socrates, when questioned 
by Parmenides concerning the kinds of things he admits as eidif, approves 
such things as one, many, like, unlike, just, noble, and good and confesses 
to having doubts about such things as man, fire, and water; but he refuses 
to accept certain "ridiculous" things such as hair, mud, and dirt as having 
an eidos separate and different from the things with which we deal 
(Parmenides 130b-d). Note that Socrates does not deny that the last group 
have eide (that is, distinctive "looks" by which each can be recognized and 
not confused with the others); he merely denies that their eide are separate 
and distinct from them. The suggestion that Socrates rejects the last group 
because its members are "unpleasant" or "trivial," though partially cor
rect, is inadequate." In fact, Socrates gives an explicit reason for his rejec
tion: "By no means . . . but these things are the very things we see" 
(00/iai-L(i)~ ... uA.:\.iHaU~a 1-LBV YE ii7ttp oproi-LEV, ~ailta Ka\ ElVUl- d3 f.). 
What interests us here is the positive implication of Socrates' reason: If 
there is a separate eidos of something, then what that something is is not 
what we see (or otherwise perceive through the senses) when we look at 
it. What that thing is is its eidos, or "looks," and this "looks," according 
to Socrates, is invisible (aeides) and accessible only to our thinking (dianoia, 
noesis). But this is not the case with a particular or an instance, of which 
we can justly predicate the eidos in question. Even of an imperfect instance 
of x we can say that it is partly x. Rather, the similes of the divided line 
and the cave in Books VI and VII and the account of the three ranks of 
craftsmen in Book X describe the relation between eidos and pragma as 

I 
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analogous to that of a visible object and its image on a reflecting surface. 
Whatever it is, a mirror-like image of a horse is not a "particular" horse 
nor an "instance" of a horse. 

We can perceive a mirror-image in at least two ways. (i) Most frequently 
we see that it is an image of something else (that it both is and is not what 
it is -cf. Sophist 240a7 -c6), although from habit we may say of the mirror
image, "That is a horse." (ii) Less frequently, we may be "taken in" by the 
mirror-image and actually take it to be a horse. Now from a Platonic point 
of view, (i) is analogous to the way in which pragmata are understood ac
cording to the "Theory of Ideas"; (ii) is analogous to what Plato must have 
regarded as the crucial mis-identification of common sense, which reaches 
its fullest philosophical expression in Aristotle's identification of hekaston 
with to ti en einai (Met. Z, 6). Suppose the mirror of our example could 
be replaced by a pan-aesthetic mirror capable of reflecting images not only 
of color and shape but of weight, hardness, tone, odor, etc. Then, accord
ing to (ii) we could say of the horse-image, "That horse is white," that is, 
we could predicate white of it. But this is not necessarily the case with 
(i): In a perfectly consistent way-perhaps the most natural way-we could 
maintain that to say "That is a white horse" of a mirror-image that is 
recognized as such is an elliptical way of saying "That is an image of a 
white horse." (Compare "That is Abraham Lincoln" said of the image on 
a Lincoln penny.) In this way of speaking, we do not mean to predicate 
"white" of the image at all, or, if we do, we are guilty of mistaking the 
image for its original. 12 

Now, if it should turn out upon sufficient examination that all of our 
perceptions are "provocative" of noesis (that is, of a thinking that looks 
away from them toward that by which they can be understood to be "what 
they are")-if no visible thing is what we see-then the mode of being of 
a pragma is analogous to that of an image in our pan-aesthetic mirror. 
Instead of referring to them as "abstractions," we may better !ikenpragmata 
to reflected images, eikones, which are perspectival, which only partially 
reproduce their originals. We ·may thus reserve the term "abstract" for our 
perceptions and judgments that have pragmata for their objects, that is, 
for our doxai. But whether it is true that all of our perceptions are provoc
ative in this way is perhaps a question that cannot be settled by a single 
argument but requires that we consider each type of perception separately." 

The imperfection of pragmata resides not so much in their lack of 
precision- the objects of pure mathematics are precise, but they are not 
eide (see note 20 below)- as in their fragmentary character. Pragma stands 
to eidos as non-self-subsistent part to permanent whole. Pragmata may 
indeed appear to be wholly what we call them (for example, Cephalus can 
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console himself as having lived a "just" life on the basis of honesty alone), 
but Socratic examination sooner or later brings to light the contradictions 
implicit in those ways of speaking and living that misidentify the part with 
the whole. It is this distinction between part and whole that permits us 
to speak of a "separation" (chi5rismos) of the eide from pragmata in a way 
that eludes Aristotle's charge that the eide are onto logically redundant (e.g., 
Met. B, 2 997b8-l2). In the following section I shall argue that an analogous 
separation occurs within the realm of intelligibility. 

A final remark. I have described pragmata as images of what they seem 
to be, and in so doing I have stressed the point that an image is of something 
else. Nevertheless, an image cannot be completely referred to its original; 
it must contain or be connected with a third thing which is not simply 
referable to the original. Otherwise the image would be no image at all, 
but rather apart or privative state of the original (as when we look directly 
but nonetheless perspectively at a visible object or when we look at it in 
near darkness- cf. 508c-d). The third thing is, of course, the medium in 
or on which the image is produced, the mirror in our example. Socrates 
frequently refers to media in his references to the relation of the visible 
object to its reflections, that is, to the relation holding between the 
analogues of the eidos and its pragmata-images." But in the Republic he 
nowhere develops an explicit or non-metaphorical account of the medium 
in which the pragmata-images of the eide are produced. Instead of the three
fold distinction between original ( =eidos), image ( = pragma), and medium, 
Book V divides all things into fa onta ( =eide= originals), ta metaxy 
( =pragmata=images), and to medamei on (what in no way is). The third 
class is not the medium but- nothing at all! Thus, the pragmata-images 
are ontologically defined by Socrates as being nothing more than mixtures 
of being and non-being. As a result they are distinguished from the eide 
only in terms of what they are not; they in fact seem to be no more than 
privative states of the eide. Our likening of pragmata to abstractions was 
not so imprecise after all. 

II. The Greatest Mathema 

Just before embarking on a discussion of the education of the poten
tial philosopher-rulers, Socrates reminds Adeimantus of his earlier warning 
that their determination of "what justice, moderation, courage, and wisdom 
each is" was based .on a tri-eidetic division of the soul and that this divi
sion fell short of preCision (akribeia), for which another "longer way 
around" (makrotera periodos) was required (504a4-b8; cf. 435c9-d7). Now 
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that they are concerned with the education of rulers "in the most precise 
sense" (akribestata), the longer way with its greater precision can no longer 
be avoided entirely, though in fact it will be indicated only in outline 
(hypographe-504d6). Indeed, the satisfaction with which the company had 
earlier accepted the easier and shorter way, which consisted in "moulding" 
(plattein) the soul through the use of mythical typoi, now appears to be 
a kiud of sloth (rhaithymia) rather than something which might satisfy 
them "within due measure" (metriOs). For "a measure of things such as 
these which falls short in any way of what is (tou ontos) is not a measure 
at all (ou pony metrios)"; "nothing incomplete (ateles) is a measure of 
anything" (504bl-c5). 

The longer way, if traversed in full, must lead through the mathemata 
(things that can be learned and hence understood) to the "greatest 
mathema, which is most fitting to the guardians." "Are not the former 
things the greatest," asks Adeimantus, "or is there something yet greater 
than justice and the things we have described?" (c9-d5). Greater than the 
study of justice, which is itself in need of greater precision (d6-e3), is the 
greatest mathema-the study ofthe "look" (idea) of the agathon (505a2). 
The study of the agathon is the precondition of any accurate understand
ing of justice, for it is the agathon "by which just things ... become useful 
and beneficial" (a3 f.). Unless we know the agathon, whatever else we know 
is of no benefit (a6-b3). Yet, as Socrates will more than once insist, "we 
do not know it adequately" (a5 f.; cf. 506c2 f., 517b4-7; 532d2-533a7). 
We are obliged to consider Socrates' words with the utmost seriousness: 
The knowledge and possession of justice (including the justice described 
in Book IV) will not advance us in the slightest degree (cf. 505bl: ti pleon 
einat) unless we possess and know the agathon, and we do not have this 
knowledge (a6-b3). Against this most explicit admission of ignorance must 
be weighed all passages that appear to settle the problems concerning justice 
(cf. 506a). 

Socrates' profession of ignorance is mitigated in three respects. First, 
he knows what the agathon is not. The agathon is not pleasure, as the many 
believe; nor is it intelligence (phronesis), as those who are more clever 
believe. The former are compelled to admit that some pleasures are good 
and others bad, and the latter, when asked of what the knowledge which 
is the agathon is, sooner or later reveal the circularity of their reasoning 
with the answer "the agathon is knowledge of the agathon" (505b5-dl). 
These negative results are merely sketched here, for in the sequel Socrates 
will show the impossibility of identifying the agathon with anything else: 
The agathon will be revealed through a "daemonic hyberbole" to be "beyond 
being" (epekeina tes ousias) and thus distinct from any of the things that 
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are (509b6-c2). Second, he recognizes that the agathon is "that for the sake 
of which every soul does everything it does, divining what it is [its ti einml, 
while being perplexed and unable to grasp sufficiently what it is" 
(505dll-e2). Whereas there are some men who are content to have only 
the appearance of justice (cf. Glaucon's story of the ring of Gyges), no 
one is content with anything less than the agatha that are (dS-10). Since 
pretence (for example, the appearance of being just when one is not) is 
for the sake of some ulterior good, the agathon, as the ultimate reason 
for which anything is desired or done, is beyond all pretence, all duplicity, 
and, as we shall see, all opposition. Thirdly, although the consideration 
of the direct question "What is the agathon?" is too much for the present 
inquiry, Socrates will speak of the "offspring of the agathon and its closest 
likeness" (ekgonos te tou agathou ... kai homoiotatos ekeinoi- 506d8-e5). 
This offspring is the sun, and it is an image of a special kind, for it is 
an image which is fathered- that is, in part produced- by the thing of 
which it is an image (508bl2). The agathon is known to Socrates at once 
through an image and as the generator of an image. Thus, the simile of 
the sun should account in part for its.elf, perhaps by illustrating the possibil-
ity of images in general. ' 

At the basis of the simile is the "agreement" reached earlier that 
although we speak of many things that are agatha or kala, we may in these 
cases as in a/[ "turn about (palin au) and posit one look (idea) of each, 
positing it as being one, and call it what each thing is" (507b2-8, follow
ing Adam: see his Appendix VII to Book VI). We thus suppose two "places" 
containing two different kinds of "object" for the soul: the "Intelligible 
Place" (topos noetos), and the "Visible Place" (topos horatos) (509d2 f.), 
the one containing the ideai which can be known through pure thought 
(noeisthm) but cannot be seen and the other containing the things that 
can be seen (and generally the things perceived by the senses, 
aistheta-507c4) but not known by pure thought (507b9 f.). Within the 
latter place the various kinds of sensing (aisthesis) are correlated with their 
special objects (aistheta): hearing with what is heard, etc. However, in the 
case of the "power of seeing and being seen" (ten tou horan te kai horasthai 
dynamin) there is need of a "third kind" (genos triton) if there is to be 
an actual case of seeing and being seen. This is light, which "yokes together" 
the sense of sight and the power of being seen. Of the "gods in the sky" 
it is the sun that is chiefly responsible for light and thus for seeing and 
being seen "in the most splendid degree" (hoti kal/ista- 508a5). Neither 
vision (apsis), _nor the eye, "in which vision occurs," is the sun, but the 
latter is "most like the sun" (helioeidestaton) of all the organs of sense. 
Further, the sun, being the cause of vision, is seen by "this very thing" that 
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it causes (507cl-508bll). Analogously, the agathon presides over the In
telligible Place, yoking together thought (nous) and what is being thought 
(ta nooumena). It "provides the things being known (Ia gignoskomena) 
with their a/etheia (their "truth" or "revealedness ") and the knower with 
the power [of knowing]" (el-3). It is the cause of episteme and a/etheia, 
neither of which is the agathon but which are both "like the agathon" 
(agathoeide- 508e3-509a5)." 

In addition to providing the conditions for visibility to the visible things 
(horata), the sun also provides for their coming into being (genesis) and 
growth, though it is not itself genesis. Similarly, the agathon provides the 
things that are known not only with their being known but also with their 
"being" (on) and "beingness" (ousia), "though the agathon is not beingness 
but surpassingly beyond beingness in ancestral rank (presbeia) and power" 
(509b2-IO). 

The multitude of interpretations of the simile of the sun are sufficient 
testimony to the elusiveness if not the inaccessibility of the thought behind 
Socrates' words. Yet the importance of the passage for our discussion of 
the objects of philosophy requires an effort toward interpretation. Such 
an effort must, I believe, depend in large measure on Platonic writings other 
than the Republic. 

In the second part of the dialogue named after him, Parmenides il
lustrates for Socrates' benefit the kind of "exercise" that must precede any 
serious attempt to "define the kalon, the dikaion, and the agathon." With 
the aid of young Aristoteles he examines through a series of "suppositions" 
(hypotheseis) the implications of saying that "one" or "many" are or are 
not (Parmenides 135c-136b). They begin by supposing that "one is" (hen 
esli: or, that "there is one thing"-the expression is, perhaps deliberately, 
ambiguous) and by insisting to the fullest possible degree on the meaning 
of the word "one" in the expression (137c-142a). The results are forbid
ding. If the one is simply one (or, if there is only one thing), it cannot 
be at all many (or, there cannot be many things). Thus the one cannot 
admit a plurality within itself; it cannot be a whole having parts. But neither 
can it be one of several beings: that is, it cannot be "other than another" 
(heteron heterou-139c3-5, e3). For, if there were another than the one, 
the one would be both one and other than another. It would therefore be 
not one simply but two, since it would not be one by virtue of its being 
other than another and it would not be other than another by virtue of 
its being one. Nor can the one admit of any relation to itself, such as 
sameness, likeness, or equality, for to say that something is the same as 
x is different from saying that it is one. Being neither pros heteron nor 
pros heauto, the one cannot admit of relation at alL Therefore, it cannot 



WILLIAMSON 119 

be "said," known, perceived, or opined, for the unperishing quality of logos 
is that, sometimes dividing and at other times combining, it causes the 
one and the many to become the same (Philebus 15d4-16a3). At best the 
one could be named. But even here the difficulty recurs. For either the 
name of the one would be distinct from the one and thus in relation to 
the one, or the one and its name would be identical. In the latter case the 
name would not be a name tinos, of something, not even of itself; it would 
be without reference and thus not a name at all (cf. Sophist 244b6-dl3). 
Finally, the one is unable to admit the relations older than itself, younger 
than itself, and of the same age as itself. It is therefore not in time, and 
thus it neither was, will be, nor is. The one does not partake in beingness 
(ousia) and "in no way is." 16 

To be, then, is to be in relation to something else (pros alia t1)- to make 
a difference. Thus, the Eleatic Stranger (parting with his master, 
Parmenides) can offer as a "boundary (horos) to distinguish the things 
that are" the following criterion: "Everything that possesses any power 
(dynamis) of any kind either to work any effect (poiein) in anything of 
any nature or to be affected (pathein) even in the slightest degree by the 
most paltry thing, though it be only on one occasion, really is (ontos einm)" 
(Sophist 247d8-e4) .. We may recognize three elements in the Stranger's 
horos: (i) that to be is to be pros alia ti; (ii) that the modes of being pros 
alia ti are poiein heteron hotioun and pathein hypo tinos, that is, that they 
are aspects of an active-passive relation; and (iii) that a being need not 
always be actually pros allo ti but need only possess the power (which will 
sooner or later be exercised) to be pros allo ti at some time and in some 
way not necessarily predetermined. It follows that no being can be solely 
responsible for its own being; its being depends in part on there being 
something other than it with which it can at some time or other enter into 
the active-passive relation. Being is twofold, and, like the number two (or, 
in modern terms, "pair"), it cannot be identified with any one of its 
members, though- and here the numerical analogy breaks down- it can 
be said that each of its members "is" (cf. Sophist 249d-250d and Klein 
GMT, pp. 86 ff.). On the other hand, to be cannot consist merely in being 
pros allo ti, for each being would thereby vanish into the others to which 
it was related. Each being that "really is" (ontos esti) must be something 
(einai=einai tl), that is, it must be what it is in and by itse/J, auto kath' 
hauto, and prior to any relation with another being into which it may ac
tually enter (cf. Sophist 252d). Every being is at once kath' hauto and pros 
allo ti. Or, to employ terms more familiar to the Sophist, the archai of 
being (on) are the self-same (t'auton) and the other (thateron), which "is 
always other than another (heteron heterou)" (254d ff., esp. 255cl2-e7). 

I, 

i 
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The kath' hauto and pros a/lo ti aspects of being are unified (that is, 
are aspects of one being) when a being, A, affects or is affected by another 
being, B, precisely because A is what it is. It would seem that for Plato 
this can occur in two exemplary ways. Either A can be known by B to be 
exactly what it is, or A can re-produce itself in another than itself- that 
is, A can produce an image of itself, B. For the present, let us consider 
the former way, which the Stranger discusses in his critique of the "gods" 
or "friends of the ideai." Apparently these were the absolutistic proponents 
of the theory of ideai (among whom the younger Plato may or may not 
have belonged), who insisted on the kath' hauto aspect of ousia to the ex
tent of denying ousid any active-passive relations (Sophist 248a-c). The 
Stranger proceeds to set this right (248d-249b ). If, as the "friends of the 
ideai'' assert, soul knows and ousia is known, soul must in some sense act 
and ousia be acted upon. In the Stranger's terms, soul possesses motion, 
kinesis, and ousia is moved, kineisthai, "to the extent that it is known." 
Thus, kinesis extends even to the ldeai; if the ideai were entirely unaffected 
and simply kath' hauta, they would be unknown and irrelevant to everything 
else (cf. Parmenides l33b-l34c), and the supposition that the ideai are 
would have neither meaning nor explicative value. On the other hand, nous 
is possible only if there is an enduring sameness in its objects, that is, only 
if ousia partakes of rest, stasis (Sophist 249b8-c5). Thus, the exemplary 
pair of beings, "that which thoroughly and perfectly is" (to pante/os 
on- 248e7 f.), is knowing soul co-present (cf. pareinai-249al) with known 
ousia. Both members of this pair participate in differing ways and degrees 
in the prime eidetic pair kinesis-stasis, which itself is immediately under 
(or is identical with) the genos being (250a-d; cf. Klein GMT, pp. 86-91). 

The foregoing considerations permit us to discover the affinity of the 
two seemingly diverse statements about the agathon: that the agathon pro
vides the noeta with aletheia and nous with the power of knowing, and 
that being and ousia attach to the noeta by the agency of the agathon. 
Each noeton is and is one thing (i.e., is a monas-cf. Philebus 15a-b) 
because it can "at some time·and in some way" enter into the exemplary 
active-passive relation, that is, the knowing-known relation. In "yoking 
together" nous and the noeton, the agathon is the source of their (co
present) being. Unlike light, which is a "kind" distinct from the visible ob
jects, aletheia is a property of the noeton. The kath' hauto and pros alto 
ti aspects of the being of the noeton are united in its capacity to stand 
revealed11 to nous. 

The agathon is accordingly the responsible source for the unification 
of the two aspects of being and thus of the being of all ontic pairs. In
deed, it would seem that in his oral teachings Plato identified the agathon 
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with ''the One," which, along with the "undetermined Dyad," is the ultimate 
principle of all that is." It is through participation in the One that every 
unit is one and every multiplicity of units is yoked together as a single deter
minate pair, triad, tetrad, etc. As the source of the unity of all antic pairs, 
the agathon-One is itself not a being but "beyond ousia." Or, what amounts 
to the same, the agathon-One is the exemplary source of all communities 
(koiniiniaz) of relata without being itself essentially related to anything else 
(i.e., without itself being pros al/o ll)." 

There is, however, a further effect for which the agathon is responsible. 
The "offspring" and "likeness" of the agathon is the sun. And since the 
sun is responsible for the genesis of visible things, the agathon may be 
said to be the "grandfather" of all that exists (or, better, "occurs") within 
the Visible Place. But the efficacy of the agathon is here diminished in 
two ways. First, the grandfather is a necessary but not sufficient source 
of his grandchildren; there must be a separate act of generation on the 
part of the son-father. Second, whereas the a/etheia and ousia with which 
the agathon provides the noeta are interdependent, the same is not the case 
for the visibility and genesis that the visible things receive from the sun. 
Earlier Socrates observed that the visible things could have color in them 
(and hence occur) without the sun's light, which caused them to become 
seen objects (507dll-e5; cf. Note 15). Later, Socrates qualified this by 
assigning to the sun the additional office of providing the visible things 
with "genesis, growth, and nurture" (509b3 f.). Nevertheless, it seems that 
the genesis of the visible things is independent of their being seen, although 
their visibility is dependent on their genesis and both are dependent on 
the sun. This independence of genesis, however, should not be interpreted 
as a mark of its excellence. For genesis is not pros aisthesin dynamei in 
the way that ousia is pros noun dynamei, because genesis is already pros 
al/o ti. The mode of being of the visible thing is that of an image, which 
is always an image of something else, i.e., of what is. The visible thing is, 
as I argued in the previous section, devoid of any content, any determina
tions, that can be called strictly its own. Everything it is is derivative; its 
being is that of an other. Thus, it has only one of the aspects of being: 
It is pros alios ti without being kath' hauto. Because of this the things in 
the Visible Place (wherein exist all cities, including the just city) can be 
overlooked, mistaken, and misrepresented; and it is because of this that 
they are objects of doxa, which can be either true or false, and of lies, 
whether well- or ill-conceived. 

The diminutions in the efficacy of the agathon can be further explained 
by reference to the similes of the line and the cave. Socrates responds to 
Glaucon's request to fill in his account of the two "Places" by asking him 
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to consider a line divided into two unequal parts, which are in turn divided 
into sub-parts bearing the same ratio to each other as do the initial parts 
(509c-d). The line is first employed as a representation of things seen 
(horomena) and thought (nooumena) as they are related in degrees of clarity 
(sapheneia) and obscurity (asapheia) (509d8 f.). Subsequently the inter
pretation splits into two corresponding sides: the things that can be seen 
or thought (ta eph' hois, ta noeta-511e2, c6, d2) and the corresponding 
"pathemata in the soul" (d7), of which the former are graded according 
to their comparative a/etheia and the latter according to their comparative 
clarity (e2 f.). (The terms employed shift in the course of Socrates' discus
sion; for simplicity I have chosen, more or less arbitrarily, a stable set of 
terms from among them, capitalizing the names of the major divisions.) 
The upper main section of the line represents the Intelligible Place, com
prising the Noeta ( = gnosta) on the side of objects and Noesis ( = episteme) 
on the side of the affections (pathemata) of the soul.. The lower part, 
representing the Visible Place, similarly comprises the Doxasta ( =horata) 
and Doxa. The lowest sub-section contains what are, in our ordinary way 
of regarding things, images (eikones), for example, "shadows, and then 
reflections (phantasmata) in water and on dense, smooth, and bright sur
faces" (509el-5!0a3); the sub-section above it is composed of the things 
of which the things of the lower sub-section are images (animals, plants, 
artifacts, etc.). On the side of the pathemata of the soul the lower sub
section corresponds to eikasia, thepathema of the soul when it recognizes 
a (visible) image as an image and refers it to its (visible) original; the up
per sub-section corresponds to pistis, the trust we ordinarily place in the 
visible objects around us, believing that they are exactly what they seem 
to be (5!0a5 f., 51lel; cf. KleinMeno, pp. 112-14). Over this twofold region 
of Doxasta presides the sun, which, as the simile of the cave makes ex
plicit, casts the variegated shadows and reflections that fill the lowest sub" 
section (509d; 5!4b). It is the sun that, along with the surfaces on which 
the shadows and reflections appear, is the cause of there being a sub-division 
of the lower part of the line. 

The agathon presides over the Intelligible Place, which is sub-divided 
analogously to the lower part and the whole. The higher and lower sub
sections are referred, on the part of the soul, to noesis and dianoia respec
tively. The activity of dianoia characterizes the practice of the geometer, 
the arithmetician, and indeed the practitioners of all genuine arts (technaz) 
that deal with a special subject matter and call into play the faculties of 
calculation and measuring (cf. 602c ff.). Here the "originals" of the lower 
section are employed as images of objects within the Intelligible Place
"the odd and the even," "the square itself," etc.-that are the proper ob-

'. 
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jects of dianoetic concern (510cl-51la2). These latter are "posited" as the 
"very foundational suppositions" (hypotheseis auta- 510c6) of the arts, 
requiring no further explanation (logos), and serving as the unquestioned 
beginnings for the downward (cf. 51la5 f.) progress ofthought toward "con
clusions" (epi teleuten-510b6). Contrary to this, thought may make a 
radical "turnabout" (periagoge-518c8-9, d4; 521c6) and, treating the 
spurious archai of the special sciences as literally "hypo-theseis" (under
pinnings, footings), ascend from them by means of dialectic to what is 
anypotheton (supposition-free, needing no support-510b7; 51lb6), "the 
arche of the all" (he lou pantos arche-51lb7); thence thought proceeds 
downwards to conclusions, this time making no use of images, but pro
ceeding only "by means of the eide themselves, through them, to them, 
and ending in eide'' (51lb3-c2; cf. 510b6-9). This activity of dialectic, which 
is represented by the "psychic side" of the highest sub-division of the line 
(noesis), culminates in a synopsis (537c2, 7) of the entire Intelligible Place, 
but one that can. be realized only after thought has reached the arche 
anypothetos-the agathon. 

How is the ratio between the upper sub-sections the same as the ratio 
between the lower sub-sections? Both dianoia and eikasia refer images to 
originals without reflecting on the ontological status of those originals, 
without asking whether those "originals" truly are (whether they truly are 
originals, archm). The hypothetical begininings of dianoia are in fact 
derivative from higher archai and ultimately from an arche anypothetos; 
the archai (;visible "originals") of eikasia are derivative from those 
mathemata to which dianoia refers them. Both dianoia and eikasia can 
mistake the character of their "originals," assigning to them an indepen
dent and primary status they do not in truth possess. Further, how is the 
ratio between the upper sub-sections the same as the ratio between the two 
principal sections (Horata!Noeta)? The objects of the lower section 
(Horata) are images of the objects of the upper section (Noeta) and thus 
of a qualitatively similar but ontologically dissimilar kind. Is this the case 
for the objects of dianoia and noesis?'" The objects of the two pathemata 
are not given distinct names: at most they are given a common name, 
hypotheseis, which can be understood in two ways according to the way 
in which they are thought." Yet in the simile of the cave Socrates describes 
as an image of the Intelligible Place what is literally the case for the Visi
ble Place: The sun (;agathon) casts shadows and reflections (;the ob
jects of dianoia) of the objects ( ;noeta) in the world outside the cave 
(516a5-7; 532b6-dl). Does the turnabout from dianoia to noesis corres
pond to an antic image-original distinction among their common objects? 
and, if so, what role does the agathon play in making the distinction 
possible? 
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The two characteristics that mark off the many dianoetic arts from the 
single noetic art of dialectic (i.e., failure to recognize the derivative status 
of their "archai," and the use of visible objects as images) are, I suggest, 
essentially connected. the horata ( = gignomena) are perspectives of the 
noifta, as I argued in the previous section. Thus, they cannot serve as im
ages of the noeta in the latter's full concreteness; the noeta, if apprehend
ed with the aid of visible images, are grasped perspectivally. This is in
dicated by the fact that what dianoia takes as its archai (e.g., the odd and 
the even) can serve as archai of a variety of special sciences, that is, can 
support the application of thought to a variety of distinct subject matters. 
The first principles of the special sciences are in fact abstractions (though 
in a sense inverse to that of Aristotle's abstracted genos), for, in setting 
the noeta into correspondence with visible images and applying them to 
a special subject matter, dianoia disjoins the noifta from the totality of 
their relations to other noifta. In so doing it fails to deal with them strictly 
as noeta. For, if they are truly noeta, it must be possible for thought to 
effect its passage from one to another because each is what it is. The dialec
tical passage from eidii, through eidii, and to eide-if it is possible at all
must be grounded in a systematic interconnection and kinship 
(koinonia, syngeneia-531dl f.) among them. Lacking this, the passage from 
the known to the unknown must depend on the interconnections that are 
adventitiously suggested, recommended, or verified through aisthesis." It 
is the presupposition of the dialectical art described by Socrates thai each 
noifton must essentially and selectively determine other noeta and in turn 
be determined by them ( cf. Sophist 252b-e). If the dialectical progression 
of pure thought is at all possible- and it must be stressed that no pure 
example of dialectic occurs in the Republic, nor, I believe, in any of the 
dialogues"- the structure of a noeton must include a reference to other 
noeta. Dianoia abstracts from this necessity, separating its supposed ar
chai from their true archai; it thereby fails to grasp them in their true 
character of noeta: "They are, however, noeta when associated with an 
arche" (Kahat VOl]nJiV OVT(l)V ~BTU Up:;(ij<;- 5lld2). 

The divided line image thus allows us to extend the observations con
cerning pragmata in the first part of this essay to the dianoetic level and 
to entertain a conjecture about the relation of "generality" to "specific
ity," of genos to eidos. According to Aristotle, the move from the more 
specific to the more generic is in a direction of increasing povetty and empti
ness. The move from "dog" to "mammal" to "animal" is a move away from 
an articulated actuality toward undetermined potentiality and ultimately 
to a replacement of univocal meaning by analogy. The genos must be ac
tualized in the eidos, which is the true locus of completeness of being 

·.; 
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(entelecheia). In spite of the numerous modifications the Aristotelian ac
count of generality and specificity has undergone, this notion of generic 
poverty has characterized most subsequent thinking. "Be more specific" 
is a watchword of the clear-headed. But the divided-line image inverts this 
progression: to ascend the generic hierarchy is to move in the direction of 
increasing richness. Like a number, which binds its units within a higher 
unity while holding them apart in their distinctness as units, the super
ordinate genos preserves the distinctness of its eidetic "units" in its own 
meaning. Virtue is the necessary togetherness and interdependence of its 
parts- to borrow a dianoetic analogue from the Protagoras, courage 
degenerates into a mere image of a virtue when it is isolated from the other 
virtues. Generic richness, it seems to me, is a necessary presupposition of 
the Platonic method of division (diairesis), which is alluded to by Aris
totle and others and playfully represented in the Sophist and the Statesman. 
Pure thought can unravel the articulations of the superordinate gene only 
if the former are already and always actually present in the latter. 

The fire in the cave (=the sun) does two things. It casts the shadows 
( = eikones) on the wall of the cave (though here Socraes may have in mind 
the fact that a shadow is caused by the blocking of light), and it is the 
source of any true understanding of the shadows. Before the prisoners are 
freed, they fail to see the shadows for what they are, images. Only after 
being shown the fire and the puppets (=the visible originals) and having 
accustomed themselves to the sight, can they understand the shadows and 
evaluate them as more or less accurate approximations of their originals.,. 
Similarly, the pure dialectical progression through the ideai can begin only 
after thought has ascended through the hypotheseis to the anypotheton, 
the agathon. Thus, we have a third work of the agathon, the comprehen
sive unification of the noeta into what was later to be called "the kosmos 
noetos." The unification of the pros allo ti and kath' hauto aspects of the 
being of each noeton is also effected on a purely eidetic level. And, since 
dialectic pre-supposes the kosmos noetos, the unification of the noeta is 
in some way prior to the unification of the primary on tic pair of knower
known." Finally, the agathon is the source of the fragmentary unity of 
the objects of dianoia, though here the full work of the agathon is blocked 
or eclipsed (cf. Phaedo 99d4-el and Archer-Hind's note) by the supposedly 
original suppositions of the special technai. 

The usual translation of he tou agathou idea as "Idea of the Good" 
is misleading, or at any rate ambiguous, for "agathon" has the special mean
ing "good-for" and is thus closely associated by Socrates with chresimon 
(useful) and ophelimon (beneficial). Something is agathon when itis good 
for something else, when it contributes in some way to the enjoyment by 
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that other thing of the manner of being most appropriate to it. We have 
seen that the agathon makes things "good-for" one another in three ways: 
It is the cause of the yoking together of the primary ontic pair of knower
known; it is the father of the sun, which yokes together seer and seen and 
provides for their genesis and nurture; and it is the unsupported source 
of the community and kinship of the ideai themselves. 

But are these three ways enough? The difficulty I suggested in likening 
the agathon to the "grandfather" of the things in the Visible Place now 
comes to the fore. At the top of the Visible Place section of the line is 
the sun, illuminating the visible originals and in so doing casting images 
of them, and at the top of the Intelligible Place section is the agathon, 
analogously relating the two sub-sections. But the two major sections of 
the line are in the same ratio as their sub-sections; the visible things stand 
toward the noeta in the relation of images to their originals. What stands 
at the top of the entire line, corresponding to the sun and the agathon and 
causing the noeta to reproduce themselves in the Visible Place? It is tempt
ing to say: the agathon itself. But this is nowhere suggested and is in fact 
implicitly denied in the cave simile. The objects in the cave (=visible things) 
are utterly cut off from the light of the sun ( = the agathon). 1b be sure, 
the objects paraded behind the wall are images, and we may speculate that 
some of the image manipulators may have discovered their originals in the 
world outside the cave. But even this begs the question again, for the reasons 
for the ascent out of the cave and the return to it are not clearly set forth 
but ascribed to a mysterious and unspecified necessity (cf. biiii-515e6; 
anankasai, etc.- 519c9, e4; 520a8). At any rate, human imitations of the 
noeta are attributed to ananke (500d4). Yet one of the distinguishing marks 
which set the philosopher apart from the multitude is the former's recogni
tion of "how much the necessary and the agathon really (tfii ontl) differ 
in nature" (493c5 f.). 

Earlier I observed that in the Republic there is no explicit and thematic 
discussion of that "in which" or "on which" the images of the noeta oc
cur. In the Timaeus myth a similar omission (though here not complete: 
plen bracheon) is discovered to characterize the first part, dealing with "the 
things that have been fashioned through nous." A supplementary account, 
concerning the "things coming to be through necessity," must be furnished 
if the story of the fashioning of the moving cosmos is to be complete, "for 
the genesis of this cosmos was generated as something mixed out of a com
position of necessity and nous" (47e3-48a2). It is required that there be 
a "fresh beginning" as the result of more divisions (esto dieiremene) than 
were made before; in particular, a "third genos" in addition to the 
paradeigma and the mimema is needed (48e2-49a4). Just as the latter two 
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played the roles of father and offspring, so must there be a "mother" which 
is a "receptacle (hypodoche) of genesis," itself devoid of all forms (amor
phos)-the "in which" (to en hol) the gignomena are generated (49a5 f.; 
50c7-d4). This feminine principle, strikingly absent from the Republic," 
is not only the "room" (chora) in which generation takes place; it has, prior 
to the generative act of the father, a motion or "sway" of its own, the prin
cipal effect of which is the separating of dissimilar proto-elements from 
one another (52d-53a). 

According to the testimony of Aristotle, the receptacle was associated 
(though with a difference) with "the great and the small" of Plato's "un
written utterances" (Physics IV, 2, 209bll-16, 33-210a2). The phrase "the 
great and the small" was one of the ways in which Plato described the lat
ter of his two "elements" (stoicheia) or "ultimate sources (archal) of all 
things"-the One (;the agathon) and the "Undetermined Dyad" (aoristos 
dyas)." Although the Dyad seems to have corresponded in some respects 
to the Pythagorean apeiron, it was peculiar (idion) to Plato that he assigned 
a fundamental doubleness to it (Met. A, 6, 987b25-27). Indeed, it is 
characteristic of the Dyad that it doubles whatever it has "received"; it is 
dyopoios, ''two-making" (Met. M, 7, 1082al3-15; 8, 1083b35 f.). Receiv
ing one thing, the Dyad makes a second, an other, and thus corresponds 
to the "non-being" (to me on; thateron, "the other") of the Sophist (Physics 
I, 9, 192a6-8; Met. M, 2, 1088b28-1089a6; Sophist 257b-259b; cf. Arist. 
De Bono fr. 5, p. 120 Ross). The Dyad "makes being many" (Met. M, 2, 
1089al9-22) just as the One, being shared in (Met. A, 6, 987b21), confers 
unity on being. Together, the One and the Dyad are responsible for all that 
is or comes to be, and Aristotle metaphorically likens them to the male 
and female agents of generation (988a2-7; cf. Physics I, 9, 192al4). The 
"generation" of all things, however, seems to have required at least two 
distinct acts. First the eide are "out of the Dyad by participation in the 
One," and, second, the aistheta come to be out of the co-operation of the 
eide and the Dyad (Met. I, 6, 987b21 f.; 988a8-l4). As in the simile of 
the sun, Plato in his unwritten utterances seems to have likened the rela
tion between the agathon-One and the aistheta to that of grandfather and 
grandchildren, though here the filial-paternal role of the sun is taken over 
by the eide. 

Of the many difficulties that attend this cosmogony two are directly 
relevant to our theme. First, although an understanding of the agathon 
would entail an understanding of one of the necessary conditions for the 
pros allo ti aspect of being, it would not explain it entirely. The agathon 
yokes together relata into a single relation, but it is not the source of there 
being a plurality of relata to be related. The latter is the work of the Dyad. 
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Second and more important, the generation of the horata (the lower sec
tion of the divided line) cannot be accounted for in terms of the three similes 
of Republic VI and VII. A second act of generation is needed, that of the 
noeta and the Dyad; and in this case the work of the Dyad seems to be 
that of literally "duplicating" the noeta, of producing visible images of 
the noeta, which are other than and yet somehow the same as the noeta. 
The agathon therefore fails to explicate fully the relation between the two 
major divisions of the line and thus fails to explain why the noeta must 
cast images of themselves. And, since "the all" (to pan) includes both the 
Intelligible Place and the Visible Place, the discussion between Socrates 
and the brothers fails to reveal how, or even whether, the all is a whole. 

• • 

Let us bear in mind that Socrates' discussion of the agathon is based 
on the supposition that there is "one eidos ... for each class of many things 
to which we give the same name" (596a6 f.)" and that it relies throughout 
on images. At best, the discussion employs dianoia to show the need to 
transcend dianoia. In fact, Socrates acceeds to the brothers' insistence that 
he clarify his intimation of a greatest mathema only after he has warned 
them that all he will offer are "opinions without knowledge," which are 
"ugly things and at best blind" (506b-c), a qualification that appears par
ticularly ironic in view of the simile that follows. Both the similes in Book 
VI and VII and the interpretation offered above fail to tell us what the 
agathon is. At best, perhaps, they suggest the doubtful prospects of any 
attempt to make the agathon the object of the ti esti question as we ask 
it of other things. 

NOfES 
I. It can hardly be that Glaucon understands the implications of an af

firmative answer to this question, some of which will be traced in this 
essay. For the present, we may interpret Socrates' words as simply a 
statement of the working assumption of all Socratic conversations: The 
answers to such questions as "What is x?" are more likely to be reveal
ed through reasoned discourse than through the observation of 
pragmata (see Note 4 below). Socrates' assumption would seem to be 
particularly apt in the present inquiry, for the just city in speech is 
a paradigmatic pragma, which exceeds in justice all "actual" cities. 

2. Eidos (plural, eide) primarily means the visible shape or "look" by 
which a thing is recognized as being of a certain kind (horse, spear, 
noble, etc.). By Plato's time the word's meaning had been extended 

--------------- --· ···---- -·-· 
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to those recognizable "looks" of a thing which are not always visible, 
for example, in the Hippocratic writings, where eidos may mean a 
symptom (fever, nausea, etc.) whereby we recognize a disease. In the 
Dialogues the meaning of eidos is further developed (often through 
an analogy with seeing) to that "invisible (a-eides) look" on account 
of which the things we perceive through the senses are what they are, 
which is itself imperceptible by the senses, and to which we more or 
less knowingly refer whenever we recognize the sensible things as be
ing of a determinate kind. See A. E. Taylor, "The Words eidos, idea 
in Pre-Platonic Literature," Varia Socratica, 1911, pp. 178-267, and 
Jacob Klein's remarks thereon in A Commentary on Plato's Meno, 
p. 49 f., esp. note 43 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1965), hereafter referred to as "Klein, Meno." 

3. See J. Gosling, "Republic, Book V: ta pol/a kala etc.," p. 120 f. 
(Phronesis, Vol. V, No. 2, 1960). 

4. Both praxis and pragma convey the general notion of "to bring about, 
accomplish, do, act." Praxis specifies the general notion as a process 
("doing," "acting"). Pragma (plural, pragmata) signifies that in which 
the process named by praxis is brought to completion; a pragma is 
something done or brought about or more generally a thing that is 
somehow related to praxis. I have preferred pragma to the more general 
gignomenon, "what is (continually) coming to be," because the former 
term immediately suggests the relevance of the ontological discussions 
in the Republic to the practical questions that provoke them. 

5. The attempt to reduce courage, moderation, knowledge, etc., to some 
single defining criterion is repeatedly frustrated in those Platonic 
dialogues traditionally called "aporetic," a term that, if understood in 
the sense given to aporia at Meno 84a-c, would properly apply to all 
the dialogues. For example, Meno's first answer to Socrates' question 
"What is (human) excellence?" consists in an on-going enumeration 
of those excellences appropriate to men, women, children, slaves, etc. 
(7lel-72a5); it is rejected because it fails to reveal the "one self-same 
eidos ... on account of which [the aforementioned excellences] are 
excellences" (72c5-8). Meno's second answer, that excellence is "to be 
able to rule human beings," would seem to satisfy Socrates' require
ment for "one self-same eidos':· however, it fails to extend to slaves 
and children, to whom the words "good" or "excellent" may at least 
partially apply (73c7-d5; cf. Odyssey XVII, 322 f.). What Socrates 
seems to require in his asking of the question "What is excellence" is 
an account of excellence that will (I) do justice to the richness of our 
experience of the varieties of human types and activities and (2) reveal 
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the unity within which, as our use of the single word excellence sug
gests, the various excellences are held together. 

6. Contrast Socrates' condemnation of falsehood as most hateful to the 
divine or philosophic natures (382a ff., 485b!O-d2) with his recogni
tion of the need for lies even in the just city. 

7. That there can be no fully justpragma has been most thoroughly and 
persuasively argued by Eva T. H. Brann ("The Music of the Republic," 
above) and Leo Strauss (The City and Man, Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1964). My own argument is derived in large measure from theirs. 

8. See especially An. Post. II, 6, 92a27-33; Top. VI, 6, 142bll-32; Part. 
An. I, 3, 643a1-6; Met. Z, 12, 1037bl3-27; H, 6, 1045a7-22. Aristo
tle's solution of the problem of the relation between the eide and the 
higher genera consists (i) in associating the differentia with the for
mal, eidos-making (eidopoios) element and the genus with the material 
element, and (ii) in denying simple unity to the higher genera. The 
higher genus is "differentiated" in the species and is one only by abstrac
tion or analogy (Met. H, 6, 1045a23-25; Part. An. I, 4 passim; Top. 
VI, vi, 143b8 f.). 

9. Cf. Eth Eud. I, viii, 1218a36 f., said of the agathon-itse1f, but applicable 
to the higher (superordinate) gene(cf. 1217b35-40). An alternative way 
of interpretation has been developed by Jacob Klein, who stresses the 
divisibility of superordinate eide. In particular, he has done justice to 
Aristotle's repeated reference to the "idea-numbers," which contain 
units (Met. M, 7-9 passim), by conceiving the superordinate eide as 
analogous to numbers. Just as Socrates and Hippias are each one but 
together two, so the eidos Being (to use an example from the Sophist) 
may be identical with neither of the eideMotion and Rest and yet not 
be some "third thing" in addition to them; rather, it may be that Mo
tion and Rest together are Being, that is, that the eidos Being is the 
community (koinonia) of Motion and Rest. See J. Klein, Greek 
Mathematical Thought and the Origin of Algebra (M.I.T., 1968; 
hereafter referred to as "Klein, GMT''), pp. 79-99. Those who are 
familiar with Klein's "arithmological" account of the eidewill perceive 
how much this essay owes to him. 

10. By the word "systematic" I mean to describe the way in which many 
parts may belong together in one whole while preserving their integrity 
as distinct parts. (Compare Plato's use of systema, "what has been 
brought to stand together," at Philebus 17d2 and Epinomis 991e2.) The 
reader is warned against that more modern use of "systematic" which 
characterizes a way of thinking that sets forth in advance (a prion) 
the conditions under which beings may take their places as "objects" 
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within the totality-actual or progressive-of our experience or 
thought. 

11. See W. D. Ross, Plato's Theory of Ideas (Oxford, 1951), p. 169, and 
F. M. Cornford, Plato and Parmenides (New York: Humanities Press, 
1951), p. 83. 

12. See R. E. Allen, "The Argument from Opposites in Republic V'' (The 
Review of Metaphysics, Vol. XV, No.2, 1961), and "Participation and 
Predication in Plato's Middle Dialogues" in R. E. Allen (ed.), Studies 
in Plato's Metaphysics (New York: Humanities Press, 1965); also H. 
Cherniss, "The Relation of the Timaeus to Plato's Later Dialogues" 
in R. E. Allen (ed.), op. cit. pp. 370 ff. My example of the mirror im
age owes much to a similar example used by Allen, who has perceived 
more clearly than any other recent commentator that the celebrated 
problem of the self-predication of the eide requires a complete reap
praisal of the status of predication in Plato's thought. The eidos Man 
is "What man is" (ho esti anthri'ipos), and not "a man" (anthri'ipos 
tis). Hence, it is correct to say "The eidos of man is man" (not "a man"), 
or "The just itself is just"; however, "man" and "just" are not predicated 
as properties that the eide have, as in "Socrates is (a) man" and 
"Aristides is just." Allen and Cherniss interpret such statements, when 
their subjects are eide, as identity statements: "What-man-isis man." 
See, however, Klein GMT, pp. 79 ff., for arguments leading to the sug
gestion (p. 99) that an even more radical re-interpetation of predica
tion is required for the solution of the "methexis problem." 

13. The arguments for the eidein the Dialogues-and there are very few 
real arguments for them, if any- are too diverse in form and content 
to permit us to extract a systematic account of the population of the 
realm of eide. Aristotle lists a number of arguments for the eide but 
these lead to divergent conclusions as to the kinds of things of which 
there are eide (Met. M, 4, 1079a4-13). The broadest principle is that 
which admits a separate eidos corresponding to every common name 
(Republic 596a6 f.). But this is proposed as a working hypothesis for 
the discussion and not as a final statement on the population of the 
realm of eide. Elsewhere the Dialogues suggest the inadequacy of the 
principle: There are some eidetic distinctions among things to which 
no existing names correspond, and some distinctions made in speech 
(e.g., Greek/barbarian) are not eidetic distinctions (Sophist 267d; 
Statesman 262a-e). 

14. E.g., the surfaces on which images are reflected in the account of the 
lowest level of the divided line (509e1-510a3) and the corresponding 
wall of the cave onto which the shadows are projected (515a7); also 
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the surfaces on which images are reflected outside the cave (516a). (The 
Greek equivalent of "on" or "onto" is en or eis, "in" or "into.") As 
far as I know, Eva Brann was the first to remark on the absence of 
any thematic treatment of the medium in which images are produced 
and to explore the implications of that omission; see note 26 below. 

15. Several asymmetries attend this analogy, and it is proper to mention 
them here, though they cannot be accounted for at once. (I) Whereas 
the agathon fathers one thing, the sun, which is both like it and that 
through which it is known, the sun itself is related in these ways to 
at least two different things: the eye is "most like the sun" but not caused 
by the sun, and sight is caused by the sun and perceives the sun but 
is not said to be like the sun. (II) Both a/etheia, which belongs to the 
known, and episteme, which belongs to the knower, are said to be "like 
the agathon," but it is not said that what are seen, the horata, are like 
the sun. (III) The sun is the cause of seeing and being seen, but it is 
not the cause of the power of seeing and of being seen (color is said 
to be in the horata whether they are seen or not-507dl2). On the other 
hand, the agathon is the cause of the power of knowing. (IV) Light 
is the "third kind," which yokes together the powers of seeing and be
ing seen, both of which are distinct from light. The analogue of light 
in the Intelligible Place is atetheia (508e6 f., where chiasmus is 
employed); but aletheia is said to belong to what is known. Aletheia 
is not so much a "third kind" as a property of the noeta which they 
possess because of the agathon. To generalize, we may say that in the 
Visible Place the three groups {visible object-color}, (eye-power 
of vision}, and {sun-light} have a certain independence from one 
another prior to the act of vision; whereas in the Intelligible Place the 
three groups {nous-power of knowing-episteme}, {noeton
a/etheia}, and (agathon-a/etheia} are more intimately connected both 
by multiple relations of likeness and by the extension of causal rela
tions to the very power of the former to be what they are. 

16. 141e7 f: "Is it possible for anything to partake in beingness (ousia) in 
any other way than these [sc. past, present, or future being]?" "It's 
not possible." This passage, seemingly contradictory to the frequent 
ascription in the Dialogues of a timeless being to the ideai (e.g., 
Timaeus 37e), has received a number of interpretations, most of which 
depend on interpretations of the intention behind the hypothesis sec
tion of the Parmenides as a whole. A possible way of resolving the 
contradiction is suggested by my discussion below of the kinesis-stasis 
passage in the Sophist. G. E. L. Owen, commenting on the same 
passage, observes that the ideai, if they are to be known, must be sub-
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jects of both tensed and tenseless statements ("Plato and Parmenides," 
Monist, Vol. 50, No. 3 [1966], pp. 336~40). 

17. A!etheia belongs prhnarily to the object and secondarily to judgments 
(logOl)-cf. 560b9. It is only with Aristotle, for whom the combina
tion (synthesis) and division (diairesis) expressed by logos are "in 
thought (dianoia) and not in things (pragmata)," that aletheia becomes 
primarily a property of judgments (Met. E, 4). For its ascription to 
objects, "revealedness" is perhaps a better translation of a/etheia than 
"truth," with its still enduring Aristotelian connotations. On the other 
hand, "revealedness" avoids the perhaps too literal "Unverborgenheit" 
of Heidegger. 

18. For the identification of the One with the agathon see Met. A, 6, 
988a14-17; N, 4, 1091bl3 ff.; also Physics I, 9, 192a15. Aristoxenus re
counts a story told him by his master, Aristotle, about Plato's lecture 
Peri tau agathou, in which Plato is described as progressively discuss
ing the various mathematical disciplines until reaching "as the limit" 
(to peras) the statement, agathon estin hen (Harm. elem. II, 30/1). See 
also Aetii, P!ac. l, 7, 31 (Diels, Dox. Gr. 304, 2-5/23-26) and Cyrillus, 
Adv. Iibras athei Juliani l, 31, A/B (=Gaiser Nr. 52). 

19. See Klein, GMT, p. 98, and Brann, supra, IV 5e. Nor is the agathon 
an agathon ti, something good. Hence we are able to understand 
Aristotle's denial that Plato admitted among his archai a final cause, 
a "that for the sake of which" (to hou heneka) or "the good" (tagathon) 
for which genesis and kinesis occur (Met. A, 3, 983a31 f.; 7, 988b5-16): 
"Shnilarly those who say that the One or being is of such a nature 
[viz. the nature of the agathon -cf. 988b9] say that it is the cause of 
ousia, but not that it [i.e., ousia] either is or comes to be for the sake 
of this; thus it falls out that they both say and do not say that the 
agathrm is a cause. For they speak according to what is accidental and 
not simply" (988bll-16). The final cause may be either (i) the ousia 
in which genesis or kinesis arrives at a state of completeness, i.e., its 
te/os (as is the case with natural processes of growth in which the "for
mal" and "final" causes coincide), or (ii) some good that can be realized 
by means of some process of genesis or kinesis (as is the case with 
production of all instruments)- cf. de An. B, 4, 415b2, 20 f.; also Met. 
A, 7, 1072b1-3. But the agathon of the Republic meets neither of these 
conditions. It is not the ousia which is the formal-final cause of genesis, 
for it is rather the cause of ousia and is itself "beyond ousia." Nor 
is it some good to be realized through a process of genesis or kinesis, 
for it is the cause of all being (and derivatively of all genesis), itself 
dependent on no conditions (arche anypothetos). Anything that is a 

I . 
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good (agathon It), including justice itself, is necessarily distinct from 
the agathon itself. Thus we may observe incidentally that Socrates' ac
count of the agathon evades both the "naturalistic fallacy" of G. E. 
Moore and the more recently advertised paradox of the "self
predication" of the ideai. [Note: In reference to the passages from the 
Metaphysics cited above it is important to bear in mind that Aristotle 
is discussing the "archai" of all beings, including the ideai; these ar
chai are for Plato the One and the Dyad (987bl8-22, 26, 33 f.; cf. 
l08lal4), which are the causes of the ideai and not the ideai themselves 
(988a7-J4). Thus it is not the case that Aristotle "ignores the distinctly 
teleological view which Plato expresses in some dialogues" (Ross, 
Aristotle's Metaphysics (Oxford, 1924), Vol. I, p. 179), e.g., Philebus 
53e-54a, where ousia is identified as the hou charin of genesis. Rather, 
Aristotle is concerned with the Platonic archai, which are beyond 
ousia.] 

20. I do not mean to Imply that all objects of dianoia are objects of noesis. 
Indeed, Republic 526a conveys a clear suggestion of the "arithmoi 
mathematikoi"- "the intermediates" (fa metaxy) -which hold a posi
tion intermediate between the ideai and all countable assemblages of 
aistheta: "numbers ... in which the unit is such as [the mathemati
cians] require, each one equal to every other and not differing in the 
slightest, having no parts in it ... , things that can only be thought 
(dianoethenat)." Cf. Philebus 56c-e; Aristotle, Met. A, 6, 986bl4 ff.; 
N, 3, 1090b35 ff. That the mathematicals are not eide appears from 
the following consideration: Each eidos is uniquely what it is (Republic 
597c) in contradistinction to the multiplicity of mathematicals of the 
same kind. In "two and two are four" it is essential that two units be 
added to two other units to yield a four; similarly the statement 
'"Itiangles ABC and DEF are equal and their corresponding angles 
are equal if they have all three sides equal" is trivial unless triangles 
ABC and DEF are other than each other. On the other hand, the ob
jects of dianoia are not exhausted by the intermediates; the mathemati
cian is not only concerned with considering "the triangle ABC" or add
ing "two units to two units," he also employs definitions of what a 
triangle is, what en even number is, etc. On the dianoetic level, however, 
these may be thought of as mere properties or attributes of the in
termediates; the mathematician, more likely than not, fails to under
stand them as beings, as noeta. 

21. Similarly, Socrates gives the same name, noesis, to both the upper sec
tion and the uppermost subsection of the line (51ld8 f.; 534a2; cf. 
533e8, where the uppermost subsection is given the name episteme). 
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22. Cf. Meno 81c9-d4: "For, since all nature is akin (syngeniis) and the 
soul has learned and understood all things, nothing prohibits it, if it 
recollects only one thing (what humans call "learning"), from discover
ing all the rest, if one is manly and doesn't faint in the search." On 
the notion of syngeneia as a presupposition of dialectic, see R. E. 
Cushman, Therapeia (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 
1958), p. 50, n. 47, for a list of relevant passages in Plato and his 
commentators. 

23. The second part of the Parmenides must be ruled out, for the method 
is explicitly "hypo-thetical" in the dianoetic sense; nor are the various 
hypotheseis ever co-ordinated, and the whole section is introduced as 
an "exercise" propaedeutic to the dialectical method (135b-136c). Nor 
will the Eleatic Stranger's method of diairesis do, for, quite apart from 
the comic shortcomings of its conclusions in the Statesman, it depends 
heavily upon sense experience and hearsay (see esp. Statesman 
264bll-d9). 

24. The cave simile re-introduces the theme of paideia and thereby acquires 
an additional dimension, the political (514al f.). Indeed, the cave is 
not strictly a (natural) cave, but an "underground cave-like (spiilaiodes) 
dwelling" (a3), within which blazes an artificial sun, casting the 
shadows of implements and puppets on the facade (katantikry) of the 
cave facing the strangers. These implements and puppets are carried 
and manipulated by human beings who parade up and down a "way" 
(hodos) along a teichion (=the walls of the polis). The "cave" is largely, 
if not fully, the work of men; it is the Visible Place as it is revealed 
within the horizon of political life. It has two major parts: the more 
comprehensive world of the "opinion-makers" (the politicians, p_oets, 
rhetoricians, sophists, and- if the city is fortunate- the philosophers) 
and the shadowy world of the ordinary citizen whose objects of con
cern (the gods, things just and unjust, expedient and inexpedient, noble 
and base, lawful and unlawful, genuine and false) are transformed, 
if not produced, by the men behind the wall. 

25. Whatever the nature of this priority may be, it is not, if the present 
argument is correct, an antic priority. Nonetheless, the priority of the 
unification of the noeta over that of the primary ontic pair distinguishes 
Plato from those neo-Platonists (see esp. Plotinus, V, i, 4, 5; VI, vii, 
15) who give a slight priority to "pure thinking" (to noein) over "what 
is thought" (to nooumenon). (Plotinus, like Kant after him, prefers 
nooumenon "what is thought,"- or theOroumenon, gignOskomenon, 
etc.-to the more characteristically Platonic noeton, "what can be 
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thought.") As a further instance of the shift of emphasis that 
characterizes much of neo-Piatonism see Thomas Aquinas's doctrine 
of the "Divine Ideas": S. T., I, q. 15. One may speculate that the roots 
of this shift are to be found in the more fundamental shift, made by 
Aristotle, from dynamis to energeia as the primary horos of being, 
with the consequent denial of the "separation" (chorismos) of the noeta 
and thus the need to locate the unity of the genos in abstraction or 
in logos (ana-logia)- cf. Plotinus, V, iii, 5; v, I. 

26. The most vivid example of the playing down of the feminine is the 
"second wave of paradox," the assigning of the same employments to 
both sexes. The conventional practice of assigning different tasks to 
each sex, Socrates avers, is based on the assumption that each sex ex
cels the other in certain abilities. However, with the exceptions of par
turition and wet-nursing, women are in fact surpassed by men in every 
employment- even cooking! Thus, there is no reason to assign women 
a special province or activity in the city ( 454d-456a). Woman plays 
a distinctive role in one respect: she brings about the decline from the 
aristocratic man to the timocratic man (549c-d). Eva Brann first called 
my attention to the way in which Socrates' treatment of the feminine 
reflects his mythical treatment of the second of the Platonic archai 
("The Music of the Republic," supra, pp. 58-61, 64-67, 76.) 

27. See Met. A, 6, 987a18-21, b20-22; 988a26; B, 3, 998bl0; M, 7, l081a14 
f., b21, 32; 1082al3, b30; 9, l085b7; N, 2, l088b28; !089a35; 3, !091a5; 
Physics I, 4, 187a17; 9, 192a7, 11; also Alexander on Met. I, 9, 990b17 
and Klein GMT, p. 97 f. In the Republic (524c) Socrates treats the "great 
and small" as a determinate pair, of which we may ask the ti esti 
question. 

28. In the Phaedo Socrates relates how in his youth, wishing to know the 
"causes of each thing" and perplexed by such problems as how a unit 
and another unit can each be one and yet together become two, he 
resorted to the "investigation of nature" (peri physeos historia) and 
the teachings of Anaxagoras (96a-97c). Disappointed, he concluded 
that his inquiries could be satisfied by nothing less than a knowledge 
of "the agathon, which must bind and hold together [all things, hap
anta]" (99c4-6). Finding himself inferior to the task and without a 
teacher, he decided to abandon the investigation of "the things that 
are" (ta onta) and, as a "second best course" (deuteros pious), to "take 
refuge in logoi," just like those who fear to damage their eyes by look
ing directly at the sun during an eclipse and observe it indirectly through 
its reflection in water or something else of the sort (99c6-e6). The new 
method consisted in "sup-posing (hypothemenos) on each occasion 
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whatever logos [he] judged to be strongest" and positing (tithemz) as 
true or untrue whatever seemed to him to agree with it or not (100a3-7). 
Both in the Phaedo "and elsewhere" the guiding supposition is that 
"there is something [that is] kalon itself by itself and [similarly 
something that is] agathon and [similarly for] all the rest" (bl-7). 



What Is "The Good" 
of Plato's Republic? 
David Lachterman 

I. 

Among the Greek comic poets of the Middle and New Comedy Plato's 
"Form of The Good" had become a by-word for ludicrous and impenetrable 
obscurity. Am phis, in his play Amphicrates, has a slave say to his master, 
about to embark on the conquest of a young lady: "What good you ex
pect to get from her, sir, I understand less than I do the Good of Plato."' 

Much later Nietzsche indicted Plato for having introduced into Euro
pean culture "the worst, most long-lasting, and most dangerous" of all 
dogmatic errors: the invention of "the pure spirit and the Good in-itself." 
Faith in an absolute or other-wordly Good, a faith fed by Plato's rhetoric 
and digested into Christianity, inevitably emasculated the will of Western 
humanity, according to Nietzsche. 2 

What separates the Greeks' mocking mirth from the baleful assaults 
of Nietzsche and his progeny is not only time, but a space densely populated 
by a variety of discordant interpretations, as though to confirm in this cen
tral instance of The Good what Cicero says with terse wisdom about the 
Platonic dialogues generally: Quot lectores, tot Platones. 

Within this dismaying variety of readings and readers one polarity in 
particular brings into a relief a perplexity with which anyone attempting 
to give an account of The Republic must sooner or later reckon. To use, 
for the moment, terminology drawn from post-Platonic traditions, I shall 
call this the polarity between the exclusively ethical (or moral) and the ex
clusively metaphysical (or ontological) interpretations of The Good. 

For the proponents of the first view, Plato'·s concern is with a funda-

i39 
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mental principle or "norm" undergirding moral and social judgments, 
evaluations, and policies, with what one distinguished proponent, Paul 
Shorey, called "the [ultimate] authority by which conduct is sanctioned 
... the final source and canon of the knowledge of right conduct for all 
who go back of instinct and tradition."' On this view-and here its 
deliberate one-sidedness already comes into evidence-passages such as 
those in which Socrates talks of The Good as supplementing the intelligibles 
with being and essence, while itself beyond essence, must be read as merely 
the "poetic vesture" or "rhetorical windowdressing" that has to be stripped 
away in order to disclose the supposedly plausible core of Plato's ethical 
and social "doctrines." (It might also be noted that this first view faces 
the ineluctable challenge posed by Aristotle, who remarks in the Eudemian 
Ethics: "Even if there were a form or single look of the good, it would 
not be of any use for the [humanly] good life or for practical conduct.'" 

On the second, metaphysical, view, which one might also be tempted 
to call the "Neo-Platonic" view, the ethical and political concerns of The 
Republic and other dialogues recede far into the background while The 
Good is the source or ground of the beingness and order of what-is holds 
center stage. What for the one-sidedly ethical version was "poetic vesture" 
is now the naked truth, while, conversely, the sober-seeming teachings about 
virtues and politics play the role of propaedeutic enticements towards a 
visionary sight of The Good or The One, beyond essence and even being. 
In the words of one recent advocate of this Neo-Platonic reading, words 
that smack more of P. G. Wodehouse than of Plato: "It is quite inconceiv
able that Plato's Guardians, having reached the ripe age of fifty, and hav
ing studied all the intricacies of mathematics, should be subjected to the 
ethical argy-pargy practised by Socrates on young men and boys.'" 

Both readings eventually compromise the integrity of the dialogue; that 
is, both turn us aside from the ordered multiplicities of the work itself, 
a work that is hot a collection of theses, propositions, and supporting argu
ments presented more geometrico, but an artfully textured re-presentation 
of sustained conversation, an icon (or phantasm) of the interlacings of 
seemingly living and lived speed. Both readings correspondingly muffle, 
when they do not simply dismiss, what The Republic invites us to hear
the baffling connectedness or kinship within living speech of those preoc
cupations artificially set apart as "ethical" and "ontological." 

An ancient commentator captured the sense of what I am suggesting 
when he wrote that "the dialogue is a kind of cosmos. For, just in the way 
in a dialogue there are different personages, each speaking in character, 
so, too, in the entire cosmos there are different natures uttering different 
expressions." The same author gives us an even more valuable clue when 
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he treats of the inner organization of a dialogue; borrowing from the termi
nology of the Divided Line he suggests that the problem of a dialogue 
is comparable to nous, to insight or direct apprehension, while its arguments 
are comparable to dianoia, discursive, sequential reasoning. The former, 
nous, "is thought of as the center of a circle around which the arguments 
move as a circumference in pursuit of the answer."6 We might infer from 
this that by following out these discursive or argumentative motions we 
can locate and, in a sense, exhibit, the central point around which they 
turn, without being able to render that point adequately in further discur
sive speech. My attempt to situate The Good at the noetic center of Plato's 
discourse will accordingly consist in a series of movements around the cir
cumferences The Good directs and unifies. 

II 

Socrates' only explicit remarks about the Good-Itself, the Good without 
qualification, occur in a digression from a digression in The Republic. 
Digressions, in Plato, are never fortuitous or aimless; rather, they aim at 
something vaguely or inconspicuously hinted at by the initial lines of discus
sion. These digressions carry us further and further from the periphery 
towards a so-far uninspected and unsuspected center; or, to improve slightly 
on this two-dimensional image, the digressions move us from lower to higher 
plateaux, where both the stakes and our sights are raised. At the same time, 
however-and this must be emphasized quite strongly-what comes into 
view only on a higher plateau, or as we move nearer to the center, gains 
its focus and clarity primarily against the recollected backdrop of what 
preceded it. Hence Platonic or Socratic "conclusions," however exotic, un
familiar, or ecstatic they may seem at first blush, draw much, if not all, 
of their persuasive strength from their responsiveness to questions and issues 
raised or implied early on, often in commonplace settings and always prior 
to any detailed scrutiny of their ultimate implications. 

Socrates, according to Cicero, was the first to drag philosophy down 
from the heavens to the earth;' in more Platonic terms, Socratic conversa
tion characteristically, although not invariably, takes place in the city and 
in its central places, the agora, for example; furthermore, it takes place 
with men whose interests most often lie elsewhere than in philosophy, even 
when they are not expressly inimical to philosophy. If Socratic conversa
tion slowly re-ascends from the earth, or the city, to the "Heavens," it takes 
its bearings by what has been said and exhibited on Earth, in the realm 
a later philosopher will more solemnly baptize "everydayness." A Platonic 
argument or proof, such as it is, cannot be understood apart from this 
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subtle and extraordinarily intricate interplay between the ordinary and the 
unexpected consequences or underpinnings of the ordinary. This holds 
especially true of Plato's "arguments" concerning The Good, which occur 
in a dialogue given its sharpest urgency when Socrates, in Book I, reproves 
Thrasymachus in these words: "Do you think it is a small thing you are 
trying to determine [namely, the nature of justice] rather than the way to 
lead a life such that each of us will live most profitably?" (344el-3). 

This suggests that everything Socrates will eventually be made to say 
on the topic of The Good, as well as all that we might cull from elsewhere 
regarding Plato's further conjectures, are somehow, and in multiple ways, 
coupled with this initiating concern. Platonic ontology, or metaphysics, 
never loses its purchase on the pre-philosophical, the pre-eminently and 
inescapably practical, question of the "best human life." Or, in other words, 
the radically unfamiliar continues to be grounded in the familiar, even when 
it comes to be seen as the latter's own ground. 

To say this is one thing; to see how it is worked out "in practice" is 
quite another, frustratingly more difficult matter, even with the benefit of 
Plato's artful guidance. What I propose to do is to examine, at first in a 
loose and provisional way, four lines of "argument" that make their first 
appearance in Book One of The Republic and that lead, obliquely and 
hesitantly at the beginning, ineluctably towards the end, to the baffling, 
exorbitant suggestions Socrates sets forth in Books VI and VII when The 
Good comes under imaginative scrutiny. 

These four lines of argument exert the pressure that pushes Socrates 
towards those climactic claims; accordingly, we must try to see both how 
each one comes onto the stage and how all four come to play their respec
tive roles in an ensemble it will be the business, the power, of The Good 
to illuminate and to unify. 

I shall call these, for the sake of notional convenience, (!) the argu
ment from appearance and being, (2) the argument from opinion and 
knowledge, (:i) the argument from desire, and (4) the argument from the 
Many and the One, or from Parts and Wholes, although this fourth line 
of argument, as we shall see, is not really "on a par" with the first three, 
but rather comprehends or is an ingredient in them all. 

The argument from appearance and being makes its first, non-technical 
appearance in Book I, in the exchange between Socrates and Polemarchus. 
Polemarchus has inherited his father Cephal us's argument that justice con
sists in paying back what one owes; under Socrates' questioning, he amends 
this to read: "Justice is benefiting one's friends and harming one's enemies" 
(322d5~6). 
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After admitting the justice of several criticisms made by Socrates, 
Polemarchus is forced to change his tack when he realizes that this defini
tion can lead to benefiting the unjust and harming the just, if it happens 
that we are mistaken in our judgment of our "friends," that is, if we 
mistakenly consider a friend good and thus deserving of benefit, when 
in truth he is bad. Polemarchus then emends his account further, requir
ing that a friend both seem to be and genuinely be "good" or "useful." 

The possible disparity or gap between what something or someone ap
pears to us to be and what that thing or person genuinely is initially has 
nothing "metaphysical" about it, at least not in our present, rather narrow 
use of that term. Each of us has or will have had the painful experience 
of being played false by a seeming friend, of discovering that someone is, 
as we say, a uralse friend." Now Socrates does not seize on the distinction 
or tension between seeming and being at this point; it will, however, be 
revived and expanded when Glaucon and Adeimantus renew Thrasyma
chus's challenge to Socrates in Book II, demanding a proof that the just 
life is to be preferred, even when a man seems to be totally unjust while 
being "in reality," as modern idiom would lead us to say, thoroughly just. 

The same word in Greek, doxa, means both "appearance" and 
"opinion."8 For a man to seem to be just (or unjust) amounts as well to 
his being opined or considered to be just (or unjust) by others. It is under 
these descriptions that he shows up in the eyes and speech of other per
sons, even when the descriptions do not "in truth" fit him. 

It is by way of exploring and exploiting this familiar experience that 
Socrates will later turn the discussion in the direction of the so-called 
"forms." Attributions of such features as justice, beauty, and so on, to the 
items of our ordinary or workday experience are characteristicallY defec
tive, inasmuch as those items seem to be such-and-such without being such
and-such in a complete and genuine fashion. The descriptions will not "fit" 
these item~, or will fit them only partially and imperfectly. 

Needless to say, this anticipation leaves open the question of what it 
is to be such-and-such altogether and genuinely, and not merely to seem 
to be such-and-such.' Furthermore, Socrates' own discussion will force upon 
us the even deeper issue: Why is there this discrepancy between appearance 
and being? What is the ground of that distinction itself? What is the ground 
of the community of what it distinguishes? 

(2) The second line of "argument" comes into play in Socrates' debate 
with Thrasymachus. The latter has insisted that justice is nothing other 
than the advantage of the stronger, that is, justice is another person's good, 
not the good of the one who is just. The stronger turn out to be the rulers 
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of cities, who legislate with their own benefit alone in mind; the ruled are 
just insofar as they obey the laws made by the stronger. Socrates then sug
gests the following paradox: If a law commanded by the stronger actually 
works out to their disadvantage, then it is just, on Thrasymachus's defini
tion, for the weaker to obey that law, even though in doing so they fail 
to contribute to the rulers' good, as the definition requires. 

At this moment Thrasymachus adds a "rider" to his definition: Rulers 
"in the most precise or accurate sense" do not make a such errors (34lb8). 
When an agent in power does make a mistake he is no longer entitled to 
the appellation "the stronger" or "the ruler." Consequently, ouly someone 
who knows unerringly what his true advantage is, qualifies as a ruler, or 
for that matter, as a craftsman, or a wise man. It is Thrasymachus who 
uses the Greek word for science or true knowledge, i:nt<HllJlTJ, for the first 
time in The Republic. 

Since so much hangs on Thrasymachus's definition of justice and on 
this "rider" or qualifying clause concerning knowledge-since, indeed, the 
rest of The Republic hangs on what he says in these passages- it would 
make sense to pay the most careful attention to what is taking place in 
this exchange. Let me draw attention to just three aspects of this context: 

First, Thrasymachus gives the rest of the dialogue its preeminently 
political inflection when he accompanies his initial definition with the 
following statement: "Each regime lays down the laws with a vfew to its 
own advantage: a democracy lays down democratic laws, a tryanny tyran
nical laws, and other regimes do likewise. By so legislating they make it 
manifest that what is just for those who are ruled is what is beneficial to 
themselves, the rulers" (338dl-4). 

Thrasymachus here replaces what he regards as the superficial dif
ferences among regimes, that is, among their constitutions, with what he 
believes to be a deeper-seated homogeneity or identity: all rulers, under 
every sort of constitution, are seeking their own benefit. Accordingly, the 
various constitutions- democracy, tyranny, and so on- are merely different 
instrumentalities for the achievement of one and the same end. We might 
be tempted to say that Thrasymachus is here inventing one version of 
modern "political science," which by similarly "objectifying" the regimes 
it studies substitutes the homogeneity of power for the heterogeneity of 
constitutions. Thrasymachus, at any rate, is candid enough to acknowledge 
that, on this reckoning, tryanny is the best regime, since the tyrant has the 
maximum degree of power. 

It is impossible to understand Plato's political theory, even in the nar
rowest sense of the term "political," unless one grasps that its guiding in
tention is to make possible that very discrimination among types of regimes · 
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which Thrasymachus's position would have us ascribe to foolish innocence. 
To fashion the best city, even if only "in speech," is to present criteria by 
which those critical distinctions can be drawn. 

A second point. Thrasymachus, as we have just seen, appeals to "ad
vantage." What sort of advantages or benefits does he have in mind? Power, 
the absolute power to make others one's slaves, to appropriate to oneself 
their property and their bodies, thereby to satisfy one's every appetite with 
impunity and abandon, he pronounces "happy and blessed" (344b7). 

Thrasymachus, who thinks of himself as relying on nature, turns out 
to be dependent on one of the most conventional views of what benefits 
an individual. Indeed, his whole presentation raises in acute form the two
fold question: What is it for something to be beneficial or advantageous? 
And what is the self or person or soul who is thereby benefited? Thrasy
machus does not address himself to these twin questions; his words, 
however, cause them to hover over the remaining nine books of The 
Republic. 

Indeed, this helps to clarify the remarkable and often-perceived affin
ity between Thrasymachus's definition and the definition of justice Socrates 
eventually proposes in Book IV: Justice is doing one's own business or 
one's own things. As the subsequent argument reveals, everything depends 
on coming to know what things are genuinely or in truth one's own, and 
hence, on knowing what the self or soul truly is. 

Accordingly, the ensuing debate between Thrasymachus and Socrates 
is not the debate between radical egoism and selfless altruism; instead, 
Socrates will be concerned to show that it is only when the "self" or soul 
is brought face-to-face with its true nature and thus with what are genuinely 
and knowably its own "possessions" that it ceases to be the "possessive 
individual" Thrasymachus simultaneously embodies and applauds. 

A third and final aspect, in some ways the most important. 
Thrasymachus, as I have already indicated, is the first to mention bncr'tljflt] 
in the dialogue, although it would be an understatement to say that he 
gives us no clues as to how he understands knowledge or science, apart 
from maintaining that such knowledge must be, in principle, error-free and 
mistake-proof. Viewed from this perspective, the rest of the dialogue will 
consist in Socrates' attempt to display both the necessity and at least the 
general contours of the knowledge to which Thrasymachus obstreperously 
alludes. Needless to say, neither the contents nor the point of this Socratic 
"science" are anticipated by Thrasymachus himself; nonetheless, he accepts 
as his own the twin theses that (1) opinions or predictions of what is ad
vantageous are not self-verifying, and that (2) the legitimacy of the rulers' 
authority derives from their supposed knowledge of what will genuinely 
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benefit them. Socrates' sketch of the philosopher-kings will incorporate 
both theses, with this crucial amendment to the second thesis, that only 
what is of benefit to the city as a whole can count, somewhat ambiguously, 
as beneficial to the philosopher-kings themselves. 

In Book I, however, Socrates does not undertake to display even the 
rudiments of the science that will fit these requirements. Instead, he sup
presses Thrasymachus's term smmlj~TJ-which occurs only once again in 
Book I- in favor of the more familiar term, ~exvTJ, art or craft, and couches 
the rest of his "refutation" of Thrasymachus in the language of the "arts." 

Many contemporary readers have found Socrates' association of ques
tions of justice and of the virtues generally with questions of the arts and 
crafts either appalling or absurd: appalling, if this linkage is read as im
plying that only those who possess some special technique or expertise can 
be "morally" virtuous; absurd, if it is taken to mean that knowing how 
to follow the rules of some technical discipline is the same as knowing 
that moral obligations must be discharged regardless of anticipated out
come or contingent self-interest. Kant gives expression to this second re
action when he distinguishes between hypothetical, or, as he says, 
"technical," imperatives and categorical imperatives. 10 

Does ~BXVTJ, as Socrates presents it, lend itself to either of these two 
outraged interpretations?" We should keep in mind, first, that the model 
of ~EXVTJ that dominates the discussion in Book I will be demoted in im
portance as Socrates comes ever closer to spelling out what a science or 
!\mcnlj~TJ is, just as the sciences, in their turn, will be demoted in rank 
when the only genuine science, what he will call "dialectic," comes onto 
the scene in Book VII. Socrates' earlier reliance on the ~BXVTJ-model is, 
then, a function of its position on the periphery, the outermost circle, of 
the dialogue. It might be said to steer thought towards the center without 
ever replacing or overshadowing that center. 

Nonetheless, the ~exvTJ-model can be seen to be the right or fitting one 
at the inception of the discussion if we pay due regard to the following 
points: 

(a) According to Thrasymachus an art or handicraft is essentially 
manipulative of its objectives, the practice of such a craft aims always at 
securing benefits for its practitioners. For Socrates, on the other hand, the 
practice of an art succeeds as art only to the extent that it gives its objects 
their due, that is, only to the extent that the manipulations of art conform 
to what the objects themselves require for their own part. The.constitu
tion of an object· of ~SXVTJ dictates appropriate and inappropriate pro
cedures. One cannot build a suspension-bridge out of clay, just as one can
not get the best tone from a Stradivarius violin by banging it against a 
drumhead. 
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(b) Thrasymachus's own phrase "ruler in the precise sense" points 
us in this same direction, for the word he uses, O.KptPcO<;, uwith precision" 
or "accuracy," belongs to the vocabulary of the crafts, where the noun 
&.KpiJ)eta originally designates the result of fitting one thing to another, 
for instance, making one piece of wood dovetail with another so that no 
gaps are left." An art becomes "precise" only if it takes into account the 
nature and limits of its proper objects and this it can do only if it "sub
mits" itself to these objects, tries, in other words, to join itself to them 
without leaving any gaps. 

(c) Construed in this way, ~EJ(VTJ offers us the first instance of the 
human capacity for self-transcendence, that is, the ability to pass beyond 
the immediacies of narrower self-interest in order to encounter, in a fitting 
way, something other than oneself. TEJ(VTJ, then, is less a matter of follow
ing "technical, autonomous rules, and more one of discovering what the 
texture of things demands of anyone who sets out to fashion or refashion 
things in accordance with a purpose to which they show themselves to be 
suited. One might characterize this situation by saying that the artisan, 
precisely because he needs these objects for his craft, has to give them their 
due; this is the original lesson in the art of respecting, of doing justice 
to the Other, even while striving to make it one's own. For Plato, as for 
Hegel, eros and science are later and more fundamental lessons in this same 
art. 

At all events, the theme of knowledge vs. opinion, a theme inaug\]rated 
by Thrasymachus's non- or anti-philosophical ambitions, winds its way 
through the following books of The Republic; recall, for example, that the 
guardians of the luxurious city, soon to be lowered to the secondary rank 
of auxiliaries when the philosophers' city is brought into view, are merely 
imbued with true opinions, the way a cloth is imbued with a lasting dye, 
and that they are called "philosophical" only in the sense of a kind of canine 
instinct that makes them friendly to fellow citizens and inimical to strangers. 

Let me summarize and at the same time point ahead: The distinction 
between opinions that cannot guarantee their own truth and a knowledge 
alleged to be incorrigibly "accurate" first comes to hand in Thrasymachus's 
speech, in the service of pre- or anti-theoretical purposes; it will be left 
to Socrates to articulate that distinction in a more thoughtful way. However, 
his articulation will in turn raise the question of the ground or basis of 
this distinction itself. 

(3) The third line of argument pushing Socrates and ourselves towards 
the notion of The Good is what I have called "the argument from desire." 
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I hope to be able to treat this much more briefly, despite its overarching 
importance to the entire dialogue. 

Let me start by saying that, unlike the first two lines of argument, the 
argument from desire is not introduced or adumbrated in the speech of 
one single interlocutor; instead, it is implicitly present from the start, in 
the following way. 

Socrates' initial conversation with Cephal us focuses on the advantages 
of old age, more particularly, on the advantages enjoyed when one is both 
old and wealthy. Cephalus's recounting of these advantages, from which 
the whole debate about justice springs, is at the same time an account of 
his life as a whole, or, as we might say, of the point of his life. In all that 
follows, the terms of ethical or moral or psychological appraisal, terms 
such as "just," "useful," "profitable," ~'advantageous," "desirable," and 
"good"- are also or even more fundamentally functioning as terms of 
aspiration. In other words, these terms are being used not neutrally, or 
as dispassionate, ''third-party," labels for the conduct of others, but as im
plicit designations for what it is or is believed to be that gives a life and 
the activities it subsumes some "point" or "meaning." Conflicts over the 
reference and the relative weight of these and similar terms are as varied 
and unsurprising as conflicts over what life it is that has true point or mean
ing. As Aristotle brings home in Book I of the Nicomachean Ethics: Every
one agrees that "happiness" (Euoaq.tovia) is the right name for the life that 
they want to Jive; they disagree over which life the name "cuoai!lo:>v" fits 
(EN 15, 1095bl4-17). 

I want to offer two brief suggestions in connection with this motif: 
(i) As I have already implied, these terms of appraisal and aspiration 

characteristically have to do with whole lives, rather than with sporadic, 
episodic, or atomistically isolated patches of behavior within a life. 

This emphasis seems to me central to all Greek ethical thought, whether 
we look to Xenophon's rendition of the tale of Heracles, poised at the 
crossroads between the Life of Virtue and the Life of Vice, to Aristotle's 
reminder, immediately upon giving us his programmatic definition of hap
piness, that we have to add "in a complete or whole life, for one swallow 
does not make a summer" (EN 16, 1098al8-20), or, more pertinently, to 
Plato himself, who has Socrates fabricate, at the very end of The Republic, 
the Myth of Er, in which denizens in Hades, having reviewed the lives they 
earlier led on earth, choose new lives, in toto, for themselves. 

(ii) The Socratic argument from desire or aspiration, an argument on 
implicit display virtually from the start of The Republic, will be concern
ed to meet the pre-theoretical question: What way of life has point or sense? 
Whereas Cephalus, at the beginning of the conversation, looks back over 

I. 
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a life already led and then symbolically absents himself, as though the ques
tion, in his eyes, is closed, Glaucon and Adeimantus will press Socrates 
on this issue with passionate urgency, inasmuch as they have not yet com
mitted themselves utterly to the choices from which the shape of their lives 
will grow. 

Their more specific demands in Book II show us that two things will 
be incumbent on Socrates: He will have to prove (a) that the life that he 
takes to make good sense truly does not make sense, instead of merely seem
ing to do so, and (b) that we have some kind of access to the difference 
between the truly good life and the apparently good life; or, in other words, 
that we know for sure what differentiates these, rather than having only 
opinions on the matter. The interconnections between these two proposi
tions that Socrates has to establish, on the one hand, and the argument 
from desire, on the other, begin to reveal in what fashion the set of 
arguments leading to the notion of The Good is something more than a 
random collection. 

(4) The fourth line of thought or argument leading to The Good in 
The Republic is not strictly on a par with the first three. It would be much 
more precise to say that the argument from Wholes and Parts, Unity and 
Multiplicity, comprehends or unifies the first three. Because this is so, 
because, that is, this last motif pervades the whole of the dialogue, it would 
be exceedingly clumsy and unfitting to discuss it in partial ways, while, 
on the other hand, any attempt to speak of it as a whole would amount 
to a potentially infinite reiteration of the entire conversation. Let me then 
pursue a still awkward alternative; let me try to recollect some of the in
stances of the motif of the One and the Many in order to see whether they 
rest on common ground. 

One might say that the dialogue begins on this note- Plato, in the spirit 
of playful obliqueness that is his signature, has Socrates confront a group 
of men as he returns from the Piraeus. When, at first, he seems intent on 
heading back up to the city siraightaway, Polemarchus, one of that group, 
reminds him: "Don't you see how many we are?" When Socrates suggests 
that he might persuade them to let him go on his way, Polemarchus replies, 
"But could you persuade us if we refused to listen" (327b12). In this way 
the opening scene contains in germ the major political question of The 
Republic: How can a multiplicity of individuals be persuaded to form a 
community ·or citizens sharing, in their multiply different ways, a single 
purpose? 

We might also consider what comes to sight in Book I prior to any 
"technical" elaboration suggested later: There are many different desires 
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or aspirations, many different definitions of justice, many different opinions 
concerning the best life- the phenomenon of manyness provokes the ques
tion whether there is any1hing to unite these many desires, definitions, etc., 
to unite them, not by way of identifying them with one another, at the 
price of their relevant and intrinsic differences, but rather by way of bringing 
them together, of so fitting them to one another that each has a character 
in company with the others that no one of them has on its own. 

The pursuit of this goal gains both momentum and clarity as we move 
through the successive books of The Republic. Thus, the second, initially 
luxurious city, the city led by Glaucon and his ilk, consists of separate 
groups who must somehow be "molded" into a unity; the soul has its 
separate and often conflicting parts, which have to be brought into a har
monious whole; the many virtues ought not be left hanging loosely together, 
as Socrates' sly definition by exhaustion initially suggests, but should rather 
be integrated in such a way that each plays its distinctive role only in con
cert with the rest. Socrates makes the first move in this direction by hint
ing that justice is not so much the fourth of the four virtues, and hence 
on a par with the other three, as it is the virtue that enables the others 
to perform their distinctive work. Finally, the many instances and aspects 
of, say, justice or beauty, have to be understood as so many perspectival 
views or glimpses of a single Form or look, since otherwise the claim that 
each is an instance of beauty or of justice would be either unintelligible 
or capricious and their ensemble would· be random or fitful. 

These considerations will remain "abstract" or merely formal so long 
as we fail to see how they are concretely "at work" in Socrates' discursive 
practices. 

Socrates is presented to us as one capable in deed of "doing justice" 
to the partial and thus one-sided opinions, appearances, and desires of 
his interlocutors, that is, as one who can find the right or fitting place 
for each part so that all can, in principle, be fitted together precisely with 
one another. He accommodates disparate theses, not by acknowledging 
the right of each man to his own partial opinion, but by showing or sug
gesting how this disparity is to be understood; in other words, Socrates 
works at making plain how a part is falsely inflated into the semblance 
of a whole, while, at almost the same time, trying to bring out how the 
whole has to find room for that same part, once it has been suitably 
deflated. 

The city of artisans, which Glaucon, the incarnation of Su~t6~, 
spiritedness, renames "the city of pigs," is one example of such a policy, 
since it has room only for bnSu~tiu, appetite, one, and only one, part of 
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the soul. The two cities that succeed it are meant to put tmeullia in its 
place. Socrates' policy of integration is, however, perhaps shown through 
his overall response to the definitions of justice offered in Book 1: he 
"refutes" them, often with transparently sophistic means, only to recuperate 
them as he proceeds. Thus the warrior-auxiliaries act on Polemarchus's 
definition of justice as benefiting one's friends-now understood as the 
citizens of the just city- and protecting these same friends against their 
common and genuine enemies; Thrasymachus's definition of justice as the 
other's good, together with his exclusive emphasis on self-interest, are both 
rectified and given their due in the official definition of justice as doing 
one's own business so as to secure the unity and "health" of the whole 
city and the whole soul. Finally, Cephal us's inchoate conception of justice 
as making restitution of what one owes is restored to its rightful place when 
Socrates compels the philosopher-king to return to the cave of the city for 
the sake of paying back the debt he owes it, if not for his true education, 
then at least for the nurturing opinions from which his true education is 
an ambivalently fitting liberation." 

What is Socrates doing in these cases? The unity or whole he is fashion
ing is an integrative, not an additive whole- a oA.ov, not simply a niiv, 
to use the language of the Theaetetus, where this crucial Platonic distinc
tion is expressly drawn (204all). Parts are not simply tacked on to parts, 
in linear fashion, but are being made, to the extent this is possible given 
the nature of those parts, to dovetail exactly with one another, to fit together 
"in the precise sense," 0.Kptj3&c;. 

What is it that makes Socrates' success in integrative discourse possi
ble? This question and its most plausible answers take us into the heart 
of Plato's thinking and thus within the range of the noetic center around 
which the arguments of The Republic revolve. 

(I) First, Plato's name for what makes integrative discourse, rather than 
additive or eliminative discourse, in each case possible is: the form of 
something considered on its own-ai'no <O <!>,where<!> ranges over such 
things as Justice, Virtue, and Beauty." A form is not a univocal and 
homogenous kind or class, as Aristotle believed it had to be, but a struc
tured assemblage or collection of parts, for which the most reliable icon 
is a whole number, an integer, as we nowadays say." Plato thinks there 
are forms because he thinks that the disputes and disparities set in motion 
when we engage in talk about our most serious concerns and desires both 
have a point and point us to something stable; in contrast, the modern 
Nominalist, Hobbes or Locke, for example, regards it as the philosophers' 
most important task to bring such pointless disputes to a halt. 
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(2) The Forms, whatever they are, seem to come to light only in the 
presence of what Socrates calls eros; the quasi-argument for the Forms 
in Republic, Book V, as interpreters tend to forget, begins with Socrates 
calling attention to the difference between those who love the whole of 
something and those who love only its mutually discrepant or episodic 
parts." In the Symposium, Aristophanes characterizes eros as "the desire 
and pursuit of the Whole (192e!O). Aristophanes offers a comically 
anatomical rendition of that claim; the Platonic dialogues, especially The 
Republic, set out its psychic and discursive versions. 

(3) The Forms themselves are a multiplicity that needs unity. They, too, 
must constitute an integrated assembly or community in which each form 
is what it is only by being distinct from other forms. Just prior to his first 
mention of The Good, in Book VI, Socrates suggests that justice prevails 
among the forms; that is, that each can perform its own task oniy by virtue 
of the harmonious ensemble constituted by all the Forms. The question 
thereby provoked is: What is responsible for the harmony among the 
Forms? 

(4) In Books VI-VII Socrates will be made to give a series of indica
tions, often of the most complicated and elusive character, as to the ways 
in which something called The Good makes integrative discourse possible 
by fitting all the Forms and the knowing soul to one another with the 
greatest exactitude or precision. In doing so, or as a result of doing so, 
The Good also bears responsibility for the distinctions to which pre
philosophical experience bears witness- the distinctions between knowledge 
and opinion and between being and appearance, which are, in the end, 
two sides of one and the same distinction. 

Socrates, by simultaneously studying and encouraging Glaucon to ex
hibit that most enigmatic and most revealing human activity, learning or 
mathesis, will try to bring us to see how The Good can both distinguish 
and unite everything altogether. Thus, in learning about learning the soul 
will also come to recognize, or so Plato implies, what it is that it really 
desires. 

These final declarations obviously need to be worked through much 
more carefully and in vastly greater detail. In the final section of this paper 
I can only try to anticipate some probable results of snch an enterprise. 

III. 

The four lines of argument and reflection I have been discussing reach 
their common destination in Socrates' teasingly oblique, if not opaque, 
remarks concerning The Good or "The Idea of the Good" in Books VI 



LACHTERMAN i53 

and VII of The Republic." Let me suggest that the key remark is his very 
first one, that The Good is the flB'Y!Cl~ov wiSnwr (504e5; 505a2)-the 
greatest topic of learning and study- for the potential guardians of the 
Just City. This initial description provides the key to what follows, not only 
because the complicity between The Good and mathesis or learning will 
turn out to be the heart of the matter, as I shall try to show, but also because 
it allows us to anticipate, and make sense of, the tenor and limits of Socrates' 
presentation. 

Many readers have been baffled or disturbed by Socrates' reticence and 
playful evasiveness on the topic of The Good, thinking, understandably 
enough, that at this climactic moment of the dialogue, perhaps of his 
philosophizing altogether, Plato ought to have had Socrates "deliver the 
goods." This expectation, however, is at odds with a crucial feature of 
Socratic (and Platonic) teaching, a feature best known to us from the con
trast with the teaching of, say, a Gorgias: While the latter purports to 
transmit a settled doctrine or technique that it is the business of the dis
ciple to absorb and retain, Socratic teaching is provocative and evocative, 
its aim being to turn the soul of the student in the direction of what is 
genuinely learnable, so that he may call his own inward resources of 
understanding into play." Accordingly, the straightforward presentation 
of a doctrine or a technically accessible theory of The Good would have 
been singolarly unsuited to the Socratic conception and practice of teaching. 
Instead, Plato, with the self-reflexivity characteristic of his writing in 
general, has Socrates furnish Glaucon, Adeimantus, and us, his silent but 
thoughtful auditors, with a series of provocative indications thanks to which 
they (and we) can set about the task of learning what learning requires 
when it is most concentrated and self-absorbed. In short, by referring to 
The Good, at the outset, as a ~t<iSn~tn, a matter for learning, Socrates puts 
us in mind of the one activity through which we can begin to respond fit
tingly to his subsequent hints and images. 

With this in mind we can now turn to Socrates' discussion itself. This 
may be divided into three main segments of unequal length: The first con
tains Socrates' introductory remarks concerning the necessity of coming 
to know The Good; the second consists of a sequence of three striking 
and deeply inviting images offered by Socrates in response to Glaucon's 
demand for clarification: the images of the Sun, the Divided Line, and 
the Cave. In the final segment Socrates sets out a program of studies, cul
minating in dialectic and the apprehension of The Good, which the future 
guardians will be made to pursue. The second and third segments thus ac
count, respectively, for the possibility and the actualization of the neces
sity disclosed in the first segment. 
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After disposing of two superficial, but enduringly plausible, attempts 
to identify The Good with pleasure or with thoughtfulness and knowledge 
(506b2-4), Socrates begins to elaborate his initial claim that "if we do not 
know The Good, even if we should know other things as well as we possibly 
can, nonetheless this is no benefit to us, just as nothing we might possess 
is of any benefit to us without The Good" (505a6-bl). His elaboration 
goes as follows: "Is it not clear that whereas people would choose to do 
and to possess and to be reputed to have things that merely seem to be 
just and noble, even though they are not really so, when it comes to good 
things, no one is satisfied to possess what merely seems to be good; rather 
people seek what really is good and all disdain the mere semblance?" 
(505d5-9). Socrates immediately adds that "every soul pursues this and 
does everything for its sake, having a presentiment or prophetic mantic 
intuition that some such thing really is, although perplexed and unable 
to grasp what it is or to achieve the steadfast confidence about it that it 
has about other things ... " (505dll-e3). 

I have quoted this passage at 505d-e at length, first, because it puts 
us on notice that the matrix from which the question of The Good arises 
is the soul and its desires and satisfactions, and, second, because in it 
Socrates has already started to weave together the first three strands of 
argument I distinguished earlier. These two considerations complement one 
another, as I shall try to show. 

The contrast Socrates draws between the willingness of many people 
to be content with the appearance or reputation of justice, etc., and their 
unwillingness to put up with merely the semblance of good is not, at least 
not initially, a point about transcendent values, moral ideals, or ultimate 
sanctions, as many modern commentators assume. Rather, he is making 
a more pedestrian, if finally more profound, point about the teleology of 
human desiring: The semblance of satisfaction does not count as genuinely 
satisfying whatever desire we may happen to have. Consider the case of 
a man who bends all his efforts, throughout a lifetime, towards the goal 
of acquiring a genuine Rembrandt portrait. Possessing such a painting is 
the overriding aim of all his activity, the target of all his aspirations. Sup
pose, now, that he also knows from the start that the only Rembrandt por
trait he will ever acquire will be a "fake," a "forgery"; this knowledge would 
surely deprive his life of intelligible sense if he continues to subordinate 
everything else to his desire for a genuine Rembrandt portrait. If my over
riding aim in life .is to acquire wealth, I do not want to be paid in Monopoly 
money, I want the "real thing," "the genuine article." Of course, I can strive 
to acquire a bogus substitute, but only if I believe that its possession en
tails some genuine advantage or benefit. I can, for example, earnestly desire 
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to seem to be just, without wanting really to be just, only if I believe that 
this appearance will be to my real advantage- that it will afford me gen
uine prestige, status, power, and so forth, where the latter are believed to 
be true goods. 

Notice thatin my example of desire, as in Socrates', the twin motifs 
of semblance vs. genuineness and opinion vs. knowledge are readily audi
ble. This indicates that the more exotic or remote epistemological and on
tological aspects of The Good come into view from the perspective of what 
is more familiar or intelligible to us as beings who not only desire, but" 
also desire that our desires be truly or really satisfied. The satisfaction of 
this "second-order" desire can only come with knowledge of what it is for 
something to be "the real thing," uthe genuine article," and with the 
knowledge of what things satisfy this condition. 

The second main segment of Socrates' discussion of The Good is oc
cupied, as I have said, by three grand and seemingly inexhaustible images. 
I would like to propose the following, very provisional, way of understand
ing their interconnected roles: (1) The image of the Sun pictures the know
ing soul yoked together with the items available to its power of knowing, 
i.e., the Intelligibles or, more narrowly, the forms." It brings to light the 
Good as the ground of the possibility of knowledge in the sense of com
pletely realized knowledge. (2) The image of the Divided Line pictures the 
learning soul as it negotiates its way towards the realization or actualiza
tion of that latter state. The Line sets out the different ways the learning 
soul has of being responsive or open to what comes within its ken; The 
Good is responsible here for the fundamental continuity uniting these dif
ferent responses, these pathemata, as Socrates calls them, as well as their 
correlative "objects." (3) The image of the Cave pictures the embodied or 
political soul with respect to those conditions of our communal lives that 
threaten to make learning and hence knowledge impossible, those condi
tions that close off the highest or noblest ways the soul has of being open 
to the world. 

Each image, in its own fashion, offers us a view of a certain whole or 
totality articulated into its distinct, yet fundamentally continuous, parts. 
Each image is a lesson in contriving, or, better, assembling duly propor
tioned wholes. 

Let me dwell on the first of these, the Image of the Sun, in order to 
give some initial substance to this suggestion. Three themes are here brought 
to light: first, the relation or relations between The Good and the in
telligibles (508a4-c2); second, the meaning and basis of the description 
of knowledge and truth as "looking like The Good" (509a3); and finally, 
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the claim that The Good begets or generates the Sun as its own propor
tionate counterpart or analogue (508bl3). 

Socrates says that The Good gives to the things intrinsically capable 
of being known, the intelligibles or noeta, both their capacity for actually 
being known, and their very beingness and essence, while "The Good itself 
is not essence, but is beyond essence [ousia], surpassing it in dignity and 
potency" (509b9-10). This enigmatic, mystifying statement begins to yield 
some of its sense if we read it in light of the comparison or simile linking 
The Good and the Sun. Just as the Sun is the source of illumination by 
virtue of which opaque physical objects can be seen, so The Good "il
lumines" through the agency of truth, the intelligibles. Now those physical 
objects, thanks to their material constitution, e.g., their solidity and color, 
are intrinsically visible, although they cannot be seen "in the dark"- the 
Sun's light permits their intrinsic visibility to "flourish." Similarly, The 
Good enables the intrinsic knowability of the Intelligibles or Forms to show 
itself when in company with the knowing soul. This role of The Good as 
an enabling source, a source bringing something's capacity to life, has to· 
be kept in mind if we are to understand how The Good also provides the 
forms with their being and determinate essence (ousia). If we take it as 
a settled matter that, for Plato, the Forms are eternally and are, ipso facto, 
eternally Forms, then The Good's provision of etvnt and oua(n-beingness 
and essence- cannot mean either that it causes the Forms to come into 
being, to ''exist,"or that it causes them to be forms, or, finally, that it bears 
responsibility for each Form's being the Form that it is, except in a very 
special sense, which I shall attempt to explicate. 

This notion of enablement or "empowerment" has in fact been on 
display since Socrates' concluding arguments in Book I." A virtue, there 
more specifically the virtue of justice, is what allows or enables a thing 
to perform its characteristic work, its ergon. If the soul lacks justice, so 
Socrates claims, it cannot execute the work for which it is naturally or in
trinsically suited. Its capacities are, so to speak, activated by the presence 
of virtue. c 

I want to propose that the same relationship can be seen as obtaining 
among the virtues themselves, as well as among the Forms generally. The 
Good, in other words, will be the "virtue" of the Forms both singly and 
collectively, insofar as it enables each and every one of them to do the 
work for which it is suited by its own inherent nature." 

In the passage at 500b8-c7 to which I alluded in the previous section, 
Socrates points out to Adeimantus that the genuine philosopher will con
template "those things that are set together with one another in an orderly 

::! way, in a taxis, so that they neither commit injustice against one another, 

~· ' 
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nor suffer injustice from one another, but all hold together in a decorous 
way- as a cosmos- in accord with logos." If we also recall the "official" 
definition of justice in Book IV- justice is each thing's doing what is its 
own- then some features of my proposal will begin to fall into place: For 
the Forms to do justice to one another is exactly the same as their forming 
or fitting into the taxis or cosmos at which Socrates hints in Book VI. 
Each form does its job or plays its part fully or supremely well only in 
concert with all the other Forms; the self-sameness of each Form stands 
out only against the backdrop of its community with Forms from which 
if differs, just as each virtue, each part of the soul, each group of citizens 
within the city, works well at what it does only in concert with the other 
virtues, parts, and groups. Indeed, the cosmos, the decorous array, of the 
Forms, is the model and foundation on which those other harmonies and 
constitutions rest. 

My proposal, then, is that The Good is not one among the Forms, nor 
is it a super-form in which all the others participate in order to gain their 
status as forms." Rather, it is the source that enables the Forms to fit with 
one another in the way that best suits each and all of them. The Good, 
I would want to say, gives the intelligible domain its intactness, its integri
ty; it enables the ensemble of Forms to be well-formed. 

This proposal might also throw light on Socrates' statement that truth 
and knowledge are ayu6ost8fi, have the same look as The Good, without 
being identical with The Good. Thuth, nA.l\Betn, is just that display of the 
domain of Forms in its integrated wholeness, for which light or day-light 
is the natural simile. Bright daylight allows us both to single out illuminated 
objects and to see them in their togetherness with one another." Knowledge, 
or its locus, the knowing soul, when most actively at work, is similarly 
the display of its "objects" in their emphatic singleness as well as in their 
integration.,. Because both truth and the soul put on a display of the same 
sort, they are potentially well-matched with one another; The Good, as 
it were, arranges and sustains their match, it causes them to dovetail with 
one another. 

I come to the last of the three themes I want to emphasize in connec
tion with the Image of the Sun, namely, the role of. The Good as the father 
or generative source of the Sun, and, therewith, or derivatively, of the sen
sible world as a whole. (It is only in the Timaeus, that exotic sequel to 
a conversation strangely like The Republic, that Plato gives detailed clues 
to how this cosmogenetic function might be understood.) In the present 
context, what is of decisive importance is that this generative role links 
together being and becoming, intelligibility and genesis, in such a way that 
their relationship can be determinately understood. Earlier, towards the 
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end of Book V, Socrates was even bolder: "The forms, although each is 
in its own right one, by reason of their community with actions, with bodies, 
and with one another, show up everywhere in such a way that each ap
pears to be many or manifold" (476a4-7). This passage, when taken in con
cert with the claim that The Good begets the Sun, seems to suggest that 
sensible particulars are somehow the manifestations of the forms, that is, 
that the Forms are in some way responsible for their own incomplete, par
tial, and, thus, confused and confusing images. 

The same three themes I have mentioned-The Good as the source of 
the integration of the Forms, the match between truth and the knowing 
soul, and the status of the sensible realm as an image of the intelligible 
realm- are at work in the second image to which Socrates turns in an ef
fort to enlighten Glaucon, the image of a mathematical line divided twice 
according to identical ratios such that the resultant "parts" correspond both 
to four ways the soul can respond to the world and to the four domains · 
to which these responses are addressed. If the Image of the Sun affords 
us a vision of what it is like to be fully in the know, the Divided Line pic
tures the soul in the course of coming to know, that is, in the course of 
learning. 

Let me simply point out three considerations that would need to be 
studied and discussed in a fuller account: 

(I) As important as the divisions of the Line may be, perhaps more 
important than these is the unity or continuity of the Line. The cuts 
Glaucon makes leave no real gaps between the segments. This makes it 
possible to pass "smoothly" up and down the line." 

(2) What guarantees this passage is not just the bare unity of the line, 
the fact that it is one single line, but, even more crucially, the inner ar
ticulation of the line according to the pervasive relation between images 
and their originals: What is initially confronted at a "lower" level, as though 
it stood on its own, is seen from the next highest level as a partial image 
of a more adequate and more precise original. To negotiate the divisions 
of the Line is to become practiced in this motion from image and original 
and back. 

(3) Finally, Socrates and Glaucon do not merely discuss the Divided 
Line; their activities over the course of this discussion exemplify the very 
divisions and motions on which their words are focused. Glaucon forms 
or entertains an image and then proceeds to train upon it that capacity 
called dianoia that does its main business with numbers, ratios, and pro
portions. Furthermore, his relative ease in discharging Socrates' instruc
tions bears witness to his confidence, his pistis, that nothing will block 
his access to the higher divisions of the Line. Finally, as Plato seems to · 
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indicate by making the first word of Socrates' instruction the imperative 
N6T]oov-"grasp by Nous," the final and highest capacity-Glaucon from 
the first has to take hold of the line in its unity and wholeness, no matter 
how precariously, if he is to make sense of the analytical, divisive, actions 
he goes on to perform. Mathesis or learning thus involves the union or 
interanimation of all four divisions of the Line, that is, of all four modes 
of the soul's responsiveness. 

I should have liked to go on to fill out the design I sketched earlier-to 
comment on the third image, that of the Cave, showing how the puppeteers 
within the Cave, the non-philosophical "opinion-makers," past and pre
sent, within the city captivate their prisoners by dissembling images that 
bear no illuminating relation to their originals. Afterwards, I would have 
wanted to move on to the third and final segment of Socrates' treatment 
of The Good- the program of mathematical studies followed by training 
in dialectic, set out in Book VII. My emphasis would have fallen where 
I think Socrates' emphasis does, namely, on the kinship and community 
among these studies. The dialectician is, he says, the synoptikos, the one 
who can see things in their togetherness. Guided by this indication, I would 
have tried to show that coming to know The Good is not a matter of learn
ing something new over and above the antecedent studies; instead, knowl
edge of The Good consists in coming to see how those studies are akin 
to one another, that is, how their order and array constitutes a complete 
whole. 26 

Accordingly, The Good founds by gathering five versions of community 
(Kmvrovio.) in TheRepublic; it seems fitting to name them in descending 
order of comprehensiveness: (I) the community of the forms (their ~6.!;1<;, 
from which injustice is excluded); (2) the community of the sciences 
mastered by the intending philosopher; (3) the community of the soul's 
powers or "parts"; (4) the community of citizens in the three political cities; 
(5) the community of the participants in that very conversation Socrates 
recollects as a whole the day after it took place- the community, in other 
words, of which Plato's text, The Republic, is the written image." Although 
last in this series, the fifth community is the only one we are in a position 
to witness as it comes into being, as, for instance, Socrates eniists the friend
ship of the hitherto inimical Thrasymachus (498c8-di). Witnessing, listen
ing to the play of speeches in this fifth community is not a passive affair; 
their play stands a chance of generating, but not of guaranteeing, a "col
lectedness" in the auditor's soul. We might be tempted to say that this is 
the good of The Republic. 

In lieu of these elaborations, let me bring my remarks to something 
like a close. Socrates' three images, together with the guardians' program 
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of mathematical study, far from digressing from the central "moral" 
question-"How should we lead our lives?"-bring us face to face with 
at least an outline or adumbration of an answer. Indeed, in his final com
ment on The Good, Socrates spells this out quite succinctly: At the age 
of fifty when the guardians' education is complete, they should use The 
Good as a paradigm from which to order-Plato's word is Kocr].LELV, to 
make into a cosmos, a "decorous array"- "both the city and its citizens 
and themselves. This means that The Good, as the ground of the integrative 
ordering of the Forms, serves as the model for political and psychological 
integration. Knowledge of the good is what would allow us to lead, or to 
aspire to lead, "wholesome lives, lives in which each part- for example, 
each desire- is given its due precisely by being fitted together with all other 
relevant parts. What The Republic offers us, then, is not a recipe or 
mechanically applicable formula, but a format in terms of which we can 
understand what it would mean to lead such a life. Plato's "metaphysics" 
is, we might say, an ontology of sanity, a metaphysics of wholesomeness. 

I hasten to add that Plato is not blithely optimistic over the collective 
or the individual prospects of sanity, unlike many later critics who chided 
him for lacking "realism." Nor, on the other hand, is he dolefully 
pessimistic. As the dialogues and the career of Socrates both seem to show, 
the human condition is poised unsteadily on the shifting margin between 
comedy and tragedy. The basis for hope may reside in philosophy, which, 
by mediating between the comic and the tragic, proves itself to be, in the 
words of the Phaedo, "the best and noblest kind of music." 

It would be of some interest to compare Platonic "optimism" in its set
ting with its modern counterpart, the liberal if not wholly liberating belief 
in interminable progress, which begins with the satyr-play or opera buffa 
known to us as the Enlightenment. 

I have, so I recognize, been immeasurably inexact in the remarks I have 
made in this paper. Partial consolation comes to me from the recollection 
of a deliciously and enlighteningly ironic passage close to the beginning 
of Book V of The Republic: Socrates is apparently eager to push on to 
the issue of the types of unjust regimes; his audience is more forcefully 
bent on hearing him explain his proposals, made in passing, concerning 
the guardians' sharing of women and children. Socrates protests, fearful 
of the "hornets' nest" the issue will stir up. Then Thrasymachus
Thrasymachus, whose impatient, precipitate eruption into the conversa
tion in Book I determined its subsequent course, Thrasymachus, who had 
demanded from the penniless Socrates a monetary payment should he fail 
to define justice- now says: "Do you think those of us who are here came 
to prospect for gold rather than to listen to discussions, to /ogoi?" "The 
latter," says Socrates, "at least in some measure." "No," Glaucon protests,' 
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"for those who have reason the whole of life is the measure of such discus
sions" ( 449b3-7). 

Let me be, if only for a moment, what Hegel says a philosopher should 
never be- edifying: It seems to me fitting that we keep this scale of measure
ment in mind. 
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tion of the Later Neoplatonists (Leiden, 1976). (Platonic "miming" 
should be matched with the cosmopoiesis of the Demiurge.) Whether 
all of the Platonic dialogues also constitute a cosmos is considered 
by Diskin Clay, "Gaps in the 'Universe' of the Platonic Dialogues," 
Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, 
III (Lanham, Md., 1988), pp. 131-57. 

For an ancient, fragmentary, discussion of Plato's dramatization 
of Socratic conversation, see Michael W. Haslam, "Plato, Sophron, 
and the Dramatic Dialogue," Bulletin of the Institute of Classical 
Studies [London], 19 (1972), pp. 17-38, and his edition of the Oxyrhyn
cus Papyrus 3219 (see Preface, supra., p. i-ii) in Volume XLV of The 
Oxyrhyncus Papyri (London, 1977), pp. 29-39. 

7. Cicero, Thsculan Disputations V, iv. On the motif see J. Kerschensteiner, 
"Socrates philosophiam devocavit a caelo," in: Festschrift fiir Franz 
Egermann zu seinem 80. Geburtstag ... , ed. W. Suerbaum and F. 
Maier (Munich, 1985), pp. 41-56. 

8 . .1.6~a also means "repute" or "reputation." Reputation is, as it were, 
the link between appearance and opinion. On the pre-Platonic, 
especially poetic, usage and force of M~n see the difficult but rather 
splendid book by Raymond Prier, Thauma Idesthai, The Phenom
enology of Sight and Appearance in Archaic Greek (Thllahassee, Fla., 
1989), esp. pp. 36-41. 

9. Cf. Eva Brann, "Plato's Theory of Ideas," The St. John's Review 32 
(July, 1980), pp. 29-37. 

10. See I. Kant, Grundlegung der Metaphysik der Sitten, Akademie-



LACHTERMAN 163 

Ausgabe, Bd. VI, p. 222. (Cf. Erste Einleitung in die Kritik der Urteils
kraft, ibid., Bd. XX, p. 200 [note], wheFe Kant emends the "problematic 
imperatives" of the Metaphysik der Sitten into "technical imperatives, 
or "Imperative der Kunst.") 

II. David Roochnik's article, "Socrates' Use of the Techne-Analogy," Jour
nal of the History of Philosophy 24 (1986), pp. 295-310, is a valuable 
rebuttal of the conventional complaints against the association of tBXVll 
and apetl]. See also Reinhart Maurer, "Der Zusammenhang von 
Technik und Gerechtigkeit und seine metaphysische Grundlegung in 
Platons Po/iteia," Philosophisches Jahrbuch 82 (1975), pp. 259-84. A 
good synoptic study of the semantic interplay between bncrtl\f!ll and 
tEXVll is Rene Schaerer's book, 'Emcrtl\f!ll et tBXVll· Etudes sur /es 
notions de connaissance et de l'art d'Homere ii Platon (Ma10on, 1930). 

12. On the relation between <'<Kp((\eta and the handicrafts, see D. Kurz, 
AKPIBEIA. Das Ideal der Exaktheit bei den Griechen bis Aristoteles 
(Giippingen, 1970). Fundamental is J. Klein's "On Precision," in J. K., 
Lectures and Essays, ed. E. Zuckerman and R. Williamson (Annapolis, 
1985), pp. 289-316. 

13. Two issues emerge from this conjuncture. First, is rule of the city in 
any way the fulfillment of the philosopher's education or nature? AI 
Farabi, in The Attainment of Happiness, appears to have given the 
most systematically affirmative answer to this question (see AI Farabi's 
Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, trans. M. Mahdi [Glencoe, Ill., 
1962], esp. sec. 34, and AI Farabi on the Perfect State. Abfi-Nasr ai
Fiiriibi's Mabiidi' Arii' Ahl al-Madlna a/-Fiiflila, ed. R. Walzer [Ox
ford, 1985], pp. 238-50). A more recent case for an affirmative answer 
may be found in Joseph Beatty, "Plato's Happy Philosopher and 
Politics," Review of Politics 38 (1976), pp. 545-75. Second, what is the 
connection, if any, between the philosopher's education to what truly 
is and his artful lying to his non-philosophical fellow citizens? In ad
dition to the discussion of the "noble lie" in Rep. III, 414b8-c2 the 
key Platonic text is the Hippias Minor, where Odysseus's prowess in 
deceitful confabulation appears to excel over Achilles' suppositions 
plain-spokenness. It should be noted that artful lying is, in most in
stances of early Greek poetry, an enviable virtue of the gods and the 
Muses. (See, e.g., Hesiod, Theogony 27-28.) The topic of divine and 
poetic deceitfulness has been illuminatingly explored by Walther Luther, 
"Wahrheit" und "Luge" im iiltesten Griechentum (Leipzig, 1935) and 
by Marcel Detienne, Les maftres de verite dans Ia grece archai'que (Paris, 
1973). 

14. Essential to an understanding of this recurrent Platonic idiom are the 
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studies of Eduard des Places, "ATTO:E et '0 ATTOE chez Platon," 
iu E.d.P., Etudes Platoniciennes, 1929-1979 (Leiden, 1981), pp. 56-59, 
and Richard Jauko, "ATTO:E EKEINO:E: A Neglected Idiom," 
Classical Quarterly 35 (1985), pp. 20-30. 

!5. That apt8J,t6c; as "positive integer" is an apt entree into the under
standing of the cfOI] might be inferred from the fact that it belongs 
to a family of words from the same root apt-, probably including 
liptcr1oc;, apc11j, apJ.tovia, and iip8pov, all of which point towards 
a fitting-together, a suitably collected assemblage or jointure. (Cf. 
Pierre Chantraine, Dictionnaire etymologique de Ia langue grecque 
[Paris, 1968], T. I, pp. 101-09.) A Greek number, as understood by 
Plato and his mathematical predecessors, is an assemblage, not an ag
gregate. It is, however, quite a different question whether numerical 
assemblages are themselves eidetic assemblages, as Aristotle reports 
some "Platonists" as having believed (see, e.g., Eudemian Ethics, I8, 
1218al5-32; apart from the "classical" discussion in Jacob Klein, Greek 
Mathematical Thought and the Origin of Algebra [Cambridge, Mass., 
1968], pp. 79-99, one should consult Samuel Scolnicov, "On the 
Epistemological Significance of Plato's Theory of Ideal Numbers," 
Museum Helveticum 28 [1971], pp. 72-97, and Vittorio Hosie, "On 
Plato's Philosophy of Numbers and Its Mathematical and 
Philosophical Significance," Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journa/!3 
[1988], pp. 21-63). One cardinal difficulty facing any such identifica
tion of apt8J,toi with clO'l may be stated, in Aristotelian terms, as 
follows: If each single clone; (e.g., "Justice") is itself an assemblage 
of "units" taking their character uniquely from their conjunction in 
that c!ooc;, what sense can we make of the participation of that c!ooc; 
in some more comprehensive dOoc; (e.g., "virtue")? Do the "units" of 
the former somehow become assimilable to, or comparable with, the 
units of other clOT] conjoined in the latter? Questions of this kind seem 
to be at the root of Aristotle's reflections on the so-called aot)J.tJ3A!]1ot 
apt8J,toi (see Metaph. M6-8, 1080all-1083b23). 

At all events, there is nothing in The Republic (or, I think, elsewhere) 
to suggest that the lived-domain of the polis, its citizens, and their 
virtues could be straightforwardly "derived" from combinations of 
"eidetic" numbers or from mathematical numbers at all. When the text 
does seem to make such suggestions, as in the case of the notorious 
"nuptial number" in Book VIII, the playfulness is almost transparent. 
(Cf. Konrad Gaiser, "Die Rede der Musen iiber den Grund von Ord
nung und Unordnung: Platon, Politeia VIII, 545D-547A," in Studia 
Platonica. Festschrift fiir Hermann Gunder! [Amsterdam, 1974], pp. 

'. 
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49-85, and Jean-Fran9ois Mattei, "La genealogie du nombre nuptial 
chez Platon," Etudes philosophiques 1982, pp. 281-303.) A similar 
playfulness is in evidence in the arithmetical city-planning of Atlantis 
in the Critias. The distinction drawn between two varieties of measure
ment in The Statesman (283c3-287b2), one attuned to "number, 
lengths, breadths and speeds vis-a-vis their contraries," the other at
tuned to "the mean, the fitting, the opportune and the needful (~o 
oeov)," seems to give the lie to attempts to extract political and ethical 
lessons from the relations among numbers or geometrical magnitudes. 

One must, so to speak, await the seventeenth century before Plato's 
captious play is taken in all seriousness, as it is in, e.g., William Petty's 
Political Arithmetic (London, 1682) or in Erhard Weigel's Philosophia 
Mathematica [sen] Theologia Natura/is So/ida (Jena, 1693); Weigel was 
one of Leibniz's influential early teachers. Nor is its surprising that 
when npt9!!oi are "reinterpreted" as aggregates (as in modern set
theory) instead of assemblages, the calculative art of 1>.oywnK1\ replaces 
the theoretical science of npt9!!1l~tK1\ (cf. Howard Stein, "Logos, Logic, 
and Logistike: Some Philosophical Remarks. on Nineteenth-Century 
'Itansformation of Mathematics," in History and Philosophy of 
Modern Mathematics, ed. W. Aspray and P. Kitcher [Minneapolis, 
1988], pp. 238-59). 

16. Salient here is Socrates' earlier exhortation that Glaucon not allow any 
"illiberality (nve1>.w9epin) to escape his notice," for "pettiness of speech 
(cr!!tKpo1to1>.oy(n) is most contrary to a soul always yearning for the 
whole and the sum of the divine and the human" (VI, 486a5 ff.). 
Socratic philosophizing presupposes attentiveness to the whole, just 
as Aristophanic eros is "the desire and pursuit of the whole" (Symp. 
192bl0-193al). This presupposition is given forceful expression in the 
Seventh Letter, where Plato claims that "in learning these [sc. excellence 
and ignobility] one must at the same time learn the falseness and the 
truth of what-is in its entirety (~ii~ o1>.11~ oucrin~ 344b2)." To anticipate: 
The Good is what beneficially preserves what-is in its integrity (see 
X, 608e and the Ps.-Platonic Definitions 414e9: 'Ayneov ~o ni·nov 
cronllpin~ ~oi~ oucrtv, "Good is the cause responsible for preservation 
to the beings''). Socrates is made to take up the same theme, in mythical 
garb, when he speaks of the misguided search for a new Atlas in the 
Phaedo: "The Good and the binding (lltov) bind and hold together" 
(Phaedo 99c6). 

Whether or not the soul's desire for the Whole is a reliable index 
of the being of the Whole is not readily decided. What Plato does 
indicate is the difference between Sophistic unthinking or mimetic "pro-
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ductions" of the Whole and Socratic evocations of the Whole (see Rep. 
X, 596c2, 598b7, 598d3-4). 

17. The lexical variations among aim'> To U.yn86v (e.g., 507a3; 534c4), 
T<iyn86v (506el, 508bl3, 518dl, 52la6), and 1\ TOU uyuSoG iota (505a2, 
517cl, 526el, 534cl) occasion both uncertainty and speculation. Mor
phologically interpreted, the last phrase would mean "the vision of 
The Good," while TO ToG U.ynSoG d&o~. which never occurs in The 
Republic (pace Proc/us, In Rem Publicam, ed. Kroll, 269, 22 f.: oro 
e!&o~ -rii>v U.yn8iilv n<ivTrov) would mean "the visage of The Good." 
(The Dutch treatise by P. Brommer, Eidos et Idea [Utrecht, 1940], is 
the best source of "information" on this matter; see, as well, C. M. 
Gillespie, "The Use of e!&o~ and !&En in Hippocrates," Classical 
Quarterly 1912, pp. 179-203.) Dramatic context does not appear im
mediately to discriminate among the three locutions, since, at VII, 534 
cl-4, both TTJV TOG uyn8oG i&tnv and nino TO U.yn86v are uttered. 

And yet, the appeal to sight is most marked in those passages in 
which The Good is to be captured in a vision. (Compare, too, 532c6: 
npo~ TTJV TOU O.ptaTOU EV TOt~ QUO\ etnv.) One is tempted to hear in 
these appeals an accommodation to Glaucon's fondness for statues 
and sculptures (compare II, 36ld5 [Socrates] with VII, 540c4 [Glaucon] 
and note that at IV, 420c5 Socrates mentions how unfitting it would 
be to paint the most beautiful part of a statue, the eyes, most beauti
fully, at the expense of the whole). The visual/visionary images of The 
Good may, then, be perspectivally adjusted to Glaucon's predilections. 
In any case, it is crucial to recall that Socrates' interlocutors, and we, 
are listening to his opinion of The Good; sound predominates in 
Socrates' staging of his son et lumiere. So, no express mention of The 
Good or of its look is made in the discussion of the Line, where 
Glaucon's soul is concentrated on the possibility of mobile and com
prehensive learning thanks to ;1.6ym. Compare, too, Aristotle, De sen
su I, 437a'ff., especially KUTU OUI!~e~!]KO~ 1\t npo~ <pp6VT]OIV fJ UKOTJ 
n;\.eiomv OU!!~Ii;\.A,e-rat I'ZPO~ = "Concomitantly hearing contributes 
the largest share to thoughtfulness." 

Hans-Georg Gadamer has made a valuable attempt to solve the 
enigma of Rep. VII, 534b8 (OuKoGv Kat nepl -roG uyn8oG roonu-rro~). 
where the Good seems to be on a par with all other etl\11 (see Die Idee 
des Outen zwischen Platon und Aristoteles [Heidelberg, 1978], pp. 
53-63). Stanley Rosen, in his book Nihilism: A Philosophical Essay 
(New Haven, 1969), pp. 171-72, offers an enticing interpretation of 
the different nuances of -r&.yn86v and Ji -raG 6.yu8oii iota. 

Whatever further speculations this alternating terminology requires 
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or warrants, we should take pleasure in the following etymological cer
tainties or likelihoods: The English word "good" is from the Indo
European root *ghedh, the source as well of English "together" and 
"gather" (see Julius Pokorny, Indogermanisches Etymo/ogisches 
Worterbuch [Bern/Munich, 1959], I, pp. 423-24). Is there any discer
nible link between *ghedh and Greek &.ya96<;? While the matter is in
evitably conjectural, Maurizio Harari, "Nuova proposta di etimologia 
per &.ya96<;, "Athenaeum, n.s. 57 (1979), pp. 150-53, suggests that the 
Greek is compounded from the prefix &.ya- (as in 'AyaJ.lBJ.lVOlV) and 
the theme *ghedh. This conjecture lies behind my allusion in the 
Preface, p. v, to the Good as the omnium gatherum. 

Plato, in his turn, has Socrates playfully derive aya96v from 
&.yacr~6v, "admirable," in the Cratylus (412c4). 

18. For the general theme of dialogic provocations in The Republic and 
elsewhere, see Mitchell Miller, "Platonic Provocations: Reflections on 
the Son! and the Good in· the Republic," in Platonic Investigations, 
ed. D. O'Meara (Wash., D.C., 1985), pp. 163-93. Miller associates the 
provocations enacted in the dialogue with the generosity of The Good. 
This, essentially Neo-Platonic, motif finds ambiguous support in the 
Timaeus, where the Demiurge is said to be <p96vou ... EK~6<;, "without 
envy or jealousy" (Tim. 29e). Otherwise, the notion of the generosity, 
of self-diffusiveness of The Good, belongs squarely to the later Neo
Platonists' strategic reworking of Plato in a direction that might fairly 
be called quasi-Christian or "creationist"; see, e.g., Proclus, In Platonis 
Timaeum Commentarii, ed. E. Diehl (Leipzig, 1903-06), I, p. 359: ~6 
J.1Bytcr~6v 6cr~tv ou ~6 &.yaBoctM<;, &.A.A.iJ. 'lJ &.ya9oupy6v. (Cf. the in
sightful article by Jean Trouillard, "Les Degres du 7totciv chez Pro
clus," Dionysius 1 [1977], pp. 69-84.) 

19. The relations between the dianoetic, principally mathemathical in
telligibles and the noetic or eidetic intelligibles requires a more exac
ting treatment, particularly in light of Aristotle's exposition of the so
called "intermediates" (Metaph. N3). For recent commentary, see Julia 
Annas, "On the Intermediates," Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie 
57 (1975), pp. 146-66, and Richard Mohr, "The Number Theory in 
Plato's Republic VII and Philebus," Isis 72 (1981), pp. 620-27. 

20. For a comprehensive inspection of the uses of MVUJ.ll<; in Plato, see 
J. Souilhe, Etude sur le terme "dunamis" dans les Dialogues de Pia ton 
(Paris, 1919). It is noteworthy that, from the start of the discussion 
of The Good until the end of Book VII, "MvaJ.tt<; and its relevant 
verbal cognates occur twenty-six times. Platonic ouvUJ.lt<; must be 
distinguished from Aristotelian MVaJ.lt<; understood as potentiality. 
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While Aristotelian Mvu~t' points towards the being-at-work of what 
it itself is not yet, Platonic Mvu~t,, at least in The Republic, signifies 
an empowering of what counts as its own likeness. In Book I, the em
powered epyov is a likeness of the empowering UPE'lj; so, too, in Book 
VI, knowing (yviiicn') and truth are look-alikes of The Good, which 
enables them to be what The Good is already. 

21. From responses to earlier versions of this lecture-text, and in the course 
of revision, I have been reminded of certain affinities between my ac
count of The Good and Heidegger's. These, however, do pertain not 
to his portrait of Plato as the grand villain of the history of metaphysics 
and not to Plato's alleged diminution of ii.A.Jj8Etu to op86'1]', but, 
rather, to suggestions and allusions too often dampened by Heideg
ger's more vocal pronouncements. These affinities are most audible 
in Heidegger's lectures, now in the course of publication in the Gesamt
ausgabe, although they may also be heard in his essay "Piatons Lehre 
vom Wahrheit" (1930/1; published 1942). 

To be as brief as possible: For Heidegger The Good is "what makes 
every idea [Idee] fit and suitable [taug/ich] for being an idea" 
(Wegmarken [Frankfurt a.M., 1967], p. 133). This account of The Good 
as "das Thuglichmachende schlecthin" ("what fits and enables plainly 
and simply,"ibid., p. 134) is amplified in his lectures on the Theaetetus 
(=GA, Bd. 34), where, in analyzing the simile of the cave, Heidegger 
writes "The highest idea is therefore this power of enpowerment [dieses 
Ermiichtigende], the empowerment [die Ermiichtigung] for Being, 
namely, that Being is as such [dass es sich a/s so/ches gibt] and, together 
therewith, the empowerment of unconcea/edness, namely, that it event
fully occurs as such [dass sie a/s so/che geschieht]" (op. cit., p. 99). 

The power granted by The Good is, according to Heidegger, the 
power of phenomenality, of apparition: "This [sc. the Idea of the Good] 
gives a shine to everything shining and is therefore itself what genuinely 
shines/appears, what most shines in its shining/appearing" ("Dieses 
bringt jedes Scheinsame.zum Scheinen und ist daher selbst das eigent
lich Erscheinende, das in seinem Scheinen Scheinsamste," Wegmarken, 
p. 134). This emphasis on the power of apparition brings into its wake 
two inseparable issues: (I) Is the apparition (of the other dol]) inevitably 
visible? (2) Does this power of apparition itself make a visible appear
ance? Heidegger, who wants to accentuate the visual character of the 
Platonic Et.So,, is accordingly reluctant to take stock of the auditory 
register in which the EtOI] make their appearance, both as dol] and 
as their phenomena. The passage in Book V, to which I have already 
called attention (p. 160), attributes to the "community of [the forms] 
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with activities and bodies and with one another" their making multi
ple spectacles of themselves (476a4-7). That these spectacles are prin
cipally designated in visual terms is, I think, due to the context, viz., 
Glaucon's comparison of the cptA.6oo<pot to the qnA.oeearwvec; (''the 
lovers of spectacles," 475d2); yet Glaucon also aligns the latter with 
the cptA.l\Kom ("the lovers of sounds," ibid.). The Good, the visual ac
cents notwithstanding, bears a marked kinship to the Heraclitean logos 
as construed by Heidegger: it makes for the collectedness of the etoTJ, 
it founds their fantastic community and with it, their singular and 
plural ability to "show off" both in their distorted look-alikes and in 
their muffled vocal impersonations.(cf. Heidegger, Nietzsche I [Pful
lingen, 1961], pp. 541-42). 

(2) But, does the Good-Itself "show off," make·a spectacle of itself? 
Heidegger rightly sets at the focal point Socrates' characterization of 
The Good as <Oil 6v<oc; 10 cpuv6<uwv (Rep. VII, 518c9; see 
Wegmarken, p. 134). Heidegger construes the genitive as "partitive," 
i.e., the most apparent/phenomenal among the beings; the Greek per
mits, if it does not compel, another, freer, reading of the genitive, to 
denote "what-is at -its most phenomenal." 

The parallel usage of n]v <Oil cpuvot<itou [Stuv] in the summary 
of the sun-image (532c5-6) does lend support to Heidegger's construc
tion; however, it must be noted that Socrates' remark at 518c9 is 
embedded in a theatrical, spectacular metaphor, matching the 
1lEptuyro')'1\ of the soul with the shifting of angular prisms at the wings 
of the stage (see Shorey's translation ad foe.). Again we hear an ac
commodation to Glaucon's love of spectacles. More substantially, The 
Good, as the gathering of the etOTJ and their phenomena, is not itself 
something to be seen, but what is implicitly acknowledged in all lear
ning (see Note 17). 

On Heidegger's failure, or reluctance, to take the measure of Plato's 
textuality, see the brilliant study by Phillippe Lacoue-Labarthe, "fypo
graphie," in Mimesis des articulations (Paris, 1975), pp. 167-270. For 
Heidegger's reckoning with The Good, see Alain Boutot, Heidegger 
et P/aton. Le probleme du nihi/isme (Paris, 1987). 

22. The most plausible analytical argument that The Good is the form 
of forms, i.e., that participation in it secures to each and every form 
certain formal features, is set out in Gerasimos Santas, "The Form of 
The Good in Plato's Republic," in Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, 
ed. A. Preus & J. Anton (Albany, 1983), pp. 232-63. It might be ob
served, however, that nowhere in The Republic is the canonical idiom 
of participation, f1E<EJ(EW, used. 
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23. On the "moon" and the "night-lights," which appear to occlude the 
radiations of the sun, see Seth Benardete, Socrates' Second Sailing. 
On Plato's Republic (Chicago, 1989), pp. '160-61. Mention should also 
be made here of the designation of the radiant Good as Knl./.iov ("more 
beautiful") than both knowing and truth (508e6); Glaucon replies that 
this makes of The Good 'AMr1xuvov K<iAAO~ ("an unmanageable 
beauty," 509a6). What is the connection between The Good and The 
Beautiful? 

In the Philebus Socrates speaks of the power of The Good "taking 
refuge in the nature of The Beautijuf' (64e4-5). How is this flight or 
seeking of refuge to be construed? Is ~o KUAOV the most phenomenal 
spectacle of ~uyu96v, the spectacle most appealing to the human soul? 
(Cf. note 21 supra and the discussion in Kyriakos S. Katsimanis, Etude 
sur le rapport entre le beau et le bien chez Platon [Lille, 1977], esp. 
pp. 89-106.) 

24. I put scare-quotes around "objects," since, strictly speaking, there are 
no objects for Greek thinkers. "Objects" presuppose·"subjects" and 
there are no "subjects," as subjects of knowing or of consciousness, 
for Greek thinkers. This familiar, Heideggerian point is given 
philological precision in Lawrence Dewan, '"Objectum.' Notes on the 
Invention of a Word," Archives d'histoire doctrinale et litteraire du 
moyen age 48 (1981), pp. 37-96. 

25. The integrity of the Line, prior to and together with its proportionate 
segmentation, is rightly emphasized by David Luban, "The Form of 
tbe Good in the Republic," Journal of Value Inquiry 12 (1978), pp. 
161-68, esp. p. 162: "The Good is the logos, the underlying pattern 
of the Line.'' On the discursive, geometrical articulations of the Line, 
see, in addition to Jacob Klein's discussion in Commentary on Plato's 
Meno (Chapel Hill, 1965), pp. 112-25, the studies by Gregory Desjar
dins, "How to Divide the Divided Line," Review of Metaphysics 29 
(1976), pp. 483-96 and Yvon Lafrance, "Platon et !a geometrie: La con
struction de !a ligne en Republique, 509d-5lle," Dialogue 16 (1977), 
pp. 425-50. The incongruities and inconcinnities that appear to issue 
from this articulation. are signaled by Seth Benardete, op. cit., pp. 
165-70. 

26. The community or kinship of the (mathematical) sciences is the theme 
taken up in the (possibly spurious) Epinomis, designed as a sequel to 
The Laws, especially under the rubric of the cl~ ... liecr!l6~ (99le5) .. 
The author of the Epinomis seems to point to the grand aporia of 
dimensional progression at the heart of the Theaetetus, the progres
sion, that is, from the linear to the planar to the solid, mobilized and 
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made possible by the power (ouvnJlt~) of proportionality (uvuA.o'Yiu). 
On the questions raised by this and cognate passages in the Epinomis 
see Leonardo Taran, Academica: Plato, Philip of Opus, and the 
Pseudo-Platonic Epinomis (Philadelphia, 1975 =Memoirs of the 
American Philosophical Society, Vol. 107). 

27. On Socrates' Pythagorean exercise of remembering and reciting the 
whole of a previous conversation, see E. Brann, supra, p. 78, and, most 
recently, Bruce Rosenstock, "Rereading the Republic," Arethusa 16 
(1983), pp. 219-46. 



Imitation 
John White 

Imitation as a theory of poetry makes its first appearance in the 
Republic, where it is used to criticize Homer. As a theme for poetry, it 
makes its first appearance in the Iliad. On Achilles' shield "the earth looked 
like earth that had been plowed though it was made of gold. Such was 
the wonder of the shield's forging"; imitation is poetry's "theory" of the 
overwhelming presence of visual art. 

Imitation has had a long career in both of these incarnations. As a 
theory of poetry it has often been repeated and refuted. As a theme of 
poetry it has seized the imagination with great power-Aeneas's looking 
at the panels of the Trojan war in Juno's shrine or Keats's looking at an 
urn. There are as many poetic imitations of the theme as there are refuta
tions of the theory. In order to understand the fascination of a theme so 
imitable or a theory so refutable (and thereby so useful to philosophy and 
poetry) one must look at the originals- if the notion of an original is not 
out of place here. 

Both the Iliad and the Republic-two books whose common concern 
is spiritedness (thumos)-are difficult to grasp, but the Republic has a 
special kind of difficulty: It is full of questions that turn back upon 
themselves and answers that somehow cancel or contradict themselves. For 
example, when Socrates throws out passages of Homer and also quotes 
him at great length, does he want us to hear Homer or not? Or when 
Socrates founds the "best city" on a noble lie and also tells us that the 
lie is a lie, does he want to fool us or not? 

In what the Republic talks about, justice, we can see this odd cancel
ing right from the beginning. Look at what happens (in Book I) when 
justice is first brought up. The first definition of justice is "paying one's 
debts and telling the truth"- if someone leaves his armor in our keeping, 
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we should return it. But then Socrates and Polemarchus consider a special 
case: A friend has given us his weapons; he goes mad, and asks for their 
return. We can't return the arms because the friend might injure himself. 
So a second definition of justice is given, to take account of friendship: 
"Justice is doing good to friends and harm to enemies." Then this defini
tion is criticized and rejected; but we don't return to the first definition. 
What are we left with? Do we return the arms or not? There is no third 
possibility. 

This same kind of difficulty or ambiguity appears in other ways, too. 
The style of the Republic would be classified as "decadent": It is a jumble 
of other styles, narrative, lyric, and mimetic; it is comic and tragic; the 
style is "realistic" to the point of obscuring the difference between history 
and fiction, real and ideal. No one style is employed in its purity. Poetry 
and the criticism of poetry are combined in a characteristically artful form. 
What is it trying to be? Poetry or philosophy? If poetry, what kind? 

These difficulties about "style" are present within the dialogue also. 
When Glaucon and Adeimantus enter the conversation (in Book II), they 
are as much concerned with the proper way to speak about justice as with 
justice itself. Glaucon (358a) thinks that Socrates has not really refuted 
those who praise injustice; while Socrates may have punished 
Thrasymachus- pushed him around in speech, humiliated him- he has 
not refuted injustice. Glaucon thinks that no one has praised justice itself, 
so he will praise injustice to give Socrates a pattern for the praise of justice. 
And for Adeimantus the greatest difficulty with justice comes from those 
who praise it. Parents, lawgivers, and especially poets contradict themselves 
when they talk about justice; they try to praise justice, but the style of 
their praise, their talk of rewards and the afterlife, really praises the seem
ing, the appearance, of justice. We should seem just to our judges. This 
style of praise (justice in an afterlife) conceals envy. It "exhorts one to be 
unjust and get away with it" in this life (367b ). Adeimantus says that "of 
all those who claim to be praisers of justice-beginning with those who 
have left speeches -there is not one who has ever praised justice other than 
for the reputation and honors .... But as to what [justice] itself does with 
its own power ... , no one has ever, in poetry or prose" adequately praised 
it (366c). G!aucon and Adeimantus think that Socrates understands this 
kind of difficulty and can give them the proper praise of justice. Do they 
want to hear poetry (praising) or its criticism? Do they want poetry or 
philosophy? They want both. 

So Socrates must do both: He must criticize poetry and be a kind of 
poet. Socrates does both of these things in the Republic. And Book X in 
particular is the most compact expression of the ambiguity and difficulty 
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of what he tries to do-oflooking at questions that turn back on themselves 
and answers that somehow cancel themselves. In Book X Socrates gives 
his most radical (and annoying) criticism of poetry and also becomes ex
plicity "poetic" in the most irritating way, by telling tales of the afterlife 
(in the myth of Er). 

Socrates gives three arguments against imitation in Book X. In this essay 
I will present them briefly and then examine them by looking at their under
pinnings, their assumptions. The result of this application will turn out 
to be ambiguous: If Socrates' criticism of imitation succeeds, it succeds 
in a perverse way, for it not oniy is an attack on the Iliad but also turns 
against, "cancels," much that was said in the first nine books of the 
Republic. Socrates' criticism of poetry thereby throws doubt on the unity 
and coherence of the Republic itself. Why is Book X there at all? Book 
IX ends so beautifully, with the best city a "pattern laid up in heaven"; 
it is uplifting. Why ruin this ending with the cranky, self-contradictory 
character of Book X? While I can't argue for the unity of the Republic 
on the level of an opinion- for example, that it is for or against poetry, 
for or against some particular definition of justice- I think I can give an 
image of its unity, an image that is able to guide us to the interpretation 
of some of Socrates' own poetry, the images he makes and the myth he tells. 

I. Imitation and the Mirror 

In Books II and III of the Republic Socrates had given long sober 
arguments against imitative poetry: As far as content goes, poetry tells lies 
about gods and heroes; it talks of Hades and the afterlife, thereby under
mining courage; its talk is neither "holy nor true" (377b-386b). And finally 
(397b ff.) tragedy was exiled for its style: Imitation, where one has to jumble 
together "all modes and rhythms," encourages a doubleness or ambiguity 
in the character of the citizens; it violates the principle of the city, "one 
man, one job." 

Now in Book X Socrates returns to the topic. His criticism of imita
tion this time is both more fierce and more respectful, for he says that 
poets "maim the thought of those who hear them," but he also says that 
"a certain friendship for Homer, and shame before him, which has pos
sessed me since childhood, prevents me from speaking" (595b). This time 
when he criticizes poetry, unlike his earlier criticism, Socrates begins with 
an image of the imitative artist, a "wonderful and clever craftsman," and 
this image rules and guides the arguments that follow. 

For this same manual artisan is not only able to make all implements but 
also makes everything that grows naturally from the earth, and he produces· 
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all animals- the others and himself too- and, in addition to that, produces 
earth and heaven and gods and everything in heaven and everything in Hades 
under the earth. (596c) 

Socrates tells Glaucon that this is not so wonderful, for he too could make 
all these things, in a certain way: 

You could fabricate them quickly in many ways and most quickly, of course, 
if you are willing to take a mirror [not a glass mirror; their mirrors were 
sheets of polished bronze] and carry it around everywhere; quickly you 
will make the sun and the things in the heavens; quickly, the earth; and 
quickly yourself and the other animals and implements and plants and 
everything else that was just now mentioned. (596d) 

In Socrates' image of the mirror, _who is the "clever man" and what is his 
mirror? I cannot answer these questions now, but I will return to them. 
Whatever they refer to in particular, this is the imitative art that is attacked 
in the Republic and this is the man who is exiled and replaced. 

After making this image, Socrates gives three arguments against imita
tion. The first concerns the being of a work of art (596a-598b). The sec
ond concerns the knowledge that the imitator has (601b-602b). The third 
concerns virtue (598e-601b; 603e-606d). The conclusion of these arguments 
is that poetry needs an apology in its ancient quarrel with philosophy 
(607b). Within Book X this restatement of the exile of poetry forms a tran
sition to the discussion of the immortality of the soul (608e ff.) and the 
myth of Er. 

Here I will present Socrates' first two arguments- those about the be
ing of an art work and the knowledge it contains. They belong together 
because they both rely on the same assumptions and they both draw out 
the consequences of the image of the mirror. (I'll turn to the third argu
ment, about virtue, later.) 

The first argument is about being. In the case of a bed, there are three 
artisans concerned with it and there are three kinds of beds. First, there 
is one bed "by nature," which, Socrates says, "a god produced." (Notice 
the oddity of this phrase: "the bed by nature.") The god makes only one 
bed; if he made two beds, it would come to light that they shared the same 
"Form." The god is cailed the "nature-begetter." Second is the craftsman. 
He doesn't make the ''Form" of a bed, but he does make a certain bed. 
In a sense he is both imitative and productive. Socrates says, "If he doesn't 
make what is, he wouldn't make the being but something that is like the 
being" (597a). Third is the imitator. He is third because he does not im
itate the "Form" of the one bed, as does the craftsman; instead he imitates 
what the craftsman has made. Thus Socrates says (598b) that the painter 
imitates not "being as it is" but the "looking as it looks" of a thing. He 
concludes that imitation is three removes from the truth about being. 
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Socrates' second argument concerns knowledge. For each thing, there 
are three arts concerned with it: the art of its use, the art of its making, 
and the art of its imitation. In the case of a bridle, Socrates asks who 
understands it best, who knows what he is talking about when he talks 
about bridles. In this case first place goes to the user, because "the virtue, 
beauty and rightness of each implement, animal, and action [are] related 
to nothing but the use for which each was made, or grew naturally." Sec
ond place goes to the craftsman, who will have "right trust concerning its 
beauty or its badness" (601e). The imitator has neither knowledge nor right 
opinion about the bridle- no one can tell him how to paint because there 
is no clear-cut use for a painting. The painter has neither knowledge nor 
right opinion with respect to the beauty or badness in anything. He can 
only paint what looks fair to the many (602b). 

The painter, the imitative artist, gets third place in both of these 
arguments. Socrates concludes the arguments this way: 

Then it looks like we are pretty well agreed on these things: the imitator 
knows nothing worth mentioning about what he imitates, imitation is a 
kind of play and not serious; and those who take up tragic poetry in iam
bics and epics are all imitators in the highest possible degree. (602b) 

These two arguments have some assumptions, or hypotheses, as their 
underpinnings. The first hypothesis is that "god made only one bed by 
nature." Socrates Says: 

Do you want us to make our consideration according to our customary 
procedure, beginning from the following point? For we are, presumably, 
accustomed to set down some one particular form for each of the particular 
umanys" to which we apply the same name. (596a). 

Only with this assumption can Socrates give his analysis of the being of 
an artwork (the three craftsmen) and its knowledge (the three arts). These 
''Forms" help his argument in another way: Each argument analyzed an 
implement or tool (bed and bridle), a work of craft or technerather than 
a natural being. The analysis is impossible if there is an important dif
ference between nature and art. For example, if use is the test of our 
knowledge, who is the user of a giraffe or an ostrich such that he 
understands them for what they are? This difference (between a natural 
being and an artful being) is not a serious problem if we follow Socrates' 
image of the mirror, which mirrors implements and animals and gods 
equally well. Nor is the difference between nature and art a serious prob
lem if a thing is what it is by "participation" in a ''Form," for then we can 
understand the presence or "being" of a thing without reference to the 
coming-to-be-the path by which it arrived. We can ignore the distinction 
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between nature and art because the distinction rests on the importance 
of becoming, motion. 

The second assumption needed for these two arguments .against imita
tion is that the painter is one of the craftsmen who "mirror" the world, 
and that the poet is similar to the painter (596e, 603c, 605a). The arguments 
concern painting directly, and we have to trust in the similarity of poetry 
and painting in order to connect poetry to the "mirror," the image that 
guides Socrates' arguments about imitation. 

II. Poetry and Painting: Laokoon 

Here I want to examine the second assumption that Socrates makes, the 
similarity of poetry and painting. The best examination of the relation of 
poetry and painting (and sculpture, too-the plastic arts) is Lessing's 
Laokoon. Lessing begins with the Laokoon theme because it exists in two 
treatments, an incident in the Aeneid and a sculpture. Laokoon was a Tro
jan priest who told the Trojans not to bring a piece of sculpture into their 
city. It was a wooden sculpture of a horse. 'IWo serpents attacked Laokoon 
and his sons for making this warning. In the treatment in the Aeneid, 
Laokoon is bitten by a serpent: 

All the while his appalling cries go up to heaven-
A bellowing, such as you hear when a wounded bull escapes from 
The altar, after it's shrugged off an ill-aimed blow at its neck. (II, 223 ff.) 

In the Laokoon statue, Laokoon is being bitten by a serpent and he is cry
ing out- or perhaps he is calling out, calling on some god, or saying 
something. The statue is wordless, so we cannot tell. Laokoon's posture 
and the shape of his mouth give this moment of pain a serene greatness 
and noble simplicity-a timelessness, a strange and wonderful presence. 
This wordless cry is not the awful bellowing of which the poem speaks. 
This difference shows Lessing that the way to focus an examination of the 
similarity of poetry and painting is to focus on how they express 
emotions- in particular, how they portray the experience of pain. 

This difference in expression is striking and consistent: If one looks 
at Greek poets, there are many examples of heroes and gods expressing 
pain with a violence that ruins their "serene greatness" and beauty. When 
Achilles first hears of the death of Patroklus, he pours dust and ashes on 
his face and "fouls his handsome countenance" (XVIII, 22). Or in one of 
the two most terrible and gorgeous moments in the book, when Zeus is 
finally faced with the death of his son, Sarpedon, and he cannot save him 
again-Zeus has already saved his life twice-Zeus gives up arguing with 
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Hera and sits, wordless; Homer says "the father of gods and men ... wept 
tears of blood" (XVI, 431). 

In general, if one listens to screams of pain in the Iliad, one can see 
a progression. Early in the book, the usual way of dying is that a spear 
is thrown and it "drives inward through the bone, and a mist of darkness 
clouded both eyes and he fell as a tower falls" (IV, 460). As the book goes 
on, screams of pain are mentioned as part of the dying. In Book XIII, 
when Zeus looks away from the battle, there is more boasting over fallen 
enemies, a man roars in pain (393), and another "cried out then a great 
cry ... and the spear in his breast was stuck fast but the heart was beating 
still and beating to shake the butt end of the spear" (441). A man is struck 
between the navel and genitals "where beyond all places death in battle 
comes most painfully to pitiful mortals" (568). Another man is struck in 
the eye; then his head is cut off, but the eyeball sticks to the point of the 
spear and is "lifted high like the head of a poppy" (XIV, 493). 

The culmination of this progression of the violent expression (and 
presence) of pain is in Book XVIII, the moment that answers to the silent, 
bloody tears of Zeus. After the death of Patroklus, Hera sends Achilles 
to the wall around the ships. He has no armor. He stands there on the 
wall, then goes to the ditch. He is caught between anger and grief. He gives 
a great wordless cry, and Athena makes the "unwearied dangerous fire" 
of heaven blaze from his head. The cry he gives is "wordless," a piercing 
utterance without the possibility of becoming "winged," as words can. 

The Greeks were immoderate in their poetry because moderation is not 
dramatic. The reason for the serenity of the statue is not the ''moderation" 
of the Greeks; the statue is ''moderate" because it is a statue, because of 
the limitation of plastic art. The limit and goal of plastic art is physical 
beauty and beauty of expression: What is ugly must be veiled and 
transformed, and expressions of emotion must be moderated (if we are 
to feel something like pity and fear rather than disgust). Since the plastic 
arts can portray only one moment in time, they must choose a moment 
that most implies the wholeness of an action, and not a moment that ex
presses it. There is no one moment of expression, for an action is a tem
poral whole that needs a "before" and an "after," motivation and suffer
ing, to be complete. The last moment, the suffering and the bellow of pain, 
is for plastic art the least useful: The eyeball on the spear becomes disgusting 
or funny after a while. So plastic art, when considering an action and its 
suffering, must choose the beginning, a moment of transition or choice
the moment where the soul has decided and is just about to move the body. 
It may choose the '1ast" moment of Laokoon's struggle only if the strug
gle is not quite over: We know Laokoon is doomed, while Laokoon is about 
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to know and is about to bellow. Of course, plastic art could choose a mo
ment that is somehow eternal- a moment of contemplation or a moment 
that expresses the serene self-sufficiency of the gods. 

Poetry does not have these limits. In it we can have wordless screams 
(which will stand out as wordless) and tears of blood because we do not 
see the ugly gaping mouth, and the moment i~ quickly left behind. In 
dramatic imitation, the ugly and disfiguring, the natural display of emo
tion, may and must be shown. 

Poetry has a wider range than painting; much that it imitates can't be 
given in a painting. For example, consider the gods. To the painter they 
are "personified abstractions" who must remain the same, doing the one 
thing that is typical of them, if they are to be identified. To the poet these 
"personified abstractions," these timeless entities, must act, must enter time, 
and therefore they must have various passions and deeds. (Poetry violates 
the god's simplicity, 508d.) In poetry there are many moments when 
Aphrodite does not act like the abstraction of love, but the painter can't 
portray her then unless he adds some kind of label or sign, a non-visual 
element that is a s_ubstitute for a name. 

If painters try to use Homer's "pictures" as a model, they will face im
possible problems. For example, Homer treats of two kinds of beings, visible 
and invisible, men and gods. Painters can't do this. When a painting, on 
its visible canvas, portrays gods and men together, it ignores the distinc
tion between the visible and the invisible-a distinction that for Homer 
is not a matter of sight. Painting lowers the invisible. For example, if one 
wishes to paint the battle of the gods and men in Book XXI of the Iliad, 
one needs some visual scale of distinction between gods and men- a scale 
that tells you this figure is a god and that one is not because (perhaps) 
one figure is ten times as large as the other (XVIII, 518). Homer does say 
that the gods are "huge." But for Homer this "size" is not physical; the 
gods have stature, greatness. A painting would ignore this difference bet
ween gods and men by being so literal-minded about the word "huge." 

What the visibility of the gods means for Homer is that they are only 
visible to men by an increased power of mortal vision, such as Athene grants 
to Diomedes. The gods are not invisible because of mists or clouds 
(although Homer mentions them, in a painting they would cease being 
merely mists or clouds and would become a "sign"). The gods are visible 
only to the greatest of the Greeks, and they are never visible to someone 
like Thersites. Visibility has little to do with vision, but a lot to do with 
the distinction between the great and the ordinary, the serious and the super
ficial. Homer's gods are related to men, and distinct from men, in this way: 
The gods reveal human life by showing its possibilities and limits. They 
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are a kind of scepticism and self-consciousness -limits for us that are not 
merely "other" than us, as are cats and crocodiles or stars or any of the 
many things that different people see as divine. The gods don't "exist," 
but the idea of human life is beautiful and real, and human life is not the 
same without these ideas-without this kind of greatness-even if they are 
never "real." Only poetry can give us this kind of limit. These gods are 
"other," but otherness has a human form. Painting has trouble showing 
us the otherness of the gods- this unique combination of otherness and 
sameness. 

Poetry and painting are different because they imitate different things: 
Painting imitates bodies, silent presences whose parts co-exist in time, and 
poetry imitates wholes that unfold and complete themselves in time. When 
Homer describes an object, he usually gives it only one characteristic (the 
hollow ship, the black ship), but he describes actions in greater detail. When 
he does describe an object in detail, the description is not visual and it 
serves other purposes. Let's consider three examples of Homer's kind of 
description, Homer's "pictures," to see how they work and what they are 
describing. 

The first example is the description of a scepter. Homer gives two 
descriptions of it, and we have to look at them together to understand what 
he is describing and how he is doing it. When Agamemnon holds the 
scepter, this is what Homer says: 

Powerful Agamemnon 
stood up hol9-ing the scepter Hephaistos has wrought him carefully. 
Hephaistos gave it to Zeus the king, the son of Chronos 
and Zeus in turn gave it to the courier Argeiphontes, 
and Lord Hermes gave it to Pelops, driver of horses, 
and Pelops gave it to Atreus, the shepherd of the people. 
Atreus dying left it to Thyestes of the rich flocks, 
and Thyestes in turn left it to Agamemnon to carry 
and to be lord of many islands and over all Argos. 

Here is the second description. It is given by Achilles when he holds the 
scepter: 

This scepter, which never again will bear leaf nor 
branch, now that it has left behind the cut stump in the mountains, 
nor shall it blossom again, since the bronze blade stripped 
bark and leafage, and now at last the sons of the Achaians 
carry it in their hands in state when they administer the justice of Zeus. 

(XX, 543-48). 

And then Achilles dashes the scepter to the ground. Neither description 
gives any visual information; each gives a history. But they are descrip
tions of a sort. Look at the two descriptions simultaneously, as if they were 
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side-by-side. One description calls the scepter the work of Hephaistos; the 
other describes the scepter as cut from the mountainside by an unknown 
hand. The one talks of an ancient possession of a noble house; the other 
talks of a scepter destined to fit the hand of anyone who might chance 
to grab it. The one talks of a scepter held by one who is monarch over 
many islands and over all of Argos; the other talks of justice, then throws 
the scepter down. What is being described is not the scepter; the descrip
tions are giving us the difference between Agamemnon and Achilles. 

Second, when Homer doesn't match up two descriptions of an object, 
when he does want to describe something that demands a picture, what 
does he do? After all, the symbols of poetry are arbitrary and can be made 
to represent a body co-existent in space. How do bodies, whose parts co
exist, lend themselves to a description? Since the description is in words 
and sentences, the description itself must be sequential. This sequence 
obscures the co-existence; by the end of the description, the beginning is 
forgotten. Speech never achieves the wholeness or "presence" of a paint
ing. So when Homer is forced to enter the special province of plastic art, 
physical beauty and immediate presence, what does he do? How does he 
describe Helen? A "direct" description- "eyes like stars, teeth like pearls"
can't help being a kind of arbitrary jumble, a mere sequence-why talk 
of eyes first? How does Homer give us the experience of her beauty? He 
presents her beauty by describing an action: He has Helen come to the 
wall, and he describes how the sight of her affects old men (not young ones): 

They were seated by the gates, elders of the people. 
Now through old age they fought no longer, yet they were excellent 
speakers still, and clear, as cicadas who through the forest 
settle on trees, to issue the delicate voice of their singing. 
Such were they who sat on the tower, chief men of the Trojans. 
And these, as they saw Helen along the tower approaching, 
murmuring softly to each other uttered their winged words: 
"Surely there is no blame on Trojans and strong-greaved Achaians 
if for long time they suffer hardship for a woman like this one. 
Terrible is the likeness of her face to immortal goddesses. 
Still, though she be such, let her go away with the ships, lest 
she be left behind, a grief to us and our children." 

We don't know what she looks like. When Zeuxis made a painting of this 
scene, Helen was the only figure in it-no old men who have "winged 
words" and wrinkles. Which is more beautiful: the looks of Helen or the 
looking of the old men? 

The third example of Homer's descriptions, Homer's pictures of a "body 
co-existent in space," is the deepest and most difficult. What does Homer 
do when he invades the realm of plastic art itself? What does he do when 
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he describes, not just the object of the plastic arts, not just a body whose 
parts co-exist in space-what does he do w,hen he describes the imitating 
itself? 

Thetis of the silver feet came to the house of Hephaistos. 
She found him sweating as he turned here and there to his bellows 
busily since he was working on twenty tripods ... 
[Hephaistos] took the huge blower off from the block of anvil limping ... 
He . . . gathered and put away 
all the tools with which he worked in a silver strong box. 
Then with a sponge he wiped clean his forehead, and both hands 
and his massive neck and hairy chest ... 
. . . [Hephaistos then] went to his bellows. 
He t'!.Uned those toward the fire ... 
And the bellows ... blew on the crucibles, 
from all directions blasting forth wind to blow the flames high, 
now as he hurried from one place to another. 
He cast on the fire bronze which is weariless ... 
and gripped in one hand 
the ponderous hammer, while in the other he grasped the pincers. 

And then the labor and sweat disappear. 

First of all he forged a shield that was huge and heavy. 
Hephaistos made the earth upon it, and sky, and the sea's water, 
and the tireless sun, and the moon waxing into her fullness, 
and on it all the constellations that adorn the heavens ... 
On it he wrought in all their beauty two cities of mortal 
men. And there were weddings in one, and festivals. 
The people were assembled in the market place. 
Around the other city were lying two forces of armed men 
shining in their war gear. 
He made upon it a soft field, the pride of tilled land, 
wide and triple-ploughed, with many plowmen upon it. 
And as these making their turn would reach the end-strip of a field 
a man would come up to them at this point and hand them a flagon 
of honey-sweet wine, and they would turn again to the furrow. 
The earth darkened behind them and looked like earth that has been 

ploughed 
though it was made of gold. Such was the wonder of the shield's forging. 

(XVIII, 369-483, selected) 

Homer shows the labor of the imitating-he shows the making of the 
shield, its coming-to-be- but then the labor disappears into "the wonder 
of the shield's forging." And also, in this example of a description, unlike 
the other two examples, Homer does give a "direct" description; the shield 
is the greatest "presence" in the poem. Many have tried to draw it. But 
the things on the shield are in motion, and no human painting or sculpture 
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could show that. However, the shield is made by a god, so that there might 
be a divine kind of painting that can show things in motion, in their life. 

To see what this might mean, we need to think about Hephaistos for 
a moment. He is an unusual god, not a god of "serene greatness," for he 
limps and sweats and has a hairy chest. He was important to Achilles at 
another time, too. When the river Xanthos attacked Achilles and tried to 
give him an anonymous death- to bury him in a waste of mud, bodies, 
and blood- Hephaistos saved him with his fire. Now, too; with the shield 
Hephaistos says that he wishes he could hide Achilles from death and its 
sorrow; he wishes it as surely as there will be a shield to wonder at (XVIII, 
463). Again Hephaistos uses his fire for Achilles: He makes him a "shield 
of wonder" to replace his lost armor, his Uranian armor, taken by Hector 
(XVII, 195). This new Olympian armor is forged by a divine art that shows 
things in motion, in their life. The divine art that shows things in winged 
motion, the art that forges Olympian armor, is poetry. 

III. The Third Argument and Its Difficulties 

Socrates gives a third argument against mimetic poetry in Book X. This 
argument both sums up the earlier criticisms (about being and knowledge) 
and goes beyond them. It has two parts; both parts concern "virtue." I'll 
look at the two parts separately and make some observations. 

The first part of the argument (598e-60lb) says that Homer must not 
himself have been virtuous because he did no "deeds." Homer founded 
no cities, conducted no wars, and is not credited with any inventions or 
devices; he is not famous for a way of life, as was Pythagoras, nor was 
he a teacher of virtue. If one has knowledge about virtue, one is more 
serious about deeds than speeches and imitations; one would be "more 
eager to be the one who is praised than the one who praises" (599b). 
Homer's art produced only. a song, so he produced nothing serious, only 
imitations of what is serious. 

Either to defend Homer or to understand him better, we have to answer 
these questions: What was Homer's deed and what "invention or device" 
can we credit him with? Herodotus (II, 50-53) says that while Homer (and 
Hesiod) didn't invent the gods, he was the first to give them special honors, 
arts, names, and genealogies- a "theogony," a coming-to-be. Homer, by 
giving deeds, histories, and preferences to the gods, made them into 
characters. No longer are the gods merely the subject for. statues and lyric 
poems, "timeless" hymns to Apollo or Zeus (this kind of poetry Socrates 
allows in his "healthy" city- 372b ). Now the gods are fit subjects for epic, 
for mimetic and narrative poetry ("temporal"). But the gods and the Iliad, 
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the book where the gods become characters, were not Homer's deed; they 
were the "devices" he needed to perform his deed. Homer devised Olym-. 
pian armor, the Iliad, for the Greeks to look at, and this kind of looking 
produced the Greeks- they were Homer's deed. The Greeks were the kind 
of people they were because they had these gods and the Iliad, instead of 
cats or crocodiles or statues of U rani an gods. 

Homer's deed, this bringing into being of a certain kind of person, has 
an odd timelessness for a deed; it is not over yet; it is still present. When 
we read the Iliad attentively, we sit, unmoving and wordless, as if chained 
to a ohair in a cave of magic; we are aware only of the images before us. 
We are not aware of them as images. Instead, the images convince us that 
they are real, that our emotions are only reflections of Achilles' wrath and 
grief. 

Before we look at the second part of this argument, we have to 
remember that Socrates is aware of this kind of cave and this kind of defense 
of Homer: "Praisers of Homer say that this poet educated Greece" (606e). 
He is aware that Greeks have a kind of "noble lie" in their souls, where 
they confuse nature and education: "The inborn love of such poetry we 
owe to our rearing in these fine regimes" (608a). 

So far, in this "ancient quarrel of poetry and philosophy," I see no 
decisive advantage for either side. Homer is beautiful if bloody; the im
ages of philosophy ("patterns laid up in heaven'') are uplifting, if a little 
cold. But in most ways the quarrel remains a mere quarrel; uo new 
understanding has been opened up by either side, nor have new possibilities 
come into view for either side. 

But now, when Socrates turns to the second part of this argument 
against Homer, he turns away from the ''mirror" and an emphasis on the 
object of imitation: "Imitation, we say, imitates forced and voluntary ac
tions" (603c). He explicitly goes beyond the limit and assumption of the 
first two arguments, the similarity of poetry and painting: "Let's not just 
trust the likelihood based on painting; but let's go directly to the very part 
of thought with which poetry's imitation keeps company and see whether 
it is ordinary or serious" (603c). We are no longer arguing about "truth" 
or "being," questions that tend to become the narrowly technical province 
of philosophy in its "coming-to-be"- questions and answers that might 
be correct but that miss the point; speeches that are true but petty, without 
any greatness or "seriousness." 

With this new beginning, Socrates turns to the second part of the last 
argument about Homer and virtue: Mimetic poetry does not produce 
"seriousness" about virtue in the soul of the spectator. He says that poetry 
cannot imitate a serious soul, a soul that is restrained, one that is "self-
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same." Poetry must imitate a soul in conflict. When we see tragic suffer
ing, we give ourselves over to it, and so the best part of the soul, the measur
ing and calculating part, relaxes its rule over the other parts. Here Socrates 
says that he makes the "greatest charge" (605b) against mimetic poetry. 
This charge is more serious than those "third remove" arguments, those 
technical arguments that relied on the "mirror." Socrates says that mimetic 
poetry ufosters and waters desires, pains, pleasures, sex and spiritedness
things which ought to be dried up" (606d). Spiritedness, thumos, ought 
to be dried up. 

Whatever else one might say about this criticism of poetry, one can't 
simply disagree with it. After looking at the Iliad with Lessing's help, we 
have to agree that the soul without conflict is not dramatic; it belongs on 
a pedestal, not in a poem. But we also have to remember, if we are going 
to "dry up" thumos, that it was thumos, spiritedness, that made possible 
the Republic and its three-part soul by mediating between reason and ap
petite. This part of the soul, which conflicts with natural desires and goes 
beyond them in wanting relishes, made "guardianship" possible, with its 
dog-like combination of the qualities of "being gentle to friends and cruel 
to enemies" (375b ff.). The "measuring and calculating" part of the soul, 
reason, needs a force naturally allied to it, a guardian, if it is to rule the 
soul or the city. And if reason can't rule both soul and city, the image that 
guides and rules and unifies the first nine books of the Republic is lost: 
The image where "the city is the soul 'writ large.' " 

This new attack on mimetic poetry involves another surprise for us, 
as Socrates explores the restrained self-sameness of soul which poetry can
not imitate. The surprise is the immortality of the soul. .When Socrates 
mentions immortality, Glaucon "looks him in the face with wonder" (608d). 
The immortality of the soul depends on the soul's simplicity ap.d unity, 
its radical self-sameness. If the soul is "simple," how can it have three parts? 

When Socrates tries to explain this difficulty about the parts of the 
soul (6llc), that up until now the soul had three parts, he says that, so 
far, he has been talking about the "looks" of the soul oniy. But such was 
his criticism of mimetic poetry in the first two arguments against it, the 
ones based on painting and the "mirror" (that poetry talks about "looks" 
instead of being). Whatever else we may think about this third attack on 
mimetic poetry, these arguments of Book X are also a kind of "canceling" 
and "turning against" much that was said in the first nine books-the most 
extreme form of the canceling I mentioned at the beginning. 

Why is Book X there at all? Book IX ends so nicely, with the best city 
as a city in speech, a "pattern laid up in heaven," and there is a review 
of actual cities, cities "in deed." The tyrant has been "stripped of his tragiC 
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gear" (577a), which allows Socrates to answer the original question about 
the relation of justice and happiness: The just man is 729 times as happy 
as the tyrant (587e). 

I think we can see the reason for including Book X if we look a little· 
more closely at the "degeneration" of the cities in Books VIII and IX, 
because we can see the return of mimetic poetry despite its exile in Book 
III, and we can see the emergence of a special concern with poetry in one 
of the cities, a democracy. 

Before the "degeneration" begins, Book VII ends with the description 
of the best city and the education of the philosopher-kings. Glaucon 
recognizes the completion of the discussion when he says, "just like a 
sculptor, Socrates, you have produced men who are wholly fair" (540a). 
Then the "degeneration" of Books VIII and IX begins with a tragic, 
Homeric invocation: "How will our city be moved ... ? Do you want us, 
as does Homer, to pray to the Muses to tell us how 'faction first attacked,' 
and shall we say they speak to us with high, tragic talk, as though they 

.were speaking seriously?" (545d). So the sculptural climax of Book VII 
is insufficient; poetry has returned after its exile. 

The "degeneration" must bring back mimetic poetry because the 
degeneration involves choices and actions. And conversely, the presenta
tion of a variety of cities demands something like a "degeneration." If one 
is going to describe various cities, which city does one start with? Without 
a principle of order, the cities are a jumble and the description would be 
a jumble (as in the problem of describing Helen; eyes or teeth first?). And 
not only does the "degeneration" involve a return to mimetic poetry in its 
Homeric beginning, but poetry itself enters at one stage of the degenera
tion, a democracy. 

Democracy enters with a kind of flourish because the transition from 
oligarchy to democracy echoes the transition from the first city, Socrates' 
"city of utmost necessity" (369d), to the "feverish city" in Book II. In Book 
II, Glaucon had objected to the simple, unified "pig city" because it had 
no relishes, nothing beyond the necessary- not even sexual desire goes 
beyond what is economically feasible ("They will have sweet intercourse 
with one another, and not produce children beyond their means"- 372b). 
Now, in Book IX, in the degeneration from oligarchy to democracy, an 
oligarchic father satisfies only necessary desires; he holds down other desires 
by force (554a); he is unable to compete for "noble objects" (555a). The 
son feels that this is petty, that his father has no generosity or magnificence 
or freedom. The son hears "boasting speeches ... persuading [him] that 
measure and orderly expenditure are rustic and illiberal" (560c). He has 
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a desire for relishes (559a-b ). Again, with democracy as with the fall of 
the "pig city,'' many kinds of relishes and imitators are added to the son's 
life, but now there is no desire for a katharsis or purging, as there was in 
Book II. So the democratic man becomes overwhelmed by his possibilities, 
his freedom and his choices. 

For this democratic man, freedom of choice depends on the fact that 
no particular choice is serious. No choice is serious because no choice closes 
off other possibilities; no choice makes him this rather than that. At his 
best, he is intrepid and daring- capable of both action and deliberation. 
He can love beauty without softness, and he "needs no lying poet" to make 
monuments for him; he will make his own (I am thinking of Pericles' praise 
of the Athenians in the funeral oration). But at his worst, this is his at
titude toward a choice: He says, "Some say it's good, some say it's bad
everyone has his own opinion. We won't know until we try it. If it doesn't 
work, we'll change it back. Why not? After all, it's not written in stone." 
He can experiment with anything because no choice has serious conse
quences; there is nothing written in stone for him. The democratic man 
is a soldier one day, a flute-player the next, a philosopher the next (56lc). 
With these superficial choices, choices that don't touch him deeply, he never 
actually becomes anything. He doesn't become, for example, a soldier; he 
becomes an imitation of a soldier. He does something for a while-he is 
even serious for a while- but then he turns away with a kind of forget
ting. He turns to another kind of life; but he is always trapped by the 
ordinary. 

This kind of man can look for some core of humanity, some kind of 
brotherhood, a sameness that exists for humans beneath their differences. 
But what he discovers is that all human differences and choices are super
ficial; no choice is serious. Living in a democratic city, he confronts the 
variety of human differences and the jumble of choices every day. He sees 
that people follow their strongest inclination or ruling passion as long as 
it is strongest, and then they change. When he looks at the cities of the 
world, he sees the same kind of thing: Democratic cities have democratic 
laws, oligarchic cities have oligarchic laws, etc. In each case the strongest 
faction makes the rules and defines justice, as long as it is strongest. What 
universal justice does he see? What core of humanity? What truth is hid
den beneath the overwhelming variety? In each case, universally and 
without exception, justice is the interest of the stronger. 

Thrasymachus knows this hidden truth, and he reveals the cynicism 
and tyranny beneath the surface. No mere "refutation in words" can suc
ceed in dealing with what Thrasymachus says. For while Socrates may be 
able to tie him in knots and make him look foolish in Book I, that might 
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only be a sign of Socrates' superior strength and skill in arguments; it might 
be a sign of Socrates' superficiality that he accepts tbe "truth in speech" 
and ignores the truth revealed by deeds- that he is "more serious about 
speeches and imitations than deeds." This would only confirm the truth 
"in deeds" of what Thrasymachus thinks about the role of strength. 
Socrates' victory over him would be a mere "victory in speech." While a 
"city in speech," a "pattern laid up in heaven," might be seen to be an uplift
ing possibility, a mere "victory in speech" here is an awfu~ fearful possibil
ity. Glaucon and Adeimantus know. this. Despite Socrates' victory "in 
speech" in Book I, our souls may harbor a "secret lawlessness," an imper
viousness to speech: No speech may touch us deeply. Only an impossible 
experiment could help us discover this truth about the soul. We would have 
to know what the soul would choose if it had perfect freedom and invisibil
ity. Glaucon proposes this: We don't need to know the soul's opinion about 
justice, its opinion about what it would do when it has to return the ar
mor or not (for example); we aren't even sure that there is a correct or "true" 
answer. But the soul must act- must either return the armor or not. There 
is no third possibility. We need a "ring of Gyges," a magical freedom and 
invisibility for the soul, to discover the truth about the soul's choosing. 

Glaucon and Adeimantus and the democratic man himself need more 
protection than has been offered in the first nine books. A democratic man 
needs to be protected not just from making the wrong choice about "return
ing the armor," for example; he needs to be protected from cynicism and 
superficiality. Can mimetic poetry do this? Is it "ordinary or serious" 
(603c)? 

And not only does the democratic man need to be protected from the 
possibility of degeneration; philosophy needs to be protected from this 
possibility. Is it "ordinary or serious?" (Most of the world thinks philosophy 
to be trivial, as Socrates knows.) Is it only "victories in speech," a con
tinuation of the struggle for victory on a different playing field with words 
as weapons? Is it a non-serious possibility thrown onto the world's stage 
by democracy and its tolerance for non-serious choices? Is it a continua
tion of the democratic style, a jumbled and decadent style (debate, ora
tion, and argument, both comic and tragic) with a new content? This is 
Socrates' question; this is the greatest challenge to mimetic poetry and to 
philosophy's "city in speech." This is why Book X is there. 

Let's look again at the result of this third argument against imitation. 
What Socrates now says in criticism of mimetic poetry is a criticism of 
thumos and the three-part soul, and thereby reveals difficulties in much 
of what was said and constructed in the first nine books: the-unity of the 
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soul and of the city, and the unity of the guiding image of the first nine 
books (the city is the soul "writ large"). The unity and coherence of the 
book is in doubt. Book X is the most compact expression of this kind of 
"cancelation" and turning against itself, because it contains both the most 
austere criticism of poetry and the myth of Er. 

IV. Katharsis and the Silver Soul 

When we read the Iliad or watch a tragedy, we sit absorbed, as if chained 
to a chair in a cave. Socrates says we are to leave that cave and its darkness 
in order to see the sun and the world in its light. Education and its "purg
ing" (katharsis is the word Book III uses to describe education) are to take 
the place of poetry and its katharsis. We are to give up our Homeric, Olym
pian armor, even though it has somehow made us what we are. 

But in this replacement of one katharsis by another, we must first ask 
why we are in the position of having to choose between poetry and 
philosophy. Why do we need any katharsis at all? What in our souls finds 
purification, resolution, unification in response to speeches about deeds? 
Socrates has criticized Homer as one who is more serious about speeches 
than about the deeds with which they deal. This understanding of 
"seriousness" makes us ask why we want to hear speeches about deeds; 
why do we want to hear praise of deeds? Why do Glaucon and Adeiman
tus want to hear the correct praise of justice from Socrates? Why does 
the incorrect praise bother them so much? 

To answer these questions we need to look at the "silver" soul (thumos), 
the kind of soul that Book X wants to "dry up," not the gold or bronze 
soul. The Republic asks us to see the limits of this kind of soul, how it 
begins in the desire for relishes and ends in the acceptance of a noble lie. 

How can we understand the beginning of the silver soul, the desire for 
relishes? At the beginning of Book II Socrates constructs a simple, unified 
city, a "true and healthy" city. Glaucon says that it has no relishes; it is 
a "city fit for pigs"; it is contemptible. What this city needs is a large dose 
of luxury, fever. The occupations that are added to this city when it at
tempts to become worthy of honor are suggestive: hunters, imitators con
cerned with figure and color and music, poets, rhapsodes, actors, crafts

-men for feminine adornment, servants, teachers, beauticians, barbers, and 
cooks. Imitators and poets have been added, along with cosmeticians and 
barbers. 

The silver in our soul asserts itself and becomes visible by having a 
certain contempt for mere nature; it does not begin in simple greed or lust. 
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It does not want two pieces of meat; it wants one with relish. It does not 
want two coats; it wants one coat with a gold braid on it. It does not sex
ually desire two women rather than one, or two men rather than one; it 
wants a sexual object that is "improved": lipstick, jewelry, perfume, or a 
bone in the nose and tattoos- anything, it seems, as long as mere nature 
is gone beyond, adorned, transformed. The silver soul is willing to pervert 
even the apparent naturalness of erotic attraction. The silver' soul is angry 
at the pig city and "mere nature." It wants a kind of revenge, because the 
soul and its terrible beauty are invisible and unrecognized. There is no 
friendship in the pig city, no relation of souls; there is only an economic 
partnership (371e). The justice of the artisan- paying debts and telling the 
truth, the first definition in Book I- is contemptible. "Paying debts" is 
an economic exchange based on bodily needs; it is not a relation of souls. 

So the idea of "paying debts" must get some relish; it must be adorned 
and transformed by the silver soul, not just "refuted" or thrown out. "Do
ing good to friends and evil to enemies" adds relish to "paying debts." This 
is the second definition of justice in Book I; the definition comes up when 
a friend gives you his weapons, then asks for them back when he has gone 
mad. The mere idea of "paying debts" can't handle this situation because 
it is an economic definition that does not recognize "friendship." Honor 
is the just recognition for this doing of good and evil (to friends and 
enemies) because honor is payment adorned with relish, praise (as the "good 
and the evil" adorn the idea of "debts"). 

But there is a difficulty with honor as a kind of payment. Although 
honor is a reward for the silver soul, how can the soul arrange things so 
that honor does not become a mere payment for services rendered? If honor 
becomes a payment, the silver soul falls back to the level of a bronze soul. 
And a bronze soul can't give honor; it can only give payment, large as that 
payment might be. For example, would you return to the risks of war if 
you were offered "seven unfired tripods, ten talents of gold, twenty shin
ing cauldrons, twelve horses, seven women of l.esbos, twenty 1\'ojan women, 
Agamemnon's daughter in marriage and seven citadels"? Achilles rejects 
this offer; it is offered in the spirit of payment; Agamemnon is incapable 
of saying "I'm sorry-we were friends and I violated it." (Later, when 
Achilles wants to re-enter battle, Agamemnon insists that he first take the 
payment: Achilles is desperate for battle in his rage and grief, and he is 
supposed to sit down, admire the presents and eat a meal. He begins to 
get angry again.) This kind of payment is an insult. "Friendship" is a.rela
tion of souls that replaces the impersonality of an economic transaction, 
its "invisibility of soul." 

"Friendship" and its recognition are meant to solve this problem of 
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"honor as a payment." But the silver soul is caught by envy, by the clash 
of honor and friendship. He believes in friendship and is capable of it, 
but honor continually tempts him to stand out alone. (Achilles says to 
Patroklus, when honor prevents his return to battle but allows Patroklus 
to enter wearing his armor, "0 that you and I conld storm Troy together, 
by ourselves," hoping for a union of honor and friendship.) 

How can the silver soul avoid this clash of honor and friendship and 
solve the problem of honor as a payment? Will the payment become large, 
in an attempt to present size as the greatness of honor? The silver soul 
can get the recognition he deserves only if he elevates another soul above 
himself, one who is beyond competing with him, one who is "friendly" 
but not a friend, one who is "objective," one who offers nothing useful, 
nothing with cash value. Thus the one who gives recognition, speeches of 
praise, is elevated above the doer of the deeds. And the one who praises 
but is not a "friend" needs knowledge of what is praiseworthy- knowledge 
of justice, souls, and speeches. The silver soul, the doer, must elevate the 
one who recognizes him- the one who praises, the imitator in speech
above himself in order to recognize himself as elevated above the bronze. 
So only a gold soul can understand the silver, giving him the recognition 
in speech or song that he deserves. But now the silver soul, besides being 
caught on the point of difference between deeds and speeches, is caught 
in another clash: What kind of praise? A speech or song? Poetry or 
philosophy? 

Now let's look at the end of the silver soul. He begins in the desire 
for relishes and ends in the acceptance of a noble lie. This is the last and 
the highest thing the silver soul does. He takes the first definition of justice, 
"paying debts and telling the truth," and now he adorns the last part, the 
"telling the truth" part; he decorates it in the same way he adorned "pay
ing debts." He doesn't take "the truth" to be justice. Instead, he believes 
a lie, but it is a noble lie, a lie with relish on it. He believes that his educa
tion was a dream and that all men are brothers, having Earth as mother. 
He believes in the brotherhood of man despite metallic differences (gold, 
silver, bronze) that are of special concern to him. So when the silver soul 
believes the noble lie, he is not merely taken in and fooled by it; he believes 
it in part because it is a lie, a lie (brotherhood, friendship without its pas
sion and particularity) that demands nobility of soul in one who would 
believe it; it is an "elevating" lie. The lie is "noble" in another sense also: 
It ennobles the soul that believes it ("brotherhood," despite the differences) 
because it takes the viciousness from his anger, his criticism of "mere 
nature." The silver soul does these two things at once-he believes and he 
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overcomes the belief, in the way. that Socrates both censors Homer and 
quotes him at length- because the silver soul knows that the unadorned 
truth is not worth having. 

These are the limits of the silver soul: Because he loves nature, truth, 
and justice only when they are adorned and transformed, he must be 
transformed, "purged," given a katharsis. But we can't merely do away with 
him when we purge the city, for this part of the soul binds together the 
other parts, reason and appetite. If we just "subtracted" him from the city, 
wouldn't we return to the pig city? The silver soul not only makes necessary 
another city, a "best" city, but it also makes possible the coming-to-be of 
that city or any city beyond the pig city. (The best city could not have come 
into being in the way taken by the pig city, simple addition without sub
traction or katharsis; the standard of "usefulness" in the pig city prevents 
this-e.g., "To have a city we need a farmer, a carpenter, and we'll add a 
philosopher.") In particular, he makes possible the "best city" by his capacity 
for the kind of transformation called katharsis. For him, "subtraction" is 
addition and transformation. 

The silver soul is not only capable of this kind of transformation and 
recognition, katharsis, he also demands it. But the recognition that poetry 
offers is, Socrates says, "a hymn to tryanny" (586b), for the songs reveal 
only the terrible beauty of the soul; they do not recognize its monstrosity. 
For example, Oedipus, at the end of the play, asks to be brought on stage 
after putting out his eyes. He won't get off the stage despite Creon's urg
ing, and he says, "Apollo did this to me, but I put out my eyes." This line 
gathers and repeats what we have felt about him throughout the play, an 
alternation of "He is sinned against" (Apollo does these things and Oedipus 
suffers them) and "He is sinning" (Oedipus is bringing this upon himself). 
And then Oedipus says, "Only I can bear this suffering." The alternation 
of pity for him (as a sufferer) and fear of him (as a doer) that we have 
felt is collected together: In claiming as his own the suffering that Apollo 
inflicts on him, is he active or passive? This deed, turning suffering into 
an action and action into a suffering, transcends the alternatives of pity 
and fear; instead, Oedipus becomes an object of wonder. Whether he is 
right or wrong, good or evil, in what he did is no longer important. He 
has a greatness that goes beyond these questions of right and wrong. He 
is the object of our looking, our regard, in a new way, and a new kind 
of looking is called for. The play is a hymn to this greatness. 

Since poetry grasps the greatness of Oedipus's soul but doesn't see its 
monstrosity, the play is a "hymn to tyranny." So philosophy and its 
understanding of greatness (491a ff.)-not just its understanding of good 
and evil-must take the place of mimetic poetry and its understanding of 
human greatness. Somehow the Republic must take the place of the Iliad. 
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V. Images 

Now we can turn to the unity of the Republic. I promised to make or 
discover an image of it. Let me return to two passages I referred to at the 
beginning of this essay, the passages from Book X where Socrates made 
an image that guided his criticism of mimetic poetry: 

For this same manual a,rtisan is not only able to make all implements but 
also makes everything that grows naturally from the earth, and he produces 
all animals-the others and himself too-and, in addition to that, produces 
earth and heaven and gods and everything in heaven and everything in Hades 
under the earth. (596c). 

You equid fabricate them quickly in many ways and most quickly, of course, 
if you are willing to take a mirror [not a glass mirror; their mirrors were 
sheets of polished bronze] and carry it around everywhere;,quickly you will 
make the sun and the things in the heavens; quickly, the earth; and quickly 
yourself and the other animals and implements and plants and everything 
else that was just now mentioned. (596d) 

Who is this craftsman? It must be Homer. And as for the other question
What is that mirror? -look again at the Iliad. 

So [Hephaistos] spoke, and left [Thetis] there. 
He cast on the fire bronze which is weariless, and tin with it 
and valuable gold, and silver. 
First of all, he forged a shield that was huge and heavy, 
elaborating it about, and threw around it a shining 
triple rim that glittered. 
He made the earth upon it, and the sky, and the sea's 
water and the tireless sun, and the moon ... , 
and on it all the constellations that adorn the heavens ... 
On it he wrought in all their beauty two cities of mortal men. 

Socrates goes to the house of Cephalus, a prosperous manufacturer of ar
mor, and there he forges a new shield from men with souls of gold, silver, 
and bronze. The Republic is that shield, that mirror, which will replace 
our Homeric, Olympian armor. 

Could anyone really make such a shield in "deeds"? Is such a city possi
ble? This best city is not possible in "deed" partly because it is a "pattern 
laid up in heaven," something like a ''Form" -something unique which can't 
be imitated without distortion. To found the city, one would need to have 
gold separate from bronze or silver, silver separate from gold or bronze. 
But in so far as the best city is an image of the soul, all of the metals are 
present in each of us. No one could fully enter one of the classes without 
doing damage to the wholeness, the tri-partness; of his souL 

And even if the best city were to exist, it would degenerate (and this 
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means that it would inevitably lead to a democracy and its problems) 
because of the impossible marriage number (546a), a number that Socrates 
constructs and the best city must solve if it is to endure without change. 
The impossibility of the marriage number means that the riddle of genera
tion can't be solved: The city can't continue without the founder and his 
ability to see clearly the quality of our souls; the founder cannot be "imi
tated"; he is not a "type"; he is original. 

This inevitable degeneration means, on the one hand, that no kind of 
soul will be pure; all souls will be at least a bit of a mixture, a jumble. 
Even in the best soul there is mixed a deep secret lawlessness, as Glaucon 
suspected when he wished for a ring of Gyges. For Socrates says that there 
is some ... terrible, savage, and lawless form of desire" in every man if only 
in dreams (572b); even the philosopher might dream of incest (57lc). 

On the other hand, the necessity for the presence of the founder, the 
original, means that the philosopher cannot just "disappear," return to look
ing at the sun, once he has come on the scene; he cannot disappear behind 
a noble lie (i.e., he cannot become an "ideal," a noble lie, for the rest of 
human beings in the way that Homer, with the invocation of his poem, 
disappears into his style, leaving us alone with the Muse or Goddess). 

Whom or what is this new shield designed to protect? What needs and 
can use the protection of the impossible city, a city in speech? In general, 
the city in speech will try to protect young gold and silver souls from be
ing corrupted, being made cynical and vicious like Thrasymachus, by an 
uncritical acceptance of the opinions of the city (49la-495b). The shield 
will also work in the opposite direction. It will try to protect the city from 
the innocent savagery of unformed philosophic souls (49le) and from the 
corrupt savagery of the badly raised golden soul. Socrates points to this 
danger most clearly in the Apology, when he makes this prophecy: 

For now you have done this to me because you hoped -that you would be 
relieved from rendering an account of your lives, but I say that you will find 
the result far different. Those who will force you to give an account will 
be more numerous than before; men whom I restrained, though you knew 
it not; and they will be harsher, inasmuch as they are younger, and you will 
be more annoyed. (39c) 

This new kind of "shielding" is not equally necessary in all cities. A 
golden soul is not the same danger to all cities, nor are all cities equally 
dangerous to golden souls (some cities are contemptible-496b; usually 
the city ignores philosophers totally). Nor is poetry the same danger to 
all cities. Poetry is a particular danger to a democracy because it exag
gerates democracy's tendency to tyranny and cynicism; it encourages the 
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eros that takes over the soul with its "hymns to tyranny." Poetry is not said 
to be a danger to any city other than a democracy. So the shield is de
signed to protect the soul and the democratic city from each other. 

This connection between the new shield and the democratic city allows 
us to interpret one final, baffling image of Socrates, and then to look at 
the myth of Er. Socrates makes a strange and monstrous image of the soul 
in Book IX (588c), an "image of the soul in speech." There is a man out
side; inside there is a many-headed beast, a lion, and another man. In this 
image of the soul, which of the two men, outside or inside, is the image 
and which the original? What unity does this image have, and what does 
it mean to make an image of man that includes two images of man, one 
being a reflection and purification of the other? 

We can understand this image if we think of the relation of the "best 
city" and democracy. First, other cities may reflect more correctly than 
democracy particular features of the soul and particular understandings 
of justice, but only democracy and the "best city" have all the parts of 
the soul imaged in some ways- for example, democracy is the only 
degenerate city that has philosophy (56ld), even if the philosophy is not 
serious. And both democracy and the "best city" degenerate because of 
eros: A democracy succumbs to, eros through the tyrannic hymns of poetry, 
while the "best city" cannot understand the marriage number and declines. 
Finally, for someone who wants to found a city or to understand human 
beings, a democracy is the best place to look, for there one will find all 
kinds of regimes and all kinds of souls on display (557d). Of all regimes, 
on the surface and from the outside, democracy is the most beautiful. 

A democracy images the soul, but the parts are all jumbled up. It is 
like the "man on the outside," in Socrates' image of the soul. Because of 
that jumble, even if democracy is somehow the best city to live in, it is 
not the best city to have living in your soul. The "best city," the "man in
side" in Socrates' image of the soul, is Socrates' "pattern laid up in heaven" 
(592b). 

So now, at the end, in the myth of Er, after the return to the criticism 
of poetry, Socrates can try to satisfy Glaucon and Adeimantus. When they 
began this long conversation, they were suspicious of those who praise 
justice-poetry contradicts itself when it tries to praise justice-and they 
wanted to hear the correct praise from Socrates. Socrates is ready to give 
it to them. He says that "we haven't yet gone through the greatest rewards 
for virtue" (608b), and now he will do so, with the immortality of the soul 
and the myth of Er. But first he checks with Glaucon: "Will you, then, 
stand for me saying about [the just man] what you yourself said about 
the unjust?" (613d). Now justice will get back what the argument owes 
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it, a speech of praise; the argument is able to "pay its debts and tell the 
truth"; it can even "do good to friends" whiie harming no one. Glaucon 
and Adeimantus are able to hear a kind of poetry praising justice without 
being pulled in two directions by it. 

The myth of Er has a harmony of philosophy and myth, of thumos 
and mind, but the harmony is not complete or "simple." Immortality has 
been connected to the soul by the "desire to know" and the unity of soul 
that this desire indicates. But the myth of Er cannot be about this simplicity 
or this immortality; it cannot be an "uplifting" presentation of philosophy, 
an ideal harmony of knowledge and action, deeds and speeches, where 
poetry takes the place of philosophy. The myth emphasizes the soul and 
its choices, its doings and sufferings, as all myths and mimetic images must. 
And so 'the myth introduces faction into the soul, because there is faction 
in the soul whenever it comes to deeds, choices (603d). The myth, because 
it is a myth, talks about something that may be deeper than knowing, a 
choice. And thereby the myth is about another kind of immortality. 

This other kind of immortality is a sign and expression of the soul's 
ambiguity, its monstrosity, its "un-naturalness." And so there is another 
argument for the soul's immortality in Book X (609a ff.), given just before 
the argument about the soul's simplicity. The soul is the only thing in nature 
that is not destroyed by its "specific evil," injustice (610e). So the soul has 
a strength beyond the natural, a greatness beneath the right and wrong 
of its· ordinary choices, in its capacity to survive injustices and evil. 

The myth is another look at the range of human possibilities and the 
spectacle of choice, a look that complements and echoes the first presen
tation of that spectacle, the democratic man and his possibilities. In the 
myth, however, unlike democratic life, choice doesn't occur in the ordinary 
course of our lives. Choice takes place in a strange interval between the 
time of rewards and the time of ordinary choices, between a time of im
mortality (relief from the burden of choosing) and the time of mortal life 
(the time of confusing choices). In this odd interval between two kinds 
of life, the soul comes to a place where all kinds of lives are scattered about, 
with no rank or order, in a democratic jumble. And then the soul is asked 
to choose. The soul is alone in a special way-no teachers, no parents, no 
law-givers, no poets, no philosophers. The soul has put on the ring of Gyges. 

·The first man to choose (619b) was a virtuous man in his previous life. 
He comes from heaven to make his choice, but he chooses from habit, not 
"philosophy." He chooses a tyranny that involves eating his children. Then 
he complains about fate, and he blames everything but himself. He prob
ably says "I didn't mean it," and he wishes that this choice were an or
dinary choice, one that he could take back. But-and here we start to see 
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the soul's monstrosity-he doesn't blame himself. When he blames cir
cumstances, what he is saying is, "If the same 'circumstances came up, I 
would do the same thing again." Despite his tragic lamentation, he is ac
cepting his choice and his suffering. ("Apollo did this to me, but I put 
out my eyes. Only I can bear this suffering.") There is something not serious 
about his tragic suffering; there is acceptance and even a kind of joy ("I 
would do it again, in the same circumstances"). 

The last one to choose is Odysseus. There aren't many lives left, but 
he makes a good choice because he has been cured of his love of honor, 
a cure in which philosophy was not needed. (The goal of philosophy is 
such a cure-521a, 540b, 592a.) The myth again points to a choice that 
might be deeper than knowledge. In the way that Socrates has said that 
the soul may include some "terrible, savage lawlessness" (572b ), the soul 
may also have some "deep, secret attraction" to virtue. After all, Glaucon 
and Adeimantus in Book I say that they choose justice over injustice (347e), 
but they do not choose from knowledge or philosophy; they are very aware 
of the lack of a ground for their choice. There is something about their 
nature that strikes Socrates with wonder (368a). 

The choice in the myth is a special kind of choice. It is very serious, 
because it determines all our other choices. Ordinary choices, the choices 
that we make in the course of our ordinary, mortal lives, are imitations 
of this one deep choice. We become what we choose here. This choice is 
always there, always made again and again, but it is somehow hidden and 
forgotten and covered by our ordinary choices. The danger for us that this 
kind of choice reveals is not so much that we will make the wrong choice
the first man to choose in the myth of Er, who chose tyranny, once before 
had made a good choice, a life of virtue and decency that took him to 
heaven, but he chose a life without "philosophy." (Giaucon and Adeiman
tus may have made this very choice.) The danger is that we'll choose super
ficiality, a glorious superficiality, out of habit or honor. Our love for im
ages of glorious choices might betray us. 

The myth ends with the waters of Lethe and forgetting; the deep choice 
and its moment are overcome by forgetting, the triumph of the ordinary 
over the serious. And thereby the myth points to something that is deeper 
than knowing: forgetting, Lethe, and ordinariness. Socrates says that we 
should spend our lives trying to be capable of making that special choice, 
trying to be "serious" and awake. Only philosophy and its peculiar· call 
to a kind of human greatness can save us from superficiality, can hold 
together thumos and mind, poetry and thinking, the soul's beauty and its 
monstrosity. This impossible shield holds apart, and binds together, the 
democratic city and the "best city"; it gives the soul a "pattern laid up in 
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heaven" and allows philosophy to "come on the scene," stepping out of 
a mythical past and artfully arranging its own entrance (as Odysseus did 
in Phaiakia-Odyssey VIII, 486-IX, 20). The Republic tries to separate 
yet hold together and see in one glance the desire for greatness and the 
desire for truth. 

This shield, the Republic or Politeia, is impossible, as we have seen. 
But it is impossible not to ask what it would be like if this harmony of 
thumos and mind were possible? If we could connect becoming and being 
in the case of this impossible city, what would it be like? (Socrates has 
a similar curiosity iu Timaeus 19b ). What comes to mind is a passage from 
Aristotle's Politics (which in turn reminds me of another passage, Ion 54lb). 
After asking "what equipment the best politeia" (or "republic") needs in 
order to come to be, Aristotle asks about the citizens: What kind of nature 
would they have? He answers this question by looking at the "whole in
habited world" and the cities or Greece: 

On the one hand, the nations inhabiting the cold places and those of Europe 
are full of thumos but lack mind and skill, so that they are free but lack 
political organization and ability to rule . ... The people of Asia, on the 
other hand, have mind and skill ... , but lack thumos, so that they are in 
continuous subjection and slavery. But the Greeks participate in both 
characters ... for they are both spirited and intelligent; hence ... if they 
attain politeia [or "republic"[, they are capable of ruling all. (l327b24) 

Note 

I bave used the following translations: The Republic of Plato, translated 
by Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1968); Aristotle: Politics, 
translated by H. Rackham (London: Harvard University Press, 1959); Less
ing's Laocoon, translated by Edwin Allen McCormick (Indianapolis: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1962); The Aeneid of Virgil, translated by Allen 
Mandelbaum (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1971). 
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