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 The 1966 film, The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly, is the first of Sergio Leone’s great 

Spaghetti Westerns, made in Spain, with Italian actors and American stars, this is the film that 

made Clint Eastwood a star. According to Brent Kliewer of the College of Santa Fe, it is the 

most recognizable film music score in history and the success of the film turned Italy’s film 

industry into a spaghetti western industry for the next decade. Briefly, it is the story of three men 

and their search for $200,000 in gold that belongs to none of them. 

 I’ve come to believe that a major focus of this film is the exploration of some of the 

questions and motifs raised in Plato’s great dialogue, The Republic. Today, I want to explore 

some of the parallels between these two works, and reflect on Sergio Leone’s and Plato’s views. 

 Plato’s Republic is an extended conversation about Justice. In Book I, this question is 

asked by Socrates: “Can a gang of robbers or thieves…that set out for some unjust purpose in 

common, achieve their object if they deal unjustly with each other?” Obviously, this is one of the 

questions of the movie as well. This part of the conversation concludes: “They could not keep 

their hands off each other if absolutely unjust, it is clear that some justice was in them and by this 

justice they accomplished as much as they did.” 

 We are also told a few other things about justice in Book I. “Justice gives friendship and 

a single mind” while “the work of injustice…is to implant hatred.” The analogy between justice 

and gold is also raised in this first book. We are told that the search for justice is something more 

valuable than even gold. 

 What and where is this justice? In Book 4, the narrator, Socrates, and his interlocutors are 

looking for justice in the city and decide that maybe if they look for justice in one man, then by 

analogy, they can find in in the city. The soul of man is determined to be in three parts: the 

largest part are the desires (epithumos), for sex, food, alcohol, money, and luxuries. This part is 

associated with the merchant class. Next is the spirited part, or fighting spirit (thumos), 

associated with the military or guardians. This part is concerned with victory, glory, and honor. 

The highest part is reason (nous), which is concerned with truth. Reason’s job is to guide and 

order the other two parts and is associated with the wise rulers; the philosopher kings. 

 The three men of the title correspond to the three parts of Plato’s soul. Let’s meet them. 

We are first introduced to The Ugly, played by Eli Wallach, when 3 bounty hunters, guns 

blazing, burst into the place where he is eating, CLIP: BURSTING OUT  The word in Greek is 

aisxros, which means ugly or base. His name in the movie is Tuco, Greek for luck or chance, and 

indeed he does seem to act by whim and according to the desire of the moment. This first view of 

him with a turkey leg in one hand and a gun in the other tells us a lot. 

 Next we are introduced to The Bad, played by Lee Van Cleef, and nicknamed Angel 

Eyes in a long sequence in which he tracks down the name of a man, Bill Carson, and learns that 

he has a lot of gold. He kills a lot of innocent people, and also his not very nice or innocent boss. 

CLIP: KILLING BOSS  He is a killer, not by necessity or in the heat of the moment; he kills 

with pleasure. Bad in Greek is kakon, which also means evil. 

 Our introduction to The Good, played by Clint Eastwood and nicknamed Blondie, is even 

more protracted. We first see him killing three bounty hunter war out for the $2,000 reward for 



 2 

turning in Tuco. He then brings him in and collects the reward. Next we see him here: CLIP: 

HANGING  Notice the long list of crimes of desire for which Tuco is condemned. Turnso out 

they have an interesting scam going and an interesting relationship with each other. It is worth 

noting that the very title of the film THE Good, THE Bad, and THE Ugly has strong Platonic 

resonances. 

 The foiled hanging is followed by an important scene. CLIP: DIVIDE MONEY  Here, 

one of the main dicta of the proper relationship between the parts of the soul is violated. It is 

important to Plato that the desires take orders from the reason, and not the other way around and 

also that each part get its proper share. Here, the desires want more than their share. 

 The next time they do their scam, The Good almost misses his shot and then splits their 

partnership: CLIP: LEFT IN DESERT Kalos means good or beautiful in Greek. How is this 

Good? I asked myself this and realized that Plato had the answer and that this film was about his 

answer. The answer I got from Plato was this: The epithumos, or desires, really always has a 

rope around its neck. The headlong rush of the desires toward their goal mean they often lead to 

the noose and even more, need a noose around the neck in order to be controlled at all. The Good 

is doing good here, though it may not seem so. But, really how could an outlaw and a killer be 

Good (capital G)? That is a question I want to defer until later. The Good, as reason, does 

contrast considerably with The Ugly. He is consistently soft spoken and dispassionate compared 

with the rambunctious enthusiasms and anger of Tuco. He is also, like Plato’s Good, rather 

abstract in that he has no real name and no family or history that we hear of. 

 Meanwhile, in his own brutal way, Angel Eyes tracks Carson and Tuco tracks Blondie. 

When Tuco tries to switch roles by hanging The Good, it doesn’t work. Then Tuco tries to get 

revenge by forcing The Good to walk in the desert without water. It is here that things really get 

rolling. 

 At the fatal moment when Tuco is about to shoot Blondie, a runaway coach comes by. It 

is here we meet the man The Bad was seeking at the beginning, the one who knows where the 

gold is buried, Bill Carson. Carson tells Tuco the name of the graveyard, but when Carson sends 

Tuco to get some water, it is Blondie who is told the name on the grave. Carson dies, and 

suddenly: CLIP: DON’T DIE  We can see they need each other because neither has enough 

information to get the gold alone. 

 Gold, in the Republic is constantly used as the material metaphor for The Good, which is 

the object of philosophical desire. Another symbol is the sun, by the bright light of which truth is 

seen. It is an almost constant presence in this movie. Leone suggest that it may be these outlaws, 

outside of the city, who have more understanding of things as they really are and who can find 

the gold. The caves where people are deluded by shadows and showmen in this movie are The 

Church, the saloon, family homes, and military barracks. 

 The Church is a presence. Tuco is very superstitious and crosses himself when he sees a 

dead body or kills someone. However, though the monks in the movie are kind and care for the 

wounded and sick, they are not necessarily closer to truth. Here we see Tuco with his brother: 

CLIP: MONASTERY. 

 The civil war has been a constant presence in the movie, leaving bombed out towns and 

wounded soldiers in its wake. Socrates, in Book IV tells about the important role the guardians 

play in the city. But, he says, “if the guardians are no good they ruin the whole city…and all are 

unhappy.” Now we move into the military world as our two heroes are captured: CLIP: GREY 

TO BLUE. We see that there is not a good and bad side in the war, all warriors are alike. 
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 We now meet The Bad again as a sergeant in the Union army; he is shown to be a brutal 

and dishonest officer. He is alerted to our two heroes because Tuco has taken the name of 

Carson. He has Tuco tortured until he gives the name of the cemetery in a scene too brutal for me 

to want to show. However, it is important. 

 Plato knows that the military man is dangerous unless he has the right education and is 

under the control of reason. Otherwise, as seen here, “he teams up with the desires” and turns 

brutal and savage. Tuco is sent off to die and The Bad teams up with Blondie to go for the gold. 

He does not torture him, and here, the spirited part shows himself, at least outwardly, 

considerably more civilized in the presence of the reasoning part. 

 Tuco escapes and they all end up in yet another bombed out town. When Blondie hears 

Tuco’s gun he knows he is there and goes to rejoin him. The Good, who had formerly deserted 

The Ugly as not worthy, now goes to seek him, showing that he knows that he cannot, in fact, do 

without him. Together they shoot down The Bad’s henchmen (though he escapes) and head off 

together for the cemetery. They are captured again and taken to the Captain: CLIP: FIGHTING 

SPIRIT. There seems to be no intrinsic fighting spirit in these men. 

 Here. They really see the stupidity and futility of the war of a whole people deluded by 

shadows; the best of them, like the captain, can only escape through drink. Blondie remarks “I’ve 

never seen so many men wasted so badly.” The supposed evil of these outlaws pales in 

comparison with the institutional violence wrought by the civil war. The gold is on the other side 

of the bridge over which the armies are fighting, so they blow up the bridge to get the armies to 

leave and incidentally save many men. They head again for the cemetery. 

 Plato tells us in Book VI that the “inborn nature of those beautiful and good is 

gentleness.” CLIP: DYING SOLDIER. Even when they are so close to the gold, The Good still 

spares some time to comfort a dying young soldier, sharing his cigar (a symbol of friendship in 

this film) and covering him with his coat. The goodness of The Good has become more apparent 

to me by this time. I think The Good has learned a few things as well, symbolized (more on this 

in a bit) by the changing of his duster for the poncho. 

 If we saw the real value of The Good in the previous scene, we see the real value of The 

Ugly here: CLIP: LOOKING FOR GRAVE. Plato speaks of the need for strong desires in the 

one who will become a great philosopher; we can’t imagine The Good performing this 

passionate search for the grave. In fact, reason must be dragged by the desires to begin his 

philosophical search at all. 

 The name on the grave is Arch Stanton which is Greek. Archos, first or to begin; Stanton, 

a neuter participle meaning a thing which stands. The whole name means something like the first 

foundation or first thing to stand on. I’m not sure what to make of this yet. 

 The Bad shows up, and though we have seen the three main characters in all 

combinations of two in the film, this is the first time all three are together. Here we see The 

Good take control of the group and demand they earn the gold which is not, it turns out, in Arch 

Stanton’s grave at all. The climactic scene take place on the fields of the dead, just as Plato’s 

Republic ends in the land of the dead, where souls have to choose what their subsequent life will 

be. In the Platonic myth, they can choose well or badly based on their ability to think about their 

past and know what is best. This is a similar moment of truth. CLIP: SHOOT OUT. 

 The death of Bad shows that, for Leone, we ultimately cannot live with or train the 

fighting spirit as represented by The Bad. It must be eliminated. This is a significant difference 

from Plato, who places high hopes in the guardian class. Tuco digs and finds gold, in the 

adjoining grave, with no name on it. Just like The Good, the Gold does not belong to anyone in 
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particular, but is there for those who search and persevere and dig. But also, Sergio Leone 

suggests that the search is long and arduous. 

 The whole hanging motif is repeated, Blondie divides the gold in half “just like old 

times.” Before we end let us go back to the question in Book I of The Republic. Can unjust men 

achieve a common goal? The answer seems to be yes, but only when the group or the parts of the 

soul are well ordered and under the control of reason. However, the different parts must 

appreciate what they can and cannot do; The Good needs The Ugly as much as the other way 

around. It turns out that Tuco was in the end worth more than $3,000. And, at least in Leone’s 

view, the fighting spirit has turned into mere savageness, a destructive force for society and one 

who wants all the gold for himself alone. He must be destroyed for others to live. 

 CLIP: SHOOTING DOWN. They split at the end, as they have split up before.  

 The Ugly is still his old self. But, the last scene causes me to revisit some of the earlier 

conclusions. The Good seems to have learned some valuable lessons and effected a 

transformation. Notice that he rides off on Tuco’s dark horse and notice also that he is wearing 

the poncho he obtained from the dying young soldier. I believe this means that he rides off as a 

whole human being, with all three parts of his soul. The dark horse represents the desires (as in 

the chariot metaphor in The Phaedrus) and the poncho from the young soldier represents the 

fighting spirit in a more innocent, uncorrupted state. We cannot live with the fighting spirit in the 

form of the institutionalized violence and savagery represented by The Bad, but we cannot 

simply do without such an essential part of our soul, either. The Good rides away with $100,000. 

However, the benefits to him are far more than just Gold; they are a full and well-ordered soul of 

a philosopher. 

 

Remark of one of the audience members: the film shows that the life of the mind, as represented 

here by Clint Eastwood, is THE coolest thing that there is in the world. 
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  BOOKMARKS 

 

 

Name    Chapter   Start   Finish 

 

Bursting Out   3    5:39   5:48 

 

Killing Boss   6    16:36   17:27 

 

Hanging   9    21:53   22:58 

 

Divide Money   9    23:39   24:12 

 

Leave in Desert  11    28:11   29:13 

 

Don’t Die   24    1:02:09  1:02:46 

 

Monastery   27    1:13:56  1:14:51 

 

Blue or Grey   29    1:17:48  1:18:37 

 

Fighting Spirit   47    1:59:10  2:00:16 

 

Dying Soldier   55    2:17:34  2:19:17 

 

Look for Grave  57    2:22:48  2:23:24 

 

Shoot Out   60    2:29:21  2:32:22 

 

Shooting Down  63    2:39:10  2:40:45 


