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Nightstand Articles

Plato1

c. 427 - 347 B.C.

Neither must we cast a slight upon education, which is the first and fairest 
thing that the best of  men can ever have.

The Laws

For many 
centuries, 
the Greek 

standard of  excel-
lence in education 
was embodied 
in Homer’s epic 
poetry. The Greeks 
revered the rela-
tionship between 
Athena (in the form 
of  Mentor) and 
Telemachus in The 
Odyssey and between 

Phoenix and Achilles in The Iliad. The philosophi-
cal tradition in classical education, however, begins 
with Plato. Plato founded his Academy in Athens 
in 387, and Aristotle was among his students and 
later faculty. Plato’s developing reflections on 
education can be found in the Republic, Statesman, 
Phaedrus, Sophist, Gorgias, Laches, Protagoras, and 
The Laws. Few of  Plato’s dialogues fail to touch in 
some way on education. He spoke mostly through 
the voice of  his teacher Socrates; indeed, most 
of  what people think they know about Socrates 
comes from his most famous student. Socrates 
himself  left behind no treatise and no dialogue, 
but through Plato he shaped the West’s enduring 
conception of  education. In Werner Jaeger’s sum-
mary of  Socrates’ teaching, “Education is not the 
cultivation of  certain branches of  knowledge.... 
The real essence of  education is that it enables 
men to reach the true aim of  their lives” (Paideia, 
II, 69). That “true aim” requires turning toward 

the unseen realm of  the good, the true, and the 
beautiful. The twentieth-century political philoso-
pher Eric Voegelin noted that for Plato “education 
is the art of  periagoge, of  turning around” (see the 
reading from Voegelin found later in this anthol-
ogy). Education is properly understood as the care 
and perfection of  the soul. Excellence (arete) is 
not primarily excellence of  skill but excellence of  
virtue.

The Selections

Plato’s Republic as a whole contemplates the nature 
of  justice and the well-ordered city, but nearly 
every page also comments on education in the 
ideal state. Choosing a representative sample from 
the Republic is almost impossible. The end of  Book 
V through the beginning of  Book VI (included 
here) differentiates between true knowledge and 
mere opinion and consequently between true and 
false philosophers. The well-known “Allegory 
of  the Cave” from Book VII summarizes many 
of  Plato’s presuppositions and introduced into 
history a powerful metaphor of  sight that would 
shape educational discourse for centuries to come. 
While the Republic is concerned with justice in the 
literal city, it is primarily concerned with justice in 
the city of  the soul, an inner city attuned with the 
order of  the heavenly city. The Laws, a work from 
late in Plato’s career, returns to the persistent ques-
tions about the nature and purpose of  paideia–an 
untranslatable word that encompasses the total 
formation of  a human being. In the excerpt from 

1. Excerpt from: The Great Tradition, Classic readings on what it means to be 
an educated human being, Edited by Richard M. Gamble
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Book VII included here, the “Athenian” and Clei-
nias discuss reverence for tradition and regulations 
for the education of  young boys. The Athenian is 
speaking.

A fuller estimation of  Plato’s contribution to the 
West’s philosophy of  education must include the 
dialogues Laches and Protagoras. In both of  these, 
Socrates takes up the question of  whether virtue 
can be taught. Socrates urges “that every one of  
us should seek out the best teacher whom he can 
find, first for ourselves, who are greatly in need 
of  one, and then for the youth, regardless of  
expense or anything. But I cannot advise that we 
remain as we are. And if  anyone laughs at us for 
going to school at our age, I would quote to them 
the authority of  Homer says, that ‘Modesty is not 
good for a needy man.’ Let us, then, regardless of  
what may be said of  us, make the education of  the 
youths our own education” (Laches, 201).

from the Republic

BOOK V

Once more [said Socrates] let me ask: Does he 
who desires any class of  goods, desire the whole 
class or a part only?
The whole.
And may we not say of  the philosopher that he is 
a lover, not of  a part of  wisdom only, but of  the 
whole?
Yes, of  the whole.
And he who dislikes learning, especially in youth, 
when he has no power of  judging what is good 
and what is not, such an one we maintain not to 
be a philosopher or a lover of  knowledge, just as 
he who refuses his food is not hungry, and may be 
said to have a bad appetite and not a good one?
Very true, he said.
Whereas he who has a taste for every sort of  
knowledge and who is curious to learn and is 
never satisfied, may be justly termed a philoso-
pher? Am I not right?

Glaucon said: If  curiosity makes a philosopher, 
you will find many a strange being will have a title 
to the name. All the lovers of  sights have a delight 
in learning, and must therefore be included. Musi-
cal amateurs, too, are a folk strangely out of  place 
among philosophers, for they are the last persons 
in the world who would come to anything like a 
philosophical discussion, if  they could help, while 
they run about at the Dionysiac festivals as if  they 
had let out their ears to hear every chorus; whether 
the performance is in town or country–that make 
no difference–they are there. Now are we to main-
tain that all these and any who have similar tastes, 
as well as the professors of  quite minor arts, are 
philosophers?

Certainly not, I replied; they are only an imitation.

He said: Who then are the true philosophers?

Those, I said, who are lovers of  the vision of  
truth.

That is also good, he said; but I should like to-
know what you mean?

To another, I replied, I might have a difficulty in 
explaining; but I am sure that you, will admit a 
proposition which I am about to make.

What is the proposition?

That since beauty is the opposite of  ugliness, they 
are two?

Certainly.

And inasmuch as they are two, each of  them is 
one?

True again.

And of  just and unjust, good and evil, and of  
every other class, the same remark holds: taken 
singly, each of  them is one; but from the various 
combinations of  them with actions and things 
and with one another, they are seen in, all sorts of  
lights and appear many?

Very true.

And this is the distinction which I draw between 
the sight-loving, art-loving, practical class and 
those of  whom I am speaking, and who are alone 
worthy of  the name of  philosophers.
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How do you distinguish them? he said.
The lovers of  sounds and sights, I replied, are, as I 
conceive, fond of  fine tones and colors and forms 
and all the artificial products that are made out of  
them, but their mind is incapable of  seeing or lov-
ing absolute beauty.
True, he replied.
Few are they who are able to attain to the sight of  
this.
Very true.
And he who, having a sense of  beautiful things has 
no sense of  absolute beauty, or who, if  another 
lead him to a knowledge of  that beauty is unable 
to follow–of  such an one I ask, Is he awake or in 
a dream only? Reflect: is not the dreamer, sleeping 
or waking, one who likens dissimilar things, who 
puts the copy in the place of  the real object?
I should certainly say that such an one was 
dreaming.
But take the case of  the other, who recognizes the 
existence of  absolute beauty and is able to distin-
guish the idea from the objects which participate 
in the idea, neither putting the objects in the place 
of  the idea nor the idea in the place of  the ob-
jects–is he a dreamer, or is he awake?
He is wide awake.
And may we not say that the mind of  the one who 
knows has knowledge, and that the mind of  the 
other, who opines only, has opinion?
Certainly.
But suppose that the latter should quarrel with us 
and dispute our statement, can we administer any 
soothing cordial or advice to him, without reveal-
ing to him that there is sad disorder in his wits?
We must certainly offer him some good advice, he 
replied.
Come, then, and let us think of  something to say 
to him. Shall we begin by assuring him that he is 
welcome to any knowledge which he may have, 
and that we are rejoiced at his having it? But we 
should like to ask him a question: Does he who 
has knowledge know something or nothing? (You 
must answer for him.)

I answer that he knows something.

Something that is or is not?

Something that is; for how can that which is not 
ever be known?

And are we assured, after looking at the matter 
from many points of  view, that absolute being is 
or may be absolutely known, but that the utterly 
non-existent is utterly unknown?

Nothing can be more certain.

Good. But if  there be anything which is of  such a 
nature as to be and not to be, that will have a place 
intermediate between pure being and the absolute 
negation of  being?

Yes, between them.

And, as knowledge corresponded to being and 
ignorance of  necessity to not-being, for that inter-
mediate between being and not-being there has to 
be discovered a corresponding intermediate be-
tween ignorance and knowledge, if  there be such?

Certainly.

Do we admit the existence of  opinion?

Undoubtedly.

As being the same with knowledge, or another 
faculty?

Another faculty.

Then opinion and knowledge have to do with 
different kinds of  matter corresponding to this 
difference of  faculties?

Yes.

And knowledge is relative to being and knows 
being. But before I proceed further I will make a 
division.

What division?

I will begin by placing faculties in a class by them-
selves: they are powers in us, and in all other 
things, by which we do as we do. Sight and hear-
ing, for example, I should call faculties. Have I 
clearly explained the class which I mean?

Yes, I quite understand.

Then let me tell you my view about them. I do not 
see them, and therefore the distinctions of  figure, 
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color, and the like, which enable me to discern the 
differences of  some things, do not apply to them. 
In speaking of  a faculty I think only of  its sphere 
and its result; and that which has the same sphere 
and the same result I call the same faculty, but that 
which has another sphere and another result I call 
different. Would that be your way of  speaking?
Yes.
And will you be so very good as to answer one 
more question? Would you say that knowledge is a 
faculty, or in what class would you place it?
Certainly knowledge is a faculty, and the mightiest 
of  all faculties.
And is opinion also a faculty?
Certainly, he said; for opinion is that with which 
we are able to form an opinion.
And yet you were acknowledging a little while ago 
that knowledge is not the same as opinion?
Why, yes, he said: how can any reasonable be-
ing ever identify that which is infallible with that 
which errs?
An excellent answer, proving, I said, that we are 
quite conscious of  a distinction between them.
Yes.
Then knowledge and opinion having distinct pow-
ers have also distinct spheres or subject-matters?
That is certain.
Being is· the sphere or subject-matter of  knowl-
edge, and knowledge is to know the nature of  
being?
Yes.
And opinion is to have an opinion?
Yes.
And do we know what we opine? or is the subject-
matter of  opinion the same as the subject-matter 
of  knowledge?
Nay, he replied, that has been already disproven; 
if  difference in faculty implies difference in the 
sphere or subject-matter, and if, as we,were saying, 
opinion and knowledge are distinct faculties, then 
the sphere of  knowledge arid of  opinion cannot 
be the same.

Then if  being is the subject-matter of  knowledge, 
something else must be the subject-matter of  
opinion?

Yes, something else.

Well then, is not-being the subject-matter of  
opinion? or, rather, how can there be an opinion 
at all about not-being? Reflect: when a man has an 
opinion, has he not an opinion about something? 
Can he have an opinion which is an opinion about 
nothing?

Impossible.

He who has an opinion has an opinion about 
some one thing?

Yes.

And not-being is not one thing but, properly 
speaking, nothing?

True.

Of  not-being, ignorance was assumed to be the 
necessary correlative; of  being, knowledge?

True, he said.

Then opinion is not concerned either with being 
or with not-being?

Not with either.

And can therefore neither be ignorance nor knowl-
edge? That seems to be true.

But is opinion to be sought without and beyond 
either of  them, in a greater clearness than knowl-
edge, or in a greater darkness than ignorance?

In neither.

Then I suppose that opinion appears to you to be 
darker than knowledge, but lighter than ignorance?

Both; and in no small degree.

And also to be within and between them?

Yes.

Then you would infer that opinion is intermediate?

No question.

But were we not saying before, that if  anything 
appeared to be of  a sort which is and is not at the 
same time, that sort of  thing would appear also to 
lie in the interval between pure being and abso-
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lute not-being; and that the corresponding faculty 
is neither knowledge nor ignorance, but will be 
found in the interval between them?

True.

And in that interval there has now been discovered 
something which we call opinion?

There has.

Then what remains to be discovered is the object 
which partakes equally of  the nature of  being and 
not-being, and cannot rightly be termed either, 
pure and simple; this unknown term, when discov-
ered, we may truly call the subject of  opinion, and 
assign each to their proper faculty,–the extremes to 
the faculties of  the extremes and the mean to the 
faculty of  the mean.

True.

This being premised, I would ask the gentleman 
who is of  opinion that there is no absolute or 
unchangeable idea of  beauty–in whose opinion 
the beautiful is the manifold–he, I say, your lover 
of  beautiful sights, who cannot bear to be told 
that the beautiful is one, and the just is one, or that 
anything is one–to him I would appeal, saying, Will 
you be so very kind, sir, as to tell us whether, of  
all these beautiful things, there is one which will 
not be found ugly; or of  the just, which will not be 
found unjust; or of  the holy, which will not also be 
unholy?

No, he replied; the beautiful will in some point of  
view be found ugly; and the same is true of  the 
rest.

And may not the many which are doubles be also 
halves?–doubles, that is, of  one thing, and halves 
of  another?

Quite true.

And things great and small, heavy and light, as 
they are termed, will not be denoted by these any 
more than by the opposite names?

True; both these and the opposite names will 
always attach to all of  them.

And can any one of  those many things which are 
called by particular names be said to be this rather 
than not to be this?

He replied: They are like the punning riddles 
which are asked at feasts or the children’s puzzle 
about the eunuch aiming at the bat, with what he 
hit him, as they say in the puzzle, and upon what 
the bat was sitting. The individual objects of  which 
I am speaking are also a riddle, and have a double 
sense: nor can you fix them in your mind, either as 
being or not-being, or both, or neither.

Then what will you do with them? I said. Can they 
have a better place than between being and not-
being? For they are clearly not in greater darkness 
or negation than not–being, or more full of  light 
and existence than being.

That is quite true, he said.

Thus then we seem to have discovered that the 
many ideas which the multitude entertain about 
the beautiful and about all other things are tossing 
about in some region which is half-way between 
pure being and pure not-being?

We have.

Yes; and we had before agreed that anything of  
this kind which we might find was to be described 
as matter of  opinion, and not as matter of  knowl-
edge; being the intermediate flux which is caught 
and detained by the intermediate faculty.

Quite true. . . .

BOOK VI

And thus, Glaucon, after the argument has gone 
a weary way, the true and the false philosophers, 
have at length appeared in view.

I do not think, he said, that the way could have 
been shortened.

I suppose not, I [Socrates] said; and yet I believe 
that we might have had a better view of  both of  
them if  the discussion could have been confined 
to this one subject and if  there were not many 
other questions awaiting us, which he who desires 
to see in what respect the life of  the just differs 
from that of  the unjust must consider.

And what is the next questions? he asked

Surely, I said, the one which follows next in order. 
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Inasmuch as philosophers only are able to grasp 
the eternal and unchangeable, and those who 
wander in the region of  the many and variable are 
not philosophers, I must ask you which of  the two 
classes should be the rulers of  our State?
And how can we rightly answer that question?
Whichever of  the two are best able to guard the 
laws and institutions of  our State-let them be our 
guardians.
Very good.
Neither, I said, can there be any question that the 
guardian who is to keep anything should have eyes 
rather than no eyes?
There can be no question of  that.
And are not those who are verily and indeed want-
ing in the knowledge of  the true being of  each 
thing, and who have in their souls no clear pattern, 
and are unable as with a painter’s eye to look at 
the absolute truth and that original to repair, and 
having perfect vision of  the other world to order 
the laws about beauty, goodness, justice in this, if  
not already ordered, and to guard and preserve the 
order of  them-are not such persons, I ask, simply 
blind?
Truly, he replied, they are much in that condition.
And shall they be our guardians when there are 
others who, besides being their equals in experi-
ence and falling short of  them in no particular of  
virtue, also know the very truth of  each thing?
There can be no reason, he said, for rejecting 
those who have this greatest of  all great qualities; 
they must always have the first place unless they 
fail in some other respect.
Suppose then, I said, that we determine how far 
they can unite this and the other excellences.
By all means.
In the first place, as we began by observing, the 
nature of  the philosopher has to be ascertained. 
We must come to an understanding about him, 
and, when we have done so, then, if  I am not 
mistaken, we shall also acknowledge that such an 
union of  qualities is possible, and that those in 
whom they are united, and those only, should be 
rulers in the State.

What do you mean?

Let us suppose that philosophical minds always 
love knowledge, of  a sort which shows them the 
eternal nature not varying from generation and 
corruption.

Agreed.

And further, I said, let us agree that they are lovers 
of  all true being; there is no part whether greater 
or less, or more or less honourable, which they are 
willing to renounce; as we said before of  the lover 
and the man of  ambition.

True.

And if  they are to be what we were describing, is 
there not another quality which they should also 
possess?

What quality?

Truthfulness: they will never intentionally receive 
into their mind falsehood, which is their detesta-
tion, and they will love the truth.

Yes, that may be safely affirmed of  them.

“May be,” my friend, I replied, is not the word; say 
rather “must be affirmed:” for he whose nature is 
amorous of  anything cannot help loving all that 
belongs or is akin to the object of  his affections.

Right, he said.

And is there anything more akin to wisdom than 
truth? How can there be?

Can the same nature be ‘a lover of  wisdom and a 
lover of  falsehood?

Never.

The true lover of  learning then must from his ear-
liest youth, as far as in him lies, desire all truth?

Assuredly.

But then again, as we know by experience, he 
whose desires are strong in one direction will have 
them weaker in others; they will be like a stream 
which has been drawn off  into another channel.

True.

He whose desires are drawn towards knowledge 
in every form will be absorbed in the pleasures 
of  the soul, and will hardly feel bodily pleasure–I 
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mean, if  he be a true philosopher and not a sham 
one.

That is most certain.

Such an one is sure to be temperate and the 
reverse of  covetous; for the motives which make 
another man desirous of  having and spending, 
have no place in his character.

Very true.

Another criterion of  the philosophical nature has 
also to be considered.

What is that?

There should be no secret corner of  illiberality; 
nothing can be more antagonistic than meanness 
to a soul which is ever longing after the whole of  
things both divine and human.

Most true, he replied.

Then how can he who has magnificence of  mind 
and is the spectator of  all time and all existence, 
think much of  human life?

He cannot.

Or can such an one account death fearful?

No indeed.

Then the cowardly and mean nature has no part in 
true philosophy?

Certainly not.

Or again: can he who is harmoniously constituted, 
who is not covetous or mean, or a boaster, or ‘a 
coward–can he, I say, ever be unjust or hard in his 
dealings?

Impossible.

Then you will soon observe whether a man is just 
and gentle, or rude and unsociable; these are the 
signs which distinguish even in youth the philo-
sophical nature from the unphilosophical.

True.

There is another point which should be remarked.

What point?

Whether he has or has not a pleasure in learning; 
for no one will love that which gives him pain, and 
in which after much toil he makes little progress.

Certainly not.

And again, if  he is forgetful and retains nothing of  
what he learns, will he not be an empty vessel?

That is certain.

Laboring in vain, he must end in hating himself  
and his fruitless occupation?

Yes.

Then a soul which forgets cannot be ranked 
among genuine philosophic natures; we must insist 
that the philosopher should have a good memory?

Certainly.

And once more, the inharmonious and unseemly 
nature can only tend to disproportion?

Undoubtedly.

And do you consider truth to be akin to propor-
tion or to disproportion?

To proportion.

Then, besides other qualities, we must try to find 
a naturally well-proportioned and gracious mind, 
which will move spontaneously towards the true 
being of  everything.

Certainly.

Well, and do not all these qualities, which we have 
been enumerating, go together, and are they not, 
in a manner, necessary to a soul, which is to have a 
full and perfect participation of  being?

They are absolutely necessary, he replied

And must not that be a blameless study which he 
only can pursue who has the gift of  a good memo-
ry, and is quick to learn,-noble, gracious, the friend 
of  truth, justice, courage, temperance, who are his 
kindred?

The god of  jealousy himself, he said, could find no 
fault with such a study.

And to men like him, I said, when perfected by 
years and education, and to these only you will 
entrust the State....
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BOOK VII

And now, I [Socrates] said, let me show in a figure 
how far our nature is enlightened or un enlight-
ened:–Behold! human beings living in an under-
ground den, which has a mouth open towards 
the light and reaching all along the den; here they 
have been from their childhood, and have their 
legs and necks chained so that they cannot move, 
and can only see before them, being prevented by 
the chains from turning round their heads. Above 
and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and 
between the fire and the prisoners there is a raised 
way; and you will see, if  you look, a low wall built 
along the way, like the screen which marionette 
players have in front of  them, over which they 
show the puppets.

I see.

And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall 
carrying all sorts of  vessels, and statues and figures 
of  animals made of  wood and stone and various 
materials, which appear over the wall? Some of  
them are talking, others silent.

You have shown me a strange image, and they are 
strange prisoners.

Like ourselves, I replied; and they see only their 
own shadows, or the shadows of  one another, 
which the fire throws on the opposite wall of  the 
cave?

True, he said; how could they see anything but the 
shadows if  they were never allowed to move their 
heads?

And of  the objects which are being carried in like 
manner they would only see the shadows?

Yes, he said.

And if  they were able to converse with one anoth-
er, would they not suppose that they were naming 
what was actually before them?

Very true.

And suppose further that the prison had an echo 
which came from the other side, would they not 
be sure to fancy when one of  the passers-by spoke 
that the voice which they heard came from the 
passing shadow?

No question, he replied.

To them, I said, the truth would be literally noth-
ing but the shadows of  the images.

That is certain.

And now look again, and see what will naturally 
follow if  the prisoners are released and disabused 
of  their error. At first, when any of  them is liber-
ated and compelled suddenly to stand up and 
turn his neck round and walk and look towards 
the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will 
distress him, and he will be unable to see the reali-
ties of  which in his former state he had seen the 
shadows; and then conceive some one saying to 
him, that what he saw before was an illusion, but 
that now, when he is approaching nearer to being 
and his eye is turned towards more real existence, 
he has a clearer vision,–what will be his reply? 
And you may further imagine that his instructor is 
pointing to the objects as they pass and requiring 
him to name them,–will he not be perplexed? Will 
he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly 
saw are truer than the objects which are now 
shown to him?

Far truer.

And if  he is compelled to look straight at the light, 
will he not have a pain in his eyes which will make 
him turn away to take refuge in the objects of  vi-
sion which he can see, and which he will conceive 
to be in reality clearer than the things which are 
now being shown to him?

True, he said.

And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly 
dragged up a steep and rugged ascent, and held 
fast until he is forced into the presence of  the sun 
himself, is he not likely to be pained and irritated? 
When he approaches the light his eyes will be 
dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything at 
all of  what are now called realities.

Not all in a moment, he said.

He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of  
the upper world. And first he will see the shadows 
best, next the reflections of  men and other objects 
in the water, and then the objects themselves; then 
he will gaze upon the light of  the moon and the 
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stars and the spangled heaven; and he will see the 
sky and the stars by night better than the sun or 
the light of  the sun by day?

Certainly.

Last of  all he will be able to see the sun, and not 
mere reflections of  him in the, water, but he will 
see him in his own proper place, and not in anoth-
er; and he will contemplate him as he is.

Certainly.

He will then proceed to argue that this is he who 
gives the season and the years, and is the guardian 
of  all that is in the visible world, and in a certain 
way the cause of  all things which he and his fel-
lows have been accustomed to behold?

Clearly, he said, he would first see the sun and then 
reason about him.

And when he remembered his old habitation, and 
the wisdom of  the den and his fellow-prisoners, 
do you not suppose that he would felicitate him-
self  on the change, and pity them?

Certainly, he would.

And if  they were in the habit of  conferring hon-
ours among themselves on those who were quick-
est to observe the passing shadows and to remark 
which of  them went before, and which followed 
after, and which were together; and who were 
therefore best able to draw conclusions as to the 
future, do you think that he would care for such 
honours and glories, or envy the possessors of  
them? Would he not say with Homer,

Better to be the poor servant of  a poor master,

and to endure anything, rather than think as they 
do and live after their manner?

Yes, he said, I think that he would rather suffer 
anything than entertain these false notions and live 
in this miserable manner.

Imagine once more, I said, such an one coming 
suddenly out of  the sun to be replaced in his old 
situation; would he not be certain to have his eyes 
full of  darkness?

To be sure, he said.

And if  there were a contest, and he had to com-
pete in measuring the shadows with the prisoners 
who had never moved out of  the den, while his 
sight was still weak, and before his eyes had be-
come steady (and the time which would be needed 
to acquire this new habit of  sight might be very 
considerable), would he not be ridiculous? Men 
would say of  him that up he went and down he 
came without his eyes; and that it was better not 
even to think of  ascending; and if  any one tried 
to loose another and lead him up to the light, let 
them only catch the offender, and they would put 
him to death.

No question, he said.

This entire allegory, I said, you may now append, 
dear Glaucon, to the previous argument; the 
prison-house is the world of  sight, the light of  
the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend 
me if  you interpret the journey upwards to be the 
ascent of  the soul into the intellectual world ac-
cording to my poor belief, which, at your desire, I 
have expressed–whether rightly or wrongly God 
knows. But, whether true or false, my opinion is 
that in the world of  knowledge the idea of  good 
appears last of  all, and is seen only with an effort; 
and, when seen, is also inferred to be the universal 
author of  all things beautiful and right, parent of  
light and of  lord of  light in this visible world, and 
the immediate source of  reason and truth in the 
intellectual; and that this is the power upon which 
he who would act rationally either in public or 
private life, must have his eye fixed.

I agree, he said, as far as I am able to understand 
you.

Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that those 
who attain to this beatific vision are unwilling to 
descend to human affairs; for their souls are ever 
hastening into the upper world where they desire 
to dwell; which desire of  theirs is very natural, if  
our allegory may be trusted.

Yes, very natural.

And is there anything surprising in one who passes 
from divine contemplations to the evil state of  
man, misbehaving himself  in a ridiculous manner; 
if, while his eyes are blinking and before he has 
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become accustomed to the surrounding dark-
ness, he is compelled to fight in courts of  law, or 
in other places, about the images or the shadows 
of  images of  justice, and is endeavouring to meet 
the conceptions of  those who have never yet seen 
absolute justice?

Anything but surprising, he replied.

Any one who has common sense will remember 
that the bewilderments of  the eyes are of  two 
kinds, and arise from two causes, either from com-
ing out of  the light or from going into the light, 
which is true of  the mind’s eye, quite as much as 
of  the bodily eye; and he who remembers this 
when he sees any one whose vision is perplexed 
and weak, will not be too ready to laugh; he will 
first ask whether that soul of  man has come out 
of  the brighter life, and is unable to see because 
unaccustomed to the dark, or having turned from 
darkness to the day is dazzled by excess of  light. 
And he will count the one happy in his condition 
and state of  being, and he will pity the other; or, if  
he have a mind to laugh at the soul which comes 
from below into the light, there will be more rea-
son in this than in the laugh which greets him who 
returns from above out of  the light into the den.

That, he said, is a very just distinction.

But then, if  I am right, certain professors of  edu-
cation must be wrong when they say that they can 
put a knowledge into the soul which was not there 
before, like sight into blind eyes.

They undoubtedly say this, he replied.

Whereas, our argument shows that the power and 
capacity of  learning exists in the soul already; and 
that just as the eye was unable to turn from dark-
ness to light without the whole body, so too the in-
strument of  knowledge can only by the movement 
of  the whole soul be turned from the world of  
becoming into that of  being, and learn by degrees 
to endure the sight of  being, and of  the brightest 
and best of  being, or in other words, of  the good.

Very true.

And must there not be some art which will effect 
conversion in the easiest and quickest manner; not 
implanting the faculty of  sight; for that exists al-

ready, but has been turned in the wrong direction, 
and is looking away from the truth?

Yes, he said, such an art may be presumed.

And whereas the other so-called virtues of  the 
soul seem to be akin to bodily qualities, for even 
when they are not originally innate they can be 
implanted later by habit and exercise, the virtue of  
wisdom more than anything else contains a divine 
element which always remains, and by this conver-
sion is rendered useful and profitable; or, on the 
other hand, hurtful and useless. Did you never 
observe the narrow intelligence flashing from the 
keen eye of  a clever rogue–how eager he is, how 
clearly his paltry soul sees the way to his end; he 
is the reverse of  blind, but his keen eye-sight is 
forced into the service of  evil, and he is mischie-
vous in proportion to his cleverness?

Very true, he said.

But what if  there had been a circumcision of  such 
natures in the days of  their youth; and they had 
been severed from those sensual pleasures, such 
as eating and drinking, which, like leaden weights, 
were attached to them at their birth, and which 
drag them down and turn the vision of  their souls 
upon the things that are below–if, I say, they had 
been released from these impediments and turned 
in the opposite direction, the very same faculty in 
them would have seen the truth as keenly as they 
see what their eyes are turned to now.

Very likely.

Yes, I said; and there is another thing which is 
likely, or rather a necessary inference from what 
has preceded, that neither the uneducated and 
uninformed of  the truth, nor yet those who never 
make an end of  their education, will be able min-
isters of  State; not the former, because they have 
no single aim of  duty which is the rule of  all their 
actions, private as well as public; nor the latter be-
cause they will not act at all except upon compul-
sion, fancying that they are already dwelling apart 
in the islands of  the blest.

Very true, he replied.

Then, I said, the business of  us who are the 
founders of  the State will be to compel the best 
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minds to attain that knowledge which we have 
already shown to be the greatest of  all-they must 
continue to ascend until they arrive at the good; 
but when they have ascended and seen enough we 
must not allow them to do as they do now.

What do you mean?

I mean that they remain in the upper world: but 
this must not be allowed; they must be made to 
descend again among the prisoners in the den, 
and partake of  their labours and honours, whether 
they are worth having or not.

But is not this unjust? he said; ought we to give 
them a life, when they might have a better?

You have again forgotten, my friend, I said, the in-
tention of  the legislator, who did not aim at mak-
ing any one class in the State happy above the rest; 
the happiness was to be in the whole State, and he 
held the citizens together by persuasion and neces-
sity, making them benefactors of  the State, and 
therefore benefactors of  one another; to this end 
he created them, not to please themselves, but to 
be his instruments in binding up the State.

True, he said, I had forgotten. 


