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THE LAWS OF PLATO 

 

Persons in the Dialogue: 

Athenian Visitor, Kleinias, Megillus 

 

 

BOOK I 

 

 
 
624a ATH: Is it a god or a human being who gets the credit, my friends, for 

establishing your laws? 
 
KL: A god, my good friend, most assuredly a god!  In my own city, we 
say it is Zeus while among the Spartans, where this fellow comes from, I 
believe they say it is Apollo.  Isn’t that so? 
 
MEG: Yes. 
 
ATH: Isn’t your story the one in Homer, that Minos established the laws 
for your cities by making pilgrimage to his father [Zeus] every nine years 
and following the oracles he received? 
 
KL: That is indeed what we say here.  We say that his brother, too, 
Rhadamanthus – you’ve heard the name, I’m sure – was a paragon of 

625a justice.  We Cretans would say he deserves this accolade from the 
excellent way he meted out justice in legal disputes. 
 
ATH: A fine reputation indeed, most appropriate to a son of Zeus.  Now 
since you and this fellow here have been raised under such excellent 
laws, I expect you would not find it unpleasant to while away our time 
together in a conversation about constitutions and laws, taking turns 
speaking and listening as we journey along our way.  By all accounts, 

[b] the road from Knossos to the sacred cave of Zeus is pretty long and it has 
shady rest spots along the way under the tall trees, where, as the day is 
likely to be very hot, men of our age would do well to take frequent breaks 
and refresh ourselves with conversation.  That way the distance will pass 
quite easily. 
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KL: Well, my friend, there certainly are cypress trees of wondrous 

[c] height and beauty up ahead in the sacred groves, as well as meadows in 
which we might rest ourselves. 
 
ATH: You describe a beautiful scene. 
 
KL: Indeed, but seeing it shall put us in an even better position to 
pronounce upon it.  So let’s be off, and may good fortune go with us. 
 
ATH: Amen.   Now tell me, on what principle has the law ordained your 
common meals, your regime of physical training, and your manner of 
arms? 
 
KL: I think our ways are pretty easy for anyone to understand, my 
friend.  You may observe that Crete, in its entirety, is unlike the flat land of  

[d] the Thessalians, which is why they train mainly on horseback and we on 
foot, our uneven terrain being well suited to foot racing.  Our arms must 
accordingly be lightweight, so that we don’t carry a heavy burden while we 
run.  Bows and arrows then, owing to their lightness, are the perfect 
weapons for us to use.  All these matters, then, are arranged with a view 
to war, and every edict of the lawgiver, I believe, has the same end in 

[e] view.  Even the common messes he ordains for us are based, I would 
venture, on the observation that when we are on campaign, the situation 
demands that we take our meals together, so as to remain on our guard.  
What most people fail to understand, but I think he recognized, is that we 
are, all of us, engaged in a continuous life-long war against all other cities.  
If during times of war we must eat together and appoint officers and 
subordinates of the watch in order to maintain our vigilance, we should do  

626a likewise in peacetime -- for that which most people call peace is nothing 
but a name.  In reality and as a fact of nature every city is in an 
undeclared war against every other.  From this perspective, you will 
discover that it is with war in mind that the Cretan lawgiver ordained all the 
norms that govern our public and private life and gave us the laws to  

[b] preserve them.  He knew full well that those who fail to prevail in war 
derive no benefit from any other possession or practice, since all the 
goods of the vanquished go to the victors. 
 
ATH:  You evidently have a very well trained understanding of Cretan 
customs.   But please clarify one point for me about the criterion you gave 
for a well governed city.  You seem to be telling me that its affairs must 

[c] be ordered so as to give it victory in war over other cities.  Isn’t that so? 
 
KL: Absolutely, and I think my friend here agrees. 
 
MEG: How could a Spartan answer any differently, my good man? 
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ATH: Do you think this applies to the relations between cities, but not 
between villages? 
 
KL: Not at all. 
 
ATH: So is it the same with villages? 
 
KL: Yes. 
 
ATH: And is it the same also with the households within villages?  Are 
they pitted against each other, and every man within them pitted one 
against the other? 
 
KL: It is the same. 

 
[d] ATH: Should we also think of an individual person as pitted against 

himself as his own enemy?  What do we say about this case? 
 
KL: My dear Athenian friend – I would not want to address you as 
hailing from Attica, since you seem to me to more deserving of an 
appellation invoking the goddess:   You have done wisely and well to bring 
our discussion the point where you can easily see the truth of what we just 
pronounced:  that everyone is the enemy of everyone else, not only in 
public but in private where each person is pitted against himself. 

 
[e] ATH: What do you mean by this, you amazing man? 

 
KL: And in that very war, my friend, the highest and most excellent 
victory is to “conquer oneself”, while to be “defeated by oneself” is the 
most shameful and wretched of defeats.  These ways of speaking 
indicated that each of us is engaged in an internal war against himself. 
 
ATH: Well, let’s apply the principle in the opposite direction:  since each 
individual one of us is either conqueror of or defeated by himself, should 

627a we say that same thing happens in households, villages, and cities?  Or 
should we deny this? 
 
KL: You are asking whether some of them are masters of themselves 
and others defeated by themselves? 
 
ATH: Yes. 
 
KL: Very good question.  This sort of thing most emphatically does 
occur, especially within cities.  In those cases where the superior people 
are victorious over the inferior mob, the city is properly called “master of 
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itself” and this kind of victory is most rightly praised.  And the opposite 
applies to the opposite case. 

 
[b] ATH: As to whether we should ever accept that it is possible for the 

inferior to be master over the superior – that would take too long to 
discuss -- but what I take you to be saying is the following.  It sometimes 
happens that a large number of unjust citizens collectively undertake to 
force their will on the just minority and attempt to enslave them – even 
though they are all members of the same people and born into the same 
city.  When the former prevail you say the city is rightly called “defeated by 
itself”, and a bad one, and when they are defeated it is called master of 
itself and a good one. 
 

[c] KL: It may seem a strange expression to use, my friend, but we are 
compelled to agree that these things do happen. 
 
ATH: Come now, let’s consider the point again. There is nothing at all 
strange, I gather, in supposing that among many brothers born to a single 
man and woman the majority might be unjust and the minority just. 
 
KL: Nothing strange at all. 
 
ATH: Now it wouldn’t be seemly for the two of you and me to insist that 
when the wicked brothers win, the household and entire family be called 
“defeated by itself”, and “master of itself” if they are defeated.  Our 

[d] concern in examining this common locution is not with the seemliness or 
unseemliness of modes of speech, but rather to identify what is correct 
and mistaken about laws in the real world. 
 
KL:    Absolutely true, my friend. 
 
MEG: And very nicely said, in my view, so far. 
 
ATH: Let’s see now.   These brothers we spoke of might find themselves 
before a judge? 
 
KL: Certainly. 
 
ATH: Now which sort of judge would be better – one who ordered the 

[e] wicked brothers to be put to death and the better ones to rule themselves, 
or the one who lets the better ones rule while letting the inferior brothers 
live but makes them accept to be ruled?  Even better is a third judge –the 
sort of person who is able to take in hand these kinsmen at war with each 

628a other and, without killing anyone, reconcile them by establishing laws that 
will secure their friendship with each other for the future. 
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KL: This sort of judge, or lawgiver, would be better by far. 
 
ATH: And yet it would not be with a view to war but to its opposite that he 
would establish their laws. 
 
KL: You have a point there. 
 
ATH: Now what about the one who harmonizes a city?  Is it more with a 
view to war against external foes that he organizes its life, or with a view  

[b] to the type of war that from time to time arises within cities, which is called 
faction?  No one would ever want to have this in his own city and should it 
ever arise there, he would want to be rid of it as quickly as possible. 
 
KL: Clearly he will have the latter in mind. 
 
ATH: Now if the city were forced to turn its attention to external enemies, 
would it be more desirable for the faction to be resolved with one side 
destroyed and the other victorious, or with friendship and peace achieved 
through reconciliation? 

 
[c] KL: Anyone would prefer the latter in his own city. 

 
ATH: And the lawgiver would be of like mind as well? 
 
KL: How could he not? 
 
ATH: Now isn’t it with a view to what is best that any lawgiver will 
establish his rules? 
 
KL: Of course. 
 
ATH: The best, however, is neither war nor faction (let us pray to be 
spared of both!) but peace and mutual goodwill.  Victory of  

[d] a city over itself, it would seem, rather than being best, is at best a 
necessary evil.  To think otherwise is like supposing a disease-ridden 
body to be in the best condition after being flushed out by a purgative – 
completely oblivious to the case of the body with no need of such a 
treatment.   For the same reasons, no proper statesman will assess the 
happiness either of a city or of an individual solely and primarily with a 
view to war with external enemies.  Nor is a lawgiver any good unless he 
legislates about military matters for the sake of peace, rather 

[e] than regulating the peace for the sake of war. 
 
KL: Your argument appears to be well made, my friend, but unless I am 
much mistaken, our own institutions and those of the Spartans as well are 
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fashioned entirely and emphatically with this goal in view. 
 

629a ATH: Well, maybe they are, but we must guard against letting our 
conversation descend now into an exchange of hostilities, and maintain 
instead a civil tone in our inquiries, since we and they both emphasize the 
great importance of these matters.  Do join forces with me in the 
argument.  We’ll set up as our authority Tyrtaeus, of Athenian stock but 
naturalized a fellow citizen of our companion here.  He of all men 
attributes the greatest importance to these matters, saying:   
 

“I would not memorialize a man or take any account of him” –  
  

 [b] not even, he says, if he was the richest man on earth, or possessed of 
many good things -- he lists practically all of them – who did not prove to 
be “excellent in war.”  Presumably you are familiar with his poems.  Our 
friend here, I expect, knows them by heart. 
 
MEG: I do indeed. 
 
KL: They have made their way from Sparta to our shores as well. 
 
ATH: Let’s interrogate this poet together along something like the 
following lines:  “O Tyrtaeus, most divine poet, your wisdom and goodness  

[c] are evident to us, since you have praised with distinction those who have 
distinguished themselves in war.  Νοw this man and I along with Kleinias 
the Knossian here think we are emphatically in agreement with you, but 
we’d like to make sure we are talking about the same men.  So please tell 
us: do you agree with us that there is a clear distinction between two kinds 
of war?  What is your view?”  I gather that even a poet far inferior to  

[d] Tyrtaeus would answer with the truth, that war comes in two varieties.  
One, which everyone calls faction, is the bitterest conflict, as we were 
saying just now.  The other type of war we all posit, I think, the kind in 
which we are at odds with external enemies and foreigners, is much less 
difficult." 
 
KL: To be sure. 
 
ATH: “Pray tell, when you praise so highly some men for their conduct in 
battle, while censuring others, which of these two kinds of conflict do you 
have in mind?  I gather it is the external kind, inasmuch as you said in  

[e] your poems that you have no time for those who cannot stand the sight of 
bloody slaughter and do not 
 

“strive to cut down the foe in close combat.” 
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 So then next we’d say: “It seems your praise, Tyrtaeus, is particularly 
aimed at those who have displayed brilliance in battle against external and 
foreign enemies.”  Presumably he would say yes and agree with us? 
 
KL: No doubt. 
 
ATH: “While the men you praise are no doubt good, we here 

630a hold to be better still by far those who manifest excellence in the greatest 
battle.  We too can invoke a poet as our witness, Theognis of Megara in 
Sicily, who says 
 

‘In times of bitter faction, O Kernus 
A trustworthy man is worth his weight in silver and gold.’ 

 
 This man is far superior to the other in the bitterest battle  – roughly to 
[b] the extent that a blend of justice, moderation and wisdom together with 

courage is better than courage on its own.  No one would be trustworthy 
and dependable in the face of faction if he lacked complete virtue.  Plenty 
of mercenaries are willing to march forth and die fighting in the kind of 
battle Tyrtaeus mentions – the vast majority of whom are rash, unjust, 
insolent, and mindless as can be, with very few exceptions.  Now the point 
of all this, what our argument is intended to make clear, is as follows. 

[c] More than anything else, the legislator from Zeus in this country, and any 
legislator who is any good, is to set his primary sights when establishing 
laws on nothing other than the greatest virtue.  This, according to 
Theognis, is trustworthiness in a crisis, which one might call complete 
justice.  The virtue Tyrtaeus praises, by contrast, while beautifully and 
appropriately celebrated by the poet, nonetheless comes fourth in rank 

[d] and merit, strictly speaking. 
 
KL: Dear friend, we are casting our own legislator in a very poor light. 
 
ATH: Not at all.  It is we who are doing poorly by supposing that Lycurgus 
and Minos had war in view when establishing the institutions here and in 
Sparta. 
 
KL: So what should we be saying? 
 
ATH: The plain and simple truth -- that he was looking not to a part of 

[e] virtue, and the most trifling one at that, when he made the laws, but to 
virtue in its entirety, and that he investigated them under different 
categories than those used by legislators of the present day.  These, 
whenever the need for a new kind of law arises, serve it up along with the 
rest, introducing some laws under the heading “inheritance and 
heiresses”, others under the heading “assault”, and others under myriad 
other headings.  We, on the other hand, maintain that the proper way to 
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631a inquire into laws is along the lines on which we are at present embarked.  I 
compliment you, in fact, on your own first stab at explaining the laws, for 
you began with virtue, noting correctly that it is for its sake that the 
legislator framed his laws.  Where you clearly went off course, in my view, 
was in supposing that he aimed at only a part of virtue when making laws, 
and the smallest one at that, and that’s why I’ve added all the things I 

[b] said.  Now, shall I set forth the distinctions I would have hoped to hear you 
make in your speech? 
 
KL:   Certainly. 
 
ATH: “My friend,” you should have said, “it is for good reason that Cretan 
laws are held in such high repute among the Greeks.  As proper laws, 
they bring happiness to those who live by them, since they provide them 
with everything good.  Goods are twofold – some of them human, others 
divine, with the former depending on the divine.  A city that acquires the 

[c] greater ones receives the lesser ones as well, but one that fails to secure 
the former is bereft of both.  Chief among the lesser goods is health, 
second beauty, and third prowess at running and other bodily activities.   
Fourth is wealth – not blind but clear-sighted through the guidance of 
wisdom.  Wisdom itself is first and leader of the divine goods, and second 
is a moderate disposition of the soul involving intelligence.  Third would be 
justice, which arises when these two are combined with courage; in fourth 
place is courage.  By nature the latter goods all rank above the 

[d] former, and the lawgiver must rank them thus as well.   
“Next, he must impress upon the citizens that his other directives to 

them have these goods in view, the human goods with the divine in view, 
and the divine ones all directed towards intelligence, their leader.  When 
the citizens join together in marriage, when they beget and raise children, 

[e] male or female, when they are young, and as they grow into old age, he 
must take care to mete out honours and censures correctly.  Making 
vigilant scrutiny of the citizens’ pains, pleasures, desires and the general 

632a intensity of their passions over the course of their communal life, he must 
use the laws themselves as instruments of correct praise and blame.  
Again, when they are angry or afraid, disturbances in the soul that arise in 
the face of misfortune and befall people when they experience sickness, 
war or poverty --as well as the relief from those disturbances they 
experience in the opposite circumstances, when their luck is good – he 
must instruct and define what is admirable and what is not in each 
person’s disposition. 

[b]  “Next, the lawgiver must superintend the ways the citizens acquire 
and dispose of property, how they enter into and dissolve contracts with 
one another, whether voluntary or involuntary.  Overseeing the manner in 
which they carry out each of these transactions with each other, he must 
in his legislation indicate the respects in which they achieve and fall short 
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of justice, apportioning honours to those who are amenable to the laws, 
and penalties to those who prove recalcitrant.  Thus he shall proceed, until 

[c] he puts the finishing touches on his constitution by determining what sort 
of burial rites and honours are appropriately bestowed upon different 
citizens when they have finished their lives.  Surveying the laws he has 
created, he will set up guardians to watch over them – some of them with 
wisdom, others proceeding via correct opinion – so that intelligence will 
evidently bind his composition to the service of moderation and justice, 
instead of wealth and ambition.” 

[d]  This is what I was wanting (and indeed still want) to hear the two of 
you explain about the laws attributed to Zeus and to Pythian Apollo that 
were written down by Minos and Lycurgus: how all these things are true of 
them, and why their principle of organization is evident to someone with 
expert or habituated experience of the laws, but to the rest of us is entirely 
obscure. 
 
KL: I am at a loss, my friend, as to what to say next. 
 
ATH: I think we need to go back to where we started, and examine first 

[e] the practices aimed at courage, and then if you two are willing, go through 
in the other kinds of virtue one by one.  Once we have done a proper job 
on the first case, it can serve as a model for our treatment of the others as 
we lighten our journey along the road with conversation. In the end, if the 
god is willing, we will demonstrate how the practices we have been 
considering so far are aimed at virtue in its entirety. 
 

633a MEG: An excellent proposal.  Let our admirer of Zeus here be the first one 
you set out to examine. 
 
ATH: I’ll examine you and myself at the same time, since the discussion 
is our common project.  So tell me:  We say that the common messes and 
the physical training as well were designed by legislator with war in mind? 
 
MEG: Yes. 
 
ATH: And what institutions shall we put third and fourth on this list?  
Presumably we must give a full enumeration in the case of the other 
‘parts’ of virtue (or whatever one should call them – it doesn’t matter so 
long as the meaning is clear). 

 
[b] MEG: I, and any other Spartan would put third on the list the hunt devised 

by the legislator. 
 
ATH: Let’s try to list a fourth practice, and if possible a fifth. 
 
MEG: I would venture to say that the fourth is our large set of practices 
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cultivating endurance of pain.  For example, we have our boxing matches 
and the “raids” that regularly get one severe whipping. Furthermore, our 
so-called “secret service” provides heavy training in endurance – its  

[c] members go barefoot and sleep in the open during the winter, ministering 
to their own needs without the help of servants, and range over the whole 
countryside night and day.  Our “naked festivals” are also grueling 
exercises of endurance as we compete in the worst heat of the summer – 
not to mention a great many additional examples too numerous to 
enumerate. 
 
ATH: Well done indeed, my Spartan friend.  Now as to courage, shall we 
say that it amounts quite simply to this, a fight against fears and pains 

[d] alone?  Or is it also against desires and pleasures, those powerfully 
seductive flatterers who can melt the resolve even of those men who 
consider themselves superior? 
 
MEG: The latter – I think it opposes all these things. 
 
ATH: Now, if I recall our previous discussion correctly, our friend here 
spoke of a city being “worsted by itself”, and likewise a man.   Isn’t that so, 
my good Knossian? 
 
KL: Quite true. 

 
[e] ATH: Do we consider to be bad only the man who is worsted by pains, or 

also the one worsted by pleasures? 
 
KL: The one defeated by pleasures is even worse, in my opinion.  It is 
the man ruled by pleasures, presumably, whom we call ‘worsted by 
himself’ in the most pejorative sense – more so than the man who 
succumbs to pains. 

 
634a ATH: Surely Zeus and the Pythian lawgiver did not legislate for a courage 

lame in one foot, able to attack only on the left and incapable of doing 
battle against the insidious pleasures ranged to its right?  Didn’t they equip 
it to fight in both directions? 
 
KL: Yes, in both, I suppose. 
 
ATH: So let’s go back and identify the institutions in your two cities that 
expose a man to the taste of pleasures, rather than teaching him to avoid 
them – just as he was not kept from pains but thrust into their midst and 

[b] forced, as well as persuaded by honours, to master them.  What 
arrangement is there in your laws to do the same thing about pleasures?  
Please tell me what you have that trains men to be courageous in the face 
of pains and pleasures alike, defeating the ones they must and never 
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succumbing to the enemy who is both closest at hand and most difficult to 
fight. 
 
ME: While I was able to mention a large number of laws directed against 
pains, my friend, I don’t think it would be an easy task to come up with 

[c] equally large scale and striking examples in the case of pleasures – 
although perhaps I might succeed at finding some small ones. 
 
KL: Nor could I find an equally clear case among the Cretan laws. 
 
ATH: It’s not a big deal, my good men.  Now, if in the course of our quest 
to find truth and goodness, one of our party should criticize something in 
the home laws of one of the others, let’s be sure accept the criticism 
graciously rather than defensively. 
 
KL:  Well said, my Athenian friend.   We should follow your counsel. 
 

[d] ATH: Yes, it would be quite unbecoming for men of our age to act 
otherwise. 
 
KL: Indeed. 
 
ATH:   Our business is not to evaluate criticisms of the Spartan or Cretan 
constitution – although I am probably better placed than either of you to 
report what is generally said.   In any case, assuming your institutions are 
soundly based, one of your finest norms forbids the young to inquire into  

[e] what is sound and unsound in them.  All must speak as one in affirming 
that your system, being divinely ordained, is perfectly sound, and refuse 
even to listen to anyone who says otherwise.  An old man, by contrast, 
may communicate any observations about your institutions to an official or 
to someone else of his own age, as long as he is out of hearing of the 
young. 
 
KL: Absolutely correct, my friend.    Even though we are far removed 

635a from the legislator who established these laws, you strike me as having hit 
the nail on the head and divined his thinking perfectly. 
 
ATH: Well, there are no young men about, and our own advanced age 
gives us your legislator’s permission to have a private discussion about 
these very laws without offending. 
 
KL: That’s right – and don’t hold back at all in your criticism of our laws.  
There’s no dishonour in learning of something bad, but rather the benefit 

[b] of correcting it, if one receives the criticism with goodwill rather than 
resentment. 
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ATH: Very well said.  But my aim at present is not to criticize your laws – 
which I wouldn’t do before subjecting them to a thoroughly definitive  
examination.  I am rather expressing my puzzlement.   For you are unique 
among all Greeks and foreigners of whom we have heard in that your 
lawgiver ordered you to abstain from the greatest pleasures and 
entertainments, whereas for pains and fears, as we have already 
discussed, he thought that if someone has been raised from childhood in 

[c] complete avoidance of them, then when he encounters the unavoidable 
hardships, fears and pains of battle, he will flee in the face of enemies 
trained in these matters and be enslaved by them.  I should think one and 
the same lawgiver should have had thought the same about pleasures, 
telling himself, “If our citizens grow up without experience of the greatest 
pleasures they will be unpracticed in enduring pleasures and refusing to 
be compelled into shameful action.  On account of their susceptibility to 

[d] pleasure they will suffer the same fate as those defeated by fears, only 
theirs will be different and more shameful, since they will be enslaved to 
men who are both able to withstand pleasures and are extremely 
accomplished in them – utterly bad people, some of them.  Our citizens’ 
souls will be slaves in one respect and free in another – not worthy of 
being called courageous and free without qualification.”   Consider 
whether you think anything in this speech is on the mark. 
 

[e] KL: Well, it seems reasonable on first hearing, but let’s not jump to 
conclusions like foolish adolescents on matters requiring mature 
judgment. 
 
ATH: Very well, Kleinias and my Spartan friend, let’s take up the next 
item on our list, for I propose we discuss moderation next after courage.   
What will we find in your constitutions that makes them superior to those  

636a of any randomly governed city – as we just did in the case of war? 
 
MEG: That’s hardly an easy question to answer.   Still, it is likely that our 
common messes and physical training are well designed for bringing 
about both. 
 
ATH: It is likely quite difficult, my friends, where the body politic is 
concerned, for matters to be as clear cut in practice as they are in theory.   
As in the case of the human body, there is no one regime one can 
prescribe for a particular body that does not evidently harm our bodies in 
some respects, while benefiting them in others.  Take your bodily 

[b] exercises and common messes. They benefit your cities in many ways, 
but also expose them to the danger of faction, as illustrated by the youth 
of Miletus, Boeotia, and Thurii.  Moreover, this longstanding practice 
seems to have corrupted the sexual pleasures that are natural among 
both humans and beasts.  One might blame your cities in particular for 
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[c] this, along with any others that put such great emphasis on bodily 
exercises.  Whether at play or in serious matters, it is imperative to keep in 
mind that when female and male join together for procreation the resulting 
pleasure is evidently natural, while the coupling of male with male or of 
female with female is unnatural and the among the worse offenses 
resulting from failure to master one’s pleasures.  We all hold the Cretans 
responsible for coming up with the story of Ganymede: convinced as they  

[d] are that their laws come from Zeus, they saddle him with this tale in order 
to have their pursuit of even this pleasure be ordained by the god.  But 
quite apart from that tale, pleasures and pains -- in cities and in the 
characters of individuals – constitute pretty much the whole subject for 
those inquiring into the laws.   For these flow like two springs released by 
nature, and whoever draws from the right one at the right time and to the  

[e] right extent  lives well –whether city, individual person, or animal – while 
the one who draws from them unintelligently and at the wrong time lives in 
the opposite manner. 
 
MEG: Very well said, my friend, I suppose – but we find ourselves 
speechless as to how to respond to it.  Still, it seems to me that the 
lawgiver for the Spartans is right to command this avoidance of pleasures; 
as to the laws in Knossos, my friend here, if he wishes, will come to their  

637a defense.  The Spartan practices concerning pleasures seem to me to be 
finer than anyone else’s.   For example, our law has completely banished 
from our country the activity that is the greatest occasion for falling 
headlong into extreme pleasures and every kind of insolence and folly.  In 
neither the countryside nor any town under Spartan control will you find 
drinking parties and all they involve, stirring up every possible pleasure.  
Nor is there anyone who, upon encountering a drunken reveler, will not  

[b] visit upon him a severe and immediate punishment, even if he has the 
festival of Dionysus as his excuse.  I have seen revelers of this sort piled 
into wagons in your city, and in Tarentum among our own colonists I once 
saw the whole city drunk at the Dionysian festival.  At home we do nothing 
of the sort. 
 
ATH: Dear friend from Sparta, while these practices are all perfectly 
commendable when carried out with some restraints, they are the height 

[c] of foolishness when practiced with abandon.  Someone defending our 
ways, in fact, might be quick to hold up against you the license you accord 
your women.   Now, a single answer seems to many to absolve all such 
practices – whether in Tarentum, in my home, or in yours – of the charge 
that they are not perfectly correct.   Anyone will say to the foreign visitor 
who is shocked at the unfamiliar practices he observes, ‘Don’t be 

[d] shocked, Stranger; this is our custom here and no doubt you do things 
differently where you come from.”  Our present discussion, however, is not 
about what other people do but about the excellence and lack thereof in 
their lawgivers.   
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In this connection I should like to say more on the general topic of 

drinking, which is a practice of no small importance and requires a good 
legislator to understand it.  I am not talking about simply whether one 
partakes of wine or not, but about the practice of getting drunk: whether 
one should engage in this, as the Scythians and Persians do, as well as 

[e] the Carthaginians, Celts, Iberians, and Thracians – all warlike peoples – or 
follow your practice instead.  While your people abstain completely from 
drunkenness, as you have mentioned, the Scythians and Thracians 
(women and men alike) take their wine unmixed, spilling it all over their 
clothes, and think this a fine and splendid practice to engage in.  The 
Persians, for their part, are more orderly as they engage most assiduously 
in this and other indulgences that you have forbidden yourselves. 
 

638a MEG: My good sir: when it comes time to take up arms, we put all these 
peoples to flight! 
 
ATH: O, please don’t say that, my good man.   There have been, and will 
continue to be, plenty of flights and pursuits that have absolutely no 
bearing on the question of whether a people’s practices are admirable or 
not.    Victory or defeat in battle is a highly disputable criterion to invoke on 
this question – since it is the larger cities that defeat smaller ones in battle.  

[b] For example, the Scythians have enslaved the Locriens, who are thought 
to have had the best laws in the region, and the Athenians the Ceians – 
with many other examples easy to find.  So let’s not talk about victory and 
defeat but address the individual practices themselves and try to convince 
each other as to which of them is admirable and which not.   But first, hear 
me out on the right way to investigate what is good and bad in these 
practices. 

 
[c] MEG:  What do you mean? 

 
ATH: I think that when a given practice is under discussion those who are 
quick to blame it or praise it as soon as it is mentioned are not following 
proper procedure.  It is as if one person praises wheat as a wholesome 
food and another immediately criticizes it, without first determining all the 
effects and the circumstances of its application: how and to whom it is 
served, with what accompaniments, and in what condition, and the 
condition of the person who eats it.  It seems that we are doing the  

[d] same thing in our discussion.   Drinking is barely mentioned, and right 
away some of us are criticizing it and others praising it – quite 
astonishingly.  Each of us invokes enthusiastic witnesses for our own 
case, some of us thinking the large number of witnesses on our side 
settles the matter, others taking as conclusive the observation that those 
who don’t engage in the practice are victorious in battle (although even 
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here we might dispute the facts).  It would be senseless to proceed in this 
way as 

[e] we go through all the other customs.  Instead, let me illustrate for you, as 
far as I am able, the very different approach I think we must follow.   I will 
do so by addressing the very same topic, drinking.  After all, thousands 
upon thousands of peoples who dispute the position of your two cities on 
this topic would combine forces against you in this argument! 
 
MEG: Well, if there is a correct way for us to inquire into such matters, we 

639a must not hesitate to pay heed. 
 
ATH: Let’s conduct our inquiry more or less along the following lines.  
Suppose one person praises goat-keeping, and praises the animal itself 
as a fine possession, while another reviles it because he has seen goats 
untended by a herdsman causing damage as they graze in cultivated 
fields.  He disparages in the same way any animal he has seen 
unsupervised or tended by incompetent masters.   Do we consider the 
censures of such a critic to be soundly based at all? 
 
MEG: How could they be? 
 
ATH: Now, is someone a good master of ships as long as he is skilled at 

[b] navigation – regardless of whether he is prone to seasickness?   What 
should we say about that? 
 
MEG: He is no good at all if his skill is combined with the affliction you just 
mentioned. 
 
ATH: What about the leader of an army?  Is he fit to rule as long as he is 
skilled in military science, even if he is a coward in the face of dangers, 
seasick and drunk with fear? 
 
MEG: Hardly. 
 
ATH: And what if he is both unskilled and a coward? 

 
MEG: That’s a thoroughly rotten commander, unfit to rule over men but 
only over veritable women. 
 

[c] ATH:  Now what about someone who praises or disparages a collective 
undertaking of whatever sort -- one that naturally has a leader and serves 
a useful purpose when it does -- although he has never seen one being 
properly conducted with a leader, but only ones carried on without a 
leader or with bad ones.  Do we think that such observers are in any 
position to praise or blame that kind of group activity? 
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MEG: How could they, never having observed or attended a properly 

[d] conducted enterprise of that sort? 
 
ATH: Hold on to that point a moment.  Would we say that a gathering of 
drinking companions, or a drinking party, is one of the many types of 
collective undertaking? 
 
MEG: Absolutely. 
 
ATH:  Now, has anyone ever seen a properly conducted example of one 
of these?  It is easy for the two of you to answer with a resounding 
negative, since the practice is not native or lawful in your countries.  I by 
contrast have encountered many of them in many places and examined  

[e] them pretty closely, and practically none that I have seen or heard was 
properly conducted throughout, except for a few short bits here and there.  
The majority were almost entirely mistaken. 
 
KL: What do you mean, O stranger?  Please explain more clearly, since 
our inexperience of such things, which you pointed out, renders us  

640a hardly be able to discern what counts as proper and improper conduct in 
these matters even if we encountered it. 
 
ATH: You are probably right, but see if you can learn from listening to 
what I say.  You understand, don’t you, that in any collective undertaking 
or gathering for whatever kind of activity, it is proper in every case for 
there to be a leader for the company? 
 
KL: Surely. 
 
ATH: Now we just said that a leader of warriors must be courageous. 
 
KL: Yes, of course. 
 
ATH: And a courageous man is less disturbed by fears than cowards are. 

 
[b] KL: That too is true. 

 
ATH: If there was some device by which we could assign to an army a 
commander who was completely fearless and undisturbed, wouldn’t we 
make use of it at all costs? 
 
KL: Most assuredly. 
 
ATH: Now the leader we are concerned with at present is not one who 
will lead an army into battle against enemies in wartime, but one who in 
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peacetime will lead a gathering of friends joined together in mutual 
goodwill. 
 
KL: Right. 
 

[c] ATH: Now such a gathering, if it is to involve drinking, will not be without 
disturbances, will it? 
 
KL: Of course not – quite the contrary, I should expect. 
 
ATH: So, first of all, they too are in need of a leader? 
 
KL: They surely do, and more than anything else. 
 
ATH: And shouldn’t they be provided with a leader who is himself 
undisturbed, if possible? 
 
KL: Of course. 
 
ATH: And also, it would seem, one who is wise about social gatherings, 
for his job is to safeguard the existing friendly relations among the  

[d] participants and use the present party to increase them for the future. 
 
KL: Very true. 
 
ATH: So we must set up as ruler over our drinkers a leader who is sober 
and wise, rather than the opposite?  With a party of drunks led by a drunk, 
or by a young and inexpert leader, it would take a stroke of great luck if 
things failed to turn out badly. 
 
KL: There’s no doubt about that. 
 
ATH: If someone should find fault with these gatherings in cities when 
they are conducted as well as possible, directing his charges against the  

[e] practice itself, he might perhaps be criticizing rightly.  But if someone 
should abuse the practice when seeing it conducted as erroneously as 
possible, it is clear, first of all, that he does not realize that what he is 
seeing is not being done in the right way, and second, that any practice 
performed in this manner – without a sober leader as its master --  will 
make a bad impression.  Surely you understand this, that an intoxicated  

641a captain – or leader of anything at all – will overturn the ship, or the chariot, 
or the army, or whatever body he might be directing. 
 
KL: What you have said is all very true, my friend, but please get to the 
point.  What possible good could we get from this drinking practice if it is 
conducted correctly?  For example, take that army you mentioned with the 
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proper commander:  those who follow him reap the not inconsiderable 
benefit of victory in war, and similarly in the other cases.  Now what great 

[b] benefit would a city or individual citizens reap from a properly instructed 
drinking party? 
 
ATH: What indeed!   If you are asking what great benefit a city gets from 
a single pupil or chorus that is properly instructed, then to the question 
thus posed, we would answer that from a single case the benefit is not 
great.   But if you are asking what benefit a city derives from the education 
of pupils in general, then it is not hard to say that those who receive a 
proper 

[c] education grow up to be good men, and as a result do well in the rest of 
life – including defeating their enemies in battle.  Education, you see, 
delivers victory, while victory for its part sometimes undermines education.  
Many are made insolent by their victories in war and are filled with myriad 
other vices as a result.  There is no such thing as a ‘Cadmean’ education, 
but Cadmean victories have always been and will always be with us. 
 
KL: So it seems you think the practice of getting drunk together is very 

[d] important for education, if it is conducted properly! 
 
ATH: I do indeed. 
 
KL: Would you be so good as to take up the next point, and explain why 
you think this is true? 
 
ATH: To establish absolutely firmly that this is so, in the face of so many 
disputers, is the task for a god.  But if I am simply to give my opinion on 
the subject, I won’t begrudge you that, since we are presently embarked 
after all on a discussion of laws and constitutions. 
 
KL: We shall do our very best to understand your opinion on the 

[e] disputed question before us. 
 
ATH: That’s exactly what we must strive to achieve – you to understand 
the argument and me to do the best I can to set it forth clearly.  But hear 
me out on this question first:  Athenians have the reputation among the 
Greeks of being loquacious lovers of argument, while the Spartans are 
thought to be brief of speech, and the Cretans more practiced in extended 
thinking than extended talking.  Now, I don’t want to give you the 

642a impression that I am going on at length about a trifling matter, stretching 
out my discussion of drinking to excessive length by fastidious elaboration.  
But our discussion cannot give a correct account of this matter adequately 
and clearly without first taking up the question of correctness in musical 
education and this, I’m afraid, is impossible without first discussing  
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[b] education in general – a very long discussion indeed.   So consider what 
you think we should do now.   Should we abandon this topic of discussion 
for the present, and switch to a different issue about laws? 
 
MEG: My good Athenian, perhaps you aren’t aware that my family holds 
in our city the position of proxenos for your yours.  I would bet that all 
children, upon learning that they proxenoi of a particular city, are imbued 
with a feeling of good will toward it right from youth – as if it were a second 
fatherland after their own city.  In fact, that’s just what’s happened in my 
case.  Hearing other children say, when Spartans praised or criticized the 

[c] Athenians for something, “O Megillus, your city has been nice to us” or 
“mean to us”, and always defending you against those casting aspersions 
on your city, I developed a strong feeling of goodwill towards you.  Even 
your dialect is dear to me, and I hold to be most true the popular saying 
that “good Athenians are exceptionally so”, for they alone are good 

[d] spontaneously and without compulsion, by divine allotment, and their 
goodness is genuine and not at all feigned.  So don’t be shy – as far as 
I’m concerned you may speak to your heart’s content. 
 
KL: For my part too, please feel free to speak at whatever length you 
wish.   You have heard, presumably, of Epimenides, a divinely good man 
born in this area.  He was in fact my kinsman, and visited your city on a 
mission from the god’s oracle ten years before the Persian war at a time 

[e] when the Athenians were alarmed by the military preparations in Persia.  
He performed the sacrifices commanded by the god and told the 
Athenians that the Persians would not invade for another ten years and 
that whey they did, they would be beaten back without accomplishing any 
of their objective, and would suffer greater damage than they’d inflicted.  It 
was at that time that my ancestors formed ties of hospitality with you, and 

643a since then I and my progenitors have been well disposed toward you. 
 
 

ATH: Well, it seems you, for your part, are ready to listen and I for mine 
am ready – at least as far as intentions go.  I may not be entirely up to the 
job, but I’ll have to give it my best shot.  Now as a preliminary to our 
argument we must define education (paideia), what it is and what it can 
do, for we have agreed that the discussion on which we are embarked 
must pass through this topic en route to the god that is its destination. 
 
KL: Certainly, let’s do it that way, if it pleases you. 
 

[b] ATH: See whether you are pleased by my view of what we must declare 
education to be. 
 
KL: Go ahead, please tell us! 
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ATH: Here goes.  I maintain that anyone who intends to be a good at 
anything at all as a man must practice this very thing right from childhood, 
both in play and in earnest, with all the particulars befitting his intended 
occupation.  For example, those who are going to be good farmers or 
builders should play at building toy structures or at working the soil. 

[c] Their teachers should supply them with miniature tools of the trade that 
are replicas of the real ones and see to it that at this preliminary stage 
they learn the necessary preliminaries.  For example, the carpenter must 
learn to use the ruler and plumb line and the warrior to ride a horse, either 
by playing at it or by performing some similar activity. Educators must try, 
through the children’s play, to channel their pleasures and desires toward 
what they must be when they are grown up.  The chief part of education, 
we say, is correct upbringing, which inculcates as far as possible in the 

[d]  soul of the child at play a passion for the business at which he must be 
accomplished (in the excellence appropriate to it) when he is a man.  See 
now whether what I have said so far pleases you. 
 
KL: Of course it does. 
 
ATH: Now, let’s not leave our account of education imprecise.  As it is, 
when we praise and disparage the upbringing of different people, saying 
that one person is educated and another uneducated, the latter person is 

[e] often quite thoroughly “educated” in retail trade or merchant shipping or 
some other such thing.  Our present account presumably does not count 
these sorts of upbringing as education, but rather the kind that educates a 
child toward virtue, inculcating in him a passionate desire to be a perfect 
citizen who knows how to rule and be ruled in accord with justice.  This  

644a latter sort of upbringing, I gather, is what our present account aims to 
single out.  For this alone it reserves the title ‘education’, classifying as 
‘mechanical’, ‘slavish’ and unworthy of the name ‘education’ training 
aimed at making money or building strength, or any other skill that does 
not involve intelligence and justice.  But rather than quibble over 
terminology, let’s let our present agreement be that as a rule those who 
are properly educated become good and that education is never to be 

[b]   disparaged, since it is the first of the very finest things bestowed upon the 
best of men.  If it ever goes off course, and there is the possibility of 
correcting it, then anyone, at any time of life, must devote all his energies 
to correcting it. 
 
KL:  Exactly.   We are in agreement with what you say. 

 
ATH: Well, we agreed a while back that those who are able to rule 
themselves are good, while those who are unable to do so are bad. 
 
KL: That is true. 
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ATH: Let us return now to this phenomenon and clarify further what we  
[c] take it to be.  I hope you will allow me, if I can manage to pull it off, to 

illustrate by means of an image. 
 
KL: Go ahead, by all means. 
 
ATH: Do we assume that each of us is one person? 
 
KL: Yes. 
 
ATH: But we have inside ourselves two opposite and mindless advisors, 
which we call pleasure and pain. 
 
KL: That’s the case. 
 
ATH: In addition to these, we have opinions about the future, whose 
general name is anticipation (elpis ) and whose specific names are ‘fear’ in 
anticipation of pain, and ‘confidence’ (tharros) in anticipation of its 

[d] opposite.  And on top of all these we have judgment (logismos) as to 
which of them is better or worse.  When this becomes the common view of 
a city, it is called ‘law’. 
 
KL: I am barely able to follow you here, but please continue as if I did. 
 
MEG: I too am having the same difficulty. 
 
ATH: Let us suppose each of us living things is a divine puppet (thauma).  
Whether constituted as the gods’ plaything or for a serious purpose, is not 

[e] our present concern, but we do know that these forces in us are like cords 
or strings that tug against each other and pull us toward opposing actions, 
across the boundary dividing virtue from vice.  One of these pulls, on this 
account, is that to which each of us must cleave without fail, opposing the 
other strings. This one is the sacred and golden pull of judgment, also  

645a  called the city’s common law.  Being golden, it is soft, while the others are 
hard and iron, akin to many different kinds of stuff.  Each of us must pitch 
in with the noblest pull, that of law, which though noble owing to its source 
in reason is yet gentle rather than violent.  It thus requires assistants to its 
influence if the golden element in us is to defeat the others. 

[b]  Thus one might validate the moral fable that we are puppets.  It 
makes clear in a way what is meant by ‘self-mastery’ or ‘self-defeat’ and 
how both a city and a private person must live.  A person must grasp in 
himself a true account of the forces within him and live according to it.  A 
city must receive an account of such matters, either from the gods or from 
this enlightened person, set it up as law, and conduct its internal and 
external affairs accordingly.  One might also thereby clarify the distinction 
between virtue and vice, which may in turn shed light on education and  
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[c]  the other practices, in particular the enterprise of getting drunk. While it 
might appear, in the latter case, that we have said too much about an 
insignificant matter, it may well turn out to be not unworthy of the lengthy 
treatment. 
 
KL:  Well said.  Let’s finish off whatever in our present enterprise is worth 
the effort. 
 

[d] ATH:   So tell me, what sort of effect will we produce by applying wine to 
this puppet? 
 
KL:    Where are you heading with that question? 
 
ATH:  Nowhere in particular at the moment.  I’m just asking in general 
what results when one thing is combined with another.   I’ll try to articulate 
more clearly what I have in mind.  My question is this:  Doesn’t drinking 
wine render our pleasures and pains and angry feelings and passions 
more intense? 
 
KL:   Very much so. 
 

[e] ATH: What about our perceptions and memories, opinions and 
knowledge?  Are they likewise intensified?  Or don’t they, rather, 
completely abandon a person who is satiated with wine? 
 
KL:   You are right; they abandon him completely. 
 
ATH: So his soul returns to the same condition as when he was a little 
child. 
 
KL: Indeed. 
 
ATH: Wouldn’t he then be least in control (enkrates) of himself? 

 
646a KL: Yes, least. 

 
 ATH: Don’t we agree that such a person is the worst sort? 

 
KL: Very much so. 
 
ATH: So it is not only the old man who becomes a child again, but also, it 
seems, the man in his cups. 
 
KL: Well said, my excellent friend. 
 
ATH: So is there any argument that could even start to convince us that 
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we should partake of this practice rather than flee it with all our strength 
and ability? 
 
KL: I gather there is.  So say you, at any rate, and you were only a 
moment ago prepared to give it to us. 
 

[b] ATH: You remember correctly.  I am in fact still prepared to present it, 
since the two of you have emphatically declared your willingness to listen. 
 
KL: How could we not listen – if only for the bizarreness of the proposal 
that a man should willingly launch himself into utter degradation! 
 
ATH: You mean degradation of soul, don’t you? 
 
KL: Yes. 
 
ATH: Well, what about bringing the body into the degraded state of 
emaciation, disfigurement, or weakness?  Would we find it bizarre if 
someone willingly brought such things upon himself? 
 

[c] KL: Of course we would. 
 
ATH: Well, consider those who present themselves for medical treatment 
with drugs.  Are we to suppose they don’t know that starting shortly 
thereafter and continuing for many days their bodies will be in a state in 
which they would be unwilling to continue living, if it were a permanent 
condition?  Then there are those who go to the gymnasium and engage in 
strenuous exercise.  Don’t we know that they become weaker in the short 
term? 
 
KL: Yes we do. 
 
ATH: And we also know that it is for the sake of the resulting benefit that 
they are willing to incur this. 
 

[d] KL: Quite properly! 
 
ATH: So, shouldn’t we think about other practices along the same lines? 
 
KL: Of course. 
 
ATH: So this is how we should think about the practice of wine drinking – 
provided it is correct to place it in the same category. 
 
KL: No doubt. 
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ATH: If it turns out to provide us with a benefit not inferior to what is 
produced in the bodily case, then wouldn’t it have the advantage over 
physical training that, in the initial stage at least, the latter is painful, while 
it itself is not? 
 

[e] KL: Correct.  But I should be surprised if we were able to discover any 
such benefit in it. 
 
ATH: That’s the very task incumbent upon us at the moment, it would 
seem.  Now tell me: are we able to distinguish two roughly opposite kinds 
of fear? 
 
KL: What kinds do you mean? 
 
ATH: The following.  On the one hand, we fear evils when we expect 
them to befall us. 
 
KL: Yes. 
 
ATH: On the other hand, on many occasions we fear for our reputation, 
believing that people will think ill of us if we do or say something  

647a  unbecoming – a kind of fear that we, and I dare say everyone else, call 
shame. 
 
KL: Certainly. 
 
ATH: These are the two fears I was talking about.  The latter opposes not 
only pains and other fears but the most prevalent and strongest pleasures 
as well. 
 
KL: Right you are. 
 
ATH: So doesn’t the legislator, and anyone else worth his salt, hold this 
fear in great esteem, calling it ‘shame’, and calling ‘shamelessness’ the 
confidence (tharros) that is opposed to it – the latter being, in his view, the 

[b] greatest evil in private or public life? 
 
KL: What you say is true. 
 
ATH: Not only does this fear safeguard us in many other important 
respects, nothing is more effective, man for man, at securing victory and 
safety in war itself.  For there are two things that secure victory – 
confidence in the face of the enemy and fear of being disgraced for bad 
behaviour in front of one’s friends. 
 
KL: That is certainly the case. 
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ATH: So each of us needs to become both fearless and fearful 

[c]   in the ways we have distinguished. 
 
KL: Absolutely. 
 
ATH: Moreover, for many kinds of fears, when we want to make 
someone fearless, it is by exposing him to fear under supervision that we 
achieve this effect. 
 
KL: Evidently. 
 
ATH: What about when our task is to make someone properly fearful?  
Isn’t it by throwing him into the ring with shamelessness and having him 
wrestle it to the ground in a fight against his own pleasures?  It is precisely 
by facing off against the cowardice within him and defeating it that a man 

[d]   becomes accomplished in courage.  Without experience and practice in 
this sort of struggle, no one would achieve even half his level of that virtue. 
So how, in the case of moderation, could someone become accomplished 
without having done battle against and defeated -- by dint of reason, effort, 
and skill, both in play and in earnest -- the many pleasures and desires 
that urge him to commit shameless and unjust actions -- if he has instead 
never experienced such feelings? 
 
KL: It hardly seems likely that he could. 

 
[e] ATH: Now is there any god who has given to mortals a fear-inducing 

potion?  I have in mind the sort of potion that the more one is willing to 
imbibe, the more one comes to suppose, drink by drink, that he has fallen 
into misfortune, a potion that makes him fearful of everything in his  

648a present and future circumstances, ultimately delivering even the most 
courageous person into absolute and total dread, but once he has slept it 
off, he is back to his usual self? 
 
KL: And which of the drinks known to man might this be, my friend? 
 
ATH:  None of them, I’m afraid.  But if there were such a drink 
somewhere, would it be of any use to the legislator for inculcating 
courage? “Come now, my good legislator,” we might well address him on 
the subject, “regardless of whether you make laws for the Cretans or for  

[b]   any other people whatsoever, wouldn’t you welcome above all a test that 
could identify courage and cowardice in the citizens?” 
 
KL: Any legislator would jump at the chance. 
 
ATH: What if we asked whether he’d prefer a test one could conduct in 
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safety and away from danger, or the opposite kind? 
 
KL: There’s no room for disagreement: any would prefer the safe 
option. 
 
ATH: “Would you make use of it by leading the citizens into fears and, 

[c]  testing their responses in that condition, so that you could compel them to 
become fearless by exhorting, chastising, and conferring honour on them, 
while conferring disgrace upon those who do not clearly live up to your 
expectations in all contexts?  You would let go without penalty the man 
who has acquitted himself well and courageously in his exercises, but 
penalize whoever had done badly.  Or would you decline to make use of 
the potion, even if it had no bad side effects?” 
 
KL: There is no way he wouldn’t use it, my friend. 
 
ATH: Compared with present methods, at any rate, it would be amazingly 
convenient for training individuals, small groups, or however many one  

[d] might want to train.  A single person training by himself in peacetime and 
wishing out of bashfulness to stay unobserved by others until he is in good 
condition would do well to exercise himself thus against his fears -- by the 
simple expedient of procuring for himself this one drug instead of a lot of 
other equipment.  Even someone confident of his own nature and training 
would make good use of it.  He would eagerly strip to exercise with fellow 
drinkers and demonstrate his ability to master and outrun the inevitable 

[e]   effects of the potion, his virtue protecting him from being tripped up or 
diverted to any serious extent by indecency,  He would, however, leave off 
drinking before the final round, mindful of the universal human 
susceptibility to being worsted by drink. 
 
KL: Yes, that would be very moderate of him, my friend. 
 

649a ATH:   Let’s return to address our legislator.  “Well then, O law giver, since 
no god has gifted us with this kind of potion for inducing fear, and we have 
not managed to devise one for ourselves (setting aside the claims of 
quacks), is there any drink for producing fearlessness, the excessive and 
untimely confidence (tharros) that impels us to do wrong?” 

KL: He will presumably answer that there is, and that it is wine. 

ATH: Now don’t we have here a case opposite to the one we were just 
discussing?  The immediate effect of drinking wine is to make the drinker 
more expansive than he was before, and the more he drinks, the more he 

[b]   is filled with all manner of optimistic anticipation and belief in his abilities.  
In the end he is brimming over with freedom and license, in conceit of his 
own wisdom, and full of every kind of fearlessness – with the result that he 
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will not hold back from saying or doing anything whatsoever.   Wouldn’t 
everyone agree that this is what happens? 

 
 KL: Of course. 
 
 ATH: Recall now the two things that we said should be cultivated in our 

souls:  the first is that we should be supremely confident, while the 
[c] second, its opposite, is that we should be supremely fearful. 

 
KL:  We take it the fear you have in mind is shame? 
 
ATH: You remember well.  Since it is in the presence of fears that we 
must be trained in courage and fearlessness, we should consider whether 
the opposite condition is to be cultivated in the opposite circumstances. 
 
KL: It would seem it is. 
 
ATH: So it seems that it is in the face of experiences that naturally tend to 
make us especially audacious and bold (thraseis) that we must practice 
holding the line against shamelessness and brazenness, learning to fear  

[d] the audacity to say, undergo, or do anything shameful. 
 
KL: Apparently. 
 
ATH: Now surely all the following have this sort of effect on us:  anger 
(thumos), passionate desire (eros), insolence (hubris), ignorance 
(amathia), greed, and cowardice – along with wealth, beauty, strength, 
and all the things that make us drunk with pleasure and drive us out of our 
minds.  Now as for an inexpensive and relatively harmless test for whether 
we have these, as well as an occasion for practice, what more suitable 
pleasure can we name than the litmus test of our behaviour while amusing  

[e] ourselves with wine – provided of course it is done with the appropriate 
safeguards?  Look at it this way.  Consider an ill tempered and savage 
soul from which myriad injustices issue –undertaking to test its measure 
by entering into a business deal with the man, thereby endangering  

650a  oneself, is much riskier than keeping company with him at a festival of 
Dionysus.  Or again, should one test a soul enslaved to sexual passion by 
entrusting our daughters, sons, and wives to his care, endangering what is 
most dear to us in order to assess the character of his soul?  Multiplying 
examples is unnecessary to establish the superiority of this risk-free  

[b] testing via entertainment.  On this matter we don’t expect the Cretans or 
any other peoples to dispute the point that this is a fine way of testing 
each other, superior to other testing methods in its low cost, safety, and 
speed at delivering results. 
 
KL: On this point at any rate you are correct. 
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ATH: Now, what single thing could be more useful to the discipline whose 
business it is to care for the soul than to discriminate the natures and 
dispositions of people’s souls?   This is the business, I think we agree, of 
politics.  Isn’t that so? 
 
KL: Absolutely. 

 
[end of Book I] 
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Notes1 

 

Setting, characters, and themes in the dialogue 

 On the island of Crete, three elderly men from different Greek cities, 
Athens, Sparta and the Cretan city of Knossos, begin a lengthy pilgrimage on 
foot to the sacred cave of Zeus and agree to occupy their time with a discussion 
of “constitutions and laws” (625a6-7; 641d9).  In particular (as is made more 
precise later), their concern is to investigate what makes for good legislative 
practice (637d1-2; 630e-631d), and to compare the relative merits of different 
‘nomoi’ or laws (627d3-4, 638b4-7).  Much of Books I and II is devoted to a 
comparative evaluation of institutions distinctive of the interlocutors’ home cities, 
in particular the characteristically Dorian institutions, like the common messes 
(sussitia), of cities like Sparta and Knossos, as well as the paradigmatically 
Athenian institution of the drinking party (sumposion).  Book III investigates the 
origin of the practice of legislation, and attempts to explain the successes and 
failures of different types of constitution.  Book IV turns to the task of devising 
legislation for a soon-to-be founded Cretan colony, a project that takes up the 
remainder of the twelve books of the work (which in fact contain at least as much 
methodological discussion as they do actual legislation). 

The “nomoi” under examination (generally rendered “laws” in this 
translation, but occasionally by “norms”) are not restricted to the products of a 
legislator or legislative process, but include a wide variety of social norms, both 
written and unwritten (see note on 626a7-8).  For example the Dorian norm that 
forbids the youth to inquire into legislation and requires “all to speak with one 
voice in praise of the laws” (634d-e) is hardly likely to be a statute “on the books” 
of these cities, and the practice under examination in much of Books I and II, the 
after-dinner drinking party (sumposion) prevalent in Athens and other non-Dorian 
cities, is what we might call an institution or a social practice, but it owes neither 
its origin nor its continued existence to legislation.  By and large, Plato’s Laws 
(especially Books I and II) is a sustained examination of the goals and merits of 
such norms and practices.  While the interlocutors are particularly interested in 
methodological and epistemological problems faced by those who devise 
legislation and seek to implement it, even these issues cluster around the focal 
question of what makes for a good or bad norm (or social practice), broadly 
construed.  The semantic range of the Greek term ‘nomos’  (which can often be 
translated ‘convention’) is broad enough to encompass this range; other terms 
used to refer to this object of inquiry include ‘nomima’ (customs, norms), ‘ethe’ 
(usage) and ‘epitedeumata’ (practices). 

                                                 
1 Citations in the notes refer to the Greek text, and will not always line up precisely with 
the translation. 
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The three interlocutors are an unnamed Athenian, a Spartan named 
Megillus, and a Cretan named Kleinias who is identified as a citizen of Knossos.  
Plato’s refusal to give a name to the Athenian (who comes from Plato’s home 
city, birthplace of philosophy) has roused considerable speculation as to whether 
he is intended to be recognized as a philosopher – perhaps even Plato’s teacher 
Socrates, the main speaker in many other Platonic dialogues.  What is clear, at 
any rate, is that first of all, the Athenian is the dominant speaker in the dialogue 
(pretty much the exclusive speaker after Book II); it is the views put into his 
mouth by Plato that comprise the “doctrine” of the work, such as there is.  
Second, the stubbornly generic classification of the Athenian in terms of his 
home city is in line with the fairly stereotypical characterization of Kleinias and 
Megillus as paradigmatic exemplars of their own home cities’ national 
characteristics.  There is no evidence that either of the latter is a historical figure 
[check in Nails]; thus their names add no greater depth to their characterization 
than does the Athenian’s minimal identification in terms of his native city.  
Kleinias and Megillus are presented, from the outset, as products of their Dorian 
upbringing (625a5) – hence their preference for militaristic institutions and 
distaste for luxury (628e, 636e-637b).  Plato depicts their intellectual tastes and 
ethical notions as very much in keeping with the familiar stereotype of Spartans 
as brief and wooden in discourse and Cretans as disinclined to elaborate their 
thoughts into language (641e, 721e; cf. Protagoras 342c-343c).  The loquacity of 
the Athenian and his evidently greater intellectual facility are also in keeping with 
the stereotype of Athenians articulated in the same context in Laws (641c-d).  
While the differences between Knossian and Spartan norms turns out not to be 
of great interest to the Athenian (see note on 624a1-2) the common features they 
share as Dorian polities, and that distinguish them from non-Dorian cities such as 
Athens, is a subject to which Plato consistently directs our attention throughout 
Books I and II. 

As paradigmatic products of two very different types of institutions, the 
three interlocutors replicate almost exactly the position of the original legislators 
in the natural history of legislation set forth at the beginning of Book III: they are 
members of societies that prize different and conflicting norms who come 
together to select those norms that are best to implement as written laws (681a-
d).   Even the term the interlocutors use to address each other, xenos, highlights 
this feature of their respective relations.  Often translated ‘stranger’ or ‘visitor’ (as 
at 637c6-8, where both translations are used) as well as ‘guest’ (given its link to a 
deeply rooted norm of offering hospitality to strangers), the term is a respectful 
form of address to a foreigner.  In this translation, for want of a stylistically better 
alternative, it is usually translated ‘friend’, but it should not be confused with the 
very different term more properly translated ‘friend’:  ‘philos’ and the related 
‘philia’, which refers to the affection and fellow-feeling characterizing relations 
between family members and fellow citizens; the latter looms large in the 
Athenian’s account of the most successful constitutions in Book III ( 693b-694b, 
695d, 698c, 699c-d, 701d), but also appears in Book I e.g. 628a-d, 640b-d.  In 
keeping with their status as xenoi to each other, the three interlocutors of Laws 
are engaging in a cross-cultural inquiry premised on mutual respect.  And unlike 
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so much of the dialogue that goes by that name in the present day, Plato’s 
interlocutors proceed on the assumption that it is possible for such inquiry to yield 
results of universal significance. 

 

 

I 

(624a-625c) Introductory Conversation 

The divine origin of legislation, and the human project of inquiring into laws 

 

624a1  “A god or a human being”  The theme of the divine origin of 
the law runs throughout the work.   On the view the Athenian will develop, law 
itself is divine, an expression of reason (I 644d1-3, 645a1-2, b4-8), the spark of 
the divine in us (IV 713e8-714a2), and when properly formulated reflects the 
priority of “divine” to human goods and the dependence of the former on the 
latter (I 631b-d).  Note that the assumption of divine origin is not taken to 
preclude a rational human investigation into the basis of law; indeed, the 
assumption that identifies reason and god presumably licenses it.  Nowhere in 
Laws is it assumed that correct norms are based on divine fiat inaccessible to 
human reason and immune to moral evaluation.  Thus the position put forth in 
Plato’s Euthyphro (that what is holy is not thus because the gods command it – 
10a-11b) is completely consistent with Laws. 

624a1-2 “your laws”  Here, as elsewhere in Books I-II (e.g. 643b2), 
the Athenian addresses Kleinias and Megillus together (and they typically reply 
on behalf of both—e.g. 624a7 626c3, 628e3, 629b3-7, 636e, 644b5).   The two 
men come from different states – Kleinias, we will see from the Cretan city of 
Knossos (629c) and Megillus from Sparta (624a5).    But both are “Dorian” 
constitutions whose historical roots are explored in Book III and whose 
characteristic features are the subject of study (and criticism) by the Athenian in 
Books I and II.   Thus he addresses his question to them together, the 
differences between their cities of origin notwithstanding. 

624a7-b3 Homer On Minos, see Odyssey 11.568-71 and 19.178-9.   
Note that the three interlocutors in Laws are themselves embarked upon a 
pilgrimage to Zeus (625b2). 

625a2  “legal disputes” Here Kleinias includes the adjudication of legal 
disputes among the functions kindred to lawgiving (under the general heading of 
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“justice”).  This prefigures his general point that conflict sets the context for all 
norms and laws (625e-626b).  The Athenian, like Socrates in Republic (III, 405a-
410a), will belittle and denigrate legal disputation (a sign of degenerate 
constitution) in his account of the laws (XI 937d-938a).  The lived experience of 
the laws will not be legal wrangling, but correct living and shaping of character.  
On the Athenian’s version of the proper judge, compare 627d-628a. 

625a6  “not unpleasant” pleasure, and its relation to laws and 
institutions, is a persistent theme through the Laws.   See for example 631e-
632a, 633b-634c, 635d-e, 643c-e, 644c-d; see note on 644c4-d7. 

625a7  “taking turns speaking and listening”.   In fact the conversation will 
be decidedly one-sided, with the Athenian doing almost all the talking.  But 
Kleinias will start out as an expounding expert (see ad 626d below). 

 

II 

(625c-632d) Peace not War as the focus of legislation 

 

(625c-626c) A survey of Cretan practices from which it is inferred that war is a 
constant and ineliminable feature of human life and that victory in war the primary 
concern of the legislator. 
 

625e2-7 “Even the common messes he ordains for us are based… on the 
observation that … we are … engaged in a continuous life-long war against all 
other cities”  Here Kleinias makes the transition from the specifically 
military institutions he claims (training maneuvers, armaments) are instituted with 
military goals in mind (625c10-e2), to an institution that is a familiar feature of 
Dorian societies even in peacetime:  the common messes (sussitia) in which all 
male citizens participate, rather than dining at home in private families.   A 
version of sussitia are part of the ideal city outlined in Republic, and will be 
included in the plan of legislation endorsed by the Athenian in Laws VI (780a-
781d, 783b-c; cf. VII 806e), but not without criticism for their potential to 
undermine the norms of a peaceful society (e.g. at  I 636b).  

626a7-b1 “laws to preserve them”    Here the laws (nomoi, written rules –a8) 
are understood to play the function of making permanent the nomima 
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(institutions, norms – a7; cf. 626a6) that themselves can be established by fiat.   
Ad init Book III we will see that national or ethnic temperament may also be a 
source of norms (681a-b). 

626b3-4 “all the goods of the vanquished go to the victors” Kleinias 
implies here that the point of victory in war is to “possess goods” –presumably 
material possessions such as money and property.  The Athenian will reject this 
point in the doctrine of divine and human goods at 631d4-e3, the benefit that 
comes from the possession of such “human goods” depends the proper use of 
and attitude them, which issues from moderation and justice.   A militarized 
version the Athenian’s principle is quoted from the Spartan poet Tyrtaeus at 
629a6-b3. 

626b5-6 “a very well trained understanding of Cretan customs”  The 
Athenian’s choice of words (gegumnasthai) here invokes the military ‘training’ 
(gumnasia) inquired into at 625c7, and supplies an example of the point made at 
625a5 that Kleinias’ outlook has been shaped by the institutions under which he 
was raised.   Given the traditional understanding that gumnasia is training of the 
body, while “music” is training of the mind (VII 795d; Rep. II 376e; cf. Laws II 
672e-673b, there is also a suggestion here that Kleinias’ views are inculcated by 
rote (e.g. a “well-rehearsed understanding”).  See also note on 632d5-6. 

626c1-2 “its affairs must be ordered so as to give it victory in war over other 
cities”     This is the ultimate goal of the legislator, on the Dorian view; it will be 
opposed by the Athenian’s argument that peace, as distinguished from mere 
victory in war, is the proper goal 628a-e. 
 
 
 
(626c6-627c2)  Development of the idea that war and conflict are the human 
condition, and exploration of what counts as ‘victory’. 

Starting with Kleinias’ and Megillus’ affirmation that victory in war is the ultimate 
aim of a city -- and thus the primary focus of its legislator -- (626c1-5), the 
Athenian asks whether the war or conflict also characterizes the relations 
between villages within the domain of a city, between households within villages, 
and between siblings within a household (626c6-13).  To his interlocutor’s “yes,” 
he asks whether the same applies to an individual person’s relation to himself -- 
again an emphatic “yes” (d1-9).  Victory in the battle against oneself, Kleinias 
declares, is “the highest and most excellent victory” (626e2-3).  Victory in internal 
battle, Kleinias clarifies, consists in the better part (or party) defeating the worse 
(626e7-627c2).  By the end of this exchange, civil war within a city has been 
introduced as a focus, although it is not obviously introduced in the initial 
enumeration of the types of conflict at 626c.   



 34 

626d4  “the goddess” Athena, after whom the city of Athens is 
named, is the goddess of wisdom.  The city is in the region of the Greek 
mainland known as Attica. 

626d5  “You have done wisely and well”  Kleinias is acting as the 
instructor of the Athenian, congratulating him on so quickly catching on to this 
basic insight about human nature and interpersonal relations.  As England rightly 
points out, the latter’s initial invitation to engage in a conversation about laws at 
625a-b invokes his interlocutor’s credentials, not his own. Note that the Athenian, 
who will soon turn the tables and become the lecturer to his two interlocutors, 
has not yet asserted his authority on the matter. 

626e2-3 “the highest and most excellent victory is to conquer oneself” 
This is not to abandon the view articulated at 626c that victory in battle against 
an external enemy is the ultimate aim of the legislator.   As Kleinias and Megillus 
understand it, the self-mastery they praise is displayed by the warrior who 
conquers his fears in battle (cf. 635b-c, 649c).  The notion that self-control is the 
greatest virtue will be examined further at 646a2 ff.  

627a5-6 “This sort of thing most emphatically does occur, especially within 
cities”  This explicitly introduces the notion of stasis or civil faction – as an 
internal division within a city (not equivalent to rivalry between the villages in a 
city’s domain), which has been as yet unmentioned in the argument.  The 
Athenian prompts this move by “applying the principle in the opposite direction” 
(626e7) and asking whether the concept of internal war applies also to 
“households, villages, and cities” (627a1).  Kleinias’ prompt recognition of the 
phenomenon reflects the ubiquity of civil strife in the experience of Greek city 
states in the later fifth and fourth centuries.  The problem of civil strife also looms 
large in Plato’s Republic, where it is deployed as an analogue to the 
psychological turmoil within the unjust person.  Here in Laws, however, the 
Athenian’s primary focus (at least in the immediate context) will be on civil strife 
as the evil to be avoided, with little attention paid to the problem of achieving 
internal psychological harmony (as distinct from brute self-control). 

627b1-2 ‘whether we should ever accept that it is possible for the inferior to 
be master over the superior’ An allusion to the surface paradox more 
accessible in Plato’s Greek than in English translation.  ‘Master’, here translates 
‘kreitton’, which is ambiguous in meaning between ‘better’ and ‘stronger’ – hence 
the paradox is something like saying that the inferior prove superior to their 
betters.   Such a paradox is exploited by Socrates in Plato’s Gorgias 488b-e; and 
a different paradox in the notion of self-mastery is articulated at Republic 430e-
431b (cf. Charmides 167b-168e), where it is solved by positing, as in our present 
passage, a ‘better’ and ‘worse’ part within a person’s soul.  See Dorion 2007 for 
discussion. 
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 (627c3-628e2) Reconciliation of warring parties proposed as preferable to 
victory of the better over the worse; hence peace is a goal superior to victory. 

Following up on his interlocutor’s claim that victory in internal conflict is the 
“highest and most excellent victory”, the Athenian distinguishes three different 
ways in which such conflict may be settled – illustrated in the case of a warring 
family brought before a judge (627d8-628a5).   The first two replicate ways in 
which the better party may vanquish their rebellious inferiors:  the latter are either 
executed or politically subjugated to their betters (d11-e3).  The third reconciles 
the differences between them, by providing laws that ensure their peaceful and 
friendly coexistence for the future (e3-629a3).  Only the third is a legislative 
solution, and only on the third is the conflict eliminated rather than decided in 
favour of one of the warring parties.  Kleinias agrees that it is the preferable 
solution, both in itself (628a4-5), and from the point of view of making the city 
best able to overcome external foes (628b6-c3).  Thus the Athenian is able to 
draw the inference that peace is a higher goal than war and is therefore the 
ultimate aim of the legislator (628a6-7, c9-e1). 

627c8-10 “it wouldn’t be seemly … to insist that when the wicked brothers 
win, the household and entire family be called “defeated by itself”  This 
would indeed be an odd way to use the expression in Greek.   The primary 
application of the expression is to the self-control and lack thereof in an individual 
person.   That form of internal struggle is not discussed until 644b6-645c8. 

627d5  “Absolutely true” As at 625c4-5, Kleinias here displays his 
preference for practical over verbal matters. 

627e1  “and the better ones to rule themselves”  this is ambiguous 
between ruling themselves in the internal sense (each brother being controlled by 
his better part), or the brothers ruling themselves collectively as a political entity.   
The latter, given the plural, is most likely the intended sense.   Unlike the 
emphasis in Republic on internal rule, the emphasis in Laws is on a community 
of people ruling itself (NB 643e6: citizens are to both rule and be ruled).  

(627e3-628a3) “Even better is a third judge…”  England and others 
puzzle about how the third judge is different from the second.  Presumably the 
friendship he secures among the family members by means of laws is different 
from the agreement to be ruled by their betters that the second judge imposes on 
the wicked brothers (e2-3). The first two judicial verdicts illustrate two different 
ways in which the better elements might prevail over the worse: in each case the 
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better wins in a conflict against the worse; this contrasts with the third judge, who 
removes the conflict.  Note that even though the wicked brothers in the second 
arrangement are described as “willing” (hekontas- e3) – this is consistent with 
their unhappiness with the arrangement which they nonetheless prefer to the 
alternative of being put to death.   Even actions taken under duress may be 
classified as hekon in ordinary Greek—which is why they consitute a “grey area” 
for Aristotle’s discussion of the topic to exploit (EN III 1 1110a4-b9; see Meyer 
1993: 9-14).  Thus Schöpsdau’s rendering of ‘hekontas” as ‘freiwillig’ (165 ad loc) 
is too strong.  An action can be voluntary (hekousion) without being “willing” in 
the sense of wholehearted. 

627e5  “these kinsmen at war with each other”  The term translated 
‘kinsmen’ (sungenneian) emphasizes the blood ties of the warring parties 
(recalling the same use of the term at 627b3-4), thereby highlighting the 
superiority of reconciliation over victory as a solution. 

628a1-2 “reconcile them by establishing laws”  The legislative 
solution is presumably a longer-term remedy than the first two solutions, which 
are judicial decisions award victory to one of the warring parties and assessing 
penalties to the loser.  The point of proper legislation, as the Athenian will 
develop his view, is to raise citizens under such institutions that they will be well 
disposed to each other and to the importance of following the laws, that such 
conflict will not arise in the first place 

628a6-7 “it would not be with a view to war but to its opposite that he would 
establish their laws.”  The Athenian here neatly draws the conclusion that 
contradicts Kleinias’ main claim that victory in war is the single focus of the 
legislator’s design of laws.  This is not to say that victory in war against other 
cities is not important, but that the goal of friendly relations among citizens is also 
important.   Since the issue in the immediate context concerns conflict within 
families or states, not between them, all that is established is that it is better to 
have a community that is reconciled and friendly with each other than one where 
the discordant element is kept under control, but still present.  At 628c9-e1 he will 
draw the stronger conclusion that victory against external enemies is a 
subordinate goal to that of living in peace without faction. 

628a9  “the one who harmonizes a city with itself” Presumably this is 
the legislator analogous to the “third” judge introduced at 627e3-628a3; here the 
Athenian makes the transition from the case of the family to the analogous case 
of the city.  His claim here (628a9-b4) that the legislator has civil war rather than 
external war in mind is in superficial tension with his eventual claim  that the 
proper legislator does not have war as his focus (630d5-7, already made at 
628a6-7); but as the present context develops the point, it is clear that the way 
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the legislator has civil war in mind is with a view to avoiding it in the first place, 
rather than to securing victory in it. 

628b6-c5 “Now if the city were forced to turn its attention to external enemies” 
Here the Athenian exploits the high value his Dorian interlocutors put on victory 
in war against external foes in order to support of his own contention that a city at 
peace with itself rather than one that has merely vanquished internal opposition 
is the legislator’s proper goal. 

628c9-e1 “The best, however, is neither war nor faction”  Presumably 
‘war’ ‘and ‘faction’ are shorthand for “victory in war” and “victory in faction”.   In 
this difficult paragraph, the Athenian takes up the two points in reverse order:   
victory in faction is not the best thing to aim at (c11-d4); nor is victory in external 
war (d4-e1).   His conclusion, that war is “for the sake of” peace (charin) allows 
victory in external war to be a goal of the legislator, but a subordinate one to the 
goal of peace.  Here Plato uses “best” to indicate not just a good that is more 
valuable than others, but one for whose sake the others are pursued – a 
teleological notion of goodness that Aristotle famously exploits in EN I 1094a18-
22, 1097a18-24. 

628d1  “a necessary evil”  The Greek text contains no term 
corresponding to ‘evil’, but the Athenian is clearly trying to distinguish between a 
proper good, on the one hand, and what is necessary to undo or mitigate an evil, 
on the other.   His main point is that peaceful internal relations are more 
important than victory against external enemies and that forcible suppression of 
civil strife is only a necessary evil when the former is not available. 

628d2-4 “flushed out by a purgative” The metaphor of the purgative is 
invoked again at 646b4-e2. 

628d8-e1 “rather  than regulating the peace for the sake of war”  A 
point repeated in Book VII, 803d3-4.   See note on 631d-5. 
 

 
(628e2-630d1) Criticism of the military ethic propounded by the Spartan 
poet Tyrtaeus.  Conclusions about the importance of virtue to the legislator. 
 
Kleinias notes that whatever the merits of the argument thus far, Spartan and 
Cretan institutions are, in his view, obviously designed with war in view (e2-5).  
The Athenian encourages him not to be defensive on the issue, but to proceed 
on the assumption that the investigators and the Dorian legislators alike 
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emphasize the importance of military prowess (629a1-3).  As a device to make 
concrete this common sense of purpose among the three interlocutors, he shifts 
the discussion from his own examination of Kleinias’ and Megillus’s views, to a 
hypothetical conversation with the poet Tyrtaeus, whose links to both Athens and 
Sparta (a5-6) make him an appropriate spokesman for the alleged “joint” 
concerns (629a4-b7).  It is Tyrtaeus, rather than the Dorian interlocutors or their 
legislators, who incurs the criticism for eulogizing prowess in war against external 
foes instead of the excellences required to combat faction (629e9-630d1).   

The argument takes the curious tack of conceding the Dorian assumption 
that excellence in war is the premiere virtue, and limiting disagreement to the 
question of which kind of war (external or internal) is more important.  On the 
face of it, this concession contradicts the conclusion just articulated that war is 
not the legislator’s ultimate focus (628c9-e5; to be reiterated at 630d4-7):  having 
established (a) the greater danger of civil conflict to external war (628a-b) and (b) 
the superiority of peace as a goal to success in either version of conflict (628c-d), 
the Athenian appears to conduct his “conversation” with Tyrtaeus as if (b) had 
not occurred;  the person who excels in civil conflict – put forth as the alternative 
to Tyrtaeus’ brave soldier – would seem the analogue of 2nd judge posited at 
627e, not the third who is there identified as even better.  However, the conflict is 
only apparent.  For it is clear from the Athenian’s enumeration of the virtues 
required for success against faction at 630a-c (developed further in 631c-e) that 
these are the virtues of sociable cooperation during peacetime:  in particular, 
temperance and justice.  Thus it is not the virtues required for success in battle 
during a civil war, but the virtues that will prevent faction and civil strife from 
arising in the first place, that he presents to Tyrtaeus as superior to narrowly 
military courage.  However strained the assumption that these virtues display 
“excellence in civil war”, it fits with the Athenian’s strategy articulated at the 
beginning of this section (see note on 629a2-3) of emphasizing the (alleged) 
basic agreement between Dorians and Athenians on normative principles. 

629a2  “maintain… a civil tone”  ‘civil’ translates the adverb êrema 
– ‘gently’, which invokes the gentleness (praotes or hemerotes) typically used in 
Plato to characterize the tenor of rational persuasion, in contrast to the force and 
violence of military means.  Stsm. 307a, Rep. 375b-e, 410e-411e, 441e-442a; 
Laws I 634c8, 635b1; II 666e6; V 731b-d cf. Rep. 399a-c).  On the problem of 
balancing these two tendencies, see note on 631c7-8.  See also notes on 629d2-
3, 634c8, 645a6-7. 

629a2-3 “since we and they both emphasize the great importance of these 
matters”     The antecedent of ‘they’ is not supplied by the context, but 
presumably Plato understands it to be the legislators of the Spartan and Cretan 
institutions cited by Kleinias at 628e2-5.  The “matters” supposedly taken very 
seriously by both “them” and by the three interlocutors are the military goals that 
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Kleinias has just cited as the focus of Dorian legislation (e3-5) -- not, as England 
proposes, “laws and institutions”.   Kleinias’ ‘emphatically’ (‘spoudên’) in e4 is 
picked up by the Athenian’s “emphasize” (spoudazonton) at 629a3.  The two 
occurrences of  “these matters” (tauta) in a3 and a6 both refer back to the 
“touton” in Kleinias’ remark at e4.  That the shared agreement in 629a3 is on the 
importance of war is reinforced by the restatement of the agreement at 629c2-4.  
Perhaps England’s resistance to taking the “matters” at 629a3 to be military 
stems from the worry that the Athenian, at any rate, has just argued against the 
supreme importance of military goals (628c9-e5).   But this conflict is only 
apparent; see general note on 628e2-630d1 above. 

629a4  “Tyrtaeus”  An elegiac poet of the 7th century whose martial 
poems glorifying valour in combat were regular fare in Spartan entertainment.  
See Podlecki (1984).  Pausanias 4.15.6 gives a version of the story about how 
Tyrtaeus went from Athens to Sparta that is not very flattering to the poet and 
reflects the centuries-long tension between Athens and Sparta [see also note on 
634a2-4, where Tyrtaeus may be alluded to].  

629a7-b3 The quotation from Tyrtaeus articulates a slightly skewed version of 
the principle that the Athenian will express in the doctrine of divine and human 
goods at 631b6-c1:  we derive no benefit from the usually recognized goods 
(wealth, power, etc., there classified as “human goods”) are not good for us 
unless we have the virtues (“divine goods”) – albeit an improvement on Kleinias 
articulation of the superiority of military prowess over other possessions at 
626b2-4.  Tyrtaeus improves on Kleinias by taking excellence to be of value in its 
own right (not just as a means to securing and defending possessions).  The 
error of Tyrtaeus, attributed to the interlocutors quite generally at 630d4-e3, is an 
overly narrow conception of the requisite virtue or excellence.  On the terms 
‘virtue’ and ‘excellence’ see note on 629b3. 

629b3  “excellent in war” Echoed by the Athenian at 630a1-2 “those who 
manifest excellence in the greatest battle”.  In both passages ‘excellent’ and 
‘excellence’ render the adjective ‘aristos’ (‘best’) –cognate with the abstract noun 
‘aretê’  (‘excellence’) which is often rendered ‘virtue’ below.  Tyrtaeus’ vocabulary 
echoes that of Homer and the heroic tradition (where a hero seeks to display his 
aristeia (superiority) in battle), while the Athenian’s preference for ‘arete’  below 
invokes that of the fifth century tradition, where ambitious participants in the 
public life of the city seek ‘arete’ (dramatized by Plato in openings of Protagoras 
310b-319a and Meno 70a ff); for discussion see Meyer (2008) 8-11. 

629b9  “most divine”  (a typically Spartan locution – see note on 
642d5.) 
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629d2  “the bitterest conflict” ‘bitterest’ renders ‘chalepotatos’, 
(superlative of chalepos, which is typically contrasted with praos, as it is in this 
context at d5, where it is rendered “less difficult”); cf. also the contrast with 
eremos at 629a2).  England prefers to translate the pair ‘deadliest’/ and ‘milder’  
(cf. Taylor: “most dangerous” / “much milder”; Jowett: ‘worst’/ ‘milder’ and 
Schoepsdau: “schlimmste” / “viel harmloser”).   The Athenian’s point, however, is 
unlikely to be that external war causes less death and destruction to the citizenry 
than civil war, given the bloody carnage invoked to characterize external war just 
a few lines later in the quote from Tyrtaeus at 629e2-3.   The greater damage or 
violence in civil war is to the body politic, as explained at 628b2-4.  Presumably 
‘chalepotatos’ is to be understood in the same sense as in the quote from 
Theognis at 630a5 where it is used to qualify ‘dichostasie’ and ‘polemos’ (b6), 
where it is translated  “bitter faction” and “bitterest battle”.  On ‘gentle’ (praos) see 
notes on 629a2, 634c8, 645a6-7. 

629d3  “as we were saying just now”  628b2-4. 
 

(630a1-d1) The Athenian here argues that the person equipped to succeed 
against internal faction is better than the one equipped to succeed in war against 
an external foe.  The structure of the argument is not explicit.  Presumably it 
presupposes the premise established above (628a-b) that (1) internal faction is a 
greater danger to cities than external enemies.   Further premises asserted here 
are that (2) those with the excellence to succeed in the more dangerous battle 
are better than those whose excel in the lesser (629e-630a2); that (3) complete 
virtue is necessary to succeed against faction; and that (4) courage alone is 
sufficient to succeed against external foes.  Furthermore, (5) courage alone does 
not imply “complete virtue” (witness the “rash, unjust, insolent and mindless” 
mercenaries of 630b6-7).   The conclusion implied but not drawn explicitly is that 
the person with “complete virtue” (understood as comprising wisdom, justice, 
temperance, and courage) is superior to the “courageous” warriors eulogized by 
Tyrtaeus. 

630a7-b2 “a blend of justice, moderation and wisdom together with courage is 
better than courage on its own”.  This remark, together with the 
classification of courage as “fourth in rank and merit” at 630c9, is elaborated and 
explained at 631c5-d1.   “Courage on its own”  is illuminated by the example of 
the rapacious mercenaries.  It and the “moderation” invoked at 631c-d are unlike 
the virtues that go by these names in Platonic works such as Protagoras 329c-
333c, 349b-d; cf. 361b) for they do not imply the presence of each other or the 
other virtues.  They are rather like the tendencies that go by those names in 
Euthydemus 281c and Statesman 306a-308a and Laws III 681b: tendencies to 
aggression and risk taking on the one hand (“courage”), and restraint and 
deliberateness on the other (“moderation”), that do not always yield appropriate 
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action and are not always good (witness the case of the mercenaries).   Only 
when balanced against each other and tempered with wisdom do they amount to 
the virtues that go by ‘courage’ and ‘moderation’, and are assumed to depend on 
wisdom, in Protagoras.  In contrast with Socrates in the Protagoras, the Athenian 
still counts these fallible dispositions as virtues.  Thus “courage on its own” is still 
worth having, although less valuable than having it as part of “complete virtue”.  
While only “courage on its own” is mentioned here, the schema allows for and 
implies the possibility of a “moderation on its own”, which is in fact mentioned in 
Book III 696d3-5.  See also note on 631c7. 

630b2-3 “no one would be trustworthy and dependable in the face of faction 
if he lacked complete virtue”   Complete virtue (justice, moderation, wisdom 
and courage) is necessary for trustworthiness in times of civil strife because 
while courage alone might equip one to defeat the seditious party in battle, the 
other virtues (especially moderation and justice) equip one to resist the 
temptation to engage in sedition oneself (e.g. by joining the other).   The latter 
virtues, moreover, are proof against the tendency for faction to develop in the first 
place.   Thus Theognis’ figure of the warrior trustworthy in times of faction very 
nicely makes the transition from the awkward assumption that prowess in war is, 
after all the premiere virtue (see note on 628e2-630d1) to the Athenian’s 
contention that complete virtue requires the social virtues as well. 

630c5-6 “which one might call complete justice”     Why identify the 
trustworthiness invoked by Theognis at a4 as “complete justice” here, when just 
a few lines above (630b2-3) he has identified it as “complete virtue” -- meaning 
justice along with moderation, wisdom and temperance?  The discrepancy 
evaporates in the light of 631c7-8, where he explains that justice is a combination 
of wisdom, moderation and courage. 

630c8-d1 “fourth in rank and merit”  As 631c5-d1 explains, the virtues 
are ranked in order of merit: (1) wisdom (phronesis); (2) moderation tempered by 
wisdom; (3) justice (= moderation and courage both tempered by wisdom); (4) 
courage not tempered by wisdom – e.g. that of the mercenaries at 630b3-8.  One 
might wonder whether there also exists a fifth: moderation not tempered by 
wisdom.   While not mentioned here, it is invoked at III 696d3-5. (See note on 
630a7-b2) 

630c6-d1 “The virtue Tyrtaeus praises … comes fourth”  A point 
repeated in Book II, 667a2-5 in a context less flattering to Spartan institutions.    
Even stronger criticism of the poet is in Book IX, 858e1-3. 
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(630d2-632d7) The goals & practice of the proper legislator. 
 
The proper legislator, the Athenian explains -- still leaving it open that the Dorian 
legislators fall into this category (630d-631a) – aims at inculcating all of virtue in 
the citizens, not just the variety of courage extolled by Tyrtaeus (and apparently 
by Megillus and Kleinias as well).  The virtues are the “divine goods” bestowed 
upon citizens by a proper legislator; dependent on these are the “human goods” 
(wealth, health, etc.) that the legislator also brings (631b-c).  The legislator 
inculcates the virtues by shaping the citizens’ responses to each other and to 
their external circumstances (their pleasure and pain at their perceived good 
fortune and misfortune over the course of their lives) also commenting on their 
use and disposition of property and the manner in which they bury their dead; he 
uses the laws as instruments to communicate these evaluations and shape these 
responses (631d-632c).  The section concludes with an invitation to Kleinias and 
Megillus to show how their lawgivers followed this methodology (632d8-e6) 

630d4-7 “It is we who are doing poorly by supposing that Lycurgus and 
Minos had war in view “  Lycurgus is the legendary Spartan legislator 
(mentioned unfavourably at IX 858e).   Minos as the legislator for Knossos is 
invoked at 624a.    The Athenian’s generous assumption here at 630d4-e3 that 
the Spartan and Knossian constitutions do in fact aim at all the virtues, not just at 
victory in war (repeated by implication at 632d1-4), is not sincere – or at any rate 
not sustained.  In Book II, 666d-667a, he will not mince words in castigating their 
societies (or is it just Sparta’s?) for being organized on exclusively military 
principles. 

(630d9-631b1) A general methodological paragraph that dictates correct 
legislative practice.  It identifies a different error to be avoided (one not charged 
against the Dorian legislators but against “legislators of the present day” 
(presumably human legislators) – the fault of devising laws seriatim for 
heterogeneous categories (inheritances, assaults…) introduced as the need for 
them arises in actual circumstances.  (There is some suggestion that it is a 
methodology of responding to problem cases (an “heiress” epiklêros is a 
fatherless brotherless woman (Pomeroy (2002) 84) and hence poses a problem: 
a dead-end in the normal practice of passing on wealth and family identify 
through the male line.)  This is contrasted with the type of inquiry (zêtêsis) that 
underlies the proper legislative practice, allegedly exemplified in the investigation 
on which the three interlocutors are embarked (631a1-2), which takes virtue to be 
the focus of the legislator, and makes laws with a view to what is required to 
inculcate those virtues in the citizens (a point made clearer in the ensuing 631b3-
632d7).  The methodological principle is specified more precisely at 632d8-e3:  
take the virtues one by one, and devise laws and institutions suitable for 
inculcating each in turn.   See also note on 630e4.   The use of ‘eidos’ (kind) at 
632e2 (repeating the term at 630e3) indicates that the virtues are the ‘kinds’ 
under which the investigation is to be organized. 
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630e3  “that he investigated them”  ‘Investigated’ renders ‘zêtein’, a 
verb that occurs repeatedly in this passage; given its use to characterize the 
course of the discussion so far in the dialogue (631a1-2), it surely means ‘inquire’ 
or ‘investigate’, not just ‘seek’ (as Jowett, Saunders, Taylor, and des Places 
render it; Schöpsdau’s “untersuchen” is correct).  The investigative methodology 
of present-day legislators is the near-sighted and reactive practice of responding 
to questions as they arise (what to say about X, as it arises)  but w/o an explicit 
understanding of the goals to be achieved by such legislation. 

631a3-4 “for you began with virtue, noting correctly that it is for its sake that 
the legislator framed his laws”  It is not obvious that Kleinias did in fact 
begin by invoking virtue as the focus of the legislator, or if he ever did.  He began 
by claiming that victory in war is the focus of the legislator (625d7-626b3), which 
the Athenian interprets as implying a criterion for a “well governed city” at 626b7, 
but this is not a virtue of a person (and unlike the Republic, there is no concern in 
Laws to identify virtues of a city – the virtues (aka divine goods bestowed on the 
city at 631b8 are virtues of citizens).  When the Athenian introduces the 
possibility of war within a person, Kleinias does affirm that self-mastery is the 
“highest and most excellent victory” that a person can win (626e2-6), there using 
the vocabulary connected to virtue and vice; the Athenian will refer back to this at 
633d5-e5 and 644b6-7 as offering an account of virtue and vice of persons.  But 
it is not until the Athenian introduces Tyrtaeus at 629a4-630d1 that the virtue of 
persons becomes the focus of discussion (indeed, the engagement with Tyrtaeus 
functions to reorient the discussion in precisely this direction) and only at 630c1-
d1 is it claimed explicitly (and by the Athenian!) that virtue is the legislator’s aim.   

631b5-6 “bring happiness to those who live by them”  ‘Happiness’ 
(eudaimonia) here is not to be understood narrowly to mean a feeling of 
satisfaction or pleasure (as it often does today).  Rather, it is a synonym for “well-
being” or “doing well” (eu prattein) (cf. Euthydemus 278e3, 280b6; Aristotle, EN 
1095a18-20)   To provide happiness to the citizens is, as the Athenian 
immediately explains, to benefit them, by “provid[ing] them with everything good” 
(631b6; the same explanation offered in the Euthydemus (279a2-3, 280b5-6).  
‘Happiness’ (eudaimonia) is used in the same sense at 628d5 and 636e1, as is 
“do well” (prattoien kalôs) at 641c1. 

631b7-c1 “the former depending on the divine“  The nature of this 
dependence (also elaborated at 631d1-6) is puzzling.  The Athenian states 
explicitly here (631b8-c1) that possessing the divine goods (the virtues of 
wisdom, moderation, justice and courage) is both necessary and sufficient for 
possessing the human goods (health, beauty, etc.) – a thesis with no empirical 
plausibility.  Surely one can be healthy without being brave.   Perhaps this is just 
an imprecise way of stating the thesis developed more carefully at Euthydemus 
280b7-282a5, that one gets no benefit from the human goods if one lacks the 
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virtues that will enable one to use them properly; cf. also the conclusion of Rep. 
IV 445a-b that one gets no benefit from possessing wealth, power, etc. unless 
one is just).  Some corroboration of this hypothesis comes from the fact that here 
in Laws wealth is listed among the human goods only on the proviso that it is 
properly directed by wisdom (632c4-5); but no similar qualification is made for the 
other human goods (health, strength, beauty).   For further discussion, see the 
note on 631c4-5. 

631c3  “third is … running”  Note the importance placed on running 
in Kleinias’ initial discussion of Cretan practices at 625d; it turns out here that the 
main activity in which Cretan citizens are trained is only the third most important 
of second-class goods. 
 
631c4-5 “wealth … clear-sighted from following wisdom”  That wealth 
is even on the list of human goods is contingent on its being properly used (cf. 
Euthydemus 280b7-282a5).   Are we to understand a similar qualification implied 
for the other human goods?  See note on 631b7-c1. 

631c7  “a moderate disposition (hexis) of the soul involving intelligence 
(nous)”  [Reading nou for the MSS’ nous, following Schanz, Burnet, England 
and des Places.]  The disposition is moderation (sophrosune) in the strict sense:  
an appropriately restrained disposition that implies the presence of wisdom and 
the other virtues – as in Protagoras 329c.  Here ‘moderate’ (sophrôn) means a 
tendency or disposition to restraint that is not thus tempered; like the disposition 
that is called ‘sophrosune’ at Euthyd. 281c6 and Stsm. 306a-b (cf. 308b) it is not 
always beneficial (e.g. an overly conciliatory attitude can result in disastrous 
defeat).  See also note on 630a7-b2.   

631c7-8 “justice … arises when these two are combined with courage”  
‘These two’ refer to the first two divine goods, wisdom and moderation.   When 
courage is added to the combination, it is presumably along the same lines as 
moderation at c7: the tendency to aggression and risk-taking (here called 
‘courage’) is tempered by wisdom.  So the just person has appropriately 
tempered and balanced the opposing dispositions of aggression and restraint 
(called ‘moderation’).  Note that the problem of inculcating justice is here the 
same as that of educating the guardians in Republic II:  how to balance the 
ferocity and gentleness that are both requisite for their performance (375a2-d1).   
The account of justice presented in Republic IV is explicitly identified as solving 
the balancing problem (441e8-442a2), with the ferocious tendency being gentled 
by means of “harmony and rhythm” (442a2), which will loom large in the 
educational program set forth by the Athenian in Book II (a passing reference to 
the issue may be at V 731b-d).  See also note on 630c5-6. 
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631c8-d1 “courage”  Courage alone, as it figures as the fourth good, 
is the ingredient added to wisdom and moderation in the recipe for justice, the 
third good.   It is the disposition praised by Tyrtaeus.  See also notes on 631c7-8 
and 630c9. 

631d1-2 “the lawgiver must rank them thus as well” The theory of divine 
and human goods just articulated must inform the practice of the legislator.   First 
of all, the legislator will design institutions that reflect the greater importance of 
cultivating citizen’s virtues over their acquisition of e.g. wealth.   Second, and 
more prominent in the Athenian’s discussion in the present context, the legislator 
will instruct the citizens in this scheme of values, and shape their emotional 
responses accordingly – as is detailed at 631d7-632c3. 

631d4-5  “the human goods with the divine in view” The Athenian here 
uses the same locution “blepein pros”  introduced by Kleinias at 625e1-2 to 
articulate the goal of the legislator, and used thus by the Athenian at 628d6-7, 
630c3-4 and 630d5-6 (all translated with variants on “have in view”).   The 
Athenian evidently takes the locution “has X in view” to be equivalent to “for the 
sake of (heneka) X”, which he uses as a variant of the former locution at  628c6, 
628d8-e1, 628e4-5, 631a4.   A natural way of understanding how the human 
goods are to be pursued “with the divine in view” is on analogy with the dictum at 
628d8-e1 that one is not to regulate the peace for the sake of war but military 
matters for the sake of peace.   Thus, to use wealth for the sake of the divine 
goods is to regulate one’s pursuit and use of it via the standards of wisdom, 
justice, moderation, and courage.  This is to limit one’s pursuit or use of a 
“human good” by the standards of the virtues.   Plato uses ‘heneka’ in a similarly 
limiting sense at Gorgias 506c9 where pleasure is to be pursued “for the sake of” 
(heneka) the good, rather than vice versa (similarly, Republic 403b4-c2, Aristotle 
EN 1102a24 and possibly 1111a5). 

631d5-6 “the divine ones all directed towards intelligence, their leader”  
This points to the role of wisdom in tempering the raw dispositions called 
‘moderation’ and ‘courage’.  See notes on 631c7 and 631c7-8. 
 

(631d6-632c4) The legislator will communicate to the citizens the message 
about the divine and human goods by honours, censures, praise and blame, and 
general instruction as to what is admirable and just in their behaviour, directed at 
citizens in their family and civic relations (631d6-632a3), in their attitudes to good 
and bad fortune (632a3-b1) and in their financial dealings (632b1-c1), and in the 
honours and respect they bestow upon their dead (632c1-3).  Note the omission 
of military context of evaluation, except for the inclusion of war on the list of 
misfortunes into which one might fall (632a6); on this see note on 632d4. 
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631e2-3 “he must take care to mete out honours and censures correctly” 
These are not legally mandated rewards and sanctions, but rather the expression 
of praise and blame in the laws themselves (as 632a2-3 makes explicit).   This  
anticipates the “persuasive” and not merely “coercive” function assigned to the 
laws in Book IV. 

631e3-632a1  “the citizens’ pains, pleasures, desires and the general 
intensity of their passions”  This is the first explicit indication of the 
legislator’s concern with shaping the desires and sensibilities of the citizens – to 
be articulated more fully in the account of education at 643a2-644b5, 653a5-c4 
(shaping of pleasures, pains and desires) and in the “puppet’ psychology” of 
644c4-645c6.  It is not simply the citizens’ behaviour, but their emotional 
responses and desires, that are the legislator’s concern; further elaboration of the 
nature of the pleasures, pains and desires in question is elaborated in the 
discussion of anger, fear, and their opposites at 632a3-b1.  On the centrality of 
pleasure and pain to the legislator’s concerns, see also 636d4-e3 and the notes 
on 644c7-d7 and on 649d4-7. 

632a2  “he must use the laws themselves as instruments of correct praise 
and blame”  Here as at 632b6-7 he anticipates the methodological point 
of Book IV that the laws will instruct and persuade citizens (by teaching them), 
shaping their motivations, not just giving them orders backed up by threatened 
penalties.  Cf. 631e2-3 & note ad loc. 

632a3-b1 Anger, fear, and other forms of distress at the loss of the “human 
goods”, as well as the pleasure citizens experience upon securing those goods 
are discussed as special cases of the citizens’ “pains, pleasures, desires and … 
passions” identified as the legislator’s concern at (631e4-632a1).  Anger and fear 
are pain at misfortunes in the human goods, e.g. loss of wealth (a5-6).   Their 
opposites are presumably joy in or in anticipation (tharros) of the possession of 
these goods.  (See, for example, 649d6-7, where the human goods, wealth, 
health, and strength are said to “make us drunk with pleasure”.)  Their 
presentation here as “disturbances” and relief from disturbance (632a2-632b1) fit 
the account of pain and pleasure as disruption and restoration in Philebus 31d-
32b.  Fear and its opposite (tharros) will be discussed in detail at 644c9-d and 
646e3 ff..  At 647e1-4  fear is linked to a judgment of misfortune. 

632b2  “the ways the citizens acquire and dispose of property “ 
This is the domain of justice.   

632b7-8 “those who are amenable to the laws and…. those who prove 
recalcitrant”  Literally: “those who are easily persuaded by the laws 
(eupeitheis) and those who are difficult to persuade (duspeitheis)”.   The terms 
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used by the Athenian with the root peith- anticipate the emphasis he will make in 
book IV on the function of law as combining persuasion (peitho) with force (bia).   
There, as here, those citizens who are not persuaded by the laws’ message 
about what is admirable and the opposite in human behaviour will be given an 
incentive by a threatened penalty for non-compliance. 

632c2-3 “burial rites and honours “  This completes the enumeration 
of life-cycle milestones begun at 631d6 with marriage and the begetting of 
children.   Legislation about marriage is detailed in Book IV 721a-d, VI 771e-
776b, 779e-785a, about childbearing and rearing in Book VII 788c-795d, about 
education in Book VII 795d-806d, 808d-822d, and about burial rites in Book XII 
958d-960b. 

632c4  “guardians to watch over them”  The need for guardians of 
the laws will be mentioned regularly throughout the Laws (e.g. I 626a7-8; VI 
752d-e; XII 961a-c. 

632c5-6 “some of them with wisdom (phronesis), others proceeding via 
correct opinion”  Some of the guardians of the laws will have (access 
to) wisdom, others will have only correct belief (the distinction invoked again at 
632d6-7 as those whose experience of the laws is “expert” as opposed to 
“habituated” (what they have is training, properly habituated sentiments and no 
doubt many true opinions).   Presumably the members of the “nocturnal council” 
outlined in Book XII 961a-b; 964e ff aspire to such wisdom.  On true belief as a 
substitute for wisdom see Stsm. 309c -- a more optimistic assessment of true 
opinion than Rep. V 477b-480a.  see also Tim. 51d.  In the account of education 
(paideia) in Book II, the Athenian indicates that wisdom (phronesis) is achieved 
by very few (653a).   The Athenian disclaims expertise here (632d6) on behalf of 
the three interlocutors, perhaps ironically (see note ad loc), but not ironically at 
859c. 

 
632c6-d1 “intelligence (nous) will evidently bind his composition to the service 
of moderation and justice, instead of wealth and ambition”  ‘Nous’ is used as a 
substite for ‘phronesis’.  The directing role of wisdom vis-à-vis the other virtues 
replicates that in the ordering of the divine goods at631c5-d1, d5-6.  Here the 
focus of the legislator is explicitly as identified as moderation and justice (the 
virtues neglected by the Dorian’s preoccupation with courage).  Courage, as 
already noted, is absent from this account of the legislator’s practice (631e-
632d), and we have here (c6-7) “wealth and ambition” substituted for the Dorian 
goals (an implication that this is their reality? – note on Kleinias’ mention of spoils 
to the victor at 626b3-4). 
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632d4  “how all these things are true of them” elaborated at 632d8-e7: 
That is, to demonstrate how Dorian institutions are aimed at inculcating 
“complete virtue” (including moderation and justice), not just courage.  Perhaps 
the omission of courage from the discussion of legislative methods at 631d2-
632c3 indicates that they are the tools for inculcating the virtues other than 
courage?   

632d5-6 “expert or habituated”  This could refer to the competence of 
the guardians invoked at 632c5 (see note ad loc).  It could also refer to the 
different competences of the trained legislator or legislative theorist, on the one 
hand, and those who have been raised under the laws (invoked as a qualification 
for the discussion of laws at 625a5 – where the same term ‘êthesin’ (translated 
‘raised’) is used.  The two possibilities are not exclusive.   See also note on 
626b5-6.  On expert knowledge vs. experience, see IV 720b. 

632d6-7 “their principle of organization” … to the rest of us is entirely 
obscure” An ironic claim, since it will turn out that the Dorian interlocutors 
have been quite right in identifying war as the primary focus of Dorian legislation; 
their error has been in not recognizing the deficiency of this focus. 

 

III 

Institutions to cultivate courage and moderation (632d-641a) 

(632d8-633a2) A proposal to identify the ways in which Dorian institutions 
satisfy the larger legislative goals identified at 630e-632d (that is, complete 
virtue); discussion to proceed one virtue at a time. 
 

632e5-6 “the practices we have been considering so far are aimed at virtue 
in its entirety”.    The practices (understood from epitedeumata at e1) are the 
Dorian institutions listed at 625c (thus England contra Ritter and Stallbaum).  
These will turn out, in the analysis of the Athenian, to be deficient for inculcating 
“the whole of virtue”, given the lack of institutions to cultivate temperance.   For 
an example of how specifically military practices might be aimed at virtue in its 
entirety, see Book VIII, where this is a preoccupation. 
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633a1-2 “the first one you set out to examine”  Megillus is 
passively recognizing and accepting the Athenian’s control of the discussion. 
 

(633a3-c7) Institutions to inculcate courage 
 
Megillus identifies a series of Spartan institutions or practices aimed at cultivating 
courage, starting with the previously mentioned military training and common 
messes, then proceeding to distinctive Spartan practices such as the hunt and 
“secret service” (633b) along with a large number of practices whose common 
aim is cultivating “endurance (karteria) of pain” (633b-c). 

633a7  “third and fourth on this list”  The list is of institutions for 
inculcating courage (as 632e1 and 633c9-10 indicate). 

633b2  “the hunt”  On the importance of hunting in Spartan society see 
Vidal-Naquet (1981), Anderson (1985),  David (1993). 

633b8  “raids”  A ritual in which Spartan youth are supposed to “steal 
as many cheeses as possible” and others are commanded to whip them if they 
could catch them (Xenophon, Lac. 2.9; Plutarch, Life of Aristides 17.10; Isocrates 
Panathenaicus 211).  See Kennell 1995: 79-82, David 1993: 394-5 

633b9-c4 “secret service” See Plutarch, Lyc. 28.2-3.   In Laws Book VI 
762e-763b a version of this institution will be preserved in the legislation 
proposed by the Athenian in Book VI.  See Brisson? (2003). 

633c4-5 “naked festivals” These were not athletic but cultural 
competitions between choruses of male citizens (Athenaeus XIV-XV; citation 
from England).   Cultural competitions (though clothed) will be prevalent in the 
city of the Magnesians – a theme of Book II. 
 

(633c8-634c8)   The Athenian asks whether courage involves resistance only 
to “fears and pains” or also to “desires and pleasures”.  Both kinds of resistance 
are taken to be necessary for military success (633d1-4) and noted to fit the ideal 
of self-mastery (633d-e; originally invoked by Kleinias at 626d-e).  While Kleinias 
enthusiastically endorses the importance of resistance to pleasures as a form of 
self-mastery (633e), neither he nor Megillus is able to identify any institutions in 
their home cities that cultivate this resistance (634a-c).   The burden of the 
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Athenian’s argument of Book I ( 637b ff.) will be that the institution of the 
sumposion or “drinking party” is such an a institution. 

633c8-d2 Courage as a “fight … also against desires and pleasures”.   It will 
turn out that the discipline of resisting pleasures will be classified under 
moderation (635c7-d8, 636e4-b5).   The Athenian’s introduction of it here, under 
the rubric of courage, predisposes his interlocutors to endorse it as an 
excellence, since they readily see the importance of resisting pleasures that 
would distract one from the pursuit of military objectives (e.g. the blandishments 
of Mata Hari).  The expansion of courage to include fighting against desires and 
pleasures also occurs at Laches 191d-e. 

633d3  “melt the resolve”  ‘resolve’ here translates thumous – 
invoking the ferocity of the warrior described at Rep II 375a-b:  stiffening and 
strengthening the thumos in Rep. III 410d engenders the toughness 
characteristic  of the warrior: deterred neither by the pains he faces or distracted 
by the prospect of pleasures.  Note the similar use of the term ‘glukuthumias’ 
translated “susceptibility to pleasure” at 635c8.  

633d5-7 “our previous discussion”  626d-e 

634a1  “the Pythian lawgiver” Apollo. 

634a2-4 “courage lame in one foot”  An unflattering reference to the 
poet Tyrtaeus (who is “interrogated” at 629b-630d).  Pausanias in the 2nd century 
AD reports a story that Tyrtaeus was a dimwitted Athenian school teacher “lame 
in one foot” (τὸν ἕτερον τῶν ποδῶν χωλός) sent by Athens to Sparta in grudging 
compliance to an oracle requiring an Athenian advisor be sent there (4.15.6 line 
10).  Plato cannot be Pausanias’ source on this (for the immediate context of our 
present passage does not mention Tyrtaeus); rather, the story must have been 
current in Plato’s day as well, and so familiar to his intended readers.  The 
scholiast on the present passage (quoted in  Edmonds 1931, p. 52)  also 
presents a version of the story reported by Pausanias, including the ascription of 
lameness. 

634a9-b1 “forced as well as persuaded by honours”  Once again, 
the dual coercive and persuasive aspects of the law are invoked.  Note that the 
persuasion here includes “honours” that might be legislated – as well as the 
“praise” that might be part of the ‘hortatory’ text of the laws; see ad 631-2 



 51 

634b4-5 “defeating the ones they must”  This qualification indicates 
that not all pleasures and pains should be resisted (anticipating 646e-647b, 
which advocates cultivating certain pains, and 643c-d & Book II in general, which 
advocated cultivating certain pleasures).    Identifying which ones to resist and 
which to cultivate is the job for wisdom – hence the role of wisdom in properly 
cultivated courage and moderation at 631e and in the doctrine of due measure at 
636d-e. 

634b6  Pleasure as “most difficult (chalepotaton) to fight”  invokes the 
previous characterization of civil faction with the same term.   Unlike the enemy 
one opposes in external battle, susceptibility to pleasure is an enemy that can 
oppose one’s purpose from within. 

634c8  “graciously rather than defensively” Once again the opposite 
manners of interaction are praos (graciously) and chalepos (defensively); cf. 
635b1 and note on 629a2, 629d2-3, 645a6-7. 

634d7-8 “one of your finest norms”  (‘norms’ translates ‘nomôn’, 
elsewhere rendered ‘laws’, but it is unlikely that what is being reported here is a 
written law “on the books” (see Willamovitz Platon I 661n) – note that according 
to the grammar of the Greek, “all must speak as one … and refuse even to 
listen...” is within the scope of the law or norm. 

634e1-2 “They must speak (sumphonein) as one”  This evokes the 
chorus of Dionysus (the adult citizens between ages 18 and 30) introduced in 
Book II whose business is to sumphonein the wisdom of Apollo (664c-d, 666a-b). 

634e4-6 “an old man”  The advanced age of the interlocutors (cf. 
625b) is here invoked as a credential for discussing the topic on which they are 
embarked.  It is echoed by Kleinias at 635e.  On the corrupting effects of political 
criticism on the young, see also Rep. VII 537e-539e.  On the special role for the 
elderly in education see Laws II 664e-666e. 

634e7-635a2    “hit the nail on the head and divined his thinking perfectly”  
The mixed metaphor in the Greek is only slightly different:  hitting the target from 
afar and exercising prophetic divination.  Precisely what legislative thought 
Kleinias takes the Athenian to have divined is not clear – but the grasping of it 
makes him in Kleinias’ eyes a well-informed and charitable critic. 

635b2-3 “my aim at present is not to criticize your laws….  I am rather 
expressing my puzzlement” This disclaimer not withstanding, the paragraph 
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(635b2-d8) would seem to express a rather trenchant criticism: that failure to 
train citizens in the resistance to pleasures makes them “slavish”.   It can be 
interpreted as a puzzle only on the strained assumption (articulated at 630e, 
632e, and soon to be reiterated at 635e) that the Dorian legislators do aim at 
inculcating temperance as well as courage, and hence that they do cultivate 
resistance to pleasures – the only problem being to identify which institutions 
they have introduced for this purpose.  The expression of puzzlement (aporia) is 
a common trope in Plato’s portait of Socrates in dialogues such as Euthyphro, 
Laches, Charmides, and Republic I. 

635b5  “entertainments” (paidiai) Entertainments will play an 
important role in the Athenian’s plan of education (I. 643a2-644b5) and their 
significance is elaborated in Book VII 03a-804c; see Jouet-Pastré (2006). 

635c1-2 “unavoidable hardships, fears and pains of battle” Both 
‘unavoidable’ and ‘of battle’ render ‘anagkaious’, which conveys not only 
necessity but force and violence – the latter being consistently associated with 
military contexts in contrast with the unforced ‘hekôn’ quality of peacetime 
interactions. 

635c6-8 “they will be unpracticed in enduring (karterein) pleasures and 
refusing to be compelled (anagkazesthai) into shameful action” Here the 
scope of the improper action into which one might be led by the prospect of 
pleasures is of broad scope – not just failures in a military context (as implied at 
633d, but any “shameful” action one might perform because of the prospect of 
pleasure – hence its classification under moderation. 

635c8  “susceptibility to pleasure” (glukuthumias).  See note on 633d3. 

635d1-4 “they will be enslaved to men who are both able to withstand 
pleasures and are extremely accomplished in them”  These “thoroughly 
bad men”, introduced as the analogue (in the case of pleasures) of military 
opponents trained in the resistance of pains and fears (635c1-3), are presumably 
purveyors of illicit pleasures.  The point is presumably that inability to control 
one’s pursuit of pleasures will put one at the mercy of those who control access 
to the pleasures one seeks (for example, the stock figure of the besotted lover 
sleeping on doorsteps (Symp. 203d, Phdr. 252a-b).  Epictetus makes a similar 
point in Diss IV.1.15-18. 

635d4-6 “slaves in one way and free in another”  Presumably, they 
are slaves to pleasure and free of compulsion by pains and fears.   The courage 
and freedom “without qualification” (d6) are those of the “complete virtue” 
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described at 631a-c, where courage (resistance to pains) and moderation 
(resistance to pleasures) are coordinated and led by wisdom. 

635e1-3 “let’s not jump to conclusions like foolish adolescents on matters 
requiring mature judgment” A comic touch.   Kleinias here deploys, against 
the Athenian’s proposal, the conservatism characteristic of the elderly that 
underlies the Dorian prohibition against younger people investigating the merits 
of the laws (634d-e). 

 

 (635e4-637b6) Moderation 
 
The quest to identify Dorian institutions cultivating resistance to pleasures (begun 
as part of the discussion of courage above (634a-b) is now classified as a 
discussion of moderation, the second virtue on the list (635e4-636a1).   

Pressed to identify Spartan institutions that cultivate this virtue, Megillus 
proposes first that their common messes and physical training cultivate 
moderation along with courage (636a2-3).  The Athenian responds by charging 
that these institutions serve to undermine rather than cultivate resistance to one 
set of pleasures -- sexual indulgence (636a4-e3).  Megillus, at a loss as to how to 
respond, readverts to the Dorian practice of forbidding extreme pleasures 
(already criticized by the Athenian as insufficient to cultivate self-control -- 635b-
d), citing as an example the outlawing of drinking parties in Sparta (636e4-
637b5).  The Athenian responds provocatively that this institution in fact has 
enormous social benefits to be exploited by the legislator (637b6-e8).   As a 
prelude to identifying these benefits (which he will eventually, after much 
postponement and preamble, alleged to be the sought-after resistance to 
pleasures 649a ff., he expounds upon the proper methodology for the cross-
cultural evaluation of norms (638a-641a3). 

635e5-6 “discuss moderation next after courage”  It may seem 
awkward to introduce moderation here, as if for the first time, taking resistance to 
pleasures as its domain), whereas previously, resistance to pains and to 
pleasures was attributed to courage 634a.  The former may well have been a 
device, similar to that employed in the discussion of Tyrtaeus (see note on 
628e2-630d1) to introduce a novel item to the interlocutors in terms that first 
show it to fit militaristic ideals.    In any case, it seems moderation has been 
under discussion since that point.  On the widened scope of courage, there is 
precedent at Laches 191d-e. 
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636b3-4 “the youth of Miletus, Boeotia, and Thurii” Thurii was a Greek 
city in southern Italy resettled under Athenian leadership during the time of 
Pericles; it was famous for the civil strife that plagued it (Freeman 1950: 29).  
Miletus was a Greek city of great antiquity, a sea port on the coast of Asia minor 
famous in the 5th century for the dissention that plagued its internal affairs 
(Freeman 1950: 140). Boeotia was the name for a region in the Greek mainland.  
Its principle city, Thebes, was dominated by faction during and after the 
Peloponnesian war:  Pangle n34 p. 514 ad loc citing P. Cloché, Thebes de 
Béotie (Paris, 95-112) 

636b4-6 “this longstanding practice seems to have corrupted the sexual 
pleasures that are natural among both humans and beasts”  [Reading 
παλαιὸν νόμον with the main MSS; emended by Burnet and England.]   See 
also VIII 838e-839b.  For similar negative evaluations of homosexual intercourse 
(as distinct from homoerotic attraction) see Phaedrus 253d-256e, Republic III 
402d-403c. 

636b7-c1 “One might blame your cities in particular for this, along with any 
others that put such great emphasis on bodily exercises.” The link between 
bodily exercises (gumnasia) and sexual temptation is more evident to Plato’s 
original readers.  Gumnasia are typically exercises for which one strips naked 
(hence the root gumnos, naked) paradigmatically to wrestle with a partner who is 
similarly naked.  A good example of the sexual innuendo surrounding the 
gymnasium is at the opening of Plato’s Charmides 153d-155d; cf. Symposium 
217c) 

636c6-7 “failure to master (akrateia) one’s pleasures” This phrase 
explicitly links the discussion of moderation introduced at 635e6 with the search 
for institutions cultivating resistance to pleasure initiated during the previous 
discussion of courage (633c8 ff).  Compare 637b6-7 and note. 

636c7-d4 “Ganymede”  The mythical boy cupbearer to the Olympian 
gods, abducted by Zeus to be his lover. 

636d2-4 “they saddle him with this tale in order that their pursuit of even this 
pleasure be ordained by the god”  An inversion of the principle of the 
‘divine origin’ of the laws introduced at 624a1-5, casting it in a negative light. 
 

(636d4-e3) Pleasure, pain, and the doctrine of due measure 
 
The Athenian ascends from the particular criticism of Cretan and Dorian sexual 
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mores, to make a general point about legislative practice and inquiry: that it 
concerns pleasures and pains quite generally.  This is a prescriptive point about 
how the interlocutors are to conduct their own inquiry (recalling the description of 
the proper legislator’s attention to citizens pleasures and pains at 631e-632a), 
not a description of the practice of actual legislators.  The pleasures and pains in 
“individual characters” (idiois êthesin, d7) are presumably those already 
mentioned at 631e-632a as the legislator’s concern; those “in cities” would 
indicate the sorts of pleasures that are allowed (or forbidden) to citizens, and the 
sorts of pain or hardship they would be required or expected to endure (e.g. in 
military service).  “Lives well” translates ‘eudaimonei’ at 636e1,  whose cognate 
is rendered ‘happiness’ at 631b5 (see note ad loc).  Here we are told that the 
happiness or well being of citizens depends on their selecting which pleasures to 
indulge in (hence resisting others) and which pains to endure and which to flee.  
The locution here “at the right time, to the right extent” (636d8-e1;repeated again 
at Laws I 638c5-8) recalls the “doctrine of due measure” at Statesman 283c-284e 
(later made famous by Aristotle in EN II 6  1106a26-b28).   See also note on 
637b6-7. 

636e6-7 “the lawgiver for the Spartans is right to command this avoidance of 
pleasures”   The Dorian prohibition on pleasures is originally invoked and 
criticized at 635b-d.  Megillus’ reaffirmation of it here serves as a rejection of the 
doctrine of due measure just articulated by the Athenian (636d8-e3) that the right 
pleasures, at the right times, etc. are to be allowed by the legislator. 

637a5-6 “drinking parties (sumposia) and all they involve”    The 
sumposion (root of the English ‘symposium’) was a venerable institution in 
Athens and other non-Dorian Greek states:   an after-dinner ritual in which men 
reclining on couches drink wine and sing songs along with entertainment ranging 
from exotic dancers and prostitutes to more refined conversation.   See Plato, 
Protagoras 347c-d and Symposium 176b-e for a description of the range of 
possible entertainments, as well as Xenophon, Symposium 2.1-23.  Drinking to 
the point of drunkenness was an essential feature of the event, as the Athenian 
emphasizes at 637d5-6.  (Many features of the modern Jewish Passover seder 
derive from the Greek symposium.  In the Hellenized world, including the land of 
the Israelites, the symposium was the epitome of leisured and free entertainment 
among the ruling class.) 

637b1-2 “even if he has the festival of Dionysus as his excuse”  
Dionysus is the god of wine and his festivals in the Greek world typically involved 
communal drunkenness.  Even Spartan colonists in the city of Tarentum 
engaged in the practice, Megillus notes at 637b3-5 -- hardly evidence, as 
England notes ad loc, for Megillus’ earlier contention (636a) that Spartan 
austerity inculcated resistance to such temptations. 
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 (637b7-639a1)  Methodological preamble to the evaluation of alien norms  
 
In response to Megillus’ disparagement of the practices of drunkenness he has 
encountered outside Sparta, the Athenian insist that the practice, if undertaken 
with the appropriate restraint (karteria), is perfectly commendable (637b5-6), 
indeed important to the legislator (637d3-5).  The issue thus arises as to how to 
assess the merits of practices one has not been acculturated to find acceptable.  
First introduced and then rejected is the relativist principle that cultural 
differences are simply a social fact to be accepted without criticism (637c3-d2).   
Next is Megillus’ proposal that the military success (or defeat) of a city is the 
proper criterion to evaluate its practices, which the Athenian quickly dispatches 
on empirical grounds (638a1-b9).  Also rejected is the criterion of popularity 
(638d3-5).  The proper method, the Athenian announces, is to consider the 
practice in the appropriate circumstances (638c2-8e), the latter to be elucidated 
in detail in what follows (639a-641a). 

637b7-8 “when carried out with some restraints”   Indulgence with 
(karteria) contrasts with the “lack of restraint” (akrateia) definitive of immoderate 
indulgence at 636c7.  The appropriate restraints, for the Athenian, will be those 
that honour the restrictions on time, manner, circumstance, etc. just articulated at 
636d8-e3; to be elucidated further in the account of proper leadership at 639a-
641a.  Note that at 639d-e the Athenian will concede that the drinking parties 
Megillus has mentioned lack the appropriate restraint. 

637c2  “the license you accord your women”   ‘License’ (anesis) picks 
up on aneintai in “when practiced with abandon (aneintai)” in the previous line.  
The charge of license is elaborated by the Athenian in Book VII, 806c: the 
Spartan men are tightly regulated by the legislator, while the women are free to 
wallow in luxury (cf. also Rep. 548b1-2).  Aristotle elaborates on the charge, with 
language echoing this passage, in Politics II.9, 1269b13-1270a15.   In the cross-
cultural tit-for-tat the Athenian is envisaging here, a hypothetical Athenian 
criticized for the abandon (anesis) of his own city’s drinking practices responds 
by pointing out lack of restraint in certain Spartan practices as well.  There is no 
reason to suppose that it is specifically the sexual mores of Spartan women that 
are invoked here (as in Saunder’s translation “the easy virtue of your women”).  
On Spartan women see Pomeroy (2002) and Millender (1999). 

637c5-6 “the foreign visitor (xenos) who is shocked at the unfamiliar 
practices he observes”   Since 636a, the Athenian and Megillus have each 
been playing the part of the foreigner affronted by alien customs and 
unreflectively partial to those of his home:  the Athenian in his repugnance at 
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Dorian homosexual practices (636b4-d4), and at the freedom accorded to 
Spartan women (637c2-3); the Spartan in his chauvinism for his own city’s 
asceticism (636e8-637a2) and contempt for drunkenness in rituals and 
institutions of Athens and other cities (637b2-5). 

637c7-8 “this is our custom here and no doubt you do things differently 
where you come from” This is the  simple method for diffusing criticism 
introduced at 637c4 as the “single answer”; it echoes the 5th century view that 
law or convention (nomos) has no basis in reality (phusei); for an especially clear 
articulation of such a view, see Plato, Gorgias 482c-484c.  The Athenian makes it 
clear here that the joint project of the dialogue, an inquiry into the merits of 
different laws, rejects this simple relativism. 

637e3  “take their wine unmixed”   Greeks of Plato’s day drank their 
wine diluted with water, even at symposia.   Drinking unmixed wine was 
considered uncivilized.  Some of the most beautiful relics of the material culture 
of the era are the mixing bowls (kraters) whose sole purpose was for this mixing.  

638a1-2 “we put all these peoples to flight”  Megillus here reverts to 
Kleinias’ original proposal that military success is criterion of civic excellence 
(626b7-c2), notwithstanding the Athenian’s extended exposition of the 
deficiencies of this ideal. 

638b1-3 “the Locriens, who are thought to have had the best laws in the 
region”   In praise of Locrian laws, see Plato, Timaeus 20a. [citation from 
England]. 

638c5-8 “how and to whom it is served, with what accompaniments, and in 
what condition, and the condition of the person who eats it”  This invokes 
the variables mentioned in the doctrine of due measure at  636d8-e3 (see note 
ad loc). 

638d3-5 “some of us thinking the large number of witnesses on our side 
settles the matter”  It is not obvious that any party to the present 
discussion has invoked this consideration (as for example it is clearly invoked at 
Gorgias 471e and criticized there and at Laches 184d-e).  Although the Athenian 
has just invoked the large number of societies with wine-drinking practices 
different from the Dorians’ (637d6-e8), he has not concluded from this that the 
practice is defensible (although at 638e5-6 he jokingly notes that the criterion 
tells against Megillus’ own position).  Perhaps this is a self-deprecating allusion 
by the Athenian. 
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(639a2-641a2) The correct way to inquire into the merits of a social practice 
such as drinking parties. 
 
While the order of exposition in this passage is not straightforward, the general 
line of argument put forth by the Athenian is as follows:  A collective undertaking 
-- whether it be a sea voyage, a military campaign, or a drinking party -- requires 
a leader if it is to have any chance of achieving its goals (639c2, 640a4-5); thus 
to find fault with a leaderless or ill-led collective enterprise is pointless for those 
investigating the merits of social practices (639a2-7, 639c1-6, 640d9-641a1).  
The drinking parties criticized by Megillus (and indeed all those in the Athenian’s 
experience) fall into the ill-led category (639d5-e3).  To appreciate the benefits 
that might come from a drinking party, therefore, one must consider what it can 
achieve under proper leadership.  Proper leadership of a drinking party is 
illuminated via an analogy with leadership of a naval or military expedition, where 
the Athenian identifies two requirements for leadership: (1) knowledge of how to 
conduct the enterprise at hand: navigation for the leader of a sea voyage and 
military science for the leader of an army; and (2) immunity to the naturally-
occurring disturbances that are occupational hazards in the undertaking:  
seasickness in the naval voyage; fear in the military campaign (639a9-b11, 
640a8-b5).  Applying these criteria to the case of drinking parties, the leader 
must (1) have knowledge about how to conduct a gathering of friends assembled 
in good will; and (2) be sober, unaffected by the rowdiness that affects his fellow 
drinkers (640b6-d9). 

639a9  “Now, is someone a good master of ships as long as …” 
Picking up on the importance of having good masters just invoked in the example 
of goat-keeping (639a2-7), the Athenian now turns to the question of the criteria 
for good leadership, switching the example from animal husbandry to navigation 
and warfare.  The criteria developed here will be applied to the leadership of a 
drinking party at 640a8-d9. 

639b5  “leader of an army”  The term translated ‘leader’ here 
(archon) is rendered by ‘master’ above in 639a-b in the case of goats and ships, 
and later will be rendered ‘ruler’ as well as ‘leader’ (639c-d) 

639c1  “collective undertaking” translates koinônia, also rendered 
“group activity” at the end of this paragraph (c6).   The term, used 
interchangeably with sunousia and sunodos  (social gathering, assembly) and 
repeatedly from 639c1-d10 , can also be translated ‘gathering’ or ‘social 
gathering’, but its range includes other forms of concerted or collective activities 
(as stressed at 640a4-5); thus it applies equally to the collective enterprise of the 
sailors on a ship and of the soldiers on a military campaign that the Athenian has 
just been discussing and that his interlocutors have fresh in their minds (639a9-
b11).  The point to which the Athenian is here leading, but which he has not yet 
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asserted, is that drinking parties, just like the military and naval undertakings of 
which his interlocutors approve, are in the general category of collective action 
for a purpose; the translation seeks to reflect that intent. 

639d2-3 “a gathering of drinking companions, or a drinking party, is one of 
the many types of collective undertaking (koinonia)“  Here the Athenian 
makes the crucial move of subsuming drinking parties under the general principle 
about collective undertakings just articulated at c1-6; see note on 639c1. 

639d9-e1 “practically none that I have seen or heard was properly conducted” 
The Athenian here concedes the criticism Megillus leveled at the symposia he 
has observed at 637b.    

640a1-2 “proper and improper conduct”  The proper conduct of a 
drinking party under a leader will presumably conform to the doctrine of due 
measure articulated at 636d-e. 

640a8  “courageous”  That is, fearless – equivalent to the courage 
that ranks 4th in the list of divine goods at 631b-d.   On fearlessness and courage, 
see also 648b4-649a6. 

640b7-8 “one who in peacetime will lead a gathering of friends joined 
together in mutual goodwill (philophrosunê)” The link between peacetime and 
philophrosunê is repeated here from 628c10-11, where they, rather than war and 
conflict, are identified as the ultimate goal of the legislator.  Thus the symposium 
is presented as a paradigmatic institution for achieving the social goals of the 
legislator – a point reiterated at 640c9-d2. 

640c1-2 “not without disturbances”  translates athorubos, which 
refers back to the use of the verb thorubein “disturb” (at 640a12 and b3) to 
characterize the fears that the military commander must not have.  The 
(unspecified) disturbances that characterize a drinking party are presented as 
analogous to the fears that assail the soldier in battle.   In the present context, 
the ‘disturbance’ is implied to be drunkenness, given the requirement that the 
leader be “sober” at 640d4.  Later in Book I, the disturbances endemic to the 
drinking party will be identified as a tendency to disruptive or unrestrained 
behaviour (649a-b; elaborated in Book II 671a-e). 
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(640c9-d7) The function of a drinking party is to maintain and increase the 
bonds of civic friendship.  

640c9-10 “And also, it would seem, [a leader] who is wise about social 
gatherings”    The Athenian here applies the conclusion drawn about 
qualifications of the military and maritime leader at 639a10-b11: in addition to 
being constitutionally undisturbed by the occupational hazard, he must also be 
knowledgeable about how to conduct the business at hand.  In the present case, 
that business is, as our passage goes on to make explicit to preserve and 
increase the bond of friendships among fellow citizens (640c10-d2). See note on 
640b7-8. 

640d4  “we must set up as ruler over our drinkers a leader who is sober” 
Cf. the leadership of the drinkers in Plato’s Symposium (177a-d).  Socrates is the 
only sober participant (223c-d). 

640d6  “or by a young and inexpert leader” Again, as at 640c9-10, 
applying the two desiderata for leadership articulated at 639a10-b11 – this time 
invoking the requirement of knowledge.    

 
IV 
 

 Drinking Parties as an Institution to Cultivate Moderation 
 

(641a-650a) 

A properly led drinking party, the Athenian claims (641a4-e1), has important 
beneficial effects on education (paideia), the process that trains citizens in the 
virtues (643b4-644b5).  Virtue, understood as victory of the better part of a 
person (reason) over the worse (the impulse to pursue pleasure and avoid pain) 
(644b6-645c7) involves enduring certain pains and fears and resisting certain 
pleasures.  While the former is to be inculcated by military training that cultivates 
a certain kind of fearlessness (tharros), the latter is to be acquired by cultivating a 
kind of fear, specifically shame (646e3-647c6), and the drinking party is the 
venue par excellence for its cultivation:  just as the warrior in training must 
encounter and overcome his fears by participating in battle, the citizen in training 
at the (properly conducted) drinking party encounters and does battle against the 
anti-social feelings of shameless initially induced by drinking wine (645d1-
646d10; 647c7-650b10). 
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(641a4 -643a1) Drinking parties claimed to benefit education 
 
Having granted at 640d-e that a collective undertaking is beneficial only when 
properly led, Kleinias now asks, with some impatience, what benefits a city could 
possibly derive from the institution of drinking parties, even if they are conducted 
by competent leaders (641a4-b2).  The Athenian answers that the benefit 
concerns education (paideia) (641b3-d2).  A full defense of this claim will require 
a rather lengthy detour into the subject of education, he warns his interlocutors 
(641d4-642b2), but they declare themselves quite willing to indulge such 
characteristically Athenian garrulity on his part (642b-e). 
 
 
 641b1-2 “a properly instructed drinking party” ‘instructed’ renders the 
passive form of the verb ‘paidagogein’ (from which our ‘pedagogy’ derives).   
Thus Kleinias’ formulation of the question anticipates the Athenian’s answer that 
the symposium is an institution of education (paideia) – from the same root (pais 
– child) 

641b3  “a single pupil (pais) or chorus that is properly instructed 
(paidagogethentos)”  The Athenian’s reply uses the same verb, 
paidagogein that Kleinias used in his question (b1-2), singling out from its 
compound elements ‘pais’ (boy, or in this case pupil).   Choral performance will 
turn out to play an important role in education, as Book II makes clear. 

(641b7-c7) The Athenian here expounds on the benefits of education (paideia), 
indicating that it yields the “complete virtue” that is the legislator’s ultimate goal 
(cf. 630e-631e).   He also cautions that while aiming at education as a highest 
goal yields military success as well, but aiming at military success as a highest 
goal may compromise education and its greater benefits.  All this presupposes, 
of course, the truth of his as yet undefended contention that drinking parties play 
an important role in education. 
 
641c1  “as a result do well”   ‘do well’ translates “prattein kalôs” (often 
interchangeable with eu prattein) which encompasses not only ‘doing well’ in the 
sense of performing fine actions, but also “doing well” in the sense of being 
happy, flourishing.  See note on 631b5-6. 

641c2-3 “education … delivers victory” Explained at 647b3-7. 

641c3-4 “many are made insolent by their victories in war” Insolence 
(hubris), a form of shamelessness (anaideia 647a10) is the very fault that paideia 
aims to ward off – as will be explained in detail at 647a-b, 649a-e.  The potential 
conflict between military victory and education stems from the fact that the former 
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depends on a kind of tharros ( or fearlessness) of which insolence and 
shamelessness are also types), while the civic virtues depend on the restraint 
that is displayed in a kind of fear (shame) (647a8-b1).  In addition, possessing 
the “human goods” (wealth, etc.) that victory in war secures (626b1-4) is in itself 
an independent inducement to shamelessness (649d4-7; see note ad loc), hence 
the legislator’s interest in shaping the citizens’ emotional reactions to the gain 
and loss of the human goods at 631e2-632b1. 

641c6  “Cadmean victory”  Like the expression ‘pyrrhic victory’, a 
Cadmean victory sows the seeds of its own reversal.  Cadmus is the legendary 
founder of the city of Thebes.  He slew a dragon then planted its teeth in the 
ground from which sprung up twelve armed warriors to battle against him. 

 642a4 “musical education”  translates ‘mousike’, which 
encompasses education in music, poetry, and literature quite generally.   The two 
traditional divisions of paideia (education) are ”music”  and “gymnastics” 
(physical training). 
 

(642b2-643a1) Megillus and Kleinias respond (with uncharacteristic prolixity 
of their own) that they are well disposed to Athenians in general, and so willing to 
hear out the Athenian stranger in a speech of any length.   Kleinias’ patience, 
however, appears to  have worn thin by 645c. 

642b3  “proxenos”  A proxenos represented in his own city the 
interests of a foreign state (rather like a modern consulate, except that he is not a 
citizen of the city he represents). 

642c8  “without compulsion” Megillius here prefigures the Athenian’s 
emphasis on persuasion as opposed to compulsion (ananke) as the proper mode 
of education and of legislation in Book IV (718b-723d).  The point (at least as it is 
developed by the Athenian) is not that the Athenians, unlike e.g. the Dorians are 
free to become bad (thus England ad loc), but that they have been shaped by 
gentle and persuasive means rather than by forcible and violent ones. 

642d1-4 “don’t be shy”  by Megillus, as well as “feel free”  by Kleinias 
both translate “tharrôn” – verbal form of tharros  (daring, confidence) a 
paradigmatic feature of the Dorian ideal of courage whose negative and 
antisocial side the Athenian will develop at 647a ff., and that will be one of the 
main elements of the moral psychology introduced at 644c9-d3. 
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642d5  “divinely good man”  (anêr theios)   A typically Spartan 
Locution.  It attributes not literal divinity but superlative excellence, as in the 
address to Tyrtaeus at 629b9. 

642d6  “some ten years before the Persian wars began” This would 
put Epimenides in Athens circa 500 BCE, whereas in fact he died a century 
earlier (Grote , Vol 2 part 2, 458n3) – a mistake on Kleinias’ part that Plato 
expects his readers to notice? 

642e4-5 “my ancestors formed ties of hospitality with you” Strictly 
speaking, such ties were between families, not cities.  So it is between the 
families of Epimenides and the family of the Athenian.   One might note that 
Solon, the celebrated Athenian lawgiver at the time of Epimenides visit (Plutarch, 
Life of Solon) is Plato’s own ancestor (DL, Life of Plato). 
 

(643a2-644b5)  Education (paideia) defined   
 
The Athenian gives a preliminary definition of education that exploits the 
connections between the terms for education (paideia) and play (paidia, paizein) 
– all with the same root ‘pais’ (child).  The goal of education is to channel the 
pleasures and desires of a child toward the activity that will be his adult 
occupation, and it does so by using the child’s play to practice and rehearse the 
activities of that occupation, suitably scaled down for a child (643b4-d3).   The 
definition is further refined to distinguish education in a more precise and 
restricted sense (reflected in the use of the adjective pepaideumenos, “cultivated” 
or “educated”), which does not count a person trained in a trade as “educated”.   
Education in this restricted sense (which will be the one of concern to the 
legislator) trains a child’s pleasures and desires towards excellence in citizenship 
and its virtues (643d6-644a8).  A further definition of education will be given at 
the beginning of book II (653a5-c4). 

643a4  “as a preliminary to our argument”  i.e. the Athenian’s 
argument that drinking parties benefit education (641c8-d9), to which a definition 
of education has been identified as a necessary preliminary (642a1-b2) 

643a7  “the god that is its destination”   This phrase invokes the journey 
that the three travelers are making to the cave of Zeus, and the general 
conversation about laws that they are undertaking along the way; the destination 
of the former here stands in for that of the latter (metonymy).   By contrast, des 
Places, Saunders ,Taylor and England take the destination in question to be the 
god of wine (Dionysus) and translate accordingly.  But wine is not specified in the 
immediate context.   Although the three travelers have agreed to the necessity of 
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a “detour” through the topic of paideia en route to the Athenian’s defense of 
properly conducted drinking parties that is their immediate focus 642a-e, the god 
of wine, Dionysus, has not been invoked in that context. 

643a8  “if it pleases you”  After the Athenian has just placed the 
route of the discussion in the context of the sacred journey to the god (643a7), 
Kleinias’s good-natured response misses the point.  It is not that it pleases the 
Athenian that makes it the right thing to do (the Athenian picks up on this at 
643d3-4).  Pleasure, already identified as a preoccupation of the legislator 
(631d6-632b1) will turn out to be central to the notion of education, as defined in 
this context and Book II, and the notion that pleasure is the criterion of choice will 
be subject to severe criticism in the latter (e.g. II, 655c8-d3). 

643b5  “right from childhood (ek paidôn)”  The reference to childhood 
picks up on the use of ‘pais’ (child) in the exchange between Kleinias and the 
Athenian about “instruction” (pedagogy – paidagogia) at 641b1-3.  

643b6  “both in play (paizonta) and in earnest (spoudazonta)”    The 
contrast between play (paizein, paidia) and seriousness (to spoudaion) is a 
prevalent motif throughout the Laws, for example, at Book VII, 803b-804b.    On 
play elsewhere in Book I see 635b5, 643b6, 647d7 and notes ad loc.  On the 
general theme in the Laws see Jouet-Pastré (2006). 

643c8-d1 “the chief part of education... is correct upbringing (trophê)”  
A slightly revisionist thesis, since paideia would normally be understood to refer 
to the formal education of a child in “music” and “gymnastics” at the hands of 
teachers (as described, for example, by Aristophanes Clouds 961-983) rather 
than the play of a younger child at home.  On the traditional divisions of paideia 
into “music” and “gymnastics” see Laws 672e, 764c, 795d; Republic 376e. 

643d2-3 “in the excellence appropriate to it”  This renders the 
difficult phrase τῆς τοῦ πράγµατος ἀρετῆς.   This translation follows England in 
taking it to qualify the scope of “accomplished’ (τέλειον) in d2.   The distinction in 
the following paragraph (643d5-644b4) between a narrow and a broader sense 
of ‘education’ (according to which one does not count as ‘educated’ in the narrow 
sense simply in virtue of vocational training) allows us to suppose that the 
intended qualification here is analogous: education, here used in the wider 
sense, instills in the pupil a desire to achieve whatever excellence (arete) his 
intended occupation admits of.  In the narrower sense, excellence (rendered by 
virtue at 642e4, as at 630e1 and passim) is restricted to accomplishment in the 
domain of citizenship – justice in ruling and being ruled (643e5-6).  From the 
point of view of the legislator’s goal of inculcating virtue in the citizens, the 
excellences are wisdom, moderation, justice, and courage (630e-631d).   
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Education in these virtues, we are told in Book VIII, is a full time job, incompatible 
with the pursuit of or training in a trade (846d4-e2). 
 

(643e1-644a5) The disparagement of “mechanical” and commercial 
occupations is a frequent theme in Plato and his contemporaries (Plato, Republic 
495d7-e2, Aristotle, Politics 1289b33, 1321a6, 1337b8-15; Xenophon, 
Economics 4.2, 6.5).   Here the restriction of the interlocutor’s educational 
concern to training in citizenship may also be explained by the interlocutors’ 
concern with the legislator’s project of producing excellent citizens 630c-d, 631c, 
632e.  The Athenian will later make the stronger claim that the practice of manual 
crafts or retail trade are to be forbidden to citizens (VIII, 846d2-3; XI 919d4-e8) 
whose full-time occupation is the cultivation of virtue (VII, 806d7-807e2; VIII, 
846d4-e2).   

643e5  “a passionate desire” Literally, “making him a desirer 
(epithumetes) and passionate lover (erastes)”  (hendiadys).  On desire and 
passionate love see also 631e4-632a1, 645d7. 

644b1-2 “first of the very finest things bestowed upon the best of men”  
That education is first among the finest things bestowed upon the good is 
explained in the summary account of education that begins Book II, where it is 
described as the “first route” by which virtue enters the developing child’s soul 
(653a5-b2).  For a similar valuation of the benefit of education (paideia) and 
upbringing (trophê) see Phaedo 107d2-5. 

644b2-4 “If it ever goes off course, and there is the possibility of correcting it”   
At the beginning of Book II, we are told that such deterioration is an inevitable 
effect of daily life (653c7-d5); thus the repair of a correct childhood education is 
conceived of as a lifelong project of maintenance and repair.   Drinking parties, 
the Athenian will argue in Book II, play a crucial role in this project of repair 
671a2-d10. 
 

(644b6-646a10) Self mastery illustrated by the figure of the divine puppets 
 
Having just identified the goal of education as making citizens good (643a2-
644b5), the Athenian now analyses what that goodness consists in.  Appealing to 
the conception of virtue as self mastery invoked earlier (626e, 633d-e; cf. 646a), 
the Athenian now undertakes to illuminate the nature of self-mastery by invoking 
the image of a human being as a divine puppet pulled by two different sets of 
strings:  those of reason and calculation on the one hand, and those of our 
natural attraction to pleasure and aversion to pain on the other.  Our task in life 
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(that of self-mastery) is to live according to the former “pull” in opposition to the 
latter ones (644c-645c).  It is implied that the task of education is to inculcate this 
self-mastery.  

644b6-7 “we agreed a while back that those who are able to rule themselves 
are good, while those who are unable to do so are bad”  The claim 
was made at 626e2-6 and 633d5-e6 and will be asserted again at 646a2.  It is 
because self-control is a criterion of goodness that it becomes the topic of 
conversation immediately following the discussion of paideia (whose goal is to 
make citizens good – 644a8). 

644b9-c1 “clarify further what we take it [sc. self-mastery] to be”  
Clarification is called for because the earlier discussion of the various types of 
self mastery (626e7-627d4) did not analyze the phenomenon in an individual 
person.  Mastery of a city or of a family “by itself” was explained in terms of the 
better party overmastering the worse (627a7-11, c8-d1), but no attempt was 
made to identify the “better” and “worse” parts at war within a single person.  This 
analysis is the task at hand. 
 

(644c4-d6)   Pleasure, Pain, and Reason in Human Motivation 
 
The basic impulses that move a human being are here divided into two basic 
categories:  a set of impulses concerning pleasure and pain (644c4-d1), and a 
rational impulse that evaluates the merits of the former set (644d1-2).  Although 
introduced here as our “advisors” (644c6), they are impulses, or forces that 
actually move us, as is made clear when they are described as “strings” that 
“pull” us (644e2-3) in the passage immediately following. 

The set of impulses concerning pleasures and pain, as presented in these 
few lines (644c4-d1), appears to invoke a very simple hedonism: our natural 
attraction to pleasure and aversion to pain, combined with out cognitive capacity 
to expect these experiences in the future, moves us to pursue expected 
pleasures, and to flee expected (as well as present) pains.   So conceived, the 
pleasures and pains in question are simple experiences, typically bodily ones.  
However, the pleasures and pains of concern to the legislator, as treated in the 
discussion to this point, have not been restricted to those in this category. 
 
Pleasure and pain have been invoked already at crucial junctures in the dialogue: 

1. the legislator was described as concerned with the citizens’ “pains, 
pleasures, desires, and … passions” (631e3-632a1).    
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2. Courage and moderation have been understood as the resistance to 
(or endurance of) pain and pleasures respectively (633b-634c). 

3. Pleasure and pain, described as “two springs released by nature” from 
which we must draw properly and opportunely in order to live well, are 
identified as the main focus of the legislator (636d5-e3). 

4. Education (paideia), understood as training in the virtues of a citizen, is 
defined as a shaping of the “pleasures and desires” of a child toward 
being a “perfect citizen who knows how to rule and be ruled in accord 
with justice” (643c7-e6). 

What counts as “pleasure” and “pain” ranges considerably over these contexts.   
Especially in contexts (2) and (3), they are understood as pleasant and painful 
experiences (e.g. “the greatest pleasures and entertainments” – 635b5) – such 
as the pleasures of sex (636b4-d4) and drink (636e8-b5) on the one hand, and 
the pains of physical hardship and bodily injury (633b6-c7, 634a6-7, 635c1-2) on 
the other.   However, in (1) and (4) “pleasure” and “pain” are emotions: pleasures 
and pains at various objects or in certain activities, which are themselves not 
painful or pleasant experiences in the first sense (for example, the citizen’s 
distress in the face of apparent misfortune – 632a3-7, or pleasure in “ruling and 
being ruled with justice” -- 643e5-6).  In these contexts, “pleasures” and “pains” 
are classified together with desires and passions (epithumia, eros,  631e8-632a2, 
643c7-d3, e5).  In the extended context of our present passage, in fact, emotions 
and desires (“angry feelings and passions” -- 645d7-8) are included along with 
“pleasures and pains” in the set of impulses that can oppose the pull of reason. 
 
No attempt is made to explain the relation between these two types of pleasure 
and pain: how, for example, the anger invoked in the broader context at 645d7 is 
to be analyzed as the pull of pleasure, pain, or the expectation thereof invoked in 
the present context.  Indeed, it will become apparent at the end of Book I that 
fear and confidence, analysed in the present passage as simple anticipations of 
pleasure and pain, are far more complex than that (646e3 ff.).   Rather than 
proposing a reductive or unifying theory of non-rational psychological motivation, 
the Athenian is here giving a simplified account that suits his present purpose, 
which is simply to illustrate to his two interlocutors the sort of conflict that occurs 
within an individual person’s psyche.  No grand theoretical ambitions need be 
read into his economical presentation of the warring elements. 

 

644c6-7   “two opposite and mindless advisors, which we call pleasure and 
pain”    Pleasure and pain are “opposite advisors” in that the one attracts 
us and the other repels us.  The sense in which they are mindless (aphrone) is 
presumably given by the contrast with “opinions about the future” (644c9) in the 
ensuing description of fear and confidence, as well as the contrast with the 
evaluative response attributed to “calculation” at 644d1-2.  Stripped of any 
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component of expectation, however, the range of behavioural influence of 
pleasure and pain would appear to be extremely limited.  The experience of pain 
presumably engages a set of mechanisms for recoil (this is the basic human 
response identified by the ancient Epicureans), but it is unclear what movement 
is prompted by the bare experience of pleasure.  It is a condition in which we are 
naturally inclined to remain, but to the extent that it moves us to take steps to 
remain in that condition (or seek it out on another occasion), it would seem to 
involve expectation or anticipation (elpis), which Athenian immediately goes on to 
distinguish from mindless pleasure and pain (644c9)  (Thus D. Frede 
forthcoming, p. __ proposes that the anticipatory versions are what do the real 
motivational work). 

644c9-10  “In addition to these, we have opinions about the future, whose 
general name is anticipation (elpis) …”  (For a parallel passages, see Philebus 
32b9-c5).  While ‘elpis’ in many other contexts means ‘hope’ (as in the famous 
story of Pandora’s box in Hesiod’s Works and Days 60-99; and in Plato as well at 
Timaeus 69d3-4), the term has a well-attested more general use for anticipation 
or expectations of results either positive or negative: both hopes (in the restricted 
sense) and fears.  The Athenian here uses elpis in that broader sense, hence the 
translation ‘anticipation’.  As “opinions” (doxai, c9), these anticipations (labeled 
fear and confidence respectively) are contrasted with the “mindless” pleasure 
and pain just mentioned (c6-7).  Indeed in the broader context of the present 
passage, at 645e1-2, opinion and memory are attributed to the reasoning part of 
the soul.   (Although not explicitly mentioned in this passage, memory is 
presumably involved in the fuller account of how one comes to anticipate a future 
pleasure or pain; the point is developed at Philebus 32b-35d).  Notwithstanding 
any affinity or involvement of the reasoning part of the soul, the “anticipations”  
invoked here are clearly classified with the “mindless” pleasure and pain, as 
impulses (“strings… that pull … us” (644e2) that are (a) subject to reason’s 
evaluation (644d2) and (b) potentially opposing reason’s pull (644e4-645a5).  
(Timaeus 69d2-3 concurs in attributing fear and confidence to the non-rational 
part of the psyche, describing them as “witless advisors”, the same phrase used 
to characterize pleasure and pain here at Laws 644c6-7). 

644c10-d1 “whose specific names are ‘fear’ in anticipation of pain, and 
‘confidence’ (tharros) in anticipation of its opposite.”  The Athenian’s 
intent here might appear to identify impulses that away from expected pain (fear) 
and the other toward expected pleasure (“confidence”).   ‘Confidence’, however -- 
used here for want of a better translation of tharros fails to capture the full force 
of tharros, since one can be confident that something will happen (even welcome 
it), without taking steps to bring it about (think of sports fans’ confidence that their 
team will prevail in a competition).  Tharros, by contrast, must be understood 
here as a drive or impulse towards the anticipated good or pleasure, and it is 
clearly treated as such in the extended discussion of fear and confidence at the 
end of Book I (646e3 ff.).   There it involves something like the “good cheer” and 
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resilience that allows one to push forward toward one’s objectives even in the 
face of opposition or adversity (facing dangers or illness, for example), or -- in its 
negative manifestations  –  the self-assertion that overrides the pressure of social 
sanctions and expectations (647a-d, 649a-d) 
 
By contrast, at Philebus 32b9-c2 and 39d1-5, fear and confidence, which are 
also identified as types of anticipation (elpis), are construed as anticipatory 
pleasures and pains (e.g. savoring the triumph one expects to achieve on the 
morrow), rather than as impulses to bring about the one or avoid the other.   
Desire (epithumia) is invoked in the Philebus to bring about the anticipated 
pleasure or avert the anticipated pain (35b-d) in the present context, however, 
the Athenian is invoking impulses that move us to act (“strings … that … pull us”, 
644e2); thus he must be construing ‘fear’ and ‘confidence’ as involving desire or 
some other impulse. 

644d1-2 “judgment (logismos) as to which of them is better or worse”  
The evaluative function of reason (logos, logismos) is stressed here.   Reason is 
not presented as simply enabling or facilitating the pursuit of pleasure (or of any 
other desired objective – in the way for example it is presented in the oligarchic 
soul in Rep VIII (553c-d); the role of “opinion” in “anticipation” would seem to do 
that job; rather, judgment evaluates whether these objectives (and the impulses 
toward them) are good or bad. 

644d2-3 “When this becomes the common view of a city, it is called ‘law’” 
The evaluative function of reason (see previous note on 644d1-2) reflects the 
role of the law in capturing the correct account of goods (631-2).  The notion that 
law is the external manifestation of reason is a theme developed at length 
throughout the Laws, closely connected to the view that reason is a portion of the 
divine in us (and we approximate living by divine reason via the practice of living 
according to law. I 645a3-5; III 700b; IV 713e-714a; VII 799e).    On reason and 
law as divine or holy (hieran), see 645a1. 
 
644d4-6 “I am barely able to follow you here” Kleinias’ and Megillus’ 
incomprehension is presumably directed at the Athenian’s identification of 
internal judgment with external law. 
 
 
 
(644d7-645c8) The divine puppets 
 
The dynamic relation between the sets of psychological forces just identified at 
644c4-d7 is illuminated on analogy with the inner workings of puppets moved by 
the “pulls” of different strings.  The pull identified above as judgment (logismos – 
644d2) is here identified as “sacred” (hieran – 645a1), and as the one we should 
follow as it opposes the pull of pleasure.  It is also presented as requiring 
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assistance in order to achieve this victory.  Presumably the task of education 
(paideia) (which the present passage is offered to illuminate) is to engineer this 
victory. 

644d7  “puppet”  (thauma)  The image of a human being as a 
plaything (paignion) or puppet (thauma) of the gods is invoked again in book  VII, 
803c4 and 804b3.   ‘Puppet’ renders ‘thauma’, literally ‘marvel’ or ‘wonder’, rather 
than marionette.  In calling us puppets, Frede (forthcoming) rightly points out, the 
Athenian is not intending to impugn our freedom (e.g. that we are controlled from 
without) but to emphasize our inner workings and amazing nature (like the 
marvel of a wind-up toy to a small child). 

644d9  “or for a serious (spoudaion) purpose”  The contrast 
between what is serious (spoudaion) and in jest or play (paizein) is a motif 
throughout the Laws, already invoked in book I at 643b, it is treated explicitly in 
book VII (803c-804b, 806d-808c).  See Jouët-Pastré (2006). 

644e1  “these forces in us”   ‘forces’ translates pathe, a term that is 
often rendered ‘feelings’, but e 4-6 makes it clear that the opposing impulses 
invoked here include not only the experiences of pleasure, pain, and their 
expectation invoked at c9-11, but also the pull of judgment introduced at d1-2. 

644e2-4 “strings …  that pull us toward opposing actions, across the 
boundary dividing virtue and vice”  The struggle depicted is presumably the 
one for self mastery invoked at 644b6-7, although the precise nature of the 
opposition is here left ambiguous.  At the very least we are meant to understand 
that the pull of reason draws us toward the performance of virtuous action, and 
that those of at least some of the pleasure principles draw us toward vice, but it is 
left open that some subset of the latter principles, if properly cultivated, also draw 
us toward right action.  At 646e-648e, fear and confidence are presented as 
capable of performing this function. 

644e4-5 “on this account (logos)”   logos, here rendered ‘account’, 
might also be rendered ‘reason’ (as des Places translates it), which might fit well 
with the use of logos at 645b4 (“a true account (logos) of the forces within him”).   
The Athenian is not careful to distinguish the content of the doctrine he is 
expounding from the verdicts of the rational impulse in the soul. 
 

 (644e4-645b1) The nature and problem of self-mastery 
 
This brings to a culmination the Athenian’s development of the model of conflict 
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initially put forth by Cleinias at 626e as a standard for human excellence and 
(invoked again at 644b as a controlling theme in the discussion; cf. 642b)  Victory 
over oneself, originally glossed as victory of the better part of one over the worse 
(627a-b)  is here interpreted as victory of reason over the pleasure principles.   

The opposition between the pull of reason and those of the pleasure principles is 
identified as the internal struggle relevant to self-mastery.  The “pull” of reason is 
identified as divine and golden (645a1) -- thus invoking the golden cord by which 
in Homer’s Iliad Zeus boasts he will overpower the opposing strength of all the 
other gods – Iliad viii 18-28) -- and its victory as the one we should struggle for.   
But, following out the metaphor of gold, it is also identified as softer than the 
baser metals in the opposing strings, and hence requiring “assistants” in order to 
defeat these opponents. 
 

645a6-7 “gentle (praos) rather than violent.  It thus requires assistants” 
This characterization of the pull of reason links it to the thematic opposition 
between persuasion, on the one hand, and force or violence (bia) on the other 
(see note on 629a2, 629d2-3, 634c8).  Reason and law are here placed in the 
gentle and persuasive camp, forces to be cultivated by the “musical” education to 
be outlined in Laws Book II ; cf. Republic 410c-411e).  But their very gentleness 
highlights a problem for the task of achieving self-mastery: how is reason’s gentle 
pull to overcome the stronger pull of the pleasure principles?   The answer, that 
the former “requires assistants” is not here elaborated upon. Later on, at the end 
of Book I, it will turn out that properly cultivated fear and confidence will be the 
assisting forces (I 646e ff.) 

645b4-5 “a true account (logos) of the forces within him”  This true 
account (logon alethe) must be the judgment of reason about which of the 
pleasure/pain anticipation are better and which worse (644d2), that is, the 
“golden cord” which we are supposed to follow (644e5).  Note that the “true 
account” is not necessarily knowledge, but could be the true opinion contrasted 
with knowledge at 632c5. 

645b6-8   “A city must receive an account of such matters …, set it up as law, 
and conduct its internal and external affairs accordingly” A further 
elaboration of the identity of law and reason invoked at 644d2-3 and alluded to at 
645a2.  The “true account” (b4-5) by which an individual person is supposed to 
regulate his own behaviour is identical to the content of the law that regulates the 
city as a whole. 

645c7-8 “whatever in our present enterprise is worth the effort”         
Kleinias’ patience (proclaimed at 642d3-643a1) appears to be wearing thin – 
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perhaps because, as the next exchange makes clear (645d1-3), he has no idea 
what bearing any of the preceding discussion has on the issue of drinking 
parties. 
 

(645d1-646e3)   The effects of drunkenness on the puppet 
 
Bringing together the different strands of the argument deployed so far, 
drunkenness is said to reduce self-control by weakening the rational strings in 
the puppet and strengthening the pleasure/pain principles, thus undermining, at 
least temporarily, the achievements of education.  The question naturally arises 
as to how drunkenness could plausibly be claimed, as it is by the Athenian, to 
promote the latter (646a7-10); his reply is that the set-back is only temporary and 
is instrumental to a longer-term benefit, on analogy to cultivating the body 
through physical exercise that weakens it in the short term but makes it stronger 
as a result (646b-e). 

645d6-8 “Doesn’t drinking wine render our pleasures and pains and angry 
feelings (thumous) and passions (erotas) more intense?”  Here we have a 
further elaboration of the sorts of impulses originally referred to as pleasures, 
pains, and their anticipation at 644c7-d1.  “Angry feelings” (thumous) and 
“passions” (erotas) are among the legislator is explicitly said to be concerned 
with them (along with other feelings and desires) at Laws I 631e-632a, and they 
are attributed to the non-rational parts of the soul that can work against the pull of 
reason in other Platonic works (cf. Tim. 42a-b, 69d; Rep. IV 439e, IX 573a-e, X 
606c-d) but it is not clear here how they fit into the tidy classification at 644c-d.  
They are not simply “mindless” pleasures and pains; although both might be 
experienced as painful, they have intentional objects (one is angry about 
something, and has a passion for something).  Nor are they simple expectations 
of pleasure and pain but (in the case of eros) a drive towards an expected 
pleasure (or at any rate a desired one; one can have eros for what one worries 
one will not get).   Both eros and thumos (as anger) are impulses toward objects 
(revenge, pleasure), and both have in common some version of the pleasure 
principle:  eros (at least the sexual variety) is a desire for a pleasant experience 
(or any object of appetitie in Rep IX 573a-e), and anger is a painful desire for 
revenge (pain at injury and desire for recompense).   Notwithstanding the 
difficulties of seeing how anger and passion fit the initial classification at 644c-d, 
the Athenian clearly takes them to be among the impulses that can (a) be 
evaluated by reason and (b) oppose reason. 

645e1-3 “perceptions and memories, opinions and knowledge”. The 
weakening of these is evidently intended here to imply a weakening of the 
“golden” cord of reason in its struggle against the tougher strings of the pleasure 
principles (644d2, 644e4-645a4).   However, the items listed here include 



 73 

“opinions”, which are said to be involved in the “anticipations” (elpides) that are 
among the non-rational impulses that are contrasted with judgment at 644c9-d2.  
(In other dialogues, “perceptions” are also located in the non-rational part(s) of 
the soul:  e.g. Tim.  43a-44a,69d; Rep. X 602c-603a).  They have in common the 
feature that one might vaguely characterize as “cognitive” – thus indicating that 
the “non-rational” impulses are not necessarily non-cognitive.  The Athenian’s 
main point here seems to be that wine weakens the cognitive faculties in general, 
including those that might be brought to bear against, or in resistance to, our 
inclinations re present or immediate pleasure and pain.  (It will turn out at 646e ff 
that some of the “anticipations” are forces that work against the pleasure 
principles;  thus the weakening of theses (as opinion-based) fits the general 
schema of undermined self-control. 

645e5-6  “his soul returns to the same condition as when he was a little child”  
This juvenile condition is immediately identified as the lack of self-control 
(enkrateia) – 645e8, which is being invoked as the standard for virtue in the 
present context (646a2 – as it was originally at 6264)   Thus paideia (education), 
which the present passage is intended to illuminate (644a-b, 645c1-3), is here 
implied to be the cultivation of self-control; a complementary characterization to 
that of (643b-644a) where education is described as a cultivation of pleasures 
and desires, starting in childhood.  Thus it is implied that the “victory” of the 
golden string over the pleasure principles is to be engineered by the shaping of 
(at least certain) pleasures and pains.  At 646e ff. it will be clear that these are 
certain types of fear and confidence (the two species of “anticipation” invoked at 
644c9-d1). 
 
 
646a2  “Don’t we agree such a person is the worst?”    The person 
unable to control himself has been identified as the worst at 626e3-4 and 633d5-
e6. 

646a10 “only a moment ago”.    At  641d.  The Athenian has now 
completed what he heralded at 641e (and 643a) as a lengthy but necessary 
preamble (the account of paideia) to his explanation of the benefits of drinking 
parties.   

646b2-3 “since the two of you have emphatically declared your willingness 
to listen”  At 642b-e. 

646b4-e2 The weakened self-control of the drinker is compared to the 
temporarily weakened body of the patient treated by kathartic drugs (a figure 
invoked previously at 628d2-4) or of the athlete exercising to the point of 
exhaustion: the debilitating effects are only temporary, and are in service to the 
ultimate goal of benefiting the body.  The nature of the ultimate benefit in the 



 74 

case of drunkenness remains to be specified. 
 

 
(646e3-647c2) Varieties of Fear and Confidence 
 
The long-term benefit to be cultivated by a properly conducted drinking party is 
finally identified as shame (aidos or aischune), a type of fear that is touted as 
being able to resist both pleasures and pains (647a) – thus fitting the bill of (a) 
the project of two-sided resistance identified as central to the virtues of courage 
and temperance at (634a-b, 635b-636a); and of (b) the “assistants” to the golden 
cord of reason invoked at 645a as necessary to enable reason to overcome the 
pleasure principles.  In further criticism of Dorian institutions, which focus on 
cultivating the “tharros”  (“confidence”) that propels a warrior to endure against 
the pains and fears, the Athenian emphasizes the limited importance of this 
tharros (in comparison with those of the type of fear (shame) to be cultivated) 
and the destructive consequence of the tharros to which shame is opposed. 

646e4  “two roughly opposite kinds of fear”  The two types of fear are 
only “roughly” opposite because, at least as initially presented, the second is a 
sub species of the first – 646e7-11 (fear of a bad reputation being a special case 
of fear of expected evils).   The sense in which they are “opposite” is not 
specified.  Perhaps it is indicated by 647a4-6, where shame is described as a 
fear that “resists pains and other fears” (one example of this being shame in the 
face of ones comrades-in-arms – 647b7 -- which motivates one to overcome the 
fears and pains one must face in battle); thus we have an opposition between 
simple fear (which the impulse to flee from pains), and a higher-order fear 
(shame), which impels one to withstand pains.  See also note on 647a4-6. 
[Need to discuss England on “military” sense of opposite ad 647a4.] 

646e11 “unbecoming”  Literally, “not fine or admirable (kalon)” – 
kalon being the standard term used by Plato and Aristotle to describe the 
conduct mandated by virtue. 

647a4-6 “the latter [shame] opposes not only pains and other fears but the 
most prevalent and strongest pleasures”  The task outlined for the virtues 
of courage and moderation has been identified as resisting both pains and 
pleasures (634a-b, 635b-636a); thus shame is here identified as playing a central 
role in the virtues whose discussion has been central to the dialogue so far.  The 
drinking party, if the Athenian is able to make good on his claim that it cultivates 
this shame, will therefore be an institution of the sort that the Dorian interlocutors 
agreed was important, but of which they could find no examples in their own 
practices (634b-c, 636a).  Note that fear is identified as one of the two types of 
“anticipation” (elpis) identified in the puppets analogy at 644c9-d1.   Thus in the 
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present passage we are told that at least some of these anticipations can 
cooperate with reason’s project of resisting pleasures and pains. 

647a10-b1 “the confidence (tharros) that is opposed to it… being  … the 
greatest evil in private or public life” Tharros  -- introduced at 644c-d as one 
of the two types  of “anticipation” (elpis) that move us -- is the drive that propels 
the warrior in battle (hence “confidence in the face of the enemy”) at 647b6-7; cf. 
649b9-c1;  It is a force that enables us to endure and oppose pains and fears, 
which, in the military context is a good thing.    But not all types of resistance to 
pain and fears are good, the Athenian points out here.  The tharros that enables 
us to disregard and overcome the pressures that support important social norms 
is anti-social and not to be cultivated by the legislator.  Indeed, such tharros on a 
wide scale within a society will breed the conflict that the Athenian and his 
interlocutors have agreed is the greatest evil to befall a society (628a-e, 630a).   
Hence a society that only has institutions for cultivating tharros, but none for 
inculcating shame, will not produce proper citizens.  On inappropriate tharros see 
also 649a4-6. 

647b3-5 “nothing is more effective [sc. than shame] … at securing victory 
and safety in war itself” Even in the military context, the fear touted by the 
Athenian outperforms the tharros venerated in the military ethic of the Dorians.  
Cf. 641c2-7. 

647b6-7 “confidence in the face of the enemy” see note on 647a10. 

647b9-c1 “each of us needs to become both fearless and fearful” Thus 
the task of education is not the simple one of cultivating endurance and 
opposition to pain, as on the Dorian model, but the complex task implied by the 
doctrine of due measure: inculcating fear(sc. pain) at the right things, in the right 
circumstances, etc. (cf. 636d-e and note ad loc). 
 

(647c3 – end) How to inculcate shame and fearlessness 
 
A blueprint for institutions aimed at cultivating shame is developed on analogy 
with those for inculcating the tharros that is involved in courage.  Although the 
Athenian’s exposition is somewhat messy, two main distinctions are at play.   
First of all, one cultivates the desirable elpis by exposing the citizens to the 
pleasures pains and fears they must learn to resist (647c7-d9).  Just as the 
lawgiver cultivates tharros (or fearlessness) in citizens by exposing them to 
situations in which they are naturally assailed by pains and fears (e.g. battle), we 
would expect shame (a type of fear) to be cultivated in citizens by exposing them 
to situations in which they are naturally susceptible to be inappropriately 



 76 

emboldened or fearless.  Just what the latter situations are is not specified in 
detail, but it is implied that they at least include the possession of the “human 
goods” (649d5-7).  Second, a distinction is made between two different ways in 
which one might expose citizens to the feelings they are being trained to resist 
(647e-650b).  In the case of training in fearlessness (for the cultivation of 
courage), the distinction is between military training (in military exercises, and 
participation in actual battles) on the one hand, and a hypothetical “safer” 
alternative in which a drug is administered to induce fears, which trainees are 
then able to practice resisting in safety from the dangers of an actual battle 
(648a-e).  While no such drug exists for inducing fears, wine turns out to be 
exactly the drug to use to induce the feelings of boldness and fearlessness in 
citizens without exposing them (and their fellow citizens) to the real-life situations 
that might elicit these impulses (649a-650ab).  Thus the drinking party is an even 
better means for inculcating moderation than military training is for inculcating 
courage. 
 

647c4  “under supervision”  translates “meta nomou”  (literally, “with 
law” – a difficult phrase to translate, one that is presumably meant to invoke the 
notion of “law” invoked in the figure of the divine puppets (644c9-645b8). 
 

(647c7-d8) “Isn’t it by throwing him into the ring with shamelessness …”  
Here the forces to be resisted by the moderate person are indifferently described 
as “shamelessness” (anaischuntia, c8) and as “pleasures and desires that urge 
him to commit shameless actions (anaischuntein)” (d4-5), indicating that the 
former, even though it might in another context indicate a disposition rather than 
an occurrent impulse, here stands in for the latter (which are like the “lawless 
desires” invoked in Republic IX, 571b573e).   Similarly, the “cowardice” (deilia) to 
be resisted by the courageous person (647c10) is not to be understood as a 
cowardly disposition, but as the feelings of fear to be resisted or overcome (as 
648b7 makes clear: “leading the citizens into fears”).  On shamelessness, see 
also 649c10-d2 and note on 649d5. 

647d6-7 “in play (paidiais) and in earnest (spoudais)” recalls the initial 
account of paideia/education at 643b-d, which is to use play (paidia) as a tool.  It 
also invokes the general opposition between play and seriousness that is a 
theme throughout the Laws (see notes on 635b5, 643b6 and Jouet-Pastrée 
passim).  The Athenian will eventually claim that the sort of “play” that cultivates 
the appropriate sense of shame is participation in musical performance (choral 
song and dance in honour of the gods) explicitly identified in Book VII as the 
most “serious” kind of “play” (see II 653c-654b; VII, 803d-e). 
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647e1-2 “is there any god who has given mortals a fear-inducing potion?” 
The point of introducing this hypothetical potion for use in training against fears 
(as further elaborated at 648b7-e4) is to illuminate the benefits of wine, which 
induces the feelings of fearlessness to be battled against in moderation-training. 

647e2-4 “ the more one comes to suppose (nomizein) … that he has fallen 
into misfortune” The Athenian here construes fear much more broadly that 
that which arises in a military context, expanding it to include all the fears 
classified as responses to apparent misfortune and identified as the legislator’s 
concern at 632a3-b1.   Note that fear (classified as an opinion (doxa) at 644c9-
d1) is here said to involve believing (nomizein) that one is unfortunate. 

648b1-2 “a test capable of identifying courage and cowardice in the 
citizens?” A switch in emphasis from the drug’s training function to a 
diagnostic function – presumably because the conditions that make the former 
possible also allow for the latter.  The diagnostic function will predominate when 
the Athenian switches to apply the lessons about a fear-inducing drug  to the 
case of the shameless-inducing drug (wine) at 649a ff.  See note on 649d7-8. 

648b8-c5 “so that you could compel them to become fearless by exhorting, 
chastising, and conferring honour on them” The legislator is here invited to 
use exactly the same tools of praise, blame, reward and punishment that the 
Athenian attributed to him at 631-2.  Thus a social dimension is added to the 
model of individual athletic training invoked at (648d1-e5), where an individual 
engages in exercises to overcome opposing forces by practicing the requisite 
resistance; here we have the model in which a leader (like a modern day coach) 
uses praise and blame and reward and punishment to cultivate that result. 

648d7-e1 “He would eagerly …demonstrate his ability” As at 648b8-c5, the 
social aspects of training are paired with the more strictly athletic aspects. 

648e1-3 “his virtue protecting him from being tripped up or diverted to any 
serious extent by indecency (aschêmosunê)”  What started out as a 
description of training against fears using a fictitious fear-inducing drug has 
drifted into the territory of moderation (as Kleinias’ response at 648e6 makes 
clear): the drug in question, like wine, is taken to induce indecent behaviour. 

649a4-6 “the excessive and untimely (akairôs) confidence (tharros) that 
impels us to do wrong”  On this inappropriate variety of “confidence”, 
see the note on 647a10.   The language here, especially “untimely (akairôs)”, 
indicates that this type of tharros violates the doctrine of due measure (“at the 
wrong time” (ektos tôn kairôn – 636e2). 
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649a8-b6 The Athenian explains in some detail how drunkenness induces the 
inappropriate “confidence” (tharros) that the citizen must be trained to resist.  In 
keeping with the initial description of “confidence” as a kind of elpis (anticipation) 
at 644c9-d1, drunkenness is said here to induce the anticipation of good things   
(elpidôn agathôn - 649b2) here expanded to include the belief in his abilities to 
secure them and the wisdom of his pursuit of them.  On the invocation of 
“wisdom” (sophos ôn, 649b4, one might note that in book III, “ignorance” 
(amathia) is used to characterize the condition of the person whose pleasures 
and pains are not subordinated to his reason (III 689a). 

649b8-c1 “supremely confident”  and “supremely fearful”  Cf. 647b9-
c1.   The former is tharros in battle (647b6-7), the latter the shame that 
encourages the restrained behaviour required in social/peaceful contexts 
(647e10-647a7).  
 

(649c8-650b4) The Athenian now turns to identify the experiences that 
naturally induce (or constitute) inappropriate “confidence” (tharros) in us  (i.e. 
those whose effects are simulated by drinking wine).   Having done so, he 
argues, as he did in the case of training against fear, that training to resist them 
via the pharmaceutical simulation is much safer than training by exposure to the 
real thing. 

649c8-d1 “audacious” (tharraleoi) … “bold” (thraseis) … “brazenness” 
(thrasutêtos)  All these terms are cognates of ‘tharros’ – introduced at 
644c9d1 and translated ‘confidence’.   These kindred terms make it clear that 
“tharros” is an aggressive impulse, not a passive expectation as its classification 
as an “elpis” (anticipation) at 644c10-d1 might misleadingly imply.  Thus ‘daring’ 
might be a better translation in these contexts. 

649d4-7 “anger (thumos), passion (eros), insolence (hubris), ignorance 
(amathia), greed, and cowardice – along with wealth, beauty, strength, and all 
the things that make us drunk with pleasure and drive us out of our minds” 
 
This is an enumeration of the “experiences that naturally tend to make us 
audacious….” (649c8). The list is heterogeneous, the first half (“anger… 
cowardice”) containing psychological items, while the second (wealth, beauty, 
strength..”) contains the “human goods” originally listed at 631c1-5.  As a rough 
approximation, the first half lists the pleasures and pains of the citizens that 
631d6-632b1 identified as the legislator’s concern to evaluate and shape, while 
the “human” goods on the second half are items whose acquisition or loss are 
the occasions or objects of the pleasures and pains on the first half.   On this 
interpretation, “cowardice” (deilia) 649d5 would stand for feelings of fear (see 
notes on 647c7-d8 and on 649d5) and “insolence” (hubris) and greed 
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(philokerdia) would likewise have to be particular inappropriate impulses.  In 
these cases, the psychological item seems less a cause of the “tharros” than an 
instance of it; however, the general description that introduces the list (“ha 
pathontes pephukamen … tharraleoi einai” -- 649c8 translated as “experiences 
that naturally tend to make us audacious….”) would apply both to impulses 
constitutive of inappropriate tharros, as well as to the occasions for or causes of 
those impulses.   The first half of the list would be the former, and the second half 
the latter.   Even ignorance (amathia) on the first list can be interpreted as an 
inappropriate impulse (cf. III 689a-b and note on I 649a8-b6).  This passage 
taken together with 631d2-632b1 suggests the view that the pleasures and pains 
we feel at apparent misfortune and good fortune – in particular, when we 
mistakenly believe that possessing the human goods is the marker of good 
fortune) are the causes of, or constitute, the antisocial tharros that the legislator 
trains the citizens to avoid.  See also note on 641c2-3. 

649d5  “cowardice” (deilia) As at 647c10, ‘cowardice’ refers to 
feelings of fear, rather than to a disposition of character (see note ad loc).   While 
it might appear strange that fear should here be counted as an instance or cause 
of tharros, when it has been construed as the opposite of tharros at 644c9-d1 
(fear as the anticipation of pain, tharros as the anticipation of pleasure), the 
oddity dissolves upon recognizing that tharros is a strong and inappropriate 
impulse towards an objective (as the contrast with shame implies).   Fear, in the 
present context, is not being construed as a feeling that makes us timid about 
going forward to face the rigours and risks of confrontation, but rather as a violent 
impulse to flee; thus it keeps proper company with the other excessive and 
violent impulses on the list with it here:  passionate desire (eros), insolence 
(hubris).  See also notes on 649d4-7 and 647c7-d8. 

649d7-8 “[a]…. test for whether we have these, as well as an occasion for 
practice” As at 648b1-2 (see note ad loc), what was originally introduced as 
an occasion for training against inappropriate impulses, is now treated as a 
diagnostic test for those feelings.  It is the diagnostic function of drunkenness that 
is elaborated in the rest of the present passage, with no indication given of how 
one might also use the occasion to train at resisting the inappropriate impulses.   
Some further explanation is given late in Book II, 671b-672a, where praise and 
blame from the drinking party’s leader plays a crucial role in the process. 

649e2-650a5  “An ill tempered and savage soul” (649e2-3) and “a soul 
enslaved to sexual passion” (650a2)  These two examples of the sorts 
of character it would be safer to reveal in the supervised safety of a drinking party 
than in the real-life encounters between citizens in daily life make it clear that the 
the “tharros-inducing drug” must simulate the conditions which provide the 
opportunity for e.g. financial gain or sexual indulgence, etc.  (perhaps, in general, 
situations in which the “human goods” are available or at risk). 
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650a6  “entertainment”  (paidia)  Similarly, “while amusing 
ourselves” (649d9) the same term, translated “play” in the initial description of 
education (paideia) at 643b4-644b3.  On the significance of play in the Laws, see 
notes on 635b35, 643b6, and on 647d7 and Jouet-Pastré 2006. 

650b6-9 “the discipline (techne) whose business it is to care for the soul” 
As at 628d, the subject of the legislator’s expertise is identified as politics.   The 
conception of politics as care of the citizens souls (understood as making them 
virtuous) is developed at length in other dialogues Gorgias 513e, 515a-e; 
Euthydemus 292c-d; Statesman 297b and is taken up by Aristotle, EN 1102a8-
11. 

 


