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II1.1 Why Be Moral?

PraTo

Plato (427-347 B.C.) lived in Athens and is the earliest philosopher for
which extensive works still remain today. In a series of dialogues he immor-
talized his teacher, Socrates. Perhaps his greatest dialogue is the Republic,
from which this reading is taken. The Republic is a classic treatise on political
philosophy that centers on the concepr of justice or moral rightness.
Through his idealization of Socrates, Plato argues there will only be justice
when reason rules and the people are obedient to its commands. This
utopia is possible only in an aristocracy in which the rulers are philoso-
phers—philosopher-kings.

In our sclection, Glaucon, who is Plato’s older brother, asks Socrates
whether justice is good in itself or only a nccessary evil. Playing the devil’s
advocate, he purs forth the hypothesis that egotistic power-seeking, in which
we have complete freedom to indulge ourselves, might be the ideal state of
existence. However, the hypothesis continues, rcason quickly shows us that
others might seek the same power, which would interfere with our freedom
and cause a state of chaos in which no one was likely to have any of one’s
desires fulfilled. So we compromise and limit our acquisitive instincts. Justice
or a system of morality is simply the result of that compromise. It has no
intrinsic value—it is better than chaos, but worse than undisturbed power. It is
better to compromise and limit our acquisitive instincts.

To illustrate his point Glaucon tells the story of a shepherd named Gyges
who comes upon a ring, which at his behest makes him invisible. He uses it
to escape the external sanctions of sociery—its laws and censure—and to serve
his greed to the fullest. Glaucon asks whether it is not plausible to suppose
that we all would do likewise. Then he offers a thought experiment that com-
pares the lifc of the scemingly just (but unjust) man who is incredibly success-
ful with the life of the seemingly unjust (but just) man who is incredibly
unsuccesstul. Which would we choose?

We enter the dialogue in the second book of the Republic. Socrates has
just shown that the type of egoism advocated by Thrasymachus is contradic-
tory. It is Socrates who is speaking.

With these words T was thinking that I had made an
end of the discussion; but the end, in truth, proved to
be only a beginning. For Glaucon, who is always the
most pugnacious of men, was dissatisfied at Thrasy-
machus’s retirement; he wanted to have the battle out,
So he said to me: Socrates, do you wish really to per-
suade us, or only o seem to have persuaded us, that to
be just is always better than to be unjust?

I should wish really to persuade you, I replied,
if T could.

Reprinted from The Dinlogues of Plato, translated by Benjamin
Jowett (Chatles Scribner’s Sons, 1889)

Then you certainly have not succeeded. Let me
ask you now:—How would you arrange goods—
are there not some which we welcome for their own
sakes, and independently of their consequences, as,
for example, harmless pleasures and enjoyments,
which delight us at the time, although nothing fol-
lows from them?

I agree in thinking that there is such a class, I
replied.

Is there not also a second class of goods, such
as knowledge, sight, health, which are desirable not
only in themselves, but also for their results?

Certainly, I said.
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And would you not recognize a third class,
such as gymnastic, and the care of the sick, and the
physician’s art; also the various ways of moneymak-
ing—these do us good but we regard them as dis-
agreeable; and no one would choose them for their
own sakes, but only for the sake of some reward or
result which flows from them?

There is, I said, this third class also. But why
do you ask®

Because I want to know in which of the three
classcs you would place justice?

In the highest class, I replied, among those
goods which he who would be happy desires both
for their own sake and for the sake of their results.

Then the many are of another mind; they think
that justice is to be reckoned in the troublesome
class, among goods which are to be pursued for the
sake of rewards and of reputation, but in themselves
are disagreeable and rather to be avoided.

I know, I said, that this is their manner of
thinking, and that this was the thesis which
Thrasymachus was maintaining just now, when he
censured justice and praised injustice. But I am too
stupid to be convinced by him.

I wish, he said, that you would hear me as well
as him, and then I shall see whether you and T agree.
For Thrasymachus seems to me, like a snake, to have
been charmed by your voice sooner than he ought to
have been; but to my mind the nature of justice and
injustice have not yet been made clear. Setting aside
their rewards and results, I want to know what they
are in themselves, and how they inwardly work in the
soul. If you please, then, I will revive the argument
of Thrasymachus. And first T will spcak of the nature
and origin of justice according to the common view
of them. Secondly, I will show that all men who
practice justice do so against their will, of necessity,
but not as a good. And thirdly, T will arguc that there
is reason in this view, for the life of the unjust is after
all better far than the life of the just—if what they say
Is true, Socrates, since I myself' am not of their opin-
ion. But still T acknowledge that I am perplexed
when I hear the voices of Thrasymachus and myriads
-of others dinning in my ears; and, on the other hand,
I have never yet heard the supedority of justice to
injustice maintained by any one in a satisfactory way.
Iwant to hear justice praised in respect of itself;, then
I shall be satisfied, and vou are the person from
whom I think that I am most likely to hear this; and
therefore T will praise the unjust life to the utmost of
my power, and my manner of speaking will indicate

the manner in which I desire to hear you too praising
justice and censuring injustice. Will you say whether
you approve of my proposal?

Indeed I do; nor can I imagine any theme
about which a man of sense would oftener wish to
converse.

I am delighted, he replied, to hear you say so,
and shall begin by spcaking, as I proposed, of the
nature and origin of justice.

They say that to do injustice is, by nature,
good; to suffer injustice, evil; but that the evil is
greater than the good. And so when men have
both done and suffered injustice and have had
experience of both, not being able to avoid the
one and obtain the other, they think that they had
better agree among themselves to have neither;
hence there arise laws and mutual covenants; and
that which is ordained by law is termed by them
lawful and just. This they affirm to be the origin
and naturc of justice:—it is a mean or compromise,
between the best of all, which is to do injustice and
not be punished, and the worst of all, which is to
suffer injustice without the power of retaliation;
and justice, being at a middle point between the
two, is tolerated not as a good, but as the lesser evil,
and honoured by reason of the inability of men to
do injustice. For no man who is worthy to be called
a man would ever submit (o such an agreement if
he were able to resist; he would be mad if he did.
Such is the received account, Socrates, of the nature
and origin of justice.

Now that those who practice justice do so
involuntarily and because they have not the power
to be unjust will best appear il we imagine some-
thing of this kind: having given both to the just and
the unjust power to do what they will, let us watch
and see whither desire will lead them; then we shall
discover in the very act the just and unjust man to
be proceeding along the same road, following their
interest, which all natures deem to be their good,
and are only diverted into the path of justice by the
force of law. The liberty which we are supposing
may be most completely given to them in the form
of such a power as is said to have been possessed by
Gyges the ancestor of Croesus the Lydian. According
to the tradition, Gyges was a shepherd in the service
of the king of Lydia; there was a great storm, and an
earthquake made an opening in the earth at the place
where he was feeding his flock. Amazed at the sight,
he descended into the opening, where, among other
marvels, he beheld a hollow brazen horse, having
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doors, at which he stooping and looking in saw a
dead body of stature, as appeared to him, more than
human, and having nothing on but a gold ring; this
he took from the finger of the dead and reascended.
Now the shepherds met together, according to cus-
tom, that they might send their monthly report
about the flocks to the king; into their assembly he
came having the ring on his finger, and as he was sit-
ting among them he chanced to turn the collet of
the ring inside his hand, when instantly he became
invisible to the rest of the company and they began
to speak of him as if he were no longer present. He
was astonished at this, and again touching the ring
he turned the collet outwards and reappeared; he
made several trials of the ring, and always with thc
same result—when he turned the collet inwards he
became invisible, when outwards he reappeared.
Whereupon he contrived to be chosen one of the
messengers who were sent to the court; where as
soon as he arrived he seduced the queen, and with
her help conspired against the king and slew him,
and took the kingdom. Suppose now that there
were two such magic rings, and the just put on one
of them and the unjust the other; no man can be
imagined to be of such an iron nature that he would
stand fast in justice. No man would keep his hands
oft what was not his own when he could safely take
what he liked out of the market, or go into houses
and lie with any one at his pleasure, or kill or release
from prison whom he would, and in all respects be
like a God among men. Then the actions of the just
would be as the actions of the unjust; they would
both come at last to the same point. And this we
may truly affirm to be a great proof that a man is
just, not willingly or because he thinks that justice is
any good to him individually, but of necessity, for
wherever any one thinks that he can safely be unjust,
there he is unjust. For all men believe in their hearts
that injustice is far more profitable to the individual
than justice, and he who argues as I have becn sup-
posing, will say that they are right. If you could
imagine any one obtaining this power of becoming
invisible, and never doing any wrong or touching
what was another’s, he would be thought by the
lookers-on to be a most wretched idiot, although
they would praise him to one another’s faces, and
keep up appearances with one another from a fear
that they too might suffer injustice. Enough of this.

Now, if we are to form a real judgment of the
life of the just and unjust, we must isolatc them;
there is no other way; and how is the isolation to be

effected? I answer: Let the unjust man be entirely
unjust, and the just man entirely just; nothing is to
be taken away from either of them, and both are to
be perfectly furnished for the work of their respec-
tive lives. First, let the unjust be like other distin-
guished masters of craft; like the skillful pilot or
physician, who knows intuitively his own powers
and keeps within their limits, and who, if he fails at
any point, is able to recover himself. So let the
unjust make his unjust attempts in the right way,
and lie hidden if he means to be great in his injus-
tice (he who is found out is nobody): for the high-
est reach of injustice is: to be deemed just when you
are not. Therefore T say that in the perfectly unjust
man we must assume the most perfect injustice;
there is to be no deduction, but we must allow him,
while doing the most unjust acts, to have acquired
the greatest reputation for justice. If he have taken a
false step he must be able to recover himself; he
must be one who can speak with effect, if any of his
deeds come to light, and who can force his way
where force is required by his courage and strength,
and command of money and friends. And at his side
let us place the just man in his nobleness and sim-
plicity, wishing, as Aeschylus says, to be and not to
secem good. There must be no seeming, for if he
seem to be just he will be honoured and rewarded,
and then we shall not know whether he is just for
the sake of justice or for the sake of honours and
rewards; therefore, let him be clothed in justice
only, and have no other covering; and he must be
imagined in a state of life the opposite of the former.
Let him be the best of men, and let him be thought
the worst; then he will have been put to the proof;
and we shall see whether he will be affected by the
fear of infamy and its consequences. And let him
continue thus to the hour of death; being just and
seeming to be unjust. When both have rcached the
uttermost extreme, the one of justice and the other
of injustice, let judgment be given which of them is
the happier of the two.

Heavens! my dear Glaucon, I said, how ener-
getically you polish them up for the decision, first
one and then the other, as if they were two statues.

I do my best, he said. And now that we know
what they are like there is no difficulty in tracing
out the sort of life which awaits cither of them. This
I will proceed to describe; but as you may think the
description a little too coarse, I ask you to suppose,
Socrates, that the words which follow are not
mine.—Let me put them into the mouths of the
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culogists of injustice: they will tell you that the just
man who is thought unjust will be scourged,
racked, bound—will have his eyes burnt out; and,
at last, after suffering every kind of evil, he will be
impaled: Then he will understand that he ought to
seem only, and not to be, just; the words of
Aeschylus may be more truly spoken of the unjust
than of the just. For the unjust is pursuing a reality;
he docs not live with a view to appearances—he
wants to be really unjust and not to seem only:—

His mind has a soil deep and fertile.
Out of which spring his prudent counsels.!

In the first place, he is thought just, and therefore
bears rule in the city; he can marry whom he will,
and give in marriage to whom he will; also he can
trade and deal where he likes, and always to his own
advantage, because he has no misgivings about
injustice; and at every contest, whether in public or
private, he gets the better of his antagonists, and
gains at their cxpense, and is rich, and out of his
gains he can benefit his friends, and harm his ene-
mies; morcover, he can offer sacrifices, and dedicate
gifts to the gods abundantly and magnificently, and
can honour the gods or any man whom he wants to
honour in a far better style than the just, and there-
fore he is likely to be dearer than they are to the
gods. And thus, Socrates, gods and men are said to
unite in making the life of the unjust better than the
life of the just.

I was going to say something in answer to
Glaucon, when Adeimantus, his brother, interposed:
Socrates, he said, you do not suppose that there is
nothing more to be urged?

Why, what else is there? I answered.

The strongest point of all has not been even
mentioned, he replied.

Well, then, according to the proverb, ‘Let
brother help brother’—if he fails in any part do you
assist him; although I must confess that Glaucon has
already said quite enough to lay me in the dust, and
take from me the power of helping justice.

Nonsense, he replicd. But let me add some-
thing more: There is another side to Glaucon’s
argument about the praise and censure of justice
and injustice, which is equally required in order to
bring out what I belicve to be his meaning. Parents
and tutors are always telling their sons and their
wards that they are to be just; but why? not for the
sake of justice, but for the sake of character and rep-
utation; in the hope of obtaining for him who is

reputed just some of those offices, marriages, and
the like which Glaucon has enumerated among the
advantages accruing to the unjust from the reputa-
tion of justicc. More, however, is made of appear-
ances by this class of persons than by the others; for
they throw in the good opinion of the gods, and
will tell you of a shower of benefits which the heav-
ens, as they say, rain upon the pious; and this
accords with the testimony of the noble Hesiod and
Homer, the first of whom says, that the gods make
the oaks of the just—

To bear acorns at their summit, and bees in
the middle;

And the sheep are bowed down with the
weight of their fleeces.?

and any other blessings of a like kind are provided
for them. And Homer has a very similar strain; for
he speaks of one whose fame is—

As the fame of some blameless king who, like
a god,

Maintains justice; to whom the black earth
brings forth

Wheat and barley, whose trees are bowed
with fruit

And his sheep never fail to bear, and the sea
gives him fish.3

Still grander are the gifts of heaven which
Musaeus and his son# vouchsafe to the just; they
take them down into the world below, where they
have the saints lying on couches at a feast, ever-
lastingly drunk, crowned with garlands; their idea
seems to be that an immortality of drunkenness is
the highest meed of virtue. Some extend their
rewards yet further; the posterity, as they say, of
the faithful and just shall survive to the third and
fourth generation. This is the style in which they
praise justice. But about the wicked there is another
strain; they bury them in a slough in Hadcs, and
make them carry water in a sieve; also while they are
yet living they bring them to infamy, and inflict upon
them the punishments which Glaucon described as
the portion of the just who are reputed to be
unjust; nothing else does their invention supply.
Such is their manner of praising the onc and cen-
suring the other.

Once more, Socrates, I will ask you to consider
another way of speaking about justice and injustice,
which is not confined to the poets, but is found in
prose writers. The universal voice of mankind is
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always declaring that justice and virtue are hon-
ourable, but grievous and toilsome; and that the
pleasures of vice and injustice are casy of attain-
ment, and are only censured by law and opinion.
They say also that honesty is for the most part less
profitable than dishonesty; and they are quite ready
to call wicked men happy, and to honour them
both in public and private when they are rich or in
any other way influential, while they despise and
overlook those who may be weak and poor, even
though acknowledging them to be better than the
others. But most extraordinary of all is their mode
of speaking about virtue and the gods: they say that
the gods apportion calamity and misery to many
good men, and good and happiness to the wicked.
And mendicant prophets go to rich men’s doors
and persuade them that they have a power commit-
ted to them by the gods of making an atonement
for a man’s own or his ancestor’s sins by sacrifices
or charms, with rejoicings and feasts; and they
promise to harm an cnemy, whether just or unjust,
at a small cost; with magic arts and incantations
binding heaven, as they say, to execute their will.
And the poets are the authorities to whom they
appeal, now smoothing the path of vice with words
of Hesiod:—

Vice may be had in abundance without trou-
ble; the way is smooth and her dwelling-place
is near. But before virtuc the gods have set
toil,>
and a tedious and uphill road: then citing Homer as
a witness that the gods may be influenced by men;

for he also says:—

The gods, too, may be turned from their pur-
pose; and men pray to them and avert their
wrath by sacrifices and soothing entreaties,
and by libations and the odour of fat, when
they have sinned and transgressed.6

And they producc a host of books written by
Musaeus and Orpheus, who were children of the
Moon and the Muses—that is what they say
according to which they perform their ritual, and
persuade not only individuals, but whole cities, that
expiations and atoncments for sin may be made by
sacrifices and amusements which fill a vacant hour,
and are equally at the service of the living and the
dead; the latter sort they call mysteries, and they
redeem us from the pains of hell, but if we neglect
them no one knows what awaits us.

He proceeded: And now when the young hear
all this said about virtue and vice, and the way in
which gods and men regard them, how are their
minds likely to be affected, my dear Socrates,—
those of them, I mean, who are quickwitted, and,
like bees on the wing, light on every flower, and
from all that they hear are prone to draw conclu-
sions as to what manner of persons they should be
and in what way they should walk if they would
make the best of life? Probably the youth will say to
himself in the words of Pindar:

Can I by justice or by crooked ways of deceit
ascend a loftier tower which may be a fortress
to me all my days?

For what men say is that, if T am really just and am
not also thought just, profit there is none, but the
pain and loss on the other hand are unmistakable,
But if, though unjust, I acquire the reputation of
justice, a heavenly life is promised to me. Since
then, as philosophers prove, appearance tyrannizes
over truth and is lord of happiness, to appearance I
must devote myself. T will describe around me a pic-
ture and shadow of virtue to be the vestibule and
exterior of my house; behind I will trail the subtle
and crafty fox, as Archilochus, greatest of sages, rec-
ommends. But I hear some one exclaiming that the
concealment of wickedness is often difficult; to
which T answer, Nothing great is easy. Nevertheless,
the argument indicates this, if we would be happy,
to be the path along which we should proceed.
With a view to concealment we will establish secret
brotherhoods and political clubs. And there are
professors of rhetoric who teach the art of persuad-
ing courts and assemblies; and so, partly by persua-
sion and partly by force, I shall make unlawtul gains
and not be punished. Still T hear a voice saying that
the gods cannot be deceived, neither can they be
compelled. But what if there are no gods? or, sup-
pose them to have no care of human things—why
in cither case should we mind about concealment?
And even if there are gods, and they do care about
us, yet we know of them only from tradition and
the genealogies of the poets; and these are the very
persons who say that they may be influenced and
turned by ‘sacrifices and soothing entreaties and by
offerings.” Let us be consistent then, and believe
both or neither. If the poets speak truly, why then
we had better be unjust, and offer of the fruits
of injustice; for if we are just, although we may
escape the vengeance of heaven, we shall lose the
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gains of injustice; but, if we are unjust, we shall
keep the gains, and by our sinning and praying, and
praying and sinning, the gods will be propitiated,
and we shall not be punished. ‘But there is a world
below in which either we or our posterity will suf-
fer for our unjust deeds.” Yes, my friend, will be the
reflection, but there arc mysteries and atoning
deities, and these have great power. That is what
mighty cities declare; and the children of the gods,
who were their poets and prophets, bear a like
testimony.

On what principle, then, shall we any longer
choose justice rather than the worst injustice?
When, if we only unite the latter with a deceitful
regard to appearances, we shall fare to our mind
both with gods and men, in life and after death, as
the most numerous and the highest authorities tell
us. Knowing all this, Socrates, how can a man who
has any superiority of mind or person or rank or
wealth, be willing to honour justice; or indeed to
refrain from laughing when he hears justice praised?
And cven if there should be some one who is able
to disprove the truth of my words, and who is sat-
isfied that justice is best, still he is not angry with
the unjust, but is very ready to forgive them,
becausc he also knows that men are not just of their
own free will; unless, peradventure, there be some
whom the divinity within him may have inspired
with a hatred of injustice, or who has attained
knowledge of the truth—but no other man. He
only blames injustice who, owing to cowardicc or
age or some weakness, has not the power of being
unjust. And this is proved by the fact that when he
obtains the power, he immediately becomes unjust
as far as he can be.

"The cause of all this, Socrares, was indicated by
us at the beginning of the argument, when my
brother and I told you how astonished we were to
find that of all the professing panegyrists of justice—
beginning with the ancient heroes of whom any
memorial has been prescrved to us, and ending
with the men of our own time—no one has ever
blamed injustice or praised justice except with a
view to the glories, honours, and benefits which
flow from them. No one has ever adequately
described either in verse or prose the true essential
nature of either of them abiding in the soul, and
invisible to any human or divine eye; or shown that
of all the things of a man’s soul which he has within
him, justice is the greatest good, and injustice the
greatest evil. Had this been the universal strain, had

you sought to persuade us of this from our youth
upwards, we should not have been on the watch to
keep one another from doing wrong, but every one
would have been his own watchman, because afraid,
if he did wrong, of harbouring in himself the great-
est of evils. T dare say that L'hrasymachus and oth-
ers would seriously hold the language which I have
been merely repeating, and words even stronger
than these about justice and injustice, grossly, as 1
conceive, perverting their true nature. But I speak
in this vchement manner, as [ must frankly confess
to you, because I want to hear from you the oppo-
site side; and I would ask you to show not only the
superiority which justice has over injustice, but
what effect they have on the possessor of them
which makes the one to be a good and the other an
evil to him. And please, as Glaucon requested of
you, to exclude reputations; for unless you take
away from cach of them his true reputation and add
on the false, we shall say that you do not praise jus-
tice, but the appearance of it; we shall think that
you are only exhorting us to keep injustice dark,
and that you really agree with Thrasymachus in
thinking that justice is another’s good and the
interest of the stronger, and that injustice is a man’s
own profit and interest, though injurious to the
weaker. Now as you have admitted that justice is
one of that highest class of goods which are desired
indeed for their results, but in a far greater degree
for their own sakes—like sight or hearing or knowl-
edge or health, or any other real and natural and
not merely conventional good—T would ask you in
your praise of justice to regard one point only: 1
mean the essential good and evil which justice and
injustice work in the possessors of them. Let others
praise justice and censure injustice, magnifying the
rewards and honours of the one and abusing the
other; that is a manner of arguing which, coming
from them, I am ready to tolerate, but from you
who have spent your whole life in the consideration
of this question, unless 1 hear the contrary from
your own lips, T expect something better. And
therefore, I say, not only prove to us that justice is
better than injustice, but show what they either of
them do to the possessor of them, which makes the
one to be a good and the other an evil, whether
scen or unseen by gods and men.

Endnotes

L Seven Agninst Lhebes, 574.




