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Section 1

PRIMARY SOURCE from The Republzc
- by Plato

Plato, a Greek philosopher and writer, lived in Athens during its golden age.
Much of his work takes the form of a dialogue between two or more people. In

this excerpt from Plato’s most famous work, The Republic, the Greek philosopher
Socrates and Plato’s older brother Glaucon hold a conversation about the ideal
statesman. According to Plato, why should philosophers run the government?

The Philosopher’s Fitness to Rule
S o at last, Glaucon, after this long and weary way,
we have come to see who are the philosophers
and who are not.
I doubt if the way could have been shortened.
Apparently not. I think, however, that we might
have gained a still clearer view, if this had been the
only topic to be discussed; but there are so many
others awaiting us, if we mean to discover in what
ways the just life is better than the unjust.
Which dre we to take up now?
Surely the one that follows next in order. Since the
philosophers are those who can apprehend the
eternal and unchanging, while those who cannot do
so, but are lost in the mazes of multiplicity and
change, are not philosophers, which of the two
ought to be in control of a state?
I wonder what would be a reasonable solution.
To establish as Guardians whichever of the two
appear competent to guard the laws and ways of
life in society.
True.
Well, there can be no question whether a guardian
who is to keep watch over anything needs to be
keen-sighted or blind. And is not blindness precise-
ly the condition of men who are entirely cut off
from knowledge of any reality, and have in their
soul no clear pattern of perfect truth, which they
might study in every detail and constantly refer to,
as a painter looks at his model, before they proceed
to embody notions of justice, honour, and goodness
in earthly institutions or, in their character of
Guardians, to preserve such institutions as already
exist?
Certainly such a condition is very like blindness.
Shall we, then, make such as these our Guardians in
preference to men who, besides their knowledge of
realities, are in no way inferior to them in experi-
ence and in every excellence of character?
It would be absurd not to choose the philosophers,
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whose knowledge is perhaps their greatest point of
superiority, provided they do not lack those other
qualifications.

What we have to explain, then, is how those qualifi-
cations can be combined in the same persons with
philosophy. :

Certainly. ,
The first thing, as we said at the outset, is to get a
clear view of their inborn disposition. When we are
satisfied on that head, I think we shall agree that
such a combination of qualities is possible and that
we need look no further for men fit to be in control
of a commonwealth. One trait of the philosophic
nature we may take as already granted: a constant
passion for any knowledge that will reveal to them
something of that reality which endures for ever
and is not always passing into and out of existence.
And, we may add, their desire is to know the whole
of that reality; they will not willingly renounce any
part of it as relatively small and insignificant, as we
said before when we compared them to the lover
and to the man who covets honour.

True. -
Is there not another trait which the nature we are

seeking cannot fail to possess—truthfulness, a love

of truth and a hatred of falsehood that will not tol-
erate untruth in any form?

Yes, it is natural to expect that,

It is not merely natural, but entirely necessary that
an instinctive passion for any object should extend
to all that is closely akin to it; and there is nothing
more closely akin to wisdom than truth. So the
same nature cannot love wisdom and falsehood; the
genuine lover of knowledge cannot fail, from his
youth up, to strive after the whole of truth.

I perfectly agree:

. Now we surely know that when a man’s desires set

strongly in one direction, in every other channel
they flow more feebly, like a stream diverted into
another bed. So Whén the current has set towards
knowledge and all that goes with it, desire will
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abandon those pleasures of which the body is the
instrument and be concerned only with the pleas-
ure which the soul enjoys independently—if, that is
to say, the love of wisdom is more than a mere pre-
tence. Accordingly, such a one will be temperate
and no lover of money; for he will be the last per-
son to care about the things for the sake of which
money is eagerly sought and lavishly spent.

That is true.

Again, in seeking to distinguish the philosophic
nature, you must not overlook the least touch of
meanness. Nothing could be more contrary than
pettiness to a mind constantly bent on grasping the
whole of things, both divine and human.

Quite true.

And do you suppose that one who is so high-mind-
ed and whose thought can contemplate all time and
all existence will count this life of man a matter of
much concern?

No, he could not.

So for such a man death will have no terrors.
None.

A mean and cowardly nature, then, can have no
part in the genuine pursuit of wisdom.

I think not.

And if a man is temperate and free from the love of
money, meanness, pretentiousness, and cowardice,
he will not be hard to deal with or dishonest. So, as
another indication of the philosophic temper, you
will observe whether, from youth up, he is fair-
minded, gentle, and sociable.

Certainly.

Also you will not fail to notice whether he is quick
or slow to learn. No one can be expected to take a
reasonable delight in a task in which much painful
effort makes little headway. And if he cannot retain
what he learns, his forgetfulness will leave no room
in his head for knowledge; and so, having all his toil
for nothing, he can only end by hating himself as
well as his fruitless occupation. We must not, then,
count a forgetful mind as competent to pursue wis-
dom; we must require a good memory.

By all means.

The Republic continued

Further, there is in some natures a crudity and
awkwardness that can only tend to a lack of measure
and proportion; and there is a close affinity [attrac-
tion or kinship] between proportion and truth.
Hence, besides our other requirements, we shall
look for a mind endowed with measure and grace,
which will be instinctively drawn to see every reali-
ty in its true light.

Yes.

Well then, now that we have enumerated the quali-
ties of a mind destined to take its full part in the
apprehension of reality, have you any doubt about
their being indispensable and all necessarily going
together?

None whatever.

Then have you any fault to find with a pursuit
which none can worthily follow who is not by nature
quick to learn and to remember, magnanimous

" [unselfish] and gracious, the friend and kinsman of

truth, justice, courage, temperance?

No. ...

Well then, when time and education have brought
such characters as these to maturity, would you
entrust the care of your commonwealth to anyone
else?

from Francis Cornford, trans., The Republic of Plato
(London: Oxford University Press, 1974), 189-192.

Activity Options

1. Determining Main Ideas With a partner, role-
play a conversation between Socrates and
Glaucon about why philosophers should control
the government.

2. Drawing Conclusions List qualities of an ideal
statesman according to this excerpt. Then decide
whether Pericles fits the description of an ideal
ruler based on what you have read about him.

3. Analyzing Issues Discuss with your classmates
which political leaders in countries around the
world today best exemplify Plato’s ideal ruler.
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