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Son of Clinias, I think you are amazed that, being your first lover, I alone have not departed now that the others have gone, and although the others conversed with you in droves, I, in contrast, have not addressed you for so many years. The cause of this was nothing human. No, it was a spiritual opposition, and later you will learn about its power. But now, since it is no longer opposing me, I have come to you in this way and I have good hopes that it will not oppose me again in future. In the meantime, I have, in a sense, been observing you and noticing how you related to those lovers, for despite being numerous and high-minded there is not one of them who has not fled, outdone by your superiority. But I wish to explain the reason for your exalted notions. You claim not to need a single other person for any purpose, for you have great qualities so that you lack nothing, beginning with the body and ending with the soul. Of course you believe, firstly, that you are supreme in beauty and greatness and it is plain for all to see that you are not lying. What is more, you belong to the most powerful family in your own city which is the greatest in Greece, and within that city you have, through your father, numerous excellent friends and kindred who would serve your every need; and those on your mother’s side are in no way inferior or less numerous. But you think you possess a greater power than all of those I have mentioned, in the person of Pericles1, the son of Xanthippus, whom your father left as guardian of yourself and your brother, a man who may act as he pleases, not only in this city, but throughout all Greece and among the many great tribes of non-Greeks. I shall also mention your wealth, but it seems to me that you are much less proud of that. On account of all these factors you are boastful, and you have prevailed over your lovers while they, in their inferiority, have been dominated. None of this has escaped your notice. And so I know quite well that you are wondering what exactly I have in mind when I do not give up the love, and what sort of hope I am retaining when I remain after the others have gone.
But Socrates, you probably do not know that you are just a little ahead of me. For I already intended going to you to ask you these very questions: what exactly do you want and what hope do you entertain in pestering me, always anxious to be present wherever I might be? Yes, I really do wonder what precisely your objective is and I would like you to tell me.
Then it is likely that you will listen to me eagerly since, as you say, you wish to know what I have in mind. And I presume I am speaking to someone who will stay and listen.
Yes, certainly, just speak.
Be careful though, for it would be no surprise if I were to prove just as reluctant to stop speaking as I was to start.
Excellent man, speak. I shall listen!
I must speak, then. Now, although it is difficult for a lover to approach a man who does not give way to lovers, I must nevertheless dare to speak my mind. Indeed Alcibiades, if I had seen you being delighted with what I have been describing just now and believing that you must live your life in their possession, I would have given up the love long ago, or so I convince myself anyway. But now I shall point out to you different notions of yours, and from this you will realise that you have been constantly on my mind. For I believe that if some god were to say, “Alcibiades, would you prefer to live on, possessing what you now possess, or die on the spot if you were going to be unable to acquire more?” I think you would choose to die. And I shall tell you the very hope for which you are now living. You think that if you appear before the Athenian people, something which will happen in just a few days, you will stand before them and prove to the Athenians that you are worthy of more honour than Pericles, or anyone who has ever been born, and once you prove this you will be supremely powerful in the city, and if you are the greatest man here you will be greatest among the Greeks, and not only among the Greeks, but among the non-Greeks who live on the same continent as us. And if this same god were to go on and say that you must exercise power in Europe, but will not be allowed to go across into Asia or interfere in the affairs of her people, I do not think you would wish to live under those strictures either, if you could not also, in some sense, fill the whole world with your name and your power. And I think that apart from Cyrus and Xerxes2, you believe that no one worthy of note has been born. Now, I know very well that this is the hope you entertain. I am not guessing. Therefore, since you realise that I am speaking the truth, perhaps you might say, “Well now, Socrates, what has this to do with the explanation you promised as to why you will not leave me?” So I shall tell you, dear son of Clinias and Deinomache, for without me it is impossible to bring all these plans of yours to completion, such power do I believe I have over you and your affairs. Yes, I think that is why the god would not allow me to converse with you in the past, and I have been waiting for the moment when I would be allowed. Indeed, you have hopes in the city of proving that you are more valuable to it than anyone, and of exercising immediate power over everything. So do I hope to exercise great power over you in just the same way, by proving that I am more valuable to you than anyone, and that neither guardian, nor kinsman, nor anyone else is up to the task of granting you the power you desire except me, with the help of the god, of course. Now, when you were younger, before you were full of such aspirations, I think the god allowed no conversation in case I might have discoursed in vain. But he has now relented, for you may listen to me at this stage.
Socrates, you seem even stranger to me now since you began to speak, than when you were following me in silence, although you were a strange sight even then. Now, it seems you have made up your mind about whether I have these intentions or not, and if I deny it, that will not do much to dissuade you. So be it, but if I really do have these intentions, how shall I attain them through you, and why will they not happen without you? Can you tell me?
So are you asking if I can deliver a long speech, the kind you are obviously accustomed
Proceed on that basis if you wish, so that I may know what else you will say.
Very well. Now, you intend, quite soon, to appear before the Athenians as an adviser. So if I were to take hold of you when you were about to ascend the platform and ask, “Alcibiades, what do the Athenians intend to deliberate about that you are standing up as an adviser? Is it about issues which you know better than they do?” What response would you make?
I would say that, of course. It is about issues I know better than they do.
So you are a good adviser about issues you happen to know.
How could I not be?
Don’t you only know what you have learned from others or discovered yourself?
What else could I know?
Now, is there any way that you would ever have learned or discovered anything without wanting to learn it or investigate it yourself?
There is not.
What about this? Did you ever want to investigate or learn anything you thought you knew?
Certainly not.
So was there a time when you did not think you knew whatever you now happen to know?
There must have been.
Well then, I know fairly well what it is that you have learned. If I omit anything you should tell me. Indeed, as I recall, you learned writing, lyre-playing and wrestling. And you certainly had no desire to learn to play the flute3. These are the subjects you know, unless you have somehow been learning something without my noticing.
No. I have not attended any classes other than those.
Well, will you stand forth as adviser to the Athenians when they are deliberating about writing and how they may write properly?
By Zeus, I shall not.
Or when they deliberate about sounds on the lyre?
Not at all.
Nor indeed are they in the habit of deliberating on wrestling in the assembly.
No indeed.
So what will they be deliberating about when you advise them, presumably not about house-building?
Of course not.
Because on these matters anyway, a housebuilder will give better advice than you.
Yes.
Nor indeed when they are deliberating about a prophecy.
For in those situations a soothsayer will advise better than you.
Yes.
Whether he is short or tall, beautiful or ugly, noble or base.
That makes no difference.
For counsel, I presume, belongs to the one who knows about the issue and not to the one who is wealthy.
How could it be otherwise?
Then it makes no difference to the Athenians whether the adviser is poor or rich when they are deliberating on how the people of the city may enjoy health. No, they seek out a doctor to be the adviser.
Quite likely.
Now, what subject would they be considering when you would be justified in coming forward as their adviser?
Whenever they are considering their own affairs, Socrates.
Do you mean issues related to shipbuilding and what sort of ships they should get built?
No, Socrates, I do not.
And I think that is because you do not know how to build ships. Is this the reason or is there another?
No, that is the reason.
Then what aspect of their own affairs do you say they would be considering at the time?
When they are considering war, Socrates, or peace, or some other aspect of civic affairs.
Do you mean when they are considering with whom they should make peace, and against whom they should wage war, and in what manner?
Yes.
And shouldn’t they attack whomever it is better to attack?
Yes.
And at the time when it is better to do so?
Yes, certainly.
And for as long a time as is better?
Yes.
Now, if the Athenians were deciding with whom they should wrestle or spar, and in what manner, would you give better advice or would the trainer?
The trainer, of course.
Now, can you say what the trainer looks to when he is advising with whom they should wrestle or not, and when they should do so, and in what manner? What I am asking is this. Ought a person wrestle with those with whom it is better to wrestle, or not?
Yes.
And to the extent that is better?
To that extent.
And also at the time when it is better?
Yes, certainly.
What is more, when singing, one must on occasion play the lyre, or dance in accompaniment to the song.
One must indeed.
At the time when it is better to do so?
What about this? Since, in fact, you applied the term ‘better’ both to the lyre-playing in accompaniment to a song, and also to wrestling, what do you refer to as better in lyreplaying, just as I refer to what is better in wrestling, as gymnastical? What do you call it in lyre-playing?
I do not understand.
Then try to copy me. For in a way, the answer I gave is correct in general, and presumably, whatever happens in accord with a skill is correct. Is that so?
Yes.
And wasn’t the skill gymnastics?
Of course.
And I said that in wrestling the better is the gymnastical.
Yes, you said that.
Was I not right in saying so?
Well, I think so anyway.
Then you should do this too, for right discourse is somehow particularly appropriate for you. Tell me first what skill includes lyre-playing, singing and dancing correctly? What is the collective skill called? Are you not yet able to say?
Certainly not.
Then try this. To which goddesses does the skill belong?
Do you mean the Muses, Socrates?
I do indeed. Now, think. What skill derives its name from them?
I think you mean music.
Yes, that is what I mean. Now, what is the correct manner of proceeding based upon this skill? Just as in the previous example I told you the correct manner of proceeding based upon the skill of gymnastics, now I am asking you what you say in this case. How does the activity proceed?
Musically, I suppose.
Well said. So come on, what do you call the better in the case of making war and in bringing peace? Just as in the previous example, you said that in one case the better was the more musical, and in the other case it was the more gymnastical, try also to say what is better in this example of war and peace.
But I am not really able to say.
And yet, it would be somewhat shameful if someone you were advising about food, saying one is better than the other at this time and to this extent, were to ask, “Well now, Alcibiades, what do you mean by ‘better’?” And although you do not profess to be a doctor you were able to reply, on these matters, that you mean healthier. And yet, by contrast, in matters where you do profess to be knowledgeable and will come forward to give advice as though you had knowledge, wouldn’t you be ashamed if, as is likely, you were unable to respond when questioned about them? Or does this not appear shameful?
Very much so.
Well, consider it and try to say, in the case of bringing peace and making war with the appropriate parties, what ‘better’ do they aim for?
Well, I am considering it but I am unable to think of an answer.
Do you not even know, in cases where we wage war, what accusations we make against one another as we go to war, and what we call this as we proceed?
Well, I do know that we claim to have been deceived or suffered violence or depri- vation.
That will do. In what way do we suffer each of these? Try to state the difference between this treatment and some other.
Socrates, are you referring to whether it is done justly or unjustly?
The very thing.
Well then, they are completely and entirely different.
In that case, whom will you advise the Athenians to wage war against, against those who are acting unjustly or those who are behaving justly?
You are asking a challenging question, Socrates, for even if someone did decide that he ought to wage war against those who are behaving justly, he would not admit this.
Because this apparently is not lawful.
Certainly not, nor does it seem to be noble.
So will you also make speeches dealing with these issues?
I must.
With regard to waging war or not, those we should fight against and those we should not, when we should do so and when we should not, does ‘the better’ I was asking about turn out to be nothing but the more just? Or is this not so?
It appears so anyway.
How can this be, dear Alcibiades? Have you forgotten that you yourself do not know this, or have you been learning without my noticing it and going to a teacher who taught you to distinguish the more just and the more unjust? Well, who is he? Tell me too, so that you may recommend me to him as a pupil.
You are mocking me, Socrates.
No I swear this by our common friendship4, and I would never break that oath. So if you can do so, tell me who he is.
But what if I can’t? Don’t you think I could know about the just and unjust in some other way?
Yes, if you were to discover it.
But don’t you think I could have discovered it?
Yes, indeed, if you were to search for it.
Oh! Do you not think I would have searched?
I do indeed, if you thought you did not know.
Well, was I not in that situation at some time?
That is well expressed. So are you able to say when it was that you did not know the just and the unjust? Come on, a year ago were you searching for them and did you think you did not know them? Or did you think you knew them then? And let your answer be the truth so that our discussions may not be conducted in vain.
Well, I thought that I knew.
And three, four or five years ago, was the situation not the same?
I think so.
And before that you were a child, is that so?
Yes.
And yet, I know very well that you thought you knew then.
How do you know so well?
As a child, either with your teachers or elsewhere and when you were playing dice or
But by Zeus, I was not unaware. No, I was fully aware that I was being treated unjustly.
So apparently you thought you knew the just and the unjust even as a child.
I thought I knew and I did actually know.
Well, when exactly was it that you found this out? For obviously it was not during the time that you thought you knew, anyway.
Of course not.
Well, when was it that you thought you did not know? In fact, you will not discover when this was.
Yes, by Zeus, Socrates, I really cannot say.
So you do not know them through discovering them for yourself.
It certainly appears that way.
And, indeed, you said earlier that you do not know from having learned either. Now, if you neither discovered this nor learned it, how do you know it and from what source?
But perhaps I did not give you the right answer when I said that I know because I discovered them for myself.
Then how did it happen?
I think that I learned in the same way that everyone else learns.
We have returned again to the same question. From whom? Please tell me.
From the multitude.
You are not resorting to serious teachers when you have recourse to the multitude.
But why? Are they not up to the task of teaching?
Not even about how to play draughts and how not to! And yet, I believe these matters are more trivial than justice. What about you? Do you think so too?
Yes.
Well, if they are unable to teach more trivial matters, could they teach more serious matters?
Well, I think so. At any rate, they can teach numerous subjects more serious than draughts-playing.
What are they?
For instance, I also learned to speak Greek from them and I would not be able to say who my own teacher was. Instead, I attribute this to the very people who you say are not serious teachers.
Yes, noble friend, the multitude are good teachers of this subject and they may rightly be praised for their instruction in these matters.
Why is that?
Because in these matters they possess what good teachers ought to possess.
What are you referring to?
Do you not appreciate that those who are going to teach anything at all must first know it themselves? Is this not so?
How could it be otherwise?
Shouldn’t those who know agree with one another and not differ?
Yes.
Would you say they have knowledge of subjects on which they disagree?
Certainly not.
So how could they be teachers of these subjects?
In no way whatsoever.
Well now, do you think the multitude would differ about what wood and stone are like? And if you ask anyone, will they not agree on the same answer and reach for the same things when they wish to get wood or stone? And the same applies to everything else of that sort. Indeed, in general, that is what I understand you to mean by knowing how to speak Greek. Is this so?
Yes.
Now, as we were saying, they agree with one another and with themselves individually on these issues, and the cities do not dispute with one another publicly, some saying one thing, others saying something else.
They do not.
So it is likely they would be good teachers of these matters anyway.
Yes.
In that case, if we wanted to make someone knowledgeable about them, wouldn’t we be right to send him for instruction by the ‘multitude’?
Entirely so.
What if we wanted to know, not only what men are like and what horses are like, but also which of them are good at running and which are not, would the multitude still be competent to teach this?
Not at all.
And you have sufficient evidence that they do not know and are not real teachers of these matters from the fact that they do not agree with themselves about them at all.
I do indeed.
What if we wanted to know, not only what men are like but also what healthy men or sick men are like, would the multitude be acceptable to us as teachers?
Not at all.
And you would have evidence that they are poor teachers of these matters if you had seen them disagreeing.
I would.
Well, what about this? Does it seem to you nowadays that the multitude agree with themselves and one another about just and unjust men and actions?
By Zeus, Socrates, not in the least.
Do they, in fact, differ most about these matters?
Very much so.
Now, I am sure you have never seen or heard people disputing intensely in this way about health or its absence, so that they fought and killed one another because of it.
Certainly not.
But when the issue is the just and the unjust, I know that even if you have not seen this, at least you have heard of it from many others, and from Homer, for you have heard the Iliad and the Odyssey.
Yes of course, Socrates.
Aren’t those poems about a dispute over the just and unjust?
Yes.
And the conflicts and the slayings took place because of this dispute between both Achaians and Trojans alike, and Odysseus and the suitors of Penelope too.
What you say is true.
And I also think that a dispute about no other issue than the just and unjust gave rise to the slayings and conflicts of those Athenians, Spartans and Boeotians who died at Tanagra and later at Coronea, among whom your own father met his end. Is this so?
What you say is true.
Now, should we say that these people have knowledge of matters on which they disagree so intensely that they dispute with one another and inflict these misfortunes on themselves?
Apparently not.
In that case, are you having recourse to teachers whom you agree are not knowledgeable?
Quite likely.
Then how are you likely to know the just and the unjust, a matter on which you are in such confusion and, as it turns out, have neither learned from someone else nor discovered for yourself?
Well, from what you are saying I am not likely to.
Do you also realise that you are not expressing this in the right way, Alcibiades?
In what sense?
You are claiming that I said these things.
But are you not saying that I know nothing about the just and the unjust?
Indeed not.
Was it me?
Yes.
How so?
You may know this in the following way. If I were to ask you which is greater, one or two, would you say two?
I would.
By how much is it greater?
By one.
Now, which of us is saying that two is greater than one, by one?
I am.
Did I not ask you and did you not answer?
Yes.
Well then, is it I, the questioner, who turns out to be speaking about these matters or is it you, the answerer?
It is I.
What if I were to ask what letters spell ‘Socrates’ and you were to tell me, which of us would be the speaker?
I would.
So come on, to sum up, whenever there is questioning and answering, who is the speaker: the questioner or the answerer?
It seems to me, anyway, that it is the answerer, Socrates.
Now, haven’t I been the questioner throughout?
Yes.
And you were the answerer?
Certainly.
Well then, which of us said whatever was said?
Apparently, Socrates, based on what has been agreed, I said it.
Was it not said that Alcibiades the fair, the son of Clinias, did not know about the just and the unjust but thought that he did, and was about to go to the Assembly and advise the Athenians on matters he knows nothing about? Is this not the case?
So it appears.
So the phrase from Euripides is applicable, Alcibiades. You have quite likely ‘heard this from yourself and not from me’5, and I am not the person making these statements. No, it is you, and you are blaming me without reason. Yet what you are saying is actually to the point. Indeed, you are planning to embark on a mad undertaking, my friend, teaching what you do not know and have not bothered to learn.
Yet, Socrates, I believe that the Athenians and the other Greeks seldom deliberate upon whether something is more just or more unjust for they regard such questions as obvious. So they ignore this and consider whether the policies will have beneficial outcomes. In fact, I do not believe that the just and the beneficial are the same. No, many people have profited by performing great injustices, and others have, I believe, performed just actions and not benefited.
Well then, if the just is one thing and the beneficial happens to be something completely different, surely you do not believe that you also know what is beneficial to humanity and why it is so?
What is to prevent me believing that, Socrates, unless you are going to go on and ask from whom I learned it or how I discovered it myself?
What a way to behave! If you say something incorrect and it happens to be capable of refutation by the very argument used before, you decide you need to hear some new and different refutations because the previous ones are like worn out garments which you would never wear. Instead, someone must provide you with a fresh and pristine proof. So I shall pay no attention to your attacks upon the argument and I shall ask you nonetheless. Where did you learn whatever you know about what is beneficial and who is your teacher? And I shall ask all those previous questions in a single question, otherwise you will obviously be in the same predicament and be unable to show that you know the beneficial either through discovering it or through learning it. But since you are being fastidious and would not be pleased to taste the same argument once more, I shall bid farewell to the question of whether or not you know what is beneficial for the Athenians. Instead, why don’t you explain whether the just and the beneficial are the same or different? If you prefer, you could question me just as I questioned you, or alternatively, just go through the argument by yourself.
Well, Socrates, I do not know if I would be able to set out an argument for you.
Then good fellow, regard me as the Assembly and the populace, for even in the Assembly you will need to convince each one. Is that so?
Yes.
Isn’t the same speaker able to convince one person, both individually and in gatherings, about whatever he knows, just as a schoolteacher, for instance, convinces one pupil about writing and also many pupils?
Yes.
And in the case of arithmetic, won’t the same person convince both one and many?
Yes.
And will that be the person who knows, namely the arithmetician?
Certainly.
And is it not also the case that on the very issues on which you can convince many people, you can also convince one person?
Then someone in a gathering like this differs from a public speaker only insofar as one persuades groups about the same things, while the other does it individually.
Probably.
Well then, since it turns out that the same speaker convinces both many and one, practise on me and attempt to prove that the just is sometimes not beneficial.
You are overbearing, Socrates!
Then perhaps overbearingly, I am going to convince you of the opposite of what you do not want to prove to me.
Please proceed.
You need only answer the questions.
No, you yourself should be the speaker.
What is this! Don’t you want to be completely convinced?
Entirely so, of course.
Well, if you yourself say that these things are so, won’t you be completely convinced?
I think so anyway.
Then please answer, and if you yourself do not hear from yourself that whatever is just is also beneficial, you should not believe it from any other speaker either.
No indeed, but I must answer, and, in fact, I do not think I can come to any harm.
How prophetic you are! Now, tell me, are you saying that some just actions are beneficial while others are not?
Yes.
And are some of them noble while others are not?
What are you asking me?
I am asking if you ever thought that someone acted ignobly and yet justly?
No, I did not.
Then all that is just is also noble?
Yes.
But what about noble actions? Are they all good or are some good while others are not?
Well, Socrates, I think that some noble actions are bad.
And some that are ignoble are also good?
Yes.
Do you mean something like this? In war, for instance, many people have come to the rescue of a companion or kinsman and have sustained injuries or been killed, while those who did not come to the rescue, but should have, came away safe and sound.
Yes, entirely so.
Do you call such a rescue noble on account of the attempt to save those whom one should save, and is this, in turn, courage? Is that it?
Yes.
Then the rescue is bad on account of the deaths and the injuries, is it?
Yes.
Now, is not courage one thing and death another?
Of course.
So the rescue of friends is not noble and bad on account of the same thing at any rate.
Apparently not.
Then consider whether in these particular examples it is also good, at least to the extent that it is noble. We agree that the rescue is noble on account of the courage. Now, consider this courage itself, is it good or bad? Think about it as follows: which would you rather have, what is good or what is bad?
What is good.
Especially the greatest goods?
Yes.
And you would be most reluctant to be deprived of such things.
Of course.
Now, what do you say about courage? At what price would you accept being deprived of this?
I would not even be prepared to go on living if I were a coward.
Then you think cowardice is the worst of evils.
I do.
Equal to death, so it seems.
I agree.
Now, are not life and courage the direct opposites of death and cowardice?
Yes.
And would you most like to have the first two and least like to have the other two?
Yes.
Is that because you regard one pair as the best and the other as the worst?
Entirely so.
Then you count courage among the best and death among the worst.
I do.
Then you refer to the rescue of friends in battle as noble in so far as it is noble based upon the good outcome, the courageous outcome.
Apparently I do.
But on the other hand, based upon the bad outcome, death, you say it is bad.
Yes.
Accordingly, it is right to describe each of the outcomes as follows. If, in fact, you call it bad in so far as it gives rise to badness, you must also call it good in so far as it gives rise to goodness.
I think so anyway.
In that case, is it noble in so far as it is good and ignoble in so far as it is bad?
Yes.
So saying that the rescue of friends in battle is noble and yet bad is not at all different from saying that it is good and yet bad.
I think what you say is true, Socrates.
Then nothing that is noble, in so far as it is noble, is bad; nor is anything that is ignoble, in so far as it is ignoble, good.
Apparently not.
Then you also need to consider this. Does not anyone who acts nobly also act well?
Yes.
And those who act well are happy?
Of course.
Are they not happy due to the acquisition of whatever is good?
Definitely.
And do they acquire this by acting well and nobly?
Yes.
So acting well is good?
Of course.
Is not acting well noble?
Yes.
So, once again, the same thing appears to us to be both noble and good.
It appears so.
So, on the basis of this argument anyway, that which we find to be noble we shall also find to be good.
We must.
What about this? Are good things beneficial or not?
They are beneficial.
Now, do you recall what we agreed concerning just actions?
Well, I think we agreed that those who act justly must also be acting nobly.
And also, that those performing noble actions are also performing good actions?
Yes.
And whatever is good is beneficial?
Yes.
Then just actions are beneficial, Alcibiades.
So it seems.
Well now, have you not been the speaker and I the questioner throughout this?
Apparently I am, or so it seems.
Now, if anyone who thinks he knows the just and the unjust stands up to advise the Athenians or Peparethians6, but goes on to say that the just is sometimes bad, what could you do but laugh at him, especially since you yourself happen to be asserting that the just and the beneficial are the same?
But by the gods, Socrates, I do not even know what I am saying myself. No, I really do not know where I stand. For under your questioning, I think one thing at one moment and a different thing the next.
Are you unaware then, my friend, of what this predicament is?
Yes.
Well, if someone were to ask you if you have two eyes or three, two hands or four, or another question of that sort, do you imagine you would answer in one way at one moment and a different way the next, or would it always be the same?
Well, I am anxious about myself at the moment. Nevertheless, I think I would give the same answer.
And that is because you know. Is that not the reason?
I think so anyway.
So when it comes to issues on which you cannot help giving contradictory answers, it is obvious that you do not know about these.
So it seems anyway.
Now, do you not say that you are confused when answering questions concerning the just and the unjust, the noble and the ignoble, the bad and the good, and what is beneficial and what is not? Is it not obvious then that you are confused on these issues because you do not know about them?
I think so.
Well, is it indeed the case that when someone does not know something his soul must be confused about this?
Inevitably.
What about this? Do you know any means whereby you could go up into the sky?
By Zeus, I do not.
And is your thinking confused about these matters?
Certainly not.
And do you know the reason or shall I tell you?
Tell me.
Because, my friend, you do not think that you know this when you do not know this.
Again, what do you mean?
Let us look at this together. There are things you do not know and realise that you do not know, but are you confused about such matters? For instance, surely you know that you do not know about food preparation?
Entirely so.
Now, in such matters do you yourself think about how it should be prepared and get confused, or do you hand over to someone who knows?
I hand over.
And what if you were in a ship, would you think about whether the tiller should be drawn in or out and get confused since you do not know, or would you stay quiet and hand over to the helmsman?
To the helmsman.
So you are not confused over what you do not know provided you know that you do not know.
It seems I am not.
Now, do you appreciate that errors in action are also due to this ignorance whereby you think you know when you do not know?
Once more, what do you mean by this?
When we undertake an action, presumably we think, at the time, that we know what we are doing?
Yes.
Yes, and I suppose that people who think that they do not know entrust the matter to others?
Of course.
Now, do not people of this sort live free from error even though they do not know, because they turn to other people in dealing with these matters?
Yes.
So who are the people who make the errors? For I presume it is not the people who know.
Of course not.
And since it is neither those who know, nor those who do not know and know that they do not know, who else is left except those who do not know but think that they know?
No one but these.
So, is the ignorance itself the cause of the evils and is this stupidity a matter of reproach?
Yes.
And when it involves the most important matters, is it then productive of the greatest evil and is it most dishonourable?
Very much so.
Well then, can you name anything more important than what is just, noble, good and beneficial?
But if you are confused, is it not evident from the previous discussion that not only are you ignorant of the most important matters, but you also think that you know about them when you do not know?
There is that danger.
My, oh my, Alcibiades, what a predicament you are in! I am reluctant to name it, and yet since we are alone, it has to be said. Best of men, you are wedded to the most extreme ignorance. The argument convicts you and you convict yourself. Because of this, you rush into politics before you have been educated. And you are not the only one in this plight, so also are most of those who engage in the affairs of this city, save but a few, and perhaps your guardian, Pericles.
You know, Socrates, they say he did not become wise by mere chance, but from association with numerous wise men including Pythoclides and Anaxagoras7. And now that he is older, he still consorts with Damon for this very purpose.
Well now, have you ever seen anyone who was in any way wise, being incapable of making another person wise in the same things as himself? Just as the man who taught you writing was himself wise and he made you, and anyone else he wanted to, wise – is this so?
Yes.
And now that you have learned from him, will you not be able to teach someone else?
Yes.
And does the same apply to the lyre player and the trainer?
Entirely so.
For it surely constitutes good evidence that those who know anything, do actually know it when they are also able to make another person knowledgeable.
Yes, I think so.
Well now, can you say of Pericles that he made someone wise? Let us begin with his own sons.
But, Socrates, what if both Pericles’ sons were born stupid?
Then what about your brother Clinias?
Again why do you mention Clinias when the man is insane?
Well, since Clinias is insane and both Pericles’ sons were born stupid, what blame might we assign in your case? How did he overlook the condition you are in?
I think I am to blame for not being interested.
But can you name anyone, citizen or stranger, slave or free man, who is reputed to have become wiser due to his association with Pericles, just as I can name Pythodorus, the son of Isolochus, and Callias, the son of Calliades8, each of whom has become both wise and famous through association with Zeno, having paid him one hundred minae?
By Zeus, I cannot.
So be it. In that case, what have you in mind for yourself? Do you intend to remain as you are or take some care?
Let us take counsel together, Socrates! And yet, I do understand what you are saying and I agree. Indeed, it does seem to me that those who conduct the affairs of this city, with a few exceptions, are uneducated.
What are the consequences of this?
Well, if they had been educated, I suppose that anyone trying to compete against them would need to go about it after learning and having practised as though he were competing with athletes. But now, since these people embark upon civic affairs in the character of common folk, what need is there to practise or to take the trouble to learn? In fact, I know very well that by nature I shall be far superior to them.
My, oh my! What a thing to say, best of men, and how unworthy of your character and your other endowments.
Why exactly are you saying this, Socrates, and what are you referring to?
I am troubled for you and for my own love.
Tell me why.
Troubled that you regard the men of this city as worthy competition.
But who am I competing against?
A man who believes he has a great intellect deserves to ask this question.
What do you mean? Am I not in competition with these people?
But if you were intending to steer a trireme about to go into battle, would you be content to be the best of your fellow sailors at steering? Or would you assume that this must be the case and look instead to your true adversaries, rather than, as now, to your comrades in arms? Indeed, if you really intend to exhibit some noble action worthy of yourself and the city, you will of course need to be superior to these fellows, so that although they are unworthy to compete against you, they will fight with you against the enemy in spite of your contempt.
Well, yes, that is my intention anyway.
So, is it really worth your while to rest content when you are better than the soldiers, rather than looking to the leaders on the opposing side, once you have become better than the soldiers by planning and exercising with them?
Who are these leaders you are referring to, Socrates?
Do you not know that our city wages war on occasion against the Spartans and the Great King?
That is true.
Well, if you really intend to be a ruler of this city, would it not be right to consider yourself in competition with the kings of Sparta and Persia?
What you are saying is probably true.
Goodness no! You should look instead to Meidias9, the quail-fighter, and others of that sort who attempt to manage the affairs of the city still bearing the mark of the slave in their soul; the servile haircut, as the women say. This is due to their ill-education, and before they have cast this off whilst still in their barbarous ways, they come to the city as flatterers rather than rulers. If you look to these people, the ones I am describing, you must perforce neglect yourself and neither learn whatever there is to learn in preparation for so great a contest, nor practise what needs to be practised, and embark upon civic affairs having undergone comprehensive preparation.
Yes, Socrates, I think you are speaking the truth. However, I believe the Spartan generals and the Persian King are no better than the rest.
Best of men, consider the nature of this belief you are holding.
In what respect?
Firstly, do you think you would show better care for yourself through fearing them and regarding them as formidable, or through not doing so?
Are better natures likely to arise among high-born families or not?
Obviously among the high-born.
Now, would these good natures also become completely excellent once they receive a good upbringing?
They must.
Well, let us consider this. Firstly, comparing our own lineage to theirs, do the kings of Sparta and Persia seem to come from ordinary families? Or do we not know that one is descended from Heracles, the other from Achaemenes, both of whom trace their lineage back to Perseus, son of Zeus?
Yes, Socrates, and ours goes back to Eurysaces10, and the line of Eurysaces goes back to Zeus.
And, indeed, high-born Alcibiades, mine goes back to Daedalus11, and Daedalus to Hephaestus, son of Zeus. But the lineage of these people, starting with themselves, is a line of kings back as far as Zeus, kings of Argos and Sparta on the one hand, perpetual kings of Persia on the other and indeed sometime kings of Asia just as they are at present, while we ourselves are but common folk and so were our fathers too. And if you had to place the ancestry of Eurysaces and his fatherland, Salamis, on display before Artaxerxes, son of Xerxes, or show him Aegina, the fatherland of the more ancient Aeacus12, think how much laughter you would provoke. Yes, behold how inferior we are to these men in pride of family and general development. Or have you not observed the endowments of the Spartan kings, kings whose wives are guarded in public by the Ephors as best they can, lest a king be born unwittingly of someone not belonging to the Heraclidae? While the Persian King is so superior that no one suspects that he could have been born from anyone but a king, and so the king’s wife is protected by nothing apart from fear. When the eldest son is born, the one who will rule, first of all, everyone in the city where the king rules has a celebration. Then, in the following year on the same day, all Asia sacrifices and celebrates the birthday of the king. But when you and I were born, Alcibiades, as the comic poet says, not even the neighbours were really aware of it13. The child is reared subsequently, not by a female nurse of little importance, but by those eunuchs in the king’s service who are deemed most excellent. The overall care of the newborn child is assigned to these men, and they must ensure that he will be as handsome as possible by shaping and straightening the child’s limbs. And the eunuchs who do this are held in high regard. Once the children reach seven years of age, they spend time with horses and with riding instructors and they begin to go hunting. And at fourteen years of age, they hand the child over to men whom they call ‘the royal educators’. These are four men of the right age selected from Persians with the best reputations: the wisest, the most just, the most sound a minded and the bravest. The first teaches the magic of Zoroaster14, the son of Horomazus, and this is the worship of gods, but he also teaches the business of a king. The most just teaches him to speak the truth throughout his entire life. The most sound-minded teaches him never to be ruled by a single pleasure so that he may get used to being free and truly a king, ruling first of all over whatever is within himself, without being enslaved. The bravest renders him fearless and confident, telling him that he is a slave whenever he is afraid. However, in your case, Alcibiades, Pericles placed you under an instructor, Zopyrus of Thrace, one of his household slaves who was utterly useless on account of his old age. I would also have described the general development and education of your adversaries were it not a major task. Anyway, these details are sufficient to demonstrate any other aspects that follow from them. But you could say, Alcibiades, that no one, unless he happens to be a lover of yours, cares about your birth or development or education or that of any other Athenian. What is more, if you wish to cast an eye on the wealth and luxury, the clothes and flowing garments, the scented unguents, the vast retinue of servants and the general refinement of the Persians, you will be ashamed of yourself, realising how far we lag behind them. And if you were to go on and look at the self-restraint and orderliness, the dexterity and agility, high-mindedness, discipline, courage and endurance of the Spartans and their love for work, victory and honour, you would think yourself but a child in all such matters. And if you also turn your mind to wealth and believe that you are significant in that regard, we should not let that go without a mention either, if you are somehow to be aware of where you stand. Yes, in this case, if you cared to look at the wealth of the Spartans, you would realise that ours falls far short of theirs. For the amount of land they possess, their own and that of the Messenians, and the vastness and excellence of what is there, would never be disputed by anyone at all; nor again would their ownership of slaves in general and of helots, horses too, and whatever herds of animals graze around Messene. But let us leave all these details aside, yet there is not as much gold and silver in all Greece as there is in private hands in Sparta. For over many generations, gold and silver have flowed into Sparta from all of the Greeks and often from non-Greeks too, but they never flow out again. So it really accords with the story of Aesop where the fox speaks to the lion; the footprints of the money going in to Sparta go in a direction which is plain to see, but nowhere may they be seen coming out. So we should be well aware that the people there are the wealthiest of the Greeks in gold and silver, and among themselves the king is the richest, for the largest and most numerous allocations of such funds belong to the kings, and yet the royal grant which the Spartans pay to their kings is not insignificant either. And although Spartan wealth is enormous compared to that of the Greeks, it is nothing in comparison to the wealth of Persia and their king. I once heard a trustworthy man, one of those who travelled up to the king, who said that he traversed a very extensive tract of good land, almost a day’s journey, which the locals call ‘the girdle of the king’s wife’; and there is also another tract which they, in this case, call ‘her veil’, and numerous other beautiful and good places have been selected for the adornment of the woman, and each of the places bears the name of the particular adornments. So I believe that if someone were to say to the king’s mother, Amestris, the wife of Xerxes, “The son of Dinomache15 intends to pit himself against your son; her raiment is worth perhaps fifty minae or somewhat more, and her son owns three hundred acre16s or so at Erchia”, she would wonder what precisely this Alcibiades trusts in when he proposes to compete against Artaxerxes. And I think she would say this man is making his attempt trusting in nothing else except care and wisdom, for that is all the Greeks have that is worth mentioning. What if she were then to find out that this Alcibiades is now making his attempt, firstly, when he is not yet fully twenty years of age; secondly, when he is entirely uneducated; and furthermore, although his lover tells him that he should go into competition against the king after he has learned, cared for himself and practised, he does not want to do this, but says that he is satisfied as he is? I think she would be amazed and would ask, “Well, what on earth is it that this young man trusts in?” And if we were to say that it is beauty, strength, family, wealth and the natural endowments of his soul, she would think we were mad, Alcibiades, when she looked at all these qualities in comparison with what they themselves possess. But I also think that Lampido, the daughter of Leotychides, wife of Archidamus and mother of Agis17, all of whom have been kings, would indeed be amazed when she looked at the endowments which they have, amazed that you intend to compete against her son when you have been so badly brought up. What is more, do you not think it is a disgrace that the wives of our enemies have a better understanding of us and the sort of people we need to be in order to take them on, than we have of our own selves? So, blessed man, be persuaded by me and by the inscription at Delphi, ‘Know thyself’, and know that our adversaries are these kings and not those whom you regard as such. And we shall never prevail over them in any other way save through care and skill, and if you are found wanting in these you will be found wanting in reputation among the Greeks and non-Greeks, and I think you love that more than anyone else loves anything.
Well, Socrates, what attention is required? Can you elaborate? Indeed, what you have said seems to be entirely true.
Yes, but we really should deliberate together as to the way in which we may become as good as possible. For when I say that it is necessary to be educated, I am not just referring to you and excluding myself. Indeed, I am better than you in no way save one.
In what way?
My guardian is better and wiser than your Pericles.
Who is he, Socrates?
A god, Alcibiades, the very one who would not allow me to converse with you until today, the god in whom I trust when I say that you will never become illustrious except through me.
You are joking, Socrates!
Perhaps, but I am speaking the truth when I say that we do require care, or more to the point, all men do but we two need it very much.
You are not lying when you say that I need it.
Nor in my own case either.
What should we do now?
We should neither give up nor prove cowards, my friend.
No, that would not be appropriate, Socrates.
No indeed. Instead we should consider this together. So tell me, we say that we wish to become as excellent as possible, do we not?
Yes.
What is that excellence?
The very excellence by which men are good men, of course.
Men who are good in what?
Obviously in performing actions.
What sort of actions? Those related to horses?
Of course not.
In that case we would be compared with horse trainers.
Yes.
Then are you referring to nautical affairs?
In that case we would be compared with seamen.
Yes.
What sort of actions then? Actions performed by whom?
Those performed by the noble and good among the Athenians.
And do you refer to people with understanding, or people without it, as noble and good?
Those with understanding.
Isn’t each person good at whatever he understands?
Yes.
And bad at what he does not understand?
He must be.
Now, does the cobbler have understanding about making shoes?
Certainly.
So, is he good in this respect?
Yes, good.
What about this? Is not the cobbler devoid of understanding about making clothes?
Yes.
So is he bad in this respect?
Yes.
So by this argument anyway, the same person is bad and also good.
So it appears.
Now, are you really saying that good men are also bad?
Indeed not.
Then who precisely do you call ‘the good’?
I mean those who are able to rule in the city.
Not over horses, I presume?
Indeed not.
But over men?
Yes.
When they are ill?
When they are at sea then?
I am not saying that either.
When they are harvesting?
Well, is it when they are doing something, or doing nothing?
I mean when they are doing something.
Doing what? Try to give me an example.
Well, he rules over those who are co-operating among themselves and dealing with
Then do you mean he rules over men who are playing pipes, who are leading people in song and dealing with choristers?
Not at all.
Yes. That for its part is the choirmaster’s skill itself, is it not?
Certainly.
Then what precisely do you mean by being able to rule over people who are dealing with people?
I mean they rule over people in the city who are sharing in civic life and co-operating with one another.
And what is the actual skill? It is as if I were repeating the question I asked just now. What skill enables him to know how to rule over men who are sharing a sea voyage?
Helmsmanship.
And in the example we have just given, what knowledge enables him to rule over those who are sharing in song?
Exactly what you just said, the choirmaster’s skill.
What about this? What do you call the knowledge of ruling over those who share in civic life?
I would call it sound judgement, Socrates.
Yes, but is the knowledge of the helmsman poor judgement?
Not at all.
Is it sound judgement, then?
I think so, in relation to preserving the sea-farers anyway.
Well said! What about this? The sound judgement you are referring to, to what is it directed?
To better manage and preserve the city.
And it is better managed and preserved through the presence or absence of what? It is as if you were to ask me, “The body is better managed and preserved through the presence or absence of what?” I would reply that it is through the presence of health and the absence of disease. Do you not also think the same way?
Yes.
And if you were to go on and ask, “Through the presence of what are the eyes better?” I would answer in the same way, that it is through the presence of sight and the absence of blindness. And the ears become better and are better served through the absence of deafness and the operation of hearing within them.
And rightly so.
Yes, and a city becomes better and is better served and managed through the presence or absence of what?
Well, it seems to me, Socrates, that this happens when they have friendship towards one another, and hatred and strife are absent.
Now, by friendship do you mean agreement or disagreement?
Agreement.
Now, through what skill do the cities agree about number?
Through arithmetic.
And in the case of individuals, do they not agree through the same skill?
Yes.
And does not each person also agree with himself through this?
Yes.
And through what skill does each person agree with himself as to which is greater, a span or a cubit18? Is it not through measurement?
Of course.
And do not the individuals and the cities agree with one another through this skill?
Yes.
Yes, and does not the same also apply to weighing?
I agree.
Well then, what is the agreement you refer to, what is it about and what skill brings it about? And is agreement in a city and in an individual the very same, both in relation to itself and in relation to another?
Yes, that is likely anyway.
Well, what is it? Do not be reluctant to answer. Be eager to speak.
Well, I think I am referring to friendship and agreement whereby a father and mother agree in loving a son, or brother agrees with brother, or a woman with a man.
Now, Alcibiades, do you think a man would be able to agree with a woman about woolspinning when he is not knowledgeable and she is knowledgeable?
Of course not.
Nor is it necessary either, for this is a feminine branch of learning.
Yes.
What about this, would a woman be able to agree with a man about soldiering when she has not learned this?
Of course not.
For you would probably say that this, in turn, is a masculine pursuit.
I would.
So according to your argument, there are manly and womanly subjects.
How could there not be?
So, in these cases anyway, there is no agreement between women and men.
Nor is there friendship either, if, in fact, friendship is agreement.
Apparently not.
So, to the extent that women do what belongs to themselves, they are not loved by men.
It seems not.
So, men are not loved by women either, to the extent that they do what belongs to themselves.
And are cities not well organised either, whenever each person does what belongs to himself?
I think they are, Socrates.
Do you mean when friendship is absent? Did we not say that cities are well organised
This was not so a moment ago! What are you saying now? When agreement is not in place does friendship arise? Or can agreement be in place on matters which some people know about while others do not?
That is impossible.
But when each person does what belongs to himself, do they perform just actions or unjust actions?
Just actions, how could they not?
Now, when the citizens of a city are performing just actions, doesn’t friendship towards one another arise?
Again I think this is inevitable, Socrates.
Now, what precisely do you mean by the friendship and agreement about which we must be wise and judge soundly so that we may be good men? Indeed, I have been unable to understand either what it is or who has it, for according to your argument, it seems to be present one moment and absent the next moment in the same people.
Well, by the gods, Socrates, I do not even know what I mean myself, and, in fact, I have probably been in an utterly shameful condition for some time without being aware of this myself.
But you must take courage! If you had noticed this predicament at the age of fifty it would have been difficult for you to care for yourself. But now you are at the right age, the very age at which you should be aware of this.
And what should someone who is aware of this do, Socrates?
Answer the questions you are asked, Alcibiades. And if you do this and God wills it and you trust in my prophecy when necessary, you and I shall fare better.
As far as my answering is concerned anyway, this will happen.
Come on then, let us ask what ‘care for yourself’ is, and when a person does this, in case we are unwittingly not caring for our own selves whilst thinking that we are. Whenever he cares for what belongs to himself, does he also care for himself?
Well, I think so anyway.
What about this? When is a person caring for his feet? Is it when he cares for those things that belong to his feet?
I do not understand.
But do you refer to anything as belonging to the hand? A ring, for instance, would you say that it belongs to any part of a man except his finger?
Certainly not.
Does not a shoe belong to the foot in the same way?
Yes.
Now, whenever we are caring for our shoes, are we at that time caring for our feet?
I do not fully understand, Socrates.
What about this, Alcibiades? Do you refer to any matter as ‘properly cared for’?
I do.
Now, whenever something is made better, do you call this ‘proper care’?
Yes.
Well, what skill makes shoes better?
Cobbling.
So we attend to shoes through cobbling?
Yes.
Do we care for our feet also through cobbling or through that skill by which we make our feet better?
By that skill.
And are not feet made better by that which also makes the rest of the body better?
I think so anyway.
And is that not gymnastics?
Definitely.
So do we care for the feet through gymnastics, and to what belongs to the feet through cobbling?
Certainly.
And do we care for the hands by gymnastics, and to what belongs to the hand by ringmaking?
Yes.
And do we care for the body by gymnastics, and to what belongs to the body by weaving and the other skills?
Entirely so.
So we care for the thing itself by one skill, and to what belongs to it by a different skill.
So it appears.
Then you would not be caring for yourself whenever you are caring for what belongs to yourself.
Not at all.
For it seems that the skill whereby someone may care for himself, and to what belongs to himself, is not the same.
It appears not.
Come on then, by what kind of skill could we ever care for our own selves?
I am unable to say.
Well, have we agreed this much anyway, that this is not a skill by which we could make anything that belongs to us better, but one whereby we could make ourselves better?
What you say is true.
Now, could we ever recognise what skill makes a shoe better, without knowing a shoe?
Impossible.
Nor what skill makes a finger better, without recognising a finger?
True.
What about this? Could we ever know what skill makes ourselves better, if we did not recognise what precisely we ourselves are?
Impossible.
Now, is it the case that to ‘know thyself’ is easy, and was it some ordinary person who set up this inscription in the temple at Delphi, or is it difficult and not for everybody?
Socrates, I have often thought that it is for everybody, and often that it is extremely difficult.
Well, Alcibiades, whether it is easy or difficult, here is where we stand anyway. If we know it, we would be likely to know this ‘care for ourselves’, but without knowing it, we could never do so.
That is so.
Come then, by what means might we find the self itself? For in this way we may likely find what precisely we ourselves are, but while we are still in ignorance of this, we would presumably be unable to do so.
What you are saying is correct.
Stop there, by Zeus! To whom are you talking now? To no one except me?
Yes.
Am I not also talking to you?
Yes.
So, is Socrates the one who is talking?
Definitely.
And is Alcibiades the listener?
Yes.
Does not Socrates talk using speech?
Of course.
And I suppose you call talking and using speech the same thing.
Definitely.
And is not the user different from that which is used?
What do you mean?
For example, a cobbler presumably cuts leather with a curved blade, a knife and other instruments.
Yes.
So on the one hand, there is the person who uses the instruments and cuts the leather, and on the other hand there are the instruments with which he does the cutting.
Of course.
In the same way, the instruments with which the lyre player plays the lyre would be different from the lyre player himself, would they not?
Yes.
That is what I was asking you just now. Does the user always seem to be different from what he uses?
So it seems.
Now, what else can we say about the cobbler? Does he cut using the instruments alone or using his hands too?
His hands too.
So, he also uses these?
Yes.
And does he also cut leather using his eyes?
Yes.
And we agree that the user is different from that which is used?
Yes.
So, are the cobbler and lyre player different from the hands and eyes with which they perform actions?
It appears so.
Does not a person actually make use of the entire body?
Certainly.
Did we say the user is different from what is used?
Yes.
So, is a person different from his own body?
So it seems.
Then what precisely is the person?
I cannot say.
Well, you can say, at any rate, that he is the user of the body.
Yes.
Now, does anything else use it except the soul?
Nothing else.
In that case, does the soul rule?
Yes.
And, indeed, I think no one could come to any conclusion except the following.
What conclusion?
That the person is one of three things.
What are they?
Soul or body or both together, the whole.
Of course.
Well then, did we agree that the actual ruler of the body is the person?
We agreed.
Now, does the body itself rule itself?
Not at all.
In fact, we said that it is ruled.
Yes.
In that case this would not be what we are looking for.
It seems not.
Well then, do both together rule the body and is that what the person is?
Perhaps this is so.
It is the least likely of all! For if one element has no share in ruling, I presume there is no way that both together can rule.
Correct.
But since neither the body nor the two together are the person, I think we are left with the conclusion that either he is nothing, or if he is something, the person is nothing else but soul.
Precisely so.
Now, is it necessary to prove to you even more clearly that the soul is the person?
By Zeus, no! I think that is quite enough.
Yes, and if it is proven, not precisely but in good measure, that is sufficient for us. For once we find what we have just passed over because it involves a lot of investigation, we shall then know precisely.
What was that?
It was stated earlier in a general way that we should first investigate the self itself. But now, instead of the self, we have considered what the person himself is. And perhaps this will suffice, for I presume we would say that nothing more properly belongs to ourselves than the soul?
Of course.
Wouldn’t it be right to think of it as follows: you and I are conversing with one another, using words by means of soul, directed to soul?
Entirely so.
So this is what we said a little earlier, that Socrates is talking to Alcibiades using speech, directing the words, as it seems, not to the outward person but to Alcibiades, and he is the soul.
I think so anyway.
So whoever is commanding us to ‘know thyself’ is calling upon us to know the soul.
So it seems.
So whoever knows anything that belongs to the body has known what belongs to himself, but has not known himself.
So he has.
Then to the extent that he is a doctor, no doctor knows himself, nor to the extent that he is a trainer, does any trainer.
It seems not.
So farmers and other craftsmen fall far short of knowing themselves. For it seems these people, at any rate, do not even know what belongs to themselves. Instead they are further from themselves on account of the skills they possess. For they know what belongs to the body, the things with which the body is cared for.
What you say is true.
So, if sound-mindedness is knowing thyself, none of them are sound-minded on account of their skill.
I think not.
For that reason, of course, these skills themselves seem to be lowly and not subjects for a good man.
That is certainly the case.
Is it not the case once more, that whoever, for his part, cares for the body, cares for what belongs to himself, but not for himself?
Very likely.
Yes, but whoever cares for money cares neither for himself nor for what belongs to himself, but for something even more remote than what belongs to himself. Does he not?
I think so.
So the money-maker is no longer engaging in what belongs to himself.
Correct.
So, if someone has become the lover of the body of Alcibiades, he has not actually loved Alcibiades but something belonging to Alcibiades.
What you say is true.
But does anyone who loves your soul, love you?
From this argument it appears that he must.
Would not the lover of your body depart and be gone once the bloom of youth had ceased?
Apparently.
Yes, but the lover of your soul will not go away as long as it goes to the better.
Quite likely.
Well then, I am the lover who goes not away but remains with you when your bodily beauty is fading and all of the others have gone.
You do well, Socrates. May you never leave me.
Then you should yearn to be as beautiful as possible.
I shall yearn for this.
So, this is where you stand. There is not, it seems, nor has there been, a lover of Alcibiades, the son of Clinias, save one only, a person worthy of love, Socrates, the son of Sophroniscus and Phaenarete.
True.
Did you not say that my approach to you was just a little early since you would have approached me before then, wishing to find out why I was the only one who was not going away?
Yes, that is what happened.
Well then, this is the reason. I was the only lover of you, the others loved what belongs to you, but what belongs to you is passing its prime while you are beginning to blossom. And now I shall never leave you, unless you are corrupted by the Athenian populace and become ignoble. In fact, this is what I fear most, that you may become a lover of the populace and get corrupted by them, for many good Athenians have suffered this fate before you. Indeed, the populace ‘descended from the great-hearted Erechtheus’20 has handsome features but you need to see it naked. So be sure to take the care I am speaking of.
What care?
Bless you! Embark upon civic affairs having first exercised and learned what needs to be learned, but not before then. Thus you may proceed in possession of an antidote and nothing terrible will happen to you.
What you are saying sounds good to me, Socrates, but try to explain in what way we may care for ourselves.
Well, to an extent we have reached a conclusion from our previous discussion, for we are fairly well agreed as to what we are. However, we were afraid in case we might get this wrong and unwittingly care for something else and not to ourselves.
That is it.
And after this, of course, we concluded that we should care for the soul and look to that.
Obviously.
While care for our bodies and our money should be handed over to others.
Of course.
So in what way may we know it with the utmost clarity? Since once we know this, it seems we shall also know ourselves. By the gods, do we not understand the well formulated Delphic inscription which we have just mentioned?
Have you anything in particular in mind when you say this, Socrates?
I shall tell you what I suspect that this inscription is saying and what it means to us. Indeed, there are not likely to be numerous examples of this, only the example based upon sight.
What do you mean by this?
Think about this yourself. If it was advising one of our eyes, just as if the eye was a person, and it said ‘see thyself’, what would we understand by the exhortation? Would it not mean that the eye should look at something in which it would see itself when it looked there?
Obviously.
Well, can we think of anything we might look at and see both the object and ourselves at the same time?
Yes, obviously, Socrates, when we look at mirrors and the like.
That is right. Now, is there anything of this kind present also in the eye with which we are seeing?
Definitely.
So you have noticed that the features of the person looking into the eye appear in the pupil of the person opposite, as though in a mirror, and we actually call the pupil ‘a doll’21 because it is an image of the person who is looking in.
What you say is true.
So if an eye is going to see itself, must it not look into an eye and into the region of the eye where the excellence of the eye happens to reside? And that excellence presumably is sight?
It is.
Now, dear Alcibiades, if the soul too is going to know itself, must it not look into soul, and especially to that region of soul in which the excellence of soul, wisdom, resides, and to anything else that happens to resemble this?
I think so, Socrates.
Can we say that there is any region of soul more divine than this22, the region associated with knowing and being wise?
We cannot.
So this part of the soul is most like a god, and anyone looking to this, having known all that is divine, both god and wisdom, would also come to know himself with certainty in this way.
So it appears.
Well, just as a mirror is clearer than the reflector in the eye and also purer and brighter, does a god, in like manner, happen to be purer and brighter than what is best in our soul?
So it seems anyway, Socrates.
Then in looking to a god we would also make use of that most beautiful reflector for human purposes, in furthering the excellence of the soul, and in this way we would certainly see and know our own selves.
Yes.
Did we agree that to ‘know thyself’ is sound-mindedness?
Definitely.
In that case, without knowing ourselves or being sound-minded, would we be able to know what belongs to us, be it bad or good?
How could that actually happen, Socrates?
Yes, to you it probably seems impossible to know that what belongs to Alcibiades is his, without knowing Alcibiades.
Of course it is impossible, by Zeus.
Then neither can we know that what belongs to us is ours, unless we know ourselves.
How could we?
So if we do not know what belongs to us, we do not know what belongs to our belongings either, do we?
Apparently not.
So we were not entirely correct when we agreed earlier that there are people who do not know themselves and yet know what belongs to themselves, and others who do not even know what belongs to their belongings. For it seems that it is one person and a single skill that beholds himself, what belongs to himself, and what belongs to the belongings of himself.
Very likely.
But whoever is ignorant of what belongs to himself would also, on the same basis, be ignorant of what belongs to others, I suppose.
Of course.
And if he is ignorant of what belongs to others, he will also be ignorant of what belongs to cities.
He must.
Then a man like this could never become a statesman.
Of course not.
Nor run a household either.
Of course not.
Nor will he even know what he is doing.
No, not at all.
But will not a person who does not know fall into error?
Definitely.
And will not a person who falls into error act badly, both in private and public affairs?
How could he avoid it?
And in acting badly will he not be wretched?
Very much so.
What about the people he acts for?
They will be wretched too.
So a person would not be able to be happy unless he were sound-minded and good.
He would not.
So the bad people are wretched.
Very much so.
Then the man who has become rich is not yet free from wretchedness, but the soundminded man is.
Apparently.
So, Alcibiades, the cities need neither walls nor triremes nor dockyards if they wish to be happy, neither do they need numbers or size, without excellence.
Indeed not.
In that case, if you do intend to engage in civic affairs properly and nobly, you must bestow excellence upon the citizens.
There is not another way.
But could anyone bestow what he does not possess?
No, how could he?
Then you should first acquire excellence yourself, and so should anyone else who is about to rule and attend to the city and to its affairs, and not just to himself and to his own affairs in private.
What you say is true.
Then you should make justice and sound-mindedness available, rather than the power or the authority for yourself or the city to do as they please.
So it appears.
And by acting in a just and sound-minded way, both you and the city will be acting in a manner beloved of God.
Quite likely.
And as we said before, you will act whilst looking to what is divine and bright.
Well then, if you act in this way, I am prepared to guarantee that you simply must be happy.
You are indeed a secure guarantor.
But if you act unjustly, looking to what is godless and dark, you will in all likelihood act in a manner resembling these because of your ignorance of yourselves.
So it seems.
Yes, my dear Alcibiades, for what is likely to happen to someone in private or in public who has power to act as he pleases, but is lacking in intelligence? Take, for instance, a sick person with the power to do what he wishes but without having any medical intelligence, and who is so tyrannical that no one dares rebuke him. What will the outcome be? Is it not likely that his body will be ruined?
What you say is true.
And in a ship, if someone has power to do what seems best, but is devoid of intelligence and excellence in helmsmanship, do you see what would happen to him and to his fellow sailors?
I think they would all perish.
And similarly, in a city and in every position of power and authority, does not bad action follow once excellence is forsaken?
It must.
So if there is to be happiness, excellent Alcibiades, it is not tyranny that must be provided either for yourself or the city, but excellence.
What you say is true.
But before they possess excellence it is better, not just for a child but also for a man, to be ruled by someone better rather than exercising rule.
So it appears.
And is not the better also more noble?
Yes.
And is the more noble, more fitting?
What else could it be?
So it is fitting that someone bad be a slave, since it is better.
Yes.
Then badness befits a slave.
Apparently.
But excellence befits the free.
Yes.
In that case, my friend, should we not flee from the slavish spirit?
More than anything, Socrates.
And are you now aware of your own condition? Does this befit a free man or not?
I think that I am very well aware of it.
Well, do you know how to escape this present predicament of yours? Let us not name it in the case of a noble man.
I do indeed.
How?
If it be your will, Socrates.
That is not the right thing to say, Alcibiades.
What should I say?
If God wills it.
Those are my words then. And as well as this, I also declare that we are likely to exchange roles, Socrates, so that I take yours and you take mine. Indeed, from this day forth, there is no alternative but that I shall follow you and you will be followed by me.
How noble! So my love will turn out to be just like a stork23 if it, in turn, will now be cared for by the winged love it hatched within you.
Well, that is how matters stand, and I shall begin henceforth to care for justice.
And it is my wish that you may accomplish your objective. Yet, I have a foreboding, not from any lack of faith in your nature, but beholding the might of the city, I fear that it may overpower both me and you.
Notes
1. Pericles was the most famous Athenian politician and orator of the mid 5th century. ↩
2. Two early kings of the vast Persian (Achaemenid) Empire. ↩
3. Flute-playing distorts the facial features in a comic manner. According to legend, Athena threw the instrument away, having seen a reflection of her altered face. ↩
4. This is essentially an oath to Zeus, since he was regarded as the god of friendship. ↩
5. Euripides, Hippolytus 350-353. ↩
6. A tiny Aegean island off the coast of Thessaly, which serves as a contrast to the much larger city of Athens. ↩
7. Pythoclides of Ceos and Damon of Athens were musicians and musicologists. Anaxagoras of Clazomenae was a natural philosopher. They all taught in Athens in the 5th century. ↩
8. Pythodorus and Callias were prominent Athenian politicians. Zeno of Elea was a philosopher and student of Parmenides. Plato, Parmenides 126e-128e. ↩
9. A politician and figure of fun in Athens about whom little else is known. ↩
10. According to legend, Eurysaces was the son of the hero Ajax. He was celebrated in Athens. ↩
11. Socrates’ father, Sophroniscus, was a sculptor. Ancient sculptors regarded Daedalus as the father of their trade. ↩
12. Aeacus was a legendary king of Aegina, a small island in the Saronic Gulf. ↩
13. This line is thought to have come from one of the lost plays of Plato the comic poet. ↩
14. Zoroaster, also known as Zarathustra, was the founder of Zoroastrianism, which became the official religion of the Achaemenid Empire in Persia. ↩
15. Dinomache was Alcibiades’ mother. ↩
16. The Attic acre was equivalent to 874 square metres. ↩
17. Leotychides, Archidamus and Agis were all kings of Sparta. ↩
18. A ‘span’ is the distance from thumb to little finger of the outstretched palm; a cubit is the distance from the elbow to the end of the little finger. ↩
19. Odyssey ii.365. ↩
20. A Homeric phrase used to describe Athenians. Iliad ii.547. ↩
21. In addition to ‘pupil’, the Greek word korē and the Latin word pupilla both also meant ‘little girl’ or ‘doll’. ↩
22. The passage from 133c8-17 is not in the main manuscripts (B & T). ↩
23. This analogy is based upon the story that storks, in old age, were fed by younger birds which they had previously hatched and reared. ↩
