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INTRODUCTION

Plato, writing in the aftermath of the devastating Peloponnesian War between Athens 
and Sparta (421-404 BC), wrestled with many of the problems of political philosophy 
that confront us today. His Republic, as a search for the definition of justice, is a timeless 

classic that has great relevance for the 21st century world. We, just as the ancient Athenians, 
struggle to find a definition for the word justice, let alone, even if defined, with the more 
difficult implementation of the concept. People throughout history have desired to live in a just 
society, but the term still seems to escape definition today. For a communist, justice is the fair 
distribution of wealth; for a capitalist, justice is the accumulation of wealth by the “industrious”; 
for an environmentalist, justice is the protection of the biotic community; for a feminist, justice 
is equality between men and women. There is now even what is termed “intergenerational 
justice,” wherein the looming effects of the 21st century environmental crisis will be passed on to 
succeeding generations and many people argue that justice demands that the present generation 
owes a livable environment to posterity. The necessity for a very sophisticated definition of 
justice confronts us in the here and now. We need our justice to be a powerful force with which 
we may confront a web of complex problems besetting society. Although the Republic may 
not ultimately deliver a satisfactory answer to the question “what is justice?”, it does provide a 
framework for thinking about the concept as it offers a series of definitions of justice, several that 
are still invoked in today’s world.

The Republic as a whole can be best understood as an extended argument against the 
philosophy of relativism and the sophistic worldview which results from that philosophy. In 
ancient Greece, there was no system of public education and consequently a group of itinerant 
teachers, called sophists, filled the gap for those who could afford to pay. The essence of their 
instruction was practical and intended to promote economic success through politics or the 
law courts. Protagoras (480-411 BC), a Greek itinerant philosopher from the northern city of 
Abdera, was a very successful educator and became wealthy by teaching throughout the Greek 
world.1 Gorgias of Leontini taught the art of rhetoric, which was employed in the law courts and 

1 The importance of Protagoras as a philosopher cannot be overstated. While the philosopher Whitehead claimed that “the safest 
general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato”, I would argue 
instead that that the entire corpus of Western philosophy and theology, including Plato, is a one long argument either for or against 
Protagoras’s position. Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality, pg. 39 [Free Press, 1979]
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popular assemblies. Thrasymachus of Chalcedon and Polus, the pupil of Gorgias, both argued 
that power should be wielded by the powerful for the sole benefit of the powerful. Hence, the 
sophists advanced a very aristocratic worldview, one in which exploitation, manipulation, 
oppression, and rigid hierarchy would not only be tolerated, but even lauded as a natural state 
of humankind.

The worldview of the sophists depended on the philosophy known as relativism, the roots 
of which lay in the Fragments of Protagoras who laid the foundations for relativism with two 
deceptively simple statements that, when combined, allow for the political and social excesses 
that so vexed both Socrates and Plato:

Fragment 1: “Man is the measure of all things; of things that are, that they are; of things that are 
not, that they are not.”
Fragment 6: “As for the gods, I have no way of knowing either that they exist or that they do not 
exist; nor, if they exist, of what form they are. For the obstacles for that sort of knowledge are many, 
including the obscurity of the matter and the brevity of human life.”2

In the first fragment, Protagoras claimed that each person experiences the world in their own 
way and hence is the “measure” of the world, i.e. of what is true and what is not. In the second 
Testamonia taken from Plato’s Theaetetus, Protagoras is represented by Plato as using the wind 
as an example to exemplify this concept:

“Well, he means something like this, doesn’t he – that particular things are for me just what they 
appear to me to be, and are for you just what they appear to you to be. For you and I are men. … It 
is sometimes the case, isn’t it, that one of us feels cold while the other, although blown by the same 
wind, does not? Or that one of us feels mildly chilly while the other feels very cold.? … And when 
such a situation occurs are we to describe the wind itself as cold or not cold? Or shall we accept 
Protagoras’ solution, that it is cold for him who feels it cold and is not cold for him who does not 
feel it so? … Protagoras means, then, that perception is always of something existent, and that the 
knowledge which it imparts is infallible.”

Since no one can be wrong about how they perceive the world, there cannot be any ultimate 
truth; in this case, the wind cannot be objectively hot or cold, but only relative to the perceiver.

Once Protagoras has established perceptual relativism, he moves on to establish social 
relativism. Just as one individual cannot be wrong about their perceptions, so a society cannot 
be wrong about its judgments. For example, if a country decides that capital punishment is 
wrong, then it is wrong for them. Conversely, if another country decides that capital punishment 
is right, then it is right for them. Protagoras states in the third Testamonia that “my position, 
then, is that whatever seems right and admirable to a particular city-state is truly right and 
admirable – during the period of time in which that opinion continues to be held.” Certainly the 

2 All quotations from Protagoras are taken from The Presocratics, edited by Philip Wheelwright. The Odyssey Press, 1982.



x Book 1 of Plato's Republic: A Word by Word Guide to Translation (Vol 1: Chapters 1–12)

positions held by countries lead to better or worse outcomes, but Protagoras maintains that they 
are not true or false. If they lead to bad outcomes they will simply need to be reformed.

One might object to social relativism by arguing that standards of right and wrong do exist 
for social conduct and they can be found in religious texts. However, in the sixth fragment, 
Protagoras maintains the agnostic position and hence denies any type of divinely based standards 
to establish “right” or “wrong” conduct in a society. Very often, when people want to express a 
moral imperative, they invoke their religious texts as evidence. For example, a Christian may 
assert that violence is always wrong and then point to Jesus’ “Sermon on the Mount” in the Book 
of Matthew as evidence for this belief.3 However, if Protagoras is correct and we can have no 
knowledge of the gods, then we cannot know what they demand from us. We may still have a 
prohibition against violence in a society, but it is not due to divine command; instead, it is due to 
the fact that we, as members of the society, have agreed that the outcomes overall are better if we 
refrain from violence. If tomorrow we all agree that violence is acceptable, then it is acceptable.

When these two Fragments are combined, an entire worldview emerges, one in which human 
judgment is all that matters; we are the measure of all truth and decide not what is right or wrong, 
for that is impossible, but instead what brings good and bad outcomes for ourselves and society. 
But how can we decide what is a good or bad outcome if such judgments are all subjective? 
Protagoras has a one word answer for this question: pleasure. In the third Testamonia he claims 
that “the wise man is one who can alter people’s way of judging so that what appears and is 
to them bad now will appear and will be to them good. It is like the case of some food which 
appears and is bitter to a sick man but appears and is quite the opposite to a man of health. … 
Still, we agree that the one state is preferable to the other, and so we think that the sick man had 
better be changed into a healthy state. … But whereas the physician brings about the change by 
means of drugs, the sophist does so by means of words.” Thus it is the pleasurable outcome of 
food tasting good that guides our judgments when we are sick. The same standard can then be 
also applied by the state to capital punishment – is the overall pleasure in society enhanced by 
capital punishment? If the answer is yes, then it should be enacted; if the answer is no, it should 
be outlawed.

The philosophy of relativism was seductive in the ancient world and is equally so today. 
Proponents of relativism can argue their position by pointing to three main benefits of the 
system. The first is moral flexibility. If there are objective moral truths about the world and we 
know what those truths are, then moral progress is impossible. With relativism, however, we can 
decide that the bad outcomes of some social customs such as slavery or oppression of women, 
viewed as moral truths, no longer bring as much pleasure as new moral truths would and so we 
change our morality so as to view slavery or the oppression of women as wrong.4 Humans also 
do seem very often to use pleasure as a guide in making moral decisions in their life; indeed, 
the moral theories of hedonism (the pursuit of pleasure in life) and utilitarianism (the greatest 

3 Any time a person invokes the words “always” or “never” with the words “right” and “wrong”, such as “it is never right to steal”, they 
are not relativists but rather are expounding the position known as idealism.
4 For a straightforward explication of progress in human morality see the opening pages of Aldo Leoplod’s “The Land Ethic.”
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good for the greatest amount) utilize pleasure as the guiding principle in determining right from 
wrong. Finally, relativism can also be a guiding philosophy for agnostics or atheists who lack a 
holy scripture to supply guidance in moral matters. One need not adhere to any religious system 
while maintaining relativism.

However, there are also some serious limitations to the philosophy of relativism. First is the 
problem of pleasure as a guide to good outcomes. As detractors of utilitarianism and hedonism 
point out, pleasure is very difficult to define, measure, and compare. The definition of pleasure 
is completely subjective; how a masochist defines pleasure differs from how an altruist defines 
pleasure. Pleasure is also notoriously difficult to measure and is an unreliable guide to what 
is good in one’s life. Even if one adopts the “enlightened hedonism” of a utilitarian, that of 
balancing momentary pleasure with long term pleasures,5 humans are notoriously susceptible 
to prioritizing short term pleasures, regardless of the advantages of long term pleasures. In 
comparing pleasures, John Stuart Mill, in Utilitarianism, lays down the principle that intellectual 
pleasures are superior to what he terms as “pig pleasures”, those of food, drink, and sex. Although 
this principle may be true for Mill, the average human tends to be highly motivated by “pig 
pleasures”.

A second problem in relativism is that humans very often make mistakes about the world. It 
may be true that even a broken clock is right twice a day, but humans aspire to more certainty 
about their moral judgments than being occasionally right. Socrates often entraps his dialectic 
opponents with the problem of mistaken judgments. For example, when Polus asserts that 
orators and tyrants have the most power in their city-state in the Gorgias (466.b-468.e), Socrates 
quickly points out that they only do what seems good but not what they actually want. While we 
normally strive for what is actually good for ourselves, we often make mistakes and are limited 
to what seems good to us: “If we admit this, then if a man, whether tyrant or rhetorician, kills 
another or banishes him or confiscates his property, because he thinks it is to his advantage, and 
it proves to be to his harm, the man surely does what seems good to him, does he not?” (Gorgias, 
468.d). It may not make much difference whether my judgment concerning the temperature of 
the wind is right or wrong, but it is very important to be right when one begins to kill, banish, 
or confiscate property.

A third argument against relativism is that there does seem to be universals that are cross-
cultural. The institutions that humans have built around the globe are very uniform and there is 
no great variance in moral behavior. At times, the way different cultures express their morality 
can be different, but underlying assumptions can be the same. Herodotus, the ancient Greek 
historian, supplies a story that exemplifies the differences between cultures:

“When he (Darius) was king of Persia he summoned the Greeks who happened to be present at his 
court, and asked them what it would take to eat the dead bodies of their fathers. They replied that 
they would not do it for any money in the world. Later, in the presence of the Greeks, and through 

5 For example, a student should not succumb to the short term pleasure of an all-night video game spree the night before an exam 
(when it brings no lasting pleasure) if one would do poorly on the exam (which will influence the rest of your life).
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an interpreter, so that they could understand what was said, he asked some Indians, of the tribe 
called Callatiae, who do in fact eat their parents’ dead bodies, what they would take to burn them. 
They uttered a cry of horror and forbade him to mention such a dreadful thing. One can see from 
this what custom can do, and Pindar, in my opinion, was right when he called it ‘king of all’.”6

Herodotus here focuses on the differences between the customs of the two peoples and 
believes that this demonstrates cultural relativism. However, what he fails to note is that there 
is an assumption underlying both cultural practices, that of veneration of the dead. Different 
cultures express veneration of the dead in different ways, but all cultures do have some form of 
veneration of the dead.

The main problem with relativism that Plato attacks in the Republic is that of the “slippery 
slope” within the relativistic worldview. If one seriously adopts good and bad outcomes as the 
only measure for behavior, there is a large latitude for abuse. While Protagoras no doubt intended 
people to use his philosophy to build functional communities, many individuals use it instead 
to justify self-centered, egotistical behavior. Within the context of the larger community, it often 
leads to the justification of colonialism, empire, exceptionalism, and oppression of others. In 
order to see the destructive possibilities inherent in the relativistic worldview, one need look no 
further than 21st century multi-national corporate culture, where monetary profits serve as the 
only measure of success. There existed in Plato’s world the equivalent of unscrupulous Fortune 
500 CEO’s. Plato used three characters in his dialogue Gorgias, Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles, to 
exemplify the ultimate dangers of the slippery slope in relativistic thinking.

Gorgias, the eponymous character in the Gorgias, is asked in the opening of the dialogue 
what the art of rhetoric consists of. After much wrangling, the art is defined as “the power to 
convince by your words the judges in court, the senators in Council, the people in the Assembly, 
or in any other gathering of a citizen body” (452.e).7 Gorgias goes on to admit that rhetoric is 
based on belief and not knowledge and hence the rhetorician can speak on any subject and 
even more competently than the expert: “I have often, along with my brother and with other 
physicians visited one of their patients who refused to drink his medicine or submit to the 
surgeon’s knife or cautery, and when the doctor was unable to persuade them, I did so, with no 
other art but rhetoric.” (456.b) Socrates draws the out the negative implications of this admission 
about his art by pointing out that “when the rhetorician is more convincing than the doctor, the 
ignorant is more convincing among the ignorant than the expert.” (459.b) Gorgias’ reply to this 
criticism is indicative of the sophistic world view: “But is not this a great comfort, Socrates, to be 
able without learning any other arts but this one to prove in no way inferior to the specialists?” 
(459.c) While Gorgias may have been a kindly old man who would not misuse rhetoric in order 
to manipulate his audience and claimed that he would teach his pupils right from wrong if they 
did not know (456.a-457.c), the history of politics is full of people who have misused the power 

6 Herodotus, Histories. Translated by Aubrey De Sélincourt. Penguin Books, 2003. Book 3, Chapter 38.
7 All references from the Gorgias are taken from W. D.Woodhead’s translation in The Collected Dialogues of Plato, edited by Edith 
Hamilton and Huntington Cairns. Bollingen Series LXXI. Princeton University Press, Ninth Printing, April 1978.
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of persuasion in front of a gullible audience for their own advantage. In the sophistic worldview, 
however, knowledge and truth are not paramount, but power and the pursuit of pleasure.

Polus, the second sophist who appears in the dialogue and is a pupil of Gorgias, takes up the 
argument with Socrates from Gorgias. Polus and Socrates view the world differently and hence 
have numerous disagreements. The one which best exemplifies the slippery slope in relativistic 
thinking is the argument of whether a wicked person can be happy; Polus maintains that they 
can while Socrates maintains that they cannot. Polus’ view rests on a definition of power that is 
very common in our present day world: “to be at liberty to do as I please in the state – to kill, 
to exile, and to follow my own pleasure in every act.” (469.c) He believes that this is a shared 
assumption between himself and Socrates: “Just as if you, Socrates, would not like to be at liberty 
to do whatever seemed good to you in the state rather than not, and are not jealous when you 
see a man killing or imprisoning or depriving of property as seems good to him!” (468.e) Polus 
goes on to cite the case of Archelaus, son of Perdiccas, ruler of Macedonia, as a prime example 
of a wicked man who is happy. (470.d-472.d) Archelaus had been a slave of Alcestis, Perdiccas’ 
brother, but rose to power by murdering Alcestis and his son Alexander. He then added to his 
wickedness by murdering the rightful heir to the throne, his own 7 year old half-brother. While 
Polus admits that all these deeds are wicked (“Wicked? Of course he is!”), he still maintains that 
Archelaus is happy. Polus is eventually defeated in the argument after conceding that, although 
it is worse to suffer wrong, it is more shameful to do wrong. (474.c) This admission indicates that 
Polus is not completely dedicated to relativism as he still has concern for what people think of 
him and this ultimately leads him to have to contradict himself over whether one can be wicked 
and happy.

No one exemplifies the pursuit of the great triad of power, money, and pleasure more than 
the third sophist encountered in the dialogue, Callicles, who did not share Polus’ concern for 
what people thought of him.8 He argues instead that the powerful man is one who lives in accord 
with “nature” rather than by “convention”. (482.c-486.d) According to Callicles, convention 
demands behavior that promotes equality: “those who framed the laws are the weaker folk, the 
majority. … For they are satisfied, I suppose, if being inferior they enjoy equality of status. That 
is the reason why seeking an advantage over the many is by convention said to be wrong and 
shameful, and they call it injustice.” (483.a-c) For Callicles, this is an artificial system created by 
the weak to keep a check on the strong: “And accordingly they frame the laws for themselves and 
their own advantage, and so too with their approval and censure, and to prevent the strong who 
are able to overreach them from gaining the advantage over them, they frighten them by saying 
that to overreach others is shameful and evil, and injustice consists in seeking the advantage over 
others.” (483.b-c)

Callicles contrasts this system of equality with one based on nature wherein the strong rule 
and dominate the weak. When Callicles looked at the natural world he saw that “nature herself 

8 Callicles would not have admitted that it is more shameful to do wrong but would have argued that no deed is shameful if it leads 
to the advancement of his own power, money, or pleasure: “And I do not think much of Polus for the very reason that he agreed with 
you that it is more disgraceful to do than suffer injustice, for it was as a result of this admission that he was caught in the toils of your 
argument and silenced, because he was ashamed to say what he thought.” (482.d-e)
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makes it plain that it is right for the better to have the advantage over the worse, and the more 
able over the less.” (483.c-d) He then applies this to human society and notes that Persia, as a 
strong empire, exercised control over Scythia and Greece, simply because it was more powerful 
and so could. He maintains that ultimately “the cattle and all other possessions of the weaker 
belong to the superior and the stronger.” (484.c) He further argues that the truly strong man in 
society was not hindered by conventional norms, mores, ethics, or religions, but instead wields 
his power without remorse:

But I imagine that these men act in accordance with the true nature of right, yes and, by heaven, 
according to nature’s own law, though not perhaps by the law we frame. We mold the best and 
strongest among ourselves, catching them young like lion cubs, and by spells and incantations we 
make slaves of them, saying that they must be content with equality and that this is what is right 
and fair. But if a man arises endowed with a nature sufficiently strong, he will, I believe, shake off 
all those controls, burst his fetters, and break loose. And trampling upon our scraps of paper, our 
spells and incantations, and all our unnatural conventions, he rises up and reveals himself our 
master who was once our slave, and there shines forth nature’s true justice. (483.e-484.b)

Callicles, unlike Polus, frankly puts forward his position and while it is one that many people 
today as well as in ancient Athens believe in, few will so openly profess it in such stark terms. 
While the political philosophy of “might makes right” is not normally acknowledged, it has been 
and is a common philosophy in world politics.

The ultimate goal, however, is not simply the power and wealth that on can amass if the 
conventions of society are ignored, but the pleasure which flows as a consequence of economic 
success. Callicles believes that “anyone who is to live alright should suffer his appetites to 
grow to the greatest extent and not check them, and through courage and intelligence should 
be competent to minister to them at their greatest and to satisfy every appetite with what it 
craves.” (491.e-492.a) While conventional society encouraged the virtues of temperance and 
justice, Callicles’ value structure opposses this. He asks “What in truth could be worse and 
more shameful than temperance and justice?” (492.b) Instead he proposed that “luxury and 
intemperance and license, when they have sufficient backing, are virtue and happiness, and all 
the rest is tinsel, unnatural catchwords of mankind, mere nonsense and of no account.” (492.c) 
Hence, the one standard that Callicles uses to judge the rightness or wrongness of an action 
is whether it leads to the increase of power, money, or pleasure for himself. Clearly, Callicles 
has slid to the end of the slippery slope that relativism allows. Callicles is using the philosophy 
to promote a worldview in which he is the center of the universe and is free from all moral 
constraint, personal pleasure being the only guide. This thinking was what led the Athenians 
into the disastrous Sicilian expedition in the final years of the Peloponnesian war as described 
by the historian Thucydides where Athens decided to attack Sicily simply to enslave the people 
and expropriate their wealth.

Plato, by utilizing these three characters, was clearly laying out the problems inherent in the 
worldview that relativism promotes. The remainder of the dialogue is an extended argument 
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between Socrates and Callicles as to whether pleasure is “the good” or not. Callicles concedes 
nothing to Socrates and hence is left unvanquished in the dialogue. It is in the Republic that 
Plato attempts to rebut the excesses of the slippery slope of relativistic thinking found in the 
Gorgias. In Book 1, Thrasymachus introduces a relativistic definition of justice very reminiscent 
of Callicles: justice is the interest of the stronger. While Socrates is able to argue against this 
position in Book 1, the entire worldview of the relativist is still unscathed. Hence, in Book 2, 
Glaucon and Adimantus restate Callicles’ position from the Gorgias and demand that Socrates 
really demonstrate that the life of conventional virtue is superior to that of injustice. The Republic 
is much more ambitious than simply supplying another definition of justice; indeed, this is 
accomplished by Book 4. It is an attempt to set out how the excesses of the relativistic worldview 
can be countered and replaced by a system of rule based on justice. Plato does so by appealing to 
the philosophy of idealism, wherein there are truths inherent in the world and his “Philosopher 
Kings” learn what those truths are and rule accordingly. 

Book 1 specifically can be thought of as a stand-alone Socratic dialogue asking “what is 
justice?”. All of the elements of an early Socratic dialogue are included: the what is “X” question, 
a definition, a refutation, further redefinition, perplexity, and no concrete resolution at the end. 
The text begins with a common sense definition of justice: to tell the truth and return what 
one has received. This definition is criticized and goes through several revisions, ending with a 
definition that would have appealed to any Athenian and to many people today: to help friends 
and harm enemies. This definition also comes under scrutiny and is ultimately rejected. It is at 
this point that Thrasymachus bursts into the conversation and supplies his definition: justice is 
the interest of the stronger. Most of the remainder of the Book 1 is taken up with refuting this 
definition.

The greatness of the Republic does not lie in Plato’s definition of justice in Book 4 as it is not 
very satisfactory: “this principle of doing one’s own business … the having and doing of one’s 
own and what belongs to oneself would admittedly be justice.” (Republic, 433.b-434.a) It does 
serve, however, to stimulate one to attempt to define justice as something beyond the relativistic 
definitions of “might make right” and “justice is the interest of the stronger.” Plato was keenly 
aware of where the unregulated pursuit of power, money, and pleasure had led the Athenian 
empire – to the destruction of the Athenian army in Sicily and the eventual loss of their empire. 
If a person does not want to slide down the slippery slope of relativism and join Callicles in 
advocating for a life solely in pursuit of power, money, and pleasure, other values need to be 
prioritized. The values which build strong and stable communities, such as justice, fairness, 
equality, liberty, and solidarity, must be defended. The excesses to which relativistic thinking 
has led us today threaten the extinction of the entire human race. Hopefully, a consideration 
of Plato’s Republic will illuminate a path for us to follow with more heart than the unregulated 
pursuit of power, money, and pleasure.



AUTHOR’S NOTE ON USING THIS TEXT

This text is intended for the intermediate student who still has not mastered classical 
Greek but has a basic knowledge of the language. Essentially, I have written the text that 
I wish I had had access to when I was making the transition from first year textbook to 

unadapted texts. Since the level of preparation varies so extremely from student to student at the 
intermediate stage, I have attempted to write a comprehensive work that students of different 
backgrounds and abilities will find useful. The goal was to be complete; indeed, it may be too 
complete for some people’s taste. However, I would prefer to error on the side of too much 
information rather than too little. I have found with my students at this stage that repetition is 
what they need to cement concepts and vocabulary. I do not assume that the student has a “basic 
vocabulary” that I can omit; hence, every word is included in the vocabulary lists. The same with 
grammar and syntax – I make no assumption that students will know what any word is or how 
any construction works. I attempt to explain them all. Although subjects or main verbs may 
be considered painfully obvious to those with extensive experience reading Greek, even basic 
points such as these can frustrate the beginning student who may or may not easily recognize 
their syntactical significance. I also see no reason for me to assume that a student is going to read 
the text in its entirety from the first sentence; one may skip around and isolate the section on 
old age or Thrasymachus’ definition of justice. Hence, I repeat many explanations and this may 
seem wearisome to those who already are comfortable with Greek. The notes are for beginners 
at all levels, not for those who already understand Greek.

My advice for the student using this text is to approach each sentence methodically. First, 
read it out loud. Second, read through the vocabulary and isolate words which you do not know. 
If your ability is on the high intermediate side, attempt to read the entire sentence without 
accessing the notes. Do not stop half way but plow through the entire sentence. Then, if there is 
a part of the sentence that is causing difficulty, isolate that part of the sentence and use the notes 
to clear it up. If your ability is lower intermediate, you may wish to read through all the notes 
to preview the upcoming constructions before attempting to read the sentence. Each grammar 
point is referenced to Smyth’s Greek Grammar. If the student wishes to read more on any point 
or see further examples, they should stop and reference that grammar book. Finally, write out 
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your own translation in the space provided under each sentence. Your final translation should 
be in good, idiomatic English. Then, repeat with the next sentence.

Classical Greek is a deep and rich language that has the flexibility to express the philosophical 
ideas that Plato pursued. Do not get discouraged if you do not get all the nuances right away. 
Reading Greek is like playing a musical instrument – it takes time and practice to master it. If 
you persevere and read Book 1 in its totality, you will notice a dramatic leap in your proficiency.



NOTES ON THE TEXT

The reader should be familiar with the following conventions and terms.
Capital letters in the Greek text indicate a change of interlocutor.

Punctuation (S. 188):
Greek , (comma) = English , (comma).
Greek . (period) = English . (period).
Greek q (point above the line) = English : and ; (colon and semicolon).
Greek ; (semicolon) = English ? (question mark).

Accents (S. 138-87):
Acute: t
Circumflex: y
Grave: x

Syllables (S. 138-148):
The last syllable is called the ultima: FN`.
The next to the last syllable is called the penult: `:.
The one before the penult is called the antepenult: 2B.

Words are named according to their accent as follows (S. 157):
Oxytone (acute on the ultima): 2Z, 8`, 88Lf.
Paroxytone (acute on the penult): 8bT, 8BT, 88L`.
Proparoxytone (acute on the antepenult): 2B, B*b:.
Perispomenon (circumflex on the ultima): , 2.
Properispomenon (circumflex on the penult): B, :F.
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Abbreviations in the citations:
S.:
Smyth, Herbert Weir, Greek Grammar. Revised by Gordon M. Messing. Harvard University 

Press. 1984.
D.:
Denniston, J.D., The Greek Particle. Second Edition revised by K.J. Dover. Hackett Publishing 

Company, Inc.. Indianapolis/Cambridge.1991.
L. and S.:
Liddell and Scott, An Intermediate Greek Dictionary. Oxford at the Clarendon Press, Oxford 

University Press, 1986.
Liddell and Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon. Oxford at the Clarendon Press, Oxford University 

Press, 1968.

Other sources:
The Greek text was taken from The Republic of Plato. Edited with Critical Notes, Commentary 

and Appendices. James Adam, M.A.. Vol. 1. Cambridge at the University Press, 1902. 
This can be accessed at the web site: Tarik Wareh public-domain classics books – Union 
College (WWW1.union.edu/wareh/books).

The translation of Pindar was taken from the following text: Pindar. The Odes of Pindar. 
Translated by Sir John Sandys. Loeb Classical Library56. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1989.

The term “substantive”:
The terms “substantive” and “used substantively” are employed freely throughout the 

explanations. The term “substantive” simply means “as a noun.” Greek has great flexibility 
in the way it creates nouns as adjectives, participles, infinitives, adverbs, and entire clauses 
can be used as nouns by the addition of the article. Do not be confused by the term if you 
are not familiar with it.





A7!IS; A?73I+3!
“The Republic of Plato”

I! I? 3!7?? A?SA!
“The characters in the dialogue”

GS5!I/G, 7!5S;, A?7+9!O?G, 
1!9!O?G, !+39!;I?G, 5+M!7?G

“Socrates, Glaucon, Polemarchus, Thrasymachus,  
Adeimantus, Cephalus”





PART I 

Numerous friends gather at Cephalus’ house for an evening of promised discussion. Socrates 
quickly turns the topic of conversation from old age to the question “what is justice?”. Three 
common sense definitions of the word justice are advanced but Socrates exposes weaknesses in 
each and they are all ultimately rejected. (327.a-336.a)





I.1: Friends meet during the festival. (327.a-328.b)

I.1.A: After witnessing a festival at the Piraeus, Socrates and Glaucon are returning to the 
main city of Athens when Polemarchus and other friends invite them to a gathering at the 
home of Cephalus, Polemarchus’ father (327.a-328.b.)

I. 5   A    ,  
           ,  
   . (327.a)

: to hold, celebrate, observe.
: at the same time.
, -, : Ariston.
: in as much as, seeing that.
: to will, wish.
, -, : Glaucon.
 (+ acc.): to.
, -, : festival, holiday.
: to view as spectators, 
onlookers, or bystanders.
, -, : goddess.
: to go down from  
(the inland parts to the sea).

 (+ gen.): along with, together with.
: now, at this very time.
, : the (son).
A, -, : Piraeus.
: to celebrate, observe.
: to offer prayers or vows.
: first, for the first time.
 … : and.
, : who? what? which?
, - : way, manner, fashion.
: yesterday.

5: First person, singular, aorist, active, indicative of  (S. 682). The main 
verb of the complex sentence (S. 2173). The subject  is not expressed but implied in 
the verb; the nominative of the personal pronoun is usually omitted except when emphatic 
(Socrates is the narrator throughout) (S. 929, 1190). The verb first is an emphatic position. 
The lack of a connective particle (, *, etc.) is rare in Greek; here only because this is the 
first sentence of the treatise (S. 2771).
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