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Plato and the Good 
 
1. Translation Again: Balance Fidelity and Readability 
 
Last week’s readings: Gorgias 506d: ‘And the pleasant is that which, if it has 
come to be present, we take pleasure, and the good that which, if it has come to 
be present, we are good?’1 This is a hard read, and a rather literal translation; 
the Greek says, roughly, ‘the pleasant is this where having come to one’s side we 
please ourselves, and the good where coming by we are good?’ Improvement: ‘Is 
the pleasant that which, when present, makes us enjoy ourselves, and the good 
that by which, when present, we are good?’ Or snappier: ‘Is pleasure something 
whose presence makes us pleased, and good something whose presence makes 
us good?’2 
 
2. The Simile of the Sun (Republic 507a–509c) 
 
The most important thing for anyone to know or to understand, as the source 
of morality or excellence, is the idea of Good, or goodness as such, Good itself 
(ἡ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ ἰδέα μέγιστον μάθημα, hē tou agathou idea megiston mathēma; 
Republic 505a).  

The Idea of Good. The Good is neither pleasure nor knowledge (Rep. 505b–
e), nor power (587). It is whatever we ‘are after’, our ultimate goal, what we 
pursue: what motivates and explains our actions, including politics (e.g., liberty, 
equality, and justice). 

We must know the good in order to be, and do, good. For Plato, the virtues 
are good because they lead to happiness (εὐδαιμονία, eudaimonia). Take justice: 
the just life is the psychologically harmonious or balanced life, where aspiration, 
desire, and reason work ‘symphonically’ together (do their jobs, have their 
pleasures), and this constitutes the flourishing of individuals and the society. 

Note. For Plato, the soul has three parts (i.e. aspects of psychic function): 
reason, spirit, and desire. Reason plans, learns, and has overall control etc.; 
spirit fights, is ambitious, and loves fame etc.; desires are natural drives or 
instincts. Plato extrapolates the soul’s parts to the state: guardian, auxiliaries, 
and producers. So, the guardians of a state too need to understand the Good in 
order to rule for the good of all (i.e. to rule well). 

Yet, instead of saying what Good is, Plato provides a series of analogies 
(Rep. 506e–521b). Here is the first: 
 
visible realm intelligible realm 
sun goodness (agathon) 
sense of sight (eyes) intelligence (nous) 
things we see things we know or understand (noumena), 

goodness provides being and reality to those 

                                                   
1  Irwin translation. 
2  Hamilton/Emlyn-Jones translation. 
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2. The Divided Line (Republic 509d–511e) 
 
The line illustrates four ways of cognizing certain corresponding objects in the 
two realms mention in the previous simile. The most perfect knowledge is that 
of the form of the Good, or Goodness itself, because this has the highest degree 
of truth, certainty, and reality. 
 

 
 
3. The Allegory of the Cave (Republic 514a–518e)3 
 

 
                                                   
3  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Platon_Cave_Sanraedam_1604.jpg 


